GREAT PERFORMANCES
“The Nightingale”

French filmmaker Christian Chaudet brilliantly weds eye to ear in “The Nightingale,” a glittering animated fantasy based on Igor Stravinsky’s Chinese fairy-tale opera Le Rossignol. The remarkable French coloratura soprano Natalie Dessay makes her GREAT PERFORMANCES debut in the title role, with James Conlon leading the Paris National Opera Orchestra and Chorus. GREAT PERFORMANCES “The Nightingale” airs on PBS Wednesday, December 21, 2005, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET.
“Stravinsky himself said that it wasn’t enough to hear the music, but that it should be seen too,” says Chaudet, who set 10 animators working for an entire year on the post-production on the film. “The very way he wrote the score, the multitude of sounds, registers, colors, lights and instruments, already make the opera almost pictorial.”

The resulting interpretation, compared by many to Disney’s classic Fantasia, is a voluptuous chinoiserie of images, both old and high-tech. A fisherman sings inside a rotating blue china bowl, opening fans magically change colors, a scale-model porcelain palace is filmed for real and re-created on endless computers. Even a cell phone makes an appearance.   

“Adapted into a film,” says Chaudet, “we should be reminded that Stravinsky’s opera is, first and foremost, a story. The story, Hans Christian Andersen’s beloved 150-year-old fairy tale, should translate to every age, particularly our own. We should recognize our own nightingales and emperors.”

Using Natalie Dessay’s award-winning EMI Classics recording (The Philadelphia Inquirer called her performance “a wonder”; “dazzling” filed The Guardian) as its soundtrack, the film interweaves the glamorous Met favorite throughout “The Nightingale”’s live-action sequences. Also featured are Marie McLaughlin as the Cook and Violeta Urmana as Death. GREAT PERFORMANCES viewers will recall Lithuanian mezzo Urmana as Kundry in 1999’s “Parsifal: The Search for the Grail,” under the baton of Valery Gergiev, and British soprano McLaughlin as Ivy in “On the Town in Concert” in 1993, with Michael Tilson Thomas conducting.

Premiering in 1914 at the Paris Opera, led by Pierre Monteux, Stravinsky’s opera — his first — adheres closely to Andersen’s tale of a fickle emperor and his adoring nightingale, whose song thrills all.  All, that is, until a mechanical nightingale, a gift from the emperor of Japan, draws equal praise, and the real nightingale flies away. Later, as his emperor lies dying and calling for music, the real nightingale reappears and drives away death. He then promises his beloved emperor to come back every night and sing until dawn.

Arguably the key figure in 20th-century music, Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971) is best known for his ballets The Firebird (1910), Petrushka (1911) and The Rite of Spring (1913), as well as such orchestral works as Capriccio for Piano and Orchestra (1928-29) and choral pieces, including Symphony of Psalms (1930). His most celebrated operas, Oedipus Rex (1926-27) and The Rake’s Progress (1948-51), came to blazing life on GREAT PERFORMANCES in 1992 and 1996, respectively, with Jessye Norman in the former as Queen Jocasta (Seiji Ozawa conducting) and Barbara Hendricks as Anne Trulove in the latter (under the baton of Esa-Pekka Salonen).

Soprano Dessay emerged on the international scene in the 1990s and has become one of the most sought-after coloraturas of her generation. Among her signature roles are Blondchen in The Abduction from the Seraglio, Adele in Die Fledermaus, Zerbinetta in Ariadne auf Naxos, Olympia in The Tales of Hoffman, Queen of the Night in The Magic Flute and Lakmé. She sang The Nightingale at the Chatelet in Paris under Pierre Boulez. This season at the Met, she inaugurates the company’s new production of Roméo et Juliette, with tenor Ramón Vargas and conductor Bertrand de Billy. One of EMI Classics’ most popular artists, her latest albums include Orpheus in the Underworld, Mozart Concert Arias and Natalie Dessay: Vocalises.
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■ GREAT PERFORMANCES online, pbs.org/wnet/gperf/, contains additional information about this and other GREAT PERFORMANCES programs. The colorful Web companion contains a wide variety of images, in-depth information about the programs and activities for teachers, including lesson plans, tips and resources.


