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The Singing Detective
by William R. Braun

Johann Adolf Hasse

The
combined gifts of eighteenth-century composer Johann Adolf Hasse and mezzo-soprano Vivica Genaux
have led to some musical discoveries of real merit. Genaux
attracted widespread attention with her 2002 album Arias for
Farinelli, a selection of music written for the legendary castrato
by Porpora, Galuppi, Geminiano Giacomelli, Riccardo Broschi
and Hasse. Hasse (1699–1783) figures again in her most recent
release, a Handel–Hasse arias disc, and in June and July, she sang
all-Hasse concerts in Germany, Spain and Holland. She spoke
about the composer last May from Georgia, where she was contributing some Hasse selections to a gala concert at Atlanta
Opera.
OPERA NEWS: The Arias for Farinelli album made a huge
splash. I’m wondering if it led to any stagings of the complete
operas involved.
VIVICA GENAUX: Unfortunately not, at least to my knowledge.
ON: What do you think it would take for such stagings to come
about?
VG: In the U.S., it’s very difficult if the audience doesn’t know
the composer. Even doing a Vivaldi opera is very difficult in the
States yet, and Vivaldi is someone everybody at least knows from
The Four Seasons. I think there has to be more concert work
done. The Hasse operas work very well in concert form, because
the focus is so much on the vocality of it rather than the staging
and the story — like some of Rossini’s serious operas that are
not as often performed scenically, but they come across very well
in concert. I think with Hasse, the difficulty is that, I find, there
is such a huge difference between singing it with a modern
orchestra versus singing with a Baroque orchestra. I just find
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that working with a modern orchestra, however much they’ve
trained in Baroque practice, the volume is automatically so
much more, because the instruments are built to do different
things. So that’s something that is an opportunity for the concert venue but a big challenge when you’re doing an opera
onstage, because most of the opera companies have a contract
with their orchestra and can’t bring in a different orchestra to do
one production.
ON: Farinelli loved singing Hasse’s music. Even when he sang a
setting of a libretto by some other composer, he still wanted to
do the Hasse accompanied recitatives. Do you feel you now
have a good idea of what Farinelli’s voice must have sounded
like?
VG: It’s kind of like looking at the career of Josephine Baker,
because she starts out very high, very light, very florid, and then
she spends more time in the smoky bars, and the voice starts
going down. Basically the same thing happened with Farinelli.
There was an experience I had singing with Isabel Bayrakdarian,
in Paris. We did Marc’Antonio e Cleopatra, the cantata by Hasse.
I was all happy singing the part of Marc’Antonio, thinking,
“Oh, here I am, singing Farinelli’s piece, what started giving him
notice.” And lo and behold, he sang Cleopatra! He was about
nineteen at that time. So, think of Isabel’s voice, Laura Aikin’s
voice — light, high, lyrical soprano, a Susanna type of voice,
with a lot of trills and fast technical work. And then you go into
the middle of his career — most of the works that I did on the
Farinelli recording are from the middle of his career — and the
voice started to go a little more central. He started not doing the
real high stuff any more, which is why I could do it, and having
so much emotion, so much color in the voice, from the very
bottom to the very top, which is something I enjoy doing also.
Then later in the career, the voice gets calmer, and he stops
doing the real florid stuff.
ON: With the Hasse project, you spent time with the actual
autographs. Do you really get anything from the autograph that
you don’t get from a facsimile?
VG: Definitely. There’s just something about seeing something
that was written in the 1700s by somebody’s hand. I’ve talked
with Philip Gossett also about the research he does on Verdi and
Rossini. Even photocopies of the manuscripts don’t give you the
same idea. Being able to look at these things and see just what
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they did when they made a mistake. That there are pages of
music that are crossed out, or that there are inserted pages of
music. The idea that yes, they were open to transposition for
individual singers. Dresden especially had one of the most
important schools for part-writing. The difference between seeing the manuscripts that are held in Milan at the Conservatorio
versus the ones that are held in Dresden — the cleanness, the
conciseness, the schooling that went behind that school in Dresden, versus that kind of cavalier scrawl that you get in Milan —
was very interesting. It gives you a whole different take on then
looking at a printed score.
We’re so spoiled now that if we don’t have a printed score with
everything marked perfectly, if there’s an error, God forbid, we
have a big fit about it. For them, I think it was much more like
walking on a moving train. You just kind of kept your balance as
you kept going and shifted things and made corrections and
were not as set in stone as we are today. The margin for error
that they were working with! Also that you can look at a printed
manuscript and hear something weird or funky in the bass and
say, “Hmmm, I think that’s missing a flat,” and not be completely out in left field or presumptuous. You can trust your ears.

It brings it back to life.
For me, the published
scores are a kind of taxidermy.
ON: With such a huge
amount of Hasse’s music
to explore, how did you
winnow it down to what
you were going to sing?
VG: What I was able to do
was a godsend. Both in
Milan at the Conservatorio and at the Sächsische
Landesbibliothek in Dresden, I went through all
those scores, and I wrote
out on a piece of paper
the page numbers that I
was interested in. So that
would include some
recitative. For the Hasse, especially, if there was interesting
accompanied recitative that I thought was beautiful before a big
aria or a big scene, I would take that as well. And the reference
librarian would turn that over to their technical group. Some
libraries now have the capability, rather than going from microfiche onto a photocopy, they can put it on CD-ROM as a JPEG
image. So I came out of Milan and Dresden with three CDROMs that I could travel with, rather than having 8,000 kilos of
photocopies. I’ve got 100 gigs on my computer, and I travel
with 300 more gigs in external drives. That [works] with a
Sibelius or Finale [notation] program, and I travel with a printer
most of the time.
ON: How do the various conductors you work with influence
your performance practice?
VG: My first real Baroque conductor was René Jacobs, so I’m an
acolyte of his. With him, you do all the appoggiaturas. With
Christophe Rousset, Federico Maria Sardelli, they’re more selective about appoggiaturas. Sardelli said that you don’t do an
appoggiatura on proper names or nouns. You would do one on a
verb or an adjective, a more descriptive word, not just everywhere where musically it would fit in. When I did Gluck’s Orfeo
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Genaux and members of the ensemble
La Cetra in rehearsal for a June 2007
concert at the Frauenkirche in Dresden,
the city where Hasse served
as Kapellmeister to the Saxon court

with Hartmut Haenchen, if it was a question, he wanted the
appoggiatura coming from underneath, even in a situation
where René would have been pulling out his hair. (“You can’t do
it from below there!”) There were also situations with Sardelli
where he would do an appoggiatura from below where for René
that only started coming about past Mozart’s time. Bernard
Labadie on the Handel–Hasse album was more open.
Will Crutchfield is also more like René, where you do every
one. He’s coming out with a book, which substantiates all of the
research he’s done. When I first worked with Will — this was
not on Baroque music but bel canto — it took some convincing. But he’s such a scholar, he has back-up material for everything he says, and it was fascinating to see some of that material.
It’s a matter of attuning your ear. After working with Will, I was
gung ho — I was all sold on it.
ON: So many productions of Baroque opera are disrespectful of
the da capo repeat. Directors think, since we’ve heard this music
already, let’s change the scenery now. But really the whole point
of a Baroque opera is what the singer is doing at that point. Do
you have trouble with this?
VG: They do it in Rossini as well. Poor Alidoro in Cenerentola!
He has all the scene-changing music in that opera. Generally by
his cabaletta he’s standing in front of the curtain singing this
sublime music while they’re going BANG! BANG! BANG! in
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the back. But in Hasse’s Solimano at the Berlin Staatsoper, there
were a couple of moments where the curtain went down, and
you were in front of the curtain, and I have to say that I enjoyed
it. Because, for me, the da capo of it was so intimate with the
audience it was almost out of context.
There was one aria that was an ombra aria — a shadow aria —
where he was telling his beloved that he was going to go, and he
was going to fight, and he was probably going to die, and if he
died that she was going to see him in the shadows following her
through her life, that his love would always be with her. And it
was one of the hands-down most beautiful arias I ever had the
privilege to sing. And the first time singing the A section it was
very directed at her. The B section was very much in contrast,
and it took him away from her, into his own world, rather than
seeing her seeing him as this shadow he was describing. The
return of the A section, with the curtain down behind me, for
me was just me telling the audience, for whoever their loved
ones were who were not there any more, that there was hope
and there was this presence. It was such a moment of reconciliation, of consolation, that it kind of came out of the context and
became a universal, global kind of thing.
ON: I think you just convinced me.
■
WILLIAM R. BRAUN is a pianist and writer based in Connecticut.
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