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Grendel’ takes flight, with
‘Lion ng $ master and an
award-winning composer.
But it hasn’t been easy.

RS

CHAISTINE COTTER Los Angele

WORKING HIS WAY BACK: Goldenthal pressed on with composing

‘Grendel,” even after a fall sent him to the hospital wich a sertous head injury

ANCER Salvatore Vas

sallo is not in this scene.

He has come to re-

hearsal to show his fel-

low performers the
ropes, 30 to speak.

Vassallo, along with five cther rmale
dancers and assorted stage crew
members, is taking 4 flying lesson. On
& ‘recent morning in Santa Clarita,
the group ig gathered in the cavern
ous, warehouse-like rehearsal facility
at Branam West Coast, a company

that designs and provides equipment

for flying effsc
tions, be ¢}

ganzes or “Peter Pan.”

ts in theatrieal produc:

pop music extrava-

“But this project is neither rock 'n’
roll nor a Broadway musical. It's op
ara. The cancers ars learning g how to
die agonizing deaths while suspendead
it midair for a grisly massacre scene
ifi “Grendel,” a new work by Elliot
Ck)ldenthal that will receive its world
pPemiere Saturday - in a staging hy
hls longtirne mate, Julie Taymor -~ at
[a0s Angeles Opera.
Co--('ommiqsioned by the L.A. com
pa,ny and New York’s Lincoln Center
Hestival, the $2.8-million production
Wﬂl be seen seven times at the Doro
Llir Chandler Pavilion before its New
s?&k premiere July 11 as part of the
Faﬁmcoln Center event. It stars bass
@m Owens — who last year appeared
xngthp remiere of John Adams’ “Doc

tiww Aravmnmia”




Heightened risks for
a new production

at San Francisco
Opera — as the man-eating monster of the ti-
tle, and features formidable megzo-soprano
Denyce Graves as & tragon,

All the dancers have some flylng experi-
énce, but the others say Vassallo has the
most, s he is in Santa Clarity tc give point-.
ers. And, in fact, he iooks as comifortable as
any Cirque du Boleil acrobag a8 he slithers
headfirst down a rope dangling from she rig
ging — that i8, unti] rope and dancer take g
sudder, precipitous drop.

A collective gasp arises from the onlookers
as Vassallo’s head misses a mat placed below
him and comes dangerously close to the pol-
ished concrete floor, Crew members scurry to
replace the mat with another that's twice as
thick and three times ng long.

When asked aftzrward ir the moment
scared him s much as hig audlence, Vassallo
shrugs. “T knew it right hurt, but it wasn't go-
Ingtobe fatal” he says,

Taymer trademaris
LTHOUGH net averyone in
volved In “Grendal” 8 re-
guired to drep via a rope
from the ceiling, Vassallo's
plunge seems an &pt meta-
phior for the risks of produc-
ing a nw opera. In this case,
those risks are hsightered oy the elaborate
sets, costlimes, puppets ang special effects
that have been tradernarks of Taymor ever
since she turned the animateq Disney movie
“The Lion King” into a cclossa! stage specta-
cle and a worldwide phenomenon,

What's more, though Vassalin was lueky
enough to miss ths floor, Coldenthal wasn’t
50 lucky a few raonths eariler when he took a
fall at home at a erucial Daint it “Grendel’s”
development that raised doubts about
whether the show would goonasal

“It's a new opera, T dop now it that well
either.... W2 are gulng to be creating this
producticn from seratch,” Taymor cneerfully
admitted at an April 10 design presentation
for the cast and crew, early in the approxi-
mately seven-week rehearsal period. “We ha-
ven't even keard it. I find that terrifying and
exhilarating *

Although they have had less than two
months to rehearse,
‘Grendel” — subtitled
“The Transceadence of
the Great Big Bad” — has
been gestating in the
minds of Taymor and Go!-
denthal for more than 20
yvears. And, as Lo§ An-
geles Opera general direc-
tor Pldeido Domingo
joked at a March news
conference in New York:
“Theirbaby is a monster.”

Goldenthal and Tay-
mor have eollaboi;acgad ar
tistically before, including
on the movies *Titus” snd
“Frida® (for which Gol-
denthal’s score won %n
Academy Award) and the
1888 musica! theater plzce
“Juan Darlér: A Carnival
Mass,”

Goidenthal, an eclectlo
composer who studied
under Aaron Copland and
John Corigliano, has aizn
composed A large-scale
plece for the Pacific 3ym.
phony, “Fire Water Paper: A Vietnam Orato-
rlo,” and the balie: “Otheilo,” choreographed
by Lar Luboviteh, which remiered in 1897 at
San Francisco’s War Memorial Opera Hcuse,
Critics have described his musie, whether for
a Shakespeare ballet or o big-budget Holly-
wood movie such ag “Batman Foreve:r" 33 ac-
cessible and emoticnally charged.

He and Taymor descrive rne full-length
“Grendel,” which will clock 'n at about three
hours with one lntmnisalon.r;aéi their mc:& in-
tense partnership to date. mingo calls it
the most ambitious undertaking in Los An-
geles Opera’s 20-year history. Indee, the
celebrated tenor introduces a new monetary
unit to the global 2cunomy when he says the
“Grendel” budget is about “1'4 ‘Aldas'* —
that is, half again the average cost of mount-
Ing a new production of Verdi's 19th century
monster.

The expenses are beling split between the
Los Angeles company and Lincoln Center,
meaning that, according to Domingo's math,
each is shelling out TS of an "AY-
da.” The Walt Disney Foundation and Hol-
land's Joop van den Ende Foundatior: are the
production’s lead underwriters, along with a
consortium of individual donors and the Nea-
tional Endowment for the Arts,

The opera, with a [isrstto by Taymor and
American poet J.D. McCiatchy, was inspired
by the 1,000-year-oid legend of Beowulf, the
mythic Scandinavian hero who ended the ter-
ritie reign of the hideous mcnster Grendel.

Perhaps more important, the likretto also
borrows from John Gardner'’s 1971 novel
“Grendel,” which tells the story from the
monster’s point of view. To force the audience
to relate to this antihero, Taymor says, Gren-
del sings in English while his foes sing in Old
English, “The audience will have to love the

e, they'll have to love the dark side —
and It will make them uncomfortable,” she
says, sounding pleased.

To create a phonetic gulde for singers
charged with bringing a dead language back
to life, McClatchy enlisted the ald of Old Eng-
lish scholars from Yale and UCLA. “No one
knows how to pronounce Old English, so it
doesn't matter if someone makes & mistake,
but evervone has to make the same mistaiee ©

Taymor and Goldenthal fell in love with
Grendel before they fell in love with each
other. They met in 1080, but both had read
Gardner’s novel in the 19708 — when %mor,
now 83 and then a mythology majcr at Ober-
lin College, even wrote a term paper compar-
ing the epie poem “Beowulf” and the book.

But In bringing the story to the opera
stage, Taymor and Goldenthal may have cre-
ated a monster in more ways than one.

Thosemtheopembuslnessmmndof
saying thac the anly thing more expensive
than opers is war, Bven though operas are
most often produced by achprofit organiza-
tlons, they typically call for g rall orchestra, a
chorus and elaborate costumes and sets. But
“Grende’” s ot Just opera, it's Taymor op-
era. In 2004, she dazzied New Yorkers at the
Metropoiitan Opera with & hyper-inventive
“Magic Flute, " Among tocal Opara-yoers, she
may be best known for her 1965 L A. Opera
staging of Wagners “The Flying Dutehman®
— 8 Special effects sxtravaganza that in-
cluded 1ving marmalds and fantastical pup-
pet birds.

“You had ghost sallors, people belaying,
naked men sfiding on watsr vast women with
ships ¢, their heads,” she recalls, (8She indig-
nantly disowns 1.2, Opera's 2003 revival of
the preduction, which oug, tany of the visual

forfinancial reasons. “I was shocked —
it's not my preduction.

“Grendai” pinper designer Michaei Curry
— Previously Taymor's partner o creating
the puprets and masxs for “The Licn King”
and “The Maglo 7o’ — 38Y8 th2 varlous en-
titles devised nr onsiags effects in this new
project range from one that is 48 sec: longtoa
fleet ¢fmir.fature soldier puppets designed to
make sirger Ciwars as (rendal s0em like a gi-
ant In certain scenes,

“My favorite :harscters are tne Sorlorn
Bessts, the horrite rmutants,” Uy gays of
Sorae 3-foor punvet creatirss operated by
dancers, “Our cosfiims desigrizr, Constance
Hoffman® -- also tha costuine designer for
Taymor’s “Flying Dutchman” as well as last
year’s L.A. Opera production of “The Grand
Duchess” — “calls them ‘the mascots from




In addition, mezzo Graves,
properly be described as th
19 character dubbed tha Drag
oot dragon's hey
Lining on & chaise longue
'S L6ngue. Then there's

from a 10-5y-12
debatichad di
placed on the Arag
e *ice wall* centra)
ng platform that becomes taa
area, with one side representing a white win-
rid und and the sther the
ed undergroind from
halls. Anothar “Flying Dutch-

ran.Georue’I‘uypln.!sdealmung

unlike in traditional op-
Ography usually consists
or waltz, “Grendel”
are integrated into
horetgraphy by Angelin Prel-
gy Ballet Preljoca] of
e major characters in
is a dance reje, performed
hardson, Tony-nominated
roadway's “Fosse® and the
'he title role in thy (Goldenthal-
Lubovitch “Othelig.”
Morecver, this is not
claitheater.In oners,
OUL-22-sown Lryout
thet Tinesin o

which Grendel

Amid all this, and
era, whure the chore
of an {solated baechanal
calls for 20 dancers who
the story, with -
Joeay, cirector of -
France. Infact, one oft
the story, Beowulf,
by Desmond Ric
for his rale in B

thé worid of commer-
there are no previews or
8 — although Curry eracks
entet ay visw the Los An-
uction as a frvout of serts before

Says Taymor, fretting 4u
reak about three weel s oefc
“What I ke anout Dreviews tn com-
takes are accepted.
of those shows, the
€ Up, or whatever, and
& preview, But on the
f opera, you are expec
cut; there are crities there.
don't have time.
praying that we don"
with a set or a technical

and the chorus — ‘f we were
they could do it. I+'s all those

rig u repearsal
re the ‘Grendel”

eater is, the mis
Even in ‘Lion King'orary
mountain doesn’t com
it's fun — because it's

t
Frankly, it’s niot
I'm just hoping and

on a flat stage,
other elements,
m In the director's nervous
time. I'm hoping we can pull
gether because they're

moment at this
all the element;
comine in late Thaeu*

A soary accident
NE reason for a sort of dom-
Ino effect of tardiness per-
vading this production was a
freak accident last fal] that
left Goldenthai with a seri-
ous head injury just when his
coinposing  taients were

most in demand. ;

He says his traciitional working hours are
‘Bto5 —that's9 p.m. to 5 a.m.” So it was not
unusual that he was awake in the wee hours
one December xight in the couple’s New York
home. "I was sitting at my table in the itchen
after work. I couldn't fall asleep. 1 was leaning
back in my chair, and the chair tipped aver,”
he says quietly. “And that was it.»

When Taymor talks about the Incident,
tears still pop into her eyes. “It was the most
terrible, horrifying thing I've ever
through,” she says in a Separate conversa-
tion. “It was Dec. 18, the day before my birth-

day. He fell, and he got a double hematoma —
We have hard ceramic floors, He couldn’t
spesk rorawhﬂe.buthehadtokapeompos-
ing.

“The funny thing was, when 1 went to the
hospital, the speech therapist would have

him write things down. She'd ask: ‘What’s
your name?' and he'd write: ‘Elliot. And then
she'd ask: ‘Who is the president of the United
States?’ and he'd write: ‘C-H-E-N-E.Y That's
when I kniew I still had him. He still had nis
humor and quick wit.”

The accident slowed the 62-year-oic Gol-
denthal down by & month or 50 — and, uniike
Taymor, ne belleves the traume left him tem-
porarily humor-irgpaired. “When  arg at my
best, I communieats with a lot of I'ony and
wit and chat stuff, and I esn't communicate
that because it relies on raythm and cadence,
whick 1 can't do right now,” he compiains. “1
missit.”

But aithough the Injury sontinues to trou-
ble his speech, Goldentha! says it never af-
fected his ablilty to compose, “Y didnt lose
that capacity in my brain, and the motor
skills were there in %hmdn.’ he says. “But it
‘was just the luck I that I was writing an

“Thad to wrap my tongue around difficus lan-

guage, Old English,” he says.
In early May, singers Graves and Owens
confirmed that Goldenthal was still iniroduc-

g new music — thougn
luckily major
‘vere occurring In transi-
tional, oy “bridgs,” music
rather than the meat of
their roles. But Graves
noted that the sense of

ot B
you kriow the music?’ an
‘Can we call Elliot?'. ., "

title role In the Ric

lent of a male



“I have never, ever, and I'm not sure I will
again, sung anything like this — it'g S0 ex-
treme in both directions,” says the singer,
who 1s juggling her I..A. rehearsal schedule
with educational activities for her 22-month-
old daughter, Ella Thats Thomas, named by
Graves and her husband, French clarinetist,
composer and conductor Vincent Thomas,
after Ella Fitzgerald (Thals is a favorite char-
acter from French opera). Goldenthal, she
says, is “putting me ina place where I have no
choice but to grow.”

Graves' Dragon will be accompanied by
the Dragonettes, a sort of hybrid of the Weird
Bisters from “Macbeth” and Motown’s Su-
bremes. The three singing harples, con-
nected in one costume, wear long red nails on
three-fingered gloves that make their hands
appear webby, as if they were g Darwin-esque
adaptation for crawling out of the primordial
00z¢, as well as uncannily like the salute that
Leonard Nimoy routinely gave on “Star
Trek.” Graves will get a pair of the gloves too.

“The Mr. Spock thing, and the nails out to
Sacramento? Oh, yeah,” she says apprecia-
tively.

Taymor is the first to admit 1t: There will
bealot happening on the “Grendel” stage. “It
may be too much. My eyes are bigger than my
-+ . what’s that expression?” she says.

But even with all the eye candy she will
provide, Taymor hopes the audience focus
will be on Goldenthal’s musie. She believes
that unlike musical theater, in which songs
can be merely upbeat accompaniment to the
staging, opera ultimately belongs to the com-
poser.

“I am more excited about him than I am
about me,” she says. “That’s kind of weird. I
don't want to sound like I'm foreing down
humble pie or anything, but I mean it. It is ex-
citing because it i{s Elliot's opera. Even
though I am co-writing the libretto and di-
recting It, I have wanted to see him do a full
work, where if there’s a 20-minute plece or an
aria that lasts 10 minutes — well, 50 be it. It’s
not the decision of the playwright or the film
editor.

“We have worked together for more than
20 years, and we Support each other,” Taymor
adds. (The two also teamed up on “Across the
Universe,” a Beatles-inflected film musical
due this year.) “But if the other one doesn’t
really like something at all, it does affect us.
We have similar taste and aesthetics, so we
are always trying to listen to the other col-
laborator.

“But I really want to support his work
here. If Elliot believes in what he’s doing and I
have my doubts, my doubts will go out the
window.”



