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Double Duty

Conductor Bertrand de Billy tells Alexandra Day about balancing
the melodies of Faust and the melodrama of La Gioconda.

Why isnOtLa Gioconda performed more often, at the Met and elsewhere

ItOsan operathat hasn(teendonein a long time becausgrou needhe worldOestsingers.You needsix completelyincredible
performersWe havea really greatteam,andweOrall on thesamewavelengthGiocondawasone of the MetOdlagshipoperas
for years thanksto Milanov, andit wasperformedall thetime. It wasperformedthenlike Bohemenow. The orchestr&knewit by
heart,everyoneknewit by heartBut now Giocondais muchless knownln Europe,too.

Sowhat happened

In my opinion,we didnéhavethe\singersme neededor a while. You needa constellatiorof singers GiocondaisnOnhecessarily
thekind of operawhereyou say,OAh,l absolutelywantto do Giocondafor the music.QtOgeally an operawhereyou needyreat
singers. think you haveto havethem, butitOsot easy.Herewe havethem. AnditOshecaus®f that that IOveometo do it here.

Is it all about the six principals, then?

tOsa chorusOsperatooNvery muchsoNand thatOsvhy itOgantastichereat the Met. | adorethis chorus WeOvevorked
togetherfor a long time, andtheyOrso quick, so generousn stageTheysing marvelously.

How would you describeLa Gioconda for someonenho hasnOheard it before?

ItOsan Italian opera,but onethatOslsoa bit of Frenchgrandopera,with the grandballetfor the orchestraQ TheDanceof the
Hours,OQwhich is a lot of fun. ItOsel cantothatOsomewheréetweenAida andOtello. ItOshetweerold Verdi andnot quite what
we call verismo.And it pulls a bit from all directions,especiallyfrom the Frenchgrandoperatradition. Often, in operasthe
balletsarebad, becausghe composerslidnOevenwrite the balletsthemselvesBut Ponchielliwrote one of the mostbeautiful
balletsthat existswhich Disneyusedfor Fantasig which is why all parentsknow this dancetoo. SoitOsan operathatOseally
agreeabldor the orchestrapecausef the ballet, very interestingfor the chorus,becausef the greatchoralpassagesndfor the
singers.ItOsanincrediblechallengefor all of them.

And for the public?

In my opinion, itOsa work thatOsery direct,a work that touchesa work with grandromanticismuniversalsentimentltOsa
confrontationbetweerpureromanticismanimpossiblelove, politics, andintrigue. ThereOa bit of everything.The public ison
somelevel hopingfor operadike this. [tOdike Boheme If we stoppeddoingBohemefor 20 yearsandthenperformedit, it would
work right away.|tOdike Traviata, ToscaP operashat touchb becausthe musicis beautiful,direct.| havea lot of confidence
in Gioconda

YouOrealso conducting Faust right now. What itOdike working on two operasat the sametime?

You haveto know both operageally well, thatO$or sure.And you haveto be readyto movefrom oneoperato the next.|Omnot
too worriedaboutthat.l havea very good assistarfor Faust who knowsexactlywhat!| wantto do, andthe pianist,who knows
exactlywhat| wantto do, andthe coachfor Faust with whom | did RomZcet Juliettelast season.

How do American audiencesrespondto French repertoire ?

The Americanpublic lovesFrenchrepertoire almostmorethanin FranceltOgunny. But that mightbe becausdimmy Levine
hasdonea lot of it, and he lovesthe Frenchrepertoire HeO®vendonethingsthat wedonOdaredo in Vienna[wherede Billy is
musicdirectorof the ViennaRadio SymphonyOrchestra]Here heOsloneles DialoguesdesCarmZlites PellZaset MZlisande
In Vienna,! will do them, buheQslreadydonethem hereSothereQa realopenness$o Frenchopera,but all thesamel havea
lot of confidencein Gioconda FaustandGiocondareally arenOso different.

WhatOsspecialabout performing theseworks at the Met?
| love this orchestraNwework really well together The repertoirehereis very broad.It goesfrom Mozartto contemporary
music.And the big advantag®f this orchestraasidefrom the factthat itOsne of thetwo or threebestorchestrasn theworld, is

that theyapproachall repertoirewith the sameconviction.And thatOsare.[tOsa specialtyhere At otheroperahousesvherel
work with somegreat,great,greatorchestraswhenwe play greatrepertoireby Mozart, StraussWagner theyOr¢raiseshis fist,
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with brio]. But if | wereto arriveto do Gioconda it would beE [cringes].So-called bel cantoNtherethey donOlike it. Theydo
it, but notwith alot of conviction.Here, whetheryou weredoing Gioconda Faust Tristan und Isolde or MadamaButterfly, it
would bewith the saméevel of engagementhe sameenthusiasm. That@e housespecialty.

Speaking of specialties youOrebestknown here for your work in French repertoire. Is that a reputation you embrace?

ThatOs bit of a problem,actually.BecausétOgruethat inthe U.S., youOreuickly pigeonholeditOspartof my role asa French
conductorto do Frenchand Italian repertoire to defendit hereNeventhoughl donOteally needto do this,becausgimmyalso
doesit really well, andlovesit. But itOdruethat afterwardsifOsvery hardto breakout. In Europe,|Ovenanagedl love doing
Frenchrepertoire put IOdalsolike to do otherthings.

How muchNif at allNdo you adapt your conducting style for eachproduction?

You donOtonductan operathe sameway with differentsingersIf you havea voice thatO#ighter, heavier moregenerousetc.,
you do thingdifferently. As for the tempi, thereOa story that DanieBarenboimtold me: Whenyou go on &rip, do you firstbuy
a suitcaseandthendecidewhereyouOrgoing andwith whom?No, you decidavhereyouOrgoing andwith whom, thenyou
buy asuitcaseOtherwisethe suitcasewill be too big, andeverythingwill getmixed togetheror the suitcasewill be too small,
andyou wonOhaveenoughroom. TempoNitOghe sameYou wonOhavethe sametempo witha Borodinaasyou would with
someonevith a smallervoice.SoitOgust a matterof knowing peopleandthenfinding a common styleltOdike a mayonnaise;
everythinghasto takelittle by little. You haveto showup with a conceptwith a conviction,andthenadaptto the singersyou
have,the hall, themood,everything.

Sowith thesetwo operasfilling your headall day, what kind of music to you listen to at night?

Jazz[He laughs.]A lot of jazz.Yes, | really like it. When| did the Wagnertetralogy,| conducteceachoperatentimesNso 40
operasovertwo yearsNandeverytime | hadan operathat wadfinishing, | would arrivehomeat 2 in the morning,and| listened
to GregorianchantsTo cleanseNot that itOdirty. But you haveto takecompleteextremesFrom GstterdSmmerungp Tallis
Scholarsor somethindike that.,a change!

CafeteriaChat:Listen toconductoBertrandde Billy -in his native Frenchin the Met cafeteriaduringa breakin rehearsals.

1. OntheMet's"housespecialty”
2. Onwhy conductingis like packingyour bags
3. Onwhatmusichelistensto in his downtime
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