CIM to present area premiere of
Luigi Cherubini’s Medea
by Mike Telin
Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, as epitomized
by Euripides’ infamous character Medea. After her
husband Jason rejects her for another woman in order
to further his political career, she will stop at nothing
to get revenge, including murdering her own children.
This sensational drama will be brought to life when the
Cleveland Institute of Music’s Opera Theater presents
Luigi Cherubini’s Medea on November 8, 9, 10, and
11 at 7:30 pm in Kulas Hall. David Bamberger directs
and Harry Davidson will lead the cast and CIM
Orchestra. The opera will be sung in Italian with
English supertitles. Running time is two hours
including intermission. Tickets are available online.
While Medea commits horrible atrocities, David
Bamberger cautions against judging her too harshly.
“In Euripides’ play, it’s clear that our sympathies are
supposed to lie with her even though she does terrible things,” the director said by
telephone. Now considered to be one of the great plays of ancient Greece, it was only
awarded a third prize (out of three) at the Dionysia festival in 431 BCE. “And Euripides
certainly got into — I don’t know if trouble is the right word — but he was not popular
in Athens because he kept writing shows that had sympathy for the underdog, which
women clearly were.”
Bamberger noted that in spite of being a victim, the heroine makes some shocking
pronouncements like ‘Sooner would I stand three times to face their battles, shield in
hand, than bear one child.’ He also noted that Glauce, Jason’s second wife who Medea
murders with a poison robe, is a nice girl. “But it is the ‘Burning Bed’ syndrome —
you’re not in favor of what she does, but Jason really deserves it. The opera has that kind

of complexity, and you do come to have sympathy for the person you are supposed to
hate.”
Originally composed as an opéra-comique with a libretto by François-Benoît Hoffman,
Medea premiered in March of 1797 at the Théâtre Feydeau in Paris, to a less than
enthusiastic reception. In the 20th century the Opera was most often performed in an
Italian translation with recitatives replacing the spoken dialogue.
This week’s performances will mark the first time that Medea has been produced in
Northern Ohio. “At least we’ve been saying that, and no one’s been calling to tell us we
forgot about this or that performance,” Bamberger said. “We do know that the Met never
did it here, and nobody at CIM or Oberlin remembers performing it, so at the most
conservative estimate it hasn’t been presented in a long, long, long time.”
Bamberger said he decided to produce the Opera because it is worth doing. “It’s a
little-known but very good piece. Musically it’s stunning, and stylistically interesting
because Cherubini straddled the Classical and Romantic periods. He was four years
younger than Mozart, but by the time he died at 82, Schubert was gone, Beethoven was
gone, Bellini was gone. And Beethoven, who was not inclined to flatter anybody, felt
that Cherubini was the finest of his contemporaries. He was a conservative, but with this
piece, he picked a story that revels in the emotionalism that the Romantic period was all
about.”
When asked if mounting Medea is a political statement, Bamberger quickly answered,
“No. But I think the piece raises the question of the role of women. Medea is an outsider,
a foreigner who doesn’t belong with the good folk, so the parallels are there for anybody
who wants to draw them. But I’m not trying to make any grand political statement. I
think the piece does that on its own.”
On a historical note, Bamberger pointed out that it was the famed Greek-American
soprano Maria Callas who was responsible for bringing Cherubini’s opera back to the
repertoire. “She performed it a lot and one can see why. Ironically it became the story of
her life.” (Her love affair with Greek shipping tycoon Aristotle Onassis ended when he
left her in favor of Jacqueline Kennedy.) “Not that Callas went killing Onassis’ babies,
but there is that idea of being replaced by a woman of prestige.”
Winding down our conversation, Bamberger said that Medea is an opera that people
should see. “It’s really good music with a story that has lasted for three thousand years.
And we do have at least one of the principals left alive at the end, which is more than
you can say for Tosca.”

Published on ClevelandClassical.com November 6, 2017.
Click here for a printable copy of this article
Return to the Front Page.

