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Luisotti takes over as music director of
San Francisco Opera this month,
conducting ‘1l trovatore’

hen we met for this interview at

Covent Garden one afternoon in

January, Nicola Luisotti was
between a couple of previously unscheduled appointments. José Cura, one of the
Calafs in the run of Turandots Luisotti was in London to conduct, had called in sick,
and his replacement for that evening’s performance had at last arrived in the person of
Fabio Armiliato. “We’ve just been talking about the first and second acts,” says Luisotti.
‘After this I'll go back and we’ll look at the third. I've never worked with Armiliato
before. I hope for the very best, and feel very positive about him.” Luisotti seemed to
be thriving on this little crisis, almost enjoying the added tension. *It’s part of this job.
It’s natural.’

‘Natural® is indeed the best way to describe Luisotti in an operatic environment.
Although his official conducting career is still relatively new—he was not yet a big
international name when San Francisco Opera cleverly signed him up as its next music
director early in 2007 —the now 47-year-old musician has enjoyed long experience
close to the workings of an opera house. In various capacities as a chorus master and
répétiteur in his native Italy he worked his way up through the operatic system in a
manner that is increasingly rare these days, and it shows in the grounded security and
musical greasepaint of his performances. His way with Puccini’s score was the best
thing about what might otherwise have been a routine Covent Garden revival of
Turandot, and anyone who has heard him conduct // trovatore before —it’s been one of
his calling cards—will have high expectations of his inaugural production as music
director in San Francisco this month.

Luisotti, who succeeds Donald Runnicles in the post, is coming in as a hands-on music
director who plans to spend around five months of the year in San Francisco, conducting
four productions per season. Will it become home? ‘Home? Now that’s a word I know,
but I have never been there ... To be a conductor with a career and have a “home” is
almost impossible. But if you are able to bring a bit of “home” with you—family or
friends—that can transform your life. Otherwise you’ll be unhappy. San Francisco is
certainly a great place to be, especially at the times I'll be in the city —September to early
December, and the beautiful spring around May and June. But I don’t want to be around
all the time, I don’t want the company to get fed up with me! It’s also better for the
orchestra to have other conductors, and to grow through other experiences.’




In 2009-10, Luisotti’s SFO productions also include Salome, Otello and La
SJanciulla del West. The new Salome will actually be Luisotti’s first German opera, and
though the conductor is indelibly linked with the core Italian repertoire, he’s anxious
to dispel any impression of inexperience elsewhere. ‘It may be my first German opera
in the pit, but I've been chorus master for Tannhduser, for Der Rosenkavalier, many
things. I worked on Salome when | was a young répétiteur, and have coached singers
in it many times since. I've conducted a lot of Strauss’s orchestral music. Of course I'm
going a little “outside my repertoire”, but I can’t start with Die Frau ohne Schatten or
Parsifal. This is already inside me.’

Lohengrin—bel canto Wagner, as it were— features in Luisotti’s future SFO plans,
which also include Yevgeny Onegin and the Mozart-Da Ponte trilogy (he has just
embarked on the latter in semi-stagings with the Tokyo Symphony Orchestra, where he
was recently appointed principal guest conductor). But apart from Carmen and La
Damnation de Faust, his repertoire has been not only Italian but— with the exceptions
of Puritani, Pagliacci and Il viaggio a Reims—almost exclusively Verdian and
Puccinian. *As a chorus master, I worked on many things —more than 60 operas across
a wide spectrum and including contemporary work. But the first opera I conducted in
public was Nabucco, and the next was Tosca, and those who heard me immediately
labelled me a Verdian, then a Puccinian. Everyone started repeating this, Verdi/Puccini,
Verdi/Puccini, Verdi/Puccini, Verdi/Puccini’—he rattles the names off like Rossinian
patter— *and I didn’t resist the label, because it was the ground on which I felt most

B The production that sealed things: ‘La forza del destino’ at San Francisco in 2005,
conducted by Luisotti, with Zeljko Luci¢ as Don Carlo and Jill Grove as Preziosilla




comfortable, and I knew it was
repertoire that was good for
me. Because I've done so
much other work in the
orchestral sphere, I didn’t miss
much by restricting myself
operatically. My symphonic
and operatic work is really
complementary.

*And I appreciate the huge
differences between Verdi and
Puccini, their very different
philosophies. Although he
didn’t go as far as Wagner, the
words really mattered to Verdi,
whereas for Puccini the text
just served the music. Verdi
was closer to Mozart in that
sense, at least in the Da Ponte
operas, where the music and
text are inside one another. If
you read the libretto of Manon
Lescaut or Butterfly alone,
there are many things that don’t
make sense. But if you read
the text of Traviata—even of
Trovatore! —everything’s clear.
And in Rigoletto, Don Carlos,
Simon  Boccanegra, even
complicated things are clear.
Otello is stronger in the music
of Verdi than as a Shakespeare
text. It’s more compressed.
And when you read Boito, you
understand why: this is perfect
dramaturgy.’

Luisotti’s Italian credentials make him an ideal music director. After all, specialists
can be called in for the other music, but Italian repertoire is the engine that drives any
opera house. His intention is to restore some of the core Italian repertoire that was
sidelined during Pamela Rosenberg’s ‘Stuttgart-an-der-Pacific’ regime, but he’s not
critical of her. ‘It’s true that Pamela brought not just a change of repertoire but a whole
German style with her from Stuttgart, and her repertoire was a bit off-centre, but that’s
not a bad thing in itself. And I have to say a million thanks to Pamela, as it was she
who engaged me to do La forza in San Francisco.”

By the time Luisotti made that San Francisco debut, in 2005, Rosenberg had already
been succeeded by David Gockley, but it was indeed Rosenberg who had acted after
hearing raves from her former colleagues in Stuttgart, where in December 2001

B Nicola Luisotti and David Gockley at San
Francisco Opera



Luisotti at the War Memorial Opera House, San Francisco



Luisotti made his international debut with Il trovatore. Reporting in these pages from
Stuttgart, Horst Koegler said: ‘Luisotti galvanized his orchestral forces into playing
with hot-blooded fervour (balanced with moments of breathtaking beauty and
stillness)’.

And the San Francisco Forza was a case of love at first sight—on both sides. ‘It’s
one of those theatres where everything works from the first day. You go in and start
with the singers, then the chorus, then meet the orchestra, and everyone is doing their
job with enthusiasm and love. With people so focused on music, you feel yourself
growing every day. San Francisco Opera is one of those places where people want to
see this musical miracle happen. And working there, you feel a better person. My
relationship with David Gockley is an important part of this. He’s the perfect guy to
run SFO, and takes responsibility for the whole house, like a father figure. Yes, theatres
need fatherly supervision—they need to be run by one man. The music director should
be like that father’s best son! David and I are building this house —but building on its
traditions, not building it again.’

Temperamentally, Luisotti feels much more at home there than in the German,
Wurst-maschin system with a different performance every night. ‘I like proper
rehearsal periods — with the same orchestral players—in which you can develop some-
thing. It’s like a love relationship. I'm not a guy for one-night stands. I've been with
my wife for 25 years. I'm stable, not curious, not wanting to try someone else for a
month—that would be wasting my time. I don’t want to worry every night about
whether the orchestra will be able to follow me. I want to build up something special.’

Luisotti has known his wife, Rita, since the age of 15, and met her in the Tuscan
village where they grew up. Born nearby in Viareggio, by the age of 11 he was
directing the choir and playing the organ in the village church. ‘I come from a very
poor family. I was the last of five children, and in such a small village there were no
formal possibilities te study music, but I learnt the organ directly from the priest. I was
so fascinated, I wanted to be an organist. At 12 I fell in love with the idea of studying
with the great Fernando Germani at the Santa Cecilia. My father sought out
information, but found that to send me to Rome to study with Germani would cost
200,000 lire per month, and that was what he earned monthly at that time, in 1974. He
said, “Nicola, tell me what to do. If I send you to Rome you’ll probably get your
opportunity, but we’ll starve ...”. So I continued with my free schooling at the
seminary in Lucca, where there was a wonderful organist, who showed me what is
important in a teacher. A good teacher should not be dogmatic, but encourage you to
have curiosity, to be open, to be serious, to be honest. I think part of my success in
music is due to this teacher. Every one of us has our own destiny. You can’t control it—
you do something, and something else happens. I don’t really know how I made this
career, apart from through hard work.

*And I still like the organ very much. In fact, I'm building one in my new house in
Tuscany, and have designed it together with the builder, Nicola Puccini—a good name!
For relaxation I love playing Frescobaldi and even such an unfashionable composer as
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