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Power takes its toll on trapped "Tyrant'

Steven Winn, Chronicle Arts and Culture Critic

Saturday, June 9, 2007

He's a despot whose every whim and desire is indulged. In "The Tyrant," the tender, rueful and
gently ravishing solo chamber opera that opened Cal Performances' Berkeley Edge Fest at
Zellerbach Playhouse on Thursday, absolute power becomes the texture of an absorbing
musical rhapsody. This superb, 70-minute piece has its final performance tonight.

Riding the streams and storms
of Paul Dresher's translucent
score, tenor John Duykers
gives a wonderfully nuanced
performance as a king in
torment. We never learn his
name or much about the
country he rules. He spends
most of the evening trapped
inside a cage that serves as his
confining castle, scrutinized
by an assortment of mini
video cameras, one of which
he turns on himself in a
metaphor of self-scrutiny. In
the process, he reveals the
nested memories, fears and
premonitions of a man who is
both losing his grip and

wark pamer — discovering a dense new
harmony of the spheres. "What a divine clamor!" he exults in the final moments. "Listen!"

This monarch is possessed by music. It's a gorgeous vocalise, heard through an open window,
that sets him off on an extended reverie about a woman's voice. In this heightened state of
hearing, he falls prey to phantom castle sounds -- creaking walls, a pigeon in the rafters -- that
feed his paranoia and send him fleeing from his chamber and into the dark recesses of his own
delusions. There are shades of "King Lear" and "Bluebeard's Castle" in Jim Lewis' libretto,
inspired by an Italo Calvino short story. But the emotional landscape of "The Tyrant" is
distinctive, a beguiling and treacherous terrain carefully mapped by music.



Six orchestral players, members of the composer's eponymous Paul Dresher Ensemble, share
the stage with Duykers. It's altogether fitting that the Tyrant would wave his staff at
percussionist Joel Davel or cock an ear as he conducts a haunting string-and-woodwind
melody. The musicians aren't just there as remote accompaniment for his monologue. The
sounds they make, whether it's a teasingly repeated pattern of piano chords, a lyrical throb that
suddenly subsides or a taunting martial drumroll, are the very stuff and substance of who he is.

Orchestration, he says, is order. He refers to a Maestro who may be his predecessor on the
throne, or possibly a god. The basic questions of life can be posed in musical terms. "And if no
pleasure," Duykers sings in one yearning phrase, "can it be called music at all?"

Dresher's 2005 score is a marvel of expressive variety, molded for dramatic effect throughout.
When the Tyrant is preening about the food, wine and sexual favors he enjoys, the music takes
on a sense of bloated pomp that lays bare the character's emptiness and unease. In a section of
the score that compares the kingdom to "Heavenly Clockwork," Dresher unleashes a stately
musical twittering machine of ticks and chimes and whirring flywheels. Hints of Strauss,
Poulenc and Penderecki come and go, like ripples sent shivering across the surface of a lake.

Duykers gives it all a dramatic focus and sense of purpose. Sloe-eyed and indolent in one scene,
he turns raffish or terrified, quizzical or suffused in wonder. Dressed in a natty nautical cap and
pinstriped suit at the outset, he's a changed man an hour later. His throne has become an
abandoned bunker and the trappings of power discarded as he creeps downward into the stony
depths. Duykers' voice probes every corner of the character, from striving intervals and bright
intonation to downbeat spoken lines. Melissa Weaver's invisible-hand direction and Tom
Ontiveros' color-wheel lighting are form-fitted to the cause.

Fragments of "The Tyrant" were performed last year at Theater Artaud. Now, for one last
performance in Berkeley, the entire work is on offer. Concise as it is, without a scene or a
musical phrase that seems extraneous, "The Tyrant" is expansive enough to propose an
"American Idol"-style singing contest at one point. Here, clearly, is a show that contains
multitudes.

The Tyrant: Plays today at 8 p.m. Zellerbach Playhouse, UC Berkeley, Bancroft Way at Dana
Court, Berkeley. Tickets $36. Call (510) 642-9988 or visit www.calperformances.net.
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