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Review: James Glossman’s Shostakovich and The Black Monk: A Russian Fantasy


   As a graduate conducting student at Wayne State University, I am given ample opportunity to study the music and lives of the great composers. Rarely, though, is one given the opportunity to experience a work within such a palpable environment, nor with such a clear understanding of that environment’s social conditions. My attendance of this performance was of both a professional and intellectual curiosity. I was excited to see how the concept would be presented. How does one present the abstract nature of music, which seeks to show and not tell, with the often overt production of theatre? With Shostakovich and The Black Monk: A Russian Fantasy, writer James Glossman has found within these two mediums the unifying variable of which all art is comprised: the ability to express that which needs to be said.

   James Glossman and his cast, aided by the immeasurable presence of the Emerson String Quartet, are trying to convey the story of Dmitri Shostakovich’s later career and his relationship with the Soviet State, as well as aid in the realization of a work that would have otherwise gone unnoticed. By presenting one of his later string quartets, no 14, the audience achieves an understanding of Shostakovich as a mature artist. Quartet no 14 utilizes an eclectic tool-box of compositional methods ranging from the single-cellular motivic development of the classicists, to the more recently developed 12-tone system. The simultaneous presentation of the musical work and the play sets the mature Shostakovich with a moving and engaging tale amidst a darkly lit stage. This production left me with what is often lacking in a musical concert, one that is readily provided through dramatic storytelling. That is  a clear and obvious understanding of the context within which the work was realized.

   Anton Chekhov’s The Black Monk tells the story of Andrey Govrin, an educated man of Russian high society who expends his entire physical and mental self in an effort to attain a universal understanding of all things. Govrin spends a season on the successful orchard of his old caregiver and his daughter. On the grounds of the orchard, Govrin meets the fabled Black Monk, an individual who aids Govrin in his search for ultimate truth. The relationship between Govrin and the Monk ruins the lives the orchard’s proprietor and family patriarch, Yegor, Yegor’s daughter and Govrin’s love, Tanya, and ultimately Govrin himself.

    Full of symbolism and metaphor, Chekhov’s tale is open to interpretation and projection, the latter of which is certainly exploited by Glossman. By concurrently staging Chekhov’s tale and that of the 20th century Soviet modernist composer, Glossman creates a tangible reality within which the composer’s inner self can be heard and the shortcomings of a centralized governmental artistic patronage system can be presented. Showing Soviet leader Joseph Stalin (Jay O. Sanders) as the family patriarch and orchard boss, and the younger Shostakovich as Govrin, offers the audience a glimpse into the mind of the composer as he struggled with a system he ostensibly believed in and the State’s oppression of his and other contemporary works. 
   
   This also serves to add a more dramatic environment for the presentation of Shostakovich’s history, subsequently making the story more engaging for the audience by giving us a tangible story line and a palpable emotional context. In allowing for a readily accessible historical outlook on the life and mind of a great composer, while simultaneously achieving a modern realization of that composer’s work, James Glossman, the Emerson String Quartet, and the cast of The Black Monk provide a voice in the permanent and unceasing dialogue of artistic endeavour. An act which is achieved for both the silenced past and the contemporary presence.


