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FIRST NIGHT: CONCERT

Review: London Symphony
Orchestra/Roth at Barbican
Roth led a theatrical, pungent reading of Richard Strauss that
alternated between bombastic climaxes and treacherously
exposed section work
Neil Fisher
November 15 2018, 5:00pm, The Times
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We could do with Superman right now: faster than a speeding
bullet, more powerful than a locomotive, perhaps even able to
speed-read a 585-page Brexit withdrawal agreement and face
down a mutineering cabinet. Failing the arrival of the Man of
Steel in the UK, however, at least Nietzsche’s Übermensch
touched down in the City of London in a performance of
Richard Strauss’s mildly ludicrous but satisfying Also sprach

Zarathustra, a translation into tone-poem form of the German
philosopher’s cri de coeur that mankind should transcend its
limitations and achieve total mastery over itself.

Opportunities to hear the work live don’t come up that often. So
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a shiver ran up my spine when Francois-Xavier Roth cued in the
gravelly double basses and low organ grumble, the tremors that
lead to the great eruption of Sunrise. Mankind then jumps
through various elaborate Straussian hoops on the road to selfactualisation.
Roth, his tempos ﬂeet but ﬂuid, led a theatrical, pungent
reading that alternated between bombastic climaxes and
treacherously exposed section work, with the heady waves of
increasingly ecstatic woodwind — the LSO’s winds are on
magisterial form — especially evocative. Towards the end of the
piece, after a dizzying waltz, the violinists Roman Simovic and
Clare Duckworth took ﬂight in a rapt duet, the silken delicacy of
which stayed in the mind longer than anything else in
Zarathustra or Strauss’s manifesto.
There wasn’t much to link the Strauss with the two other works
performed, although Debussy’s Prélude à l’après-midi d’un

faune and Dvorak’s Cello Concerto, when done with conviction,
pulse with an exhilarating life-force as strong as Strauss’s
didactic splurge. The ﬂautist Gareth Davies stole into the
Prelude with a sultry glint and Roth — a Debussy specialist — led
a performance imbued with voluptuous ﬂair. The Dvorak was
notable for the evenness of balance between orchestra and
soloist, Jean-Guihen Queyras, but the French cellist, although
he phrases lyrically and makes a noble sound, was altogether
too self-e acing. He needed to ﬁnd his inner Superman.
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