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Premiered at the Opéra-Comique in Paris on 26 January 1857, Ambroise Thomas’s Psyché tells the story of the ill-starred love
between Eros and Psyche, who are manipulated by the cynical Mercury and envied by Daphne and Berenice, the heroine’s
own sisters. The style of the work represents the nec plus ultra of mid-nineteenth-century French opéra-comique, notably

in the Italianate influence of Rossini, which gives the singers of the two leading roles — one of which, Eros, is a breeches part
for mezzo-soprano — a chance to glitter amid torrents of coloratura poured forth in impressive, passionate love duets.

The librettists Jules Barbier and Michel Carré achieved an inspired blend of comedy and tragedy by contrasting a quartet of
cruel and grotesque characters (Psyche’s sisters and their suitors) with the noble hero and heroine. Ambroise Thomas’s music
does not merely foreshadow the future triumphs of Mignon and Hamlet: it is worthy to stand beside them at the pinnacle of
his operatic legacy, as his obituarists declared. This recording confirms their judgment.
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As a messenger of the gods—especially Venus—Tassis Christoyannis’s Mercury slips into the skin of multiple characters,
highlighting and coloring each word, wrapping them in a smile like no one else, whether speaking or singing. At times a
fearsome prophet (in the finale of Act I), at others a wicked servant (in Act II) or an old sorcerer (in Act II), the baritone
lightens, darkens, creases, or expands with equal ease.

Everything conspires to lead poor Psyché astray—Iluminous Héléne Guilmette, who tackles steep high notes with just enough
fragility to make her character’s slightly naive charm all the more touching.

Antoinette Dennefeld portrays a fearless Eros, undaunted by the bravura-filled vocal lines and resolute in the face of Venus’s
decrees. Yet she also knows how to yield to tenderness and emotional confusion in her exchanges with Psyché (those in Act It
are marvelous), until she must gently close her eyes in ActIIL. [.. .

Let us applaud the Hungarian National Choir—unified, disciplined, and with impeccably clear French diction. And also the
razor-sharp conducting of Gyorgy Vashegyi, leading the Hungarian National Philharmonic Orchestra, as fabulous as ever in
its depth, precision, and color. The solo passages are brilliantly performed: hats off to the trumpet in the Act II prelude, and
especially to the flute, fluttering throughout with radiant elegance. Let us now look forward to the release of this splendid
rediscovery, fortunately recorded ahead of the concert by the Palazzetto Bru Zane.’

Francois Laurent for Diapason, 15 February 2025
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