The Warm-Up - Elektra
Kate Molleson: Hello and welcome to the Edinburgh International Festival 2026. I'm Kate Molleson, and this is The Warm Up, an insider's guide to the performance that you're about to experience. This time we are talking about Strauss' Elektra, part of this year's Anderson Opera Series made possible by James and Morag Anderson.
We're gonna hear from Ingela Brimberg, she plays the fearsome Elektra, as well as the assistant conductor, Derek Clark.
Derek Clark: I'm Derek Clark, and this year I'm Assistant Conductor for the concert performance of Elektra. 
Ingela Brimberg: My name is Ingela Brimberg. I'm a dramatic soprano, and I will sing Elektra. 
Derek Clark: Elektra is one of the most groundbreaking operas that Strauss ever wrote, and I think he was testing the bounds of what he could do, both in the sense of, of the tonality of the music, because it's far advanced from a lot of his other music.
There were sort of signs that he was moving that way in Salome, which is the opera that he wrote immediately before Elektra, because there's an increase in dissonance and using bitonality, music that's in two keys at once. And he took this even further in Elektra, particularly in the scene in the middle of the opera with Clytemnestra, which is among the most discordant music that he wrote, and it didn't really find much favour with the lady who sang Clytemnestra in the first performances, who vowed she would never sing the role again because she thought that he had gone too far.
And I think maybe Strauss realized that he perhaps had, because although he did explore a level of dissonance in his later pieces, it was never quite as extreme as it was in Elektra. So that's why it's such a groundbreaking piece. It was in 1911, and, and even today it still has the power to shock.
It's a very, very powerful piece. 
Ingela Brimberg: I think it's groundbreaking because it's still so emotionally strong, this opera. It w- sort of, it grabs you by the guts and then it holds you there for over two hours, and the opera only lasts for 140, so, that's how strong it is. The subjects are eternal. 
Derek Clark: The main themes of the opera are revenge and murder.
There's a sort of element of almost a spectator sport in going to a performance of Elektra because the demands on the singers are so great, both musically and dramatically, that it's always interesting to see how the singers cope with the challenges they're presented with. Every time you come to a role like Elektra, I mean, the stamina required for the role is incredible because she very rarely leaves the stage once she comes on.
The opera's in one long act, so there's no interval. She's there all the time, and she has- incredibly difficult music to sing 
Ingela Brimberg: She comes on first and she sort of starts in a, a middle or low registers, but it's not loud in the orchestra, so you can sort of feel in the voice. And then you have rather taxing C in the end of the monologue.
That's sort of a scary place. But once you've done that, you sort of get to rest because then little sister comes in and she's talking, and she's talking, and Elektra's just like, "Bah, bah, bah," at some points. And then you have mother coming in. It's sort of the same situation. Whilst you have these conversations, I feel that I grow in the character because Chrysothemis shows both herself, but she shows also the audience more about Elektra, who is Elektra together with Chrysothemis.
The same thing with, with mommy. Clytemnestra surely shows her, herself a lot. It's an amazing scene for, for the Clytemnestra. Uh, but also it shows very, very much about Elektra, how she has to behave and how she's sort of overwhelmed by her own aggressions in the end. And then you come into the next, uh, sort of rather taxing monologue, which is fast and musically difficult, and also ends with a C.
But that C is written totally different, so that's a much easier C to sing. And then there is no m- more Cs, so you have only, like, uh, B flats, which is not difficult for a soprano. So then it's more mental. After that monologue, you have to go like, "Oh, okay. So now we have little sister again, and it's going on, and it's going on.
And then we have brother, which is a extremely emotional scene And then you have a stepfather coming in, being an asshole, and you have to trick him, and that's actually a rather tricky scene musically. So, but, but the challenges are, they are differing from scene to scene. With Orest, you can be actually, I think, very lyrical.
It's, it's very beautiful. It's like the love scene of the opera. But then you have to be strict again to come back to, uh, the scene with stepfather because if you start counting wrong there, it's no fun. And then he sort of blends it off with the last, the duetto with little sister again. It's just a big relief.
I don't know how he made it, but it's, uh, it's amazing to sing. 
Derek Clark: The whole question of doing an opera like this in concert is an interesting choice because it does give you a chance to just concentrate on this groundbreaking music that Strauss wrote. A lot of it is almost atonal, but there are some wonderfully beautiful passages as well in the more lyrical bits, and I think people who come to the opera only knowing about the gritty stuff will also be surprised at how beautiful a lot of the music is.
Ingela Brimberg: If we as singers can deliver, if we have an orchestra that is both fantastically good and also aware of the dramatic in the piece, it sort of plays itself. Then I've done also some extremely good productions of Elektra, and of course, that's, like, wonderful, too. But it is a piece that really lives by itself, I have to say.
Derek Clark: And one of the challenges that all the performers have is to bring the beauty in the score as well as the violence. So it has something for everyone. That's a very cliched response, but it really does. There are so many different types of music, and yes, it's challenging, and yes, Strauss pushed the boundaries, but he also made sure that in the more lyrical bits, there are some really beautiful passages, and they need to be given their full due as well.
It's not just a bloodbath.
Kate Molleson: Ingela Brimberg and Derek Clark. Elektra is at the Usher Hall on August the 23rd. Go to eif.co.uk for more information and updates.
