Nuns, Drugs and Guns:

Seattle’s Queensrÿche put the opera in Operation: Mindcrime

By Paul J. Pelkonen

Body:

The flashing lights, amplified instruments and thunderous volume of a rock concert might not be immediately associated with opera. But rock opera—a combination of stage work and song cycle that tells a story, with characters, dialogue and plot, is its own distinct genre. Queensrÿche, a progressive rock band based in Seattle, have taken rock opera a step further. Eighteen years after their highly successful Operation: Mindcrime, the band has crafted its sequel, Operation: Mindcrime II.
“The Mindcrime story,” says Queensrÿche singer Geoff Tate, “was something that was brewing in my consciousness—on the tip of my tongue, so to speak. I was living in Montreal. There was a little bar called the St. Sulpice, not a very presentable place but it was open really late. In the bar, I came across these people who were part of a terrorist organization trying to separate Quebec from Canada. Some of their thinking made it into my journal that I was keeping.

“I had gone down to the store on a cold winter night, and there was a church across the street,” he says. “I had a real strong feeling to go inside. I went in and sat down and got my journal out, and was writing away.” When he realized what he had. Tate rushed home and began writing what ultimately became Operation: Mindcrime.
The original Mindcrime is a tense, muscular record, a tragic story with harsh political overtones. It tells the story of a young would-be revolutionary named Nikki who becomes as a drug-addicted assassin, under the control of the sinister Doctor X. When X orders Nikki to kill his handler, Sister Mary, Nikki fails the assignment. In a panic, he shoots up. When he comes to, he discovers Mary, dead. The first album ends with Nikki being hauled off to the asylum—a point illustrated during the current tour--Geoff Tate performs “Eyes of a Stranger” while bound into a straitjacket, and is hauled offstage at the song’s end. 

The character of Mary was inspired during an evening out in Amsterdam. “It was about 5 or 6 in the morning,” Tate relates. “We were having an evening of debauchery, and there was this woman in a club, out on the dance floor dressed as a nun. She was dancing by herself, very slowly, and clutching a teddy bear and tears were rolling down her face.”
Both Mindcrime stories, with their multiple assassinations, shadowy characters and religious overtones, recall the blood-and-thunder verismo operas of Mascagni and Puccini, particularly the latter’s Tosca. Harsh sounds and the bleak emotional landscape echo Berg’s Wozzeck. The guitar solos soar like dueling sopranos during “The Mission,” and a muscular rhythm section propels raging tracks like “Speak” and “The Needle Lies.” Orchestral arrangements add atmosphere, as does Gregorian choral chanting during “Suite Sister Mary.” 

Queensrÿche first performed Mindcrime in its entirety on their 1991 Building Empires tour. Tate used his commanding stage presence and powerful, flexible tenor to play both Nikki and Doctor X, (“It’s largely a matter of changing clothes,” he says.)  The band used a multimedia approach that continues to this day. Twin movie screens over the stage blended text, graphics, live-action footage and animation. 

As Mary, Pamela Moore was larger-than-life on that tour, appearing onscreen during Suite Sister Mary. For the shows in Madison, Wisconsin (filmed and released as Operation: LIVEcrime) she actually joined the band onstage. The soprano reprises that role on the current tour, sharing the stage with Tate, getting killed during the first half of the show, and then coming back as a specter of Nikki’s fevered mind in Operation: Mindcrime II.

Part of the appeal of the original album was the mystery of Mary’s death. The band used this as an effective marketing tool, with the words “Who Killed Mary?” becoming a catchphrase. While the first album only hints at how she died—the new stage show actually portrays her death and identifies the killer. “Over the years, we got asked so many times—who killed her? It was time to set that to rest, and get on with the story.” Tate says.

At the start of Mindcrime II, Nikki is released from prison. He hits the streets with one thought on his mind, revenge on Dr. X. He chases the Doctor down,(literally) captures him, and executes him in the same room where Mary died. The second half of the record deals with the consequences of Nikki’s act. Torn apart and empty, with nothing else to live for, he shoots up one last time, and overdoses.

The current tour is a theatrical tour de force, a workout for both singers and audience. “We wanted to take it to a different level,” Tate says. “I enjoy the theatrical presentation—I feel comfortable in that sort of position. We worked really hard on blocking and constructing it, moving the audience’s focus around during the show. There are musical interludes and acting sequences. Film screens are used to set the story and locations, and we tell the story through these visuals. We wanted the audience to feel the story and feel the characters, for the audience to ask ‘Is Nikki completely a victim?’” 

Tate continues: “I don’t want it to be an easy black/white good vs. evil fairy tale—it isn’t an easy one-two punch, it’s a twisted journey through this guy’s life.”
The new record is more personal, and less political than the original. Still, songs like “I’m American” boil with rage, while tracks like “The Chase” (featuring heavy metal legend Ronnie James Dio as the voice of Doctor X) burn with kinetic, action-movie energy. 

“The first Mindcrime” Tate says, “is just a story of a young man growing up, Young men in their twenties or early thirties are fascinated by politics. We’re all taught to many extremes that it’s a black and white world. That there is good and evil and no in between.” 

According to Tate, maturity brings a change in perspective. “Politics is a no-win situation,” he says. “It’s all perception and it’s all subjective. The whole black and white life is to keep us down and under the thumb.”  

The final song, All the Promises, reunites Nikki and Mary in spirit, with Tate and Moore bringing their voices together in a lovely duet. Like Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde, the lovers have transcended the material world—theirs is a bond that not even death can break. 

“The important thing to me is that they get it,” Tate says. “Maybe it’s a little late for experiencing life together but they realize that they were strong together—that they could not see past their own insecurities, their own damaged perspectives. To me, that is what life is all about—about finding that deep connection with another person in order to get out of that own selfish little box that you have.”

#

#

#

