Verdi's 'Il Corsaro' spiced with heroic action
(Sarasota Arts & Living, Dining & Entertainment)  March 18, 2004 Norman and Bette Seigerman

 

"The season's final production was a splashy, colorful version of Verdi's 12th opera, "Il Corsaro."

(Home News Tribune)  March 28, 2004 Albert H. Cohen

 

Verdi's pirate soars in Sarasota
"Lighting a fire"

(South Florida Sun-Sentinel) March 20, 2004  Lawrence A. Johnson
Master Class

By Terrence McNally
Directed by Nathaniel Merchant
Harrisburg Opera, Harrisburg, PA

Review by Zachary Lewis
Of The Patriot-News
'Class' revives diva's spirit 

Harrisburg Opera gives intimate glimpse of Callas 

Tuesday, June 03, 2003

The Sunoco Performance Theater at Whitaker Center for Science and the Arts is not exactly a large hall, but this actress made it feel like a private studio. 

Paulette Oliva held a few hundred people under a commanding spell Saturday night as she played soprano Maria Callas in Harrisburg Opera's one-night-only production of "Master Class." Often, it was as if she were speaking to each audience member individually. 

The award-winning play by Terrence McNally, a hit on Broadway a few years ago and directed here by Nathaniel Merchant, simulates private lessons Callas conducted with three student singers. 

Oliva embodied many of the traits that made the legendary soprano great. She dominated the stage, delivering each word with dramatic meaning, gusto and complete self-assurance. Fitting for a character whose life was an uphill struggle, an opera in its own right. 

The finer touches were there, too. Oliva replicated not only the wiry physical appearance of Callas, but also her palette of accents. Her pronunciation of foreign phrases was impeccable. In short, when Oliva instructed her first student to forget that Callas was there, it was an impossible request. 

This may be a fictionalized portrayal, but it makes for engaging theater to watch Callas relive her most painful experiences, including abandonment by Aristotle Onassis. And it's great fun to overhear Callas deny any rivals and belittle her operatic peers. "She did her best," for instance, is the most this Callas could say of Joan Sutherland. 

Callas is a tough role, no doubt. But credit must go as well to the students, who must pretend to make mistakes and adjust their voices according to their teacher's advice. 

Marta Burton was a nervous, unsure Sophie DePalma, beaten down by Callas before she could sing more than a few notes. Sean Attebury played tenor Tony Candolino as a surfer dude, but ended up moving the jaded soprano more than the others. 

Most of the actual singing fell to Tami Swartz, who played soprano Sharon Graham. Swartz struck back with real defiance and vocal intensity as Verdi's Lady Macbeth. As Manny, Christopher Fecteau was a shy but sensitive accompanist. 

Whether "Master Class" belongs to an opera company is an open question. That issue aside, there was every reason to savor this performance by Harrisburg Opera. 

The Importance of Being Earnest

By Oscar Wilde
Directed by Nathaniel Merchant
American Globe Theatre, New York, NY
Review by Ken Jaworowski

Someone call the Surgeon General: there needs to be a warning label posted on the door of the American Globe Theatre. The Globe's production of The Importance of Being Earnest is so bubbly and fun-loving that viewers' cheeks will surely be in pain after two hours of nonstop smiling. In fact, let this review serve as a caution: with a script this clever and a company this sharp, the ache could last long after leaving the theater. 

The Importance of Being Earnest is perhaps the wittiest play in the English language. Oscar Wilde's comedy is a two-act epigram strewn with nonstop puns, a constant quip punctuated by ceaseless gags. The plot, in which two sets of confused admirers overcome bewilderment and their own cleverness to find love, holds a gleeful surprise in almost every line. Such brilliant writing doesn't guarantee a smooth production, however; without expert timing the dialogue tends to come off stilted or priggish. 

Luckily, director Nathaniel Merchant had a keen understanding of the script as well as complete confidence in his cast. How delightful to watch high-spirited actors cheerfully chew the scenery. How refreshing to hear them taste the words rather than merely recite the lines. Merchant allowed the actors to savor each scene, and such trust rewarded both the cast and the audience.

As Algernon, Peter Parks Husovsky lounged around the stage as if it were his own private living room. Such appearance of comfort is far from effortless, though Husovsky deftly made it appear easy. As Jack, David Wilcox was as fretful as Husovsky was nonchalant, and equally accomplished. Together, their timing was as precise as a stopwatch, though it never felt contrived or rehearsed. Anna Stone as Gwendolyn and Kathryn Savannah as Cecily both deserve awards for Best Actress in a Preening Role. Again, Merchant had his actors work the stage rather than just stand on it, and Stone and Savannah took full advantage of the opportunity. The two, along with the deliciously pompous Julia McLaughlin as Lady Bracknell, held a vibrant combination of sweetness and pouting that made them as charming as a basket of puppies. 

The set, by J. Reid Farrington and Morgan von Prelle Pecelli, was perhaps a shade too bare, but Melissa C. Richards's costumes caught the eye, and Scott O'Brien's music held the ear.

The American Globe knows how to hurt an audience with humor. Their production of The Importance of Being Earnest was as enjoyable as anything playing on the Broadway stages 100 yards down the block. How good for the funnybone. But oh, how painful for the cheeks! 

(Also featuring Rick Forestmann, Julia Levo, and Philip Rogers.) 

But wait, there's more. Nina in the Morning (directed by Nathaniel Merchant) allowed Keefe, nearly unrecognizable etc., to give a wildly extravagant but remarkably controlled (and yes, fiercely funny) performance as Nina, a diva of no particular talent. Durang's humor is darker here, and it's essentially a character study, but boy, what a character. Keefe was astoundingly funny wrapping her mouth around the word "lubricity," or pondering a choice between death and lunch. 

The darkest humor is the last: The Actor's Nightmare (directed by Merchant). Part Twilight Zone and part horror show, Duncan Rogers had a field day as the actor who not only doesn't know what his lines are, but finds the play he's in alternating between Hamlet and Private Lives, ending up on a chopping block. There's a fine line between laughing and panicking, but Rogers got the laughs at the same time he highlighted the terror.

	PRIVATE
The Importance of Being Earnest

By Oscar Wilde

Directed by Nathaniel Merchant
American Globe Theatre, New York, NY

Theatre Review by Matthew Murray

The Importance of Being Earnest is Oscar Wilde's most famous play for a reason. Its crisp and entertaining use of language and fanciful if not far-fetched premise seem to have popularity and laughter built right into the lines themselves. The new production at the American Globe Theatre lives quite well up to the standards of Wilde's text. 

Jack Worthing (David Wilcox) is leading something of a double life. Going by one name, Ernest, in the country and another, Jack, in the city, he has managed to foster two very different sets of relationships. His good friend, Algernon (Peter Parks Husovsky), is bemused with good reason, but cannot resist the opportunity to try a hand at it himself. Though the story of the play revolves around the two men and their escapades both in London and in Jack's country home, neither emerges as the focus of this particular production. That honor is shared by the four women in the cast who, through no fault of their own, steal the show at every turn.  

Take, for example, Jack's beloved (in the city, at any rate), Gwendolyn. When the actress playing her, Anna Stone, appears in the door, it is as if you are staring at a great statue that will, if you are lucky, bless you with words. When she speaks in her flawless high British accent, she savors every syllable, yet never misses an ounce of the passion, desperation, or humor the moment may call for. Her country counterpart, Jack's ward Cecily, is played Kathryn Savannah, who makes the difficult work she must be doing to match Stone's regal air look almost effortless. Though Cecily is younger and more bubbly, she seems every bit as real and funny as Gwendolyn. When the two actresses are onstage together, the audience faces two problems: Whom to look at, and how to keep from laughing so hard. 

Though their roles are slightly smaller, the other two women also make very strong impressions. Though Julia Levo possibly has the most difficult role to make believable in the addled Miss Prism, she never manages to lose her cool or her matronly nature. As Lady Bracknell, Julia McLaughlin milks every laugh possible from her unique perspective on societal behavior, and commands the stage every time she appears. The way her lips curl around her words is often every bit as funny as the words themselves. 

Though Wilcox and Husovsky (and Rick Forstmann as Jack's country butler) do fine with the lines and the dialect, they seem to be missing the upright, almost stiff nature that seems to pervade every phrase, every attitude of Wilde's text. The way the men sit, stand, or behave toward each other physically seems to give their characterizations a feeling of incompleteness. The problem is not completely evident from the beginning, but when Cecily or Gwendolyn speak volumes with the way they hold their parasols, or Lady Bracknell seems to tower over the much taller Jack, you realize what the men provide that most of the men do not. (Of the men, only Rick Forstmann, as Jack's butler in the city and the country doctor, achieves this.) 

Despite this Despite this problem, the direction, by Nathaniel Merchant, is always sharp, highlighting the jokes well, keeping the story in focus and moving at a fast pace. J. Reid Farrington and Morgan von Prelle Pecelli designed both the lights and the set for this production, and both elements are modest, but effective. Melissa C. Richard's clever, colorful costumes seem to belong only to these characters, and define each perfectly. 

For over 100 years, Oscar Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest has entertained audiences on both sides of the Atlantic. Though this new production is good regardless, its new spin is a delightful and unexpected addition. Have you ever found yourself wondering why, in some plays, the men fall in love with the women they do? In the American Globe Theatre's production, you will never wonder for a moment. 

____________________________________

The American Globe Theatre
The Importance of Being Earnest
by Oscar Wilde
American Globe Theatre
145 West 46th Street between 6th and 7th Avenues
Through April 10
Tickets: All seats $15.00
Reservations: (212) 869-9809
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Donizetti: Don Pasquale

Bronx Opera - Lehmann College, Bronx, NY and John Jay College New York, NY

Review by David Shengold

The Bronx Opera offers lazy Manhattanites a compromise, as it performs both at Lehmann College in the mainland borough and at the comfortable John Jay College Theatre on 60th Street right below Lincoln Center. Artistic director Michael Spierman’s thirty two seasons serving the Bronx community have created an extended family feel rare at New York opera performances, and, as with Boheme Opera, they run admirable school and outreach programs to build future audiences. Their repertory encompasses accessible works performed in English with (every winter) one novelty: past achievements include the US or New York premieres of Smetana’s The Secret and Vaughan Williams’ Hugh the Drover.

I enjoyed their May 13 Don Pasquale a great deal. This humane, sophisticated comedy of character often suffers from sledgehammer productions in large houses, and it was a pleasure to see it presented with well-chosen and accomplished simplicity of gesture (Nathaniel Merchant directed) and staging (a pretty, spare blue set by Keith Kalohelani well lit by Jonathan Spencer). The young cast all looked great in lavish-looking and apt period costumes by 

Terry Leong. Spierman conducted the reduced pick-up orchestra in an 

unusually responsible edition with wit and drive; if the string tone might have profited from more rehearsal, the all-important cello delivered the Come gentil theme in the overture with reassuring panache that didn’t flag thereafter.

The four greatest singers in the world (the Puritani quartet of Grisi, Rubini, Tamburini, and Lablache) launched Donizetti’s magnificent score in 1835; few opera companies can offer that today (the Met fielded one out of four 20 years ago with Kraus’ unforgettable Ernesto). Bronx Opera’s cast offered promise, bravado, and committed performances. Brian Cheney’s pleasant Irish tenorino grows adenoidal under pressure and he still needs to master the top. Until the very last phrase he did well by his serenade, which after an uneven if sometimes clever translation, well-delivered by cast and chorus, it was nice to hear in Italian. Joshua Benaim, dapper as Malatestas always seem to be, and the rubber-featured Frank Martinelli (a John Lithgow-like Don Pasquale, happily avoiding the usual buffo shtick) actually sang the notes of the florid passages, a rare feat, and played off each other well. Martinelli sang strongly throughout. Dominant vocally, the spirited but mercifully never cutesy Jenna Mathioudakis brought a substantial lyric soprano to Norina’s music; hers was the best approximation of a trill all night. If City Opera revives its clever Moli-era Pasquale, Ms. Mathioudakis is ready.

Manhattan-born David Shengold will travel for opera.

Review of "H.M.S. Pinafore" by the Troupers Light Opera Company PRIVATE 

by Jerome R. Sehulster

Special Correspondent

Happily, the Troupers Light Opera Company had some great ideas behind this season's double bill of Gilbert and Sullivan's "H.M.S. Pinafore" and "Trial by Jury." Less happily, musical miscues and a generally poor acoustical environment marred at least Saturday evening's performance. The former, of course, will be corrected with more rehearsals through this week; the latter, however, requires attention if Saxe Middle School in New Canaan is to remain their performance venue for seasons to come.

It's likely that part of the musical problems stemmed from the fact that this season's Musical Director, Stamford's Keith Johnston, was unavailable to conduct Saturday's performance. So too was Assistant Conductor Christopher J. Hisey, leaving this "Pinafore" stranded on the rocks! At the last minute, the Troupers brought in veteran Albert Bergeret, founder, artistic director and conductor of the New York Gilbert and Sullivan Players.

One could tell immediately by his deft, enthusiastic, and nuanced direction that Bergeret knew the turf, and, given the orchestra's response to his commands, one could tell that he was probably not confusing or misleading as conductor. But the singers on stage, particularly the choruses and sometimes even the soloists in ensemble, got off the music. Bergeret actually stopped the finale of "Trial by Jury" and restarted to get it right.

Perhaps too it was insufficient rehearsal time: doing two G & S operas, even if one is a shorty, makes greater demands on a company than doing just one. "Pinafore" was clearly better put together musically, if not completely free from slips; "Trial by Jury" was more shaky.

Creating a vibrant, living Gilbert and Sullivan character requires a lot more than what at first meets the eye and ear. As in all Troupers' productions, there were several shining performances.

For me, bass baritone Tom Zimmerman had it all again. This season he moved from the darker roles like the Grand Inquisitor in "The Gondoliers" to the lighter, comic role of Sir Joseph Porter in "Pinafore." He was a complete creation, entertaining and musical, audible and understandable, all with that glistening gleam in his eyes.

Ditto for newcomers Wade Woodward, who did double duty as the Counsel in "Trial by Jury" and Captain Corcoran in "Pinafore," and Rob Stafford, as a stern Usher, then a dastardly Dick Deadeye. Both Woodward and Stafford, as Zimmerman, demonstrated extensive classical training and a good sense of character. Stafford's Captain was a man caught in a real bind; Woodward's Deadeye gave weight to the character's social commentary.

Amy Beebe was perfectly charming as Josephine, Captain Corcoran's daughter, and her lovely voice soared over the others in the final ensembles. Her tendency to round her consonants made a lot of what she sang so beautifully hard to understand, even for those who know every line. I, for one, always go for the sound first. Josephine is the most `operatic' role in "Pinafore" and, importantly, Beebe never disappointed in this arena.

Nor did Lia Gianitsos, the Plaintiff Angelina in "Trial by Jury." The keen edge on her bright soprano allowed more of the words to travel across the orchestra. She too created a fetching G & S character.

Tenor David Root as The Defendant (in "Trial by Jury") and Ralph Rackstraw (in "Pinafore") was very musical and pleasing enough to listen to. When he could be heard, that is. Lacking a real cutting edge on the top of his sweet voice and perhaps hampered by the acoustics of the hall and the amplification, Root was often difficult to hear and, consequently, difficult to understand. This was true more so in "Trial by Jury" where his action is placed further back from stage front.

Pitch occasionally aside, veteran Trouper David Schauncupp used his remarkable diction to create a delightfully rascally Judge in "Trial by Jury;" veteran Linda Palmer gave gypsy zest to the role of Mrs. Cripps (a.k.a. Little Buttercup) in "Pinafore," making her eventual coupling with Corcoran at the end more likely; Monica Candullo was a very lovely Cousin Hebe; David Shimchick was a sincere and sympathetic Boatswain in one and Foreman in the other. Stamford's Larry Welch, as the Carpenter, beamed a broad winning smile that spoke pages for the overall feel of a Troupers evening.

To say that Director Nate Merchant gave us a mostly no-nonsense performance is certainly not to say that the evening was without belly laughs and guffaws. Indeed Merchant divined bits of humor in unexpected places and had everyone smiling. His characters were well developed and movement on stage was fluid and musical.  All in all, nicely done.

But back to the sound issue: though it's true many in the audience know "Pinafore" and "Trial by Jury" line-by-line, many, especially newcomers to G & S and the young do not. While Sullivan's music always delights and silly stage business will get a laugh, Gilbert's words are an absolutely essential part of the humor. The general impression Saturday evening was that the clarity of the delivery of the text was compromised by the acoustics of the hall and perhaps by less attention to elocution. This is not to say that the Troupers should therefore pack up and go home. No, but it is to say that more critical attention should be paid to how things come across in the actual performance space.

