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Review: 'Aida' an intimate spectacle
BY JOHN PITCHER
WORLD-HERALD STAFF WRITER
Opera Omaha's new "Aida" is a delightful contradiction.

Aida 


• What: Opera Omaha performance 

• Where: Orpheum Theater, 409 S. 16th St. 

• When: 2 p.m. today and April 13; 7:30 p.m. April 9 and 11 

• Tickets: $15 to $95. Call 346-7372



Tenor Arnold Rawls, as Radames, and soprano Elizabeth Blancke-Biggs, as Aida, rose to the challenge Friday night.

The production, which opened Friday night at the Orpheum Theater, is an absolute visual feast. It features Omaha artist Catherine Ferguson's sumptuous sets and costumes, a huge cast and dazzling video animations. Like most "Aida" productions, therefore, this one looks like a spectacle.

Yet it feels like an intimate love story.

Credit for that unusual — but highly welcome — quality goes to Sam Helfrich.

A New York City-based theatrical director, Helfrich wanted Omaha's "Aida" to come across as a tragic love triangle, and not just a spectacle. So he made some subtle adjustments that nonetheless had a huge impact on our perceptions.

For example, the Triumphal March's usual parade of zoo animals — elephants, camels and big cats — is replaced with an elegant and energetic ballet. Moreover, principal singers stand either at the front of the stage or on raised platforms, so we can't help but focus on their singing, their facial expressions and their emotions.

Above all, he called on the production's fine cast members to deliver urgent performances, and they delivered.

Radames, the Egyptian general who falls tragically in love with the Ethiopian slave Aida, barely gets to walk onstage before he has to belt out his big aria. Tenor Arnold Rawls (Radames) rose to the occasion, singing the famous "Celeste Aida" with a creamy tone and a beautiful sense of Italian lyricism. It included a dazzling high B-flat that seemed to ring for an eternity.

Soprano Elizabeth Blancke-Biggs (Aida) took a little while to warm up. Her singing during the first act was a little uneven, her tone unfocused and at times a bit too soft — perhaps she was suffering from opening night nerves? But by the second half her voice was in full melodic bloom. Her sound was sumptuous and her high notes were glorious — her high C in the Act 3 "O Patria Mia" was as luminous as it was ethereal.

The other principals were equally successful. Mezzo-soprano Guang Yang, as the king's jealous daughter Amneris, sang with a voice that was as soft as silk. It was also remarkably expressive — when she tells Aida (untruthfully) that her lover is dead, you can practically hear the crocodile tears dripping from her notes.

Bass Valerian Ruminski, as the king of Egypt, sang with a positively thunderous voice. Bass-baritone Kevin Short (the high priest Ramfis) and baritone Grant Youngblood (the Ethiopian king Amonasro) likewise sang with burnished and unfailingly sensitive voices.

For his part, Stewart Robertson, Opera Omaha's music director, proved to be a convincing Verdi conductor. Throughout the performances, he led the ensemble with power and vivid orchestral color, making the score seem almost more symphonic than operatic. The only downside to that kind of performance was that it occasionally drowned out his singers.

For all its musical beauty, this "Aida" will probably be remembered for its look. Ferguson's giant columns and huge red temple were both original in design — a mix of modern and ancient Egyptian art — and stunning: When the curtain went up, you could hear the audience's collective "wow."

The videos, including one that transformed the lotus into a satellite image of the Nile River, were likewise sensational. In all, it was a fabulous evening of opera, contributing to a 50th-anniversary "Aida" that Omaha will not soon forget.
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