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'Aida' has no elephants, but it's really big
BY JOHN PITCHER
WORLD-HERALD STAFF WRITER
Catherine Ferguson found inspiration for one of her biggest projects in a tiny flower.



Artist Catherine Ferguson on the set of "Aida" with the 22-foot columns she designed, helped give Opera Omaha's production a modern look.

She was at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City, looking at the Egyptian art collection, when she overheard a docent talking about the blue lotus. The beautiful flower would rise from the Nile River in the morning, sink at night and bloom again the next day.

"For the ancient Egyptians, it was a powerful symbol of birth, death and rebirth," Ferguson said. "For me, it was a perfect motif for 'Aida.'"

Ferguson's lotus design is everywhere in Opera Omaha's "Aida," which opens Friday at the Orpheum Theater. It's painted on the giant columns she designed for the stage. It's sewn into her costumes and headdresses.

"We were looking for an image for this opera that wasn't obvious, and Catherine's idea of the lotus turned out to be ideal for a lot of reasons," stage director Sam Helfrich said.

For one thing, it avoided cliché.

Verdi's operatic tragedy, set in ancient Egypt, is usually staged as a kind of Cecil B. DeMille extravaganza.

Costumes often look like wardrobe from "The Ten Commandments." Just as often, elephants and other zoo animals are paraded onstage for the Act 2 triumphal march.

"The story gets lost in spectacle," Helfrich said.

Helfrich, a New York City-based opera director, and Ferguson, one of Omaha's best-known sculptors, threw out most of the stereotypes. There are no elephants, sphinxes or Yul Brynner-like costumes in their production. They wanted their "Aida" to be more intimate.

All the same, they held on to one aspect of spectacle: size.



Sculptor Catherine Ferguson tossed out stereotypes, opting for a more intimate "Aida."

"When you go to Egypt and stand next to the pyramids and sphinxes, you feel dwarfed," Helfrich said. "So Catherine and I decided the sets had to suggest monumentality."

Ferguson's set pieces are enormous.

She designed six cone-shaped columns that tower 22 feet above the stage. There's also a bright red 22-foot-tall temple.

"Twenty-two feet is the maximum height we could fit into the Orpheum," Helfrich said.

Ferguson also created an elaborate, mazelike sculpture depicting Nile River reeds. The gigantic piece fills the stage.

"The Egyptian princess Amneris and Aida will wind their way through it with torches," Ferguson said. "It's going to be visually stunning."

Ferguson isn't the first prominent visual artist to collaborate with Opera Omaha. In 2006, the company worked with internationally known Omaha artist Jun Kaneko, who created modern sets and costumes for "Madama Butterfly."

Kaneko's designs captured the national media spotlight. So for its 50th-anniversary season this year, Opera Omaha decided to collaborate with another important local artist.

"Opera Omaha conductor Stewart Robertson saw photos of my sculptures," Ferguson said. "I use a lot of gold in my work, and apparently that convinced him I'd be a good artist to work on 'Aida.'"

Over the years, Ferguson has contributed a lot of important public art to Omaha.

In 2004, she created "Totem"- an abstract aluminum sculpture - for the Omaha Public Library's Main Branch. She designed "Sky Fin"-which looks like a huge gold eagle's wing - for Qwest Center Omaha in 2005.



But she had never created opera sets or costumes. At first, she felt intimidated.

"I only accepted the assignment because I was afraid I'd always regret not doing it," she said.

Ferguson's lack of theatrical experience posed a challenge for Helfrich.

"I had always worked with people who understood the special needs of theater," Helfrich said. "Catherine had to learn from scratch how to build sets that would allow 90 people to move freely. We had to spend a lot of time talking about it."

Ferguson also had to design sets that would accommodate Helfrich's vision of the opera.

In his view, "Aida" is more than a collection of crowd scenes. It's an intimate story about individuals. So Ferguson designed platforms that will slightly elevate principal singers above the crowd.

"Even during the biggest crowd scenes, there are intimate conversions going on among the principals," Helfrich said. "We wanted a way to single those principal singers out, as if they were in a movie close-up."

Ferguson and Helfrich decided early on that they wanted a traditional "Aida." They weren't interested in creating a trendy avant-garde update, setting the opera in, say, war-torn Iraq. Their opera is set in ancient Egypt, as Verdi intended.

Yet Omaha's production has a modern look. It's also loaded with symbolism - seemingly enough to fill an operatic "Da Vinci Code."

Take Aida's costume. Its bright blue color stands out among the other costumes - which mostly feature earth tones and gold - and is a clear reference to the blue lotus.

Her costume also features a series of overlapping diamond shapes. At first blush, it looks like a dress one might see at an avant-garde fashion show. But the geometric shapes have a deeper meaning.

"That diamond shape is a common Ethiopian symbol," Ferguson said. "And of course Aida is an Ethiopian princess."

Symbols also abound in the sets. For example, the huge red temple was modeled after an Egyptian hieroglyph called the "djed." Ancient Egyptians often associated that symbol with their deity of creation. It's the same god that Verdi's priestesses venerate in "Aida."

This will be a high-tech "Aida," including a series of sophisticated video animations. The first will be shown during the overture and will explain the meaning of the blue lotus.

Helfrich and Ferguson refused to say anything about the other videos.

"We've got to keep something secret," Ferguson said. 

[image: image1.jpg]


[image: image2.jpg]


[image: image3.jpg]


