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When she sat down with Sam Helfrich, stage director for this production, to coalesce their artistic
visions for “Aida,” they arrived at an adaptation that was majestic yet simple. Her sets are visually
uncluttered, dominated by towering constructions that create bold, graphic statements: among them,
giant fluted columns reminiscent of ancient monumental architecture; the repeated motif of the lotus,
an Egyptian symbol of life, death and rebirth; and a temple structure inspired by a hieroglyphic form.
The performers are attired in character-defining costumes, maintaining a structured emphasis on
color, shape and line cutting purposeful silhouettes. Wonderfully sculptural headdresses and subtle
nods to couture complete the designs. Bold, solid background color and sharp lighting enhance the
dramatic presence of sets, costume and story. An added layer of video graphics, masterminded by
Mark Grossardt and Kevin Reiner of Clark Creative Group, are projected onto scrims to animate the
transitions between scenes.

Melding a sleek, modern aesthetic to the music of this romantic 19th century opera set in a further
bygone era does not at first seem like a natural fit. As Stewart Robertson points out, however, every
era creates its own version of Verdi’s vision, inflecting it always with some spirit of its own time,
whether intentionally or subconsciously. Once the initial shock of this temporal conjunction passes,
the narrative is allowed to grow and its timeless, universal themes are thrust into acute focus. After
all, we routinely confer renewed mythic status to our favorite fictional star-crossed lovers —
RadamAs and Aida, Romeo and Juliet, Lancelot and Guinevere — who find guises in more
contemporary circumstance — Catherine and Heathcliff, Rick and llsa, Tony and Maria, Ennis and
Jack. The transformational effects of setting and tone on a story’s essentials are the necessary
interpretive province of artists and directors. If they are inventive and creative, the original structure
is strengthened and broadened, not disregarded or disrespected.

As an experience, this production proves to be richly rewarding. It is grand without frills, which
allows the performances to stand in vivid relief. Granted, “Aida” is a bit of a tough opera —
militaristic and ritualistic, its story is not terribly nuanced nor is it packed with hit tunes. It wears its
heart on its sleeve at every moment; poor Aida has no almost moments of bliss. Yet the comparative
starkness of the sets manages to create a space of great intimacy for the principle characters. The
deliberately asymmetrical composition of the staging heightens the emotional tenor and the
chromatic array of costumes and lighting delivers a regal sumptuousness without extravagance.

Without taking on such challenges, a regional company such as Opera Omaha risks predictability,
complacence and creeping obsolescence. To amplify a comment by Robertson, it should be the
opera’s role to “find great talent, put it together, light the fuse paper and retire to a safe distance.” It
should be safe to come out now, as the fireworks have begun. And they’re pretty spectacular.

Bravissimo!
‘VOOM’ over to Joslyn

A new exhibit at Joslyn Art Museum features selected high-definition portraits from Robert Wilson’s
groundbreaking series “WOOM Potraits.” A press release describes Wilson as “one of the most exciting

and influential innovators in theater, art, and design.”

The video portraits at Jolsyn (23 of the 153 unique pieces that make up the “VOOM Portraits” series)
feature larger-than-life-size snow owls presented in high definition on 42-inch monitors and one
65-inch screen, all with Wilson’s signature iconic lighting and high production values. The owls
appear stationary, until one blinks or moves. There’ll be plenty to hear, too, as the installation’s

soundtrack is of the owls hooting.
Make your own ‘OY

If you hop over to GoPlaytheO.com, you’ll be able to create your very own piece of O! artwork - much

in the same vein as the public sculptures currently on display throughout Omaha.

At the Web site, users can choose from more than 50 graphic tools in categories from sports to
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