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Opera finds a home in Vt. 
Myra Mathis-Flynn 

By Myra Mathis-Flynn



	

	BARRE -- The Barre Opera House was abuzz Friday with the cream of the Vermont opera crop. Though artistic director Taras Kulish said "opera has a home in Vermont," I had my suspicions. 

Kulish introduced the show by reading his Burlington Free Press horoscope: "Your friends are your fans now. That's because you're putting on a show of sorts. Anyone trying to find you need only follow the sounds of applause. This fabulous heightened reality you create is quite an artistic feat." 

Kulish blushed while the audience roared with laughter and applause. The Montreal native clearly understood Vermont in all its quirky glory. He buttered us up for an enjoyable performance of "La Traviata." 

The first act, the most joyous of the three, opened with a party being thrown in honor of the recent good health of Violetta Valery, a famed courtesan played by Aline Kutan. The buxom Kutan seemed physically out of place among her small-framed castmates. But within two minutes of her singing, it became obvious that Kutan was out of place for all the right reasons; the night truly belonged to her. 

Kutan's soprano range and stellar performance were unmatched by any of the other cast members, including her inamorato Alfredo Germont, played by Eric Fennel. The part of Alfredo is, however, meant to be the more sensitive and vulnerable love of the two; Fennel did an astounding job at conveying his longing for Violetta in songs like "Un di, felice, eterea" ("The day I met you"), while allowing her to be the decision-maker of their destiny. 

Violetta spent the majority of act one in limbo. Her mighty vocals pierced through even the loudest instruments in the Green Mountain Orchestra, asking poetic questions such as "Could it be he who my lonely restless soul painted with secret colors?" 

Violetta struggled with coming into her own as a woman. Admittedly she has not felt true love before. She described how undeserving she is of it and how hesitant she is to give in to joy. Kutan's powerful and robust countenance suddenly became pubescent as she sang "Ah, fors' e lui" ("Perhaps he is the one"). Her eyes and voice, alive with the possibility of joy, reached its ultimate climax in the famed "Sempre libera" ("Always free"). Kutan's version of this aria was technically the most beautiful song of the evening. 

Given that "La Traviata" means "the fallen one," the joyous music and effervescent hope was not going to last. In the second act, the story took a foreboding turn. 

Theodore Baerg, playing Alfredo's father, Germont, provided the evening's second strongest performance. Germont wanted to break apart the lovers so his son Alfredo would return home; Alfredo's scandalous relationship threatened his sister's ability to marry a respected man. 

Baerg's baritone voice did not need an overabundance of legato to impress. With his serious facial expressions and pronounced body movements, there were times when I thought Baerg was better suited for Broadway than for opera; nevertheless, his enthusiasm and portrayal of the tragic villain were refreshingly on an equal plane with Kutan. Their duets of "Pura siccome un angelo" ("I have a daughter as pure as an angel") and "Dite alla giovine" ("Say to this child of thine") made sadness an art. 

Believing it was best for her beloved, Violetta agreed to leave Alfredo. That evening she arrived at a ball, also attended by Alfredo, with the Baron, her former lover. Fennel gave his best performance of the night; his voice was stronger, full of anger when he saw Violetta and her former lover together. No longer the doting man, Fennel sang with the authority. He defamed Violetta by showering her with a pile of money. The act ended with her in disgrace, and he fled in shame. 

In the tragic act three, Violetta's illness has returned. Germont told his son what he had done, and Alfredo returned to be reunited with his love. Violetta died in his arms, confirming her initial fear -- joy does not exist without pain. 

After watching this production, I agree with Kulish: Opera does have a home in Vermont. The event was well attended, and the story was well received. There was not a moment I did not feel earnest in my applause. 

Contact Myra Mathis-Flynn at 651-4852 or mmflynn@bfp.burlingtonfreepress.com. 
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