Opera a hit at the Opera House
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BARRE – Opera’s popularity in central Vermont was underscored Saturday at the Barre Opera House when the Green Mountain Festival presented “Opera’s Greatest Moments.” Not only was the audience enthusiastic, it was loud.
GMOF, central Vermont’s regional summer opera company for nearly four years now, was invited by Friends of Classical Music and the Celebration Series to create an evening of opera favorites for the regular season. Artistic Director Taras Kulish, a fine bass-baritone, recruited four fellow Montreal singers that proved quite excellent.

Soprano Mariateresa Magisano, familiar to Opera House audiences for her starring role in GMOF’s 2006 “The Barber of Seville,” took on a much more serious note in Catalani’s “Ebben? Ne andrò lontana,” currently known as the theme of the feature film “Diva.” Magisano’s soprano is brilliant yet warm with a velvety luster, and she delivered this lyrical aria with subtle passion and beauty. Much the same can be said for her powerfully restrained “Un bel di” from Puccini’s “Madame Butterfly.”

The audience’s favorite, no surprise, seemed to be the beloved duet, “Au fond du temple saint,” from Bizet’s “Pearl Fishers.” Kulish, with his rich dark sound, and Antoine Belanger’s light and lyrical tenor contrasted as well as blended sensitively and sensually. With pianist Claude Webster’s clear and responsive accompaniment, it brought down the house.

Mezzo-soprano Mireille Lebel not only sang the part of Bizet’s “Carmen,” she was the part. With blazing red hair and a look of real sultriness, to say nothing of an agile and brilliant but rich voice, she delivered the seductive Carmen of the “Seguedille.” As in the opera, Belanger’s Don José, beautiful sounding but none-too-heroic was no match for the worldly Carmen.

Belanger was an entirely different character, a heroic tenor, in “E lucevan le stele” from Puccini’s “Tosca.” And a passionate lover, with Magisano, in the tender and beautiful “O, soave fanciulla” from Puccini’s “La Boheme.”

Kulish delivered the dark Russian power of Gremin’s aria from Tchaikovsky’s masterpiece, “Eugene Onegin.” In contrast, Kulish was light and deft in 
Figaro’s “Non più andrai” from Mozart’s “The Marriage of Figaro.” (Green Mountain Opera Festival will present “The Marriage of Figaro” on June 19 and 21, fully staged with orchestra, at the Barre Opera House.)

Montpelier actor and musician Tim Tavcar provided pith dramatic commentary throughout.

There were no failures during the evening, but not everything was what it could be. Voices didn’t always match the role; scenes were occasionally clumsy both musically and dramatically; and the piano accompaniment, though always beautifully played, was often too reserved to represent the orchestra.

These are quibbles, however, in an evening that delivered the joy of opera. Ask the audience.

