| PELLEASET MELISANDE '
by Claide Debussy =~ "<

- The Canadian Opera Company

-| AtFour Seasons Cenfre. * -

| in Toronfo on Tuesday

B :‘éanadlan;soﬁrano_lsaﬁ'el Béy—
-rakdariaii was a Mélisande-ona-
similarly highlevel. Within the -

| -BY KEN WINTERS

\ Dlayed, respectably direct-
ed, the Canadian Opera’ -
Company’s revival of its 2000 -

S uperbly sung, hanclsomely

| production of Claude Debus- + -

sy’s Pelléas et Mélisande, the -
first and some would say the

“Hinestoperatic landmark of the "

20th century, began its run of
eight performances Tuesday
night at the Four Seasons. -

:| Cente.. ;

It would be hard to imagine a
better casting of the prmc1pal
roles:thian we were blessed
with in this production.
.Canadian baritone Russell

Braun was the ideal Pelléas, ut- -
terly believable as the younger

‘| brother of Golaud, the conflict:
ed prince.of the strangeand .
| famished kingdom of Alle-
maonde. Braun is lithe and

- | modest and ingenuously exi1-

" .berant in his phy51cal assump—
tion-of the role and,-
astonishingly, able to manage
the high, almost tenor-like tes-

' situra of Pelléas’s music with a

| passionate-eleganceand fi-

nesse quite unforgettable. This,

| one felt, was a Pelléas much as
Debussy imagined him.

limits ‘of-the production-de-

signs (more about thise later),

she was a Mélisande to dream
about: Bayrakdarianis hssome
and lovely, a subtle-and:re- |

strained actress and also a sing- -

er ravishingly able to project
the damaged innocenceaid -
tihid simplicity of Mélisande's
music and the huran-emo- -
tions of the shyly awaken]ng
woman within.
~English-Ukrainian bass-bari-
tone Pavlo Hunka’s Prince Go-
laud, besides being .
magisterially sung, was per-

|, haps theniost dramatically . -~
complex and mioving portrayal .

of all. Middle- -aged, widowed,
Golaud conceives a passion for
the fragile Mélisande, whom he -
finds wandering, hurt lostand =
abandoned in the forest.eThis‘
passion consumes him and. -
turns him jealous and brutal
wher he imagines, albelt accu-

- rately, the love that blossoms .-
between the two young people. -

Hunka conveyed-all-this with
telling effect’and completely
within the bounds of Debussy's
music. His ultimate viclence
and breakdown were terrifying
and poignant to witness.”
‘Welsh bass Richard Wiegold

is very fine and imposing as the
blind King Arkel, the grandfa- -
‘| ther of Golaud and Pelléas, and

h15 genﬂe plty for h1 doorned i
‘heirs dominated the, findl -
.scéne. Atherican mezzo—sopra— :
.o, Barbara Déver sang therole
.| of Geneviéve, mother of Go-
| Taud-and Pe].leas w1th warmth
and dignity.

Perhaps the only Imscastmg
‘was Canadian mezzo-soprano
Etin Fisher, who sangwell as

- Golaud's young son, Yniold,.

but was too tall to be credible.
Surely the COC Children’s - -

Chorus could have offeredup a
seven- Or eight-year-old boy: -
;| ableto deliver Ymold’s mus1c
'satlsfactorﬂy 8
The excellent Canadlan bass -,
‘I reach it, let alone taniglé it into
‘I thewillow bushes. Thus, this
“famous and exquisite scerie
“ was seriously impaired, in spite

Alain‘Coulombe was not'so’

: -:much rhiscast as miscostimed
in the role of the famiiy’s phys1— ‘
|| clan. Witheverybnéelse” -~ -
‘_dressed inakind of art nou-
_véan, neo-medieval gatb, the'
physician looked absurdly out
‘| of place in an ordinary present-

day Bay Street suit and tie.

Which leads to the produc- .

tion: the set; and some.of the

| costumes, by Dany Lyne. Apart -

from the physmlan s suitand
Mélisande’s scarletoutfits,

which made her look more like
“Carmen in evening dragthana

lost and ethereal princess,
Lyne’s costumes were suitable.

‘| Her set, while iinposing and -

mysterious, brought problems
with it that Nicholas Muni’s -
generally advoif stage direction
wasunabletosolve, - ..

: lems was the heavy consfruc:
. uonlst causéway dmdmg the
‘stagehorizontally. When ong
| end of ‘this'¢ causeway hailto be
| separated and ralseclhlgh into'
*{ ‘the air to fepresent the tower of
| ‘the palace, and:Mélisande had’
_topeek down at the enraptured

Most strlkmg of these prob

Pelléas over the edge of the*

-floor ofit, cred1bﬂ1ty vamshed
{.For onethmg thexrewasno -
. way she could loosen het hair

and let it fall-to envelop Pel-

1€as’s reaching hands and head,

- as the score and libretto indi* -
‘caté. Even if her hair were long

enough he couldn’t possibly -

ofits gorgeous singing. .

English conductor Jan Lath-
am—Koerug, the excellent COC
orchestra and the top-drawer
cast were all on the side of the_
music, but they did have afew
such visually distressing obsta-
cles to overcome: Perhaps that
is why some of the opening-

_night audierice seéméd more

bemused than bewitched. Or
perhaps it was because this
unique opera has nothing in

common with those of Wagner -,

or Puccini.

% Pelléas et Mellsande contmues
on various dates to May 24 (416-
363-8231). ‘
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