Allegro goes to Romeo & Juliet
Vancouver Opera November 26th 2011
Shakespeare’s play, Romeo and Juliet has never endeared itself to Allegro, who is inclined to see it as the 16th century equivalent of a ‘chick flick’. (Although it does prove the point that theatrical sex and violence is by no means a phenomenon limited to the 21st century). Similarly Allegro  is not generally a fan of French music, with several notable exceptions (say - Berlioz, Satie, and Piaf).
Charles Gounod wrote 13 operas in all, most of them never heard today. Faust and Romeo and Juliet enjoy occasional revivals. Allegro can only assume that the Vancouver Opera Association (VOA) made this choice was as a counterpoint to the previous production of West Side Story.
So struggling during the second intermission to find something positive to say about the production, Allegro asked the opinion of his companion. The response was “It’s loud”. Indeed it is. After the first performance in London in 1867 a critic wrote “Gounod's Roméo et Juliette, … is always pleasing, though seldom impressive,…”. Allegro  feels the critic was being generous.
The VOA production opens with Gounod’s dark and martial themes of armed conflict, as shadowy figures engage in sword-fighting behind a scrim. Gounod’s lush and richly harmonic orchestration seems somewhat at odds with portrayed violence, but it is certainly loud. 
The action takes place in and around the palace of the Capulet family. The set is impressive and convincing. The principal characters - Tybald, Meructio, Romeo and Juliet – are all introduced and their characters defined fairly early. Although Gounod and his librettists allow themselves artistic license with the original Shakespeare story, the underlying threads are easily identified.
Allegro was once again delighted to discover that 11 of the 12 main characters are Canadian: and 5 of them are from BC. We are blessed to have such a rich pool of talent in our own back yard.
At 25 Simone Osborne (http://www.simoneosborne.com/) has a pleasing coloratura soprano voice, which has not yet reached full maturity. A native of Vancouver, she currently resides in Toronto. New York Times music critic Anthony Tommasini has praised her “sweet and clear sound, sensitive phrasing and gleaming sustained high notes.” This British Columbian is destined to become a diva of the stature of our own Judith Forst.
Calgary-born tenor Gordon Gietz returns to the VOA in the role of Romeo after a 15 year absence. He already has a stellar international career, built on an eclectic foundation of 19th and 20th century musical roles.

As good as they were individually, these “star crossed lovers” failed to convince Allegro of their mutual passion. It’s not clear whether this arose from a deficiency of acting abilities, or from timid stage direction. 
In general the soloists (with one exception) sang well – as they should. The large chorus gets a good work-out in this opera, and was well rehearsed as usual. Similarly the VOA orchestra left no room for complaint.
Presumably one has to have a taste for Gounod’s music. Allegro found the composition and orchestration lack lustre if not banal. There is nothing that unifies the overall theme and direction of the work.
Composers of opera generally employ a leitmotif that bind the various parts of the composition together. It may be a fragment of melody or a progression of cords. Gounod’s Romeo and Juliet music seems to lack any unifying element. Perhaps this is explained by recalling that Gounod won greater acclaim for music that he wrote for the church.
All was not lost however. Before the performance Allegro and partner enjoyed yet another wonderful dinner at their favourite nearby Italian restaurant, Da Gino. It was packed, but somehow the staff of this family-run business always manage to look after everyone in a professional and timely manner.
Allegro

November 27th 2011
