Andrea Chenier by Melbourne City Opera
It’s almost 1pm and the phone has been running hot, likewise the emails are checked, and of course Facebook, to finalise the winners of our 10 double pass giveaways to Melbourne City Opera’s latest operatic offering, Andrea Chenier at the wackily designed BMW Edge Theatre in Federation Square. 

This production was superbly conducted by Maestro Gaetano Colajanni (La Traviata, and Nabucco in Brussells & Bulgaria; and Il Travatore in Minnesota USA) and also numerous works in Malta.

The orchestra is seated in the foreground centre surrounded by a series of stepped/ raised box platforms with a full width stage area across the rear (peculiarly) of this large glass dome ceiling cavernous space. 
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The audience stepped seats are divided by criss-crossed diagonally placed precarious sloping walkways between plain timbered seating matching the bare wood stage floor. This space works well for crowd scenes (of which there are several) in this huge cast show. Why do we mention this, because we need to point out the difficulties facing a director designing entrance and exit points for performance, our full marks go to Director Joseph Talia for guiding and supporting his large ensemble safely through their paces in such a dangerous workplace? This facility was originally built as and planned as a covered walkway through to the riverbank from a main city street not as an indoor theatre.
The story begins, with brightly costumed, well-healed, society folk preparing a Ball where they dress as poor people mimicking the peasants in song and dance. Popular poet Andrea Chenier tonight sung by Salvatore Granata (alternate night casting Marco Cinque) consents to perform for them at the pleading of beautiful Maddelena by Suzanne Ribet (alternate cast Martha George, Catriona de Vere). His “love song” turns to an angry tirade against the rich ruling class, church, and state, who outraged, order him from the ball led by angry group of real peasants led by another “socialist” Gerard, sung every performance by our favorite Gary Rowley.
Without spoiling the story, this is what opera was originally for and about; the peoples reaction to oppression and their solutions, albeit sometimes violence we say Viva la Revolution, well done everyone.
Director Joseph Talia in conversation agreed that the production had a lot of movement and colour and authentic characterization, and went on to add “I can't remember the orchestra ever playing better, great sound all around, it was a difficult venue to find the balance with the singers in the first act, but it was opening night. He and we both thought the balance achieved was terrific especially after interval.” We suggest that a better placed lighting grid (can it be moved?) would have alleviated any on stage exit/entrances difficulties. 

Dare we also strongly suggest that the Orchestra might be better placed on the rear stepped and raised platform (current stage area) with the cast on the large flat (safe) open floor space at front to enable us of existing side doors as exits. Expert lighting would then become crucial and perhaps a follow spot light could focus and track the featured singer amongst the large crowd. We moved at interval further back and it was visually much better with rich full sound. 
We plan to see the last show on Saturday, time permitting, to see Catriona de Vere’s as Maddelena for the full performance seated in the centre area of the audience. This show is evidence that a great work can be presented … (even in a barn) if the direction is great. WE must add that Melbourne City opera’s visionary approach by offering giveaways has resulted in 8 out of the 10 double tix were given to young people who have never seen an opera before, this is what we all need to do, these young “opera virgins” are the future audiences we desperately need. Thanks also to Facebook for getting us access to this receptive, adventurous, new audience.
Cast details: http://www.melbournecityopera.com.au/Upcoming_Events.htm
Our Facebook page:
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Melbourne-Australia/wwwtheoperaboyscom/311569981091?ref=ts
Joseph Talia  ( Director’s Facebook page.
