Review in Retrospect

AIDA in Egypt
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It is now twelve years since Giuseppe Verdi’s opera Aida was staged at the Temple of Queen Hatshepsut (c. 1500 BCE) across the Nile from Luxor in southern Egypt.  It was billed as the most spectacular opera production ever staged.  Recalling the theatrical experience stirs up memories.  For many like me who saw one of the six performances it is remembered as a once-in-a lifetime experience. 

I was travelling on a five-day cruise on the Nile from Aswan to Luxor late in November 1994 when I learned that the opera was being staged by the Egyptian Ministry of Culture at Hatshepsut’s temple to celebrate the 125th Anniversary of the Old Cairo Opera House (1869).  A number of fellow passengers boasted that they had tickets to this unique event.  I wouldn’t get one, they said, as the six performances had been sold out.  

On arrival in Luxor, two Norwegian passengers and myself disembarked as fast as possible and took a taxi to the main ticket office at a nearby hotel.  The performances, as we had been told, were sold out.  However, the sales officer suggested we turn up for the show that night (the last of the six) and try for cancelled tickets.  We did and we got our tickets.  

The setting for the large-scale production, which involved many hundreds of people, was stunning.  An open-air stage had been constructed in front of the temple.  Spectacular barren cliffs and mountains towered above the magnificent ancient structure.  (The Valley of the Kings is a short drive away.  It is the burial place of numerous members of ancient Egyptian royal families, including Tutankhamen.)  
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The reviewer (left) with fellow passenger on the Nile at Luxor.   

Aida was staged on the opposite side of the river.
In brief, the opera is the story of a love triangle.  Two women love the same man:  the slave girl Aida, daughter of the Ethiopian king Amonasro, and Amneris, daughter of the Egyptian king.  The story is also about betrayal, which finally leads to the death of Aida and the man she loves, Radames, the Supreme Commander of the Egyptian Army.  

The most memorable visual moment in the production, indeed the highlight of the show, is the Triumphal scene (Triumphal March).  Countless priests trailing six golden rays mount a towering staircase.  As the rays reach the top of the staircase a brilliant golden sun rises up from behind to connect with the rays of light.  The music ends and the stage blacks out.  Suddenly, and unexpectedly, a huge image of the sun and its rays is projected onto the surrounding cliffs.  The audience, mesmerised, is almost too stunned to applaud.  

Two world-class performers shared each lead role in the six performances.  These included:   

Aida:  Wilhelmina Fernandez and Pauletta de Vaughn

Radames:  Giuseppe Giacomini and Bruno Sebastian

Amneris:  Bruna Baglioni and Susan Porta

Traditional ancient Egyptian designs inspired visual aspects of the production.  
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Tutankhamen funerary mask
Among the many highly professional organizations that participated were the Cairo Opera Orchestra, the Cairo Symphony Orchestra, the Verona Symphony Orchestra and the Cairo Opera Company.  

Many notable dignitaries attended performances, including the President of Egypt and his wife Mrs Suzan Moubarak, as well as the Egyptian Minister of Culture and Dr. Nasser El Ansary, Chairman of the Board of the General Authority for the National Cultural Centre.  

Among the many show business people who came was the film star Omar Sharif, who this reviewer happened to meet in a lift at the El Gezirah Sheraton in Cairo.  

Hopefully it won’t be another 125 years before Aida is staged in such an outstanding way.  

Reviewed by Les Greenhill  
