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Review: Opera Saratoga’s ‘Witches’ full of beautiful experiences

By Bob Goepfert

Wednesday, July 13, 2016

SARATOGA SPRINGS >> One thing that I admire about
Lawrence Edelson, the Artistic Director of Opera Saratoga, is that
he doesn’t pander. This is evidence by having “The Witches of
Venice” as part of the season. It’s a work that will have many in the
audience rightfully scratching their heads. It’s an almost abstract
rendering of Philip Glass’ little known opera, which premiered at
Teatro alla Scalla in Milan, Italy in 1995. Though not quite obscure
it is not produced with any frequency.

The story is essentially about a king and queen who cannot
conceive, using magical powers to get a child. Like most fairy
tales, the path to having that child through magic is filled with

darkness and fear. Those fears are, of course, thwarted by the more powerful forces of nature which protect
the plant child from danger. There is nothing literal in the story. It is filled with witches fairies, creatures of
the earth and air all contributing to the hope of rebirth and regeneration. It’s a tale of darkness being
overcome by good. The demands of the work are daunting. This is a dance-opera in which the story is told
through movement. And since the 70-minute presentation is slim on story and vague on details, it places a
great demand on the choreography. Last year I found respect for the work of Karole Armitage, who with her
company Armitage Gone! Dance, choreographed and performed “Dido and Aeneas” for the company.
Thanks to her work in “The Witches of Venice” that respect has grown into admiration. Her vision is
imaginative and the execution of the dancers excellent. Considering the large number of young performers
involved in the production the quality of the dance is extra special as there is almost no suggestion of
amateurism in the performance. Though it is clear that every performer knows what they are doing every
moment while on stage, it might not be as clear for every member of the audience to know what is going on
in every dance. While at times the meaning of scenes can be baffling the work is so enthralling it involves
you almost every moment. If not satisfying intellectually it is emotionally powerful and visually exciting.
Dance is the perfect complement to Philip Glass’s minimalist orchestrations. The music expertly performed
by six musicians under the direction of Viswa (cq) Subbaraman is hypnotizing. It is alternatingly edgy and
sublime and as abstract as the fragile story it supports. This is an ensemble show but standing out is young
Oliver Nathanielsz, who is a mature presence and an amazing talent. It’s almost impossible to take your eyes
off him as he epitomizes the confusion of a boy who doesn’t belong in the environment in which he is placed.
Also mesmerizing is Kira Peterson who dances the role of the sun. She is beautiful, graceful and enchanting
as she moves as gracefully and effortlessly as her title suggests. Jarret Porter is ominous as the Ogre and
Emily Spencer brings a powerful voice to the role of the maid. “The Witches of Venice” is not an easy piece
to perform, nor is an easy work to embrace. It is an opera that tries to reflect the world in which we live and
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that includes fears and hopes. Experience it as you should life itself. Sit back, appreciate the beauty of what is
offered and do not demand that everything have clarity. It’s the experience that counts and this is an opera
filled with beautiful experiences.

“The Witches of Venice” has one more performance – 2 p.m. Sunday. “Il Posto” is offered 2 p.m. Saturday
and “Le Nozze Di Figaro” 7:30 p.m. Friday. 584-6018.
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