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MUSIC REVIEW

Dark Tale Told in an Atmospheric Tongue
‘Jenufa’ by Opera Slavica With Susan Marie Pierson

By ALLAN KOZINN
Published: September 2, 2012

Janacek’s “Jenufa,” which Opera Slavica presented in a wrenching

performance on Thursday evening at the Bohemian National Hall,

has always struck me as a thoroughly wintry work. That may be

because of its almost ceaseless grimness, or because its final act

includes the discovery of a murdered baby, buried in ice. But then,

much of the music that Opera Slavica specializes in — the Russian

and Czech repertory — is set in dark, chilly landscapes. So a

challenge that faces the company’s young singers, along with

bringing the music and characters to life, is evoking a suitably icy

spirit for an audience that has just wandered in from the summer

heat.

Opera Slavica is a hybrid opera troupe

and training program, founded in 2009 by the conductor

and pianist William Hobbs with the idea of schooling

singers in the works that must be sung in Slavic languages.

Each class spends a few months working on a specific

opera and presents a staged production at the end of the

summer.

Jenufa, based on Gabriela Preissova’s novel “Her

Stepdaughter,” peers in on a tangled set of relationships in

a Moravian village. Two half brothers, Steva and Laca, both

love Jenufa, who at the start of the opera is about to marry

Steva and is pregnant with his child. When Steva and his

friends turn up drunk at Jenufa’s house, Kostelnicka, the

girl’s stepmother, forbids the marriage. She changes her

mind after Jenufa’s son is born, but by then Laca has

complicated Jenufa’s future by slashing her face.

After Steva rejects Jenufa because she is disfigured, and

Laca bristles at the idea of raising Steva’s child, Kostelnicka

decides to salvage her stepdaughter’s future by murdering

the baby and telling Jenufa that the child died. The work

offers redemption of sorts: Jenufa and Laca end up

together (it’s hard to tell how happily, given their

overwrought dialogues), and everyone forgives everyone

else.

But until the curtain falls, tension remains at peak levels, as

much because of Janacek’s scoring — sharp­edged

harmonies, a wrenching balance of lyricism and angularity
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A version of this review appeared in print on September 3, 2012, on page C4 of the New York edition with the headline: Dark
Tale Told in an Atmospheric Tongue.
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Janacek, Leos

in the vocal lines, and driven, pointed orchestrations — as

because of the narrative details. Even the reduced orchestration of Mr. Hobbs’s

arrangement for a 16­piece ensemble conveyed that energy fully. The production was

directed by Kara­Lynn Vaeni, with simple but imaginative sets by Nick Francone that used

framed photographs to create a psychological backdrop rather than a sense of place. That

quality was supplied by Liam O’Brien’s colorful costumes, which suggested both the

Moravian setting and a measure of class stratification.

Though the singers were mostly in the early stages of their careers, the first performance

(the opera was repeated on Friday with a different cast) included an experienced guest,

the soprano Susan Marie Pierson, as Kostelnicka. Ms. Pierson retired from the stage after

an automobile accident in 2010 but sang here after another singer had dropped out of the

production. Vocally she is in fine shape, and she did a superb job of conveying

Kostelnicka’s tightly wound personality and the desperation that drove her over the edge.

The other principals were generally well matched. Ashley Becker, the soprano who sang

Jenufa, brought a lovely, fully supported sound and thoughtful, nuanced phrasing to the

role. But, apparently following an understandable but unworkable directorial approach,

she wandered through the set looking doe­eyed and lost. Similarly, Christian­Philippe

Quilici as Steva, had the goods vocally — his tenor has an admirable clarity — but, except

in the carousing scene in the first act, he seemed uncomfortable in his own skin.

George Ross Somerville, as Laca, stepped out of the lost­and­uncomfortable mode early

on, offering a more animated portrayal. And the singers in the less consequential roles

moved easily through the work, providing a cheerful counterpoint to the tragedy

unfolding in the spotlight.

 Get 50% Off The New York Times & Free All Digital Access.

Ads by Google what's this?

Wagner's Ring Cycle 2013
Experience Melbourne Australia

Ticket & Travel Packages Available

www.RenaissanceTours.com.au

Go to Complete List » Show My Recommendations

8. WELL
When Doctors Stop Taking Insurance

9. DRAFT
Escaping One's Own Shadow

10. Swiss Cows Send Texts to Announce
They’re in Heat

A video­game­inspired
musical mash­up
ALSO IN VIDEO »
Presidential debate moments
A deadline in the Missouri Senate Race

ADVERTISEMENTS

Ads by Google what's this?

Save With Sungevity Solar
Sungevity® 0% Down & Free install.

Save $1,000 ­ Offer Ends 10/31

www.sungevity.com/sungevity­solar

HEALTH »

Do Exercise Programs Help
Children Stay Fit?

DINING & WINE »

Restaurant Review: Calliope

SPORTS »

N.H.L. Player Becomes
Forward of Nottingham

OPINION »

Jerry Seinfeld
(Really!) Riffs
About ...
Something
The comedian takes a
television critic to task.

MOVIES »

Films That Look Forward
And Back

OPINION »

Steps to a
Better Face­off
In Room for Debate:
Changes large and small
could improve the
presidential debates. Or
are they a lost cause?

Home   World  U.S.  N.Y. / Region  Business  Technology  Science  Health  Sports  Opinion  Arts  Style  Travel  Jobs  Real Estate  Autos  Site Map

INSIDE NYTIMES.COM
 

https://myaccount.nytimes.com/mem/tnt.html?module=call&alert_context=1&topic1=Jenufa+%28Opera%29&topic_field1=nyt_ttl&topic1_check=y&retA=&retT=&cskey=
https://myaccount.nytimes.com/mem/tnt.html?module=call&alert_context=1&topic1=Opera+Slavica&topic_field1=org&topic1_check=y&retA=&retT=&cskey=
https://myaccount.nytimes.com/mem/tnt.html?module=call&alert_context=1&topic1=Opera&topic_field1=des&topic1_check=y&retA=&retT=&cskey=
https://myaccount.nytimes.com/mem/tnt.html?module=call&alert_context=1&topic1=Janacek%2C+Leos&topic_field1=per&topic1_check=y&retA=&retT=&cskey=
http://www.klvaeni.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/music&pos=Bottom1&sn2=cb943065/204afeb4&sn1=bf8e7366/71c21872&camp=nyt2012-circ-footer_clickhere-36H9U&ad=051110-footer_clickhere-36H9U&goto=https%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Enytimesathome%2Ecom%2Fhd%2F101%3FSPTR%5FID%3DhdNYT%26MediaCode%3DW16AK%26CMP%3D36H9U
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/faq/linkingqa16.html
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=L&ai=CgEgkf0tsUOPPK6HT0AGH_YG4CNSRttMChI2vyTnAjbcBEAEgnPP4AVCKjYPOBmDJxqmLwKTYD8gBAakCKcMy4nQlsT6oAwGqBKUBT9BED2TK8nMUde7bi2vZFUMmlOgVMBuMuCnXoCkqs9biq37SJflGoVFhsl6sGyKh4k9eAGR3w8hAuIYi39vtSkZafQlx-0qDN3ahMTxU_tkYQXELCI4p1XN45TutBbhLOxXyPKlfyeUYpKG3-O85pbl9isYtXwb2zb2ZwE-Q2ynsL0JkP7_jLAWxbGKUxNU3hb_XQhEqKENdzh6Hkd0gdV-PKXea&num=1&sig=AOD64_0RefKew7mNf5xwlEyJbSbuNahxTw&client=ca-nytimes_article_var&adurl=http://www.renaissancetours.com.au/the-melbourne-ring-cycle%3Futm_source%3Dtourism_victoria%26utm_medium%3Dcpc%26utm_campaign%3Dring_cycle_2013
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=L&ai=CgEgkf0tsUOPPK6HT0AGH_YG4CNSRttMChI2vyTnAjbcBEAEgnPP4AVCKjYPOBmDJxqmLwKTYD8gBAakCKcMy4nQlsT6oAwGqBKUBT9BED2TK8nMUde7bi2vZFUMmlOgVMBuMuCnXoCkqs9biq37SJflGoVFhsl6sGyKh4k9eAGR3w8hAuIYi39vtSkZafQlx-0qDN3ahMTxU_tkYQXELCI4p1XN45TutBbhLOxXyPKlfyeUYpKG3-O85pbl9isYtXwb2zb2ZwE-Q2ynsL0JkP7_jLAWxbGKUxNU3hb_XQhEqKENdzh6Hkd0gdV-PKXea&num=1&sig=AOD64_0RefKew7mNf5xwlEyJbSbuNahxTw&client=ca-nytimes_article_var&adurl=http://www.renaissancetours.com.au/the-melbourne-ring-cycle%3Futm_source%3Dtourism_victoria%26utm_medium%3Dcpc%26utm_campaign%3Dring_cycle_2013
http://www.nytimes.com/gst/mostpopular.html
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/music&pos=Box1&sn2=3cd5d5b8/2af3cd19&sn1=a4e1fbf6/8a190879&camp=nyt2012_module_inspired_hp_ros_db&ad=VI-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M273a-ROS-1012&goto=http://nytimes.com/%3FWT.mc_id=VI-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M273a-ROS-1012-LOGO%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=196578
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/music&pos=Box1&sn2=3cd5d5b8/2af3cd19&sn1=a4e1fbf6/8a190879&camp=nyt2012_module_inspired_hp_ros_db&ad=VI-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M273a-ROS-1012&goto=http://nytimes.com/video%3FWT.mc_id=VI-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M273a-ROS-1012-VRT%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=196578
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/music&pos=Right5A&sn2=d3095bc6/dfeac3ca&sn1=30d5a6d3/bbe1a6cd&camp=nyt2012_mktg_fashion_week_86x60_ros&ad=ST-D-I-NYT-AD-S4D-FW-ROS-0912&goto=http%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Enytimes%2Ecom%2Fpages%2Ffashion%2Findex%2Ehtml%3FWT%2Emc%5Fid%3DST%2DD%2DI%2DNYT%2DAD%2DS4D%2DFW%2DROS%2D0912%26WT%2Emc%5Fev%3Dclick%26WT%2Emc%5Fc%3D193823
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/10/01/when-doctors-stop-taking-insurance/?src=me&ref=general
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/10/01/when-doctors-stop-taking-insurance/?src=me&ref=general
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/09/29/escaping-ones-own-shadow-in-writing/?src=me&ref=general
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/09/29/escaping-ones-own-shadow-in-writing/?src=me&ref=general
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/02/world/europe/device-sends-message-to-swiss-farmer-when-cow-is-in-heat.html?src=me&ref=general
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/02/world/europe/device-sends-message-to-swiss-farmer-when-cow-is-in-heat.html?src=me&ref=general
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/music&pos=Box1&sn2=3cd5d5b8/2af3cd19&sn1=a4b77a85/39a01bf7&camp=nyt2012_module_inspired_hp_ros_db&ad=VI-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M273a-ROS-1012&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/video/2012/09/16/opinion/100000001786172/patriot-game.html%3FWT.mc_id=VI-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M273a-ROS-1012-PH%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=196578
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/music&pos=Box1&sn2=3cd5d5b8/2af3cd19&sn1=a4b77a85/39a01bf7&camp=nyt2012_module_inspired_hp_ros_db&ad=VI-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M273a-ROS-1012&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/video/2012/09/16/opinion/100000001786172/patriot-game.html%3FWT.mc_id=VI-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M273a-ROS-1012-HDR%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=196578
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/music&pos=Box1&sn2=3cd5d5b8/2af3cd19&sn1=a4b77a85/39a01bf7&camp=nyt2012_module_inspired_hp_ros_db&ad=VI-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M273a-ROS-1012&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/video%3FWT.mc_id=VI-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M273a-ROS-1012-URL%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=196578
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/music&pos=Box1&sn2=3cd5d5b8/2af3cd19&sn1=a4b77a85/39a01bf7&camp=nyt2012_module_inspired_hp_ros_db&ad=VI-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M273a-ROS-1012&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/video/2012/09/28/us/politics/100000001814028/presidential-debate-moments.html%3FWT.mc_id=VI-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M273a-ROS-1012-L1%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=196578
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/music&pos=Box1&sn2=3cd5d5b8/2af3cd19&sn1=a4b77a85/39a01bf7&camp=nyt2012_module_inspired_hp_ros_db&ad=VI-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M273a-ROS-1012&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/video/2012/09/25/us/politics/100000001805866/a-deadline-in-the-missouri-senate-race.html%3FWT.mc_id=VI-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M273a-ROS-1012-L2%26WT.mc_ev=click%26WT.mc_c=196578
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/music&pos=Middle5&sn2=dcc3fb6c/5cbc044e&sn1=c02adea6/2786252b&camp=nyt2012_mktg_fashion_week_336x79-ros&ad=ST-D-I-NYT-AD-FP-FW-ROS-0912&goto=http%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Enytimes%2Ecom%2Fpages%2Ffashion%2Findex%2Ehtml%3FWT%2Emc%5Fid%3DST%2DD%2DI%2DNYT%2DAD%2DFP%2DFW%2DROS%2D0912%26WT%2Emc%5Fev%3Dclick%26WT%2Emc%5Fc%3D193835
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/faq/linkingqa16.html
http://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=CZovLf0tsUKy1PIPa0AGE2IDID_f8gvsC77OJijnAjbcBEAEgnPP4AVC66ImSBmDJxqmLwKTYD6AB2df99wPIAQGoAwGqBKcBT9CjqyNb1BO1OgJ0DCrvr9Dwi4XSTnaDXOxG-3yvbX5v0kpm5CV3Co4UwO3TcbDr2Z9gjSNT4YE4C8PqZ46wfPCX3NhUCZ5ZBguWc9DXrYj36Y5yVNuIXo0zF9gI8XVbPFBHNTxcxSe_IHzMtwoPzlCD5B-CmmSXSBhNqtAWSxk7ERV4wVpOzDhXejHpapvW4lpjAJ7I6Z-SJJOqWXh2lMX_OlQmiFSIBgE&num=1&cid=5Gjg3LXFxOgPyf7U-8anli9z&sig=AOD64_1qbtzNYid8-yKGjY5GNLz19TlRUg&client=ca-nytimes_article_var&adurl=http://tracker.marinsm.com/rd%3Fcid%3D4145cp8184%26mkwid%3DcxZz8bskT%26pcrid%3D15249145967%26lpkw%3Dsungevity%2520new%2520york%2520times%26mt%3D%26lp%3Dhttp://ad.doubleclick.net/clk%3B262856169%253B66808487%253Bf%3Fhttp://www.sungevity.com/OctSavings/
http://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=CZovLf0tsUKy1PIPa0AGE2IDID_f8gvsC77OJijnAjbcBEAEgnPP4AVC66ImSBmDJxqmLwKTYD6AB2df99wPIAQGoAwGqBKcBT9CjqyNb1BO1OgJ0DCrvr9Dwi4XSTnaDXOxG-3yvbX5v0kpm5CV3Co4UwO3TcbDr2Z9gjSNT4YE4C8PqZ46wfPCX3NhUCZ5ZBguWc9DXrYj36Y5yVNuIXo0zF9gI8XVbPFBHNTxcxSe_IHzMtwoPzlCD5B-CmmSXSBhNqtAWSxk7ERV4wVpOzDhXejHpapvW4lpjAJ7I6Z-SJJOqWXh2lMX_OlQmiFSIBgE&num=1&cid=5Gjg3LXFxOgPyf7U-8anli9z&sig=AOD64_1qbtzNYid8-yKGjY5GNLz19TlRUg&client=ca-nytimes_article_var&adurl=http://tracker.marinsm.com/rd%3Fcid%3D4145cp8184%26mkwid%3DcxZz8bskT%26pcrid%3D15249145967%26lpkw%3Dsungevity%2520new%2520york%2520times%26mt%3D%26lp%3Dhttp://ad.doubleclick.net/clk%3B262856169%253B66808487%253Bf%3Fhttp://www.sungevity.com/OctSavings/
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/health/index.html
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/?p=82790
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/?p=82790
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/dining/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/03/dining/reviews/restaurant-review-calliope-in-the-east-village.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/03/dining/reviews/restaurant-review-calliope-in-the-east-village.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/03/sports/hockey/locked-out-hurricane-anthony-stewart-lands-in-nottingham.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/03/sports/hockey/locked-out-hurricane-anthony-stewart-lands-in-nottingham.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/opinion/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/03/opinion/jerry-seinfeld-really-riffs-about-something.html
http://movies.nytimes.com/pages/movies/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/03/movies/03nyff.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/03/movies/03nyff.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/opinion/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2012/10/02/a-better-approach-to-presidential-debates/
http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/world/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/national/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/nyregion/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/business/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/technology/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/science/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/health/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/opinion/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/arts/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/style/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/travel/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/jobs/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/realestate/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/automobiles/index.html
http://spiderbites.nytimes.com/

