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Classical Music Review: 

Crider Soars in Met's Aida 

By NAT CHARLES
Viewing the current Metropolitan Opera production of "Aida," Giuseppe Verdi's grandest of grand operas, it is difficult not to consider the relevance of the opera's backdrop to today's political environment. In "Aida," a powerful nation is eager to show its might in battle against a weaker rival, while individual citizens struggle with the complicated interrelationships of war, patriotism, and transgressive love that crosses national boundaries. A perennial staple of the Met repertory, "Aida" is popular and memorable for the spectacular pageantry of its cast of hundreds, including live animals, dancing girls, dazzling set pieces, and of course, the splendor of its sumptuous score.

As the eponymous political prisoner and royal slave Aida, African American diva Michele Crider ably interprets one of the most famous and vocally lustrous roles in all of opera. Crider possesses a flexible, ample soprano, easily soaring over Verdi's full choral and orchestral forces in the opera's most dramatic passages, yet capable of tenderness and judicious restraint in more intimate moments. One cannot approach "Aida" without being reminded of legendary singer Leontyne Price's historic performances of the role with which she was most often identified, and which are captured on numerous audio and video recordings. Perhaps this is why Crider's performance was somewhat tentative in the opera's earlier moments. Over the course of the opera's four acts, however, Crider's singing became more assured, more finely focused, and often fiercely impressive. 

Just as Crider's performance became stronger over the course of the evening, Richard Margison as her lover Radames encountered difficultly as the night wore on. Margison is a familiar, if unheralded, voice at the Met, fearlessly taking on the most arduous tenor roles in the repertory. His singing was solid and capable, if not emotionally engaging, throughout most of the evening. Yet the taxing tenor role had taken its toll by Act IV, leaving Margison running on fumes, and struggling to match an energized Crider's vocal heft in the lover's duet at the conclusion of the work. 

Mezzo-soprano Dolora Zajick encountered no such difficulty as Aida's vengeful rival Amneris. With inexhaustible energy, steely precision, and a gloriously flexible range, Zajick blazed onto the stage in the opera's opening act and still sounded remarkably fresh at its close. Her powerful, unproblematic voice is a gift to the mezzo repertory in opera, rich and sonorous in its lower register, and searing and exciting at the top.

Nearly as impressive was bass Alexandru Agache, making his Met debut this season as Aida's father Amonasro. Agache stood out with his shimmering tone, a startlingly pleasant blend of power and warmth that distinguished him in an opera uncharacteristically stuffed with substantial bass and baritone roles.

Although the chorus was a bit blustery and perhaps perfunctory at times, they sang sweetly in some sublime a cappella passages, while conductor Marco Armiliato held the various unwieldy forces in the production together capably.

