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Wachner’s ‘Evangeline’ is colorful and assured

By Richard Dyer
Globe Staff

In October, Julian Wachner conducted the world
premiere performances of his first opera, ‘*Evangeline
Revisited,” at McGill University in Montreal, which
is now his home base.

Wachner arrived at Boston University as a student
in 1987. Before he left for Canada 13 years later, he
must have gotten awfully tired of being acclaimed as
the most promising young musician in town. His
activities as composer, conductor, organist, and choral
director have been so extensive that it’s astonishing to
realize he is still only 35.

‘“‘Evangeline Revisited” was a university
production and not widely reviewed, but Wachner
recently sent the Globe a copy of the score and a
DVD. The video was recorded by a fixed camera at
some distance from the stage, so it wouldn’t be fair to
comment on the qualities of the production, as they
are only dimly visible. But the opera was audibly born
kicking.

Its concept is unusual and bound to arouse
controversy when the work begins to get around. And
it will, because the music is colorful, varied, assured,
and strong enough to carry the opera over the
pretensions and rough spots of the libretto by Alexis
Nouss. Wachner is a composer with a real sense of
drama, and he knows how to solve practical problems.
The work is scored, for example, for the same
chamber orchestra that Benjamin Britten used for
*“The Turn of the Screw.”

The subject is Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s
once-popular 1847 narrative poem *‘Evangeline.” For
decades it was required reading in junior high schools
across America. | can remember spending six weeks
on it in eighth grade, and if pressed, | could probably
still recite the famous prelude about the forest
primeval that all of us were required to memorize.

The story begins with the upheaval that took place
when the residents of Acadia (Nova Scotia) were
shipped into exile in 1755, many of them ultimately
settling in Louisiana. The opera was written to
commemorate the 250th anniversary of that event.
The young Evangeline and her beloved Gabriel are
separated on their wedding day, and the poem traces
their lifelong efforts to find each other. They meet
only when Evangeline is a gray-haired Sister of
Mercy and Gabriel lies dying of a “*pestilence” in
Philadelphia.

It’s a great love story, but one that poses problems
for opera because the lovers are together only at the
beginning and end of the story. Wachner and Nouss,
whose text is in French, decided that their opera
would follow Longfellow’s story, but in a different,
postmodern way. They aim for wider resonances, so
the chorus sings of “‘Acadia, Treblinka, Hiroshima,
Bosnia, Rwanda.” Longfellow appears as a character
in the opera, serving as a narrator and as a whipping
boy.

The part of Evangeline is shared by two sopranos.
Evangeline | is the embodiment of Longfellow’s
romantic vision, and Evangeline |1 is a sharp-tongued
contemporary commentator who is constantly ragging
on Evangeline I and Longfellow (‘‘Do you really
believe what you are writing?”). Eventually there is a
reconciliation between the two Evanglines, although
Evangline Il is still carping at the poet at the end
(““The forest primeval is always there, and it doesn’t
give a damn”).

Some of this is preachy and confusing, and there
are dramaturgical problems, too. Evangeline I and
Gabriel are briefly introduced near the beginning, but
she doesn’t do any significant singing until 30
minutes into the opera; Gabriel has to wait 15 minutes
longer. Often they seem peripheral to their own story
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and to the opera’s commentary on it. And that
introductory scene is labeled in the libretto as
““Brechtian dramaturgy in which the characters
present themselves as caricatures.” The Brechtian
alienation effect the creators strive for here and
elsewhere is something that is counter to the very
nature of nearly every successful opera, which is to
put raw emotion into your face. Brechtian alienation
doesn’t even work in the operas Brecht wrote with
Kurt Weill, because Weill’s music packs such a
punch.

Wachner’s music packs a punch, too. The
composer presents many styles without ever creating
the effect of pastiche, although sometimes one
wonders where his own voice is. There is quite a bit
of folk or folk-influenced material; there are cabaret
episodes and lots of dance music; Verdi, Stravinsky,
Britten, and others are evoked. There are grinding
dissonances, but also much melody, glisteningly
orchestrated, and with prominent solos for many

instrumentalists who become storytellers, too. The
medieval purity of the second-act duet of the two
Evangelines, accompanied by flute and harp, lingers
in the mind. The chorus has the most prominent role,
and much of the choral writing is superb — more
convincing than some of the unidiomatic and
extremely demanding writing for the two
Evangelines, who sometimes seem to be running an
obstacle course instead of expressing themselves.

‘“‘Evangeline Revisited” doesn’t seem all there
yet, but that was true of some of the most beloved
operas in the repertory before their composers revised
them. Still, there is already plenty in Wachner’s score.
He needs to work on it some more, and then it needs
to pass through the fire of a fully professional
production, and then . . . who knows, perhaps future
generations will enjoy *‘Evangeline Revisited” as
much as some of their ancestors cherished
Longfellow’s poem.



