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Opera

From page 44

began to collaborate with Missouri filmmak-
er David Wilson, 28, on what has now be-
come The Nitrate Hymnal — nitrate referring
to a chemical agent used in photography.

Both contributed to the story line, but
Massey wrote the book and score, while
Wilson concentrated on the visual aspects.
Experienced opera director David
Schweizer was brought in to run the stage.

It's an opera, but one typical opera pa-
trons might not recognize at first.

“We like the idea of opera,” Wilson said.
“We like the idea of something which is
sung through, which tells a story and
deals with, like, big ideas and grand ac-
tions and passions. But we think that has
the potential to be made contemporary.”

Working with music director David
Durst, Massey and Wilson forged an or-
chestra of two electric guitars, three violins,
viola, cello, keyboards, bass and percussion.

They cast classically trained singers
who can also incorporate a more intimate,
natural style of modern singing. Massey
blends haunting melody with unique pair-
ings of instruments, such as the raw,
coarse power of electric guitar in counter-
point to the sweet tones of violin. He uses
dissonance and silence as tools.

But he is quick to say The Nitrate Hym-
nal is not a “rock opera.” “We don’t have
any point to prove about avant-garde music
or anything,” he emphatically stated. “It's
pretty sweet sounding.™

Exploring memories

The opera’s theme centers on what Massey
calls “the fragile nature of memory, a Tragility
that comes not only from age and dementia,
but a life lived in Hollywood reverie.”

The story opens with Mimi, an elderly
woman, in a hospital room. Her memory is
rapidly disintegrating, and she is waiting for

her grandson to arrive to show her home
movies from her life with her husband.

The films spark the elderly woman’s fad-
ing memories, and the storyline explores
issues, some dark, of their life between the
happy moments captured on celluloid.

Mixing live action and projections of live
performers on screens, along with the au-
thentic filmed images of Massey’s grand-
parents, the story goes backward through
time, ultimately reaching the couple’s hon-
eymoon in 1941.

The old home movies are startling in
their clarity, the color and sharpness re-
stored with state-of-the-art technology.
Using multiple screens to project various
images, Massey and Wilson hope to take
the audience inside Mimi’s mind as she
shifts between fantasy and reality.

While Massey’s grandmother did suffer from
the same memory problems afflicting Mirmi, he
makes it clear this story is fiction and not based
on the experiences of his grandparents.

And while the plot may be relevant to older
audiences, the artists are aware the music
might be challenging for some.

“There’s not a lot of loud guitars and
crashing drums,” Wilson said “The music
is unusual and it's not Mozart, but I think it
has the potential to speak across genera-
tional lines.”

'The Nitrate Hymnal will be presented by
the Washington Performing Arts Society at
8 p.m. on Thursday, Friday and Saturday,
January 23, 24, and 25 at the George Wash-
ington Masonic National Memorial Audito-
rium, 101 Callahan Drive in Alexandria, Va.

The Thursday performance is “pay what
you can.” Advance tickets for Friday and
Saturday night are $12 from WPAS if you
call (202) 785-WPAS (9727) and mention
the Nitrate Hymnal Web site (www.nitrate-
hymnal.net). Tickets purchased at the
door Friday and Saturday are $15.

Michael Toscano is a theatre reviewer
who lives in Cheverly, Md.




