Vagabond Opera: Life Is a Cabaret


The eclectic band Vagabond Opera creates a bohemian neo-cabaret sound with a mix of klezmer, tango, jazz and Balkan music. (By Brian Mclernon -- Vagabond Opera) 
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AVagabond Opera show is a chance to time-travel. Specifically, to 1920s Paris. On a riverboat. With a glass of absinthe in one hand and a long cigarette holder in the other. And -- why not? -- chatting with Josephine Baker. 

The six-piece ensemble will create its neo-cabaret fantasy world on the Kennedy Center's Millennium Stage this Saturday. Eric Stern, a mustachioed 36-year-old operatic tenor and accordion player, is the Portland, Ore., group's artistic director and has a back story nearly as bohemian as the music he plays. 

Stern's parents helped run an anarchist book and record shop in Philadelphia. He listened to a ton of music as a tyke, choosing records by the pictures on their covers. Gershwin's "An American in Paris" one day and the soundtrack to "Planet of the Apes" the next. He didn't know about genres then, and he still makes a conscious effort to ignore them: Vagabond Opera cites influences as diverse as klezmer, tango, jazz and Arabic and Balkan music. 

A few of the songs on their two full-length albums start with the crackles and pops of an old record player. "The Transformation Into Marlene" is a standout track from the group's self-titled album. "I wish I was Marlene Dietrich," Stern laments over jaunty accordion and a swingy rhythm. "I wish that I had sex appeal." 

The group can sing in 11 different languages, including French, English, Yiddish, Russian, Bulgarian and a nonsense Balkan-sounding language that Stern calls "Oshtal." 

"I feel, as a composer, like an artist and I've got a lot of colors on the palette," Stern says. "I'm not going to think, 'This color of opera doesn't go with this odd meter from Macedonia.' " 

He trained as a vocalist at the Delaware Valley Opera Company until he rejected the classical music world because of what he saw as elitism. He decided that he wanted to be a writer instead and did what all of his literary heroes did: He ran away to Paris. He was 21. He stayed for a year and a half, spending many hours wandering the streets "poor, hungry and unrecognized." 

Once back in the States, heartbreak drove him to the loving embrace of an accordion. He saw the instrument in a pawn shop window and played it for two hours -- the first block of time in weeks that he hadn't spent mourning his lost love. 

The instrument kept him alive when he moved to Portland and played on street corners to make money. He remembers his busking time fondly, saying he "felt very powerful." 

In 2002, he rounded up some other classical music misfits and formed the Vagabond Opera. The ensemble includes tenor saxophone player Robin Jackson, an ethnomusicologist who serves as Stern's "comedy sidekick" onstage. 

The hardest part of being in Vagabond Opera? Describing it to other people. 

"That is the albatross we all have to bear," laughs bass player Jason Flores. "It's a beautiful mess in a lot of ways. It's just a hodgepodge of anything goes, and if it works, it stays." 

Vagabond Opera performs Saturday at 6 p.m. at the Kennedy Center, 2700 F St. NW. Free. 202-467-4600.
