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Davis played the witches’ scenes for all 
their melodramatic worth, with a cackling 
female chorus twisting and shrieking across 
the stage –  not scary, but pretty alarming, 
to be sure.  The costume and set designs 
were something that Verdi himself might 
have recognised: a mid-19th-century 
period drama with painted backdrops.

The impressive American bass-baritone 
Mark S Doss was a secure, vocally imposing 
Macbeth. The voice tends to be delivered 
in bleeding chunks, with its massive, 
muscular tone, rarely exploring the more 
muted, inward-looking aspects of this 
character. Nevertheless, this was a vivid 
portrayal. Lee Bisset, a fi ne singer, wasn’t 
ideally cast as Verdi’s ‘Lady’. The voice is, 
if anything, too lovely and her lightness of 
touch didn’t manage to get a grip on the 
character’s malevolence. Leonardo Capalbo 
was a touching McDuff , wringing the 
pathos from his aria in the English Scene; 
Michael Druiett gave a solidly stirring 
account of Banquo (sadly deprived of his 
ghostly apparation).

The hero of the hour was Jeremy Carnall, 
Dorset Opera’s music director, who took 
his disparate forces  by the scruff  of the neck 
and urged them on in a performance full 
of pace, drama and precision. His energy 
and commitment in the pit was thrilling 
to behold.
¸¸¸¸

Ashutosh Khandekar

After the enormous success of their 
complete Ring cycle, and then 
last year Tristan, Longborough 

Opera set itself the still more tricky task of 
mounting Tannhäuser – I say more tricky, 
because the opera is the only uneven work 
Wagner created, with the long inert scene 
between Venus and the anti-hero in Act I, 
and what can easily be felt to be longueurs 
in the other two acts. Fortunately, with 
Anthony Negus again the conductor, the 
opera fl owed more smoothly then I have 
known it to in recent decades. The fi rst, 
or more accurately a Dresden  version of 
the score was used, without the luscious 
Venusberg ballet and the enlarged scene 
with Venus – but adopting the abbreviated 
song contest in Act II.

The title role was sung in most 
performances by John Treleaven, but in 

a couple by Neal Cooper, whom I was 
fortunate enough to see and hear. It’s 
hard to know why he isn’t more famous: 
he has a fi ne appearance, is a good actor, 
and has a ringing voice which only tired 
slightly towards the end of the Act III 
Rome narration, as all Tannhäusers except 
Melchior do. It’s a diffi  cult role, not only 
vocally but to make much out of, since it 
tends to be so passive until the ordeal of 
seeking atonement. Cooper managed to 
make Tannhäuser unusually interesting. 
Erika Mädi Jones did the same for Elisabeth, 
who can seem insipidly virginal but here 
convincingly claimed that she had sensual 
desires, even though she felt impelled to 
overcome them. Her two arias, especially 
the opening of Act II, were thrilling, 
aided by superlative playing from Negus’s 
orchestra. Wolfram too was a powerful 
presence, and didn’t sound as if he were 
giving a Lieder masterclass, which Walthers 
can do. The Venus was the least strongly 
taken, but it is an almost impossible role to 
make much of.

The producer was Alan Privett, who was 
responsible for the Ring. There were no 
gimmicks here, and not much scenery.  Most 
of the eff ort went into getting the singers – 
the characters – to react to one another like 
human beings, and that was successful. I 
know many critics, and perhaps even some 
paying spectators, expect something in the 
way of a ‘concept’, which Privett is at pains 
to avoid. That is one of the great pleasures 

of going to Wagner at Longborough: you 
come out thinking about the work, not 
about the production.  
¸¸¸¸¸

Michael Tanner

A brilliantly conceived production of 
The Magic Flute a few seasons ago 
assured Nevill Holt Opera of its 

place in the top league. 
This summer it scored yet again, with 

a nerve-wracking production of Rigoletto 
in which all aspects – chorus, leads, set, 
direction (the ever-inventive Oliver Mears), 
lighting and above all, the splendidly 
well-rehearsed, inspiring leadership of 
conductor Nicholas Chalmers – has fi red 
the imagination.

On a deliberately eerie dark-lit stage 
(Fabiana Piccioli) Verdi’s scenes evolved 
like a series of disturbing vignettes: the 
seedy throne room of the ducal palace, in 
which the impressively pure-voiced Duke 
(Alexandros Tsilogannis) cavorted with 
his aristocratic ne’er-do-wells, like the 
thuggish retinue of Shakespeare’s Tybalt; 
the shivering curse of  a superbly resonant 
Monterone (Andrew Rupp); the disastrous 
abduction scene; Rigoletto’s facedown 
of the chastened abductors; and the 
prolonged banter between a determined 
Maddalena (Kai Rüütel) and Sparafucile 
(Nicholas Crawley).

� Neal Cooper and Erika Mädi Jones: ‘unusually interesting’ in Longborough’s Tannhäuser
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So terrifying was Stone’s searing central 
performance you would have thought he 
was a crazed murderer himself. Obsessive, 
staring-eyed, unnerving and virtually 
foaming in his fatal desire for revenge, 
Stone painted a picture (‘He is crime and 
I am punishment’) of almost psychopathic 
proportions: That he is gulled into 
engineering his own (and Gilda’s) undoing 
is a deadly paradox.

If Stone dominated every time he 
appeared, hunched and seething, Susana 
Gaspar enjoyed her own success as Gilda. 
She ably expressed the vulnerability of an 
innocent teenager, both initially, where 
she appears in her upstairs bedroom (set 
designs by Simon Lima Holdworth) and 
throughout her starry-eyed, doomed 
dealings with the appalling, randy Duke.           

Chalmers produced a wealth of expressive 
detail from the score: subtle rubatos and 
magical fade-outs; expressive, fi nessed 
violins and an aching intensity underlying 
Rigoletto’s lament; fi nely etched fl utes 
and piccolo in ‘La donna e mobile’, and 
for Gilda’s fi nal scene. In fact, two items 
at the start set the tone: the Duke’s brief, 
sensual duet with a strutting young tenor 
courtier; and the split-second handling of 
the overture. The vocal ensembles were 
uniformly top-notch.    
¸¸¸¸¸

Roderic Dunnett

High on the list of hard things to 
achieve in opera are the sexual 
energy required of onstage orgies 

(all that awkwardly expressed libido) and the 
social energy required of party scenes (the 
phoney smiles and awkward back-slaps). It’s 
especially a problem in La traviata with its 
two big parties that dissolve and reassemble. 
But they proved a key strength of the 
Traviata staged at West Green House by 
William Relton, marking his fi rst season at 
the artistic helm there.

Set amid the stunning gardens, lakes and 
fountains of a perfect Queen Anne house 

in Hampshire, West Green ranks among 
the smaller of the serious UK country-
opera venues, but it’s probably the most 
enchanting and it punches well above 
its weight in terms of style. This Traviata 
summed things up: small-scale but chic, 
with elegant designs by Colin Falconer 
that conjured out of very little a convincing 
sense of 1920s Paris. And the party scenes 
worked beautifully, as intimate soirées in a 
swish apartment.

They felt natural, spontaneous, with 
choreography that barely registered as 
such (the best kind in these circumstances). 
Especially eff ective was the way that Relton 
gave some context to set-piece ensemble 
numbers like the Brindisi, which played out 
as a game, its cod philosophies prompted by 
table-cracker mottos.

All this made for an engaging company 
show – which is as well because the Violetta, 
Jessica Rose Cambio, didn’t shine: in voice and 
personality she pushed too hard, too much 
the local diva, not enough the vulnerable, self-
sacrifi cing fl ower of conscience.

On the other hand, Korean tenor Jung 
Soo Yun’s Alfredo was more nuanced, done 
with taste and elegance. Meanwhile, in the 
pit, Oliver Gooch conducted with a brisk 
effi  ciency that extracted a mostly good 
sound from a modest orchestra, despite the 
thinness of its strings. More players, with 
more tone, would be a fi ne idea in future. ON

¸¸¸¸

Michael White

� Terrifying: Mark Stone as Rigoletto at Nevill Holt

� Small-scale but chic: La Traviata at West Green House
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