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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
 
During the Autumn the Music Club of London held two very enjoyable events. Our showing of 
Tony Palmer’s 1984 film on Puccini introduced by Tony himself was followed by our delightful 
celebration of the autumn season in music and verse given by the mezzo soprano Christie 
Cook, pianist Kelvin Lim and Malcolm Rivers. Much as these events were appreciated by those 
attending, audience numbers were disappointing. 
 
In the survey we conducted a year ago our members told us that they wanted more London 
events. Your committee, therefore, are doing their utmost with limited resources to arrange 
more such events but we cannot do so unless they are sufficiently well supported to avoid 
making a financial loss. May I urge all members, therefore, please do your utmost to support 
these events. They take much time and effort to plan and we would love to see them enjoyed by 
more of our friends. 
  
Christmas/New Year Dinner 
If this date is not already in your diary, please urgently add January 15th 2020. (Booking details 
appear elsewhere in this issue and in our newsletter.) We are delighted to welcome the Scottish 
soprano Janis Kelly who will be discussing her hugely successful international career with the 
Metropolitan Opera, the Royal Opera House, etc. 
  
Your committee 
We are delighted to welcome a new committee member: Katharine Turton, a long-standing 
member of the Club. We are also in urgent need of further additions to our committee and 
especially for people with IT and marketing experience who can drive our promotional activities 
forward, expanding our membership and taking our events to wider markets. This is a role that 
would ideally suit a Club member who has experience in these areas, but somebody with 
enthusiasm and communication skills could also make a very significant contribution. This is 
work of great importance to the Club and I hope that among our members there is somebody 
who will respond to my request. 
 
We also invite any member who has a general ability in administration to consider joining the 
Committee. I have in mind such essential work as event organisation and record keeping, but 
there are opportunities for helping us to carry the Club forward in several ways. Some of our 
existing Committee have been serving for many years and cannot be expected to continue 
indefinitely. I will be pleased to hear from any Club member who would like to know more about 
what could be involved, either to mikebous@icloud.com or by calling me on 020 7486 7596. 
 
Renewing your membership 
Our membership secretary Margaret Murphy would appreciate it if members who pay by 
standing order ensure that these have been amended to the correct amount for 2020.  
The subscription rates for 2020 are: Single subscription £25; Joint subscription £35. 
 
The return of our overseas tours 
In the December Newsletter we announce the restarting of overseas tours in association with 
Vamos Travel with full details of a visit to Riga in June 2020 for performances of Don Giovanni, 
The Queen of Spades and the Verdi Requiem. 
 
And finally… 
On behalf of the Committee, may I wish you all a very happy New Year 2020! 
 

Michael Bousfield 
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ANNUAL DINNER 
 

Wednesday 15th January 2020 
 

At the Royal Air Force Club 
128 Piccadilly  W1J 7PY 

 
Drinks 7pm to 7.30. Dinner at 7.30 

 
To avoid potential clashes with other events we shall celebrate together in the New Year 

in the presence of an international guest celebrity from the world of music. 
 

 

MENU 
 

Ham hock roulade with grain mustard & cranberry relish, garlic and crostini 
 

Chicken Supreme ‘Pompadour’, artichoke fonds, pancetta and red wine lentils 
served with Lyonnaise new potatoes and a selection of green beans 

 
Apple, plum & frangipane tart with crème Anglaise 

 
Coffee and petits fours 

 
Vegetarian and special diet menus on request in advance 

 
Pre-dinner drink:  Mulled Wine 

 
With meal: IGP Honore de Berticot (Sauvignon); Chateau la Gardera, Cotes de Bordeaux 
(Claret) 
 

 
Tickets: £65 

Tickets are available from Rosemary Frischer whose contact details you will find on page 35 
or use the booking form which you will find in the MCL December Newsletter package. 
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JANIS KELLY: GUEST AT THE MCL ANNUAL DINNER 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Heralded as a “singing actress of near genius” (Sunday Times) who “has such natural grace and 
emotional eloquence that she cannot fail to touch the heart” (Independent), Janis Kelly has 
appeared in opera houses round the world. They include the Royal Opera House, the Coliseum 
(English National Opera), The Metropolitan Opera New York, Glyndebourne and the Teatro Real‚ 
Madrid. Her roles include the Countess (Marriage of Figaro), Elisabetta (Don Carlos) and the 
Feldmarschallin (Rosenkavalier)  
 
Janis Kelly originated the title role of Rufus Wainwright’s Prima Donna. At the opera’s debut, the 
Financial Times reported: “In the Callas-like title role Janis Kelly gives the performance of her 
life.” Janis Kelly’s appearances in the opera house range from Gilbert and Sullivan to Birtwistle 
via Jerome Kern and Richard Strauss. 
 
Now Professor Janis Kelly DRSAMD, FRCM, she studied at the Royal Scottish Academy of Music 
& Drama in Glasgow and at the Royal College of Music in London. She has been teaching singing 
alongside her performing career for over ten years, with her studio including eminent singers and 
students from across the UK, as well as the USA and Europe. She has been a vocal professor at 
the RCM for six years and recently she was awarded the Chair in Vocal Performance. 
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Music Club of London Programme: Winter 2020 
 

7pm Sunday 5th January 
Barbican Hall 

 

NATIONAL YOUTH ORCHESTRA OF GREAT BRITAIN 
 

 
 

Jaime Martin conducts 164 superb teenage musicians united by uncompromising commitment 
to music-making. With its martial orchestration and revolutionary fervour, Shostakovich’s 
eleventh symphony is practically a film score without the pictures. 
 

Eisler   Auf den Strassen zu singen 
Britten   Sinfonia da Requiem 
Shostakovich  Symphony No. 11, The Year 1905 

 
Tickets: £27 

 
 

11.30 am Sunday 26th January 
Wigmore Hall 

 

TRIO SHAHAM WALLFISCH 
Piano trio 

 

 
 

Programme will include Beethoven and Brahms 
 

This concert will be approximately 1 hour in duration, without an interval 
 

Tickets £14 
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Music Club of London Programme: Winter 2020 
 

7.30pm Tuesday 4th February 
Royal Festival Hall 

 

ROYAL PHILHARMONIC ORCHESTRA 
THE PLANETS 

 

 
 
Eminent interpreter of the English repertoire, conductor Mark Wigglesworth, takes the baton for 
two English gems: Walton’s bustling Portsmouth Point Overture and Holst’s awe–inspiring The 
Planets, as well as Liszt’s virtuosic Piano Concerto No. 2 performed by world-renowned pianist 
Khatia Buniatishvili. 
 

Tickets: £20 

 
 

7.30pm Sunday 9th February 
Wigmore Hall 

 

RICHARD GOODE 
Piano 

 

 
 

Programme includes Bach, Mozart, Debussy and Chopin 
 

Tickets:£22.50 
  

https://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.rhinegold.co.uk%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2016%2F03%2FMark-Wigglesworth-083-credit-Sim-Canetty-Clarke-1.jpg&imgrefurl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.rhinegold.co.uk%2Fclassical_music%2Fthink-right-defend-mark-wigglesworth%2F&docid=9n9g0jLBD_CqnM&tbnid=VutaI5exFlSMLM%3A&vet=10ahUKEwjoqeemt4XmAhWjtXEKHY2pBMsQMwhUKBEwEQ..i&w=1200&h=500&bih=655&biw=1366&q=mark%20wigglesworth%20conductor&ved=0ahUKEwjoqeemt4XmAhWjtXEKHY2pBMsQMwhUKBEwEQ&iact=mrc&uact=8
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Music Club of London Programme: Winter 2020 
 

7.30pm Friday14th February 
Royal Festival Hall 

VALENTINE IN PARIS 
 

 
 

London Philharmonic Orchestra 
Emmauel Krivine conductor 
Jean-Efflam Bavouzet piano 

 
Humperdinck  Prelude Hansel and Gretel 
Ravel   Pavane pour une infante defunte 
Ravel   Piano Concerto in C 
Saint-Saens  Symphony No 3 (Organ) 

 
Tickets: £25 

 
 

12.00pm Friday 6th March 
Royal Opera House 

SWAN LAKE 
 

 
 

The Royal Ballet presents the recent new production of Tchaikovsky’s magnificent classical 
ballet. Production and additional choreography by Liam Scarlett and designs by John 
Macfarlane. 

 
Tickets £45 
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Music Club of London Programme: Winter 2020 
 

7.30pm Wednesday 11th March 
Barbican Hall 

GUILDHALL SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA 
 

Roberto Gonzalez-Monjas Conductor 
 

 
 

Programme includes Rachmaninov Symphony No.2 
 

Tickets £15 

 
 

11.30am Sunday 22nd March 
Wigmore Hall 

CUARTITO CASALS 
 

 
 

Music by Mozart 
 

Tickets £14 
  



 10 

Music Club of London Programme: Winter 2020 
 

GUIDED TOUR: SALTERS’ HALL 
Thursday 6th February at 10.50 for 11 am* 

4 London Wall Place (formerly Fore Street) EC2   Moorgate 
 
The Salters’ Company received its first Charter in 1394 from King Richard II but is believed to 
have been in existence since before the Norman Conquest.  It is one of the Great Twelve livery 
companies, ranked ninth in the Order of Precedence, and was very much concerned with the 
control of the salt trade in Medieval times – a precious commodity important in the preservation 
of meat and fish, but also in other “chemical” treatments  such as the dyeing of fabrics, the 
treatment of leather and the formulation of medicines and ointments. Today it is involved with 
chemistry and the chemical engineering industry, giving annual awards to the ten outstanding 
post-graduate and doctoral students in those fields. 
 
The Salters’ Hall is a 1970s Brutalist building and is the only contemporary livery hall in the City 
to have achieved Grade II listed status. 
 
*Refreshments will be served from 11am and the tour will start at 11.30am, lasting about one 
and a half hours. 
 

Please indicate if you would like to have lunch in the area afterwards. 
 

Tickets: £10 members, £12 guests. 

 
 

Thursday 19th March at 10.50 for 11am 
Meet at Bishopsgate Underground Station, Bishopsgate Exit 

 

GUIDED WALK: FROM GATE TO GATE 
 
Following on from the walk from Aldgate to Bishopsgate in the last programme, Ann Archbold 
will lead a walk from Bishopsgate to Moorgate, talking about the people and events associated 
with this historic area of the City of London. 
 

Please indicate if you would like to have lunch after the walk. 
 

Tickets: £9 members, £10 guests. 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Please apply to Mrs Jean Lines on the booking form delivered with the Newsletter, 
enclosing an SAE, leaving the amount blank and stating an upper limit. 
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Music Club of London Programme: Spring 2020 
 

7.30 Friday 15th May 
Society of Antiquaries, Burlington House, Piccadilly, London W1J 0BE 

 

TO BE INTRODUCED BY TONY PALMER 

 
 

When Valery Gergiev suggested to Tony Palmer that he make a documentary about 
Rachmaninoff, Palmer said that he would only do it if Gergiev himself conducted the music. 
Rachmanioff’s grandson Alexander gave Palmer access to priceless material in the form of his 
grandfather’s letters and home movies and accompanied him on some of the filming. Tony 
Palmer writes that this film is a tribute to Rachmaninoff “whose life and music are brought to life 
by those letters, the home movies and the incomparable Gergiev.” 
 

Refreshments available at the Royal Academy Cafe off the courtyard next door 
 

Tickets; £20 (Members), £25 (Guests) 
 

Cheques to Robert Mansell, 46 Tournay Road, London SW6 7UF 
(Names will be added to the door ticket list) 
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           …                ..  
 

Don Giovanni and The Queen of Spades 

Riga Opera Festival June 2020 
 

The club is delighted to announce that Vamos Travel Ltd is arranging on its behalf a musical 
tour to Riga. There will be two operas: Don Giovanni and The Queen of Spades at the Latvian 
National Opera House as well as a performance of the Verdi Requiem. The tour is exclusively 
Music Club of London members, but any member may bring one guest. The group will stay at 
the 4 star Radisson Blu Elizabete Hotel, just a 9 minute pleasant walk from the Opera House. 
 

PROGRAMME 

Wednesday 10th June:  Depart Gatwick 0925, arrive Riga 1405  Welcome Dinner 

Thursday 11th June:  Walking tour of Riga with a local guide   Don Giovanni 

Friday 12th June:   Day excursion to the Rundale Palace with lunch included 

Friday 12th June:   The Queen of Spades 

Saturday 13th June:   Back stage tour of the Opera House with a glass of sparkling wine  

Sunday 14th June:   Verdi Requiem 

Monday 15th June:   Depart Riga 1550, arrive Gatwick 1640. 

 
The price is £1405 per person sharing a twin room, and £1580 for single travellers. The price 
includes air fares and taxes, transfers between the airport and the hotel, bed and breakfast 
accommodation in twin bedded rooms, best tickets at the opera and concert, the welcome 
dinner, the city walking tour, the backstage tour at the opera house and the excursion to the 
beautiful 18th Century Rundale Palace with lunch.. 
 
To reserve a place a deposit of £500 per person is required no later than 15th Jan 2020 and the 
final payment by 10th April 2020. We need at least 15 people to travel but in the event that we 
do not reach the desired number of attendees, deposits would be refundable. Once we have 15 
or more attendees, deposits are ‘non-refundable’ as flights and opera tickets will need to be 
secured.  
 
To book please complete the booking form sent to all members with the December Newsletter 
and return it to Vamos Travel via email or by post to the address shown and (preferably) make 
a bank transfer for the deposit to them, or alternatively telephone Brett Smith on 01926 330223 
to make a payment via a credit card or enclose a cheque with your booking form. [Vamos 
Travel, Pure Offices, no.75, Plato Close, Tachbrook Park, Leamington Spa, CV34 6WE] 
 
Please also advise Katharine Chasey Turton, the Club co-ordinator for this event once you have 
confirmed your place on the trip [katharine.chasey@btinternet.com, 0207 281 5074] 
 
All application forms and deposits must be received by Vamos Travel by 15th January 2020. 
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TONY PALMER INTRODUCES HIS FILM PUCCINI 
14th October 2019 

 
Michael Bousfield 

 
In the glorious setting of the Society of Antiquaries in 
Burlington House, Piccadilly, some 40 members and guests 
attended a viewing of Tony Palmer’s 1984 film “Puccini” 
which was commissioned by the South Bank Show and here 
introduced by Tony himself. Not a biography of the great 
composer, the film focuses on a devastating scandal in 1909 
when Piccini’s’s wife Elvira accused their maid Doria 
Manfredi of having an affair with her husband. Doria 
subsequently took her own life and her family responded 
with a major lawsuit. The accusations were subsequently 
proven false when an autopsy showed that Doria had died a 
virgin and so Elvira was found guilty of defamation, slander 
and menaces towards Doria which resulted in her being 
sentenced to a prison term. 
 

Tony Palmer told us of the extensive research which shows how much of this information has 
been suppressed by the Puccini estate and by his publishers (Ricordi) for some 80 years, 
fearing that the consequences of revealing the truth would damage sales of his work and further 
sully Puccini’s tarnished reputation as a philanderer. (Since the making of the film much more 
detailed Information has been uncovered.) 
 
The film interwines this narrative footage of the creation of Tony’s (admittedly controversial) 
production of Turandot for Scottish Opera in 1984. Extensive clips from the rehearsals and the 
opening night (attended by Dame Eva Turner) are shown as well as an account of the 
withdrawal of the scheduled Turandot, Linda Esther Gray, who, sadly, never performed again. 
(One of her replacements was Ludmilla Andrew whose obituary appeared in the September 
issue of Harmony.) 
 
The aim of this production was to explain the enormous difficulty which Puccini experienced in 
completing this, his final operatic work, because it had become indelibly mixed up with the 
emotions he had experienced a dozen years earlier. On this basis, the suicide of the character 
Liu represented Doria, both being innocent victims and Calaf was Puccini, dressed in tweeds 
and all set to embark on a duck shoot, one of his favourite pastimes.  
 
Rather interestingly, Scottish Opera decided to abandon the usual (Alfano’s) ending and instead 
finished the opera as Puccini did, with Liu’s death. The publishers objected and, on opening 
night only, the conventional ending followed a fifteen minute interval but was played in concert 
form only.  
 
Members of the Music Club are fortunate to have such a good friend as Tony Palmer who has 
graced us with his presence on numerous occasions. This was the second recent showing of 
one of his films and further such evenings are planned for 2020. 
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VISIT TO AUDLEY END HOUSE 
 

Jean Bayoumi 
 

 
 
On 7th September 2019 14 members had a very pleasant journey to Audley End House by 
minibus with a good, careful driver. After a light meal in the pleasant cafe we were free to 
explore the house. 
 
The house was built on the site of the 12th Century Walden Abbey. After the dissolution of the 
monasteries in the 1530s King Henry Vlll gifted the site to his Chancellor, Lord Walden, who 
converted the monastic building into a house. 
 
Audley has had its ups and downs over the centuries. It was rebuilt by Audley‘s grandson, 
Thomas Howard, to accommodate King James I, who visited in 1614. Charles ll agreed to buy 
the house as a readymade palace but found it old-fashioned. William lll returned it to the 
Howard family in 1701. It was bought by Elizabeth, Countess of Portsmouth, who in turn 
bequeathed it to her nephew, who became Lord Howard de Walden then the first Baron 
Braybrooke. It was he who commissioned Lancelot “Capability” Brown to landscape the 
splendid gardens and Robert Adam to add galleries and create fashionable reception rooms. In 
1820 Richard Neville, the third Lord Braybrooke, sought to return the house to its Jacobean 
character, which is as we see it today. 
 
During the Second World War Audley End House was occupied by the Polish section of the 
Special Operations Executive and there is a memorial to them in the grounds. The ninth Lord 
Braybrooke sold the house to the nation in 1948. English Heritage has restored and preserved 
this house in very good order and it contains some very good furniture and pictures. The 
nurseries and kitchens are particularly interesting, illustrating life through the ages. There are 
also excellent stables. It was altogether a most enjoyable visit and our thanks go to Ann 
Archbold for arranging it. 
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SIEGFRIED TAKES SOUTHWARK 
Siegfried Act III, The Mastersingers and the Rehearsal Orchestra 

Henry Wood Hall, 20th October 2019 
 

Katie Barnes 
 

As the latest stage of the Mastersingers' Valhalla Project to create a touring production of the 
Ring in English, they joined forces with the Rehearsal Orchestra, conducted and coached by the 
indefatigable Anthony Legge, for the RO's annual Wagnerian weekend workshop, which this 
year focused on Siegfried Act III, sung in Andrew Porter's translation for the celebrated Glen 
Byam Shaw production at ENO. The event was dedicated to the memory of the beloved 
Ludmilla Andrew. The programme was full of lovely tributes from musicians whose careers had 
been touched by her magic, and in a moving speech before the final run-through Legge recalled 
how much "this wonderful woman" had supported the Mastersingers. "To many people, she was 
just like a saint." 
 
As always I was deeply impressed by the breadth of experience within the Rehearsal Orchestra. 
I wonder how many of the players took part the last time the RO tackled this Act in 2005. Some 
of this year's players were probably still at school then. As ever, there was a great feeling of 
shared knowledge and experience, and the immediacy of their response to the music was 
something very special. The Prelude had immense onward propulsion, the Erda motif was 
thrillingly relentless, the Spear motif growled in the brass and the string tone as she rose from 
her sleep was simply lovely. The strings quoting the Abschied were achingly sad and the first 
statement of the World Inheritance motif was wonderfully expansive. Legge requested (and got) 
"more laughter" in the brass as the Wanderer chuckled over Siegfried's achievements. It was 
fascinating to hear him rehearse the orchestra without the singers in this scene, making 
listeners appreciate how the players carry on the dialogue, as it was to hear the woodwind 
alone in the music for Erda. The massive crash in the brass as the spear shattered, and the 
frightened diminuendo after it, made it sound as though the instruments were running headlong 
to their doom. The Magic Fire music was marvellously done, with the six harps glittering their 
magic, succeeded by a beautiful sense of calm on the summit of the rock. The crescendo to the 
chord as Brünnhilde awakened was massive. 
 
Debate continues - and probably always will - as to whether Wagner in English actually works. 
My personal feeling is that there are both gains and losses. Wagner advocated performing his 
operas in the local vernacular, and for an audience not versed in German there is a great sense 
of instant communication in hearing the opera in English. But even the best translations must 
involve a compromise in the relationship between the words and music. The Klang of each 
German word and syllable, tailored to each note, cannot always survive, the breaks between 
words may come in different places, and the words of the translation may end up meaning 
something quite different in order to fit to the music: for instance Brünnhilde's Ewig war ich 
(literally, "I always was") becomes "Ever loving". 

 

On this occasion I sensed the gain in communication while regretting the 
loss of the German sound. The singer who fared best in English was the 
goddess-like Rhonda Browne, who sang Erda in that glorious, cavernous 
contralto, acted the role with as much power as if she were in a staged 
production, and turned every word into a mini-masterclass on 
pronouncing and presenting the text. This was a very angry Erda. "A 
conquerer's force" and "So why wake me?" were full of bitter force and 
accusation, and the cold rage in "You are not what you declare" could 
have felled a lesser Wanderer, yet "I'll return to the dark" communicated 
Erda's grief at his betrayal of herself and her daughter. 
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Pauls Putnins, performing this act complete for the first time, sang 
with passion and moulded his elegant, chocolatey bass-baritone to 
the words and music. He enunciated the text beautifully, yet at 
times I felt that having to sing in English obliged him to concentrate 
so hard on the words that it was a distraction from the singing. He 
made much of the contrast between the Wanderer's desperation 
and Erda's impassivity, and his renunciation was most beautifully 
done. In the scene with Siegfried, Legge urged him to be "one of 
those annoying people - hey, who do you think you are? Where are 
you going?" and to make the Wanderer more insolent - "you have 
to make Siegfried impatient." The advice evidently went home, and 
at "You'd then spare me your scorn" Putnins' body language 

suddenly changed as he seemed to shrink into himself. "And me" was very effective, sung 
almost in a whisper, but Legge advised him not to sing "Do not waken my rage" piano but to 
make it a warning. 
 
Jonathan Stoughton, more experienced in his role, continued on 
his triumphal Heldentenor progress with a bronze-voiced, brazenly 
confident, swaggering Siegfried whose incredible voice made the 
echoes ring, by turns cheery and threatening as he encountered 
the Wanderer, thrilling as he plunged into the flames, hushed in 
wonder on Brünnhilde's rock, touching in his fear and confusion, 
passionate and triumphant in his wooing. What a singer! I can 
hardly wait to see him sing Siegfried at Longborough. 
 

 
 
Lee Bisset was a very womanly and tender as well as a triumphant 
Brünnhilde whose voice knocked us flat with "Hail, bright sunlight!" 
and "No god dared to come near", soared most gloriously in a 
loving "Ever loving" and cut loose to overwhelming effect in the 
final duet. In this translation she sang "Brünnhilde am I no more", 
but Brünnhilde she is! 
 
 

 
Another amazing afternoon in the "engine room" of music and another joint triumph for the 
Rehearsal Orchestra and the Mastersingers. May these wonderful occasions continue. 
 

   
 

Anthony Negus presenting Pauls Putnins with the 2020 Mastersingers Carole Rees Award 
and Rhonda Browne with the 2019 Mastersingers Peter West Award. 

 
Photos: Roger Lee 
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MCL / MASTERSINGERS CELEBRATION OF AUTUMN 
Lancaster Hall Hotel, 26th October 2019 

 
Katie Barnes 

 
The well chosen programme interwove vocal, instrumental and spoken 
works on the theme of autumn. Malcolm Rivers acted as Master of 
Ceremonies and launched the proceedings by reading Vivaldi's Sonnet for 
Autumn, which was complemented by the Marriner recording of the Autumn 
movement from Vivaldi's Four Seasons. He declaimed Auden's Autumn 
Song like a declaration of doom; it was quite terrifying. Rossetti's and Keats' 
evocations of autumn brought forth a more benevolent vein. 
 
The most interesting of the recorded contributions was Imogen Holst's The Fall of the Leaf, a 
work I had not heard before, with relentless pizzicato which evoked both the Vivaldi and the 
Raindrop Prelude, but some of the other recorded extracts were too long to hold the audience's 
attention and I heard murmurings of discontent. 

 
Christie Cook, accompanied by Kelvin Lim, demonstrated her wide vocal 
and dramatic range in songs by Britten, Elgar, Fauré, Massenet, Brahms, 
Berg, Vaughan Williams and Quilter. In Now the leaves are falling fast 
she was particularly successful in evoking the stark horror of Britten's 
response to Auden's poem. In the two French songs, her darker tones 
matched Fauré's theme of death in Automne, while her brighter sound 
brought out Massenet's message of hope and rebirth in Pensée  
d’Automne. In the second half she adroitly paired Brahms' grave O kühler 
Wald, Herbstgefühl with Berg's treatment of the same poem, a product of 
his early Romantic period which, as she pointed out, has a cabaret feel to 
it. She was glorious in Silent Noon and Now sleeps the crimson petal 
before giving us a lovely sendoff accompanying herself in Kosma's 
Autumn Leaves. 

 
We are so accustomed to hearing Kelvin Lim as an ace accompanist 
that it can be a surprise to be reminded how very outstandingly good 
he is when playing solo. On this occasion we had the pleasure of 
hearing him in two gorgeous Schubert impromptus, the September 
and October movements from Tchaikovsky's The Seasons and - my 
personal favourites - Chopin's Raindrop Prelude - all too appropriate 
on this dank evening - and the Aeolian Harp Étude. The flowing 
beauty of the latter, with its notes tumbling like a waterfall, was my 
personal highlight of the night. 
 
 
I hope that the Music Club is not deterred by the small audience for this concert and that the 
series continues. It deserves to be better supported. 
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IF YOU HAVE BEEN TO BAYREUTH BEFORE 
YOU DON’T NEED TO READ THIS 

 
Hilary Reid Evans 

 

 
 
But on the other hand, if you have not and are contemplating a visit to the Festspielhaus, the 
following tips may be of help. 
 
First, get your tickets. As we all know, this is not an easy task, despite the much-vaunted 
changes to the ticketing system. The patience of a saint is required and a touch of 
perseverance as well as luck. Make sure you have an account on the opera house’s website 
and if you don’t succeed in the first ballot, try the second. If you still do not succeed, log in from 
time to time. You might just be lucky and spot some returns. I would not recommend buying 
tickets from a secondary source. Tickets have to be personalised and identities are checked on 
entering the opera house. 
 
Ticket holders are able to attend a free introductory lecture at 10.30 on the morning of a 
performance but just how you get hold of this information is something of a mystery. Our hotel 
was kind enough to tell us about the arrangements but we did not see any other notifications. 
 
Having achieved the dizzy heights of being a ticket holder, then the scramble for a place to stay 
begins. Hotel space nearby is at a premium as are prices. However do not be afraid to stay out 
of town. Most hotels provide a bus service to and from the opera house for their residents. It is 
also possible to park near the opera house if you get there early enough. 
 
Before leaving for Bayreth, do ensure you are totally familiar with the opera(s) you are going to 
see. All productions are in German and there are no surtitles, not even German ones. If you 
have time, I would also recommend a reading of Simon Callow’s book ‘Being Wagner’ which 
gives you all the basics of the great man’s life in a highly digestible format. A tour of the 
Wahnfriedhaus and museum in Bayreth is also worthwhile, not least because there is a 
fabulous archive of different opera recordings, so that you can dial up and listen to differing 
renditions.  
 
There is no air conditioning in the opera house, so, ladies in particular, take a close look at the 
weather forecast and pack accordingly. With running orders of up to six and a half hours, you 
will want to consider sustenance. Don’t expect fine dining with the same ambience you will find 
at, for example, Glyndebourne, although the Steigenberger restaurant does provide a varied 
selection of well-prepared dishes and a good wine list. Tables can be reserved in advance on 
line and for those of us whose German is not fluent, English language menus are provided. The 
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service is kindly and attentive. Alternatively, and I would only recommend this if you know the 
weather will be fine, there is a much more casual dining experience at Walhall, on the hill above 
the opera house. Wiener and bratwurst feature heavily and although tables can be reserved, 
they are mainly in the open air and you have to queue for your food so try to beat the queue by 
sprinting up to the restaurant. There are other very casual dining opportunities to the right of the 
opera house. It is technically feasible to picnic in the public park surrounding the opera house, 
but you may find your picnic is thoroughly inspected or even ‘confiscated’ by passers-by. Some 
hotels offer post opera suppers but these tend to involve eating very late indeed. 
 
On arriving at the opera house, do not expect to find helpful signage. Just getting a programme 
is something of a challenge if you have not been there before and don’t know the layout. Tip – 
there are two programme points, to the left and right of the main entrance, which also sell cast 
lists and post cards. There is occasionally a programme seller outside the left hand door and it 
is possible to buy a programme from the information desk inside the main entrance. The 
postcards are significant, because Deutsche Post has a temporary post office to the left of the 
opera house, which will mark your cards with a special Wagner frank, so if you know anyone 
who would like a card, do remember to take their address with you. Also to the left of the opera 
house is a small gift stall selling tee shirts, DVDs, CDs and books plus a further smaller stall 
selling fans and opera glasses. (No Glyndebourne-style gift-shop this!) 
 
Assuming you have time before the performance, a walk around the park is to be 
recommended. There is usually a special exhibition relating to some aspect of the Festival and 
sign boards are generally but not always in English as well as German.  
 
When you enter the opera house, unless you are of ‘ample personal padding’, you will want to 
rent a cushion to sit on. Although the seats are not Wagner’s originals, they are wooden and 
unpadded. The cloakrooms will give you a cushion in exchange for 2 each and these can be left 
in situ at the end of the performance. To be somewhat basic, I would recommend using the 
toilet facilities in the Steigneberger restaurant complex. Facilities are few and crowded once 
inside the opera house. Remember too that there are no aisles so that if you are in the middle of 
a row you will have to wait for those to your left or right to shuffle out first, which can take some 
time.  

 
 
Now, sit down and enjoy the performance. You may not like the production but I can assure you 
Bayreuth’s reputation for musical excellence is well deserved. Every moment of the struggle to 
get there is worth it. My thoughts will be with you. 
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DESPICABLE PEOPLE CAN MAKE GREAT ART. 
THE TROPE REVISITED 

 

Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg, Bayreuther Festspiele, 27th August 2019 
 

Hilary Reid Evans 
 

Barrie Kosky is the first Jewish person to direct at Bayreuth in the Festival’s 141-year history. 
Die Meistersinger is the most atypical and autobiographical of Wagner’s operas, incorporating 
his highly antisemitic views into the plot. How then does Kosky reconcile the beauty of the 
music of Die Meistersinger with Wagner’s appalling and well-documented views? 
 

 
 

Kosky takes the interweaving of life and art to a logical conclusion. Instead of the usual opening 
Act I church scene where Walter encounters Eva, we start with Wagner at home in the 
Wahnfriedhaus, complete with Cosima, Liszt, the conductor Hermann Levi and even Wagner’s 
beloved dogs in attendance. (The set, by the way, is an extraordinarily accurate representation 
of one of the rooms in Wagner’s Bayreuth residence, which is now a museum.)  
 
As the act progresses, not only do the characters transmogrify into their Meistersinger 
equivalents: Liszt to Pogner, Cosima to Eva, Levi to Beckmesser and Wagner himself to Hans 
Sachs, we observe a whole cast of other characters emerging from the frame of Wagner’s 
grand piano. In a further nod to the autobiographical nature of the work, not just Hans Sachs but 
also Walter von Stolzing and the apprentice David all bear a striking resemblance to Wagner 
himself. Before the transformation of the characters begins we are left in no doubt about the 
humiliations heaped on Levi/Beckmesser by Wagner. The act ends with an amazing coup de 
theatre, the whole room receding to the back of the stage, leaving Wagner/Sachs in a recreation 
of the Nuremberg courtroom in which the Nazi war criminals were tried.  
 
In Act II the courthouse again features, but with the contents of Wagner’s Act I room piled up on 
stage. The humiliation of Beckmesser ends the act with an uncomfortable beating by the 
apprentices, and just in case we are left in any doubt, Beckmesser has an ugly 1930s 
stereotypical Jewish papier mache head placed on him while a giant balloon head of the same 
type inflates above him. Although there is a portrait of Wagner on stage to indicate his 
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culpability, I could not applaud. There is too much ambiguity in the representation, with Kosky 
perhaps seeking to test the audience. Would you too have laughed and applauded at the 
treatment of the Jews? 
 
There is an exhibition in the park below the Festspielhaus documenting the ‘Lost Voices’, those 
who had worked at the opera house pre-1933 and who were ‘cleansed’. An uncomfortable 
reminder of the direct fate of the ‘others’ as a result of Wagner’s, and the Nazis’ view of the 
requirement for purity in German art and life.  
 

 
 

Act III, again set in the courthouse, ends with the walls being raised from the stage and Wagner 
left alone conducting an incoming stand of musicians. Does Kosky intend for the music to speak 
for itself? Is this a plea for the acquittal of Wagner? Or is the entire production a warning that 
ideologies have consequences? It is this ambiguity that perplexes me. Did Kosky not have the 
artistic freedom to state clearly ‘bigotry, anti-Semitism and ethnic cleansing must not ever be 
tolerated’? And of course, what does this say about attitudes towards migrants – the ‘others’ of 
today?  

 

Embedded within this controversial and confusing 
production we were treated to some of the best solo 
singing, choral pieces and acting I think I have ever 
seen or heard. The baritone Michael Volle, reprising his 
role as Hans Sachs, embodied seemingly effortlessly 
the humanity of the role, his voice never wavering 
during the four and a half hours of the opera. Klaus 
Florian Vogt as Walter also never wavered, his 
beautiful clear tenor ringing out warmly. I still have an 
‘ear worm’ of his fantastic rendition of the prize song. 

 

Special praise must go to Martin Gantner in the difficult role of Levi/Beckmesser, who brought 
fragility, pathos and the necessary ‘otherness’ to the part. The prize for sheer professionalism 
and stamina, as well as versatility, must go however to the impeccable bass Günther 
Groissböck (Lizst/Pogner), who had sung Gurnemanz in Parsifal the night before. The chorus, 
under Eberhard Freidrich, was never less than perfect and under the baton of Philippe Jordan 
the orchestra played out of their skins. When they appeared on stage at the end of the opera, 
theirs was one of the loudest rounds of applause – although on a night when the temperature 
was over 28C, part of the appreciation might have been the audience’s envy of their 
appearance wearing summer shorts and tee shirts rather than black tie. 
 
Wagner’s views were indeed despicable. His music is, however, undoubtedly sublime.  
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YES, IT WAS WONDERFUL, 
BUT WHAT DOES THIS PRODUCTION REALLY MEAN? 

 
Parsifal: Bayreuther Festspiele, Monday 26 August 2019 

 
Hilary Reid Evans 

 
The 26 curtain calls and 15 minutes of applause were well deserved. The music was played 
transcendentally by the orchestra under the baton of Semyon Bychkov and the choral work was 
sublime under the leadership of Eberhard Friedrich. Each of the singers produced world-
beating, world-class performances. (Günther Groissböck as Gurnemanz and Andreas Schager 
as Parsifal were outstanding.) But if I was left dazed and confused by Uwe Eric Laufenberg’s 
production, I was not alone. 
 
First performed during the 2016 Festival when Germany had just experienced a wave of 
terrorist attacks, the production may have had greater resonance. At the risk of telling you what 
you already know, and in an attempt at contextualisation, firstly, Wagner wrote Parsifal 
specifically for the theatre at Bayreuth and, secondly, referred to it, roughly translated, as a 
‘sacred festival drama’. Thirdly, despite its extensive use of religious imagery, Wagner stated he 
had not composed a piece of church music. Indeed, fourthly, he equated art with religion.  
 

 
 
Act I takes place in a ruined church (or at least one assumes it is such) in an un-named middle 
eastern country. From the video that is shown later, I guess it is located in a war-torn Syria or 
Iraq. This gives the production carte blanche to produce machine-gun toting terrorists, refugees 
and a Gurnemanz dressed more or less as an Imam. 
 
In Act II the church is transformed into a bath house or hammam, in which the burka-clad 
Flower Maidens change into belly dancers whilst Klingsor inexplicably prays to Mecca and has 
a collection of crucifixes stashed in a room overlooking the action, before which he slowly 
flagellates himself. This, by the way, makes a nonsense of his death when Parsifal shows him a 
crucifix, roughly made from a spear.  
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By Act III the church is in even greater ruins, inhabited by a wheelchair-bound Gurnemanz and 
an aged and trembling Kundry. A naked Adam and Eve, complete with apple, appear amongst 
other figures who cavort in a tropical rainforest at the back of the stage. (The original stage 
directions refer to a pleasant, open spring landscape in the domain of the Grail, with a 
background of gently rising flowery meadows.) 
 

 
 
At the end, the stage opens out to allow Jews, Muslims and Christians to be seen throwing the 
symbols of their religions into Titurel’s coffin and walking off, arms around each other. I was 
tempted to hum ‘I want to teach the world to sing, in perfect harmony’, but resisted the urge. I 
could go on. And on and on. But I won’t because, confusing as this production is, it did leave 
one with a sense of wonder. If I ever encounter it again I’d be tempted to close my eyes and just 
listen to the magnificent sounds emanating from the stage. But with a total running time of just 
over 6 hours and the temperature inside the opera house soaring to over 30c, keeping one’s 
eyes open and trying to stay awake seemed like the sensible option.  
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"OUR GREAT MIKADO" * 
The Mikado, English National Opera, London Coliseum, 28th October 2019 

 
Katie Barnes 

 
Photography: Genevieve Girling for ENO 

 
Alongside their ambitious Orpheus series ENO staged the 15th revival of that perennial 
crowdpleasing favourite, Jonathan Miller's idiosyncratic take on The Mikado. The first night, the 
205th performance of this production (whose vital statistics are comprehensively recorded in 
Richard Stuart's excellent new book, Mikado Memories) was a gala to mark Sir John 
Tomlinson's 50th role with the company. Proceeds went to the new Sir John Tomlinson 
Fellowship, which will support the training, coaching and mentoring of one young singer on the 
ENO Harewood Artists' programme every year. 
 
ENO are tending their treasure well. The production came up as fresh as paint, with every 
move, every gag, every faultlessly executed dance step spot on, and the sets and costumes 
look as new as the day they were made. After all these years, Miller's wittily subversive look at 
Gilbert and Sullivan's immortal work still makes its mark. On this occasion the opera was 
preceded by a unique performance by 21 talented youngsters from the ENO Baylis Youth 
Company giving us their own version of Ko-Ko's Little List. With bags of energy and incredible 
rage they enumerated everything from mothers who walk into their rooms without knocking to 
environmental sinners. 
 

ENO cast this revival from strength. This may be the first time anywhere that the cast of this 
opera has included a Wotan, an Alberich and a Fricka. Of course in Act II all attention was on 
Sir John, who waddled on in his immense "air suit" like a gracious white whale with deadly 
intent. He was clearly having a great time, especially in his celebrated aria and when making 
comic capital out of his difficulty in crossing one foot over the other, but he also gave the 
character a human side. Most Mikados tend to dismiss Nanki-Poo's apparent execution as a 
bothersome inconvenience, but Sir John's potentate appeared genuinely grief-stricken. 
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Yvonne Howard was a fearsome if unusually glamorous Katisha, 
sufficiently overbearing to make one understand why Nanki-Poo 
had fled rather than marry her, yet she, too, gave the harridan a 
heart. Richard Suart, who has played Ko-Ko more than 150 
times in this production alone, brought all his customary 
expertise to bear, complete with his own Little List song 
lampooning everything from environmental protestors to 
(especially) the current government. Unfortunately not all the 
words reached the Balcony, and as he is at liberty to rewrite it 
every night (and frequently does) it could not be surtitled. 

 
Andrew Shore's Pooh-Bah was no less effective for being elegantly restrained, and he took full 
advantage of the fact that he had many of the best lines. I relished his different voices and 
personas for each of his official capacities. (Pooh-Bah as a split personality? I'd never 
considered it before, but it's a thought). 
 
Elgan Llŷr Thomas sang sweetly as a slightly drippy Nanki-Poo. Soraya Mafi enchanted as 
Yum-Yum, Sioned Gwen Davies was a deliciously naughty Pitti-Sing, Kitty Whateley gave much 
point to Peep-Bo, and Jonathan McGovern was a forthright Pish-Tush. Sadly, it was notable 
that although the veterans in the cast knew the value of enunciating Gilbert's matchless text, the 
younger generation did not always make their words clear. 
 

 
Elgan Llŷr Thomas, Richard Suart and Andrew Shore 
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As a delicious coda after the performance. Lesley Garrett, Jean Rigby and Fiona Canfield (the 
first Yum-Yum and Pitti-Sing in this production and the Peep-Bo in nine revivals since 1996) 
donned the gymslips again to sing "Three Little Maids" with as much joy and verve as ever. 
Then Sir John was presented with the ENO Lilian Baylis Fellowship, which acknowledges the 
outstanding contribution of an individual to the work of the company. This was only the second 
Fellowship to have been awarded: the first was made to Sir Jonathan Miller in 2018. In addition, 
the 2019 ENO Lilian Baylis Award for Outstanding Potential was made to Clare Barnett-Jones, 
recently Fricka and Wellgunde in Das Rheingold at the Arcola. As the newest Harewood Artist, 
the intention had been to keep her on understudy work in her first year, but when a colleague 
withdrew after rehearsals of The Mask of Orpheus had already begun, she learned from scratch 
the complex role of the Eurydice Myth, and the production, in time for a stunning debut on the 
first night. What a lady! 
 

 
Photo: Katie Barnes 

 

(*Header: Pish-Tush's aria: "Our great Mikado, virtuous man, when he to rule our land began".) 
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SERAGLIOS AND SILVER LAKES 
English Touring Opera, Hackney Empire, 7th and 8th October 2019 

 
Katie Barnes 

 
Photography: Jane Hobson (The Seraglio) and Richard Hubert Smith (The Silver Lake) 

 
For their autumn tour ETO presented two Singspiel, originally written in German. Die Entführung 
aus dem Serail, packaged for the tour as The Seraglio and performed in Andrew Porter's lucid 
translation, can raise problems in performance nowadays due to certain sensitivities. Stephen 
Medcalf's blessedly straightforward production in Adam Wiltshire's colourful designs largely 
sidestepped these by emphasising both the seductiveness and the danger of the Eastern world 
in which the four Europeans found themselves. 
 

   
        Alex Andreou (Pasha Selim)              Nazan Fikret (Blonde) and Matthew Stiff (Osmin)         
 
Pasha Selim and Osmin were the two most completely realised characters, both emotionally 
enslaved by the women who were their prisoners - in Constanze's aria Marten aller Arten Selim 
moved from anger and threats to sinking to his knees before the woman who preferred torture 
to accepting his love, and it was clear that despite all his bluster Osmin would have given his 
soul for one kindly word from Blonde. At the end both women recognised the varying worth of 
the men they had rejected: the final, searching glance between Constanze and Selim showed 
deep regret on both sides, and at Blonde's final attempt to console Osmin something sparked 
between them at last. Pedrillo was wise to remove her as soon as possible, just in case. The 
revolving set alternated between Osmin's office and a spectacular gilded cage which imprisoned 
Selim's women.  
 
John Andrews' warm account of the score used slender vocal forces, with the principals plus a 
semi-chorus of four singing the choral music. In the Hackney Empire, that sounded plenty. 
Despite the difficulties in casting this opera, ETO fielded a strong sextet. Alex Andreou's 
brooding Pasha, by turns passionate and angry, became the emotional and moral centre of the 
piece, and his interaction with his singing colleagues was so close that I barely noticed that he 
didn't sing too. John-Colyn Gyeanty's charming, cocky Belmonte could not help but be 
diminished by comparison, beautifully though he sang. Richard Pinkstone was a very likeable 
but rather anonymous Pedrillo. Matthew Stiff's physically and vocally massive Osmin (what a 
bottom D!) displayed an exciting new talent which must be nurtured, and he even made us feel 
genuinely sorry for the old bully. Lucy Hall nailed Konstanze's coloratura and brought out the 
woman's sorrow and courage, without suggesting until the very end that Selim's devotion might 
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have been making its mark all along. Nazan Fikret's sparky Blonde made the most of her battles 
with Osmin, especially when a massage scene enabled her to bring out the girl's faintly sadistic 
side. No lightweight soubrette, she sounds ready to bypass Konstanze and set her sights on 
Violetta. What a voice, and how confidently she uses it. 
 

 
 
The rarity of the tour was the more interesting piece. Kurt Weill's Der Silbersee, written to a text 
by Georg Kaiser, was born under an evil star. Although its initial production in January 1933 
was hugely successful, after a handful of performances it was banned by the Nazis and it has 
never achieved a permanent place in the repertoire. But, as producer James Conway rightly 
recognises, it is a piece which has much to say to a modern audience, and ETO's exceptionally 
timely revival demonstrates that it is due for a reassessment, with its theme of hunger amid 
plenty and its emphasis on the importance of compassion, friendship and the responsibility of 
the individual. 
 

 
 
The Silver Lake of the title is a place where the poor and dispossessed gather for shelter. When 
a gang of starving men raid a food shop their leader, Severin, is shot by Olim, a policeman, as 
he tries to escape. Olim, a compassionate soul, regrets his hasty action, and when he wins the 
lottery he devotes his new fortune to caring for the crippled Severin. On learning that Severin 
harbours a deep hatred for the unknown policeman who shot him, Olim panics and blurts out 
the whole story to his scheming housekeeper, Frau von Luber, and is tricked into signing a 
paper making over his fortune to her. Her gentle niece Fennimore (the role was created by Lotte 
Lenya) reconciles the two men and they become fast friends, but Frau von Luber throws them 
out. Dispossessed, the friends resolve to head to the Silver Lake and drown themselves, only to 
find that Fennimore's prophecy that "the Silver Lake will bear whoever must go further" has 
come true: although it is spring the lake has frozen over, and they set out across the ice to a 
new future, leaving behind the horrors of night. There could be no more telling metaphor of the 
need to escape the darkness then engulfing Germany. No wonder the Nazis hated the work. It 
is salutary to think that their reaction may have saved its creators' lives: within weeks of its 
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being banned Weill, his designer Caspar Neher and Lenya had all crossed their own Silver 
Lakes to freedom and safety abroad, with Kaiser following later.  
 
Conway sensibly reduced the spoken text (uncut, it runs for three and a half hours) to enough to 
tell the story and establish characters and situations, without letting it overwhelm the music. The 
dialogue was given in English and the sung text in German, enabling us to experience the tang 
of Weill's word-setting, with translations on boards held up by cast members supplementing the 
surtitles. The inclusion of a Cabaret-style narrator proved to be a miscalculation, as 
choreographer Bernadette Iglich was the only cast member who did not put her words across 
clearly: a body microphone might have helped. The production emphasised the conditions in 
which the piece was created and foretold the horrors to come, with fearful images of queues of 
desperate people divided into the fit and unfit, Severin's companions goosestepping their way to 
the food store and the dispossessed friends beaten up by soldiers. Wiltshire's adaptable set, all 
scaffolding and metal grilles, suggested the many locations in which the piece takes place. 
 
For the first time I felt that I was hearing one of Weill's major operatic works in a theatre the right 
size, large enough to allow the orchestra to breathe - the vastly experienced James Holmes 
created a lovely flow in the instrumental sound, especially in the celestial beauty of the finale, 
surely one of Weill's finest operatic achievements -  but intimate enough for his sharp-edged 
cabaret style to communicate to the audience, one on one, and for the dialogue to be delivered 
naturally. As part of ETO's extensive Community Engagement programme, different amateur 
choirs around the country provided the chorus for each venue: an incredible logistical 
achievement. In London Streetwise Opera, an award-winning performing arts charity for people 
who are or have been homeless, gave their contributions a moving fervour. 
 
The bulk of the vocal work falls to Severin and Fennimore. Luci Briginshaw's enchanting light 
soprano is not what one would expect in a Lenya role, but it was perfect for conveying the girl's 
innocence and goodness as well as her steely resolve. With Severin, David Webb, hitherto 
associated with guileless tenor roles, has taken a major step forward in his career, portraying a 
sharp, cynical man embittered by social exclusion and then by his wounding, who is redeemed 
by finding an ability to forgive. His radiance in his lovely duet with Fennimore, which marked the 
beginning of that redemption, and in the wonderful moment when he shook off his resentment 
like a cloak and found himself free from his chains, was deeply moving. His lyric tenor made a 
fine contrast with Ronald Samm's supercharged heldentenor as Olim.  
 

It was frustrating that Samm had so little to sing (one of 
Severin's arias became a duet to give him a bit more music), 
but he gave a magnificent acting performance as the 
compassionate policeman, the most complex character in the 
show. Together, these two were overwhemlingly moving in the 
extended finale, where the powerfully built Olim half-carried the 
exhausted Severin on their journey to the Silver Lake, their 
despair slowly turned into wonder as the lake froze for them, 
and they embraced before setting out over the ice, with Severin 
now leading the way. Clarissa Meek was excellent as Frau von 
Luber, a role which evokes a Silja or Dernesch at their most 
monstrous, and James Kryshak was splendidly sleazy as her 
lover and, especially, as the Loge-like Lottery Agent. 

 

       Ronald Samm (Olim)        
   and David Webb (Severin)    
 
It is to ETO's credit that they have given modern audiences the opportunity to experience this 
important work, which for some may still be too topical for comfort. It deserves to be heard.  
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GIVE ME THE HEAD OF JOHN THE BAPTIST 
A wry look at this scene from Richard Strauss’ Salome 

 
Rachel Nicholls 

 
I am enjoying this scene of Salome. 
 
Me:  Gib mir den Kopf des Jochanaan. 

Herod: I will give you some really good stuff instead. Emeralds and stuff. 

Me:  Gib mir den Kopf des Jochanaan.  

Herod: Better stuff. White peacocks. Better jewels than your mum.  

Me:  Gib mir den Kopf des Jochanaan.  

Herod:  Half my kingdom, the nice coat that the high priest wears AND the curtain from the 
holy of holies. All that stuff and some more really great stuff. 

Me:  Gib mir den Kopf des Jochanaan. 

Herod:  But it’s a terrible idea and I’ll get in trouble and it will be a disaster and I’ve thought 
of some more really good stuff you can have instead. 

Me:  Gib mir den Kopf des Jochanaan.  

It’s a perfect example of “broken record” which is very effective in winning arguments.  
Just keep saying the same thing over and over again without getting cross or upset. 
It also makes learning the words much less difficult! 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

https://www.facebook.com/rachel.nicholls?__tn__=%2CdC-R-R&eid=ARDZVdzhqEV5Q13iiL6ykvykn0VJRq6NmZaUouTwUgGspWn78oNQd_3NyVNOJrYj_sn6O0Mo7qrQboSi&hc_ref=ARSKxU0Xzh4smDY6ducJeyA3wkyOF66PMIgq9AH_eaPApw7pwU4jF5B15gS3-afHYQ4&fref=nf
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SALOME: COUNTDOWN TO A ROLE DEBUT 
Hannover Opera: 2nd  8th  20th and 28th November 2019 

 
Rachel Nicholls 

 

The week before rehearsals begin 

 
Sunday: Jet Lag and Panic 
I am jet lagged. I got back from Taiwan yesterday after being Brünnhilde on a crane in the 
incredible La Fura dels Baus production of Götterdämmerung. It was half circus, half opera and 
had actual stunt men in it. I cook Sunday lunch and take the dog for two very muddy walks 
during which I contemplate the fact that I don’t really like Salome very much. She is spoiled and 
I worry that she is vain and shallow. I am in love with her music but not in love with the 
character which upsets me. If I can love Elektra I ought to be able to love anybody. 
 
Andrew sneezes a few times. I am suspicious he has a cold. I DO NOT WANT THE COLD. I 
feel horribly like my Salome preparation time is running out and it suddenly dawns on me that I 
actually only have two weeks of rehearsals once I get to Hannover to do a role I’ve never sung 
before, and that some of those days will be days off. This is terrifying. I translated, learned and 
more or less memorised the role before I went to Taiwan, but some of it hasn’t wanted to stick in 
my brain - some of my hard drive being taken up with Götterdämmerung. 
 
Tuesday: University 
I meet lots of keen, lovely new students I spend an hour telling them whether they are sopranos, 
altos, tenors or basses. They all breathe Freshers Flu on me. I want to kill them. I cannot be ill 
this week. 
 
Wednesday: Plague! 
I wake up feeling like DEATH. I have a temperature and a sore throat and a vocal range closely 
resembling my husband’s. He has full-blown man-flu by this time, so it is up to me to take Juno 
the dog for a walk in the pouring rain, furiously muttering Salome as we go. I get home and walk 
Juno in the rain. Andrew stages a miracle recovery as soon as I get back. I start coughing up. I 
cancel my long awaited and longed-for coaching on Salome in London for tomorrow, knowing I 
won’t be well enough to go. 
 
Friday - Plague, Steam and Honey! 
Throat feels like swallowing razor blades. I curse Andrew and ring my GP, even though I know I 
have a virus, that I don’t need antibiotics and that the answer to my question is “I don’t know 
when you will get your voice back”. The new doctor is fabulous. Not only does she know all 
about voices and laryngitis and bronchitis (both of which she says I have which makes me feel 
slightly less guilty about taking up an appointment) but she is also open to the idea of giving me 
a prescription for antibiotics as long as I promise not to take them unless I get worse. She also 
reassures me that I am not going to give myself liver failure again by taking half a lemsip once a 
day. I leave happy and reassured. 
I sing Salome all the way through twice (silently, two octaves down) and furiously write the 
words out lots of times. I listen to all of the bits I don’t sing in, but have to know and find 
landmarks to listen out for. I become monumentally frustrated because I now feel that I know 
the opera and have learned it really thoroughly and now just don’t know if I am going to be able 
to sing it. 
 
I have half a lemsip. I steam. I eat soup. I make a nest on the settee with the dog. I steam some 
more. I find some ancient Manuka honey in the cupboard and eat it - honey doesn’t go off- the 
honey they buried with the ancient Egyptians was still edible. Honey is magic. 



 32 

Saturday: Packing! 
By a miracle and without any of the magic drugs nestling in my suitcase, my vocal cords are 
clear. I am still coughing up disgusting green slime, and pouring green snot out of my nose, but 
the bit in the middle where the important stuff happens is working. This is good news. I sing 
Salome through once all the way through in the right octave. It sounds rancid, but at least I 
know it. I know I’m just well enough to go to Hannover, but am I well enough to go straight into 
the most intensive rehearsal period I’ve ever had? Will I get better in time to sing the role a 
fortnight from today? I pack my suitcase. It’s about half and half clothes and paranoid singer 
medicaments/inhalers/nebulisers/teabags. 
 
Sunday: Airport 
I feel too grotty to buy any last minute airport goods. This saves me a fortune. I reach Hannover 
at around 10pm and decide I am poorly enough to deserve a taxi to my hotel. I collapse into 
bed, setting my alarm for 6am so that I will have time to watch the DVD of the production before 
work. 
 

The Final Countdown 

 
Day 1 Monday: Imposter Syndrome 
I always assume that I will be fired on day 1. I don’t know if I can wow Stephan Zilias with my 
singing today. I look at the schedule. It’s dancing for the first 3 hours. I’m not sure I feel up to 3 
hours of dancing. Maybe if I get the arms right I won’t be fired. 
I set off in good time for the opera house. I crash into the stage door a slightly feverish, sweaty 
mess. I learn the dance in an hour and the knot of panic which I have been carrying around with 
me since I got back from Taiwan starts to loosen ever so slightly. 
I stop worrying about not liking Salome. Salome in this production is an abused teenager 
looking for love and guidance. She isn’t vain and shallow at all. Herod is an arsehole. I 
immediately fall in love with this version of Salome. 
 
Day 2 Tuesday 
We have a great morning session. I am not supposed to be “being sexy” in this dance. I am 
supposed to just be. Other people are supposed to find it sexy. I am also not supposed to be 
enjoying it. This is initially tricky because although I have the grace of a boisterous hippo, I love 
dancing and am enjoying it very much.  
 
Day 3 Wednesday: Scene 4 
The structure of Salome is that each scene is twice the length of and twice as difficult as the 
one before. Scene 4 is the monster. It is all VERY HARD. For me it is particularly hard as for the 
first 3 sections (two preceding the dance and one afterwards) I have several little interjections 
into what are effectively about 14 very difficult arias sung by Herod and to a lesser extent 
Herodias. These involve a lot of shouty German for Herod and a lot of counting for me. Robert, 
our Herod, doesn’t shout it though. He sings it. He has an incredible voice, and I am not 
surprised to learn that he also sings Tristan and other big heroic Heldentenor roles. I am 
supposed to hate Herod. I love Robert. He makes what could be nearly impossible and stressful 
a very pleasant rehearsal.  
 
Day 4 Thursday: The Head 

 
At 10 am I am greeted by a horrifically realistic latex version of 
Jochanaan’s severed head on a silver plate. We decide that the more 
“normally” I treat it, and the more I talk to it just as if it is a lover with 
body attached, the more disturbing it is for everyone else. 
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We have got to the end of the opera in 4 days. We actually know what we’re doing in each 
scene from beginning to end! But when we try to run Scene 4 I am all over the place and cock 
loads of it up and get angry with myself. I am really disappointed that it didn’t go smoothly and 
that we had to stop. I’m also worried that my voice really only wanted to sing the big end bit 
once. I am used to pretty limitless reserves of stamina, and it reminds me that I am not quite 
better yet. I feel that I am doing a terrible job then I am doubly angry with myself for making a 
bad impression. I cry. I sniffle and explain that I feel under a huge amount of pressure because 
it’s a role debut, and it’s a role debut in ten days, and that I’m scared, and that I’ve been so, so 
scared that my voice wasn’t going to come back in time.  
 
Day 5 Friday: Scene 3 
Some of the things that we’ve chosen to do with the head evoke memories of the earlier love 
scene (and in our version it is a love scene) between Salome and Jochanaan, so today we go 
back to revisit Scene 3. I start Friday determined not to be flaky. I am not going to let my fear 
get on top of me again. I know my voice is tired, so I decide to be sensible and mark for the 
whole day. That takes the pressure off vocally, gives my voice a chance to rest and also means 
I can just focus on the characterisation. This turns out to be a good strategy. We work hard all 
morning and we are really happy with Scene 3. 
 
Day 6 Saturday: Studio Run 
In every rehearsal process there is a turning point where everything seems to come together. 
For us, this is it. This is our studio run - the first and last time we’ll try to get from the beginning 
to the end in the rehearsal room. I’m nervous and take a while to settle. I’m not too happy with 
Scene 2 - I’ve not quite got the energy right talking to Narraboth and the soldiers and I’m being 
a bit fake-flirty in terms of energy, but I hold my nerve and get it together by Scene 3 which goes 
very well. My voice decides to cooperate properly and I’m able to sing the piece all the way 
through. This is lucky because the casting director decides to pay us a visit and sit in for Scene 
4. I do not disgrace myself. 
 
Day 7 Monday: Stage 
I get to the opera house early to warm up. We are on the stage for the first time. This rehearsal 
is crucial, because it’s the only chance we have to focus on the staging with the lighting in 
place. It’s also the first time we will have the real distances to play with - the stage is not very 
wide in Hannover but it is very deep and it’s not possible to recreate that depth in the studio. 
Lots of the entrances involve walking the whole depth to the front and timing it quite carefully 
with the music. The dance will also feel very different. It goes very well. I can see how the whole 
show is going to work and I feel really positive about it despite us not getting to the end. I’m 
slightly terrified that the only time I will get to practise the big end scene with the real head in the 
space will be at Wednesday’s dress rehearsal. 
 
Day 8 Tuesday: Sitzprobe 
I get up very early and go to the theatre to warm up before walking 30 minutes up the road to 
the orchestral rehearsal space for our Sitzprobe. I know I have to be very careful today. My 
voice is back and it’s working well, but I have to remember I am only just better, and that it will 
not be possible to balance the sound in the rehearsal room - for that we need the auditorium 
and the pit. The Sitzprobe is the first chance I get to sing Salome with orchestra, but my dress 
rehearsal is tomorrow. I have to sing well within what I can do today and not push. I wouldn’t 
normally want to sing the role on two consecutive days even when really fighting fit. 
 
We don’t get to the end. We didn’t expect to, but it means I’ll be singing some of the music for 
the first time with orchestra in the dress rehearsal, and for the second time in the performance. 
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Day 9 Wednesday: Dress Rehearsal 
I have to be in makeup at 8.10 am. Today we are in costume and they are 
taking pictures. for the website and the programme. The makeup is beautiful. 
My dress is great. It’s a bit too long so 5 minutes before we start two 
wardrobe ladies are sewing the hem up from either side. 
 
We run the opera without stopping. Normal for a dress rehearsal, not 
necessarily normal on only day 9. I know there are some balance issues to 
sort out but I try to be disciplined and not to over-sing. The dance goes well, 
even though I’m still working out what to do with my dress. I am a bit thrown 
by the amount of blood dripping off the head. There is just so much more than 
we had in the studio, and it is so icky! I pray that the wardrobe ladies aren’t 
going to be cross about how much of it I am getting all over their beautiful 
costume. I’m also conscious that I am flashing my knickers at the audience 
quite a lot while sliding down the wall and crawling across the stage in the 
navel-split dress. All in all I feel the run goes well. 
 
After we’ve finished, we have music notes from the music staff. They’ve been 

listening and have suggestions. I’m going to try to take these on board, but I now don’t have any 
chances to try anything new out except in a performance, which is not really the time to be 
trying out new things. I’d feel much more secure with just one more rehearsal, but there isn’t 
one so I’m just going to have to do my best. I’m ready to go on and give Salome my best shot 
on day 10! Without a doubt, this has been the most intense rehearsal period I’ve ever 
attempted. I am still scared about tomorrow, but I’m also very excited and incredibly grateful to 
all of my wonderful colleagues who are making what is very nearly impossible a reality.2018 
 

 
 
 
 

You can read the full version of the account from which these extracts have been taken at 
raenicholls's blog 
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BRENDA SUITTERS: IN MEMORIUM 
 
We are sorry to announce the death of Brenda Suitters who died in September following a short 
illness. The Music Club owe her a great debt for her many years of staunch support and 
patience whilst her husband Bryan organised our very popular overseas tours. The funeral 
service was attended by committee members Michael Bousfield, Ann Archbold and Katharine 
Turton. Our thoughts are with Bryan and his family at this time. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

HARMONY  COPY DEADLINES 2020 
 

HARMONY  268: March 2020   3rd February 2020 

 
HARMONY  269: June 2020   3rd May 2020 

 
HARMONY  270: September 2020  3rd August 2020 

 
HARMONY  271: December 2020  3rd November 2020 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 


