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HMEMUSIC CLUB®" LONDON
—

FROM THE CHAIRMAN

OCLASSI CAL MUSI C I S GREA
LONG MAY | T LIVE I N THE HANDS

With these words Sir Humphrey Burton recently commended our 53 years of providing our
members with the opportunitytodos o met hi ng speci al together: At h
experienceo.

Burton recalled the founding of The Music Club of London by his friend John Amis, tracing its
evolution from its early days in Holland Park and then as a "posh club in Mayfair" to its present
form with its proud record of organising and reporting musical events in both the capital and the
world beyond. Inspired by his example as a pioneer of television arts production, we now look to a
future using exciting new media of communication to organise and report our activities.

All this will involve our being able to gain help from those who can offer something which is
needed among the range of skills which your Music Club of London team requires if we are to
meet the demands which face us as we move forward. We especially welcome your ideas in this
regard.

Over the next few weeks we shall be asking whether you (or someone among your contacts) are
able to respond to our call for help with both the running of the Club and the promotion of ideas
and information among its members through such media as Harmony by listing the opportunities
to become part of the Music Club of London team which need to be taken up.

The future of the Club is in your hands. You may think you have little to offer but | would be

delighted to hear from you to discuss your joining us to play your part in taking the Music Club of
London forward. |l tds rewarding wor k!

Michael Bousfield

mikebous@icloud.com

Si r Hu mp h rsaecenty publisteed autobiography In My Own Time
will be reviewed in the next issue of Harmony.
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PROGRAMME OF EVENTS

LONDON WALKS

FROM GATE TO GATE

Thursday 9" September, 10.50 for 11am
Meet at Liverpool Street Station Bishopsgate Exit

This walk follows on from the walk from Aldgate to Bishopsgate in October 2019 and covers the
area between Bishopsgate and Moorgate. It will be led by Ann Archbold, who will talk about the
people and events associated with this historic area of the City of London.

Tickets: £9 members, £10 guests. Please apply by letter with a cheque payable to The Music Club
of London to Mrs Jean Lines, 4 Highfield Road, Bromley, BR1 2JW, Tel. 020 8467 8713.
Please indicate if you would like to have lunch after the walk.

STREET OF INK

Thursday 7" October, 10.50 for 11am
Meet at Royal Courts of Justice, Strand © Temple)

Ann Archbold will lead a walk along Fleet Street, once famous as the home of the newspaper and
magazine publishing industry, including most of the national daily broadsheets, until they
decamped to Wapping in the 1980s. However
Streeto.

, t he

Tickets: £9 members, £10 guests. Please apply by letter with a cheque payable to The Music Club
of London to Mrs Jean Lines, 4 Highfield Road, Bromley, BR1 2JW, Tel. 020 8467 8713.
Please indicate if you would like to have lunch after the walk.



Music Club of London Events

HARVEST OF SORROW
A TONY PALMER FILM

Early November
Time and place to be announced

Tony Palmer will introduce his film about Rachmaninov. When Valery Gergiev suggested to Tony
that he should make this film, Tony said that he would only do it if Gergiev conducted the music.

Rachmanimawdsomnmy gave Pal mer access to priceless
letters and home movies, accompanying him on some of the filming. The film is a tribute to
Rachmaninov whose life and music are brought to life by those letters, the home movies and the
incomparable Gergiev.

MUSIC CLUB OF LONDON AGM

Tuesday 16" November: 7 for 7.30 pm
Lancaster Hall Hotel, 35 Craven Terrace, London W2 3EL

The delayed AGM will cover the period starting on 15t January 2019. Lancaster Hall Hotel is
convenient |y | ocated a few minutesd walk from Lanca
from Paddington Station. More information will be published later.

MCL CHRISTMAS DINNER

Wednesday 8" December: 7 for 7.30pm
Cavalry and Guards Club (next door to the RAF Club) in Piccadilly

| Our special guests will be Dame Anne Evans and her

husband John Lucas. From her debut as Countess

Ceprano in Rigoletto, Dame Anneds career
major roles in the operas of Puccini, Verdi and others

before moving on to the lighter Wagner roles. Then in

1989 she sang Briunnhilde in The Ring at Bayeuth and

her international reputation was assured. She is now

engaged in the development of young singers by way of
masterclasses and coaching.

f

Full details of the dinner and a booking form for you to print off are available from lan Slater:
12 Hawkwood Crescent Chingford London E4 7PN 020 8529 3786,
iw.slater@ntlworld.com
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Music Club of London Events

MCL TOUR TO BUDAPEST

Tuesday 315t May to Sunday 5" June 2022

We are delighted to announce a tour to Budapest in 2022 for three operas. Twelve members have
left their deposits with Vamos Travel since 2020 and so have provisional places. Katharine
Chasey Turton will be in contact with them to establish if they wish to go to Budapest. There are
another five who have expressed an interest in our tours. The tour can take up to 25 members so

if you are interested please contact Katharine (020 7281 5074, katharine.chasey@btinternet.com)
for more information.

Hotel Moments, Budapest

Flying with British Airways from and returning to Heathrow, we will stay at Hotel Moments

Budapest, a beautifully restored four star hotel whichiswi t hi n t hree minutesd
Opera House where we will have best category seats for Gétterdammerung, The Marriage of

Figaro and Don Carlo. Accommodation is bed and breakfast. The tour includes a private City Tour

by coach.

Hungarian State Opera, Budapest

The price of the tour is £1,495 each for two sharing a room or £1,895 for a double room for single
use.
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VALKYRIES OVER LONGBOROUGH

Die Walkire, Longborough Festival Opera, 10" June 2021
Katie Barnes

After a year's unavoidable hiatus, Longborough's Ring cycle is underway again, this year with a
semi-staged concert of Die Walkire to a socially distanced audience. As always, this miraculous
venue made a virtue of necessity. Taking part of the orchestra out of this unique, shielded pit
seems like heresy, but placing the masked string players onstage, with the remainder in the pit,
allowed sufficient numbers for a socially distanced orchestra of 28 playing Francis Griffin's
atmospheric reduction of the score. Amy Lane's semi-staging was more staged than semi, with
plenty of indications as to the paths her full production will take when it is staged as part of the
planned cycle in 2024.

To accommodate the orchestra and singers, the stage was emptied to reveal the back and side
walls. The lack of wing and backstage space, let alone a fly tower, must make this sleek black box
a constant test of ingenuity for producers and designers alike, but stripping the stage bare
demonstrates the perfection of its acoustics. The bulk of the action was played out on three raised
platforms, divided by rails and stairways, behind the string players. Amazingly, the further back the
singers stood, the more resonant they became, and despite the divided placement of the
orchestra, from where | sat in the rear stalls its sound was completely homogenous. Truly the
Longborough acoustics are as near perfection as one will find on this earth.

And of course we had the perfect conductor. Anthony Negus, an unbelieveable 75 this year,
guided his widespread forces with his habitual masterly assurance while never ceasing to find new
marvels in Wagner's music. Never before have | heard the violins in the opening bars sound so
like swords sliding from their scabbards to be sharpened for the pursuit of Siegmund. Amid
Sieglinde's delirium, Hunding's menacing, braying horn could have been the baying of his hounds.
The Ride of the Valkyries swirled like a summer storm, and the Magic Fire crackled. | look forward
to hearing him conduct the full orchestration with English National Opera in December.

Lane's semi-staging highlighted the characters' vulnerabilities and managed to develop their
relationships, even though all acting had to be socially distanced. With one exception, all the
characters were affected by the curse upon the Ring. Wotan, whose theft had precipitated the
curse, was almost permanently bowed down by its weight, clutching the hand that had worn the
Ring, an easy prey for his enraged wife. His nervous gesture as she bore down upon him,
realising that he was not wearing a tie and knowing that she was going to nag him for it, said
everything about the state of their marriage. Only with his Valkyrie daughters could he be
authoritative. Fricka, dehumanised by her cold fury and overwhelming desire for revenge, was as
chill as a marble statue. Siegmund was an exhausted, terrified, introspective fugitive at the end of
his tether. Life had never given him a chance. Sieglinde, who at her first appearance was seen
writhing in an agony of despair, had the courage to reach out for love and happiness, only to see
all her hopes annihilated. Only Briinnhilde, despite her doubts, matured steadily from the self-
assured teenager who believed that her father could do anything and trusted him to do the right
thing, to the brave woman whose determination to do the right thing herself lit a beacon of hope for
the future.

The sheer magnificence of the cast paid tribute to Malcolm Rivers' sterling work as Head of
Casting in assembling a galaxy of the best of the new generation of Wagner performers. Due to
the need to reduce the audience capacity to 50%, the originally intended number of performances
had been nearly doubled. The resulting schedule was punitive: seven Walkdres in a fortnight. |
marvel that, even in this small, voice-friendly house, the singers could still sound so fresh.
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We have had to wait so long for Paul Carey Jones's first Walkire Wotan, and he more than
fulfilled expectations. He already owns the role, and it is thrilling to think how much more he will do
with it in the years to come. He towered over the stage with the authority of the god who rules the
world. Even Wotan's guilty weakness had a terrible, ruined majesty. His voice was as epic as his
acting: once or twice there was an unwonted hardness in the tone, perhaps because this was his
fifth performance in ten days, but even that became part of the god's limitless, agonising pain. The
tenderness of his Farewell must have left more eyes than mine damp.

Lee Bisset's Brinnhilde was a force of nature. The brightness and
strength of her Hojotohos all but set the theatre on fire and |
marvelled at the way her vocal sound changed to mirror the stroppy
teenage goddess' journey to maturity and understanding, with a
darkness in her tone for the Todesverkiindigung which was worlds
away from the start of Act Il, moving to an aching maternal
tenderness in her Act Il colloquy with Wotan as she mourned his
weaknesses even as she nearly exploded with frustration at his
intransigence. | can't wait for her Heil dir, Sonne. It was typical of
the detail in this semi-staging that for once Brunnhilde evidently
knew that Erda was her mother.




Sarah Marie Kramer, a name new to me, is a major find. Her strong,
desperate Sieglinde had huge dramatic force and a vocal security and
amplitude which suggests that she could, in time, head onward to
Brunnhilde and Isolde. Her lustrous sound has a wonderful fulness and
a coppery colour which | want to hear again. O hehrstes Wunder was a
knockout.

Peter Wedd's Siegmund was almost impossibly resonant, with a strong and
lovely baritenor sound which belied the character's perpetual exhaustion
and dread. Only at Hatten halb so stark wie mein Arm did he affect a
jauntily heroic air that prefigured Siegfried, but as soon as Sieglinde's back
was turned he all but collapsed.

Freddie Tong sounded fantastic and was one of the most gloriously nasty Hundings | have seen.
His ruthless, exultant smile across Siegmund'’s body at the devastated Sieglinde, made it
imperative for Brunnhilde to rescue her from him as well as from Wotan. Madeline Shaw's Fricka,
coldly raging, was magnificent.

And what a team of Valkyries! The three sopranos, especially, were outstanding. Meeta Raval,
whose Gerhilde led the pack with scary intensity, was covering Sieglinde and sounds ready for the
role, just as Cara McHardy's glowing Ortlinde is ready to make the jump to Brinnhilde. Katie
Lowe's electrifying Helmwige had a voice so huge that | thought the theatre's doors would have to
fly open to accommodate it. She sounded as though she were singing all the Valkyries. Flora
Mclntosh was a steely Waltraute, the last Valkyrie to depart, and the intense glance she
exchanged with Brunnhilde prefigured her return in Gétterdammerung. As ever, Rhonda Browne
was outstanding. Her Schwertleite underpinned the octet, and her mellow tone at Wurmes gestalt
was one of the most beautiful things about this beautiful night.

The Longborough experience is always exceptional. After a year in which we have been starved of
live music, this chance to hear Wagner's music with an orchestra again was a draught of pure joy.

.. "DIE WALKURE ..\

Watch Longborough Festival Opera Die Walkiire: stream for free
until 25t February 2022.

Find out more about the production, cast and creative team at Ifo.org.uk
The Longborough Ring Cycle continues in 2022 with Siegfried.
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Music Club of London Zoom Presentation by David Edwards, 11" June 2021

VERDI AND SHAKESPEARE

Report: Roger Lee

Good opera directors are hard to come by. | remember David Edwards being introduced to the

audi ence at the Royal Academy of Music amdsiew ye
Now,t heraedfhoughté. 0o I n this presentation we al so
Shakespearian operas: Macbeth, Otello and Falstaff which David Edwards was able to share with

us thanks to his wide experience in directing operas around the world.

Shakespeare has inspired more musical works than any other author. By bringing together the
work of England's greatest dramatist and Italy's greatest 19" Century composer, David Edwards
set out to explain what it is about Shakespeare that has been such an inspiration to so many
composers, from Purcell in the 171" Century to Vaughan Williams, Holst, Britten, Bernstein and
Cole Porter in the 20™.

Whatwas it i n Shakespeare that particularly appe
other dramatists and described him as fithe great
setting several of his plays over the course of his long composingc ar eer but he di dn
English and he read Shakespeare in a rather rudimentary Italian prose translation from the early
19"Century by Carlo Rusconi. He kept Rusconi os t
by his friend Giulio Carcano,sohe knew t he plays in great detail
As to what kept Verdi absorbed in these dramas, Edwardsexpl ai ned: AVer di was

dramatic plots; he was intrigued by the psychological complexity of Shakespeare's characters and
their situations and he was fascinated by the darkness in the text. There was something about
Shakespeare that temperamentally affected Verdi and touched something inside him which made
him want to set these great plays to music. o

We heard the (relatively short) prelude to Macbeth in which Verdi sums up the moods and colours
of the Scottish tragedy that is about to unfold. https://youtu.be/ILN61Q-uS40 Macbeth gives us a
great example of Verdi's working methods. We saw slides of the two men who created the libretto
with him: Francesca Maria Piave, who became one of Verdi's regular collaborators, (creating
Rigoletto and La Traviata) and Andrea Maffei, whom Verdi brought in to make some changes to
Piaveds | ibretto whigrsome matena is theddstdve Adts. Rialve dielrdt
speak or read Shakespeare in English, and Andrea Maffei knew Macbeth only in a German
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translation by Schiller so Verdi sketched out a very detailed plan himself of how he wanted the
opera to be structured. Verdi was creating a version of the play from a rough translation but he

Verdi knew that his music would tell this story of power, ambition, darkness and death very
powerfully and that he didndét needmplewleredbade h t e x
Macbeth waits for her husband to return from killing King Duncan. She hears the cry of an owl as

Macbeth appears. fl have done the deedo But he
sleeping in the next room. They woke up and said a prayer. Hecont i nues @A Met hough
voice cry O06Sleep no more! Macbeth does murder s
to smear Duncanodés bl ood on the two guards. When

di sintegratat MNwpdclkenalbwagh this blood clean fro
upbraids him for his cowardice and drags him away. We heard Shirley Verrett and Leo Nucci as
the Macbeths, conducted by Riccardo Chalilly: https://youtu.be/ww8vFvFja8M

Instead of conventional, operatic performances from his singers Verdi wanted real drama, through
acting with the voice. On casting this opera he
to have a harsh, stifled and hollow voice. | would like her voice to have a diabolicalqu al i t y o .

Ver di cut out many of t he Madbeth, dn@therensmd cerwventiomal S h a k
love interest in either the play or the opera. The tenor role of Macduff is relatively small. Verdi

insisted that there were only three major protagonists in the opera: Macbeth, his wife and the

Witches.. Verdi was no churchman but his fascination with the supernatural and diabolical turns up
frequently in his operas. For 19" Cent ury | talians, just as fian Sh
and witchcraft were potent forces to be treated with caution. Verdi conjures up a wild and stormy

night for his Scottish witches at the start of the opera. Our musical example here was provided by
Riccardo Muti with the New Philharmonia and Ambrosian Chorus. https://youtu.be/mpDjW041chE

For Edwar ds: AVerdi 6s witches are coarse, gossi
childli ke, scampering good tune. o

How Shakespear Baheth? si Vlee dée dmposer has giveit Sha
amplify its darkness, to probe the power-quest of these two twisted and ambitious people. He has

kept | ines from the original too: o6ls this a da
recitative. OLife's but &yamdaibtkful of goursd lara iy, 8ignifying i s
not hingd says Shakespearebds Macbet h. I't's parap

clearly there. He took many lines as directly as he could from the original, via a translation, but of
course it is still an Italian opera and for his final monologue Verdi wrote a beautiful aria for
Macbeth. It's an aria which expresses his negativity and despair at the end of his life and in a
strange way it earns our sympathy for this misguided, complex charact e r . 0 rd\erecbraing
made by Leonard Warren at the Metropolitan Opera. conducted by Eric Leinsdorf in 1959: Pieta,
rispetto, amore from the last act of the opera: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YVCya2jZk7Q

It was to be another 40 years before Verdi set another play by Shakespeare: Otello in 1887. In
those years he was always thinking about a project which stubbornly refused to become reality.
He had always wanted to set King Lear and he sketched out a plan for the opera, using only five
principal characters: Lear, Cordelia, Edmund, Edgar and the Fool. He worked with two authors
over a number of years to create a libretto for Lear but reducing Shakespeare's play to the bare
essentials for an opera plot proved to be incredibly difficult. Later in life, Verdi was to tell composer
Pietro Mascagni that he was scared of the scene with Lear on the heath. No music was ever
written but the major theme of Lear, that of the king and his daughters, particularly Cordelia, is
central to other Verdi operas. Here we saw alistofth e ma i n Rigoketso.the felationship
between Gilda and her father the hunchback jester is at the heart of the plot. in Luisa Miller and
Aida we are shown intense relationships between fathers and daughters; but none is more potent
or emotional as the quest of Simon Boccanegra for his long-lost daughter Maria. Boccanegra is an
opera on a truly Shakespearean scale: the story of a lost child, a long family feud, eventual
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reunion and reconciliation after 25 years and the slow death of the main character. 6 Her e we
the end of the duet where Boccanegra and his daughter are brought together after their 25 year
separation sung by Tito Gobbi and Victoria de los Angeles, music which, according to Edwards,

Ami ght wel |l havendCertletapnhge dVearodiL ecavera wr i tten t ha
https://lwww.youtube.com/watch?v=iPXEW-a-als

Verdi revised Boccanegra in 1880 and it put him in partnership with a man who was to prove vital

in creating Verdi 6s final Oteloan®FRabkthfle ArgeBoitosavasmn ma s
already accomplished author and composer when he met Verdi. He was some 30 years younger

than the composer and they became close friends during their working time together. Verdi had

not written a new opera for 15 years since Aida in 1871 and he had to be gently cajoled by Boito

and his publisher Giulio Ricordi into composing another. Verdi was content to live on his farm in

semi-r eti rement and he kept saying that he wasn't
anything was going to get his creative juices flowing again, it was going to be a Shakespearean
subjectand Otellot ur ned out to be the perfect vehicle foc

Ver di a n QtellBis a rada rewriting of the play. It omits the first act in Venice completely

and | ocates all the acti on Matbeth, many df the famowsdsnes on C
are there in Boitobs text but he has reordered
fashioning it into a great Italian opera. For a long time during the gestation of Otello the working

title of the piece was in fact lago. The reason for that is quite cl
and the driver of the action. He is the Prince of Darkness in this opera and | think that's essentially

what fascinated Boito and Verdi about the play. He expresses his nihilism and his venom for the

whole of humanity in a famous speech in the second Act, his Credo. Boito put all o
soliloquies in the play into a single solo,and Ver di was d €rdedognud wathdthis | ago 6
st at e mlEea?tLa Mode e il Nulla € vecchia fola il Ciel And then? Death is the void and

Heaven is an old wivesd6 taled which is surely a
listenedto | a@Qedésung by, as Edwards put it: Afone of
Cappuccilli. ALIi st en t oepicthtee evilimmd ofthis monstercnamusic, wa y

reminiscent of t IMacbefti bitpsh/evendoumesamévatchfv=3hX5E5cLckM

So how Shakespearean is Verdi's Otello? #fAlt "' s fair to say that his
removed most of the racial insults that Desdemona's father Brabantio hurls at Otello and Verdi

said that for him the colourof Ot el | 06s skin was not an i mportant
with was the manipulation of jealousy and the operation of evil in the play i the darkness. Verdi
said 60Otello | oves, is jealous, kill s lghoughin s ki

the opera the two speak to one another only once. Her character has become very much a type of
revered Italian Madonna rather than the resolute, strong-willed character in Shakespeare. When
she is knocked to the floor by Otello in Act 3, rather than rushing away she leads a magnificent
ensemble for the whole company of Venetian ambassadors.

AOtell o i s portrayed sadgetyanda\actim o histbwrrdestructivelaeach et i a n
neurotic i mpul ses. He 6 s ar g unaotiohayly vilreralde thareheisinc an
Shakespeareo. Here we heard Pl “"cido Domingo at
lamenting i as he believes-t he | oss of his wifebds fidelity wi
end to tell himthatheisabout to &éproved Desdemonads guilty
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=laSWVhkBBCM

After Otello premiered at La Scalain1887Ver di refused to compose ano
retiring, he said, to his ehimaselhogadd wSks fothis localg at a a
population and to build a retirement home for musicians in Milan i what would become the Casa

di Riposo. Atleast , thatés what he said in public but B
more opera to give them. It had to be Shakespearean, and it had to be a comedy. Very brilliantly,

Boito took three Shakespeare plays and extracted material for a new libretto around the character
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and exploits of Sir John Falstaff. There are lines from Henry IV parts 1 and 2, and the basic

scenario from The Merry Wives of Windsor in his libretto and it was just what Verdi needed to put

pen to paper for one last time. Even while writing the opera, he maintained secrecy and denial. In

1890, at the age of 77 he said: d can assure you that Otello is my final work. The decision is
irrevocable. At my age it is better to be silen

AVerdi also said he whasownamusament, gnd bne gfthess will tyrruupt f o
at the end of Falstaff. The opera Falstaff is a remarkable thing: it's Shakespeare transformed by

Boito into something incredible which echoes and resembles, and could even have been written

by, Shakespeare himself. And what's brilliant about Falstaff is that Verdi is able, with music, to do
something that even Shakespeare couldn't do, which is to get nine people to sing all at once and
still to be heard individuall y2 whereaMe hdarittemermnyed t o
wives in one group, theirmen-f ol K i n another, Abot hybptaboutthees c o1
same thing: how to outwit the Fat Knight. Above them young Fenton sings rapturously of his

bel oved Nanett ao f rratedprédaction for VEeistkeNatioidasOperaein 1988,

conducted by Richard Armstrong. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X7827hcOz7g

The opera Falstaff s har es a source with Shakespeare, but ¢
older tale. After the premiere of Falstaffi n 1894 he wr ot e: Falétéfas?lyiou kno
not hing other than aritten mhgdeforetShakespeare. Botormantey © return

to the original sour ce. Galstaff dsevelleGreat camedy always hasfa d ar
darker undertow. The theme of jealousy emerges again as Mr. Ford is tortured by insecurity over
hiswifeos fidelity. Hi s Fdlstatiis 0 graat seducenof neauieddventen. As we

watch the elderly fat knight deluded by his own fantasy of sexual attractiveness we must wonder if
heds really a serious t hr eigWindsar sotigtyeProivably reof, buts t a b i
does he really deserve his dunking in the River Thames? As he sits outside the pub and dries out
afterwards,hi s vi ew of the worl d i s uMondeladsot Mondd aubeldo; b i
Reo mondo! é nvotn Tutddeclina.iThteving world. Wicked world. Criminal world! There

i's no virtue | eft. Everyt hi ng darleess, thersniggertuine, t he d
fresh young love in the opera between Fenton and Nanetta, and it is she who plays the role of

Queen of the Fairies in the final scene in a very different style of Verdian supernatural music:

music of enchantment, not horror.

fi e opera ends in a very Shakespearean way with forgiveness and reconciliation and it
concl uded iMed ampbsng forithie stage. He finished with a message that we would

all do well Tuotoemembeondd  bur | a.ridebenchinde. nat
Larisatafina. Everything in the world is a | okaaghs and
|l ast has the best | augh. 6 There are two Shakesp

Jaques from As You Likeltwh o t e | lithe warlds:a stéga &nd all the men and women

merely players6 aAmMMdisuRmer Mights Drleamnéel o rrdoom what f ool s
bedéd. Verdi s | ast opera is a supreme homage to
andinlanguage. 6 Davi d Edwardsdé present at i Baftstafic aonmdecteds d e d
by Sir Georg Solti. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7E4S-E2qAX8

With special thanks to Andrew Bousfield for providing multimedia production.
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CARDIFF SINGER OF THE WORLD 2021

BBC4/Radio 3: 13t to 19th June 2021
Katie Barnes

In these troubled times, the fact that this biannual contest went ahead on schedule, and so
successfully, seems nothing short of miraculous. It was an artistic and organisational triumph for
everyone involved. Inevitably there had to be concessions to Covid: a smaller, socially distanced
orchestra, the number of judges reduced to three and the competitors to sixteen. There were
gains, too. Covid restrictions meant that the TV audience was not distracted by a flurry of
unnecessary features, and we were able to watch all the singers' programmes in their entirety. |
felt that the reduced size of the orchestra enabled singers and judges alike to focus more upon a
smaller-scale, more focused style of singing. In some previous competitions there has been a
sense of "the biggest voice wins", which this year was absent.

Methods of selecting the singers for the finals have varied over the years. This year, the winner of
each round progressed to the final alongside a "wild card". Personally | prefer the system
employed on some previous occasions, where a winner was chosen every night but the best five
over the week were chosen for the final. This year, however, | felt that the judges made the right
decisions.

The standard of entries has seldom, if ever, been higher, which meant that programme planning
and presentation, as much as vocal quality, became the keys to success. In the first round, velvety
baritone Ankhbayar Enkhbold (Mongolia) and stylish belcanto tenor Chuan Wang (China) both
made the mistake of presenting their arias as concert pieces, whereas the touching soprano Maria
Brea (Venezuela) and sumptuous mezzo Natalia Kutateladze (Georgia) both presented distinct
characters. The huge-eyed, keenly dramatic Kutateladze was a clear winner.

The second round was a closer call. Promising young bass Nicolai Elsberg (Denmark) put himself
out of the running with an overly ambitious programme which tired his voice before the end. Welsh
soprano Sarah Gilford offered some beautifully poised singing which made me wish that | could
hear more of her, but the round became a needle match between two outstanding competitors.
South Korean baritone Gihoon Kim completely won over the judges and the TV audience with his
beautiful, easy, expressive baritone - his singing of the Korngold favourite Mein Sehnen, mein
Wahen was indescribably moving and reduced the judges to tears. South African Masabane
Cecilia Rangwanasha, who has impressed me with her work as a Jette Parker Young Artist at
Covent Garden, stunned us all with the power and beauty of her massive voice, especially in
Pace, pace, which fairly took my breath away. The judges chose Kim, but either would have
deserved to win, and it was no surprise when Rangwanasha was subsequently chosen as the wild
card.

In the third round, Russian soprano Evgenia Asanova sang touchingly but was, | thought, a little
overparted by some of her material. Excellent South Korean baritone Jusung Park would probably
have created more of an impression, had audiences not inevitably been comparing him with his
compatriot who had won the previous night. I liked the characterful American baritone Reginald
Smith Jr, who displayed a wicked sense of humour as Falstaff, a role he was obviously born to
play onstage, but the round went to dazzling soprano Christina Gansch, who sang up a storm in a
rousing czardas from Lehar's Zigeunerliebe.

The fourth round was the most dramatic and was also the one where programme planning proved
most crucial. | felt that plaintive Kosovan soprano Elbenita Kajtazi placed herself at a disadvantage
by concentrating on only two long pieces, whereas the other three set out their stalls with four
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numbers apiece. English mezzo Stephanie Wake-Edwards, a star of Royal Opera House relays
during lockdown, presented a hugely impressive programme, but | think that its predominant
gloominess may have told against her: one lighter-hearted number would have given the judges a
better idea of her range. Appealing baritone Michael Arivony, the competition's first contestant
from Madagascar, gave us far more light and shade in his four numbers, ranging between
Gounod, Korngold, Ambroise Thomas and Mozart, and his honey-hued voice was a most lovable
instrument.

This was the night of the competition's major upset. Icelandic soprano Alfheidur Erla
Gudmundsdottir, who had already competed in the first round of the Song Prize, was obliged to
self-isolate after being '‘pinged' by the Test and Trace app. One can only imagine the extent of her
disappointment. It is good to know that she has already been offered a place in the 2023
competition.

The reserve contestant, English mezzo Claire Barnett-Jones, had
been contacted at 5pm the previous day to be told that she might
be needed. She promptly drove to Cardiff, rehearsed with the
orchestra on the morning of her concert round, and delivered a
beautifully varied and superbly performed programme with
magnificent assurance. Such presence of mind will surely stand
her in good stead in her professional career. Haste, Iris
demonstrated the agility and accuracy of her instrument, and her
singing and acting of Waltraute should put her in the running to
sing the role when ENO's forthcoming cycle reaches
Gotterdammerung (she sings Rossweise there in November). Mon
coeur s'oeuvre a ta voix was gloriously sensuous, and she won my
heart for ever by concluding her programme with We'll gather
llacsby Cardi ffdéds own | ocal boy 1 vo
favourite composer!), an ideally uplifting song for these isolated
times. It was no surprise, except to her, when she won the round.

Fourteen of the original sixteen singers also competed for the Song Prize (Barnett-Jones had
joined the contest too late to take part). Due to work commitments | was unable to follow the
rounds, but it was no surprise that the final included three singers who had also been chosen for
the main prize final. Quality will out. Christina Gansch ranged expressively between Mahler,
Rodrigo, and Richard and Johann Strauss. Gihoon Kim was outstanding in the power he imparted
to Wolf's Prometheus and a South Korean melody, Like the wind that meets the lotus. Sarah
Gilford was glorious in Schumann, Mendelssohn, Richard Strauss, the traditional Welsh lullaby
Suo Gan, and, especially, an exquisite taste of Lili Boulanger.

Michael Arivony managed to fit seven songs into his allotted time, including three delicious
morsels of Poulenc, Ilay Vohitra manga, a traditional melody from Madagascar, and, surely a first
for this competition, Dibdin's Tom Bowling, sung with such deep sincerity and moving simplicity
that | wondered whether he might sing Billy Budd someday. But the prize was deservedly won by
Masabane Cecilia Rangwanasha, whose Gretchen am Spinnrade was utterly shattering (one of
the best pieces of Schubert | have heard in this competition since Neal Davies, one of this year's
judges, bowled everyone over with his Erlkdnig back in 1991) and her Ride up in the Chariot was
inspirational.

Part of the winner's prize is a recital at the Wigmore Hall. This time, John Gilhooley, who chaired
the judges' panel, announced that all five will be given recitals. They deserve it.

The main prize final was one of the most tightly contested | can remember in years. Only Natalya
Kutateladze slightly disappointed me: her singing was as superb as ever, but | felt that she did
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herself a disservice by repeating her final number, O mio Fernando, from her first round. It put her
at a disadvantage compared with the others, all of whom had prepared entirely new programmes.

Claire Barnett-Jones gave a hugely impressive and taxing programme, with Rossini's Cruda sorte!,
Mabhler's Ich hab' ein glihend Messer and Elgar's The Swimmer, the last of which is so massive
that it could count as a solo cantata. Christina Gansch opened with Mozart's Ah, che mi dice mai,
which was possibly a touch too heavy for her - she is more a Zerlina than a Donna Elvira at this
stage of her career - but was triumphant in Schumann's Ach neige, du Schmerzenreiche and
enchanted in Handel's Amor é qual vento.

But once again the contest became a needle match between the
two outstanding competitors. Gihoon Kim again offered an
exquisitely judged programme, launching in splendid style with a
Largo al factotum guaranteed to charm the spots off judges and
audience alike, followed it up with an intensely moving O du mein
holde Abendstern, and finished with a Nemico della patria of almost
unbelievable grandeur, which demonstrated that his glorious,
sensitive voice is capable of far heavier things than he had hitherto
led us to believe. It was as though he had been keeping himself
back throughout the competition, to expand at the very last
moment.

Masabane Cecilia Rangwanasha sang only two numbers. Her Beim
Schlafengehen reduced me to pulp even before she started on her
main number, Toi qui sous le néant (yes, she sang an aria from Don
Carlos in French!), which, for me, was the single outstanding piece of
singing in the whole competition. What an incredibly powerful, beautiful,
expressive, dark-toned instrument she has. Vocally and dramatically it
was completely overwhelming. | was crying like a baby in front of my
TV set. This has the potential to be a voice of the century.

—
Personally | would have chosen her as the winner, but the decision lay with the judges, and they
selected Kim. He was a worthy winner. It is not the first time that the judges have chosen, not the
finalist with the greatest potential, but the one who appears most ready to cope with the pressure
consequent upon winning. The competition gave Rangwanasha and her fellow competitors
valuable exposure. Her unigue talent can be given space to mature for a few years. Her time will
come.

As Barnett-Jones won the audience prize, members of the young singers' schemes at both the
Royal Opera and ENO featured among the prizewinners. Both companies can feel well pleased.
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AIX-EN-PROVENCE FESTIVAL 2021

Michael Bousfield

The prospect of seeing both Tristan and Falstaff at the Aix-en-Provence festival during a recent
visit to Nice proved too tempting for this inveterate opera lover! Aix is a fascinating historic town
and an ideal setting for an opera festival. Founded in Roman times and with remnants of the old
wall still visible, it is full of picturesque squares, fountains and restaurant-filled pedestrianised 17"
Century streets.

From its beginnings in 1948 as a privately sponsored event, Aix now hosts an annual international
summer festival mainly devoted to opera but also including concerts of orchestral, chamber, vocal

and solo instrumental music. Newly commissioned works have also featured prominently over the

years. The original venue,the Cour Adrec hebvec he (formerly the Bi sh
host some events within the large central open-air courtyard, with a temporary structure seating

some thousand patrons.

Smaller events take place in other city venues and 2007 saw the opening of the large modern
opera house, the Grand Theatre de Provence, seating nearly 1400. The first performance there
was Simon Rattle conducting Die Walkure, featuring Sir Willard White as Wotan. The Festival has
been hugely successful in attracting any number of big opera names over the years, and this year
proved no exception.

Sir Simon, along with the London Symphony Orchestra, made a very welcome return to Aix this
summer T an event which he called a miracle and it only happened thanks to a flurry of diplomatic
activity on both sides of the Channel that involved French and British culture ministries. They had
to argue to get a pilot quarantine exemption and the LSO were the first to be on it. That apart, this
provides a rare glimmer of hope in the otherwise grim post-Brexit world British musicians face if
they want to play in Europe. Covid is the biggest problem at the moment for performing artists due
to restrictions on crowd sizes, but onerous post-Brexit rules for UK-based musicians wanting to
play in Europe will be the biggest obstacle as the pandemic eases. According to lan Smith,
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