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Like I amsure, so many others, *Carnmen’ was nmy first introduction to opera
(in the first season Covent Garden reopened after the war). | therefore
always find it rather special and am pl eased to see it again.

Even to non-opera buffs, the Overture nmust be familiar and it can therefore
get the show off to a good start. The playing here was good (brass in
particul ar) and although |I thought it began at a good pace wi thout running
away, | did feel that towards the end it began to drag.

The opening Act | nust have been sonething of a shock to those who had not
had tine to read the programre notes! | was certainly not put off by the
nodern dress and | very much liked the mininmal set, here and in the other
three Acts where, if anything, it worked even better. Dorothy felt, however,
that, particularly in Act I, there wasn't a sufficient Spanish feel about
them — there nmust have been sonme |ocals apart fromthe soldiers, they
couldn’t all be just-arrived tourists — but everyone | ooked SO pale! The
uniforns were fine and the other costunes al so | ooked right for the setting.

Vocal |y, James Shipp was not at all confident which was a shane as Mral es
has the first solo one hears and it took a while before the audi ence was
persuaded to concentrate again. The children | ooked confident enough and
mar ched enthusiastically but their vocal did not really have enough punch
behind it. | was sonmewhat surprised to find that Spanish National Service
extends well info mddle age! Certainly, sone of the civilian nmen gave the
i mpression of being rather dirty old nmen in their enthusiastic wel cone of
the factory girls! David Marshall’'s Zuniga was a confident C O wth an

ef fective singing voice.

The girls’ singing was very well bal anced, both anong the principals and in
the chorus. Their factory overalls | ooked correct but sone of what was

vi si bl e underneath themseened a little too pristine to be real — these
girls after all are working in dirty, sweaty conditions and it is high
Sumrer (as the Tourists nmade very clear). A just |laundered white crop top
doesn’t quite seemauthentic, | feel!. Pam Honman's red dress was a wow but |
think it stretched the inmagination to believe that she had been wearing it
ina fight - particularly as many of the other girls |ooked suitably

di shevel l ed. Panis earlier indisposition was still a little apparent in her
si nging voice which appeared to be hol ding back at tinmes. Her
characteri sati on was sensuous and controlled — the mstress of any situation
, and any man she wanted. The ‘ Habanera’, was particularly effective, as was
her persuasive ‘Far far away you'll follow ne’ towards the end of Act Il. An
over-powerful Carnen can sonetines destroy the vocal bal ance of the

Smuggl ers quintet and the card trio but this was not the case here.

M chelle Wight began ny tentatively as Mchaela - | got the inpression that
she had not properly warned up her voice - but she becanme nore confident as
her singing progressed, particularly in the upper register. Her diction,
however, wt have neant that those unfamiliar with the opera, were none the
wi ser after she had sung. Visually, she nade a good contrast to Carnen

The girls fight was well choreographed and all of that scene very

believable, girls and soldiers. Carnmen’s escape, however, was too
perfunctory. Mich nore could have been nade as the virtual climax of Act I.
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The Act Il set was sinple and effective and David Berridge's Lilas Bastia
made an inpact, although he could perhaps have been a little dirtier and
seedi er. Sone of the Tourists were rather ham footed dancers but then
tourists usually are aren’'t they?! Care Pettet and Jo Branch wor ked wel |
together as Frasquita and Mercedes, their singing and danci ng bl endi ng well
- Care had the edge with much clearer diction and dom nated the quintet

wi th her accurately sung soari ng phrases.

They were well partnered by Ross Maclnnes and M ke Fooks as Dancaire and
Renendado, a coupl e of very believable organisers of organised crinme, both
of whom had a good sense of conmedy timng. The quintets were very well sung
with the good diction essential in what is alnost a patter song.

Matt hew Gregory nade a very effective entrance as Escanillo, exuding the
star quality essential for the role. So often, one sees no reason why Carnen
shoul d throw over Don Jose for a somewhat ineffective |ooking Escanillo - no
possi bl e danger of this here! It has been a delight to foll ow the progress
of this talented young man since his days as a teenager at Harpenden.

Matt hew not only | ooked right, he also sang well and domi nated the stage in
all his scenes. The fanbus Toreador’s song is notoriously difficult to sing
as it nakes demands on both the top and bottom of the baritone range -

Matt hew overcane this challenge with gl orious panache. W al so enjoyed the
beauti ful short duet in Act IV - so passionate for just a fleeting nonent.

| liked Carmen being set |ooking out front whilst listening to Escanillo and
the timng of her line ‘he could always wait - and hope’ was inpeccabl e.

The oboe introduction to the Flower Song was delightful and John | nnes’
rendering of the nunber (always difficult when people have heard Tenors of
all sorts singing or wecking it) was gently ardent and dreamy, building up
to an excellent climax. John’s whole interpretation of the role was
accurately studied. Don Jose is not the handsonme hero type - he is an easily
dom nated young man who cannot control his bare enotions. This understandi ng
of the character shone through fromhis first fateful meeting with Carnen to
his brooding build-up of jealousy in Act Ill and disintegration in Act |V

The Act 111 Internezzo is ny favourite of the three but was somewhat marred
by the flautist running out of breath at a crucial point. The opening,
however, nmade up for everything. The sinple but effective setting and
brilliantly designed Iighting gave the perfect atnosphere which was enhanced
by the snugglers’ costunes and props - | assunme they were gun running from
the wei ght of sone of the boxes! The eating and drinking business during the
card trio added to the atnosphere w thout detracting fromthe singers.

Again, the lighting design played its part by focussing on Carnmen for her
part of the trio.

M chaela in this Act was nmuch nore confident and her diction was better. The
contrast between Don Jose and Escanill o was again drawn to good effect in
this Act and their fight was also well choreographed the break up of which
by Dancaire and Renendado | ooked |ike the real thing.

The Entracte to Act 1V was exceptionally well played - particularly in the
woodwi nd section. Again, the set was all it should have been; the crowd
barriers | ooked genuine and effective and the litter of orange peel, paper
etc exactly right for the outside of any stadium Altering the lyric from
‘Conme and buy’ to ‘Let us buy’ was sensible. Wiat a magnificent procession
|l eading up to the Bull Fight - some very distinguished | ooking nmenbers of
the society not normally seen on stage — their costunmes F. O H would have
set the scene far better than their DJ’ s!

Both Escam |l o and Carnen | ooked stunning when they made their entrance,
maki ng the contrast with the broken Don Jose’ even nore effective. The
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Carnen/ Don Jose fight, however, was the only fight sequence which did not
convince ne. The final scene can sonetimes | ook awkward and contrived if the
chorus, or sone of them return. The picture of the tragic pair alone on the
st age was nmuch nore poi gnant.

That man of nmany parts, John Heath did you proud as Director, Choreographer
and Set Desi gner.

Congratul ati ons and thank you for a very good evening' s entertai nment which
| hope has converted sone of your audi ence whose preference is for nusicals
to enjoying opera as well. Keep up the good work.

Thank you also to the F.O H staff who, as we have conme to expect at St
Al bans, | ook after us so well.
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