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I have often applauded the commttee of this society in show ng inmagi nation
and courage in their choice of shows and, in particular, for offering their
audi ences the triennial treat of a grand opera.

Havi ng sung in extracts of Verdi’s setting of “the Scottish play” at the
NCDA Operatic Sunmmer School, | amvery fond of the piece and appreciate its
possibilities for a strong singing society such as this. Although it does
not have the very famliar tunes of sonme of the |ater Verdi works, it is
nevert hel ess very nelodic and for ne the nusic serves to enhance the drana
fromstart to finish.

Fromthe first notes of the overture, | becanme aware that we were in for a
thrilling evening of the highest standard. In ny experience it is rare to
find in amateur opera such a good bal ance of principals who can act as well
as they sing and al so a producti on whi ch makes such dramatic sense.

The tabl eaux of scenes of nourning during the overture gave an i medi ate
focus acconpani ed by sonme beautifully bal anced orchestral playing.

| was particularly struck by the excellent diction of the witches |adies
chorus. The second group w a s perhaps slightly weaker vocally when singing
separately but in the tutti passages there was a good overall bal ance. Their
nmovenent was well drilled and confident and there were sonme interesting

i ndi vidual reactions within the groups. | thought the variety of hairstyles
for the girls was much nore effective than to have all of themin the
ubi qui tous “pantom nme wi tch” w gs.

The nmen’ s chorus, although not quite so prom nent as the | adies, was

i mpressive both nmusically and nunerically - particularly the sub-groups of
messengers and nmurderers. The dramatic inpact of their final “Macbeth is no
nore” was superb

I have admred the performances of Stuart Harding in a range of parts in the
past and this title role is another to add to his laurels. Fromhis first
appearance his diction was exenplary (which can hardly be said the last tine
| heard this opera at ENO - they could have been singing in Italian!) There
were so many nonments of excellent character devel opnent - the reaction to
the witches, the nervy singing of the second verse of the Brindisi, the
changes of npod in the dagger scene and the singing of the final soliloquy
wi th superb vocal colouring of the word “freezing”.

Sally Cooper Dyson was just the kind of singing actress for ideal casting of
Lady Macbeth. Her first aria denonstrated the power of both ends of her

voi ce. The build up of the desire for power in Act 1 Scene 2 was very well
done as was the sl eep wal king scene - wonderful vocally with sone equally
wonder ful facial expressions. One minor distraction was a wig which created
too severe a line around her expressive face - sone softening of the line by
teasi ng out strands of her own hair mght have hel ped here.

I was much inpressed by the performance of young Matthew Gregory as Banquo,
havi ng seen himin several productions at Harpenden. He had a strong
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physi cal presence and his rapidly devel opi ng bass bl ended well w th Macbeth
and was shown at its best in his aria just before his death.

Alison MIIls made a credible character of the Lady in Wiiting and al so
renoved the props conpetently and unobtrusively. R chard Seaward as Macduff
sang wel |l and successfully portrayed a character growing in confidence

t hrough the opera. He dom nated the Refugees’ scene in contrast to the |ess
experienced M ke Fooks as Mal col m

The three apparitions were distinctively portrayed and Robert W gram nade a
good Fl eance, responding well to his father in Act 2, Scene 2.

| have already nmentioned that Yvonne Hardi ng’s production nade dramatic
sense - after the green blood and the el evated bed of the ENO production
was so pl eased about that! There was al ways an understandi ng of the mnusica
demands - eg. frenzied novenent fromthe witches only when a group was not
si nging. The chorus groupi ngs and novenents were always interesting - |
particularly liked the entrance of the Refugees. The dancers were nost
effectively used, notably at the opening of Act 3 - there were super
gymastic noves and individual use of the floor level. The calls - so often
negl ected in opera productions - were neat and obviously well rehearsed -
the only sign of raggedness being, surprisingly, in the dancers’ call -
perhaps they were just glad it was all over!

There were some excellent players in the large orchestra — sonmething | have
come to expect at St. Al bans. Some particularly inpressive nonents were the
clarinet and oboe passage before the sl eep wal king scene and the string
playing in the final scene.

Adrian Brown was always firmy in control, giving clear direction of the
sudden, and nore subtle, changes of tenpi and dynami cs
The “m nimalist” set designs were nost effective and the ranps were nanaged

well. | liked the variety of effects in King Duncan’s procession. The
setting up of the Banquet in the long introduction to Act 2 Scene 3 worked
well. There were several opportunities for imaginative lighting effects - |

particularly |iked the opening of Act 3.

It must have been quite a challenge to gather together the costunes, none of
the costunme houses having a "set" for this opera. Congratul ations, therefore
to Mary Myers and her team —everything | ooked super, even down to the
details such as the bags on the feet!

Well, you can tell that | thoroughly enjoyed nmy evening - | hope that the
conmpany enjoyed their experience of this challenging undertaking and that
t he audi ences did too. | can't wait for the next!
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