CULTURE

Phantoms
At The
Opera

Operaishooming. It istaking new formsand attracting new
audiencesand writers. But Fiona Maddocks sees clouds
gathering as financial crisis looms

Standing in the foyer crush at
a recent first night at Covent
Garden, with the red-coated
ushers trying, above the din
of chinking glasses and
braying 'hell-os, to make
their find ordersfor peopleto
take their seats, | suddenly
understood why royaty have
their oan box and their own
private entrance.

How glorious, | thought, to go
to the opera and remain im-
muneto al thoseterrible peo-
ple. With their slly clothes
and loud voices, their main
object seemsto beto securea
prominent post at the interval
to knock back their bubbly,
seeing and being seen.

Wha hed prompted this

ic reaction, worthy of
ru ent opera opponent, but
hardly expected from one
who loves opera, goes fre-
quently (thanksto ajobwhich
provides me with tickets
which otherwise | could not
aford), and is not even averse
todressing up occasionaly or
saying the odd 'hdlo?

The truth is that nobody
with even a vestige of libera
conscience can help but fed
ome discomfort a the dis-
plays of wedlth and privilege
Yw see a any of the world's
eading operahouses. Matters
had been made worse on this
occason the recent
announcement that both main
London houseswere shortly to
put up their top-seet prices: to
£3 a the Royd OperaHouse
(ROH) (£98 on specid occar
gong) and a more manage-
able, but dtill hefty, £33 e the
English Naiond Opera
(ENO). Cheaper seats are
avalable, it's true, but they
are in short supply.

Opera has never been short
of enemies since it was first
invented in Italy nearly 400
%gs ago. There have dways

those who helwe slatedhit
as an expensve luxury, the
sport of princes, full of ridi-

culous stories and inaudible
words, as far removed from
normd human behaviour as

to get. Samud
bhnsons amous dictionary
definition of opera, if not the
rudest, is certainly the most
concise: 'an exotick and irra-
tiond entertainment.'

Yd opera dso has an unpa-
ralleled power to inspire pas-
dons across every socid
boundary, from those who
spend a fortune making their
annual pilgrimage to Bay-
reuth or Sdzburg to pay hom-

e to a%ne or Mozart, to
tar?osewho um the big tunes
from Aida, Tosca, or Madame
Butterfly at the kitchen sink
or in the bath, often without
even knowing what they are.
Their knowledge may have
been picked up from adver-
tisements, or theme tunes, or
wherever else classical music
is now recycled; but probably
not in an opera house. In
either case, the listener isre-
sponding to the combination
of pure mdody, heightened
drama and the sound of the
human voice at its mogt skil-
led and expressive, of which
all great opera consists.

In Itay, far from being ex-
clusive, opera was dways a
popular art form. Attended by
the count and ‘contadino
dike it was the cinema or
music hall of earlier centur-
ies. Yau can still find opera
houses in most Italian towns
and waich peasant families
sitting up in the 'gods with
picnics and bottles of beer,
srr(t%ng adong to La Donna E

|e and weeping en mas-
seat the end of Rrgoletto

Not having had much of a
native opera tradition be-
tween Handd and the 20th
century, Britain has never
quite reached that easy rela-
tronshrp with the form. But

undamental change is
taking place. Suddenly, every-
bodys talkrng about opera.
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Opera: Pure melody and heightened drama

More people are going than
ever before. More companies
exist. More money is spent.
There are more grand specta-
cleslike next month's produc-
tion of Carmen at Earl's Court
and Pavarotti performing in
Docklands Theres more tv

a and records, Ved t-

rts, Puccini keyrrngs and
cult of-the-diva  nonsense.
Therersastylrsh new month-

Kmagazr ne, OperaNow, and
this month from
strength to strength, there is
the London International
Opera Fedtivd, now in its
fourth year.

Opera has once again be-
come fashionable. And for the
first time since Hande, with
composers like Britten, Tip-
pett and Birtwhistle, not to
mention younger COmposers
such as Mark Anthony Tur-
nage, Britain is fast estab-
lishing itsdlf as an interna
tiond centre of performing
and of writing opera.

Thisis dl encouraging. But
the issue which remains most
sensitive, understandably, is

that of money. Nobody can

MARXISM TODAY

Bemend that opera has ever

get angry at the I arge sumsof
publrc money %ven to opera

ies & the expense of
wort ier causes and, seem-
ingly, for the benefit of the
fav. They blame Covet
Garden, in turn, for asking
high prices, making it ever
more difficult for people who
love opera to enjoy it a
its best.

But the Royd Opera House
is in an impossible position.
AsArts Coundil funding falls,
it hasto rely ever more on box
office returns and corporate
money. As Jeremy |saacs,
head of the ROH, has pointed
out, Covent Garden isthe only
place in Britain where you
can hear the finest world-
class performers. Yau cannot
cut costs and maintain stan-
dards. A top star (ontherung
benesth Domingo or Pavar-
otti) earns around £6000 a
night. On the continent they
could expect to earn double
Britain has a reputation for
paying top musicians lowv
rates - not just in opera- and
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it is inconceivable that the
ROH ocould get away with
ding less than it does
ready. Even without the
stars, you have to pay for con-
ductor, set, costumes, props,
musicians and o on.

Meanwhile ENO, rightly
praised for its inventive pro-
ductions and excdlent home-
grown singers, is also watch-
Ing its Arts Councl grant
dwindle avay. If anything, it
needs it more than Covent
Garden if it is to foster its
taste for adventure and its
boast - accurate enough -
that you can have anight out at
the Colissum for the same
price as going to the cinema.
So the more public funding is
reduced, the more reliant will
the mgor houses become on
consarvative private spon-
sors, and the more moribund
and exclusive the whole opera
business will become.

But if you look beyond the
two man London opea
housesto the country at large,
yau seewherethereal change
is happening. The listings in
one newspaper last month

named 20 opera productions
taking place within one wesk
round the country. These
were not only from the excd-
lent and innovative regiona
companies (Scottish Opera,
Wedsh Naiond Opera, Kent
Opera and Opera North) but
from smal, independent
groups in places such as
Scunthorpe, Bromley and
Milton Keynes.

For in the past decade, since
the birth of London Sinfoniet-
ta Opera Fectory, Opera 80,
Travelling Opera and dozens
of other small-scde, low-
budget companies, a new au-
dience has been found. These
are the new opera-goers who
have never had access to
opera before. In leisure cen-
tres, church hals or con
verted cinemas such com-
panies perform to people who
aren't seeking champagne
and the glamour of the bar.
Here the chorus may number
no more than half adozen, the
orchestramay be reduced, or
replaced by a piano, the sets
and props run to no morethan
ablack backdrop and acouple
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of chairs. These audiences ex-
perience opera at its freshest
and mogt intimate.

But even orhthis si“nall scae
opera is ill codtly. Opera
Eﬁgp, a company founded last
year to peform chamber
works with young casts, esti-
mate that a two-week stint in
Edinburgh, paying minimum
Equity and Musicians Union
rates, will cost nearly
£100,000.

As Arts Council money dis-
appears and private Soonsors
dick to safe, guaranteed
choices, opera clearly needs
both kinds of audience for its
survival. It'smorelikely to be
the wedlthy opera-goer with a
passion for opera paysfor
the small adventurous com-
panies out of which new audi-
ences and talent is nurtured,
whether as singers, conduc-
tors or composars. A new
dawvn of the private patron
may wdl be nigh. Perhaps
this is where the future of
operaliesif itisto flourish for
the many, rather than mum-
mify ?Ioriously under the
gaze of the fortunate few. e
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Opera
On
Tour

From Glasgow and Liverpoal to
Plymouth and Southsea, Bri-
tain's leading opera companies
are appealing to new audiences
with a range of new produc-
tions. Our guide showsthe main
venues and dates to watch for
this month.

The Roya OperaHousg, Covent
Garden, London, presents Brit-
ten's Albert Herring (May 1, 4,
9,12,17, 23, 7.30pm) and Pucci-
ni's Turandot (May 8,11,13,16,
19, 24,26, 7.30pm).

At the London Coliseum, &
Martin's Lane, Endlish National
Opea presents Don Giovanni
(May 5, 10, 18, 27, 7pm) and a
new production of Tchaikovs-
ky's Eugene Onegin (May 3,
6,9, 12, 17, 20, 23, 26, 7.30pm).

Kent Opera performs Britten's
Peter Grimes, Beethoven's
Fidelio and Monteverdi's The
Return Of Uiysses at the Mar-
lowe Theatre Canterbury (May
2-6) the Congress Theatre,
Eastbourne (May 9-13), the
Theatre Royal, Plymouth (May
16-20) and the King's Theatre,
Southsea (May 25-27).

Opera North tours with The
Marriage Of Figaro (Grand
Theatre, Leeds, June 6; New
Theatre, Hull, May 23) and

Massenet's Manon (Grand
Theatre, Leeds, May 5,
11, 13; New Theatre Hull,
May 25).

Scottish Operd's production of
Verdi'sLaTraviataisplayingin
Glasgow (April 25, 29; May 5,
26) and moves to the Theatre
Roya, Newcastle and the
Empire Theatre, Liverpool in
June. A new production of Kurt
WEill's Street Scene opens in
Glasgow on May 23.

Wesh Nationa Opea is cur-
rently touring with Verdi's La
Traviata (Treorchy, April 28;
Port Tabot, May 2; Abery-
stwyth, May 5, 6).

Opaa 80 is currently per-
forming Mozart'sTheMarriage
Of Figaro and Tchakovsky's
Eugene Onegin. They end their
nationa tour in May a the
Theatre Royal, Lincoln (May 2-
6) and the Haymarket Theatre,
Leicester (May 9-13).

The fourth Landon Internation-
al Opega Fedival takes place
from May 16 - June 29. Details
from International Opera Fes-
tival, 78 Ned &, London
wce2.
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