Cosi fan tutte by Opera Australia 
“I am an antichrist I am an anarchist, wanna destroy, I am ANARCHY” sang John Lydon alias Johnny Rotten of The Sex Pistols back in 1976. The very stuffy old fashioned taste-monger newspaper and electronic A&BBC press wouldn’t print anything new or “shocking” (internet didn’t exist back then), and it appears that in 2009 it’s not much different: thank antichrist for the internet or we would never get any reviews of “the new” published. We made a decision after leaving our regular phone-in weekly opera/arts review segment (on Peter Clarke Sundays Arts (radio ABC-FM Australia) to dump mainstream media completely and set up our free to air website to bypass and ignore the press. What stuffy old critics want, or think is good for us is not interesting to our viewers; we are not critics and arbiters of taste & refinement but REVIEWERS who see and like what we like not what we’re told is proper correct etc. 
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So it is refreshing to see one of the biggest and best opera companies dishing up stuff for the whole new “not caviar & champagne” opera/arts viewing community. In 1976 Punk Rock outraged and eventually shattered the then “established rock music scene” by declaring the super-group musicians and artistes as boring old farts. The opera scene in Australia has been stuck in a similar impasse (rut) for too long, and no-one has been game enough to break the mould that reproduces the same old “same old” favorites that passed as great productions in the past. If it wasn’t for new young “defiantly progressive artistes” such as Cameron Menzies who coincidently works regularly for and with Opera Australia, and new companies like Lyric Opera of Melbourne (LOOM) we would still be suffering rehashes of good helpings of the Il’s & La’s (Traviata, Boheme,Travatore etc) done the same way always respectable and a little boring at times. 
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Opera has been “punked” for the second time in a week here in staid old starched shirt and collared Melbourne Australia by …shock of shocks, the biggest and best (some say) Opera Australia. Way back in 2006, when (to re-use our punk analogy) we The Opera Boys launched our described by most as “amateurish, unprofessional styled” website www.theoperaboys.com, Opera Australia was the first and for a while the only large company to back and encourage our sometimes outlandish views and reviews of opera and the arts scene in Melbourne. Publicists ignored us also as new kids on the block because we lacked the training knowledge and stuck-up respect of opera demanded by the perceived music audiences. The smaller unfunded opera companies Melbourne Opera, Melbourne City Opera, Iopera, Lyric, and independent groups invited us to review their innovative, fresh, at times naughty, and irreverent productions, so too did Australia’s biggest Opera Australia and we thank them all for helping bring about the changes to works such as the two we have seen this week Aida and Cosi Fan Tutte. 
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Tiffany Speight as Despina.
Radical 60’s producers designers and entrepreneurs such as Jim Sharman (Hair 1969, Rocky Horror 1975 and JS Superstar 1972) and choreographer dancer Graeme Murphy (Firebird Australian Ballet, Aida OA) have now finally been invited on-board the SS Opera Australia on its quest to revive and re-invigorate and save the dead and dying of boredom.
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We sat in seats C31/ 32, just 3 rows from the stage tonight thank you, the older gentleman next to us first admonished and then apologized to us for invading his block (he is a “subscriber”) and we needed to be put in our place, “you were invited and on free seats”. As it turns out, he too loved the performance, chuckling cheering and applauding like a youngster (pity there weren’t many real youngsters around to support him and our excited enjoyment of this naughty in your face performance they would have got it, AND also too rolled with laughter.
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On a white swollen bulbous floored stage paneled with vertical slitted tilted walls, a wedding table (surrounded by guests moving in slow motion) at back was periodically revealed and hidden by white see-through curtains opened and closed by Asian white-suited wedding attendants. Front of stage was decked out with 2 ugly modern metal recliner pool lounges which doubled as table-benches.

The overhead stage “ceiling” was crammed with gigantic exposed lighting equipment, which bathed each scene in stark and suitably inappropriate colored light. The “Asian wedding” bride and groom sat either side of the stage on projected areas out front beside and over the orchestra pit (husband on the right-wife on the “wrong”) as a metaphor for the stories perceived “misogynistic (woman hating) plot. 
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Sian Pendry as Dorabella and Jose Carbo as Don Alphonso.
Two sexy leading “ladies who lunch” lazed about between shopping excursions waiting for the leading men to marry them. The devoted men are duped into a bet with their mate who reckons the girls would cheat on them given half a chance. They take him on, and agree to “go to war” leaving their devoted “faithful” lovesick girlfriends to fend for themselves at home. Enter the naughty maid conspiring with the men’s mate to help trick and manipulate the women into having a fling. The women fall for two “visitors” (their badly disguised boyfriends) who attempt to seduce and win over the vulnerable women. As it turns out, the little guy ends up falling for his friends girl and his tall friend falls for the tall girl; each others true engaged partner. 
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Luke Gabbedy and Henry Choo as 2 husbands to be.
A young punk outfitted/suited wedding photographer wandered in and out of the scenes projecting his hand-held camera video shots of rambling partners etc and the audience’s faces onto the large white back curtain throughout the whole drama performance/wedding. Confusing? Yes but it is a silly age old story where people disguise themselves (convincing only to them) to spy on their partners as we the captive audience pretend it is all for real, yeah right mate. We were ready to leave at interval but stayed on (because of our great seats?) to see the farcical events unfold to a dumbfounded confused audience (who can’t even ask the person next to them what’s the wedding all about without getting shushed by the regulars). Any way as the re-orientated couples swap partners, we all learn that all is not what is seems and “isn’t that just like a woman” (and men) to be so insecure and fickle in love, petals fly the wedding guests join in for the big finale; and yes audience you have just been punked by no less than Mozart and Opera Australia, and wasn’t the experience great hey!
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                    Sian Pendry as Dorabella and Jose Carbo as Don Alphonso.
We cant wait to complete the last of this opera-punked-trio, A Streetcar named Desire next week, if its anywhere as great as OA and Graeme Murphy’s Aida, and Sharman’s Cosi you and we are in for a treat, bravo BRAVE fearless modern Opera Australia we think you guys all rock, out with the old…..an in with the Whew!!!! Yes opera is wild fun and unpredictable like it was once upon a time.
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