MSO Bravo! Master series Classical Connections

Coloratura Showcase
Silly we, we come from a world where the singer is driving and the orchestra is the smooth background vehicle, not tonight Josephine. How strange it must be to be a business-man-woman/ farmer/ accountant/ landowner who listens quietly to large music at home on the range stereo, and goes out to hear live large music predominantly without a singer in sight. “Imagine a world without Mahler” that’s easy we can; a world without Puccini/ Wagner/Handel and the likes would be impossibly boring without their singers and choirs. With that in mind we headed off to Melbourne’s Hamer Hall, where we usually only hear opera, and Demos Roussos. Tonight we find ourselves surrounded by new aliens; people who listen to music without words. 
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Emma Matthews is a relatively (in opera anyway) petite lyric soprano who tonight is to do battle with the gigantic world famous 112 piece Melbourne Symphony Orchestra (as support, or is it super-tank) assault vehicle. Occupying mathematically less than 1% voice in a field of 110+ instruments, our valiant soldier Emma stands her ground supported only by her amazing balletic overseas guest Conductor super-hunk Alexander Shelley; a beautiful and the bold combination. After attending some 150 + operas, why then is it that we do not recognize one face in the 2000 strong crowd audience, is it because we have come (via Young & Jackson’s Hotel for dinner) or maybe it was The Imaginarium of Dr Parnassus that knocked us off our safe cultural track? 
The power of the MSO is astonishing especially noticeable when accompanying a sparrow-like soprano; the last show we saw here was the fabulous Wagnerian American soprano Christine Brewer backed by MSO in an amazing performance. We feel that the MSO is possibly too large an orchestra for one small female non Wagnerian star to handle. Emma valiantly soldiered on turning the music without voices crowd into fans as she trilled her way through a predominantly coloratura bel canto evening. The retired olderish crowd warmed to her sexy evening frocks and cheered to her high C’s as she turned the MSO into a backing band on at least two songs; yes its nice to see a slim-waisted opera singer. 
The program was quite politely conservative, the Berlioz Romeo & Juliet (which demands a giant orchestra) was almost restrained, and the Debussy Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun was a delight. The program opened with Bellini’s The Capulets and Montague’s Sinfonia followed by Emma singing Eccomi in lieta Vesta from the same opera. Next, after Respighi’s orchestral Fountains of Rome, Emma delivered beautifully her Puccini’s O mia babbino caro (O my dear father) the crowd went wild, two encores the little bird had won them over. Donizetti’s Cavatina Regnava nel silenzio….Quanda rapito in estasi from Lucia di Lammermoor closed the first half of the show following on from an ebullient Overture from The Barber of Seville.
After interval the crowd was in her hands (and the guest composer’s); he danced ballet-like conducting Berlioz dressed in modern black not stuffy tails bravo young Alexander Shelley. Our assessment of the night was, after our mild shock with the “at first silent then supportive crowd”, a lighter than expected drama free evening despite its subtle Romeo ‘n’ Juliet theme. The alternating singer/orchestra programming was we guess inevitable, but did give Emma time to change frocks and rest her voice allowing the somewhat tethered MSO to let loose in between pieces. 
Now we know why we don’t often attend “music in the dark without words” whether in churches or large halls, preferring the human voice to the overpowering mass instruments, that’s why we like opera. The audience did take a while to get used to the young attractive Emma Matthews and her dancing Conductor trying to bridge the chasm between small and large, kind of like what poor Romeo & Juliet themselves had to do, the orchestra being their large families. We guess large anything pays the bills and keeps lots of musicians in work and thankfully off the streets. The evenings performance was recorded and can be heard later on ABC Radio, PS  buy Emma’s CD.
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