“Alcina ... an opera with magic in its very core.  
And that magic must be expressed through its staging. Audiences of Handel's time came to the theatre not just to be enthralled by the music, but to be taken out of their own worlds by the transfiguring events happening on stage. The auditoriums which were home to his works were rigged out with hugely elaborate (for their time) set elements which presented an ever-changing, fluid
backdrop to the vocal drama. Oceans rolled relentlessly, ships set sail, small intimate performing spaces opened suddenly to reveal huge illuminated distances - the settings for his work were dynamic, fast-changing and electric.  This was the Cirque du Soleil of its time.” Says Anthony Clarke. (Excerpt from Opera Australia’s print program)
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Act 1 Opera Australia's Alcina
with the brilliant set by Andrew Hays
Giovanni Giacomo Casanova (April 2, 1725 – June 4, 1798) Venetian adventurer, author, alchemist and dabbler in the Hermetic Arts was only a 10 year old at the time of the first performance of Alcina in Covent Garden London 1735. (His autobiography, Histoire de ma vie (Story of My Life), is regarded as one of the most authentic sources of the customs and norms of European social life during the 18th century, and should be an invaluable guide to the better understanding of this mystic work of magic.
“Handel's operas were mostly ignored for
two centuries, outside of study by cloistered musicologists. These operas, when rediscovered in the latter part of the twentieth century, were at first regarded with grave suspicion. They were thought of as being beyond the ken of regular opera-goers. Just decades ago, visits to leading opera houses the world over would have brought us performances of operas Handel would barely have recognised, even though they bore his name.” Alcina is a prime example of how
a work of genius was for most of its time consigned to history's dustbin. After premiering in London in 1735, 
it was performed to great acclaim over the next two years. But after that, London had to wait until the famous revival in 1957, featuring the then little-known Joan Sutherland.
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Rachelle Durkin in the title role of

Opera Australia's Alcina
The design of this production is an integral part of the storytelling - it creates and dictates the universe this Alcina is found within, and its rules. At the same time, the method by which the story is related and which aspects should be highlighted is not laid out in the text - Justin believes Alcina is essentially ambiguous, and open to interpretations, as a Shakespearian play!
Director, Justin Way, was a resident director at Covent Garden London, for the last 10 years (Semele, & Dardanus &The Fairy Queen for, Pinchgut, & The Abduction from the Seraglio Chicago Opera Theatre ’07). He chose the same design team  Andrew Hayes and Kimm Kovac (Handel’s ORLANDO Opera Australia 2008) to create a magical world for Alcina which had its own very strict and rigorous rules. Way’s Way Was for the whole team to…listen to the piece together, and then let their minds wander…
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Richard Alexander (Melisso), Alexandra Sherman

(Bradamante) & Natalie Jones (Morgana) in Opera Australia's Alcina
Now the good part, how to best describe this metaphysical production. The proscenium consists of a frame adorned with reliefs of wild animals, the horned ones Unicorn (top centre), Rhino, and Deer bottom left and right hand corners. Inside this zoolological box frame are 3 severely forced perspective pairs of columns connected at top by large stone beams. Each column is made up of entwined human figures encased in, and adorning the surfaces as imprisoned statuary of weathered aged stone. At the back of these three large “arch” sections is a black rectangular void. Inside the void is a large angled mirror which reflects imaginary images combined with smoke, and writhing human figures piling up through the space. All of these apparitions are whirling dancing and moving through some combined means of projected images reflections and live figures. The stony bleak columned “temple” area is grey against the vivid blue-green projections at back of space. The hole looks like a doorway into outer space, a landscape image prevails for most of the performance, morphing into a  macabre preying mantis like creature overseeing the poor trapped visitors and prisoners on this “island of hell”.
Visually stunning lighting, a Venetian goddess statue sits astride an ever running stream of water flowing from her pond over the edge of the stage and disappearing (into the orchestra-pit). Later on the stone-prisoners (all rejected and abandoned lovers of wicked Queen Alcina) come back to life as the whole stone stage set glows brighter and brighter gold when Alcina’s hold over her island of dead (and soon to die) lovers is broken. Reggiore’s father was turned into a Lion earlier in play but comes down through the roof of temple and comes back to life (Alcina turns her ex “lovers” into WILD animals as well as walls for her temple).  Ruggiore dressed as a knight in armor smashes her Venus goddess statue to set everyone free and magically turns Alcina into an old hag along with her accomplice, Morgana. They stagger off into the black hole space at back of the temple, floating accursedly forever in alien space. 
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Catherine Carby (Ruggiero) &
Rachelle Durkin (Alcina) in Opera Australia's Alcina
Astonishingly visual, remarkably clever smoke and mirrors are back again in a bigger way than could ever be imagined, do not see this nightmarish morality tale on drugs of any kind. Do not miss this spectacular 3 hour trip fest, Pink Floyd…eat your heart out, lovers of Alien the movie …go see this opera immediately!!!!
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