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) L'’isola disabitata difficult to assess, it was interesting to hear this rarvely-performed

‘operette’ undertaken by the Canadian Opera Company

Haydn’s best-kept secret is a treat
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AYDN’S operas — of which
New Grove Dictionary of
Music and Musicians lists
26 — are one of the best-
kept secrets of the classical music
world. Granted, 15 of them are lost
or survive only in fragments. But re-
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ceived wisdom tells us that the sur-
viving ones are inferior to his instru-
mental works; since they are seldom
performed, the public rarely has a
chance to judge for itself.

But the Toronto public did on Sat-
urday night, and a fair-sized crowd
turned up at Jane Mallett Theatre to
hear the Canadian Opera Company
present the first concert performance
in this country of Haydn’s 1779 op-
era, L’isola disabitata (The Deserted
Island). The concert, which also in-
cluded the same composer’s Sym-
phony No. 6, Le Matin, offered sev-
eral other “firsts.” It was COC vocal
coach Robert Tweten’s conducting
debut, while three of the four singers
— Gordon Gietz, Kirsten Lear and
Brian Nickel — made their COC de-
but.

Unfortunately, the absence of li-
bretto and translation in the program
made the opera difficult to follow, let
alone assess. I made do with a loose
English translation fortuitously
scribbled above the voice part of the
simplified score that the COC lent
me. But I worry about an opera com-
pany that assumes its patrons are ei-
ther fluent in 18th-century Italian, or
members of the “Hey, who cares
about the words anyway?” school of
opera appreciation.

L’isola disabitata, which Haydn
once described as an “operette,” is a
small-scale work calling for four
singers and small orchestra. Satur-
day’s 13-member band was spon-
sored by local opera scholar Peter
Sandor.

The story-line of Pietro Metasta-
sio’s libretto is nothing to write home

' to hear more differentiation betwe

about. Constanza has been ship-
wrecked on an island and aban-
doned by her husband. She decides
to kill herself, but her younger, less

- male-identified sister (Silvia) dis-

suades her. Gernando, the husband,
comes back — it turns out he was
kidnapped by nasty pirates — with
his best buddy Enrico. Gernando,
thinking that his wife is dead, is dev-
astated. But misunderstandings are
swiftly cleared up; husband and wife
are reunited; and Silvia and Enrico
get married.

I found the extensive recitatives
accompanied by orchestra the most
interesting feature of the music. The
serious nature of the plot precludes
the opera-buffa style wit and eccen-
tricity that we associate with
Haydn’s instrumental works. And
there’s little in the way of ensembles
— no heart-stopping duets, for in-
stance.

Highlights of the score were the
emotional scene in which Gernando
discovers what he believes to be his
wife’s suicide “note” carved on a
stone, and a delightful finale in
which each character’s solo verse is
preceded by a virtuosic, concerto-
like section featuring an appropriate
instrument — violin for Constanza,
cello for Gernando, flute for Silvia
and bassoon for Enrico.

The singers were excellently cast.
Monica Whicher was delightful as
the sweet, innocent Sylvia; Kirsten
Lear’s rich mezzo-soprano was per-
fect for Constanza, although I felt
that she hadn’t yet found the tragic
dimension of the part. Tenor Gordon
Gietz brought nobility to the part of
Gemando, while baritone Brian
Nickel made a stalwart, wholesome
Enrico. Sometimes I felt that the
singers did not quite meld with the
orchestra — something that repeat

“performances would no doubt have

remedied.

Tweten made a promising con-
ducting debut, with a precise and
lively style. But I wished he’d give
fewer beats, and more sense of
sical gesture. The slow movemert of
the symphony, which involved /only,
seven players, was particularly pver,
conducted; and in general I wante

regular, four-measure phrases
those that soar into a longer ampli-

tude. There was sometimes room for |
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more humour the third
movement, for instance, frames an
eccentric duet between bassoon and
double bass with Minuet that exudes
bourgeois respectabilit

0
al involvement — I can’t say
ether the fault lay with conductor
or players. But bassoonist Nadina
Jackson gave us the real thing in her
solos in the symphony.

les aside, it was a treat to
hear this neglected repertoire, and
for me, a first §tep in filling in a large

sical
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