


























has seldom been without an Ayckbourn
play, or two or three. “They sometimes
come along like London buses,” he says,
“in groups. I used to want to try to find
out how many we could get on before
everyone went barmy. I think we got to
five. That was overkill, so we try to space
them now. One running, one starting and
one in rehearsal. Actually I'm a one a year
man. That’s all I write, although some-
times it does seem like more”

The author of some 32 or 34 plays (they
never seem to stand still long enough to

Playwright Alan Ayckbourn

be counted) which have been performed
all over the world and translated into two-
dozen languages, considers himself first
of all a director. After all, he spends only
a month writing his annual play and the
rest of the time as a director and theatre
administrator.

He was born in Hampstead in London
and by the time he was five his father,
who was concertmaster of the London
Symphony Orchestra, had left home, so
mother supported herself and her son by
10

working as journalist. “She wrote prolif-
ically for women’s magazines,” Ayckbourn
says. “She was queen of the industry.
And while she was clicking away in the
kitchen at her Remington I had a baby
typewriter and hammered out appalling
stories.”

Although he didn't like his mother’s
eventual second husband (the local bank
manager) and didn’t think on the evi-
dence of holidays spent with them that
st.e much did either, Ayckbourn recalls
that on the whole he was happy — even
with being sent away to school at the age
of seven. “I learned to survive in an insti-
tution. I didn't have an obvious winnin,
thing about me. I wasn't a champion soc-
cer player or cricketer or scholar. I was
reusonably average and made my own
niche!” At his public school, Haileybury,
that meant editing the house magazine,
writing the end-of-term play and above
all acting.

“Fairly early on I knew I wanted to be
in the theatre. There was a slight flirta-
tion with the idea of journalism but that
was the romantic end of journalism —
boy reporter scoops all. But I sort of grew
out of that” So, knowing that the thea-
tre was where he wanted to be, “I
unashamedly pulled strings.” Luckily, he
had a promising one to latch onto — his
French master, Edgar Matthews, hap-
pened to be a friend of the great actor-
manager Donald Wolfit. Ayckbourn left
school on a Friday and after the weekend
was taken on as Acting Assistant Stage
Manager (i.e., a stage manager who also
had acting parts) on a Wolfit revival of
Fritz Hochwalder’s The Strong Are Lonely.
“My training, which wasn’t any training
at all, turned out to be wondrous.
Because I didn't know what I was doing
I worked my way through all the depar
ments: stage management, lighting,
sound. It is such a technical medium in
a funny way.”

Within a year he had joined Stephen
Joseph's Studio Theatre Company at Scar-




Look who gives you
years of know-how on
every flight to Asia.

If you're traveling to Tokyo, Hong Kong, Seoul, Manila, Taipei, Osaka,
Shanghai, Guam, Okinawa or Bangkok,* look to Northwest.

We've been hanging our hat in Asia for 40 years —longer than any other
airline. So we know how to make distant lands seem a lot closer.

That’s why we're the only U.S. airline to offer an all-747 fleet across the
Pacific. So you can stretch out in nothing short of wide-cabin comfort and
arrive at your destination rested and ready to go.

And every flight offers you the luxuries of our internationally acclaimed
Regal Imperial Service.

Call your travel agent or _rq.—@v‘f
Northwest at (800) 447-4747
for international reservations. O O l IS.

*Service to Bangkok begins 4/5/87.

@ NORTHWEST





































































































































































IF YOU ARE 60 OR OVER « & &

Now It Pays

Even More to Join!
Minimum deposit only $2,500

A New
Benefit of

CAN .
T\\LY\Q)%%R\QYS The American

Introducing. . .

CLUB Patriots Club.

PH“”‘
The ]ohi ll an db()‘)k For ALL
¥ o Furt .
Entertd o m'tf:n piscouttt Patriots
Your Puss

Club
Members!

Hundreds of Dollars Worth of Discounts on.. .
® Hotels @ Restaurants @ Resorts @ Entertainment
in Addition to. ..

The existing FREE SERVICES and 1/2% Bonus Interest
above our current Money Matrix Interest Rate on
deposits of $5000 or more in a one year-term account.
And Now. . .

You can lock in Bonus Interest for up to 17 months.
Minimum deposit only 35,000

More than 150 branches throughout California.

AMERICAN SAVING

AND LOAN ASSOCIATION
.A 129

Consult You¥ Telephone Directory For The Brancy Nearest y,,
S u.




N opera-lover’s daydreams follow
familiar paths. In idle moments, he

may amuse himself by creating imaginary
casts for his favorite works (a Rigoletto
with Ruffo, Callas and Schipa?), he can
assign unwritten librettos to long-dead
composers and even enable Verdi carry
out his long-cherished project of a King
Lear. Or, more simply, the opera fan can
put himself in his mental time-machine
- and pay a visit to any one of the various
olden ages of the operatic past: the days
of the Camera dei Bardi when opera was
being invented in Florence, the Caruso
seasons at the Met, the heroic early years
of Bayreuth. If our opera-lover does much
reading about some of those golden ages,

however, he may put his time-machine
into reverse and bring himself hurtling
back to our own much-criticized but still
operatically rich 1980s.

Take Italy, for example — the Italy of
Rossini, Donizetti, Bellini, and Verdi.
Going back a century and a half and step-
ping out of his magic vehicle in Piazza
della Scala in Milan or in front of the San
Carlo in Naples, our fan would surely be
in for a series of surprises, few of them
pleasant. In the first place, he would need
a lot more physical stamina than opera-
going demands nowadays, because for
most of the 19th-century in Italy opera-
going really meant opera-and-ballet-
going, and an evening at La Scala lasted
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some other symbolic testimonial. Natu-
rally, the successful numbers were
repeated; at times even a whole act might
be sung twice.

So much for the audience and the
atmosphere, but what about the actual
musical performance? The great singers
of the day were now-legendary figures
like Grisi, Pasta, Rubini, Tamburini, Lab-
lache; but obviously they were not always
available, and at least two eminent musi-
cal travelers — Berlioz and Mendelssohn
- complained bitterly about the level of
singing in Italy in the 1830s. Donizetti,
asking the poet Felice Romani to write the
libretto for Lelisir damore, said (according

to Romani’s widow): “We have a German{

prima donna, a tenor who stammers, a
buffo whose voice is like a goat’s, a French
bass who isn't worth much . . ” Still, the
opera was a success, even if, as Berlioz
says, the audience didn't listen to it.

Opinions on singers always vary
widely, and no true lover of opera will
take another’s judgement as valid. But
orchestras are another matter. And by all
reports, [talian orchestras in the early part
of the last century were, at best, erratic.
Here is Berlioz, describing one of the
leading Roman opera houses of the
period:

“The orchestra . . . possesses, without
exception, all the qualities which one
ordinarily calls defects. At the Teatro Valle
the cellists number . . . one, and this one
is a goldsmith by trade, luckier than a col-
league, obliged to make his living by can-
ing chairs. In Rome, the word Sinfonia, or
Overture, is used only to designate a cer-
tain noise that the theatre orchestras make
before the curtain goes up, to which no
one pays any attention.”

From Rome, Berlioz went to Naples and

the Teatro San Carlo, whose reputation

rivaled La Scala’s. “For the first time since
my arrival in Italy, I heard some music.
The orchestra, compared to those I had
observed before, seemed excellent to me.
The wind instruments could safely be
listened to ... the violins are quite




skilled, the cellos sing well, but are too
few in number. The general system
adopted in Italy of always having fewer
cellos than double basses cannot be justi-
fied even by the sort of music Italian
orchestras usually perform. I would also
reproach the first violin for the supremely
disagreeable noise his bow makes when
he raps it a bit roughly on his desk; but
[ am assured that, without it, the musi-
cians he leads would sometimes have dif-
ficulty in following the tempo.”

Mendelssohn, who visited the San

Carlo at about the same time, no doubt
had stricter, Teutonic standards; his com-
plaints are more severe:
“The orchestra and chorus here are like
hose in our second-rate provincial towns,
only more harsh and incorrect. The first
violinist, all through the opera, beats the
four quarters of each bar on a tin candle-
stick, which is often more distinctly heard
than the voices (it sounds somewhat like
obbligati castanets, only louder); and yet
in spite of this the voices are never
together. Every little instrumental solo is
adorned with old-fashioned flourishes,
and a bad tone pervades the ' whole per-
formance, which is totally devoid of gen-
ius, fire, or spirit.”

If the ear was often offended by the
average Italian performance of that time,
the eye at least could receive some satis-
faction. Stendhal waxes especially en-
thusiastic about La Scala’s scenery. “For
each scene of the opera, for each scene
of the ballet, at La Scala there is a new
set, and the number of sets is always con-
siderable; because the composer, for his
success, counts on the pleasure the spec-
tators will feel in seeing new and brilliant
scenery. No scene is ever used for two
productions [Note: This was not strictly
the case; in one famous instance, Verdi’s
Nabucco was first performed with
patched-up sets from the warehousel; if
the opera or the ballet fails, the scenery,
which is often admirable and is seen only
once, is nonetheless implacably daubed
over on the following day; for the same
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canvas is used again and again . . " At
La Scala, in fact, those were the days of
the great designer Alessandro Sanquirico,
whose sets have remained classics of
stage design.

One protagonist of today’s opera world
was notably absent from the Italian
theatres of that time: the director. Singers,
even if they stammered or had voices like
a goat’s, were virtually in command of the
stage and would hardly seek or accept
anyone’s advice on their acting. The pres-
ence of a Visconti or a Zeffirelli was
unthinkable. Such direction as there was
— limited to theatrical effects, for the most
part — fell often to the theatre’s “poet”

~or librettist-in-residence (in Naples, for
example, Salvatore Cammarano, librettist
of Lucia and Trovatore, supervised produc-
tions for a while), with such assistance
as the composer, if present, chose to offer.
In his time, Verdi managed to impose his
will — and excellent theatrical sense — on
his artists, but the word “director,” in the

modern sense, appears in Italian opera
posters only at the very end of the 19th
century.

So far, it may seem that the present-day
opera-lover has the advantage over his
counterpart of a hundred and fifty years
ago; but in at least one respect the
Milanese audience of those historic times
might be envied: in the repertory.

As arule, the operatic year was divided
into three seasons: Carnival-Lent (which
opened in late December, generally on
the day after Christmas); Spring (which
opened sometime between late March
and mid-April, depending on the date of
Easter); and Autumn (opening between
mid-August and early September); the
might also be a brief Summer season in’
July. On the other hand, if the
impresario’s fortunes were at a low ebb,
seasons might be abbreviated or even can-
celed. In an average year between 15 and
25 different operas would be mounted.
Two or three of these were world

Stepping out with your baby? Then
don’t forget your tickets to one of the
Bay Area’s longest running hits. BART!
Always a crowd pleaser, BART helps you
avoid the hassles of traffic and the
expense of parking. So next time you're
out for an evening of music or theatre,
take BART. You'll discover we're just the
ticket when you want fun to go farther. 4

Civic Center Station: Orpheum Theatre.
Opera House. Performing Arts Center.
Powell Street 5tation: Curran Theatre,
A.C.T. Theatre, Golden Gate Theatre,
Fisherman’s Wharf, Chinatown.
Embarcadero Station: Restaurants and
Shops. 19th Street Station: Paramount
Theatre. Oakland City Center:

Jack London Square. Rockridge Station:
Restaurants and Shops. Concord: Concord
Pavilion. Coliseum: Sports Events.
Berkeley: Berkeley Repertory Theatre,
University of California, Restaurants and
Theatres. Walnut Creck Station:
Civic Arts Theatre.




premieres, commissioned by the
impresario. Most of the rest would be
works unfamiliar to the local audience,
written perhaps a year or two earlier for
some other Italian theatre. “Revivals,” in
the 20th-century sense, were very rare,
and even rarer were foreign operas.
Like a Broadway hit today, a success-
ful opera was repeated until it had
exhausted its appeal or until the season
ended. In the Autumn season of 1833, for
example, Donizetti’s I furioso all’isola di S.
Domingo was extremely well-received,
and in the course of that season it was

given 36 times. A fiasco, however, might

not even receive a second performance,
again bringing today’s Broadway stage to
mind.

Still, there were operas that had mixed
receptions on opening night and went on
to win the public’s favor; Bellini’s Norma,
criticized at its premiere, was neverthe-
less given for 34 evenings during its first
season. And a work might be hissed from

the stage in one city and yet be presented,
with success, in another city the follow-
ing season. Several of Verdi's now-
forgotten operas, like Alzira, Il corsaro,
Stiffelio, though not successful at their first
performances, nevertheless went the
rounds of the Italian cities during their
early years of life, before vanishing from
the repertory (until their recent revivals
in Italy).

It’s hard to believe that present-day sub-
scribers to an opera season would com-
plain much if the impresario didn't
perform any new, contemporary works;
their 19th-century Italian equivalents, if
denied their world premieres, were up in
arms. Of course, the musical fare wasn’t
all Rossini, Bellini, Donizetti and Verdi.
The chronicles of La Scala in those years
are full of names like Generali, Coccia,
Panizza, Gnecco, Cordella. Descending
from his time-machine in Milan, our vis-
itor might just land on the opening night
of a work by one of the great masters, but
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