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ARTS

SOME OPERA companies serve up cer-
tainty, familiarity: solid Carmens, 
Figaros and Bohèmes, season after 
season. Everyone knows what they’re 

getting, and everyone goes home happy. That’s 
not the Opera Holland Park way.  

Over years now the company has led its 
loyal audience down some of the genre’s less-
travelled roads. Wolf-Ferrari’s I gioelli della 
Madonna anyone? What about Mascagni’s 
Iris or Cilea’s L’arlesiana? This season has 
been no different, offering a chance to see not 
one, but three real rarities. 

Premiered in 1998, Mark Adamo’s Little 
Women was a hit for Houston Grand Opera, 
going on to become one of the most-performed 
new operas in North America. That it has taken 
until now for the piece to have its UK premiere 
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says a lot about the split between that continent’s 
more mainstream, Broadway-adjacent operatic 
tradition, and Europe’s more cerebral scene.  

There’s certainly nothing cerebral about 
Adamo’s Louisa May Alcott adaptation, which 
is all heart and sincerity. Sitting a little sweet 
on an English palate, its sisterly devotion 
and Christian values are served with 
a sentimentality we don’t find in 
the original novel (glibly tied up 
in rhyming couplets, written by 
the composer himself ). The 
musical language is a bit 
Bernstein and a bit Strauss, 
with a smattering of Charles 
Wesley.  

The female-dominated cast gives 
the music a sheen that’s echoed in the 
orchestra’s harp and tuned percussion. It’s all 
very glassy, glossy. Sian Edwards conducts a 
young cast that clearly believes in the score, 
throwing themselves wholeheartedly into Ella 
Marchment’s rather diffuse production that 
confuses rather than clarifies Adamo’s flash-
back, jump-cut structure. Charlotte Badham’s 
Jo is a plucky, likeable heroine, but vocally 
the laurels go to Elizabeth Karani’s Amy – a 
gilded top line to the ensembles. 

If that sounds too wholesome, the company 
has an emphatic answer in a double-bill of 
Delius’s one-act Parisian melodrama Margot 
la Rouge (a prostitute finds herself at the cen-
tre of a love-triangle between her childhood 
sweetheart and current lover) and Puccini’s 

first stage work: the Gothic fable and 
operatic cousin to Giselle, Le Villi 

(pictured). There’s no happily ever 
after, but the road to violent 
death is paved with luscious 
horror thanks to conductor 
Francesco Cilluffo and the City 
of London Sinfonia, which has 

surely never played better. 
The Delius is slight, at its best 

in the orchestral opening and music 
for its cameo villain L’Artiste (Paul 

Carey Jones), but the Puccini is a gem. 
Director Martin Lloyd-Evans leans heavily 
into the Black Forest Gothic, giving us a troupe 
of white-faced harpies who whirl and convulse 
on Takis’s efficient revolving set as they seek 
revenge on the unfaithful Roberto. Peter Auty 
and Anne Sophie Duprels make for an impres-
sive pair of doomed lovers, but it’s Stephen 
Gadd’s Guglielmo who anchors it all with 
gravitas and easy charisma.

as the ill-fated Simeon Solomon’s Two Acolytes 
Censing: Pentecost – seem catalogue-ready. 
But most of the drawings and watercolours 
(and pastels, chalks, body-painting, blueprints) 
are suggestive, gestatory things: sketches of 
friends, watercolours of small-time patrons, 
chalk-worked plans of later triumphs.  

See the first drafts of William Holman Hunt’s 
Lampkeeper-Christ masterpiece The Light of 
The World, or William Morris and Rossetti’s 
Arthurian outlines for the Oxford Union 
Library. Elizabeth Siddal is, like Jane Morris, 
omnipresent; but Rossetti’s many-aspected 

etchings of her are joined to some of Siddal’s 
own work – a rare treat. The intimate, aspi-
rational, often unfinished character of so much 
on display reminds us that pre-raphaelism’s 
coherence was largely posthumous.  

The range of mediums reminds us too, how 
diverse pre-raphaelism was, the strength and 
variousness of the talents employed. An illus-
tration of the angel Cecilia embracing an angel 
is almost shockingly small: fine-featured, 
finely-drawn. Satiric pencilwork sits alongside 
designs for stained-glass windows; stylised 
figures, mailed or robed, gaze from water-
colours, glower from murals.  

It’s a window into the past. But it’s hard to 
shake the feeling that the window could have 
been a door. Drawings and Watercolours’ 
unintuitive categories are culprits here: “stun-
ners” and “landscapes” might usefully sort 
the available material, but it won’t help viewers 
understand it. The inclusion of some stag-
gering Ruskin watercolours – realist to an 
unreal degree – raises the tone of the exhibi-
tion, but prompts an awkward transition from 
the romanticising salmagundi of the Pre-
Raphaelites proper. 

The error, perhaps, is to take the Pre-
Raphaelites at their word. Rossetti, 
Burne-Jones, Morris, Holman Hunt et al. 
didn’t represent a movement so much as a 
mood, a taste, a style. Stephen Spender was 
right to think the “brotherhood” inspired by 
poetry more than art – legible through ideals 
more than through technique. Gawky knights, 
elegant somnambulists, sulking Hellenes, 
pouting dryads, stunners real and imagined, 
the harmony and the clash … Pre-Raphaelites 
went looking for an entirely new art. They 
found another universe.

HER EYES are from another uni-
verse. Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s The 
Day Dream – the centrepiece of 
“Pre-Raphaelites: Drawings and 

Watercolours”, a new exhibition of work from 
the Ashmolean Museum (to 27 November) 
– is, in terms of subject matter, irenic. Jane 
Morris, Rossetti’s muse and sometime 
inamorata, sits in a bower of tree-branches, 
staring into space. She drapes an idled hand 
over an open book; her fingers, loosened, let 
a single flower fall. It’s a picture of arcadian 
peace: harmonious, if a little haunting. But 
then there’s the colour. 

The branches, the book, Jane’s character-
istically billowing dress: all are frozen 
mid-painting, pre-pigment, inert in pencilled 
sepia. Colour, when it comes, is shocking. 
Seeping through hands and flower, blossom-
ing on Morris’s neck and face, bursting into 
auburn and russet when it reaches the dense 
curls of her hair, it’s an invasion more than 
an embellishment; two paintings in one frame. 
And her eyes – brightest blue – look like they’re 
from somewhere else entirely.  

It’s an apt synecdoche for the exhibition as 
a whole: a work-in-progress, but all the more 
affecting for it. Some of the works here – such 
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The Day Dream by Dante Gabriel Rossetti has 
a captivating air even as a work-in-progress 
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