
GLYNDEBOURNE, THE HOUSE AND GARDENS 

 

 

‘The graciousness of civilisation here surely touches a peak where the arts of music, architecture 

and gardening combine for the delight of man’ wrote Vita Sackville-West with reference to 

Glyndebourne in 1953. For the last 60 years that description of Glyndebourne, as an increasingly 

famous centre for opera, does indeed hold true, but the early history of the estate was rather more 

modest. 

 

Glynde Bourne, as it was known and spelt until the nineteenth century, literally means a glind or 

valley, the boundary of which is marked by a bourne or river. Evidence of the river can be seen in 

the three ponds in the garden today and the valley situation becomes obvious as one drops down 

the steep incline on the last stretch of the road from Lewes. 

 

The first house on the site was built in the early 15th century and substantially altered during the 

reign of Queen Elizabeth I. For many years it was thought that Glynde Bourne was part of the 

nearby Glynde Estate and only obtained a separate identity when it was given to Mary Morley of 

Glynde Place on her marriage to John Hay of Herstmonceux. In fact it was originally part of 

another adjoining estate, that of Broyle Place, and in 1618 was purchased by John Hay’s son, 

Herbert, as a home for himself and his new wife Frances Culpeper. 

 

The house, gardens and surrounding farmland remained in the Hay family for almost two hundred 

years, during which period Glynde Bourne became the centre for much political activity - four 

generations of the family were MPs for local constituencies. 

 

The second William Hay (1695-1755) was the most notable character in his family. As well as 

being an MP for Seaford, he was a magistrate, author and poet. His poem Mount Caburn reveals 

his deep appreciation of the countryside around Glynde Bourne and his daughter’s description of 

him further enhances this view: 

‘From the time he began to reside in the country, he turned his thoughts to the improvement of 

that small part of the estates, which had descended to him from his ancestors. He was kind to his 

tenants, encouraged agriculture, cultivated gardening in almost all its branches, and was 

perhaps the first who began to ornament cornfields with walks and plantations.’ 

 

William Hay’s last child died without offspring in 1803 and thus by virtue of distant relationships, 

30 years later in 1833, Glyndebourne passed into the hands of Langham Christie, the first member 

of the Christie family to own it. Prints of the house published at that time suggest that it was a 

distinguished building surrounded by a considerable amount of woodland. In the park sheep graze 

close to the house providing a pastoral scene similar to any we may see at Glyndebourne today. 

 

Langham Christie had a keen interest in music and it is perhaps from there that the artistic leaning 

which, three generations later, was to lead to the development of Glyndebourne as an opera house, 

has derived. 

 

Langham Christie’s son, William, like his Hay ancestors was MP for Lewes. He carried out 

substantial alterations to the house adding, as was fashionable at the time, Gothic style turrets and 

balustrades and cladding the facades with decorated bricks to give the house a more imposing 

appearance. 

 



These Victorian additions were considered the height of bad taste by John Christie, William’s 

grandson, who took over the running of Glyndebourne in 1920. He immediately began to plan 

their removal and the building of a new extension to the house. However, the project which seems 

to have excited John Christie most was the construction of the Organ Room in which he proposed 

to hold a variety of musical events, indeed this room may be seen as the springboard for 

everything operatic that was to follow at Glyndebourne. 

 

At this time the gardens also began to change with the appointment of a new head gardener, Mr 

Harvey, who extended the flower gardens, opened up new vistas of the Downs and created the 

curiously comfortable combination of formality and informality still very apparent today. 

 

Since the 1920s Glyndebourne has undergone a revolutionary transformation architecturally. 

These developments were interestingly described in Country Life in 1939: 

‘Considering the extent and elaboration of the theatre’s requirements - the buildings as a whole 

assert themselves surprisingly little....the general grouping from all points of view, of pleasing 

sweeps of roof around the central tower is in the nature of some old abbey secularised in Tudor 

times, or the accretions of home and farm about the ancient keep.’ 

 

The firm link between the ‘keep’ and the ‘farm’ contributes greatly towards the unique 

atmosphere of Glyndebourne. Without the presence of the house, very much lived in by the 

Christie family, and the homely gardens, the Glyndebourne Festival would undoubtably cease to 

have that special magnetism which attracts loyal supporters year after year and captivates 

newcomers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



THE HISTORY OF GLYNDEBOURNE FESTIVAL OPERA 

 

 

This is the story of a unique institution: an opera house built by a rich man on his English country 

estate with the aim of presenting opera in an undisturbed atmosphere, with ‘unlimited’ 

opportunity for rehearsal and with the purpose, as its founder said, of doing ‘not the best that we 

can do, but the best that can be done anywhere’, a phrase which today is used as  Glyndebourne’s 

Mission Statement. 

 

Glyndebourne Festival Opera, when it opened in May 1934 with a fortnight’s season of two 

Mozart operas, was not at all what John Christie had visualised. Whilst a student at Cambridge, 

and later as a master at Eton, he had developed a deep love of music and had become an intrepid 

and enthusiastic visitor to the festivals at Bayreuth, Munich and Salzburg. His musical activity at 

home centred on the magnificent Organ Room he had built on to his house at Glyndebourne, 

which provided the backdrop for concerts and occasional amateur productions of operatic 

excerpts presented for, and often featuring, friends, tenants and employees. 

 

He was 48 and apparently an incorrigible batchelor when, in 1931, he surprised his friends and 

family by marrying Audrey Mildmay, a young opera singer 18 years his junior. They had met at 

Glyndebourne when Audrey, who was then a member of the Carl Rosa Company, had been 

engaged to bring a little professional polish to one of John’s amateur opera productions. As the 

husband of an attractive and accomplished young soprano, John Christie grew more ambitious, 

and he returned from their honeymoon full of plans to extend the Organ Room and turn it into a 

small theatre. It was Audrey who realised that the project was neither one thing nor the other, and 

firmly told her husband ‘If you’re going to spend all that money John, for God’s sake do the thing 

properly!’ He followed his wife’s professional advice and immediately re-designed his theatre to 

hold 300 people, with a reasonable orchestra pit and a stage furnished with the most modern 

technical and lighting equipment. 

 

John Christie’s only previous theatrical enterprise had been short spell owning and running the 

Opera House in Tunbridge Wells, a theatre in which they had performed everything except opera, 

and from which he gained the invaluable services of stage carpenter, Jock Gough. The experience 

at Tunbridge Wells meant that John Christie built his new theatre as a practical proposition, he 

was, however, less practical about the operas he wanted performed there. His greatest wish was to 

put on Wagner, but once again it was Audrey who steered his enthusiasm into more sensible 

channels. She convinced him it would be better to concentrate on Mozart as the most suitable 

composer for the size and atmosphere of the new house - at least to begin with. 

 

In the winter of 1933, John Christie was introduced by a mutual friend to the famous violinist, 

Adolf Busch, who had been playing at nearby Eastbourne. John asked Adolf if he would be 

prepared to take control of the musical side of the Festival, but Adolf declined and instead 

suggested that  Christie contact his brother Fritz, who was a conductor of some repute, and had 

been Music Director at the Dresden Theatre until forced to leave by the Nazis. Fritz Busch 

accepted the post for one year, and suggested his old friend and colleague Carl Ebert, who had 

been in charge of the Berlin Theatre until he was similarly forced to leave Germany, as producer. 

They came to see this theatre in the middle of the countryside and, inspite of the theatre’s 

shortcomings,  were completely bowled over by John and Audrey’s enthusiasm, their only 

condition was that in all musical and artistic matters they were to have sole responsibility. (Years 

later, Busch admitted that he had only agreed to the first season as he didn’t believe that there 



could possibly be a second). Christie’s only condition was that they should leave all matters 

regarding the cost of running the opera festival to him. 

 

The first season opened on 28 May 1934; it ran for two weeks with a total of twelve 

performances, six of Le nozze di Figaro and six of Così fan tutte. The first performance, Figaro, 

was unlike anything that the audience had experienced before. The critics had come in the 

ordinary course of their profession, not a little resentful at having to put on evening dress and 

travel 50 miles in a special train from London, just to listen to an opera. The rest of the audience, 

who also wore evening dress in response to Christie’s recommendation that they should ‘take 

trouble’ as a compliment to the artists, had come either out of curiosity, a sense of adventure or as 

a gesture of loyalty and friendship to John Christie. Whatever their reason for coming, an 

audience which had certainly arrived in a mood of some scepticism returned knowing that it had 

enjoyed a unique experience. And so, without exception, did the critics. It was not only that they 

had enjoyed a good dinner during the long interval and a walk in the beautiful gardens surrounded 

by the downlands, but they had witnessed the creation of an entirely new standard of operatic 

performance. A standard achieved by endless rehearsal and concentration on detail - in the 

orchestra, the singing, the acting, the scenery and the costumes. 

 

There were no star names among the singers (‘we are not interested in names’ Christie 

announced); the secret of the early, and all subsequent performances, was the quality of the 

ensemble, which was built on the principle of choosing the best singers for the parts, no matter 

where they came from. The first season’s company included German, Austrian, Czech, Finnish, 

Italian, American, English, Scottish and Welsh. Those chosen to sing in this intimate theatre also 

had to act well, and the plausibility of their acting was in turn dependent on the credibility of their 

appearances - the women had to be pretty and the men good-looking. 

 

The first Glyndebourne season began as what many thought a rich man’s folly. It ended with 

Glyndebourne becoming an international institution. 

 

In 1935 Rudolf Bing was appointed General Manager, a post he held until 1949 when he went 

over to the Metropolitan Opera in New York. After Bing’s departure, Moran Caplat took over his 

position, later taking the title of General Administrator. 

 

Almost every year alterations, extensions and improvements were made to the theatre; in 1937 the 

Covered Way was built which gave audience members a sheltered walk to the newly built Wallop 

dining halls. Over, Middle and Nether Wallop are villages in Hampshire from which the Earls of 

Portsmouth take their family name, and Lady Rosamund Wallop, sister of the eighth Earl, was 

John Christie’s mother. Other additions included a dressing room block incorporating a Green 

Room for resting or rehearsing, a scenery store and flytower. The theatre itself was gradually 

enlarged, from a capacity of 300 to 830. 

 

The repertoire also grew with each season. By 1937 there were five Mozart operas in the 

repertoire and in the following two years Verdi’s Macbeth - never before professionally 

performed in England, and Donizetti’s Don Pasquale, were added. When the war came in 1939, a 

Glyndebourne tradition, style and standard had been firmly established, but it was to be more than 

ten years before the Festival returned to normal and Mozart operas were heard in Sussex again. 

 

 

The immediate post-war period, between 1945 and 1950, was one of relative inactivity at 



Glyndebourne. John Christie had spent more than £100,000 of his personal fortune on his 

enterprise and the post-war economic situation meant that he could no longer afford to finance the 

opera festival. It was not a period of total inertia, however, as Rudolf Bing began negotiations 

with Benjamin Britten, Peter Pears and Eric Crozier which led to the world premieres, at 

Glyndebourne, of The Rape of Lucretia in 1946, and Albert Herring in 1947. In the same year, the 

Christie’s and Bing co-founded the Edinburgh Festival, which was subsidised by the City of 

Edinburgh, and whose financial support enabled Glyndebourne to present new productions such 

as Un ballo in maschera and Ariadne auf Naxos as well as their more familiar Mozart repertoire.  

 

In 1950, John Christie was helped for the first time at Glyndebourne itself by an outside 

contribution, the first of many guarantees by British industrial concerns which, over the course of 

the next two to three years, were to help to relieve him entirely of the personal financial burden of 

maintaining the Festival Opera. These included in 1951, the formation of the Glyndebourne 

Festival Society, the objective of which was to secure annual financial support by way of a 

subscription scheme for each festival, and in 1952, the launch of the Glyndebourne Festival 

Programme Book. Later, in 1954, the Glyndebourne Arts Trust was formed to ensure the future of 

the Opera by the establishment of an endowment “sufficient to maintain and improve 

Glyndebourne’s amenities and to make good any annual deficit not covered by the Festival 

Society subscriptions”. By these means the continuity of Glyndebourne, its principles and 

practice, were ensured. 

 

The death of Fritz Busch in 1951, of Audrey Mildmay in 1953, of John Christie in 1962 and the 

gradual retirement of Carl Ebert from 1959 left large gaps in the artistic and personal life of 

Glyndebourne, but the influence and example of these four figures has not diminished over the 

years. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NEW GENERATIONS OF GLYNDEBOURNE 

 



 
In spite of the loss of its founders, Glyndebourne continued its pursuit of perfection under new 

leaders. In 1958 George Christie succeeded his father as Chairman of Glyndebourne Productions 

Ltd, and his wife Mary has played a very active part ever since then, just as Audrey Mildmay did, 

and takes particular responsibility for the planning of the gardens. In 1959, the twenty-fifth 

anniversary of the Glyndebourne Festival, Carl Ebert announced his retirement from the position 

of Artistic Director, marking the end of an era at Glyndebourne. His departure was not sudden 

however, as he continued to revive his productions for some years, and mounted a completely new 

production, Pelléas et Mélisande, in 1962. It was understandable that Glyndebourne would feel 

the loss of Ebert keenly - he had been in sole charge of most productions since 1934 with very few 

exceptions. When a successor, Günther Rennert, was appointed in 1960 he was not conferred with 

the title of Artistic Director, but with the rather more tentative title of Artistic Counsellor: Head of 

Production. He was not to be the sole producer either. During this period Franco Enriquez and 

Peter Ebert were also creating works, joined occasionally by other guest producers such as Franco 

Zefirelli and Michael Redgrave. When Rennert left, after the 1967 season, Enriquez took on the 

role of Advisor on Production for the following two seasons, and thus Glyndebourne’s style of 

opera production began to diversify and the repertoire to expand.  

  

Although Glyndebourne continued without an official Music Director for some years after the 

death of Fritz Busch, the presence of the conductor Vittorio Gui throughout the fifties ensured that 

high musical standards were maintained. He was also responsible for bringing the works of 

Rossini in to the repertoire - a composer who has become as identifiable with Glyndebourne as 

Mozart. He was finally given the title Artistic Counsellor: Head of Music in 1960 and was 

Rennert’s opposite number. Three years later when Gui was ready to move on, a promising, young 

member of the music staff was appointed Music Counsellor - John Pritchard. He had been an avid 

admirer and pupil of Fritz Busch, and was himself a gifted Mozart conductor as well as being a 

champion of contemporary music. He was given the title of Music Director in 1969, a position he 

held until 1977. Bernard Haitink was Pritchard’s successor in the decade 1978 to 1988. When he 

joined Glyndebourne he was not known as an operatic conductor, but very quickly forged an 

astonishing reputation in the opera field. On Haitink’s resignation, Andrew Davis was appointed 

Music Director. As a protégé of John Pritchard’s, he was a natural successor to the position, which 

he surrendered at the end of the 2000 season. His replacement is the young Russian, Vladimir 

Jurowski. 

 

Guest conductors have also featured strongly and have included Raymond Leppard, Charles 

Mackerras, Grennadi Rozhdestvensky, William Christie, Georg Solti and Simon Rattle to name 

but a few. Rattle, having conducted his first performance for the touring company in 1975, 

followed with a series of acclaimed productions for the Festival throughout the eighties and 

nineties. On of his most memorable achievements was the 1986 production of Porgy and Bess, 

directed by Trevor Nunn. 

 

In 1972, John Cox became Director of Productions. In partnership with John Pritchard he 

successfully added further Strauss operas to the repertoire. Cox also produced striking versions of 

The Rake’s Progress and Die Zauberflöte, with designs by David Hockney, in 1975 and 1978 

respectively. From 1984 to 1990 Peter Hall became Artistic Director, the first since Ebert. He had 

been mounting productions for the company since 1970 with his close collaborator, the designer 

John Bury. Their particular successes were initially in the baroque repertoire – Cavalli’s La 

Calisto and Monteverdi’s Il ritorno d’Ulisse and later, in 1984, L’incoronazione di Poppea. 

Hall’s productions of Britten’s operas Albert Herring and A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and 



Bizet’s Carmen were also notable, whilst his treatment of Mozart’s Da Ponte operas, particularly 

his version of Don Giovanni, were considered by many to be definitive. 

 

Guest Producers have continued to make appearances regularly and have included Jonathan 

Miller, Frank Corsaro, Nicholas Hytner, Trevor Nunn, Nikolaus Lehnhoff and the iconoclastic 

talents of Deborah Warner and Peter Sellars. Lehnhoff’s work has been notable for his distinctive 

exposition of the Janáček repertoire. The Director of Productions, Graham Vick, was appointed in 

1993 and achieved great success with productions of Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin and The 

Queen of  Spades. In sharp contrast, his 1996 production of Berg’s Lulu marked his and Andrew 

Davis’ desire to also explore opera of this century. Graham Vick left Glyndebourne for pastures 

new at the end of the 2000 season. 

 

Throughout Glyndebourne’s history, from its decision to open with neglected Mozart, there have 

been many other examples of its willingness to experiment with new or rarely seen operas. In 

1951, Mozart’s Idomeneo was given its first professional production in England and this was 

followed in 1953 with the first stage performance of Stravinsky’s The Rake’s Progress, which 

Glyndebourne took to the Edinburgh Festival. 1961 saw the world première (in the original 

language) of Hans Werner Henze’s Elegy for Young Lovers. Then, in 1970, came another 

milestone – Glyndebourne’s first specially commissioned opera, The Rising of the Moon, a 

comedy by Nicholas Maw with libretto by Beverley Cross, which met with much approval. Rare 

showings have included Busoni’s Arlecchino in 1954 and in 1960 Poulenc’s La Voix Humaine. 

This trend continued throughout the following decades and more recent rarities have included 

Rossini’s Ermione in 1995, Handel’s oratorio Theodora in 1996, and the first professional 

production in England of Prokofiev’s Betrothal in a Monastery in 2006.  

 

Meanwhile, a development had taken place which was to greatly widen Glyndebourne’s scope. In 

1968, Glyndebourne Touring Opera (GTO) was formed with the twofold purpose of enabling 

Glyndebourne Festival productions to reach a much wider audience, and of using the talent which 

was being nurtured in the chorus of the Festival company - giving new and promising singers the 

chance to prove themselves in principal roles. The first tour visited Newcastle, Liverpool, 

Manchester, Oxford, and Sheffield with productions of L’Ormindo, Don Giovanni, Die 

Zauberflöte and L’Elisir d’Amore. Glyndebourne has never been interested in names as such, but 

it has been successful in spotting artists who were at the beginning of their careers. Thomas Allen, 

Ryland Davies, Gerald Finlay, Elizabeth Gale, Jill Gomez, Alison Hagley, Philip Langridge, 

Felicity Lott, Benjamin Luxon, Valerie Masterson, Rosalind Plowright, John Rawnsley, Amanda 

Roocroft, Kate Royal, William Shimell, Richard Van Allan, Lillian Watson and Willard White 

are among the many singers with international careers, who began with GTO. 

 

Whereas, in its beginnings, GTO had always taken Festival productions on tour (with the 

exception of Weber’s Der Freischütz in 1975), in recent years GTO has become an innovator, 

testing out new productions on adventurous regional audiences before introducing them to the 

Festival season. This happened for the first time in 1984 when Oliver Knussen and Maurice 

Sendak’s Where The Wild Things Are and Higglety Pigglety Pop! were commissioned for the 

tour. The next commission in 1987, was Nigel Osborne and Craig Raine’s The Electrification of 

the Soviet Union which was premièred by GTO, and it was followed in 1990 by Michael Tippett’s 

New Year, a joint commission by Glyndebourne, Houston Grand Opera and the BBC. Performed 

first in the Festival, this production then went on tour. The next GTO experiment was Cornet 

Rilke’s Song of Love and Death by Siegfried Matthus in 1993 - the only GTO première not to be 

followed up in the Festival. The most recent commissions,  Harrison Birtwistle’s The Second Mrs 



Kong, and Last Supper, were performed by GTO in 1994 and 2000 respectively, and both went 

into the Festival the following years. GTO has become as much a stamping ground for new talent 

as the Festival, and is nowadays no longer viewed as the Glyndebourne ‘second eleven’, but as a 

company of distinction in its own right. In 1996 the Friends of Glyndebourne Touring Opera was 

successfully launched in recognition of the company’s own loyal following and as an additional 

means of financial support. Unlike the Festival, GTO has always been the recipient of Arts 

Council funding and depends also on sponsors for its existence. 

 

In a reflection of the transfer from GTO to Festival of many productions, Brian Dickie, the 

founding Administrator of GTO, became the logical successor to Moran Caplat as General 

Administrator of the Festival when Caplat retired in 1981, after a reign of more than three 

decades. Anthony Whitworth-Jones, formerly of the London Sinfonietta, took Dickie’s place at 

GTO and then succeeded him again as General Director of the Festival in 1988, a position he 

surrendered ten years later. Nicholas Snowman, who had briefly worked at Glyndebourne in the 

1960's, came back to the Festival as General Director for a two-year tenure in the autumn of 1998. 

His successor is David Pickard, who was formerly Director of the Orchestra of the Age of 

Enlightenment, one of Glyndebourne’s two resident orchestras for the festival. Sarah Playfair took 

over as Administrator of GTO on Whitworth-Jones’ promotion and continued the tradition of 

commitment to high standards and core repertory coupled with a keenness to explore new 

operatic territory through experimentation and innovation. The profile of GTO remains high 

despite the loss of Playfair in 1999, as her replacement, Helen McCarthy, who had worked at 

Glyndebourne for some time, faced the challenge of taking GTO to two brand new venues which 

have had little provision for opera in the past. In 2003, the administration of GTO was brought 

back under the Glyndebourne ‘umbrella’, and as a result was re-named Glyndebourne on Tour. 

 

In 1986 Whitworth-Jones invited Katie Tearle to set-up an Education Department to complement 

the activities of GTO, and it has played an important part in educating potential opera audiences 

all around the country, through workshops and pre-performance talks. Although closely allied to 

GTO it has become a strong creative force in its own right. Starting with school, prison and 

community projects, the department has successfully commissioned composers, librettists, 

designers and singers for the creation of three large scale community operas: Hastings Spring in 

Hastings in 1990, Dreamdragons in Ashford in 1993 and In Search of Angels in Peterborough in 

1995. Misper, an opera for, and featuring, young people was performed in the Glyndebourne 

opera house in February 1997, and again in 1998. Just as the community operas had been, Misper 

was created through workshops in which the youngsters dictated the themes that were then 

threaded into an operatic structure by the composer, John Lunn, and librettist, Stephen Plaice. 

These specially created works have provided a unique opportunity for people to learn about opera 

through creative involvement, a process which continued with the formation of the Glyndebourne 

Youth Opera Groups, and the new youth opera Zoë, which was performed at Glyndebourne in 

March 2000, and especially filmed for television broadcast by Channel 4. . This was followed in 

Autumn 2005 by Tangier Tattoo, a young peoples opera which went out on tour. There is no 

doubt that Glyndebourne Education is a crucial element in Glyndebourne’s outreach activities.   

 

Other more conventional areas which are important in taking Glyndebourne’s work to a wider 

audience include the issue of commercial audio and video recordings, broadcasts on television 

and radio, and the annual Proms and other occasional concert performances. 

 

The Glyndebourne Festival is unique in that it receives no state or public subsidy. It depends on 

the sale of tickets for approximately 65% of its revenue and thus private and corporate 



sponsorship has continued to be of vital importance. It also still relies on the members of the 

Glyndebourne Festival Society for its financial stability, coupled with large scale benefactors 

including individuals, businesses and charitable trusts for sponsorship of particular productions or 

projects. Perhaps the most impressive sponsorship drive to date has been the appeal launched by 

Sir George Christie to fund the building of a new theatre at Glyndebourne. A staggering £34 

million was raised from private and corporate supporters.  

 

It had become increasingly obvious, throughout the eighties, that the old theatre was struggling to 

accommodate ever more technically demanding productions, and it was also struggling to meet 

the demands of the public for a limited number of tickets. Sir George began to cherish a dream of 

building a completely new opera house which would be able to meet these demands and 

announced the idea in 1987. In his search for architects to design a new theatre, he chose two 

from a short list of nine to propose their ideas - Stirling Wilford Associates and Michael Hopkins 

and Partners. Michael Hopkins won the contract and by 1991 the plans were seriously underway. 

Sir George had many stipulations that he wished Hopkins to meet - for example, the new theatre 

should be a building which would blend into its country surroundings yet be unashamedly a 

building of its time; it was to have an enlarged auditorium yet retain its intimacy; the acoustic 

must be as good as could be found anywhere; and the facilities for staff, singers and audience 

alike needed to be improved. In addition to these specifications there was a strict time limit ( it 

was essential that only one opera season be missed), and the budget had to be strictly adhered to.  

 

The fact that Hopkins and Partners and the project team succeeded in meeting all of these 

demands is a triumph for them, and for Glyndebourne. Much praise must go to Eric Gabriel, the 

Project Manager who masterminded the operation, and Bovis, the construction company, for 

ensuring that the work was completed to schedule. The resulting theatre has won many awards for 

the quality of the architecture as a whole, and for the craftsmanship of its component parts. It is 

built from imperial size handmade bricks which are load bearing, The only part of the building 

which is not constructed in this way is the fly-tower - a steel structure clad in lead, and the most 

controversial part of the new building. The other prominent material used in the construction is 

precast concrete which has been used for the floors and ceilings. The concrete has been washed 

with acid to bring out a silvery cast and soften it to blend with its surroundings. The greatest 

achievement of the new building is the auditorium, which has been crafted out of century old 

pitch pine. A traditional horseshoe  shape, the wood has been fashioned into elegant curves, and 

with the help of myriad small lamps gives off a warm glow. The whole effect is dramatically 

beautiful. Despite the addition of four hundred extra seats, the auditorium has not lost its sense of 

intimacy, in fact the back wall of the auditorium is nearer to the stage than the back wall of the 

old theatre had been. Most importantly, the acoustic is vastly improved. 

 

The new theatre opened on 28 May 1994, as the old theatre had done exactly sixty years earlier, 

with a production of Mozart’s Le nozze di Figaro. Productions which have been made especially 

for the new house, including Ermione 1995, Lulu 1996 and of course, the culmination of John 

Christie’s original hopes for his theatre, Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde in 2003, have particularly 

demonstrated the relish with which directors, designers and conductors have taken to the new 

environment. 

 

With the new theatre secure and a new millennium approaching, Sir George decided to step down 

from his position as Chairman on his sixty fifth birthday, 31 December 1999. The vital Christie 

family link has not been broken however, as Sir George and Lady Mary’s second son Gus, already 

a Director, has stepped in to take his father’s place as Chairman. So, inspite of, or maybe because 



of, the recent changes in senior management, Glyndebourne looks forward to the challenge of the 

new millennium with great confidence. 

 


