The year 2026 marks the fiftieth anniversary of Benjamin Britten’s
death, an apt moment to return to one of the most immediately
beguiling of his stage wi A Midsummer Night's Dream was
written with unusual speed between the autumn of 1959 and
spring of 1960 for the reopening of Aldeburgh’s refurbished
Jubilee Hall. Britten and Peter Pears fashioned their own libretto
from Shakespeare, reducing five acts to three and cutting roughly
half the original text while adding almost nothing of their own.
The result is remarkably faithful in spirit, yet unmistakably
Britten: not Shakespeare with incidental music, but a wholly
independent operatic dream-world

From the opening string glissandos, the forest seems to breathe.
Britten distinguishes its inhabitants through sharply individual
musical colours. The fairies inhabit a brilliant, uncanny world of
harps, keyboards, percussion and high woodwind; the lovers are
given warmer and more conventionally lyrical textures; the
Mechanicals arrive with the earthy weightand comic pomposity
of lower wind and brass. Above them all floats Oberon, written
for Alfred Deller’s countertenor, a voice still startlingly unfamiliar
on the operatic stage in 1960. Britten turns that unusual timbre
into dramatic substance: Oberon sounds as though he belongs
neither to the mortal world nor quite to conventional opera.

The first performance took place at the Jubilee Hall on 11 June
1960, with Britten conducting the English Opera Group
Orchestra and John Cranko directing. The cast reads today like a
roll-call of Britten’s closest theatrical collaborators. Deller created
Oberon opposite Jennifer Vyvyan’s dazzling Tytania, a role
Britten wrote specifically for her. George Maran, Thomas
Hemsley, Marjorie Thomas and April Cantelo formed the quartet
of bewildered lovers; Forbes Robinson and Johanna Peters were
Theseus and Hippolyta. Owen Brannigan brought his
incomparable comic authority to Bottom, while Peter Pears,
unusually far from the centre of a Britten opera, revelled in the
deliciously ab.
Thisbe.

role of Flute and his transformation into

Critical reaction was lively rather than unanimous. Britten’s score
was widely admired for its colour, atmosphere and extraordinary
theatrical assurance, although aspects of Cranko’s staging
attracted reservations. The American critic Howard Taubman,
reporting from Aldeburgh, recognised the work’s exceptional
appeal and predicted a wide future for it. That judgement p
sound. The opera reached Covent Garden the following year,
directed by John Gielgud, and has since become one of Britten’s
most frequently performed stage works. Its durability lies partly
in its refusal to turn Shakespeare’s comedy into mere prettiness.
The forest can shimmer, but it can also menace; erotic confusion,
cruelty and irrationality are never far beneath the enchantment.

This first-performance recording preserves something no later
studio account can reproduce: the sense of a new work
discovering itsel an audience, under the composer’s own
hand. There is fi in the pacing, a wonderful responsiveness
between stage and pit, and an immediacy to the characterisation
that makes the comedy sparkle without disturbing the nocturnal

spell.

The BBC engineering is remarkably fine for its period. Voices are
naturally balanced, orchestral detail survives with surprising
clarity, and the acoustic of the intimate Jubilee Hall is caught with
warmth rather than congestion. In these new Pristine XR
Ambient Stereo remasters the recording opens out quite
beautifully. The added spatial perspective is subtle, preserving the
focus and integrity of the original while allowing Britten’s
extraordinary orchestral palette to breathe. Harps, percussion,
celesta, strings and voices acquire a luminous depth that is
particularly effective in this score. The result is not merely
impressive for 1960: it is genuinely gorgeous, and at its best quite
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S rs after that June evening in Aldeburgh, and fifty y
after Britten’s death, the Dream has lost none of its strange
radiance. Few operas move so effortlessly between comedy,
sensuality, unease and wonder. Fewer still sound so completely
themselves from the very first bar.
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Opera in three acts + Op. 64

"% A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREA

Libretto adapted from William Shakespeare by Benjamin Britten and Peter Pears
11 June 1960

E THE FAIRY WORLD THE ATHENIANS THE MECHANICALS
o Oberon . ALFRED DELLER Theseus FORBES ROBINSON Bottom . OWEN BRANNIGAN
© Tytania . JENNIFER VYVYAN Hippolyta Quince NORMAN LUNSDEN
= . LEONIDEMASSINEIl  Lysander . Flute PETER PEARS

KEVIN PLATTS Demetrius THOMAS HEMSLEY Snug . DAVID KELLY

MICHAEL BAUER Hermia MARJORIE THOMAS Snout ..... EDWARD BYLES

ROBERT McCUTCHEON  ppep, . . APRIL CANTELO Starveling . JOSEPH WARD

..... BARRY FERGUSON
Fairies .......... . THOMAS BEVAN
THOMAS SMITH
CHORUSES Fairies, Attendants, North Country Clowns, i Hi Pages,

CD1
ACLL —
o1 Over hill, over dale

02 Oberon is passing fell and wrath

03 Well, go thy way

04 How now my love?

05  Be it on lion, bear, or wolf, or bull

06 Welcome wanderer!

07 Isall our company here?

08 Fair love, you faint with wand'ring in the wood
09  Through the forest have I gone

10 Stay, though thou kill me, sweet Demetrius
11 Come, now a roundel and a fairy song

12 You spotted snakes with double tongue

13 What thou seest when thou dost wake

ACT 2
14 Introduction: The wood

15 Are we all met?

16 I sce their knavery

17 Be kind and courteous to this gentleman
18  Hail, mortal, hail!

19 I have a reasonable good ear in music
20 How now, mad spirit?
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CD 2

ACT 2
21 Flower of this purple dye

Puppet? Why so?

This is thy negligence

Up and down, up and down
On the ground, sleep sound
ACT 3

My gentle Robin, see'st thou this sweet sight?
Helena! Hermia! Demetrius! Lysander!
When my cue comes, call me

Have you sent to Bottom’s house?

Now, fair Hippolyta

31 If we offend, it is with our good will
32 Gentles, perchance you wonder at this show
In this same interlude it doth befall
O grim-look'd night, O night with hue so black
O wall, full often hast thou heard my moans
You ladies, you whose gentle hearts do fear
This lanthorn doth the horned moon present
Sweet moon, I thank thee for thy sunny beams
Asleep, my love?
Come, your Bergomask
41 Now the hungry lion roars

Pristine XR Ambient Stereo =

Imogen Holst
chorus master

WORLD PREMIERE

66:52

RECORDING
76_06 Recorded live by the BBC
322 Jubilee Hall, Aldeburgh
e 11 JUNE 1960
5:36 First broadcast on
3:02 BBC Third Programme
24 June 1960

6:54 British Broadcasting Corporation
il ‘ + BBC Transcription Service
3:31 ‘ —~

21
S PACO241
1:07
1:09 Recording  BBC
0:57 Service BBC Transcription Service
1:45 Venue Jubilee Hall, Aldeburgh -
2:20 Date 11 June 1960 >
0:41 Orchestra  English Opera Group Orchestra 8
1:34 Conductor  Benjamin Britten 0
1:45 i

: =

IAV3¥Q S, LHOIN ¥3WAINSAIA V NI LLI¥EG

NILLING - VHLSIHO¥O dNOYD) VHIdO HSITONT - NVOINNVYE ‘NVAAA ‘431130




	PACO241 front.pdf
	PACO241 back.pdf

