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OPERA AT RIDERWOOD          
NOTES & NEWS

Hello Opera Lovers; For whatever help they may offer, I 
am providing the following documents -or portions- of 
letters, web pages, etc. I hope they add up to approximate 
opera Notes for Semele. 🤓           

1. From a WebPage: NewOlde.com 
Promoting Historically-Inspired Performances of Early Music and Baroque Opera 

My own principal interests are historic stagings of early opera, 
historically-inspired (or restored antique) keyboard instruments, 
historic pitch and temperaments, and recordings of little-known 
works that deserve to be better known.      
   John Wall, New York 

2. From a Never Sent Letter To: John Wall 
Re: Availability as Broadcast Reviewer 

“….In preparing for our broadcast, “Opera@Riderwood 
On The Air” we are interested in whether you have 
prepared views on Handel’s….”      

3.From a WebPage: NewOlde.com 
Promoting Historically-Inspired Performances of Early Music and Baroque Opera 

DVD Review - Handel, Semele 
After suffering through too many musical atrocities, I rarely go to staged 
operas unless they are advertised as historically-inspired stagings, and I 
hardly ever watch more than brief excerpts from opera DVDs. Th[is] 
DVD begins with a an exterior view of the Zürich opera house. As it 
turns out, that's the highlight of the video. … 

4. Transcript Of: An (imaginary) radio broadcast 
of Opera@Riderwood On The Air 

Theme up 	 00:00:00	 	       runtime: 	 00:14:35

 Voice Over:    00:00:10            
Host:                                    
Good afternoon, Opera Lovers and a warm welcome to all 
of you at home and here in Riderwood Radio’s Studios for 
“Opera@Riderwood On The Air” and what I am  sure will 
be a lively discussion of Semele, a musical work new to our 

Encore Opera • Every Friday • 1 PM • Encore Theater

for May 6 
MASKS REQUIRED

THIS WEEK’S NEWS 
We are playing “Semele” to honor the 
request of and the man, Mike Beard 
who worked to launch the first forms 
of Opera@Riderwood and managed 
many of its innovative steps such as 
our liaison with the Bel Cantanti 
Opera Co. and the growth of Purple 
Lady Productions. I hope we find a 
better way to honor his years of 
service to the the opera community 
which he so much helped to build. 
Until we do, at least we say thanks 
Mike; enjoy the Bartoli’s Semele. 

————————————————-——— 

OUR OWN OPERA QUIZ  
Opera Lovers who came to our last two 
programs already know that one of 
Clint Marshall’s ‘hats’ is as our O@R 
Quizmaster. Clint started this new 
feature of Encore Opera with 3 Penny 
Opera. We hope he will keep it up s a 
regular feature so you might want to 
tell him that. In the meanwhile, let us 

“OPERA QUIZ” Continued Page 5 
————————————————-——— 

UPCOMING BROADCASTS 
Reported by John Szabo 

[“BROADCASTS” Continued Page 5] 
————————————————-——— 

WHAT’S OPERA DOC? 
by Clint Marshall 

[“WHAT’S OPERA” Continued Page 6] 

Gene’s Cut & Pasted Notes 

SEMELE 
Georg Friederich Händel

English Subtitles • 154 Minutes :02:34

“NOTES” Continued Page 2

NEXT WEEK IN ENCORE 
In a week, on May 13, we have a 
version of Rigoletto sure to delight 
newcomers as well as those of us who 
can sing the whole opera — in the 
shower, of course. This DVD is the 
famed Johnathan Miller film 
production which so brilliantly 
translates Verdi’s masterpiece from the 
Dukedom to the Mafia where it fits just 
exactly right! I need say no more here, 
do read Clint’s article on page 6— Gene
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Theme out  Encore Opera playlist. My name is 
Gene Martin and I am pleased to be your host 
today along with a distinguished panel of expert 
reviewers we have invited to our studio: 
In the interest of time, I will ask our studio 
audience to hold their applause until everyone 
is introduced.
John [Rogers?], creator and author of the Opera 
Ramblings.blog
Laura Servidei, self styled opera fanatic and 
reviewer for bachtrack.com
Suzanne Schwiertz, Swiss based photographer 
and opera reviewer
Ms Noname Given, author of Amazon Product 
Description for DVD: ASIN/B001N45HFA
Mr. Kindle Buyer, a Certified Amazon Customer
Mr. Gio, top critical review of Semele for Amazon
Welcome to you all,…
And, we regret that frequent guest Mr. John 
Wall was unable to join us today.

audience applause
Host:
Let us go directly to one of the issues: while 
there is no disagreement that George Frideric 
Handel composed Semele, did he create an 
oratorio or an opera?
Mr John:
An oratorio … [staging] Semele is a 
questionable endeavor.  
Ms Servidei:
Discussions about this {oratorio or opera] can be 
lengthy….It is clear that Semele has all the 
ingredients to be a true opera, despite having its 
premiere in concert form:
Unlike other Handel oratorios, Semele has a 
defined plot and belongs to the comic genre, 
which  may well be inappropriate for an 
oratorio.
Handel fused elements typical of the two forms 
to create a unique work, where dazzling, 

passionate music and comic moments alternate 
with complex, polyphonic choruses.
According to Händel himself it is “Opera after 
the manner of an Oratorio” and the truth is that 
Semele presents no problems as a fully staged 
performance, provided it has an imaginative 
director.
Host:
You make a strong case Semele is an Opera, and 
one you like. If it is so, what is the plot?
Ms Servidei: 
The plot is based on Ovid’s Metamorphoses: a 
Theban princess, Semele.
[In the opera] Semele falls in love and starts an 
affair with Jupiter, the king of the gods. His 
wife, Juno, decides to act. Disguised as Semele’s 
sister Ino, she visits Semele, and suggests that 
she ask to see Jupiter in his god-like form, as he 
appears on Mount Olympus. In this way, she 
will obtain immortality. Semele sexually 
manipulates Jupiter into granting her wish, 
which he is bound to fulfill, and when the 
mighty thunderer appears in all his glory, [at the 
sight of his power] she dies. In a subplot, 
Semele’s abandoned fiancé, Athamas, ends up 
marrying Ino…
Host:
Ahh yes, Ms Schwiertz, I think you have a 
comment?
Ms Schwiertz:
In Carsen’s production, the action is moved to 
mid-20th century England, where Juno is Queen 
Elizabeth II, and Semele’s role is less clear. 
Mr John:
[More specifically], Britain in the 1950s.  In the 
first scene there are courtiers in black tie and the 
first appearance of Juno has her dressed like 
Queen Elizabeth in the photograph that use to 
grace every school, government office or 
officers’ mess in the [British] Empire. 

http://bachtrack.com
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Ms Schwiertz:
Semele is portrayed as a vain social climber 
destroyed by ambition, and while this could fit 
the plot, the modernization of the action didn’t 
add much to the story. The result was somewhat 
incoherent: [For example] Queen Elizabeth II is 
the monarch; [but] she was never subject to a 
king.
Host:
Thank you, Ms Schwiertz for pointing that out. 
Who has other comments on the production?

Ms Given
Robert Carsen’s stylish modern dress 
production hints at parallels with the 
problematic relationship between the late 
Princess Diana and the British Royal Family. 
Mr. Buyer:
Yes, it is modern dress; but I didn't mind. It 
doesn't detract from the performance. The 
minimal sets were acceptable but added nothing 
much to the strength of the production.
Ms Schwiertz: 
The scene was reduced to a large room, whose 
most notable feature was a gigantic double door. 
A red carpet was rolled out of the door in the 
public scenes, while a large bed characterized 
the more intimate ones.
Mr John:
“Hence Iris, hence away” involves a canoe 
paddle (surely for the only time in opera) and an 
(anachronistic) BA [British Airlines] ticket and 
so through to Jupiter’s final appearance in the 
uniform of an Admiral of the Fleet.
Host: 
So, you were pleasantly reminded of Gilbert & 
Sullivan?
Mr John:
Except for a few moments of wit and visual 
beauty, Robert Carsen’s elegantly restrained 
production is nothing more or less than 

unobtrusive.  The music is wonderful, but 
dramatically it does more telling than showing 
and there are many static stretches.  
Ms Schwiertz: 
The setting, while unobtrusive, was also 
uninspiring, although the lighting, by Carsen and 
Peter van Praet, was brilliant. Carsen worked 
considerably on the movement of the singers to 
instil a sense of motion into the stiff text.
Host: 
Well clearly, you all had one or more likes and 
dislikes about Mr. Carson’s production. We have 
come a long way into the discussion without a 
word about the artists. What say you?
Mr Buyer:  
I'm sure that I can come up with other 
deficiencies in direction which made the 
performance less than it might have been; 
however, that said, despite these weaknesses, 
the marvelous Handle score shines through 
thanks to first rate vocal performances by 
Cecilia Bartoli (as Semele) and Charles 
Workman (as Jupiter). Solo, in duet, and with 
the (excellent) chorus they give us words (by 
Congreve) and music which make for a most 
entertaining and stimulating evening
Mr John:
[Yes], tearing through all that dull dignity 
Robert Carsen’s elegantly restrained production 
is Cecilia Bartoli, an irresistible one-woman 
hurricane of something or other.  Oh, and 
William Christie!
Ms Schwiertz: 
Cecilia Bartoli was an irresistible Semele, her 
natural enthusiasm and joie de vivre perfectly 
suited to the character. After a repressed, 
mournful first act (as Semele is supposed to 
marry Athamas), when Jupiter snatches her 
away to their love nest, she shows up wrapped 
in a sheet, hair dishevelled in full post-love-
making beatitude, for the aria “Endless 
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Pleasure.” 
From that moment, she roams the stage like a 
hurricane. It’s hard to imagine a singer who can 
convey unaltered passion for love and life as 
Bartoli can. She’s overwhelming, which likely 
explains her high number of naysayers. 
Although I prefer her in mezzo roles, she 
displayed a full command of this high soprano 
score: her coloratura was legendary as usual, the 
high notes full and bright. Her melancholy aria 
“O sleep” was heart melting, but she did her 
best work at the end. 
In the comical aria “Myself I shall adore”, where 
she falls in love with her own reflection in a 
mirror, Bartoli displayed a good dose of self-
irony, using the coloratura to marvel, in awe, at 
the perfection of her own various body parts. 
Kudos to her. 
Mr Gio:
Jupiter was an Insufferable Cad...
... and, like other powerful executives of recent 
memory, had dubious taste in dames. But the 
libretto for this English opera, written by 
playwright William Congreve, is several notches 
above the average Georgian doggerel, and the 
music is Handel near his compositional peak. 
Gene:
Aah thank you Mr. Gio. 
Gene:
Mr John, I believe you exclaimed about 
Conductor William Christie?
Ms Schwiertz: 
William Christie confirmed his status as a true 
giant of the Baroque repertoire. His reading of 
the score was precise and clear, with perfectly 
chosen tempi and an extensive palette of 
emotions. His leadership is based on 
community of intent more than force: he led the 
ensemble with a strong hand, but without 
micro-managing, letting the players and singers 

find their way, helping them through with 
vigour when needed.
Mr. Buyer: 
There is a moral, of course, which is very lightly 
touched upon. Handel was well aware of the 
nature of the British society of his day and paid 
his respects to its rulers, but with sufficient 
delicacy so as not to offend the developing 
middle class. The moral: if you don't know your 
place in society, the bosses (aristocracy) will see 
that you learn it the hard way. The directors of 
the production make sure that none of us will be 
distressed at the anti-democratic qualities 
which, once upon a time, probably were given 
greater emphasis.
Mr John: 
And it is good to recall that financial crises are 
not new nor is it difficult to understand the 
budget worries Handel experienced as both 
composer and impresario when producing 
Semele in 1744. 

Theme up 
Voice Over 

Gene:
I am sorry to say that is all the time we have 
today.  I want to thank all our guests for 
appearing and all of you in our audience for 
joining us in the 453 broadcast of 
“Opera@Riderwood On The Air”

Outro: Theme full

audience applause

###


footnote: The reviewers are real people and I have 
tried to accurately attribute comments and names 
and websites. I have cut their words and phrases 
mercilessly to make this dialogue flow —somewhat, 
at least— without distorting their authors’ meaning. 
When I added words I did so [in marks like these]. 
The parenthetical remarks are theirs, however.

————————————————-——— 
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Production & CAST 
Recorded live 2007 at the Zurich Opera House 
DVD released 2009 by DECCA • Available in 

both standard 2 DVDs (247 3323) and hi-
definition BluRay 247 3326) • MPAA:  NR (Not 

Rated) • ASIN:  B08TT5T19P
• 

Cadmus, King of Thebes: Anton Scharinger, bass.  
Semele, his daughter: Cecilia Bartoli, soprano;  

Ino, her sister: Liliana Nikiteanu, mezzo-soprano;  
Athamas, Prince of Boeotia: Thomas Michael Allen, 

haute-contre;  
Jupiter, King of the gods: Charles Workman, tenor;  

Juno, his wife: Birgit Remmert, mezzo-soprano;  
Iris, her confidante: Isabel Rey, soprano;  

Somnus, God of sleep: Anton Scharinger, bass.  
William Christie, Orchestra La Scintilla of the Zürich 

Opera, Chorus of the Opernhaus Zürich

——————Opera Quiz—————- 
honor the winners to date:  

Opera Quiz #1 April 15 
Q: Which opera contains an extended passage 
known as Good Friday Music? 
A: Parsifal by Richard Wagner 
…and the winner: David Blackman 

Opera Quiz #2 April 22 
Q: Who is the very last character to die in a 
Puccini opera? 
A: Liu, an enslaved young woman 
…and the winner: Richard Imberski 

Opera Quiz #1 April 29 
Q: Which opera contains an a character often 
known as The Stone Guest? 
A: Don Giovanni by Mozart (The statue of the 
Commendatore appears at the Don’s party and 
sends him to Hell) 
…and the winner: John Szabo 

———-UPCOMING BROADCASTS———- 
by John Szabo 

May 8: Washington Concert Opera offers a free 
concert outside at Meridian Hill Park in DC on 
Sunday, May 8, from 11:00 am to noon. 

May 8: PBS’ “Great Performances” is 
continuing to show Met Opera in HD 
performances from 2021.  “Cendrillon” 
(Cinderella) by Jules Massenet is scheduled for 
Sunday, May 8. The all-English translation 
features mezzo-soprano Isabel Leonards as the 
rags-to-riches princess.  Maestro Emmanuel 
Villaume leads the cast, which includes mezzo 
Emily D’Angelo as Prince Charming, soprano 
Jessica Pratt as her fairy godmother, and 
mezzo Stephanie Blythe and Laurent Naouri 
as her feuding guardians. Check Channels 
799, 800 and 802 for the first of the two 
broadcasts. In future, we will pin down that 
information for you. 
  

Opera at Riderwood
Opera At Riderwood is a resident group 
presenting recorded operas weekly as Encore 
Opera and live operatic concerts as Purple 
Lady Productions. Notes & News is published 
every week to inform the opera community at 
Riderwood and is distributed without charge 
to the cubbies of residents without email. 
Residents are invited to join and work with O@R 
members who wear many hats and fill many 
shoes: Mike Beard, David Blackman, Paula Cook, 
Joe Davidson, Judith Dighe, Trudy Downs, Betty 
Dunkins, Irwin Goldstein, Maxine Goldstein, 
Sallie Holder, David Knutson, Luanne Knutson, 
Sally Koenig, Joan Kugler, Gene Martin, Sally 
Porter, Mina Schwartz, Mort Schwartz, Leah Solat, 
Mary Ann Stroker, John Szabo, and Millie Trimble, 
among others.
Notes & News is edited and printed by Gene Martin 
and distributed by Leah Solat, Mary Ann Stroker, 
and Judith Dighe. To subscribe, send your name 
and (cubby) address to Leah Solat, PV 409 or email 
lsolat@comcast.net

mailto:lsolat@comcast.net
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   WHAT’S OPERA, DOC? 
 by Clinton Marshall 

What is opera? Simply put, drama set to music, a story told 
through song. Some say it’s THE complete art form, 
combining story, graphics, acting, music, and dance. Opera 
uses music to convey people’s emotions and reactions to 
make a story more believable and affecting. Can you imagine 
a gripping movie or TV program without any music?  

Suppose you grew up without TV or movies and the first movie you saw was one 
you hated. What if you watched the sixth episode without knowing any backstory? 
Some people like to say they hate opera. I am sure many of them just needed to 
have a better introduction. This is where we can help. 

For the rest of this month, Opera At Riderwood is offering a free, recorded opera 
every Friday that we think is a good introduction. We particularly chose these three 
with the new or inexperienced opera viewer in mind. Every Friday afternoon in 
May, you are invited to the Encore Theater to view operas which we think will 
capture your imagination, pull at your heart strings and tickle your funny bone. No 
stereotypical opera singers screaming at you in some foreign language. Here is what 
we have for you: 

Friday, May 13th   1:00pm   RIGOLETTO – Verdi Meets The Sopranos… 
Not in 16th century Mantua, but in a Mafia neighborhood in Little Italy, Manhattan in 
the 1950s, with hit man, gang members, kidnapping, a lady of questionable 
integrity, and -worst of all- a father’s curse. I guarantee you will recognize some of 
Verdi’s tunes. Sung in English; English captions 

Friday, May 20th  1:00pm  THE PIRATES OF PENZANCE – Swashbuckling 
Adventure & Rollicking Romance… 

These opera singers are Kevin Kline, Linda Ronstadt, and Angela Lansbury in a 
completely “over the top” performance of this timeless Gilbert and Sullivan classic 
that was SRO on Broadway, then a hit Hollywood film. Just try not to laugh (or hum 
along)! English captions 

Friday, May 27th  1:00pm  LA TRAVIATA – “The Lost One” A Favorite At Riderwood 
& Worldwide… 

We will have Kleenex ready.  Only Verdi’s music could so seize your intense 
attention for a tale of belated redemption, the passion of love and the heartache of 
loss. See why La Traviata has been one of the world’s most beloved operas for more 
than 170 years and the origin of The Metropolitan Opera’s broadcast theme. English 
captions 

Encore Opera provides written notes on every opera without charge; call 202 352 
0725 to leave a message with your name and cubby number for an advance copy or 
email genemartin36@gmail.com with the subject/message: “opera notes” 

Plan to join us at 1 pm in Encore Theater these three Fridays in May. You just may 
be delightfully surprised! 

Ed. Note: This article —more or less— has also been submitted to the Reporter. Could 
we refrain from trying to scoop them? Nope! But we sure do thank them. 

mailto:genemartin36@gmail.com

