
The Naxos CD includes 
track list, a full booklet with 
good notes and synopsis, but 
for texts and translations, we 
are directed to their website. 
—Rick Phillips
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rare it is for a live student 
performance to enjoy a 
commercial release, rarer 
still when that performance 
is the world premiere of a 
new opera. But here is the 
university of British Colum-
bia Opera Ensemble in its 
presentation in May 2015 of 
a comic one-acter in uBC’s 
Old auditorium. With music 
by Stephen Chatman, Profes-
sor of Composition at uBC, 
and a wickedly weird libretto 
by Vancouver-based poet 
tara Wohlberg, Choir Practice 
is a real-time account of a 
rehearsal peopled by a choir 
of surreal misfits—Corey, 
the stuttering tenor, kenny 
the Clown, dueling divas for 
the soloist spot (one of them, 
heather, a drunk), Gerhardt 
the German, to name a 
few—that is trying to get 
its collective act together to 
participate in a choral festival 
in Toronto. Set in a church or 
community hall in Vancouver, 
circa 1985, characters come 
and go, relationships bloom 
and fade, interchanges may 
or may not make sense along 
the way. In a happy ending, 
though, the choir finds its 
voice, much helped by Dawn, 
the blind newbie who serves 

as a voice of reason in an 
otherwise zany 65-minute 
piece. With its musical and 
linguistic twists and turns, 
non sequiturs and sudden 
dead ends, it all unfolds in the 
manner of Ionesco’s The Bald 
Prima Donna.

Both composer and li-
brettist seem to have enjoyed 
themselves enormously writ-
ing this piece, with Chatman 
drawing on a wide range of 
styles and influences to bring 
Wohlberg’s absurdist text to 
life. kenny the Clown, for 
example, turns out to be an 
experienced basso pro-
fondo who proves himself 
with some of king Marke’s 
music from Wagner’s Tristan. 
With 15 named characters, 
this unfolds as an ensemble 
piece, though Chatman 
has worked in a couple of 
extended numbers that help 
shape the dramatic arc of the 
opera and bring a couple of 
the characters into sharper 
focus. The Opera Ensemble 
performers clearly embraced 
this project with great verve 
and enthusiasm, and, in a 
staging by Opera Ensemble 
director Nancy hermiston, 
drew the audience into the 
heart of the fun. uBC Direc-
tor of Orchestras Jonathan 
Girard paces the show nicely 
and keeps a good balance 
between the stage and the 
11-instrument chamber en-
semble drawn from the uBC 
Symphony in the pit.

Produced by CBC veteran 
Matthew Baird, the live re-
cording is clear and immedi-
ate, with the audience part 
of the ambience but not too 
intrusive. Centrediscs has use-
fully included a full libretto 
in the accompanying booklet. 
as with most comedies, you 
really need to see this piece 

on stage to get the full flavour 
of the humour and appreci-
ate all the characters. This 
recording makes an excellent 
case for the strength of Choir 
Practice as an ensemble piece 
for young artists, and hope-
fully will encourage further 
productions. One other note: 
a very raunchy tango for 
tenor and soprano, “hanky 
Panky,” is included here but 
was reportedly omitted from 
the original staging. While 
it admittedly makes for a 
very odd interruption to the 
resolution and choral ending, 
it’s surely off-the-wall enough 
to fit right in with the overall 
tenor and tone of the piece. 
—Wayne Gooding
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Responsio is subtitled “a 
contemporary response to 
Guillaume de Machaut’s 
Messe de Nostre Dame” and 
that is exactly what it is. It 
weaves sections of Machaut’s 
14th-century mass with sec-
tions designated “response 
one,” “Response two” and 
so on, which are a kind of 
commentary on Machaut’s 
music. What’s really interesting, 
though, is the way composer 
Peter-anthony Togni arranges 
the source material. It’s scored 
for soprano, mezzo, two ten-
ors and bass clarinet. Togni’s 
use of high voices seems to 
emphasise the originality of 
Machaud’s music, which must 
have sounded pretty radical to 
its original audience, and helps 

This diverse collection of 
recent reissues all show 
some of the company 
Canadian artists kept in 
the 1960s and 1970s.

the Pentatone Car-
men is a remastering of 
the 1972 DGG release 
(quadraphonic, for those 
who remember the 
format) that was based 
on a Met production 
with Marilyn horne in 
the title role and Leonard 
Bernstein conducting. It 
proved controversial, not 
least for the perceived 
eccentricities of Bernstein 
but also for the edition 
used. Interestingly, the 
rerelease seems to have 
triggered a more posi-
tive reappraisal of what is 
undeniably a very theatri-
cal performance with a 
distinguished cast (James 
McCracken is Don José, 
Tom krause is Escamillo). 
Canadian soprano Colette 
Boky is Frasqita in the 
equally distinguished sup-
porting crew of bandits.

The Bayreuth Die 
Meistersinger von Nürnberg 
documents opening night 
in July 1960, with the 
great hans knapperts-

Opera at home
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him bring out some fairly 
weird rhythms and harmonies 
in twisting and shaping the 
vocal line. So non-mediaeval 
did some of these textures 
sound that I went off in 
search of the source material. 
There’s no doubt that Togni 
has arranged things to bring 
out the strangeness, but it is 
very much there in Machaut’s 
original score. Then, alongside 
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