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THOSE of us who grew up watching the cult TV series The Prisoner will have experienced a frisson of nostalgic pleasure upon seeing Gary McCann's charmingly wistful and eccentric set for the latest production from Swansea City Opera.

This is an approachable company which tends to attract a very different audience to larger-scale productions from better-known operatic outfits.

Donizetti's glorious musical romp - first performed in 1832 and later popularised by artists such as Caruso, Gigli and(later still) Pavarotti - has been transposed to Portmeirion for this delightfully witty production, and the architecture of Sir Clough Williams-Ellis'

Italianate village forms a fitting backdrop against which the characters are brought to life.

Given the fact that this adaptation sets the story in Wales, of course, characters who were originally Italian now take on new identities: Nemorino, for example, becomes Arianwyn, while Adina is renamed Angharad. 

Indeed, the only character to retain his original name is Dulcamara, the travelling doctor (more accurately, a quack) who sells wine claiming it to be a love potion.

The performances are uniformly excellent, with not a single weak link in a company that includes Gareth Huw John, Lara Martin, Robert Davies, Brendan Wheatley and Rebecca Ivey, and while the most memorable number is the immortal Una furtiva lagrima it has to be said that the overall flavour of the opera is that of a Gilbert and Sullivan-style operetta - no bad thing, in as much as it gives the work a much lighter feel.

The 1920s setting also works beautifully, and one wonders whether those operatic purists who might blanch at such irreverence may actually find themselves persuaded by the sheer audacity of such an approach.

This is the sixth production from Swansea City Opera, and is the company's first co-production with Theatr Brycheiniog and the Coliseum Theatre in Aberdare.

It is heartening to see this company going from strength to strength, and I would advise anyone with an interest in opera to support the next production when it hits town.

The Elixir of Love was performed in Swansea Grand Theatre on Monday, November 24.

Graham Williams.

