A gutsy Dido blows in from Siberia

Geoffrey Norris reviews Musica Aeterna Ensemble at Cadogan Hall
A Siberian slant on Purcell's Dido and Aeneas was always going to guarantee at least an element of novelty, and this performance of that most English of operas, by the Musica Aeterna Ensemble and New Siberian Singers from Novosibirsk, had nothing if not pluck.

Bringing Dido to Chelsea, where it was first heard in 1689, was rather like taking coals to Newcastle, but such an audacious move did not trouble the super-confident young Greek-born conductor, Teodor Currentzis.
Having cast himself as the future saviour of classical music, he is not apparently touched by humility, and has already divided opinion in Russia. However, this concert did attest to his range - the other work was something rather closer to home, Shostakovich's 14th Symphony. But it was his approach to Dido that was the main talking point.

Period performance is still in its infancy in Russia, and is by no means as pervasive as it is elsewhere in Europe. Currentzis, deploying a theorbo, Baroque guitar and harpsichord, and encouraging his small orchestra to play without vibrato but with plenty of rhythmic swing, had obviously absorbed some key ideas about interpreting 17th-century music in a historically aware manner.

One obtrusive trait, however, was how he made such a meal of the phrasing and dynamics, manicuring notes with tiny crescendos and diminuendos that became tiresomely mannered instead of naturally expressive. Equally distracting was his balletic conducting technique, with its constant ducking, diving, swaying and swooning.

The other chief impediment was the pronunciation. Two anglophone soloists - George Mosley as Aeneas and Louise Walsh as Belinda - highlighted the need for better coaching of the Russians. Hibla Gerzmava was affecting as Dido, but failed to make the text comprehensible, and Elena Pshenichnikova, perhaps aiming to capture the Sorceress's malevolence, made some strangulated noises and little verbal sense.

Nahum Tate's words are crucial to Dido, and in that sense this performance was only a brave stab. But its pungency and bite conveyed the spirit of the music. There was an earthiness to the playing and singing, and, if this was not pristine Purcell, it certainly had guts.

