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I
t’s not uncommon for older singers to 
slip into stage-directing when the end 
of the voice is nigh, but for younger 
ones with fl ourishing careers it’s rare. 
So it was interesting to fi nd An-

drew Staples, one of Britain’s up-and-coming 
young tenors, not just stepping back across the 
footlights into dramaturgy but setting up a new 
company, Vignette Productions, to do it.

This production of The Marriage of Figaro 
was his fi rst show, designed to open at Wilton’s 
Music Hall in London, tour to the small but vig-
orously active Musique Cordiale festival at Seil-
lans in the South of France, and then be shipped 
out to Palestine for morale-raising performances 
on the West Bank.

I caught it at Seillans, in the most magical of 
settings: a little square, itself so like a theatre-
set you’d think the ancient walls that hemmed it 
in were made from cardboard, perched high up 
in one of those absurdly pretty hill-towns that 
speckle the landscape north of Nice. 

The audience space was packed to bursting: 
furious rows broke out around me as to who had 
claimed which seats. There was a sense of event 
so exhilarating it made fi rst nights at Covent 
Garden look routine. And having gone expect-

ing something I’d be struggling to fi nd excuses 
for, I was stunned (no other word for it) by the 
sophistication, chic, and sheer musical brilliance 
of this little show.

Based around an Edwardian upstairs-down-
stairs production concept that owed a lot to 
the movie Gosford Park, Acts I and II had at 
least three good ideas, which is more than most 
Figaros manage from start to fi nish. Film images 
(projected onto what I think was a tablecloth, but 
no matter) set the scene, with footage of a Rupert 
Brook-ish Cherubino and the Countess having 
fun in a vintage car. The Countess’s fi rst aria 
stealthily transferred itself from a wind-up gram-
ophone into live performance. And there was the 
bizarre but wonderful idea of playing Bartolo 
and Basilio as a Laurel and Hardy double-act (if 
nothing else, it was in period).

The cast was mostly young, not always with 
fi nished voices but elegantly led by Samuel 
Evans as Figaro, a commanding Count from 
Adam Green, a pert little Susanna from Dima 
Bawab, and some seriously fi ne comic singing 
from Henry Waddington whose Bartolo was as 
good as such things get.

But the very best thing about the show was 
the band. Using an oddly reduced orchestra-

tion that threatened to turn half the numbers 
into bassoon concertos, it nonetheless deliv-
ered playing of astonishing refi nement under a 
young conductor called Graham Ross who is 
clearly a name to note.

He directed from the keyboard with assurance, 
wit, style and a sense of mischief in the recits 
that was so sharp (Strauss’s spangly presenta-
tion-of-the-rose chords out of Rosenkavalier to 
liven up the presentation to the Countess by the 
peasant girls), even the dourest period stickler 
would have smiled.

Starting at 9pm (en plein air shows need 
darkness), it didn’t come down until well after 
midnight, and I could have done without the last 
set-change which took forever. But there was no 
yawning, no edging for the exit. This was a truly 
compelling little show, done on a shoestring but 
with spunk, invention, and a quality of talent 
that should guarantee a future for this brand new 
company.
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Samuel Evans as 
Figaro and Dima 

Bawab as Susanna

Brimming with talent:
The cast in Act III of The 
Marriage of Figaro
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