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The Merry Widow
Livewire Opera Company
Norwich Playhouse
The eponymous heroine of Lehar's The Merry Widow, which arrives in Watton next week on a leg of its Norfolk summer tour, has much to be cheerful about.
Young and beautiful, Anna Glavari is much sought-after among the aristocracy after her elderly, and equally wealthy, husband dies just three weeks after their wedding leaving her a fortune - “the act of a perfect gentlemen” say the ladies of the Pontevedrian embassy.
On the premise of Anna's search for a suitor, Livewire Opera Company has brought the operetta to life, with stand-out vocal performances from Deborah Gothard and Melissa Sampson as Anna and Valencienne, the flighty wife of Pontevedro's ambassador Baron Zeta. But the show largely belongs to the male leads, who deliver some unforgettable comic performances as the husbands and lovers whose lives are thrown into a state of confusion in an attempt to please their coquettish partners.
As the hapless but humorous Baron Zeta, John Clack heads much of the action in the first two acts, hatching a plan to pair Anna with the country's most eligible bachelor, Count Danilo (Gerry Dixon), to keep her fortune within the little country. Their delivery of the song Women, Women, Women! with the members of the embassy and Anna's foreign suitors is a particular highlight of this enjoyable production.
While the first act showcases the vocal talents of the leads, the second two offer some energetic singing and dancing from the ladies of the chorus, especially in their Can Can-inspired performance as the dancers of gentleman's club, Maxine's. Like almost all operettas, the drama unfolds over a typically bonkers storyline, but it is a credit to producer and director Susan Booth that, in a cast of fewer than 20, there are so many strong performances to drive it along.
So, will forces conspire to throw Anna into the arms of her fellow countryman?
And who is the owner of the mysterious fan on which the words “I love you” are written? If you think you've already guessed the answers, this show is well worth the ticket price just to check.
The Merry Widow plays at Downham Market Town Hall on Saturday (2.30pm and 7.30pm) and at Queens Hall, Watton, on July 21 and 22 (7.30pm).
Tickets, at £7.50, concessions £6.50, are available by calling 01953 851543, e-mailing post@livewireoperacompany.co.uk or on the door.
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