
 
 

A Feast in the Time of Plague 
Britain’s first new opera commission since lockdown to be performed live on stage in front of an audience  

A brand-new opera - A Feast in the Time of Plague - will be performed by Grange Park Opera, live on the stage of the 
Theatre in the Woods on Sunday 13 September 2020 in front of an invited audience of 250 people. 

With a libretto by opera-giant Sir David Pountney and music by Alex Woolf, A Feast in the Time of Plague is the only new 
opera to have been commissioned during lockdown. It will be filmed, and later streamed free to be accessible online for 
everyone around the world.  

This will be the first opera in the UK to be performed inside a theatre, and with an audience, since lockdown. 

Wasfi Kani, Founder/ CEO of Grange Park Opera, says: 
“We’ve decided to take a leap to perform this live in front of 
an audience. This new opera has 12 performers around a 
very, very long table – groaning with luscious delicacies. We 
are taking the utmost precautions. The five levels of the 
Theatre in the Woods normally seats more than 700 people. 
It means that the 250 audience members will each have a 
volume of air of 31 cubic metres – considerably more than a 
half-full plane to Greece upon which 100 passengers have a 
mere 2.34 cubic metres. In my view it’s time we all got 
moving again, and I don’t mean flying to Greece.” 

• A new opera based on Alexander Pushkin’s 1830 fragment of the same title  
• Pountney completed the libretto in early June; composer, Alex Woolf, completed his score in 6 weeks 
• The UK’s first opera performance in a theatre will have an invited audience of 250 inside the Theatre in the 

Woods. 
• The performers and crew will be tested for antibodies 
• Medical Detection Dogs have been asked to provide dogs to help detect any trace of viruses  
• The audience will be seated in household groups and in private boxes  
• They will be invited to bring teddy bears to place in surrounding seats  

Pountney explains how his libretto developed whilst in lockdown in Wales: “I responded to Pushkin’s little fragment by 
creating 12 – because of the Last Supper – very varied characters who arrive voluntarily and most of whom depart 
involuntarily – i.e. they die. In between they capture the defiance and solidarity that we have all experienced during 
these strange times. The virus exposes truths about all of us in surprising ways.  A Feast in the Time of Plague captures 
this - as well as the essential lesson that we must carry on laughing.” 

Award-winning 25-year old British composer Alex Woolf was commissioned to write the music. He has been described 
by Gramophone magazine as “a major presence in starry company.” 

A superb cast of virtuoso performers includes superstar baritone Sir Simon Keenlyside, Welsh tenor Wynne Evans - 
famous for his TV campaign for insurance website, Go Compare – and Wagnerian soprano Susan Bullock, who has 
appeared many times at Covent Garden. She plays Claire the clairvoyant who predicts the plague  

“I read in my old papyrus // That the dread Corona Virus // Would rage until 2021.  
I told Tommy when he reaches // The Normandy beaches, // Poor boy, your race will soon be run.  



I saw the end of the Titanic // All the tragedy and panic // Before she even set out to sea. 
I knew that Dodi and Diana // Would die in such a manner – // Yes, that was all revealed to me” 

Bullock champions the idea of public performances: “It’s time that we performers are allowed to get back into the 
theatre. We need to find a way to make this work – and quickly. We are all aware of what we must do in order to keep 
colleagues and audiences as safe as possible”.  

All the musicians, singers and technicians are being paid for this historic first step for theatre in 2020. 

For more information about A Feast in the Time of Plague, plus past and forthcoming performances visit 
www.grangeparkopera.co.uk , or follow @grangeparkopera on social media platforms (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram 
YouTube). 

NOTES FOR EDITORS 
 
Pushkin’s Little Tragedies 
All four of Pushkin’s Tragedies have been used by Russian composers as libretti for operas: 

• The Stone Guest - Dargomyzhsky 
• Mozart & Salieri - Rimsky-Korsakov 
• The Miserly Knight - Rachmaninoff 
• A Feast in the Time of Plague - César Cui. Premiered in Moscow 1901, is set in 1665 London. The Young Man 

raises a toast to dead friends ‘And so, O Plague, we hail thy reign!’  
 
Grange Park Opera was founded in 1998 by Wasfi Kani, OBE. Since then, it has performed to over 300,000 people with 
more than 75 productions and 450 performances, during the course of 22 festivals. Productions take place at the 
Theatre in the Woods, a five-tiered, 700-seat opera house on the estate of the 14th century West Horsley Place, which 
was inherited by Bamber Gascoigne from his aunt, the Duchess of Roxburghe. The £11.5m cost of the building – was 
raised by Kani herself from private donations in just one year.  
 
Wasfi Kani OBE - CEO/Founder Grange Park Opera 
Recently acclaimed in the Daily Telegraph as “the arts leader we need now”, Wasfi Kani founded Grange Park Opera in 
1998. In 2016, the company moved to Surrey, building a new opera house at West Horsley Place. Kani was born in 1956 
in Cable Street in London’s East End, and is almost certainly the only opera impresario who spent her childhood in a 
house with an outside lavatory. A violinist, she played for the National Youth Orchestra and went on to study music at St 
Hilda’s College, Oxford. After 10 years in the city, programming and designing financial computer systems, she 
started a small computer consultancy which gave her the flexibility to spend more time conducting. By 1993, she 
had made music her full-time career. In 1992, Wasfi was made Chief Executive of Garsington Opera in Oxford. 
Wasfi Kani is an Honorary Fellow of St Hilda’s College, Oxford and RIBA. She received an OBE in the New Year’s 
Honours List 2002 for her work in bringing her second opera company, Pimlico Opera, into prisons.   
 
Grange Park Opera’s Found Season: 4 June – 12 July 2020  

The impromptu Found Season has involved 108 artists in 15 new events, eight filmed on the stage of the Theatre in the 
Woods. The opening night La Voix Humaine, won 5 stars from The Daily Telegraph: “Grange Park’s bold initiative leads 
the performing arts pack out of lockdown.” The grand finale, Richard Strauss’ Metamorphosen, was performed live by “a 
classical supergroup united under lockdown for the first British orchestral performance for three months” (The Times).  
Argento’s opera Miss Havisham’s Wedding Night was headlined by The Daily Telegraph “A lockdown performance that 
puts rival companies to shame.” Other appearances included Bryn Terfel, Roderick Williams performing Schumann, 
piano virtuoso Pavel Kolesnikov playing Chopin and Beethoven and a pas de deux from English National Ballet. 
  
IMAGES 
Simon Keenlyside plays biker Antoine at the Theatre in the Woods (c) Richard Lewisohn  
High resolution images for media use can be downloaded here    
 
grangeparkopera.co.uk/media-centre/ 
Password: GPOPress 
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https://www.dropbox.com/sh/j1imkl0pqug2fzx/AADd-P-mG0pnUFymetAXo0ora?dl=0


FOR MORE INFORMATION AND INTERVIEWS   
Tracy Jones, Brera PR – tracy@brera-london.com / 01702 216658 / 07887 514984 / 
www.brera-london. com  
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