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us to enjoy it. And even if you don’t believe in ghosts yourself, try not to fudge 
the apparition of the prophet Samuel in Saul’s bone-chilling encounter with the 
Witch of Endor. 
5. Remember that David’s great lament over Saul and Jonathan isn’t the end of 
the show. There’s an upbeat final chorus to follow. Let it stay like that.
6. And please no gaberdines, pinstripes or utility skirts. We’re counting on you.

Barrie Kosky’s production of ‘Saul’ opens at Glyndebourne on July 23 and runs 
throughout August, with Ivor Bolton conducting a cast including Christopher Purves, 
Iestyn Davies, Lucy Crowe and Sophie Bevan. 

NAVY LARKS 
Anna Maria Barry on two singers who inspired Nelson’s sailors

This summer has seen the bicentenary of the Battle of Waterloo commemorated 
across Europe. The 200th anniversary of Napoleon’s final defeat has been 
marked with numerous exhibitions, focusing attention on the personalities,  

literature and art work of the Napoleonic period. Nevertheless, there are some  
characters from this tumultuous period of British history who remain almost entirely 
forgotten—they were to be found not on the Belgian battlefields, but on the operatic 
stage.

Charles Incledon and John Braham were celebrated British tenors who became 
‘poster boys’ for British naval pride during the Napoleonic Wars. These two men  
performed in naval-themed operas, sang patriotic anthems and appeared on stage as 
brave sailors in an age when audiences lived in fear of attack from Napoleon’s forces. 
These performances capitalized on intense public support for the Navy, the famous 
‘wooden walls’ of Great Britain, who were the first line of defence against the French. 
Incledon’s and Braham’s association with the Navy became central to their identities, 
and ensured them popularity for the remainder of their careers.

Charles Incledon (1763-1826) was a Cornish tenor who had an unusual route to the 
stage. After serving in the Navy, he embarked upon a career that took him from the 
Theatre Royal in Bath to Covent Garden, by way of the Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens. 
Incledon performed a variety of music 
over the course of his career. He sang in 
many ballad operas, most notably those  
of Shield and Dibdin, and also performed 
oratorio. He was most famous, however, 
for singing ballads. 

Incledon’s naval service was central to 
his identity. He ensured that audiences 
were familiar with his time as a brave 
British tar. A typical biography of 
Incledon, drafted by himself, appeared in 
the Theatrical Inquisitor of 1816. In  
this heavily romanticized account of his 
time on the high seas, Incledon describes 
serving as a choirboy at Exeter  
Cathedral, where one fateful day he  
was ‘discovered’ by Commodore 
Walsingham of HMS Thunderer. 
Walsingham took Incledon to sea for a 
few days, where the young singer  
entertained sailors with his enthusiastic 
performances of sea songs. Walsingham 
and his crew died not long after this, 
when the Thunderer succumbed to a 

Send in the clowns
New York’s Metropolitan Opera was not 
the first company to present the Cav & 
Pag double bill (see the Editor’s review 
of the Salzburg Easter Festival 
production, June 2015, pp. 725-7). That 
performance took place on 22 December 
1893. There was a presentation in 
Melbourne on December 9 that year, by 
an imported Italian company, which 
included the original Canio, Fiorello 
Giraud. This was claimed by the 
management to be ‘a novel program … 
quite unprecedented in any part of the 
world’.

Several years ago I wrote a letter to 
this column advancing Melbourne’s 
cause, and this produced no suggestion 
of a prior performance—but I have 
recently read a claim, not supported by 
any corroborative evidence, on behalf of 
Trieste.
Alison Gyger
Sydney

More booing
I must completely agree with Andrew 
Cunningham (May 2015, p. 564) about 
booing. I seldom feel it is appropriate 
with singers—but often today it is 
appropriate with directors or set 
designers.

When I first started attending opera at 
the old Metropolitan Opera in New York 

in the late ’50s and early ’60s, booing 
was a regular (and very satisfying) thing. 
I am not talking about claques, though 
they still existed then.

I don’t understand why so many in 
modern audiences just sit by and accept 
some of the insulting productions foisted 
on us! 
Charles Platt
New York City

Style and substance
Seeing performances of La Bohème at 
the Royal Opera House and Poliuto at 
Glyndebourne on consecutive nights 
brought home very sharply the 
dichotomy between old- and new-style 
productions. Being of an older 
generation, it may not surprise that I 
found one illuminating and the other a 
travesty. 

One of the arguments advanced in 
favour of the latter is that the younger 
generation, on whom the future of opera 
must depend, require productions 
relevant to life today. But is there any 
reliable evidence that this is so? Does a 
younger generation not have the 
historical imagination to be attracted by a 
production that respects the period of the 
opera’s subject, such as Covent Garden’s 
La Bohème—now sadly to be scrapped, 
and for what, one may wonder?
Sir Christopher White
London NW1 

Readers’ letters

■ John Braham as Prince Orlando in the 
comic opera ‘The Cabinet’, for which he 
wrote some of the music
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This ballad, entitled ‘The Storm’, was  
composed by Shield. Performed in the 
voice of a sailor, this piece vividly  
recounts a shipwreck from which he  
prays for salvation. It is easy to imagine  
the dramatic power of such lines as  
‘While o’er the Ship wild waves are  
beating,/ We for Wives and Children 
mourn,/ Alass! from hence there’s no 
retreating,/ Alass from hence there’s no 
return.’ Incledon performed ‘The Storm’ 
without accompaniment and against a 
backdrop upon which was painted a wild 
ocean scene. Many prints of Incledon 
performing ‘The Storm’ were produced, 
giving us a good idea of what these  
performances would have looked like. 
As the images demonstrate, Incledon’s 
sailor costume was an important part of 
this act, adding to the sense that he was a  
genuine tar.

The popularity of ‘The Storm’ 
increased when Incledon was himself 
sensationally involved in a real-life shipwreck while travelling to Ireland. Incledon and 
his wife managed to survive by clinging onto the wreckage until they were rescued.  
The fencing master Henry Angelo offers a comical description of this incident in his 
colourful memoirs. He gives an account of the ‘strange oaths and confessions’ which 
Incledon was said to have uttered while clinging to the shipwreck:

O Heaven, save my soul—grant me forgiveness. I do confess my manifold sin—I have 
been a great scoundrel to this dear woman, my wife […] I do confess and repent me of 
the liberties I have taken with our maid Susan and the maid we had last year, I forget her 
name.

Angelo claims that, after being saved, ‘Mr Incledon soon forgot his dangers and his 
repentance; but Mrs lncledon took care that he should never forget his confessions!’ 
This disaster was a case of life imitating art, and Incledon was quick to realize this. 
When he finally reached Dublin he announced performances of ‘The Storm’ which 
attracted huge audiences.

When the French Revolutionary Wars turned into the Napoleonic Wars, Incledon’s 
popularity grew yet further. He continued to perform nationalistic sea-songs, adding 
many more to his repertoire. These included such patriotic titles as ‘The British Patriot’, 
‘The Sailor’s Epitaph’ and ‘May The King Live For Ever!’. This latter piece included 
the typical lines: ‘How needless to talk of our prowess in war,/ Or proclaim what the 
universe knows;/ Let the Tyrant of France, and his allies declare/ What it is to have 
Britons for foes.’

Incledon’s patriotism was not confined to the stage, however. He attempted to serve 
his country on the battlefield, too, and joined the Duke of Cumberland’s Sharpshooters. 
This volunteer regiment was a sort of Napoleonic ‘Dad’s Army’. Consisting of several 

hurricane in the West Indies. The sad fate of his patron had little impact on the young 
Incledon, however, whose heart had become set on a career at sea. He eventually  
succeeded in his scheme, joining Captain Stanton of the Formidable for a period of two 
years. After being wounded and transferring to another ship, under the command of 
Lord Hervey, Incledon saw some action in the later stages of the American Revolutionary 
War. It was during this period that the seeds of Incledon’s musical career were sown, 
while he was stationed in exotic St Lucia. 

Incledon’s colourful account of his time in the Navy describes a raucous party on 
board the Thunderer, while stationed on the West Indian island. During this party, 
Incledon sang a song to his shipmates, creating such a sensation that Lord Hervey 
himself rushed to hear the tenor. Hervey immediately summoned Incledon to his  
quarters, where the singer proceeded to entertain the officers with performances of 
‘Rule, Britannia!’ and other patriotic anthems. This romanticized and somewhat  
questionable account continues:

[Incledon] was jocularly appointed singer to the British Fleet, released from the  
performance of manual duty, and set for the assist at every entertainment that succeeded. 
He rose highly in the favour of Admiral Pigot, the Commander-in-Chief, and from the 
variety and latitude of his exertions, may be safely said to have sung our National 
Melodies even in the cannon’s mouth.

On his discharge from the Navy, Incledon’s superiors recommended him to theatrical 
managers and he eventually found his way to the Theatre Royal in Bath. 

During the 1790s, when the French Revolutionary Wars were raging, Incledon began 
to establish himself as a singer of patriotic songs. His naval credentials made him an 
ideal interpreter of sea songs, as audiences knew he was an authentic sailor. During this 
period, Incledon appeared in many musical tributes to the Navy. These usually took the 

form of short dramas, which were given 
after an evening’s main performance. 
This type of production was frequently 
staged to mark a specific naval victory. In 
1797, for example, the Navy won a  
decisive victory at Camperdown, under 
the direction of Admiral Duncan. Shortly 
after this, Incledon starred in a dramatic 
celebration of the battle, entitled A 
Representation of the Defeat of the Dutch 
Fleet by Admiral Duncan, on the 
Glorious 11th of October. A description 
of this elaborate performance indicates 
that no expense was spared; it featured a 
vivid re-creation of the battle, including 
replicas of the Dutch man-of-war ships. 
The battle was interspersed with patriotic 
naval songs such as ‘Heart of Oak’, 
which were sung by Incledon. 

It was during this same period that 
Incledon started to perform the song  
that would become his trademark.  

■ Charles Incledon as Captain MacHeath 
in ‘The Beggar’s Opera’

■ Incledon performing ‘The Storm’, his 
signature song
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At Leghorn Braham was much noticed by the hero of the Nile. He was almost every day 
at Nelson’s residence, and generally dined with the Admiral twice a week. One morning 
his Lordship requested Braham to play a march, which Nelson intended should be his 
funeral march. While Braham was playing over and examining the composition, the hero 
of Alexandria, General Abercrombie, was announced. Nelson told Braham not to leave 
the room, and to continue his task, during which the two illustrious commanders were 
walking up and down the saloon, keeping up an animated conversation in an undertone. 
Strange destiny of the tenor. 

Soon after his friend’s heroic death at Trafalgar, Braham became involved in a range of 
theatrical tributes to Nelson. One such example was The Victory and Death of Lord 
Viscount Nelson, which was staged at Drury Lane in November 1805. This took the 
form of a short melodrama that was performed after the evening’s main entertainment. 
A review in The Times described this performance: 

The piece began with a grand Sea View, in which two Fleets are represented as towards 
the close of an engagement; a boat appears from which ELLISTON and BRAHAM, 
habited as Officers of the navy, land. A figure of fame descends, and a scroll, on which 
appear the words, ‘England expects that every one will do his duty.’ After […] a most 
affecting song by BRAHAM […] [a]n illuminated figure of LORD NELSON then rises 
from the stage, and the compliment concludes with ‘Rule Britannia’. 

ageing theatrical professionals who practised drills on Hampstead Heath, it is unlikely 
this force would have posed a great deterrent had Napoleon’s forces reached London. 
Many of Incledon’s contemporaries remembered their friend, by now grown corpulent, 
struggling to keep up with military drills and bribing local children to carry his weapons 
for him during training exercises. Incledon’s friend George Frederick Cooke, an actor, 
memorably remarked, ‘What a shame […] that the finest singer in the world should be 
the last soldier in the field!’ Incledon was more successful fighting the French on the 
stage. It was during this Napoleonic period that Incledon appeared in patriotic operas 
alongside his younger friend Braham.

John Braham (1777-1856) was arguably the most famous British opera singer of  
the 19th century. With a career that spanned a remarkable 65 years, his biography  
reads like the plot of an opera itself. Braham started life as a Jewish orphan, selling 
pencils on the streets of East London. He was eventually taken under the wing of  
Myer Lyon, a cantor at the Great Synagogue of London, who also had a minor operatic 
career under the name Signor Leoni. The young Braham himself sang at the synagogue 
for a period, before eventually becoming apprenticed to the noted music teacher 
Rauzinni. After several years under his tutelage in Bath, Braham began to perform in 
London before touring extensively in Europe. On his return to Britain he established 
himself as the most famous singer in the country. During his long career Braham  
performed in many British operas, several of which he composed, as well as many 
works by European composers. He was especially renowned for his interpretations of 
Mozart, Rossini and Weber. Like Incledon, he also performed oratorio and appeared  
at very many concerts and festivals. He had associations and collaborations with a 
surprising number of key figures; he knew both Lord Nelson and Josephine Bonaparte, 
collaborated with Lord Byron and Charles Dickens and was a great favourite of George 
IV and Queen Victoria. 

Despite his many successes, it was his patriotic performances during the  
Napoleonic Wars that gained Braham the most acclaim. Just one example of this sort of 
performance was the opera The English Fleet in 1342, in which he starred alongside 
Incledon. Braham had composed this opera to words by his friend Thomas Dibdin. The 
plot of The English Fleet, depicting a historic English naval victory over the French, 
was a thinly-veiled attempt to appeal to the nationalistic feelings of an audience who 
lived in fear of attack from Napoleon’s forces. This was noted by a critic in The Times, 
who said: ‘Many of the situations are applicable to the present state of this country; and 
the sentiment, without any great straining, may not be deemed unappropriate to the 
ardent zeal and enthusiastic patriotism by which all ranks of people are animated in 
defence of their dearest rights.’ Braham and Incledon both appeared in this opera 
dressed as sailors, and a highlight of the piece was their duet ‘All’s Well’. This piece 
described a military sentry guarding a fort, and a nightwatchman on board a ship.  
It became a staple of the 19th-century repertoire, and both Incledon and Braham  
continued to perform this piece long after the Napoleonic Wars had ended.

Braham’s most notable contribution to popular culture of the Napoleonic period, 
however, was borne of his relationship with Lord Nelson. Braham had been a personal 
friend of the Admiral and found himself in the unusual position of teaching music to 
both Lady Nelson and her husband’s mistress, the infamous Emma Hamilton. While 
touring Italy, Braham had spent much time with Nelson in Livorno. An 1852 biography 
of Braham in the Illustrated London News describes this period:

■ The interior of St James’s Theatre, London, built for and run by John Braham
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Braham appeared in at least two more 
such tributes to the Admiral. His greatest 
tribute to his heroic friend, however, was 
his composition ‘The Death of Nelson’. 
This rousing, patriotic anthem was based 
on a poem by S.J. Arnold and originally 
appeared in Braham’s opera The 
Americans. The piece gave a dramatic 
account of the Battle of Trafalgar,  
finishing with a moving verse describing 
Nelson’s death: ‘In honour’s cause my 
life was past, In honour’s cause I fell at 
last,/ For England, home and beauty.’ The 
rousing chorus was based on Nelson’s 
famous command: ‘England expects that 
ev’ry man/ This day will do his duty!’ It 
is easy to imagine how such sentiments 
would have been affecting. Indeed, they 
affected Emma Hamilton, who gained a 
reputation for attending Braham’s  
performances of this piece, where she 
would become hysterical and have to be 
carried from the theatre. The popularity  
of ‘The Death of Nelson’ can hardly be 
overstated. Braham continued to sing it 

until the end of his long career, inserting it into many of his performances. After 
Braham’s death, other British opera singers adopted the piece; it was still being  
performed at the bicentenary of Nelson’s death in 1905 and even enjoyed a small revival 
during the Trafalgar bicentenary in 2005.

Although the Napoleonic Wars soon became a memory, Incledon and Braham’s  
association with this period persisted. For the remainder of their careers, these two  
singers were seen as symbols of British naval pride. When they died, they were  
eulogized as national heroes who had played an important role in the battle  
against Napoleon. Later in the 19th century other British opera singers maintained  
this relationship that Incledon and Braham had forged with the Navy. Most notable  
were Sims Reeves (1821-1900) and Charles Santley (1834-1922), who both performed 
‘The Death of Nelson’ and many other naval pieces made famous by Incledon  
and Braham. 

In William Robson’s memoir of 1846, he looks back to the period of the Napoleonic 
Wars, recalling that ‘we were engaged in war, and principally that part of it in which our 
naval heroes took precedence: no wonder, then, that their representatives were always 
welcome on the stage’. Robson, a theatre critic, goes on to discuss the performers who 
represented these naval heroes. He explains that ‘they—both songs and characters—
made a grateful nation love Jack Tar the better’. This was true; the musical patriotism 
of Incledon and Braham had helped to popularize the Navy and galvanize audiences 
during this volatile period of British history. However, by popularizing the Navy, these 
two men had also gained great success for themselves. 

Nico Castel
American-domiciled tenor, teacher, and 
diction and language coach, in New York, 
on May 31, aged 83. Born on 1 August 
1931 in Lisbon and raised in Venezuela 
(he became an American citizen after 
arriving in the US in 1948), he grew up 
speaking multiple languages, anticipating 
his future as a venerated authority on all 
manner of text-related concerns in opera. 

An incomparably stylish and 
imaginative singing actor, Castel attracted 
attention early on at Santa Fe Opera and 
New York City Opera. His 1970 
Metropolitan Opera debut as Mozart’s 
Basilio initiated a lengthy relationship 
with the company, where he appeared in 
793 performances over 27 years, 
encompassing the gamut of character 
parts. His vast repertoire also brought him 
successes in every other major American 
house, as well as with the leading theatres 
of Mexico City, Dresden, Lisbon, Helsinki 
and Tel Aviv, and numerous American and 
European festivals. His comparatively few 
commercial recordings include most 
significantly two of his specialities, Les 
Contes d’Hoffmann and Manon. Castel’s 
famously inexhaustible energy and superb 
linguistic command (he spoke seven 
languages fluently) enabled him to expand 
his association with the Met, where he 
served as staff diction coach for more than 
two decades. Innumerable opera 
professionals regularly utilize editions of 
opera librettos edited by Castel, each an 
indispensable guide to correct translation 
and pronunciation (among them are the 
complete operas of Verdi, Puccini and 
Mozart, as well as much French and bel 
canto repertoire). 

From the late 1980s onwards, Castel’s 
expertise proved essential to students at 
Juilliard (he had been a guest artist there 
in 1959, appearing in New York’s first 
Comte Ory since 1831). Castel also gave 
masterclasses at major universities, 
conservatories and opera companies 

throughout North America. He and his 
wife Carol founded the New York Opera 
Studio, a training programme they 
described as an ‘open conservatory’, 
offering classes and workshops taught by 
major figures in opera and theatre. ‘Nico 
Castel’s legacy in the opera world is 
unsurpassed,’ says his friend and fellow 
Juilliard diction coach Corradina 
Caporello, ‘and his name will continue to 
be known by any musician—singer, 
conductor, coach—who is as in love with 
words as he was.’ roger pines

Margaret Juntwait
American broadcaster, in New York, on 
June 3, aged 58. Juntwait was for more 
than a decade the voice of the weekly 
Live from the Met broadcasts. Born on 
18 March 1957 in Ridgewood, New 
Jersey, she studied as a lyric soprano at 
Manhattan School of Music, and sang in 
off-Broadway shows and in churches. 
Then a letter she wrote to a presenter at 
the New York radio station WNYC 
resulted in her being offered a job  
there. Before long she had her own 
programme, and in 2001 she was asked 
to deputize for the regular presenter of 
Live from the Met. When Peter Allen 
retired from that role in 2004, Juntwait 
took over. In 2006 the Met launched its 
own satellite radio channel, and she 
became a full-time presenter, taking on 
many of the weeknight broadcasts.

Her voice can also be heard in 
recorded tour guides for several New 
York museums, and she appeared as an 
actor in a number of radio plays. In the 
Met broadcasts she was known for her 
unstuffy style and her ability to respond 
to the unpredictable nature of live 
performance, with all its delays and 
hiccups. Her last broadcast before her 
death, which came more than a decade 
after her first diagnosis with ovarian 
cancer, was of The Merry Widow on 
December 31 last year.

Obituaries


