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success change him.

Former Otago Daily Times arts reporter
MARK HOTTON catches up with rising opera
star Jonathan Lemalu in London and
discovers the Dunedin singer hasn’t let his

Lemalu: enjoying the roller coaster

newspaper reviews, magazine

articles, bookings in big opera
houses, prime-time television
appearances and, most recently, a
three-album contract with EMI.

Fame, fortune and success are being
delivered to Jonathan Lemalu’s
doorstep by the truckload.

Europe’s Time magazine recently
identified the former Dunedin singer as
one of three young classical stars it
believes will stand the test of time. A bit
of pressure one might think, but
something the 28-year-old is taking in
his stride.

Just a quick check of Lemalu’s
website confirms what a growing force
in opera he is: Vancouver one week,
Germany the next, the English National
Opera, the Royal Opera House, Covent
Garden . . . the list goes on.

He has just finished playing Figaro
in Opera Australia’s The Marriage of
Figaro.

And now he is back in New Zealand
for the NBR Homecoming Tour, which
includes a performance at the Dunedin
Town Hall tonight.

Lemalu is excited about heading
home. It has been more than two and
a-half'years since he last visited his
parents in his family home and he can’t
wait to see what they’ve done to it since
he left.

It has been almost four years since I
last interviewed Lemalu. It was during
a break in his first year at the Royal
College of Music and he had returned to
sing at the opening of the Otago
Museum.

Back then, he had been friendly and
willing to talk, joking about turning up
to his first day at the college in shorts
and a floral shirt, with a beanie on his
head.

At that interview, he described
himself as a Dunedin boy and “it would
be foolish to try and be anything else”.

Fast forward four years, and it’s the
same guy sitting down to brunch at a
central London cafe. (For the record, he
ordered poached eggs and salmon).

Circumstances may have changed,
but Lemalu has not.

Sure, it’s been harder to arrange an
interview — it took almost nine months
of chasing his agent to sort something
out — but that sense of humour is still
there, along with the rumbling laugh
that starts from deep within. Present,
too, is Lemalu’s frankness and the
willingness to talk, but not boast, about
himself.

His trip home coincides with
recording an album with the New
Zealand Symphony Orchestra. The
programme, led by NZSO music
director James Judd, includes arias by
Mozart, Wagner and Gounod.

Lemalu is looking forward to
recording the album, but you get the
impression he’s looking forward to
seeing family and friends more.

“I’'ve really missed home,” he says in
between mouthfuls.

“I’ve missed my family especially, but
I've really missed Dunedin. It’s going to
be great to just be able to catch up with
everyone.”

While he has performed at the
Dunedin Town Hall before, he is aware
tonight’s concert will be different.

He acknowledges it as a
homecoming, a chance for him to show
Dunedin, and particularly those who
supported him in attaining his dream,
the effort has been worth it.

Lemalu knows his voice has changed
since the last time he performed in his
home town.

“I like to think it’s grown naturally.
I’ve worked really hard on it.” He hopes
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audiences will be able to hear how it
has developed. “If not, then it’s been
rather a large waste of money really,”

he jokes.

Lemalu believes he was lucky to have
his talent discovered so early because it
meant he was given the right training
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Dunedin City Council staff sent to
measure the noise found the venue
was in breach of the noise limit of
50dba, which was set out in the
council’s district plan, senior planner
Ian McCabe said when contacted this
week. It was possible they had been
in breach for some time, but the issue
was highlighted with the arrival of the
residents.

“There were a fair number [of
complaints], primarily from one or
two residents . . . particularly on the
first floor, who were influenced by the
no.ige quite markedly,” Mr McCabe
said.

For Mr Kilroy, the dispute was “the
most hideous period of my life”.

“It was a nightmare. Gigs were
being shut down literally on a daily
basis . .. Every night, the people from
the apartments would ring up and an
Armourguard person would turn up
and shut it [the gig] down.”

He was upset the council had
allowed apartments and residents to
move into the vibrant, and noisy,
central city area, which put the
pressure on venues to be good
neighbours by becoming quieter.

“The real issue was, people moved
into apartments who had probably
lived in the suburbs, and said: ‘We
can hear clubs. .. It’s not quiet’,” Mr
Kilroy said. “One would tend to say,
‘Well, no, it’s not [quiet]. You are in
the middle of the city’.”

However, Mr McCabe said the
district plan rules setting noise limits
for Arc and other central-city venues
were established in 1995, two years
before the cafe was set up.

Sound insulation, where required,
to meet noise limits was “the cost of
doing business” under the plan.

“There’s a noise limit involved and
sometimes it means you have got to
add extra insulation; particularly if
you want to run those businesses with
a lot of loud music,” Mr McCabe said.

A petition signed by 87 people was
presented to the council in November
2002, calling for a new noise limit of
60dba. Without it, trustees argued at
the time, the venue could not
continue. Following that, the limit
was lifted to 55dba after council staff
discovered an additional 5dba
penalty, applied to Arc to reduce the
limit from 55dba to 50dba to take
account of bass noise, was not
enforceable.

However, conflicts between bars
and residents remain a growing
concern around the country,
particularly in Wellington and in
Auckland’s Viaduct Basin, and Mr
McCabe said the district plan rules
may have to change in time.

At the moment, the onus of
responsibility was “skewed” against
live music venues and in favour of
central-city residential
accommodation developers, he said.

Mr Kilroy said the impact of the
battle over noise was significant.
Once word of Arc’s problems got out,
bands touring the South Island
started avoiding the venue, and the
cage’s income slid further into the
red.

It was the Community Trust of
Otago that came to the rescue,
providing a $20,000 grant to cover the
cost of adding sound insulation at the
cafe.

“Without them, it would have been
all over,” Mr Kilroy said.

However, despite struggling along,
the cafe failed to completely shake off
the impact of the gig closures.
Rumours of further financial

prior to his study in London, where
again that potential was recognised.

“I was lucky — I use the word
‘earmarked’ — because as soon as I got
to college, people recognised a
potential. I for one know it wasn’t fully
fledged, but the voice was untouched by

umpy voyage of Arc

A growing voice
... Jonathan
Lemalu’s
homecoming
includes a
performance at the
Dunedin Town Hall
tonight as part of
the Otago Festival
of the Arts.
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all the rubbish [like bad technique] that
can really screw you up and it was just
happening and free.

“The amazing thing is I still consider
myself very green vocally, even though I
am working with some of the greatest
names.

“People still can’t understand why I
still have singing lessons. I have more
singing lessons now than when I was
studying because there is repertoire I
need to have suggestions on; there are
vocal difficulties and parts of my voice I
need help with.”

Since graduating from the college in
2002, the demand for Lemalu’s voice
has continued to rise.

“Yes, I've got a hectic touring
schedule. It gets busier and busier so
you look at the down times to try and
kind of deal with exactly what’s
happening. It’s all about learning music
very quickly and dealing with the
pressures.”

He might be in a pressure industry,
where you're only as good as your last
performance, but it’s a life Lemalu is
relishing.

“It’s interesting whether [the
success] is a conscious effort or whether
this is just the ride I'm on. It’s very
positive and it’s also very humbling
because in my time over here I've
realised how cut-throat this industry is.

“A lot of my colleagues from college
who I thought really had the goods just
didn’t get the break. They’ve either had
to go home, run out of money, had to
pick up odd jobs. I guess it’s like any
industry really. If you do get the break,
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you’ve got to take advantage of it
because there aren’t many around.

“There are so many good singers, too.
They’re getting younger and younger so
you really need to be on your game.”

While he’s thinks he’s grown up since
leaving home, Lemalu is adamant there
is still the “complete clown” in him.

“And I’'m quite happy to let him out
as much as possible. I talk to my
colleagues and they tell me I come
across as very relaxed but at the same
time they know I'm taking it in.

“I guess I'm trying to find that
medium of being me but still being
professional.”

After his New Zealand tour, Lemalu’s
next role is in Handel’s Messiah in New
York. In fact, he’s booked up pretty
solidly for the next five years.

“I think I've got four or five roles at
[London’s] Royal Opera House over the
next three or four years and I'll be
doing my Met [Metropolitan Opera
House in New York] debut next year
[Don Giovanni] so you know the dreams
are coming true. The main goal is not to
upset anyone at those houses,” he
laughs.

“At the moment it’s just a fantastic
roller-coaster ride and I’'m hanging on
for the ride.

“Vocally, in 10 years’ time, it would
be fantastic to have the control and
colour and expression I want. A lot of
that comes with hard work which I'm
trying really hard to do and a lot of that
comes with experience.

“I’'m 28 now and in 10 years I'd love
to be really well established, have a
really good reputation in something —
preferably something to do with the
arts,” he says, laughing.

“Actually, I'm kind of looking forward
to looking back through my
autobiography and see what I've done.”
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Lindsay McKinney . . . “There’s something a bit special about it [Arc], and | don’t

say that lightly.” Inset: Former Arc Cafe trustee, now Arc Cafe Ltd

director, Stephen Kilroy . . . “There weren’t the same stringent financial controls
as in a normal business.”

problems were circulating again this
year, weeks prior to last Wednesday’s
collapse.

Gig manager Emanuelle Gomez
and then-bar manager Richard
Jeffrey said in an interview days
before the collapse they had battled
to restore the confidence of bands
and other performers in the cafe.

The rebuilding effort reached a
peak in March this year, when it
looked like the cafe might be able to
trade its way out of trouble — but
then winter hit, casting its gloom over
patronage once again, they said.

Rumours of closure concerned
staff, who staged a walk-out on

September 10 in protest at the
removal of the cafe’s chequebook,
used for daily purchasing needs, by
Mr Kilroy. Mr Jeffrey said he was also
asked to return his key, and feared
closure of the venue was imminent.
Nearly two weeks of uncertainty
followed, while the cafe’s eight
full-time and 27 part-time staff waited
to hear what the trustees would
decide. Last Wednesday, staff were
given two hours’ notice to attend a
meeting, at which they were told of
the trust’s collapse, Mr Jeffrey said.
He was also told his job was gone.
Tension has remained as staff have
waited for wages and holiday pay that

didn’t arrive in bank accounts as
expected. Some staff held a picket
outside the cafe earlier this week, on
Wednesday, demanding better
treatment.

The number of staff prepared to
work on temporary two-week,
minimum-wage contracts has
dwindled from 35 to about 25, and the
cafe’s new interim manager, Neil
Reaney, conceded when contacted
that rumours of Arc’s future were
“out of control”.

“The amount of gossip and
innuendo that’s running around is
unbelievable,” he said.

He was appointed in a joint
decision by Mr McKinney and the
cafe’s former trustees, and was tasked
with helping Messrs McKinney and
Pauley knock the cafe’s finances into
shape.

Himself an Arc regular in years
gone by, Mr Reaney insisted his focus
was solely on helping Arc “be a great
little business . . . and keep the
integrity it had before in the New
Zealand music scene”.

“I want it to remain an integral
part of the Dunedin social scene and
change as little as possible — even
though it’s a profit-making business
now,” he said.

Of course, the restoration of Arc’s
finances is nothing new to Mr
McKinney. He has been called in to
rescue a total of nine venues in
Dunedin over the years, and also
works as Dunedin branch president
of the Hospitality Association of New
Zealand.

He used to work as general
manager of brewery DB’s stable of 19
managed hotels from Taupo north,
including managing Auckland’s Glue
Pot in 1989-1990; “probably New
Zealand’s biggest nightclub at the

time”, he said. Acts attracted to the
Glue Pot included Mick Jagger,
Midnight Oil and Cold Chisel.

More recently, he attempted,
unsuccessfully as it turned out, to
breathe life into another of Dunedin’s
historic live-act venues, the Empire
Hotel.

Arc Cafe would be different,
however, he believed. He and Mr
Pauley had been “staggered” by the
culture that had built up around Arec,
and were excited by the challenge of
building it back to a state of financial
health.

“I'm still staggered by it. There’s
something a bit special about it, and I
don’t say that lightly,” he said.

“There’s children, there’s oldies,
there’s everybody. I think that’s one of
the strengths of it. It just has that kind
of appeal that isn’t a McDonald’s
appeal.”

Economies of scale would help,
with Arc being added to the venues
Mr McKinney supplied through bulk
ordering, he said. Another was to
bring staff wages and the cafe’s
expenditure into line.

“We will be here part of every day.
Alan and I are both very hands-on
people, but we don’t see ourselves in
this particular place being
front-liners.”

Mr Kilroy conceded the changes
would mean compromising Arc’s
“social experiment” and founding
vision, but he was confident some
cold, hard business reality could yet
breathe life into the cafe.

“It’s that founding, free-spirit
culture getting a bit real. That
founding, free-spirit culture would be
fine if it had that same culture
operating around it,” he said. “But it’s
not.”



