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of Den Jyske Opera’s ‘bravest ventures’. 
But it’s so much more than that. The 
release of the DVD, recorded live during 
the 2013 premiere run, reveals this to be 
a work of quite remarkable musical 
freshness, originality and operatic 
imagination. Although dance has of 
course been closely associated with opera 
since the 17th century, seldom has its 
role been as radical as here. Perhaps the 

production’s nearest forerunner was the 
acclaimed version of Purcell’s Dido and 
Aeneas by the Mark Morris Dance 
Group, staged in 1989 and released on 
DVD in 1995. There, as here, the singers 
were sometimes visible in the film but 
never set foot on the stage; instead, the 
drama was danced throughout. 

Olesen’s score lays out the ‘basic 
concept’ that informed his setting of 
Alasdair Middleton’s English-language 
libretto of Oscar Wilde’s only novel. 
Each (invisible) singer must have a 
corresponding ‘dancer, commedia 
dell’arte performer or mime on stage’; 
also on stage should be two (dancing or 
miming) ‘groups of angels or 
supernatural beings’. The choreographer 
Marie Brolin-Tani’s interpretation of 
these minimal directions was to realize 
the piece as a ‘choreographic opera’ for 
18 dancers, understood as ‘physical 
extensions of the voices of the opera 
singers’. To help achieve this, she 
required the dancers to be present at 
voice rehearsals, where they had to stand 
facing ‘their’ singers, so as ‘to read off 
and learn the individual singer’s attack, 
pauses, breathing and way of singing’.

Olesen’s score offers transports of 
many different kinds. Fluent and lavish 
in its mixing of idioms—Richard Strauss, 
ragtime, the musical, and others tend to 
burst through the pervasive Modernist 
idiom—it is an endless source of surprise 
and delight. Often the music inhabits a 
space close to rapture, its lyricism 
unfolding, sometimes explosively, in big, 
rolling swoops, its intoxicating sonorities 
evoking a fantastic realm entirely 
appropriate to the drama, its ultimate 
climax finely wrought and powerfully 
moving. In principle, Olesen’s decision 
to keep the singers out of sight and 
replace them with dancers would seem to 
be problematic, not least because direct 
visual connection with the singing 
protagonists is lost. But the gain, in this 
realization at least, is that the visual 
arena is hugely enriched by the dancing 
bodies occupying it, bodies given over  
to highly stylized, expressively 

unconstrained movement, consummately 
executed. Quite properly, the set has no 
truck with realism: its sumptuous, 
exquisite designs are abstract, and 
depend entirely upon lighting and digital 
projections.

The performances are superb. 
Suggestively, Dorian Gray is a 
countertenor; expansive of voice and 
expressive, Andrew Radley excels in the 
role. Jonathan Best’s performance as 
Lord Henry Wotton is deeply affecting, 

despite what seems to me to be a need 
for greater variation of timbre and  
better control of an over-insistent bass 
vibrato. James Bobby, his baritone  
clear-toned and strong, is a persuasive 
James Vane. As Sybil Vane, Jenny  
Thiele is a real find. Singing gorgeously, 
her timbre honed in the German popular-
music background from which she was 
plucked, she makes wonderful sense of 
some of the most striking music in the 
opera.   christopher ballantine

According to operabase.com, four of 
Suppé’s operettas have received stage 
productions over the last five years, but  
A Trip to Africa—to use the English title 
the authors of this monograph prefer—
was not one of them. In its day, and 
despite less than a month’s initial run 
(even with the star tenor Alexander 
Girardi in the lead) at the Theater an der 
Wien in 1883, it had a number of 
follow-up stagings in the USA as well as 
Europe, its last occurring in Parma in 
1922. A vocal score, in German and 
Italian, was published.

The opera’s fortunes may have 
changed, however, with the interest 
shown in it by the Italian conductor 
Dario Salvi and his wife Hannah. Dario 
is the founder of the Imperial Vienna 
Orchestra, based in (of all places) 
Norwich, where the operetta’s first 
revival since 1922 has recently taken 
place in concert: it is hoped that a staged 
production will be forthcoming. 

Salvi and his players (his wife 
performs on the euphonium, among other 
instruments) specialize in the lighter 
Viennese repertoire of the Strauss family 

and their contemporaries, so Suppé is an 
obvious inclusion. Intrigued by his 
discovery of the composer’s A Trip to 
Africa Polka, Salvi went on, as he 
describes in his preface, to research and 
collate all discoverable material relating 
to the piece, and as a result has been able 
to edit it and where necessary to fill in 
the blanks sufficiently to be able to 
present it in Hannah Salvi’s new (if 
rather old-fashioned) singing translation. 
It has fallen to her, too, to provide 
English spoken dialogue in the absence 
of the missing German original, and her 
version is surely no worse (if not 
noticeably better) than those of many 
Viennese operettas of the period.

The plot is set in Cairo and 
subsequently the Egyptian desert, where 
various preposterous Italians, Greeks, 
Turks and Lebanese are involved in 
complicated emotional and financial 
imbroglios in the foreground, with a 
racially and religiously mixed indigenous 
population largely in the background. 

One can well imagine that back in 
1883 some of the references would be a 
lot less sensitive than contemporary 
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requirements (rightly) demand, and 
there’s apparently been a certain amount 
of discreet but non-specified editing to 

overcome this problem; even so, any 
modern stage production will have to 
tread carefully in places.

Not having heard the score, one can’t 
really say whether this will all turn out to 
be worthwhile or not, but anyone who 
admires better-known pieces by Suppé, 
including perhaps his delightful 
overtures, might well be tempted to learn 
more. 

The bulk of the volume consists of 
Hannah Salvi’s English version, Moritz 
West and Richard Genée’s original lyrics 
and a contemporary Italian version which 
Dario Salvi has edited. But there are also 
articles introducing the composer and the 
piece by the Suppé biographer Hans-
Dieter Roser and the wide-ranging 
scholar and musicologist Robert Ignatius 
Letellier, plus quite a few illustrations as 
well as other documents. george hall

shown in the chapter ‘Le Physique du 
rôle’. ‘Having the right body for a role is 
vitally important,’ it begins, citing the 
body’s importance as the ‘first and 
earliest instrument of expression’, before 
suggesting that neglect of this aspect in 
casting is ‘one of the main reasons for 
the widespread dissatisfaction with 
opera’. 

Elsewhere it’s possible to read 
Hampe’s comments about directorial 
approaches as being against so-called 
Regietheater. I suspect, though, it’s more 
a matter of him having little patience 
with any staging—updated, 
conceptualized or ‘traditional’—that 
doesn’t work, that’s ill thought-through. 
And few will disagree with him about the 
importance of experienced opera 
practitioners being allowed to do their 
job, and the problems with slavishly 
seeking innovation from those new to the 
art form. ‘If someone announces loudly 
that he doesn’t know any operas, that he 
can’t read a note of music, that he’s in 
fact quite unmusical and doesn’t even 
like music,’ he suggests at one point, 
‘then it’s pretty certain he will find one or 

more theatre managers declaring him a 
man of “ground-breaking, thought-
provoking, new ideas” and urging him to 
direct an opera.’ 

Hampe shares some choice anecdotes 
as well as plenty of wisdom about the 
practicalities of performance: revealing 
for opera-lovers, potentially useful for 
those involved in making opera 
themselves. It’s for the latter, one 
suspects, that two appendices are 
included, one offering a summary of the 
whole book, the other drawing together 
the bullet points that appear at the end of 
each chapter. 

The book has its eccentricities, some 
of which might have been ironed out in a 
slightly more hands-on translation. It 
doesn’t distinguish between German 
‘Kompetenz’ (usually meaning expertise) 
and plain old English ‘competence’, for 
example, and singers are ‘he’ throughout. 
Overall, though, this little book, 
generously illustrated with designs for 
Hampe’s own stagings, offers an 
engagingly different, robustly combative 
take on opera and its manifold 
challenges. hugo shirley

Formerly the administrator and production 
manager of the Benjamin Britten Opera 
School at the Royal College of Music, 
where he once studied as a singer, Andrew 
Page has produced this substantial volume 
documenting in loving detail the College’s 
operatic activities over its first 125 years, 
from the very first complete full-scale 
production on 24 June 1886, when Dr C. 
Villiers Stanford conducted Cherubini’s 
The Water Carrier at the Savoy Theatre, 
onwards. 

This was at a time when the recently 
founded College had no theatre of its 
own, relying instead on the goodwill of 
West End managers to lend their 

premises to allow the students to put on 
their shows. But in fact Page goes back 
even further, to a performance of operatic 
extracts given on 2 July 1884 at the West 
Theatre (now the Elgar Room) at the 
Royal Albert Hall. 

This peripatetic existence ceased with 
the building of the Parry Opera Theatre, 
inaugurated in 1921 and named after the 
College’s late director, Hubert Parry, who 
(ironically) despised opera. The next 
major upgrade came in 1986, with the 
opening of the Britten Opera Theatre—a 
significant asset which in itself has 
boosted still further the College’s 
international status as an educational 
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First published in German in 2015 as 
Opernschule. Für Liebhaber, Macher 
und Verächter des Musiktheaters (the no 
less cumbersome title of this English 
translation is inspired by Alan 
Ayckbourn’s The Crafty Art of 
Playmaking), this might be a 
bantamweight volume, but it has plenty 
of punch. There are a couple of things 
that might at first glance be a little off-
putting, though. First, the blurb on the 
inside of the dust jacket, hardly 
endearing to potential readers, tells us 
that opera ‘is little understood by 
performers and audiences alike’. Second, 
the opening chapter, in which the author 
attempts to define the art form, is not a 
success. 

This somewhat sets the tone. Some of 
the explanations are less than kristallklar, 
and the book is written from the 

perspective of someone who clearly has 
little doubt regarding his superior 
knowledge. On the latter point, though, 
Michael Hampe might feel justified:  
now in his 80s, the director and Intendant 
is a great deal less active these days, but 
he’s a figure whose views demand 
respect. Persevere, get past those two 
hurdles, and there are a lot of wise  
words contained within the book’s 20 
chapters, covering a great deal of useful 
and interesting ground from the  
practical to the more broadly 
philosophical. 

Hampe’s stance is on the conservative 
side and rooted in the world of his 
heyday in the ’70s and ’80s (he was 
intendant of Oper Köln for two decades, 
and for a while heavily involved with the 
Salzburg Festival). He seems unaware of 
certain modern sensibilities, then, as 
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