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Abstract 

This thesis explores the role of Opera North as the publicly funded opera company for 

the north of England, addressing the ways in which the company embodies, mediates 

and fulfils an agenda for access, education and innovation. A broadly ethnographic 

approach is taken, through case studies of three productions and the work surrounding 

them: the commissioned ‘operetta’ Skin Deep by David Sawer and Armando Iannucci 

(2009), the commissioned ‘family opera’ Swanhunter by Jonathan Dove and Alasdair 

Middleton (2009 and 15), and the ‘staged concert’ version of Wagner’s Ring cycle for 

Leeds Town Hall and touring concert venues (2011-14).  

The nature and origins of the access agenda are explored, including the legacy of Opera 

North’s parent company English National Opera, and the post-war imperative of John 

Maynard Keynes, and his Arts Council, to fund decentralised and geographically 

dispersed ‘high’ cultural forms. Recent political agendas are also pertinent, particularly 

the developing aim of the UK’s ‘New Labour’ government (1997-2010) for cultural 

instrumentalism to address social issues. This is explored particularly in relation to the 

commission, by Opera North’s Education and Projects departments, of Swanhunter, in 

2009.  

The access agenda and the works explored in the case studies are situated in their 

historical, political and artistic contexts, to give a cohesive account of Opera North’s 

cultural work in and for the north of England and beyond. 
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1 Introduction 

In its 2015 annual Review, Opera North is described as creating and staging ‘uncompromisingly 

adventurous’ work of the highest quality; as being socially and artistically ‘transformative’ for 

audiences, artists and communities; and as working from the following paradigm:  

Opera North […] believes that opera can be for everyone, and increases participation in 

the arts by championing arts education and reaching out to diverse audiences.
1
  

This thesis addresses the main research question of how (and why) Opera North embodies, 

mediates, communicates and fulfils its central agenda for access, education and innovation 

described above. Within this overarching theme are contained the following sub-questions: 

How and why was this attempted by a new commission within the ‘light’ generic 

framework of operetta, and what conclusions can be drawn with regards to the 

outcome?  

How and why did the commission of, and work around, a new ‘family opera’ address a 

particular set of access and educational objectives? 

How and why were Opera North’s Ring opera productions presented accessibly for a 

potentially new audience in the north of England? 

Through three case studies I interrogate the cultural work of the company, in response 

to, and embedded within its own historical and political contexts. Ultimately I aim to elucidate 

the ways in which various permutations of the drive for increased access to opera are realised 

and responded to. Initial methodological approaches were broadly ethnographic, with case 

studies of three productions and the work surrounding them: the commissioned ‘operetta’ Skin 

Deep by David Sawer and Armando Iannucci (2009), the commissioned ‘family opera’ 

Swanhunter by Jonathan Dove and Alasdair Middleton (2009 and 2015), and the ‘staged 

concert’ version of Wagner’s Ring cycle for Leeds Town Hall and touring concert venues 

(2011-14).  As will be noted in Chapter 2, the historical and political contexts in which these 

case studies are embedded emerged as being of crucial importance in formulating an 

understanding of the broader access agendas that Opera North addresses. Methodology 

thereafter became mixed, with ethnographic approaches integrated with literary investigation 

into historical musicology, history and cultural policy. 

This study takes as its premise the political centrality of the aims of access and 

education within Opera North as a publicly funded opera company in the UK. The picture I will 

                                                           
1
 Opera North, Review 2015 (Leeds: ON, 2015), p.3. 
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outline of the company and its work is illuminated more fully by a prior understanding of the 

drivers for increasing access to opera, historically and politically. Opera North is the child of 

two distinct (but overlapping) agendas for widening access to opera. One is that of its mother 

company, English National Opera. The impetus of that company to increase access to opera can 

be traced back to the nineteenth-century philanthropists who laid the foundations for the 

company that became ENO, in order to improve the lives of working-class people in Victorian 

London.
2
 More generally the modern access agenda, as outlined by Opera North in its Review 

statement, is cascaded from Opera North’s principal funding body, the Arts Council (formerly 

the Arts Council of Great Britain, now Arts Council England) which came out of the post-war 

ambitions of Liberal economist John Maynard Keynes for a more equal and democratic 

distribution of the arts, specifically including opera.
3
 This body, installed by the 1945 Clement 

Attlee Labour government, was created to enable and regulate public spending on the arts as 

part of the rebuilding of Britain after the physical, economic and emotional devastation of war, 

and was to work at ‘arm’s length’ from government.
4
 During the first half of the twentieth 

century, opera had become the preserve of the upper classes,
5
 but was judged by the ‘intellectual 

aristocracy’ of the day (as cultural policy scholar Anna Rosser Upchurch describes Keynes and 

his social ‘class’
6
) to be culturally important to the nation, perhaps even, as the nineteenth-

century reformers would have it, societally ‘improving’.
7
 The combined paternalism of the old 

Liberal guard and the socialist reforms of Labour resulted in a new hope and a new mechanism 

whereby such art forms might be available to everybody. The implementation of the Arts 

Council can thus be understood as a social reform, in the same spirit of egalitarianism as the key 

welfare measures of the period: the initiation of the National Health Service, National Insurance 

                                                           
2
 For a full account of the founding activities and legacies of social reformers Emma Cons and Lilian 

Baylis, see Chapters 1-4 of Susie Gilbert, Opera for Everybody: The story of English National Opera 

(London: Faber and Faber, 2009). 
3
 The Arts Council’s precursor, the Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts (CEMA), began 

during World War II, initially sponsored by private aid and later by the Treasury via the Board of 

Education. The ACGB was to continue and expand upon the activities and opportunities afforded by 

CEMA, more permanently, and in a time of peace. 
4
 Currently the governmental DCMS distributes funds via the ‘arm's length’ principle, whereby funding is 

channeled via another body (the Arts Council) in order that government might avoid direct involvement 

in funding decisions. 
5
 See Alexandra Wilson, ‘Killing Time: Contemporary representations of opera in British culture’, 

Cambridge Opera Journal, 19.3 (2007), 249-70 (pp. 251-57). 
6
 Upchurch defines Keynes as a descendent of a set of Liberal utilitarian nineteenth-century reformers 

described by historian Noel Annan as the ‘intellectual aristocracy’. Anna Rosser Upchurch, ‘Keynes’s 

Legacy: An intellectual’s influence reflected in arts policy’, International Journal of Cultural Policy, 17.1 

(2011), 69-80 (p.74). 
7
 Cons and Baylis founded their company to engender social improvement (see Gilbert, pp.1-19). Sarah E. 

Taylor writes about the nineteenth-century ‘climate of improvement’ whereby ‘music […] came to be 

regarded as one of the most important means of achieving moral elevation’. ‘Finding Themselves: 

Musical revolutions in nineteenth century Staffordshire’, in Music in the British Provinces, 1690-1914, 

ed. by Rachel Cowgill and Peter Holman (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007),pp.223-35 (p.225). 
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and Universal Child Benefit.
8
 In August 1946, a Royal Charter was issued, and Keynes in his 

post-war radio broadcast speech of July 1945 (referred to by Upchurch as ‘the BBC address’
9
) 

presented an Arts Council ‘greatly concerned to decentralise and disperse the dramatic and 

musical and artistic life of the country, to build up provincial centres and to promote corporate 

life in these matters in every town and county’.
10

 

Economic arts policy researcher David Ranan has analysed the policy of the Arts Council 

specifically on opera, bemoaning its lack of ‘clear, explicit objectives […] for the funding of an 

art form which has in some years received up to 40% of the Arts Council’s total grant-in-aid’.
11

 

Ranan stated, in 2003, that ‘the Arts Council has not produced a policy document on opera’,
12

 

and in 2016 this is still the case. However Ranan distilled, from various sources including Royal 

Charters, discussion papers, annual and committee reports, and general arts policy documents, 

the following Arts Council objectives for opera: 

1. Excellence and high standard of production 

2. Access: geographic, financial and social 

3. Development and nurturing of artists 

4. Experimentation and innovation 

5. Education 

6. National pride 

7. Joy and entertainment.
13

 

Many of these extracted objectives are relational to one another, and will be touched upon 

during the course of this thesis. ‘Access’, of all these, is the primary raison d’être for Opera 

North, which was set up in 1978 as a regional branch of ENO, in order to relieve the touring 

strain on that company, and potentially to be ‘the start of a really effective regional policy for 

opera and ballet’.
14

 With a focus on regionality there comes the association of socio-economic 

catchment, and so access must be addressed in all of the three ways presented here by Ranan.
15

 

In a conversation with me in 2012, Nicholas Payne, the second General Director of Opera North 

                                                           
8
 These measures came out of the 1942 report on Social Insurance and Allied Services, known as the 

‘Beveridge Report’, which was a foundation for the modern welfare state. 
9
 Upchurch, p.75. 

10
 John Maynard Keynes, ‘The Arts Council: Its policies and hopes’, in Collected Writings of John 

Maynard Keynes. Vol. XXVIII, ed. by Donald Moggridge (Cambridge: Macmillan, 1982), pp.367-72 

(p.370). Originally published in The Listener, 12 July 1945, London. 
11

 David, Ranan, In Search of a Magic Flute: The public funding of opera  ̶  Dilemmas and decision 

making (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2003), pp.62-63. Ranan makes explicit that the highest Arts Council 

percentage was granted to opera from 1952-65, with a subsequent material decrease, standing at only 17% 

in 2000. 
12

 Ibid., p.62. 
13

 Ibid., p.87.  
14

 ACGB, Thirty-third Annual Report 1977-78 (ACGB: London, 1978), p.24, quoted in Ranan, p.81 
15

 Ranan details his definitions of ‘geographic, financial and social’ access issues (p.80). 
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(who had also previously worked for the Arts Council) stated that the company was set up to 

‘replace the old idea that opera toured from a national centre to the “unwashed” people of 

northern England’ and ‘to encourage operatic habit [in the north] by being there’. He spoke of 

the importance of ‘building up trust with the audience’ and an educational imperative for a new 

opera audience that was conveyed ‘in the way one wrote programme notes’.
16

  

Education, while it appeared as an objective in the original Royal Charter of 1946, 

became an active priority for the Arts Council around the same time as the founding of Opera 

North, with the appointment of the first Arts Council Education Liaison Officer reported in 

1977 as ‘a first major step in the implementation of our chartered duty’.
17

 It could also be 

concluded that educational principles in the opera house flow out of a concern for increasing 

social access. Both access and education are also interlinked with the concept of innovation, and 

the objective of bringing of new work (new compositions and novel production ideas) to an 

audience that has been made ready for them, and is able to access them. As the 1978 Arts 

Council report asserts ‘it is perhaps even more necessary to bring those with conservative tastes 

to a better understanding and enjoyment of new developments in the arts’.
18

 

Ranan notes that since 1997, and the election of Tony Blair’s Labour government, there 

has been a growth in impetus for cultural institutions to serve objectives such as increased 

access and educational outreach. With reference to the government’s traditional ‘arm’s length 

policy’ of arts funding, in 2000 Devlin and Hoyle (former senior Arts Council officers) asserted 

that ‘while not (yet) stepping back from the arm’s length principle, [the Blair government] is 

clearly redefining the length of the arm’.
19

 My ethnographic research, speaking to those who 

were ‘on the shop floor’ at that time, substantiates this claim. Dominic Gray, who came to 

Opera North as head of a small Education department in 1996, which he went on to expand 

greatly, also told me in an interview that he had come into this job at ‘just the right time’, and 

that the priority of Blair’s Labour government for education meant that more funding was 

                                                           
16

 Conversation with Nicholas Payne, The Theory, Practice and Business of Opera Today conference, 

University of Leeds, 12 April 2012, speech reported from notes. 
17

 ACGB, Thirty-third Annual Report, p.10, quoted in Ranan, p.86. 
18

 Ibid. 
19

 Graham Devlin and Sue Hoyle, Committing to Culture, Arts Funding in France and Britain (Franco-

British Council: London, 2000), p.26, quoted in Ranan, p.15. A posthumous account of the cultural policy 

of the ‘New Labour’ era of government cultural policy is provided by David Hesmondhalgh et al., 

Culture, Economy and Politics: The case of New Labour (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015). The 

complaint of betraying or altering the arm’s length premise has arisen on other occasions, not least when 

William Rees-Mogg was accused, during Margaret Thatcher’s administration, of undermining the Arts 

Council’s independence, and weakening the arm’s length principle (Gilbert, p.358). 
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available for departments such as his: ‘Arts organisations that wanted to spend more on 

education, that was embraced and we were encouraged to do that.’
20

 

The financial climate for the arts has cooled since this era of ‘New Labour’,
21

 but the 

legacy of its policy means that opera and other institution-based arts find themselves with 

programmes that have been build up over the past fifteen to twenty years, with ring-fenced 

funding dedicated to these twin aims of increased access and education.
22

 In the case of Opera 

North, increasing access to opera was always at the forefront of the company’s agenda; indeed, 

an Education Officer has been present since the company’s inception, and it is the Education 

department that has grown significantly over the years and continues to grow.
23

 

We have now seen seventy years of the Arts Council, and the paradigm of access and 

education in relation to government funding of the arts has been so established as to be 

ingrained in UK opera practitioners at the highest levels. In a press interview in 2000, composer 

Harrison Birtwistle flippantly made the case for state subsidy to be concentrated at a cultural 

centre: 

If you have at the centre a first-rate orchestra, properly funded, then everything else - 

folk-dancing, yoghurt weaving - comes into focus and flourishes. But if you neglect the 

centre, the rest falls apart.
 24

 

As an example of an institution of ‘high culture’, we might well substitute the opera 

house for the symphony orchestra here. Indeed the sentiment is echoed (more elegantly) in 

Opera North’s mission statement, as recounted by Music Director Richard Farnes in a public 

talk in 2010, where he described Opera North as ‘more than an opera company’, with a mission 

to develop ‘artists, art form and audience’. With an interesting mixture of imagery, Farnes went 

                                                           
20

 Interview with Dominic Gray, Premier House, Leeds, 9 June 2010, from dictaphone. Hesmondhalgh et 

al. discuss the perceived burden on some cultural organisations of excessive instrumentalism under the 

Blair government, but interview other individuals who found it rewarding to receive ‘societal permission’ 

for the arts to tackle social issues (pp.93-97). 
21

 ‘New Labour’ is an unofficial but commonly used term for the UK Labour Party during its period of 

government between 1997 and 2010, as it presented itself to the electorate. 
22

 Hesmondhalgh et al. confirm that broadly, in terms of policy for the creative industries and creative 

economy, the 2010 Coalition government had ‘considerable continuity with New Labour’ (p.194). 
23

 Twenty-three staff members of ON Education are currently listed on the company website: ‘About Us, 

Who’s Who’, ON [n.d.] <http://www.operanorth.co.uk/about/whos-who> [accessed 23 December 2015] 

(para. 8 of 12) as compared with six in the Swanhunter programme brochure of 2009. This will be 

reviewed later, in Chapter 3 (see Table 1 and Figure 3). 
24

 Norman Lebrecht, ‘A Blast of Birtwistle’, Lebrecht Report , La Scena Musicale, 14 October 2000, 

<http://www.scena.org/columns/lebrecht/001014-NL-Birtwistle.html> [accessed 4 February 2014] (para. 

11 of 30). 
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on to liken the company to a ‘spider’s web or maybe a teaching hospital’.
25

 Indeed, into these 

two analogies we find packed the first five of Ranan’s distilled Arts Council objectives. 

These inherited principles have become a paradigm of self-identity for Opera North: the 

institution of high culture, a concentrated centre of art (and of arts funding) whence flows the 

potential to foster arts and culture of all kinds, including folk and popular forms (albeit 

mediated by their association with the opera company). The company must include access to, 

and engagement with, a vast array of arts, potentially for everyone, including the uninitiated, the 

underprivileged and the very young. It is this identity, structure and function, as presented by 

the company, which is the starting point for this study.  

This thesis will not examine in great detail the post-war politics of Attlee and Keynes, the 

priorities of the Arts Council, or the general developments in policy of British opera houses. It 

will make no claim that this Keynesian model of cultural organisation is the only one, the most 

democratic, efficient or the best. This is, however, the model presented by Opera North itself, 

and by the administrators (including the Arts Council and government) of culture. This model 

will be presented here, largely, but not uncritically, on its own terms, in the tradition of 

participant observation and from the premise of an interdisciplinary study of opera, beginning 

with the real-life work of an opera company.  

There is a caveat to this tale of democratic ideals. Opera is a highly expensive art form 

which cannot survive on the returns of the box office alone, and therefore must receive subsidy 

of some sort in order to exist. In Britain between around 1780 and the 1820s, opera was scarce, 

privately funded by wealthy investors, and took place almost exclusively in London. It was 

organised around ‘ad hoc’ seasons, which were largely social occasions for those with the 

financial means to attend.
26

 From this select history of opera, via other subsequent developments 

(rising suspicions of the theatre and of foreign culture; a growing divide between popular and 

‘serious’ cultural forms
27

), was inherited a public perception that opera might be a pastime for 

those of great means and social standing.
28

 This view is one that modern popular culture and the 

mass media have, as a whole, taken no great pains to contradict.
29

 On one hand, the efforts of 

the Arts Council and the opera companies are intended to counteract the notion of elitism. Yet 

                                                           
25

 Richard Farnes in conversation with Professor Stephen Pratt, Britten in Context conference, Liverpool 

Hope University, 10 June 2010, from notes. 
26

 See Jennifer L. Hall-Witt, ‘Reforming the Aristocracy: Opera and elite culture, 1780-1860’, in 

Rethinking the Age of Reform: Britain, 1780-1850, ed. by R. Arthur Burns and Joanna Innes (Cambridge: 

CUP, 2003), pp.220-37.  
27

 See Wilson, ‘Killing Time’, pp. 251-57. 
28

 The Arts Council Annual report of 1971 told of successes in combating the view that ‘opera [..] was 

something suited to the tastes of foreigners , or an elegant addition to the lives of a small and wealthy 

section of society’. ACGB, Twenty-sixth Annual Report, 1970-71 (London: ACGB, 1971), p.54, quoted in 

Ranan, p.86. 
29

 This is discussed by Wilson in ‘Killing Time’, as will be explored further in Chapter 2 of this thesis. 
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associations of grandeur are not without benefit when opera companies must pursue additional 

funding from private individuals or corporate sponsors. So the publicly funded opera company 

must exist with a certain degree of social and functional contradiction. For some it remains the 

bastion of an old idea of the relative exclusivity of high culture. This sense of marked social 

status by association with opera must be allowed, quietly and partially, to remain, as is 

necessary to draw in funding from its traditional, wealthy benefactors and those less traditional, 

corporate donors who might wish to buy into an idea of exclusivity for their clients. But the 

opera company must also be an outreaching, educating, publicly accessible body. It is, in itself, 

a dichotomy, but one which must remain feasible. This is a paradoxical status quo that underlies 

the company’s functionality in going about its various everyday businesses, and a contradictory 

paradigm for those who inhabit the social world of ‘high-cultural’ production. 

In observing the commissioning and creation of two new works (Skin Deep and 

Swanhunter) in Chapter 3, I analyse the method of creators, and the means whereby audiences 

might be able to access these new works. In the case of Swanhunter, this relied on the work of 

Opera North’s Education department as well as the Projects department (which had itself grown 

out of Education). In Chapter 4 I analyse how Opera North has presented its first Ring cycle, a 

work which has been seen as the ‘coming of age’ of any company producing it for the first 

time.
30

 The focus here will be on access and education in the sense of overcoming audiences’ 

‘fear of the threshold into Wagner’
31

 and the model of self-presentation of the company to its 

public in making a Ring for the north of England. 
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2 Methodology and Overarching Literature Review 
 

2.1 Introduction 
As is the case in any ethnographically based study, the focus of this doctoral thesis revealed 

itself gradually over time. After initially observing certain phenomena in the everyday work of 

Opera North, I reverted to other, literary sources to ascertain why the company and its work is 

thought of and presented in quite the way that it is, and what the origins of some of the 

institutionally ingrained assumed truths and paradigms might be. The result is a piece of work 

that began life as an ethnography, but diverged into contextual history. My aim for this 

contextual part of the study was that it should come full circle to elucidate the ethnographic 

fieldwork I conducted and inform the analysis of my first-hand observations of the work of 

Opera North and its modes of self-presentation. I will later refer to Georgina Born’s suggested 

trajectory towards a new model of ‘relational musicology’ and will acknowledge this aspiration 

in the construction of my methods and my thesis.
32

 

In this chapter I have combined a literature review and methodology. The reason for 

this is the relationship between the methodologies outlined in some of the key texts, and my 

own methods of information-gathering and reporting. This relationship is most evident in the 

cases of Georgina Born’s Rationalizing Culture, and Paul Atkinson’s Everyday Arias,
33

 which 

have remained my main overarching influences throughout the duration of this project, but it is 

also evident in other sources reviewed in this chapter. I should also note here that, owing to the 

interdisciplinary nature of this thesis and the broad range of sources used, it has not been 

possible to review all sources thoroughly in this chapter. Literature and methodology continue 

to be reviewed and reported in the body of the two main chapters which are case studies; firstly 

(in Chapter 3) of two Opera North commissions, and secondly (in Chapter 4) of the company’s 

traversal of Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibelungen. These two chapters are quite differently 

focused in terms of the broader contexts within which my fieldwork is situated; the first is 

essentially political and the second more thoroughly historical. It is thus appropriate to review 

the literary sources relevant to each case study within their own contexts. Methodologically too, 

the ethnographic observations done of newly commissioned works (including, in the case of 

Swanhunter, educational workshops for children) were quite different to those done over four 

years as an audience was gradually inducted into the existing cultural megalith that is Wagner’s 
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Ring cycle, and so methodological comment is also focussed at the opening of these two 

chapters, and interspersed throughout. 

 

2.2 Origins 
With regards to ethnographic method, Paul Atkinson and Martyn Hammersley raise the point 

that ethnography is a reflexive process, with researchers as a ‘part of the social world they 

study’.
34

 It then follows that a degree of self-reflection is appropriate in assessing 

methodological choices and the circumstances by which these choices were arrived at. From my 

own perspective, this doctoral study came about by my having answered an advertisement early 

in 2008, for an AHRC Collaborative Doctoral Award studentship in ‘Opera as Adaptation’. 

With regards to a project that was interdisciplinary from the very outset, this introductory 

document quoted an assertion by opera scholar Herbert Lindenberger (writing in 1998) that 

‘since opera has thrived from its beginnings as a collocation of otherwise distinct art forms, it 

seems only appropriate that diverse intellectual disciplines join each other to promote its 

understanding’.
35

 Throughout the course of my project it has been my aim to explore 

scholarship from a diverse range of disciplines and to employ whichever was appropriate to my 

needs. My background was in musicology and education, but an approach of interdisciplinary 

exploration and mixed methodology never seemed anything less than thoroughly appropriate.  

In 2006, Lindenberger asked the question in the title of a paper ‘Why (What? How? If?) 

Opera Studies?’ In this paper, which is constructed as a dialogue between ‘interlocutor’ and 

‘author’, Lindenberger explores the problems evident in the approaches of the various 

disciplines to the study of opera, namely that they have been variously disconnected from each 

other, and that each discipline holds within itself a unique academic and cultural bias that 

prevents dialogue. 

Each of the disciplines upon which opera studies draws has its own peculiar history, its 

own set of rules and conventions, even a particular mind set that colors the personalities 

of its practitioners. […] Opera studies is in effect an orphan that cannot claim a natural 

home in any one of the existing humanistic disciplines.
36
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Lindenberger goes on to accuse each of the different disciplines of having ‘pursued its own 

agenda’ and of having ‘talked past one another’.
37

 He accuses literary studies and musicology of 

‘hidden ideological biases’ that include national bias, and musicological studies of opera of 

getting ‘lost in minutiae without much concern for the larger questions’.
38

 Lindenberger appears 

to advocate a wholly interdisciplinary approach to opera as the only way towards thorough and 

connected scholarship, teaching and general understanding of the form as a whole. He suggests 

that (at the time of writing) there may not be a practicable path through the disciplinary maze 

with a purposeful outcome in sight, and therefore refutes the viability of doctoral study in 

interdisciplinary opera studies.
39

 However, this view refers most immediately to the academic 

climate in his native USA. The UK has recently seen political (and financial) manoeuvres 

encouraging and enabling meaningful collaboration between arts companies and academia;
40

 

this doctoral study has been supported by one such collaborative partnership, entitled ‘DARE’, 

between the University of Leeds and Opera North, as I will outline presently.  

Since Lindenberger’s complaint in 2006, and over the course of this PhD study, there 

has been much growth in interdisciplinary communication on the subject of opera. Operatic 

Migrations, the volume containing his discursive chapter, was the beginning of Ashgate’s 

Interdisciplinary Studies in Opera series, which has developed the course of opera studies by 

broadening and connecting multi-disciplinary involvement. There have also been various 

academic conferences in recent years, in the UK and elsewhere, dedicated to discussion of 

opera, with delegates contributing perspectives from various academic fields, but additionally 

from opera professionals working in the industry.
41

 Indeed, ‘opera studies’ could be seen to be 

moving toward the collaborative area conceptualised by Lindenberger; there is certainly an 

ongoing discourse that seems to be facilitated by improved relations between the disciplines that 
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might comprise it. With respect to an interdisciplinary PhD thesis, the possibilities for study 

might appear almost endless. The framework of interdisciplinarity for this study came from the 

disciplines of the institutions involved, the School of Music and the School of Performance and 

Cultural Industries at the University of Leeds. With regard to the kind of reflexive ethnography 

I have employed, Atkinson and Hammersley remind us that ‘the orientations of researchers will 

be shaped by their socio-historic locations, including the values and interests that these locations 

confer upon them’.
42

 To address this I will add some information on my own disciplinary bias, a 

background in music and musicology, which had already developed in the direction of studies 

of performance practice and of ethnography/ethnomusicology, and of addressing issues of 

performance in a wider sense. I also have a professional background in education. 

 

2.3 Interdisciplinary ‘Opera as Adaptation’ project 
As a part of a larger AHRC-funded project ‘Opera as Adaptation’, which also incorporated 

another PhD study, the premise for my doctoral scholarship in Leeds was interdisciplinary. The 

PhD studentships were drawn up by Dr Kara McKechnie in the School of Performance and 

Cultural Industries, and Dr Rachel Cowgill at the School of Music, and Opera North (chiefly by 

Projects Director Dominic Gray). These studentships are supported by Collaborative Doctoral 

Awards (CDAs) from the AHRC, and supervised by McKechnie, Cowgill (now Professor and 

Head of Music and Drama at the University of Huddersfield) and by senior staff members of 

Opera North, in my case Richard Farnes, Music Director. It was envisaged that these two PhD 

studentships, each run between two academic departments (and hence two disciplines) should 

be ‘inherently interdisciplinary’,
43

 and it was apparent that this project might have the facility to 

tackle Lindenberger’s criticism of previously disjointed approaches to the study of opera, and 

the nature of collaborative creation and production. Additionally, as a premise of the project, I 

have been privileged to have been granted access over the course of my PhD study to the 

processes of a real life opera company, Opera North. This access has revealed the highly 

complex nature of the collaborative work done within this institution, and of the cultural work 

done by opera and the opera company in a social context. Many decisions made during the 

course of my research, particularly those around the focus on new works, new models of 

Wagner production and the results of collaborative creation and production, were responses to, 

and dictated by, the nature of the CDA scholarship and its interdisciplinary and interinstitutional 
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aims.
44

 Lindenberger’s call for interdisciplinary collaboration and cohesion in opera studies 

effectively shadows an essential nature of opera and of the opera company itself. 

The first PhD project of ‘Opera as Adaptation’, entitled ‘Adaptation and the Libretto’, 

was begun by Dr Adam Strickson in October 2007 and completed in 2014 with the thesis The 

Librettist’s Adaptation of Source in Collaboration with the Composer.
45

 My own project began 

in 2008 with the stimulus ‘Adaptation, Source and Musical Realisation’, although much 

adaptation has occurred in the title and the focus since the project began. The concept of 

adaptation, in its broadest sense, has remained a foundation of the work I have done at Opera 

North since beginning my studentship. Just as opera is often made up of many processes of 

adaptation (libretto from another literary text, score from source material and libretto) so the 

opera company itself adapts in its productions and its function for a changing society. In another 

framework, the once infant ‘opera studies’ (the ‘orphan’ of the humanistic disciplines, as 

Lindenberger described it) has adapted to its changing academic environment and continues to 

adapt with every interdisciplinary conversation. 

 

2.4 Beginning with the opera company: an ethnographic approach to 

interdisciplinary opera studies 
My own vision of interdisciplinary opera studies begins with the opera company itself, and the 

choice of ethnography as a key method in the study of opera, as it is produced and presented by 

the company. My ethnographic access to Opera North was enabled by an agreement between 

the company and the University of Leeds. This collaboration was initiated for the purpose of 

supervising the two PhD studentships, and consolidated by the formal partnership between the 

two institutions, ‘DARE’, which was also launched in 2007. This is a perhaps an unusual 

climate for an ethnographic study, where the object of study is a powerful partner institution of 

the educational establishment wherein the study is conducted. The potentially influential effect 

of this scenario on methodology and outcome must be acknowledged, although in the case of 

‘Opera as Adaptation’ as an entirety, the personal connections and investment of researchers has 

seemed to have had more of a tangible effect, as I later discuss. Putting such complications 

aside for the time being, I will argue for the suitability of ethnography as a key method by 

which I might enter into an interdisciplinary study of opera, with the opera company itself at the 

centre. By observing the work of the opera company as a broad framework in the first instance, 

I was afforded the potential to cover various aspects of the company’s work, and drew my 

points of interest, focus and analysis from that point on. Observing the various art forms of the 
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opera house working in synergy and in a constant process of adaptation, and given opera’s 

intrinsic intermedial and interdisciplinary character, my aim was that the nature of my academic 

analysis should then follow suit. I have used those disciplinary perspectives at my disposal 

(primarily from the traditions of musicology, education, ethnography and performance studies, 

with additional reference to history, politics and others) with the aim of being open to the 

possibilities of interpretations and analyses arising from sources that are familiar or that are new 

to me. 

I begin with a premise taken from a ‘naturalist’ ethnographic standpoint; namely that 

the object of study can be introduced, at the outset, in the terms in which it presents itself.
46

 

Since my aim is an interdisciplinary study of opera beginning with the opera company itself, it 

seems coherent to begin within the framework of the company’s own cultural world. However, 

as a reflexive participant observer, my study will not remain uncritically within this social 

frame. 

In proposing a new model of what he terms ‘Relational Ethnography’, sociologist 

Matthew Desmond criticises the ‘conceptual impartiality’ in which he argues the objects of 

traditional group- and place-based ethnographies have been enshrouded.
47

 His argument 

follows, that assumptions are made when we assign what we see as ‘natural’ boundaries to 

define groups or places: ‘police officers, teenagers, Chinatown or General Motors’.
48

 While I 

may present such groups and places as objective units for economy of words or concepts 

(‘Opera North’, ‘creators’, ‘Wagner’s circle’ to name a few groups, and that pseudo-objective 

non-place, ‘the North’), I have aimed to explore broader narratives that situate these economical 

and/or poetic descriptors in a wider context, and revealed degrees of relationality within them, 

and between them and their others. Any social ethnographic study is, of course, a complex web 

of subjective decision-making and observations in which we may aspire toward some small 

degree of objective truth, whilst never achieving impartiality (and usually acknowledging that 

impartiality would be undesirable, if not also impossible). Ethnomusicology, as a disciplinary 

whole, originally claimed a degree of impartiality in its scope, when compared to more 

traditional musicological studies. In The Study of Ethnomusicology: Thirty-one issues and 

concepts, leading ethnomusicologist Bruno Nettl makes the following claim for the discipline: 

‘Although we take into account a society’s own hierarchy of its various kinds of music, and its 

musicians, we want to study not only what is excellent but also what is ordinary and even barely 
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acceptable.’
49

 Indeed, herein lies an issue in my study of Skin Deep, whereby its lack of 

acceptance amongst the company led to tensions when discussing this particular case study with 

its musically reluctant, but professionally obliged participants. Fundamentally Nettl reminds us 

that ‘ethnomusicologists are egalitarians’,
 
although he also describes personal attachments to the 

music of certain people and places, ‘special loves’ and preferences.
50

 My own northern 

enthusiasm for access to high culture in the north of England is not impartial, and yet there is a 

sense of levelling social opportunities, in which I advocate an alternative to an experience of 

opera reception that privileges London audiences. In this case my personal interest in the north 

and the increased impartiality of offering an alternative to London-centrism are not distinct. 

My ethnographic research began observations in rehearsal rooms and around the 

company, taking diary notes of interaction and annotating piano scores with points of dramatic 

and musical interest. I was then granted access to interview participants and company members 

and permission to conduct audience questionnaires, an example of which is included as 

Appendix A. I have acknowledged the identities of my sources at Opera North, and quoted them 

with their informed consent (although for brevity full interview transcripts are not included 

here). It would seem illogical to conceal the identities of high-level and well-known workers, 

since job titles or roles must be revealed in order to contextualise their perspectives. Atkinson 

asserts in his study of WNO, ‘one cannot possibly write about an opera company under the 

cloak of anonymity and pseudonyms’, noting the absurdity of any attempt on his part to ‘write 

about “an international opera company somewhere in South Wales”’.
51

 The identification of 

subjects becomes more necessary in view of the fact that I have combined information from 

observations, personal interactions and interviews with talks, broadcasts and publications, all of 

which are already public.
52

 The comments of audience members have remained anonymous; 

indeed I made no requirement for names to be given on the questionnaire forms I provided, 

although they were sometimes freely offered. While I designed and made available 

questionnaires for many of the productions I have mentioned here (and for others) the responses 

of audience members have not been as central a part of forming my thesis as I initially imagined 

they might be. This is the case for several reasons. In order to capture the moment of opera 

attendance, I created paper questionnaires which were voluntarily taken up at venues, and 

returned to me in stamped, addressed envelopes. To retain the immediacy of the audience’s 

experience, to avoid overwhelming audience members with paper, and to reduce litter and loss, 

the questionnaires were designed to fit onto a single sheet of A4 paper. The responses given on 
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a form such as this are often brief, and while they give insight collectively, they seldom reveal a 

lot of depth individually (although, unprompted, some respondents have attached further 

information, or contacted me at a later date volunteering their thoughts for the benefit of my 

study, the details of which were outlined at the top of the paper survey). Working closely with 

those at Opera North who aided my access to the audience within the guidelines of company 

operations, there were also restrictions on the nature of questions I might ask, as suggested by 

managers at Opera North (although these restrictions were relaxed over time
53

). In the spirit of 

maintaining the ‘natural’ reception experience of opera-goers, I felt it would be too intrusive to 

form audience focus groups in this context. When researching the reactions of children, I 

observed them primarily in school groups during workshops run by Opera North, and on 

performance excursions in the company of their teachers. Here I was working under the 

regulation of Opera North (as a collaborative partner in my doctoral award) facilitated by the 

company, also with the permission of the organising teachers. Occasionally I posed questions to 

a group about the activity, during the course of their workshop or performance trip. As a teacher 

myself, I was able to employ questioning techniques that encouraged reflective thinking about 

the activity in which they were involved, as is referred to in Chapter 3, on the production and 

reception of the family opera Swanhunter. Ethical consent was sought via the company and the 

schools for my presence in workshop and performance situations, although I was advised by 

staff at the University Interdisciplinary Ethics unit that informal questioning regarding the 

children’s experience and enjoyment of a production or arts workshop did not, at that time, 

require formal ethical approval. 

While ethnographic study was conducted primarily on the opera company in question, 

around its activities and productions, the ethnographic spirit has infiltrated other parts of the 

thesis that deal with contextual research. Consequently other modes of ethnography have 

emerged over the course of this study. I refer specifically to work done in Chapter 4, analysing 

the comments of customer/reviewers on the e-commerce Amazon websites, whereby the 

concept of the arranged/reduced Wagner recording is interpreted and reconstructed, and criteria 

are arrived at by which this community is able to make judgements. I elaborate more on the 

nature of this ethnographic method (where the internet site is effectively the ‘field’) and the 

theory on which it is based, later, in Chapter 4. 
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2.5 Literature reviews and methodology: ethnographies of musical 

‘high culture’ 
The two fundamental models for the design of my research were Georgina Born’s Rationalizing 

Culture: IRCAM, Boulez, and the institutionalisation of the musical avant-garde, and Paul 

Atkinson’s Everyday Arias: An operatic ethnography. Born is, by her own description, ‘an 

unusual social anthropologist, one who works on Western cultural institutions’.
54

 Rationalizing 

Culture is a seminal ethnography of, as the author describes it, a musical ‘high-culture 

institution’,
55

 and as such was an early model for my study which began as another ethnography 

of an institution producing what we might term musical ‘high culture’. Born makes the 

following assertion:  

Ethnographic method may have unique capacities to elucidate the workings of dominant 

western institutions and their cultural systems. Because these phenomena have the 

capacity to absorb and conceal contradiction, it takes a method such as ethnography to 

uncover the gaps between external claims and internal realities, public rhetoric and 

private thought, ideology and practice.
56

 

Using ethnography, Born analysed working lives and structures within IRCAM (Institut de 

Recherche et Coordination Acoustique/Musique, the Institute for Research and Coordination in 

Acoustics/Music) in Paris, and the relationships between IRCAM and the outside world. She 

revealed tensions implicit in an institution that was funded largely by the state, but whose 

structures and communication with the public were often opaque. Contradictions were made 

evident between the rhetoric of founder (and then Director) Pierre Boulez, and Born’s observed 

realities. As well as her main focus, the subjugation of postmodern and other musical aesthetics, 

as she saw it, by Boulez’s unwavering trajectory of ‘high modernism’,
57

 Born also revealed 

undemocratic power structures and worker exploitation, and raised political questions around 

the relationship between the state and this cultural institution, including IRCAM’s receipt of 

second-hand technology from the French military. The methodological tensions, tensions of 

ideology and the social difficulties in producing the IRCAM study are evident. Ultimately Born 

was highly critical of IRCAM (with its high levels of public funding) and the avant-garde’s 

failure ‘to find success with a broad public or to achieve wider cultural currency’.
58
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There are commonalities evident between Born’s IRCAM study and my study of a 

publicly funded opera company.
59

 In my study of Opera North, there is a fundamental parallel 

with Born’s work on IRCAM in organisational and political terms: IRCAM is described as 

receiving both public and private funding, but the vast majority was from the government’s 

Ministry of Culture, distributed through an intermediary body.
60

 Indeed Born describes IRCAM 

as ‘handsomely funded by the French state’.
61

 Underlying her ethnography is a soft focus on the 

responsibility of the institution to the public that is created through this funding model. Born’s 

assertion is that, in its being subsidised by the state, culture is centralised, rationalised and 

legitimised. She asks, ‘in a cultural sphere defined not by the market but by judgments of 

legitimacy fueling cultural policy and subsidy’ (which she views as ‘very necessary’) ‘the 

question then becomes: what kind of legitimacy judged how and by whom, how instituted, how 

productively, and with what status vis à vis other cultural orders?’
62

 Public opera in the UK, 

deemed to be worthy of subsidy since 1945 by the Arts Council (a quasi-autonomous non-

governmental organisation or ‘quango’, funded, but not run directly, by central government) is, 

like IRCAM in France, defined by exactly the same judgements of legitimacy as Born outlines. 

Consequently the very questions posited by Born must also, at some point, be asked of public 

opera. Indeed, in 2003, in his monograph In Search of a Magic Flute: The public funding of 

opera – dilemmas and decision making (to which I shall return presently) cultural economist 

David Ranan considered the awarding of such cultural legitimacy to opera through public 

funding. He reflected that ‘subsidies for opera, an art-form which appeals to only a small 

fraction of the population but which, because it is very expensive to produce, needs public 

subsidy to survive, are not easy to justify’.
63

 

My thesis does not go so far as to question directly the legitimacy of the opera 

company, as Born’s work questions IRCAM. It does go some way to explain the political 

history of this legitimacy in the set-up and the aims of publicly funded opera, and in the 

objectives of Opera North in its productions. It outlines the success criteria that are set for 

productions, how they arise and how they are communicated, and by extension, how this 

legitimacy is continually judged and maintained. Thus these questions around the nature and 

judgement of legitimacy are broadly, if sometimes indirectly, addressed. 
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IRCAM, as described by Born, is an institution where invited composers produce 

commissioned work using the centre’s resources, but the centre also offers concert programmes 

and educational courses. These two functions are summarised by Born as ‘cultural production 

and reproduction’, and assigned high and low status accordingly.
64

 Similarly Opera North, a 

large producer of cultural work, offers educational programmes, although as we shall see in 

Chapter 3 on the commissioning of Swanhunter, the work of creative production and the work 

of education are often happening simultaneously, and do not function as the same sort of 

dichotomy that Born discerned. Born also reports on the position of the lower-level IRCAM 

workers who professed a need for an ‘education into understanding’ for the public of the 

traditions behind the aesthetic of the avant-garde music produced at IRCAM;
65

 she thus 

elucidates IRCAM’s neglect of the development of its potential audience, and the institution’s 

erstwhile lack of engagement with the general public.
66

 This studied gap in practice has 

provided me with a contrast and a focus: in the work of Opera North, concerns about potential 

audience’s fears in accessing opera, or certain kinds of opera, are routinely addressed (as we 

shall see in the case studies). By revealing the perceived need for this introductory educational 

work at IRCAM, Born’s ethnography has opened a door for me to interrogate the ways in which 

this kind of work is done and with what results at Opera North. 

Although, unlike IRCAM, Opera North does not exist mainly for the purpose of 

commissioning composers to create new music, this is one function of the company, as is 

illuminated in Chapter 3. Consequently questions raised by Born around the politics of musical 

composition in ‘the sphere of subsidized cultural life’ remain relevant,
67

 most crucially the 

question ‘to what extent composers are aware of the relation between their aesthetic and the 

likely fate of their music in terms of public reception and economic subsidy’.
68

 This relation, 

and composers’ awareness of it, is a question that underpins the analyses in Chapter 3 of the 

commissioned operas of David Sawer and Jonathan Dove, and the way in which they were 

conceived by their creators and received by their audiences. 

Like Born’s study, my work on Opera North, which started as an ethnographic account, 

had to expand its methodological reach. While Born’s ethnographic reporting became embedded 

in work that encompassed sociology, cultural theory, art history, and psychoanalysis,
69

 my own 

study expanded into the fields of history and politics, even touching theological thought. Born 

frames her mixed methodology as ‘moving “beyond”’ the discourse of her subjects ‘in order to 

                                                           
64

 Born, Rationalizing Culture, p.2. 
65

 Ibid., pp.123-32.  
66

 Ibid., p.126. 
67

 Ibid., pp.5, 14. 
68

 Ibid., p.14. 
69

 Ibid., p.8. 



28 

 

  

trace its embeddedness in certain historical and contemporary social and cultural formations’,
70

 

whilst also (in a more traditionally ethnographic frame) ‘moving “behind” and “across” their 

discourse in order to elucidate gaps and contradictions’.
71

 This was also my aim. In my study, 

for example, the immediate and present Wagner discourse was moved beyond, in order to reveal 

how it was situated in broader narratives around Wagner and difficulty, and Wagner and ‘guilt’, 

and how Opera North’s Ring opera productions could be read as an ‘access solution’ amongst 

various efforts (historical and contemporary) to increase the accessibility of the Ring cycle, and 

of this composer’s work. Opera North’s Ring productions are also embedded in a history of 

Ring cycles in Leeds. Additionally, the performance design specifically for the home venue, 

Leeds Town Hall, draws the Opera North Ring into another history: that of this concert venue 

and its political raison d’être. I hope I have also moved ‘behind’ and ‘across’ the discourses of 

my subjects, and revealed certain incongruities, although as an embedded researcher and 

student, it has often been my inclination to elucidate and explain the reasons behind such 

contradictions as much as the contradictions themselves. It may be unsurprising, then, that 

discrepancies between word and deed are most exposed in the Skin Deep creators, David Sawer 

and Armando Iannucci, who were commissioned by, but not as a part of, the company. I have 

also sought to reveal contradictions more often in the public words of my subjects than in the 

information that they have revealed to me privately, since it would appear that it is more 

important to analyse the consistency and meaning of the messages that are broadcast the most 

widely.  

I have outlined here an admittedly subjective bias, but an inevitable one, given the 

integrated relationship of myself and other researchers with the company (particularly, working 

on the ‘Opera as Adaptation’ project, Kara McKechnie and Adam Strickson from the School of 

Performance and Cultural Industries). We are embedded within this company, its work, and its 

position as a beneficial cultural force in our regions. At times we feel a personal involvement. 

As Atkinson said of Welsh National Opera: 

I feel proud for them all when things seem to be going well. I worry for a singer who 

doesn’t seem to be in top form. I feel disappointed because something they’d worked 

hard hadn’t quite worked as it should.
72

 

McKechnie writes of the ‘“protective enthusiasm” which develops with the growing closeness 

between researcher and company’
73

 and which affects the ethnographer’s judgement: ‘One wills 
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the performers to perfect something they have spent months, sometimes years working towards 

and one wills the audience to be able to read what the production is trying to convey.’
74

 In short 

we are invested. Here is a slightly different focus to that of Born in her aim to interrogate 

critically the power relations of IRCAM and the avant-garde.
75

 Ours is an acknowledged critical 

solidarity with our object of study. 

In the opening of the first chapter of Rationalizing Culture Born noted ‘an absence of 

empirical social research on contemporary high culture and cultural institutions, on cultural 

production, and, specifically, on these in regard to serious music’.
76

 Perhaps partially owing to 

the longitude of the study necessary for its depth, and to some of the tensions involved in 

producing a study such as this (which would be keenly felt in the process of conducting 

ethnographic research) the quantity of ethnographic studies of other such institutions of ‘high 

culture’ does not seemed to have increased proportionally in the intervening twenty years since 

Born’s study was published (or indeed the three decades since it was researched).
77

 Born’s 

description of this hitherto ‘absent’ field of research is not perfectly fitted by my study of Opera 

North. Not all the culture that the opera company produces is wholly contemporary in its 

aesthetic in the way that the culture produced at IRCAM is. However Opera North’s production 

of culture is done within a contemporary framework in terms of the considerations of the 

company and its audience. Not all the music that is created by and for Opera North is entirely 

‘serious’ in nature; indeed in Chapter 3 I look at the tensions implicit in the creation of 

‘operetta’ and ‘family opera’ which might be considered, each in its own way, to be ‘lighter’ or 

‘less serious’ than other operatic forms. But generally this study began in answer to Born’s 

complaint, and is greatly indebted to the spirit of her work at IRCAM. Also of some resonance 

with my own work is her study of the BBC, Uncertain Vision. While this study is not musical in 

nature, there are parallels between the BBC and Opera North in terms of the history and the 

nature of public funding.
78

 In Born’s study of a period beginning in 1996, the dynamics of 
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cultural instrumentalism brought about by Tony Blair’s ‘New Labour’, and the tensions and the 

trajectories of that political era are richly detailed; Born’s political findings with relation to New 

Labour and the BBC are paralleled in the opera world, including the manoeuvres and behests of 

public opera’s intermediary funding body, the Arts Council.  

In accord with Born’s complaint regarding the relative absence of ethnographies of high 

culture and its production (particularly music) anthropologist Paul Atkinson in his study of 

WNO notes sociological studies of opera that he calls ‘sociology at a distance’, that is without a 

focus on involved, empirical method, and concerned with the text rather than the ‘event’ of 

opera.
79

 In closer resonance with his own work, Atkinson cites Tia DeNora’s sociology of the 

place of music in everyday life, noting the lack of such work in what he terms ‘high’ cultural 

settings.
80

 He then calls for the ‘need to apply principles of analytical symmetry in the analysis 

of culture and its organizations’. Atkinson’s concern is that social research has favoured 

‘profane and popular culture’, thereby granting it ‘greater interest and legitimacy than more 

intellectual forms of culture’. Additionally he summarises that ‘the ethnomusicological 

approach to popular music genres has generated a more vigorous ethnographic literature than 

can be found applied to “classical” music’.
81

 

One notable exception to this particular claim by Atkinson is Stephen Cottrell’s 

Professional Music-Making in London: Ethnography and experience, although there have been 

some others.
82

 Cottrell gives an account of professional classical musicians in London in their 

working lives, and the contradictions inherent in a profession that he describes, with reference to 

Alan Merriam’s chapter on ‘The Musician’, as having ‘low status but high importance’.
83

 It is 

                                                                                                                                                                          
educative and moral force’, to ‘entertain […], inform and educate’, and to lead, rather than follow, public 

tastes. This precedes the philosophy behind Keynes’s Arts Council and the public funding and 

expectations of opera, as will be outlined in Chapter 3. Born quotes Reith’s ‘Memorandum of Information 

on the Scope and Conduct of the Broadcasting Service’ of 1925: ‘He who prides himself on giving the 

public what he thinks the public wants is often creating a factitious demand for lower standards which he 

himself will then satisfy’ (Uncertain Vision, p.27). This is echoed in the words of David Lloyd-Jones on 

Opera North, in the ENON Opening Season Brochure, 1978, quoted in McKechnie, Opera North, p.31. 
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interesting that in Cottrell’s study, defined within the tradition of ethnomusicology, the author 

cites Born, noting her IRCAM study as ‘a detailed ethnomusicological study’ (‘my description’, 

he reminds us, ‘not hers’
84

). More specific to opera, although not to its production, Claudio 

Benzecry’s thorough ethnography of opera audiences in Argentina sheds light on the sociology 

of the opera world from a different angle.
85

 

Atkinson and Born have defined themselves as anthropologists rather than 

ethnomusicologists, and yet it seems apt to mention the debt of my study, and Born’s (since 

Atkinson focuses more on theatrical than musical performance) to the tradition of 

ethnomusicology, a method that has historically been used for the study of non-Western, folk 

and traditional musics, but which is an influence being drawn upon to study the musics of elite 

and powerful Western institutions.
86

 For a fuller discussion of what lies within or without the 

increasingly fluid and disputed boundaries of this discipline, I will refer back to Cottrell’s 

discussion of the nuances of ethnomusicology, new musicology and the anthropology of 

music.
87

 For a range of scholarly views on the current debate, see Henry Stobart’s edited volume 

of 2008, The New (Ethno)Musicologies.
88

 Jonathan Stock’s 1998 paper, ‘New Musicologies, 

Old Musicologies: Ethnomusicology and the study of Western music’ sheds some light on the 

tensions that were coming to the fore at that time (and that are still relevant today) within and 

between the disciplines of musicology and ethnomusicology when studying Western music.
89

 

While acknowledging that this is a complex, historically aligned and politically sensitive area of 

distinction, I will agree with Cottrell, and for my current purpose remain aware, but largely 

‘untroubled’, by the distinctions of discipline whilst putting an ethnographic or 

ethnomusicological approach into practice.
90

 Born’s argument in her 2007 Dent Medal Address 

for what she terms a ‘relational musicology’ is very appealing. Here Born describes a 

‘reconfiguration of the boundaries between the subdisciplines of music study’, notably to 

incorporate anthropological and historical sources, amongst others, in order to ‘render 
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problematic the music/social opposition and achieve a new interdisciplinary settlement, one that 

launches the study of music onto new epistemological and ontological terrain’.
91

 These 

interdisciplinarities and relational connections serve me well, since the position of my own 

work within these fields is further problematised by the physical location of its subject in a 

theatrical setting as well as a musical one. Yet, more broadly, I seek to consider the setting of 

my subject in its social, geographical, historical and political locations as well.  

Paul Atkinson’s Everyday Arias: An operatic ethnography is a text whose subject (an 

ethnographic account of a regionally based, national opera company, Welsh National Opera) 

most closely matches my own, superseded only in 2014, towards the end of my studies, by Kara 

McKechnie’s Opera North: Historical and dramaturgical perspectives on opera studies. 

Atkinson elucidates the mundane, every-day, collective labour that happens in the rehearsal and 

production of opera, and the way in which this work is social and, very broadly speaking, 

performative. Atkinson’s work is a true ethnography, with rich, descriptive accounts of the 

author’s experience and observations interwoven with analysis of the performative modes of the 

opera company and those within it, in and out of the rehearsal room, and on and around the 

stage. I did not ultimately take this approach in the thorough way exemplified here by Atkinson, 

although there are traces of the rehearsal-room style ethnography, particularly in the account of 

the public ‘Sing ON: Wagner!’ workshop in Chapter 4. Having written some ethnographic 

accounts of other Opera North events – rehearsals, performances and workshops – that I 

attended, it was unfortunate that these could not be included directly, but the trajectory of the 

thesis took me elsewhere. Atkinson gives meaningful accounts of the performative working 

lives of singers and directors. For my own purposes of assessing how Opera North forms and 

addresses its access agenda, the individual subjects of primary interest were strategic decision-

makers, such as commissioners, creators (composers and librettists) responding directly to 

commissions, and those in musical positions of creative power at the company. At Opera North, 

principal singers and stage directors are not company employees, but contracted workers; their 

artistic decision-making is thus a step removed from the cultural policy that informs decisions at 

a high level of the company structure. Although I focussed on individuals in different (more 

politically informed) positions, Atkinson’s study informs my own; there is a remarkable 

symmetry in subject matter, and, to an extent in authorial positioning and degree of 

involvement. However, this element is far from straightforward, as I will now outline. 

Cottrell, in relation to his own study and others, describes the rise of the ‘native 

anthropologist’ and even the ‘native ethnomusicologist’ whereby the scholar is a member of the 
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group to be studied.
92

 Yet the distinction between being an ‘inside’ member of a group and an 

‘outsider’ (between ‘emic’ and ‘etic’ perspectives
93

) is not clear-cut, and often a matter of 

degree. Prior to my study, I was a musician, a producer and consumer of Western ‘high culture’ 

and yet I was not a member of this opera company, nor had I worked professionally in a 

comparable institution. So my perspective is at once emic and etic, or could be understood to 

exist in a liminal position, moving fluidly along a spectrum between the two, dependent on the 

activity under observation. It is interesting, in this framework, to compare my own position at 

Opera North with that of Atkinson at WNO. Cottrell describes an emic familiarity that ‘excludes 

the learning process that comes with not being familiar, and the insights which may arise from 

this learning’.
94

 Indeed Atkinson observes technicalities of the opera theatre and of performance 

which he then analyses with extraordinary detail. He is able to chart the minutiae of the activity 

of singers, producers and stage-managers, noting the kind of detail that I might have liked to 

include in my own study, but as a musician in possession of vocal training and theatrical 

experience (although to a lesser degree than those I observed) I was disinclined to note the 

observed nuances in this area of practice due to overfamiliarity. Perhaps in Atkinson’s accounts 

of the mundane work of creating performance I find the mundane in my own experience, which 

I am then subjectively wont to ignore. Essentially here is the feeling of emic knowledge through 

my own historical involvement in comparable activities. Yet Atkinson was able to attend the 

most glittering of WNO functions and to play a round of golf with various professional rugby 

stars and the celebrated baritone Bryn Terfel: in this instance, his established position and status 

as a professional academic facilitated a greater degree of social access than I might have 

enjoyed, and made his position more emic, in one respect, than mine. It is indeed the case that 

every ethnographer must negotiate their own position in the field in which they are working, but 

it is important to note that there are many situations in which one is neither quite ‘insider’ nor 

‘outsider’ or where one is both; McKechnie, for example, places herself in rehearsal observation 

as a ‘privileged in-betweener’.
95

 The distinction here is relative and perhaps not even 

particularly important when the western scholar looks through an ethnographic lens at a 

domestic institution of western culture. 

There were also initial observations that I made at Opera North that were, in fact, so 

very similar to Atkinson’s that his text has made my detailed re-documentation of them 

unnecessary. In Everyday Arias Atkinson describes a ‘talk-through’ event of production 

concepts for WNO’s Queen of Spades. At this event Richard Jones, referred to by Atkinson as 
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the ‘opera producer’, outlined his vision and ideas for the production to the cast. Jones was the 

stage director for Opera North’s Skin Deep, which I believe to be the same role as Atkinson 

refers to as ‘producer’ in the case of WNO’s Queen of Spades. The ‘talk-through’ event is the 

standard first meeting of an opera cast, where production ideas are shared, although musical 

coaching and rehearsals will have happened (and often been completed) prior to this. In the case 

of Opera North, this event is known as a ‘model show’, since this when the miniature set model 

was traditionally revealed. This is often still the case (as it was, conversely at WNO’s Queen of 

Spades ‘talk-through’) although today a similar effect can be created by digital means, and at 

the Skin Deep ‘model show’ there was actually a PowerPoint projection displaying set and 

costume designs. Like other directors, Richard Jones has, as Atkinson outlines, ‘his own idiolect 

of gestures, references, and tropes through which he works with singers in creating a distinctive 

dramatic world’,
96

 and his own modus operandi in communicating with the cast and crew. This 

came into focus for me, having watched Jones direct at Opera North, then later coming to 

Atkinson’s account of his work at WNO, which could have been a description of the event I 

witnessed, from the seating arrangement ‘in a semi-circle, on plastic stacking chairs’,
97

 to the 

account of Richard Jones’s faux-self-deprecating motto about his talk-through event:  

Richard concludes the talk-through by reaffirming, ‘I’m not a believer in these things.’ 

[…] The collective amusement acknowledges that despite his overt statements to the 

contrary, Jones has given a long, detailed and graphic account of his conception of the 

opera in general and his projected production in particular. This is, indeed, an unusually 

explicit version of a producer’s talk-through.
98

  

This is also a strikingly exact description, down to the very words spoken, of the manner in 

which Jones presented the Skin Deep model show, and the way in which he presented himself at 

the event. While I did not ultimately include a great quantity of this sort of detailed 

ethnographic diary account in my thesis, these are the sort of observations from which I drew 

some of my material. Most often observations sourced from my original ethnographic diary 

have been interspersed with interviews, text-based analysis and commentary. 

This leads to another, sometimes contentious topic regarding one method: the 

ethnographic interview. In her IRCAM study Born began as a very active participant observer, 

initially taking an introductory course at the centre, but also relying on ‘a substantial body of 

taped interviews’, including different groups within the organisation.
99

 With those in whom she 

had a particular interest she conducted more interviews for what she describes as a ‘continuing 
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commentary on developments within IRCAM and on its history’.
100

 We might judge these 

recorded events to be ‘formal’ interviews, in that they were planned and, to some degree, 

structured, but Born also refers to informal talks with informants that she might subsequently 

‘write up’ as notes.
101

 Unlike Atkinson’s Everyday Arias, Born’s Rationalizing Culture is not 

written in the ‘ethnographic present’. Born quotes her own field diary explicitly on few 

occasions, and these instances are far outnumbered by the accounts of interviews and direct 

speech.
102

 In Everyday Arias Atkinson takes a more cohesively diary-led approach, but there are 

also interviews conducted with opera singers on the matter of their voices. In the context of this 

emotive, subjective topic, and these accounts of voice-development which are essentially ‘life 

histories’, Atkinson makes it clear that his role is to ‘examine some singers’ autobiographical 

performances, which were displayed in the course of interviews I conducted with them’.
103

 

Atkinson is clear about his view of the limitations of the ethnographic interview, which he 

views as performative and useful primarily in conjunction with participant observation. 

However in his text book written with Martyn Hammersley, Ethnography: Principles in 

practice, an entire chapter is dedicated to ‘Oral accounts and the role of interviewing’,
104

 and the 

student ethnographer is instructed not to ‘shy away from the use of interview where these are 

viable’,
105

 but again advised to conduct such interviews alongside participant observation in 

order to gain a richly combined perspective.  

In the most ethnographically based sections of my thesis I have reported on my 

observed experience of Opera North and the speech of my subjects, derived from both formally 

constructed situations and informal interactions. I have combined this ethnography with my own 

insights from broader research into the field, including historical and other contextual bases. As 

an aside, it is worth bearing in mind that discussions we might consider ‘formal’ in nature are 

normalised within a professionalised institution such as this, where people have ‘meetings’ in 

offices as a matter of course in their daily working lives, as compared with other, less business-

like environments that have been subject to ethnographic study. On ethnographic interviews and 

their sometimes hidden context of lived experience, Atkinson and Hammersley use the example 

of Lewis Dexter, reflecting, in 1970, on his writing on United States Congress. Dexter 

mentioned his initial concern that he appeared to rely too heavily upon interviews in his elite 

field, but he later came to the realisation that his lived experience informed his information-
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gathering and analyses, which meant that his interviews came from a position of deep 

understanding and his analyses had enhanced credibility.  

As I look back, interviews sometimes acquired meaning from the observations which I 

often made while waiting in congressional offices – observation of other visitors, 

secretarial staffs, and so forth. […] Yet in the book we say little about all this; and in 

fact it is only now that I realize how much these other factors affected what I ‘heard’.
106

  

In elite, organised environments that are public-facing there are, of course, public interviews, 

statements, and the like, which are not given directly to the ethnographer, but of which the 

ethnographer can make use. In her IRCAM study, Born chose not to interview Boulez 

directly,
107

 but his words are frequently cited, sourced from music media outlets and his own 

publications.
108

 Cottrell notes the benefits of studying a literate culture whereby we might refer 

to ‘a variety of different media used for the dissemination of information’ to supplement our 

own interviews and observations.
109

 Indeed in his study of classical musicians, Cottrell utilises 

press articles, television documentaries and books. ‘Such resources’, he reminds us, ‘not only 

provide information about what musicians themselves think and do, but also tell us something 

of the way in which their work is received and perceived within society at large.’
110

 Like 

Atkinson, Cottrell issues his own warning:  

This kind of material must be handled with care; it is one thing to have a musician tell 

you directly what they believe they do (which itself may be quite different from what 

they actually do) and quite another thing to have information relayed, inevitably filtered 

and edited, by a third party.
111

  

I have aimed to view the ephemera and media-based material that I received, like many of the 

direct interviews I conducted, as performative, and engaged in the business of creating a specific 

impression upon its audience. Consequently I have not tried to highlight differences in form 

between social performances in speech and interview, and the outward communications in 

public talks, print, digital media and broadcasts which perform the role of the company and the 

role of opera, and which are received by audiences, potential future audiences, and stakeholders, 

as are the performances on stage. Information gathered from outward communications has been, 

as Cottrell outlines, filtered and performed, and this must of course be acknowledged. But this 

might not be the case to any greater degree than in a private interview with an elite manager or 
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director, whose words may well be rehearsed and repeated for the occasion, just as much as if 

those words were being broadcast on the radio or reported in a blog or newspaper column.  

 

2.6 Other over-arching sources  
While some of the published ethnographies I have mentioned were of prime importance when 

considering my research design, there were other important texts that were not ethnographic in 

nature, but informative of the sphere in which my study was positioned. One key text was David 

Ranan’s arts-policy analysis, In Search of a Magic Flute: The public funding of opera – 

dilemmas and decision making. Ranan uses six case studies to compare the way in which opera 

is publicly funded in the UK (through the Arts Council) and in Germany. The British case 

studies of the public funding of opera are the Royal Opera House, the now defunct Kent Opera, 

and Opera North. Ranan particularly concentrates on the decision-making process, from an 

economic point of view, that led to the establishment of Opera North (or English National 

Opera North, as it then was) in 1978. A complementary (and sometimes slightly contradictory) 

account can be found in Susie Gilbert’s Opera for Everybody: The story of English National 

Opera. More thorough, with ethnographic detail and an insider’s perspective on the northern 

company, is Kara McKechnie’s Opera North: Historical and dramaturgical perspectives on 

opera. Together these three texts provide a very rounded picture of the foundation of the 

company from its parent, English National Opera, taking into account economic and political 

arguments, the role of individuals (not least Lord Harewood
112

 but also Arts Council personnel, 

regional politicians and writers
113

) and the cultural Zeitgeist of a time in the mid to late 1970s 

where the economy was slumping, but an ENO Ring cycle toured to the north of England. The 

backstory to ENO, and its own formation and democratising ideals are also considered by 

McKechnie and Gilbert. Ranan offers the post-war history of Keynes’s foundation of the Arts 

Council of Great Britain, and its ideology in the promotion and funding of opera for the masses; 

Ranan then investigates Arts Council policy with relation to opera (including Opera North 

specifically) in the following sixty years. My thesis does not focus explicitly on the formative 

years of Opera North, but rather the present day. Nevertheless it has become apparent from 

these texts, not least Ranan, that so many paradigms of access and education current in the 

company hail back to an earlier time; the ideological input of Keynes and the development in 

Arts Council policies under successive governments cannot be underestimated any more than 

the hard work of Lord Harewood and the consideration of the Opera North founders. I had 

begun field work at the company in 2008 before engaging with these texts fully, and was being 

drawn, by the company and my supervisors, to look at the production of new works, works 
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commissioned by the Education department, and productions which aimed to widen access to 

established works. Only with a thorough consideration of Ranan’s In Search of a Magic Flute 

and later Gilbert’s Opera for Everybody and ultimately McKechnie’s Opera North, was I able to 

ascertain the reasons for this focus in the larger historical and political picture, and to map this 

history onto the observed imperatives of those working at Opera North in the present day. 

From musicology, Alexandra Wilson’s ‘Killing Time: Contemporary representations of 

opera in British culture’ offers a historical analysis of perceptions of opera in British culture, 

and charts the rise and fall in general popularity of the form over the last two-hundred years. 

Wilson reminds us that the charge of ‘elitism’ in the reception of opera that has pervaded the 

modern media (and which Opera North works so hard to counter, often by a strategic lack of 

direct acknowledgement) has not been a constant over the course of opera’s history in Britain, 

and suggests that this perception of opera as ‘high art’ may be ripe to change again and to 

reclaim the public mantle of ‘entertainment’. Wilson charts the history of opera’s status from a 

social pursuit for the nobility in the early nineteenth century, to a serious cultural activity of 

musical interest to some members of the aspirational middle classes in the mid-nineteenth 

century, while still retaining the air of moral decadence and ‘entertainment’ status that came 

with the theatre, and associations of Italian frivolity. Indeed one keen demographic for mid-

nineteenth-century opera in Britain was the working classes, and Wilson links this rise in 

popularity with the extracted arias heard in music halls and brass band arrangements, and with 

the touring companies bringing opera productions to the provinces. Paul Rodmell’s Opera in the 

British Isles: 1875-1918 charts a similar picture, focusing on operatic activity in Britain, 

including the provincial entertainment provided by such companies as Carl Rosa, Moody 

Manners, and (as shall be noted in my section on the history of the Ring cycle in Leeds) Ernst 

Denhof.
114

 Wilson documents opera’s popular decline from around the start of the start of the 

twentieth century with the increasing dichotomy between popular and serious culture, the 

reclaiming of the form by the upper classes, and a political turn that brought to the fore a 

suspicious cultural xenophobia. The view of cultural ‘elitism’ is still propagated in various 

media. Indeed Wilson includes developments in the visual arts (the installation Killing Time, 

referred to in the title
115

), cinema, and television to give a rounded commentary on popular (and 

other) perceptions of opera in the UK. She includes reference to the current work of UK public 

opera companies (including sell-out productions, access and outreach projects, touring, 

broadcasts and the training of young singers) to site her argument in the current operatic and 

broader cultural milieu, and analyses the problem with the current fashion for participatory art 

forms for an art that is elite in production, whilst challenging charges of elitism in reception. 
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The article ‘Killing Time’ gives us what Opera North itself does not explicitly mention (and for 

strategic reasons): the negative perception of opera in popular culture, created, with historical 

basis, by popular and other cultural forms. One could view this perception as the basis for Opera 

North’s activities, which attempt to facilitate access to, and education around, opera, and which 

I analyse in this thesis. This view has not been made explicit in my thesis, since I have 

attempted to analyse Opera North largely on its own terms; on its own terms the company 

attempts to increase access to opera, without recourse to informing its audience that this is a 

battle being fought against the tide of the popular media or perceptions propagated elsewhere in 

the arts. But, while it is not the one I have chosen, this is one lens through which Opera North’s 

access agenda could alternatively be viewed. 

My thesis concentrates on the role of the company and how it presents itself in relation 

to an access agenda within a variety of contexts. The work of Opera North as a company is, of 

course, so much broader than that which I have been able to represent here. Kara McKechnie’s 

Opera North: Historical and dramaturgical perspectives on opera studies goes much further 

toward capturing the extent of the company’s work over its lifetime thus far, the breadth of its 

activity, and the nuanced detail of performative and social action. McKechnie’s book is divided 

into three ‘perspectives’: a chronological account of Opera North productions from 1978 to 

2013; a ‘backstage’ ethnographical perspective on the rehearsal process; and ‘the view from the 

auditorium’, an analysis of selected productions. The value of this text to my thesis cannot be 

overstated. Although not published until 2014, material and processes were shared with me 

throughout the researching of the book, in my supervision and informal meetings with 

McKechnie. As with parts of Atkinson’s ethnography, much of the ethnographic experience 

reported here is so similar to what I observed that it would be superfluous to re-document it 

myself; indeed in that I was inducted into dramaturgical thought and the sociological view of 

the theatre by McKechnie in her role as my supervisor, it is hardly surprising that her work feels 

to be so resonant with my own. Since we were researching the same company at the same time, 

including a focus at times on the same productions (notably the Ring operas) it is, in fact, 

surprising that more overlap did not occur in the respective write-ups. But the work of a 

company such as Opera North is so broad, and the interpretation of its meaning so shaped by the 

individual researcher that, as our foci diverged, it became apparent that, as researchers, we told 

distinct stories from similar sources. I am deeply indebted to McKechnie’s work, particularly 

her ‘Perspective 2’, which provides much of the rehearsal room social performance ethnography 

that I have not included here directly. Most specifically relevant to my own observations are the 

sections on rehearsals for the Ring project.
116

 In McKechnie’s third ‘Perspective’, her 

interpretative accounts of the first three Opera North Ring instalments (up to 2013) in 
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production could be read in conjunction with my own perspectives of the problems with, and 

drive for, increased access to The Ring.
117

 Malcolm Johnson’s vibrant photographs of the 

productions referred to in McKechnie’s book have also provided me with a visual reminder of 

my object of study: images of the musically and visually prominent orchestra on stage, and of 

the scenography in Leeds Town Hall that focussed so clearly on story-telling, display the access 

agenda of the Opera North Ring in action.
118

 

From the field of literary reception theory I have referred to Hans Robert Jauss’s 

Toward an Aesthetic of Reception. In this text the author develops the theory of the ‘horizon of 

expectation’, describing the pre-existing criteria by which readers judge texts at any given 

time.
119

 For a text to have a contemporary existence, the horizons shift as we move forward, and 

the expectations and meanings of a work change over time. In my chapter on the production and 

reception of Wagner’s Ring cycle, I have used this model to illustrate how perceptions and 

expectations of The Ring have changed and how an opera company must respond to these 

changes in order to create a production that is bespoke for its time and place. Linked to Jauss’s 

horizon theory is Jeffrey Kallberg’s musicological ‘generic contract of expectation’ (from his 

work Chopin at the Boundaries) whereby the concept of genre is viewed through the lens of a 

contract drawn up notionally between audience and composer.
120

 Audiences’ expectations must 

then be met to a sufficient extent by the composer in order for the genre to remain intact. 

Kallberg’s model is offered in the context of Chopin’s generic boundaries; I have mapped this 

idea onto the generic contract of operetta and analysed how the contract was essentially broken 

in the Opera North commission Skin Deep. Although I have applied Jauss’s theory to the Opera 

North Ring cycle, and Kallberg’s to Skin Deep, there remains a common lineage of scholarship 

whereby we might use the various theories regarding audience expectation to assess judgements 

made regarding musical dramatic forms.
121

 

It remains to mention the work of Bourdieu, its value and its limitations for the 

framework of my study. Both Atkinson and Born make use of Bourdieu, and the concepts of 

‘field’, ‘habitus’ and ‘cultural capital’ in particular are important factors in underpinning their 

own observations and conclusions. Born also explores ideas that derive from Bourdieuian 
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theory, but that are built within its gaps as well as upon its foundations, as she notes in her 

article ‘The Social and the Aesthetic’.
122

 Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’, which he outlines in 

great detail in Distinction: A social critique of the judgement of taste, is the metaphorical space 

occupied by an individual, which in turn ‘creates’ the individual.
123

 It encompasses the 

individual’s process of becoming himself, and disposes him to perspectives, actions and 

paradigms that create him and his place within a certain ‘field’ (a term Bourdieu uses to refer to 

an arena that may be social, generic or institutional, encompassing a network of 

relationships
124

). Born, in her critique of Bourdieu, describes art works as produced ‘through the 

interaction between an artist’s habitus […] and the field as a structured space of competing 

styles and genres, themselves resulting from the evolution of the field’.
125

 In consideration of 

the obstacles to success inherent in the creation of Skin Deep, my overall conclusion refers to 

the habitus of the creators David Sawer and Armando Iannucci at odds with the ‘field’ in which 

they were creating (be that opera, ‘operetta’, or the company Opera North). 

In a discussion of a company’s attempts to increase access to high culture, reference 

must also be made to Bourdieu’s conception of ‘cultural capital’, also outlined in Distinction. 

Here Bourdieu expresses value which is given by the cultural authorisation of specific tastes and 

activities, and which works within a system of exchange in order to enhance social position.
126

 

Applied to the ideas discussed earlier in Wilson’s article, ‘Killing Time’, the historical upper 

class ‘ownership’ of opera as a form defines the notion of ‘cultural capital’ whereby access was 

reduced for those in possession of less cultural (and originally economic) capital. At times when 

the working classes were able to enjoy opera as entertainment, it was not through their increased 

cultural capital but effectively by culturally ‘cheapening’ the art form and focussing on opera as 

a functional (i.e. entertaining) theatrical form. In the case of the access agenda of Opera North, 

it is difficult to map Bourdieu’s theory onto a model that seems so far removed from the picture 

of class domination by the nineteenth-century, French bourgeoisie on which his position was 

founded. Indeed the disparities of status and cultural activity elucidated in Born’s study of 

avant-garde high culture in Paris are much better described with Bourdieu’s concept of cultural 

capital than is the agenda of an opera company that was founded with public access to high 
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culture as a raison d’être. It is true that the opera world (or ‘field’ in Bourdieu’s terms) 

maintains that there is more capital to be gained from the production and reception of some 

works, such as Wagner’s Ring cycle, than others. This is evident in the repeated narrative of The 

Ring as milestone in the life of an opera company.
127

 Yet Opera North worked essentially to 

gain this capital for the region (the north of England) and to distribute it widely, attempting to 

broaden the audience base and access to this work as far as possible. It may be stretching the 

metaphor to call this a ‘Robin Hood’ distribution of cultural capital, but it is certainly far 

removed from the conception of relative immobility based on class that Bourdieu outlines.
128

  

One reason that Bourdieu’s model seems a less than adequate fit for my study is his 

neglect of history in the role of cultural production, which he subsumes into an account of the 

dynamics of the field in the ongoing present, as is outlined by Born in ‘The Social and the 

Aesthetic’. In this critique Born notes the gaps in Bourdieu’s analysis of institutions; her 

conjecture is that Bourdieu tackles organisation and ideology, but without focus on their 

‘historical effectivity in diffusing, consolidating or legitimizing certain […] genres or 

discourses’.
129

 In response to Born’s call elsewhere for a ‘relational musicology’,
130

 this 

‘historical effectivity’ is to the fore of my specific concerns, as is evident particularly in my 

analysis of the history and politics of opera’s access agenda, and how it is effected by Opera 

North today.  

To return to Born’s own ethnography, and resonating directly with my own work at 

Opera North, Born, again in ‘The Social and the Aesthetic’, sets out the reasons for her two 

institutional ethnographies of cultural production. Her descriptions of IRCAM and the BBC are, 

in this case, a perfect match for the subject of my own study, Opera North, and so, with my own 

subject in mind, I will quote her at length: 

Specifically, both IRCAM […] and the BBC […] are national in their formation, 

international in their operations, and global in their ambitions. Both are exemplary 

institutions in their fields; both fields incorporate a set of rival institutions, and in both 

fields creative labour has largely been institutionalized. They [are] symptomatic 

institutions: sites in which are condensed the particular problematic to be examined […] 
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The driving motive of both studies, then, is emphatically historical: each responds to 

and problematizes a critical cultural historical moment in the respective cultural field. 

In addition, generally, because of their scale and scope and the heavy investment of 

resources that they demand, institutions intervene influentially in the history of the 

fields they inhabit, having often intertial effects on their reproduction, and yet also 

acting as the site of emergence, expression and magnification of crises or 

transformations within those fields.
131

 

All this holds true for my study of Opera North. In this case ‘the particular problematic to be 

examined’ (to use Born’s terminology) is access to the work of the opera house for the public, 

including groups who have been marginalised historically, by dint of geography, social position, 

cultural background, or by messages formerly received about the nature of operatic culture 

itself. And while (as in Born’s work) there is a driving historical motive behind my study, there 

is equally a geographical one, for operatic culture in the north of England. As Opera North 

intervenes in and influences its field, this is important in terms of the history of the operatic 

field in the UK, but also the history of provincial high culture, as is made evident in Chapter 4 

on Wagner’s Ring cycle. Inertial effects have occurred in conceptions and the reality of the 

reaches of possibility for a production designed primarily for a Victorian town hall in northern 

England, and I would argue that, in this respect, public expectations have been fundamentally 

altered.  
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3 Case Studies of New Commissions:  

Skin Deep and Swanhunter 
 

3.1 Introduction, methodology and literature review 

This chapter comprises ethnographic case studies of two new operas commissioned by Opera 

North, both of which premiered in 2009. These two contrasting new operas were created within 

quite different frameworks, each one with its own objectives and what might be termed ‘success 

criteria’. Skin Deep was a three-act ‘operetta’, written for Opera North’s Main Stage, and 

Swanhunter was a smaller, studio-based ‘family opera’ commission by the company’s 

Education and Projects departments.
132

 This chapter aims to investigate the focus of the 

company and the creators in the commissioning, writing and realisation of these works, and in 

communicating the works to their audiences. In exploring their creation and reception, I ask 

how the two works came to be situated within their respective frameworks, how their objectives 

and ‘success criteria’ were arrived at and to what extent they were fulfilled. In the case of 

Swanhunter, I also go on to discuss the changes in political and educational climate between the 

work’s premiere in 2009, and a subsequent Opera North production in 2015. I compare the 

effects of these changing contexts on the events surrounding the two Swanhunter productions, 

and analyse how the Swanhunter performances and programmes of related activities did the 

work of education, and fulfilled the label of ‘family opera’. 

3.1.1 Skin Deep 

The chapter deals with an ‘operetta’ and a ‘family opera’; the former genre has far greater 

coverage in literature than the latter. In Operetta: A theatrical history, Richard Traubner gives a 

particularly thorough historical, theatrical guide, which is as comprehensive as possible of the 

various permutations of the genre, while resisting a definition for ‘operetta’ itself.
133

 Traubner 

describes the range of operetta, its basis in the function of entertainment, the other names by 

which it might go, and different national variants. This is an important context to my analysis of 

Skin Deep, not least when attempting to piece together the lineage of ‘lightness’ and of ‘satire’ 

which were mentioned by the composer David Sawer and librettist Armando Iannucci. 

Traubner’s history of Viennese, American, British (Savoy) and other traditions of operetta 

illuminates sometimes opaque references by Skin Deep creators, and provides an insight into 

some of the intentions of Sawer, Iannucci and stage director Richard Jones. 
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In terms of ethnography, I observed rehearsals and performances of Skin Deep, 

conducted audience questionnaires, and a key interview with Conductor and Opera North Music 

Director Richard Farnes. I have also relied on my own critical reception of the production, and 

occasionally in this chapter I offer information that is derived from a phenomenological account 

of my own experience. I also attended various public events with audience members posing 

questions to creators, including an interview arranged by the University of Leeds/Opera North 

partnership DARE, where students from the University were able to question composer David 

Sawer. My very participation here was part of an access agenda, whereby the DARE partnership 

is in existence and University of Leeds students were, on this occasion granted special 

educational access to the opera company and to the composer. For this I am very grateful as 

during the opening months of my studentship, when this case study took place, I did not feel 

sufficiently embedded within the life of Opera North to request such meetings for myself. The 

involvement of DARE helped me forge a grounded beginning with the company, but within the 

somewhat safer and more familiar frame of the University. From this beginning I gained a 

footing and was able to request further access during the course of my study. I also relied on 

broadcasts and press interviews as a primary source of first-hand information, while recognising 

that the information gained from these media is performed and filtered. While I was granted 

access to the production in rehearsal, this access was often uncomfortable because Skin Deep 

was a difficult production for the company; often rehearsals did not seem to be going well, and 

ultimately critics and audiences found the work wanting in production. I witnessed tempers and 

tears in the rehearsal room. Indeed this is a very unusual state of affairs in opera, and 

particularly at Opera North, where a general awareness prevails that, for the singers, a calm 

atmosphere is essential for optimum vocal production. Additionally, this level of tension was 

unlike any other I witnessed conducting rehearsal observations at Opera North. Chorus and 

other company members confided in me that they did not like the work, or feel that it was a 

good piece. Some of the reasons for this will be explored later. Consequently many within the 

company appeared uncomfortable in the presence of an onlooker and outsider, and did not revel 

in the prospect of further discussions about their experience of the piece as the issues with the 

work and the production became gradually and increasingly apparent during the rehearsal 

period. It is notable that, when discussing Skin Deep, conversational diversions were often made 

to The Adventures of Pinocchio, the highly successful Dove and Middleton commission of 

2007. This occurred even in the programme to Skin Deep, as I will highlight later.
134

  

I had privileged access to unpublished scores for Skin Deep and have carried out some 

musical analyses to explore dramaturgical issues. The frame of ‘musical dramaturgy’ as I have 
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termed it, has become the primary lens, alongside that of Kallberg’s ‘generic contract’ of 

expectation,
135

 through which this work is viewed, as I will explain in some detail. Since the 

conceptual framework of dramaturgy can be applied to the social world as well as the stage, this 

approach has the potential to illuminate ethnographic observations, which through the course of 

this chapter become intertwined with observations on musical and theatrical construction.  

There is a growing basis in scholarship for the dramaturgical approach; more broadly 

there has been a recent impetus to consider opera not only from an interdisciplinary perspective, 

but to study it as a living, working form, to ask how it works in creation and in reception and 

within a wider framework as part of the social world. With this in mind, dramaturgical 

perspectives, which have far longer been a concern in the study of theatre more generally, have 

been brought explicitly to the study of opera by such scholars as Kara McKechnie, Robert 

Cannon, and Laurel E. Zeiss.
136

 Dramaturgical perspectives come in two guises: the shape of 

dramatic composition and realisation (first defined by Gotthold Ephraim Lessing in the 

eighteenth century
137

); and the adaptation of the term into a sociological context by Erving 

Goffman in 1959, to analyse everyday social interaction as performance.
138

 Both are relevant to 

opera, in looking at: a) the construction of the work; and b) the activity of the opera company 

and its stakeholders (including creators, performers and audience) around the production.  

Robert Cannon’s Opera (in the Cambridge Introduction to Music series) is a very 

thorough guide which encompasses history and issues in opera, crucially in its construction and 

performance. Of great relevance to my study of Skin Deep is his chapter, ‘The Dramaturgy of 

Opera’, in which he outlines the history of the dramaturgy of opera in terms of the libretto, or as 

he demarcates it, in terms of ‘words and structures’. Cannon tells us that, in an operatic context, 

‘Dramaturgy is […] what allows narrative, action, character and […] music itself to work; so 

that an understanding of it is not only vital for the complications of modern operas, but is a main 

key to the way in which all operas work as dramas.’
139

 He goes on to elucidate structures and 

devices in various subgenres and works, outlining the developments in libretti that took place 

after Wagner, in terms of chronology, narrative, plot, and the disruption of all these elements.  

 

In a chapter with the same title, within the Cambridge Companion to Opera Studies, 

Laurel E. Zeiss questions the dramaturgical workings of opera when contemplated as a synergy 

of multiple art forms, and examines its construction from ‘dramatic and literary traditions with 
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vocal and instrumental music and the visual and plastic arts’.
140

 She asks, ‘In an artwork that 

brings together multiple and possibly competing expressive “systems”, what creates structure, 

and makes an opera cohere?’
141

  

For one answer, we can look back to Joseph Kerman’s seminal text of 1956, Opera as 

Drama, where the author asserts that it is music that is ‘the essential artistic medium in opera, 

the medium that bears the responsibility for articulating drama’.
142

 In his criticism of composers 

whose work he finds dramatically lacking, Kerman proffers the opinion, that only ‘the best 

operas are dramatic’, and that much operatic production has been, in his critical, musical terms, 

‘resolutely undramatic’.
143

 Operatic dramaturgy, as defined by Cannon, problematised by Zeiss 

and heralded by Kerman is a key lens through which I will view David Sawer’s 2009 

commission for Opera North, Skin Deep. Related to the dramaturgical framework, I have also 

included reference to the work of musicologist Jeffrey Kallberg on generic expectation (noted in 

Chapter 2) and the contract with audience that arose with the creators’ use of the generic label 

‘operetta’ for Skin Deep.
144

 These two conceptual frameworks – that of dramaturgy and that of 

genre – are closely linked in this case, in that there is a certain dramaturgical model implied by 

the generic label, and ‘operetta’ thus functions to create a certain dramaturgical expectation. 

3.1.2 Swanhunter 

 Swanhunter was a commission by Opera North’s Education and Projects departments. This is 

an example of an emerging area of work, which was here termed ‘family opera’. Scholarship on 

this kind of development is sparse; I have thus relied heavily on ethnographic approaches, but 

also on journalism. Critical reviews reveal the often confused or ill-informed expectations of 

opera critics when faced with the dilemma of a ‘new’ generic label, ‘family opera’. Alfred 

Hickling was, in his Guardian review, ‘curious’ as to why successful opera creators would 

down-scale their ambitions to a child-friendly work. In the Telegraph Rupert Christiansen 

compared Swanhunter unfavourably to the idea of High School Musical (which was not 

reviewed, or even seen here by the author), deciding, on behalf of the children he had not 

observed or surveyed, that the latter show would probably be more fun.
145

 In addition to various 

press reviews, I have sourced a particular preview in the form of an article by the composer, 

Jonathan Dove – ‘How to Write Family-Friendly Opera’ – in which Dove outlines his own 
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musical history and experience with children. This account, which includes self-criticism and 

his hopes for this work in production, can be read alongside the oral accounts of the process of 

commission and creation given to me by the composer, librettist and Education staff at Opera 

North.
146

 

As well as ethnographic observations of rehearsals, performances and workshops, I 

conducted three key interviews: with Rebecca Walsh, Head of Education at Opera North, on 26 

October 2009; with composer Jonathan Dove and librettist Alastair Middleton, together at a 

branch of Café Nero in Leeds town centre on 14 November 2009; and subsequently with 

Dominic Gray, Projects Director at Opera North, on 9 June 2010. I also interviewed and talked 

with other Education staff, but these interactions contributed less significantly to my growing 

insight into the commissioning process and working paradigms; consequently they have not 

been mentioned explicitly. While there is little scholarship available on the purpose and 

construction of children’s opera, there is a keen relationship between Swanhunter, the object of 

this case study, and policy, in that the activities of Opera North’s Education department are 

indelibly linked to government priorities (via Arts Council priorities). The course of this PhD 

study has coincided with a financial crisis and the subsequent unfolding of a climate of 

‘austerity’ in the UK, as well as three successive governments of various political hues.
147

 This 

spectrum of political experience is a potentially rich source of investigation, and there is 

capacity for further research in this area. However, in mentioning the political currents directing 

the work of Opera North Education very recently, connections emerge as to the beginnings of 

Opera North (a company born of an access agenda) and to the paradigms of democracy that run 

through it, which are relevant now as they were then. 

The political background to this chapter is set by David Ranan’s In Search of a Magic 

Flute, already mentioned in the overarching literature review (Chapter 2), supplemented by a 

key original source, Keynes’s radio broadcast speech upon forming the Arts Council, his ‘BBC 

address’.
148

 Background on the political motivations of Keynes and the context in which his 

ideas developed is explored by Anna Rosser Upchurch in her article ‘Keynes’s Legacy: An 

intellectual’s influence reflected in arts policy’, in which she concludes that cultural policies 

such as Keynes’s ‘reveal a society’s longer traditions of political philosophy and economic 
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concerns’.
149

 This chapter projects those long-held concerns forward in time, from Keynes, into 

the issues and politics of opera production today. 

In order to situate my account of Swanhunter in its historical and contemporary political 

context I have consulted political documents that reveal the changing priorities of government 

in funding arts and culture. Abigail Gilmore’s Raising Our Quality of Life: The importance of 

investment in arts and culture, while being biased toward the ideals of the Labour government 

of 1997-2010, and against those of the subsequent Coalition, provides an analytical account of 

the instrumentalism that was embedded in cultural policy by New Labour and continued 

(excessively and ‘unguarded’ according to Gilmore
150

) by the Conservative-led Coalition that 

began its terms in 2010, with a move, generally, to reduce state funding in the arts. The 

instrumentalist model sees a demand for social benefits in return for ‘investment’, which had 

previously been considered rather more simply as ‘subsidy’.
151

 In the conclusion to this thesis I 

will return to Gilmore’s view of New Labour’s state-funded cultural instrumentalism in 

comparison with the retraction in state responsibility by the Coalition that followed. I reflect 

upon these as political moments in time, which nevertheless leave a legacy of policy that is, to 

an extent, ongoing, but where the focus of priority is wont to change. To gauge the focus of 

governments on these matters I have also consulted, from the New Labour era, the Department 

for Culture, Media and Sport’s 2008 McMaster report and the more current documents, the Arts 

Council’s Great Art and Culture for Everyone, a ten-year strategic framework (2010-20, revised 

in 2013) and the consequent evidence review of 2014, The Value of Arts and Culture to People 

and Society. The 2010/13 strategy includes, in particular, two key goals that chime with the 

agenda of access and education: Goal 2, ‘Everyone has the opportunity to experience and to be 

inspired by the arts, museums and libraries’; and Goal 5, ‘Every child and young person has the 

opportunity to experience the richness of the arts, museums and libraries.’
152

 However, without 

solid or specific actions or evidence, Great Art and Culture for Everyone remains largely an 

ideological statement of intent.
153
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From the vantage point of my study, it is interesting to note that the 2014 review points 

to substantial ‘evidence gaps’,
154

 acknowledging the Arts Council’s lack of qualitative data 

gathering in ‘the wider societal value of arts and cultural activity’;
155

 most relevantly, 

‘children’s arts participation and engagement’ is under-evidenced.
156

 My study, broadly 

speaking, is placed within the evidence and methodological gaps that the Arts Council itself 

describes, with regards to the intrinsically cultural (rather than economic) value of culture, its 

experiential value for those upon whom the access agenda is most focussed, or as Gilmore 

describes it, ‘the importance of arts to the quality of everyday life’.
157

 

 

3.2 Background 

3.2.1 The company 

In the process of ethnographic observations and interviews at Opera North, it became apparent 

that Opera North has at its centre a public access agenda as well as key foci on education and 

the creation of new work that are evident throughout the entire span of company activity. The 

politics behind these foci are seldom made explicit, although Projects Director Dominic Gray 

talked to me about the effect of Prime Minister Tony Blair’s drive for education in the late 

1990s, as mentioned in the Introduction to this thesis, and as will be explored towards the end of 

this chapter.
158

 Access, education and innovation are as threads woven into the fibre of the 

company, through its history, and through the working consciousness and practice of those 

within it; threads that are so integral that they cannot be unpicked or viewed separately from any 

of the work that the company does. It seems that this point cannot be overstated: the company 

was formed from the impetus of an access strategy, and it functions with access as a paradigm at 

its centre. Opera North, or English National Opera North as it was, was originally a company 

subcontracted to ENO, as the touring activities of that company became strained, almost to 

breaking point, and the demand for an opera company to be based in the north was increasingly 

vocal. In her scholarly biography of the company, Kara McKechnie traces the birth of ENO, 

previously known as Sadler’s Wells (the ‘mother company’ of Opera North) in the early 

twentieth century as a part of the temperance movement, improving social and cultural 

experience by providing ‘civilising’ and ‘purified’ entertainment as an alternative to liquor and 

social degradation. Still performing today exclusively in English, ENO has carried the mantle of 
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making accessible opera for a wide audience. From this parent company, English National 

Opera North was born, intended to relieve ENO of touring strain and to fill ‘a void […] for 

operatic production across the North of England’.
159

 Illustrating this attitude of serving and 

developing its specific audience, in the Opening Season Brochure for ENON, founder and 

Musical Director David Lloyd-Jones outlined his priorities for his audience: 

Think of what you are giving your audience and think of what you should be giving 

them. The company should be run to suit its audiences, which is not the same thing as 

giving them what they want.
160

 

A company run for its audience (including its occasional audience, and even its potential 

audience) is concerned with accessibility. A regard that this agenda should consider the cultural 

development of audiences rather than an immediate fulfilment of popular demand, is indeed an 

educational imperative.  

Lloyd-Jones here echoes the parental tone, and the sense of guiding and developing 

audiences and their tastes found in the words of John Maynard Keynes, thirty-three years earlier 

at the close of World War II in his ‘BBC address’.
161

 I will go on to outline how the paradigms 

set by Keynes in this broadcast on the formation of the Arts Council are fundamental to 

understanding the set-up, the priorities and the everyday workings of Opera North. Along with 

the additional influence of later governments (particularly that of Blair and Brown’s New 

Labour) this cultural and political lineage is important in forming an understanding of the 

creative framework in which new work is commissioned and made by the company, and in 

making informed judgements about this new work. In examining the ‘BBC address’, and 

additionally David Ranan’s analysis of Arts Council objectives for the funding of opera, and 

uncovering Opera North’s own history, via ethnography and literary sources, the origins of the 

company’s access paradigms come to light. This chapter, which focuses on two new Opera 

North commissions, is underpinned by Keynes’s post-war aims and the original objectives of 

the Arts Council for opera, and this is read in conjunction with Opera North’s own stated 

objectives. My intention is to situate the commissioning and creation of new works in a 

historical and political context, before engaging with perceptions of these new works and 

emerging criteria for and concepts of ‘success’ and ‘failure’. Such contextualisation is an 

                                                           
159

 McKechnie, Opera North, p.16. For fuller accounts of the formation of Opera North from the touring 

activities of English National Opera, see pp.15-41, and Gilbert, pp.310-12. 
160

 David Lloyd-Jones, ENON, The Opening Season Brochure, quoted in McKechnie, p.31. 
161

 ‘In so far as we instruct, it is a new game we are teaching you to play –and to watch. […] I am told 

that today when a good symphony orchestra concert is broadcast as many as five million people may 

listen to it. Their ears become trained. With what anticipation many of them look forward if a chance 

comes their way to hear a living orchestra and to experience the enhanced excitement and concentration 

of attention and emotion’ (Keynes, p.369). 



52 

 

  

important starting point, for the following reasons. Firstly, the often contentious issue of the 

heavy public funding of opera means that perceptions of success and failure are raised in debate 

in relation to the public purse.
162

 It then follows that we should attempt an informed 

understanding of the background in history and politics to such perceptions and judgements. 

Secondly, opera is seldom expected or intended to run into profit. While a public company 

might aim ultimately to break even, there is certainly no onus to do so per production. Projects 

Director Dominic Gray made this clear to me, saying in an interview, ‘The […] thing of course 

about opera, whether it’s on the Main Stage or in a studio, is that the more performances you do, 

the more money you lose. You can’t actually get [it] back.’
163

  

In classical music and opera, new works generally attract smaller audiences, and so a 

new opera commission is usually expected to incur a significant expense. In contrast, more 

mainstream or popular works, such as musicals (for example Opera North’s 2012 production of 

Carousel, revived in 2015) or ever-popular operatic standards by composers such as Puccini, are 

expected to generate greater returns at the box office. In departments that could be seen 

(arguably) as peripheral, the loss-making model might apply even more pointedly. The work of 

Opera North’s Education department, for example, can be clearly understood as a public 

service, and an investment in the cultural development of children and other vulnerable groups, 

and is run as such, with ring-fenced funding.
164

 In these contexts, there are no success criteria 

for opera that are based on profit (although there can certainly be financial ‘failure’ for a 

company more broadly
165

). Certain specific initiatives can be judged ‘successful’ based on 

audience numbers, such as the drive to encourage first-timers with certain productions,
166

 but if 

broader targets are set, then they are not publicly shared. So where a decisive judgement of 

success for new works may not lie in something quantitative, tangible or measurable, we must 

look at the context in which these works are created, and assess how well they may fit into the 

lineage developing out of historical aims. This, in combination with critical voices and the 

various success criteria that the company sets itself, gives us a framework by which we might 
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come to understand the nature of judgements made regarding a ‘successful’ (or less than 

‘successful’) new work in production. The context for the creation of new works is, of course, a 

complex matter with various strands. It is, in part, a question relating to music and theatre, and it 

is a political question; I have outlined my approaches and the relevant literature for the study of 

these two elements. It is also a question about Opera North, its workers and its audiences, for 

the study of which I have employed ethnographic approaches.  

3.2.2 The importance of development and of new work 

With the post-war creation of the Arts Council of Great Britain, Keynes aimed to ‘stimulate, 

comfort and support’ the artistic life of the country via public subsidy;
167

 to enhance the cultural 

position of London and to ‘build up provincial centres’.
168

 Keynes announced, in 1945, what we 

might describe in today’s political terms as the ultimate public access agenda. The civic ideal 

for the arts that led, in 1978, to the inception of Opera North, can indeed be traced back to 

Keynes’s insistence on developing cultural and artistic life in the regions.
169

 A crucial element 

of his ideology was the challenge of the arts to cultural inertia, and the importance of the new. 

Keynes praised the artist who ‘leads the rest of us to new pastures and teaches us to love and 

enjoy what we often begin by rejecting’.
170

 He expressed hope for artistic innovation: 

New work will spring up more abundantly in unexpected quarters and in unforeseen 

shapes when there is a universal opportunity for contact with traditional and 

contemporary arts in their noblest forms.
171

 

David Ranan’s opera policy analysis In Search of a Magic Flute draws attention to the Arts 

Council objective of ‘experimentation and innovation’,
172

 which was always connected to ideals 

of public access and to educational aims for opera. Ranan argues that the connections were 

made explicit in the 1978 Arts Council report,
173

 and that the importance of these connections 

was then highlighted again in the 1990 ACGB report: 

It remains one of our priorities to help bring the work of living composers to audiences, 

and to develop an understanding of the music of today. The education officers now 

working with almost every major opera company and orchestra are key people who, as 
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well as encouraging an interest in the new, will make the work of these companies more 

accessible.
174

 

It is also arguable that the Arts Council objective of ‘the developing and nurturing of artists’
175

 

might include creators and composers, and thus be another facet of the development of new 

works. 

The DCMS 2008 McMaster report,
176

 described by Upchurch as ‘Keynes recycled’,
177

 

was a review on ‘how public subsidy can best support excellence in the arts’.
178

 It focused 

unequivocally on a model of excellence characterised by innovation and risk-taking, on 

increasing the reach and quality of audience’s engagement with the arts, and on a manageable 

system of monitoring whereby the success of these aims could be measured and increased.
179

 

The report, which was supported ‘wholeheartedly’ by the then Culture Secretary James 

Purnell,
180

 was published just a year prior to the premiere of Skin Deep, and still within the same 

political term of office as the commissioning of Swanhunter. It is evident that the political 

climate and the cultural priorities of government facilitated the activities of Opera North in the 

commissioning of these two works and the aims that were integral to the construction of each. 

The mission statement of Opera North, as publicised by Music Director Richard Farnes 

and others, is to ‘develop the artists, art form and audience’.
181

 It is no surprise, therefore, that 

the aim of Opera North in commissioning new works is not one of ‘arts for arts’ sake’, but that 

an agenda of development is always present in some form, be it educational development of 

audience members (young or old), a development of public access by bringing opera to new 

audiences, and/or development of the art form itself. 

The historical lineage of the Arts Council and its priorities is the very ingrained reality 

that has been inherited by today’s established public arts companies and the arts professionals 

working within them. But there is an important caveat to this reality, which is that the history of 

Arts Council priorities for the arts, for opera and for the creation of new work is also 

contentious. Keynes was a product of his own background, and has been criticised for a set of 

historically Liberal assumptions inherited from the ‘intellectual aristocracy’ (a set of middle-
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class, educated reformers of the nineteenth century as defined by historian Noel Annan
182

) 

whose followers he envisaged taking the reins in the national administration of the arts. Keynes 

has also been criticised for funding preferences for what Upchurch describes as ‘established 

standards of high culture’ with great focus on the classical arts such as opera and ballet.
183

 

Additionally, despite his rhetoric, Keynes’s funding concerns were centred, during his lifetime, 

on London, and on Covent Garden in particular.
184

 These criticisms notwithstanding, the 

inherited model of public funding has been directed toward established institutions of ‘high 

culture’, and Opera North owes its existence since 1978 to this earlier model. If the Arts 

Council funds the institution, rather than the art form, it falls to such an institution to broaden 

the definition of what sort of form the art it produces might take. Consequently Opera North as 

a company takes the mantle of artistic development into new realms, sometimes quite distantly 

related to opera, and becomes a mediator of public arts in a much broader sense. This work of 

programming opera, but also programming very broadly with arts ‘around’ opera is the work of 

the Projects department, which was a key commissioner (along with Opera North’s Education 

department) of the family opera, Swanhunter. The functions of these departments in creating 

new work will be discussed in greater detail later in this chapter. Skin Deep, the first new work 

to be discussed, was conversely a commission for the Opera North Main Stage (and tour) for 

which the most visibly, fundamentally and consistently operatic work of the company is 

produced. 

 

3.3 Skin Deep 

3.3.1 Background and introduction 

Skin Deep is an ‘operetta’ by David Sawer with libretto by Armando Iannucci, and was a co-

commission by Opera North, Bregenzer Festspiele, Royal Danish Opera and Komische Oper 

Berlin. It was premiered by Opera North in Leeds Grand Theatre on 16 January 2009 and toured 

initially to London, Newcastle, Glasgow and Salford Quays, and later to the Bregenz festival, 

Austria and to Copenhagen.
185

 The story centres around the clinic of the nefarious cosmetic 

surgeon, Dr Needlemeier, and plays on the value that society places on looks, and our obsessive 

need to ‘perfect’ our outward appearance. The plot is humorously contrived with the stock 

device of mistaken identities (via face-swapping) and a magic potion of eternal youth. 
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Ultimately the work champions the triumph of love and acceptance over obsessional concepts of 

physical beauty. 

Skin Deep was a commission that sought to fulfil several ideals. In terms of Opera 

North’s mission statement, for the work of the company ‘to develop the artists, art form and 

audience’ (as expressed by Richard Farnes) Skin Deep was an attempt to develop the form of 

‘operetta’, as I will go on to discuss.
186

 In marketing terms there was a definite drive for the 

work to appeal to an audience new to opera. So within the framework set out by Keynes, Skin 

Deep could be seen as an example and a product of the access agenda, as an explicit effort to 

bring new audiences to the public opera house, and to innovative, new work.  

The production of opera is socially complex because of the number and variety of 

collaborative agents.
187

 The opera company acts to homogenise the creative (and political) 

visions of various creative and administrative parties, and to devise and deliver outward 

communications that are well-formed and cohesive, and that build expectations that will be 

fulfilled by the production. The individual agency of creators is assimilated within a corporate 

agenda, but not exhaustively so. It is important to note how the artistic work of Skin Deep, and 

its underlying political drivers and objectives were rationalised in their presentation to audience 

by Opera North, but also to elucidate some of those individual agendas that were (arguably) not 

effectively co-opted by the machine of opera production and marketing. We might thus assess 

how Skin Deep was considered by its creators, how it was consequently constructed and 

communicated and ultimately how it was received. Such individual agendas included that of the 

composer David Sawer and of stage director Richard Jones; Jones played a crucial role in the 

inception of this piece, pitching it to Opera North alongside Sawer, and was more active at the 

outset than ‘celebrity’ librettist Armando Iannucci, who had no previous experience in opera, 

and was brought into the project once the idea for a piece about plastic surgery was already 

conceived. I will explore the implications of this later in the chapter. In the case of Skin Deep, 

visions of various stakeholders competed for prominence, creating a tapestry of aspirations and 

directions for the piece. From this backdrop, aims and objectives for the work in production 

were consolidated, communicated to the potential audience, and broadcast into the public realm. 

The piece would then be judged by audiences and critics against these effective statements of 

intent, as will be explained later in the chapter. 
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Selecting and communicating a message that appears homogenous is a difficult task 

when applied to a newly commissioned work, since there are more creative agents involved 

from the outset than with a work that is pre-existing. Similarly, for new work, initial audience 

expectations are more of a ‘blank canvas’, and so the process of creating and managing these 

expectations is less predictable, and the marketing work of the company is perhaps more critical 

to this effect. 

It is pertinent, here, to return to the framework of the dramaturgy of the theatre in terms 

of the sociological ‘performance’ of self, as Paul Atkinson termed it.
188

 Through ethnographic 

method I have observed various social performances around the creation and production of Skin 

Deep. I have noted the variation in these performances between stakeholders, and the elements 

of cohesion and incongruence between what is socially performed, and perceptions of the work 

in production. Within this frame of sociological dramaturgy it is possible, for example, to 

elucidate how composer David Sawer outwardly ‘performed’ his role as a composer of 

‘operetta’ in various forums, giving the impression of lightness and fun, with such claims as ‘I 

don’t do heavy’,
189

 and being ‘a theatre person who writes music’.
190

 In a talk organised by 

DARE for postgraduate students at Opera North’s Premier House on 14 January 2009, Sawer 

referred (slightly diffusely) to the work of his contemporary, Harrison Birtwistle, making the 

comparison thus: ‘It’s just my sense of humour really. I mean there’s composers who don’t have 

a sense of humour who [Skin Deep] just wouldn’t work with. And equally, you know, I 

wouldn’t be able to write The Minotaur’.
191

 Here is Sawer’s constructed identity as a composer 

of light opera. Omissions are also of interest, as he consistently avoided mention of the avant-

garde influence on his work, which is clearly audible, as I will go to discuss.  

The ‘lightness’ of Skin Deep and its status as an ‘operetta’ were part of a crucial agenda 

in the marketing of the production. With this ‘operetta’ programmed within a season of lighter 

works by Opera North, a message was communicated around the accessibility of the company 

and the accessibility of new opera and new commissions by Opera North. Considering all that 

Opera North had communicated with Skin Deep about new opera and accessibility, and about 

the company’s objectives, it is important to analyse how the shape of this production failed to 

fulfil the expectations that were set out for it, and how this mismatch of expectation and 

experience arose. 
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3.3.2 Skin Deep as operetta 

Constructing and communicating the ‘operetta’ were fundamental elements in Opera North’s 

drive to reach new audiences with Skin Deep, and in the company’s ambitions to innovative 

within the genre (the ‘development’ as Richard Farnes described it of art form and audience
192

). 

More nuanced intentions for the work were, however, unclear. Sawer spoke about the lineage of 

European operetta, and about drawing influence from the satirical operettas of Offenbach, 

Johann Strauss, Gilbert and Sullivan as well as Ravel, Rossini and Kurt Weill.
193

 In various 

interviews, composer, librettist and director made points around the centrality and importance of 

humour in the libretto and its setting; this facet was frequently stated as a part of the definition 

of Skin Deep as an operetta. 

The lineage of the operetta form and humour is evident in certain facets of the work, 

many of which will be analysed later in this chapter. Briefly, these include a speaking character, 

Susannah Dangerfield, commenting on the action; Gilbert-and-Sullivan-style moments, in Act 

3, where the chorus echo phrases in response to a lead; and occasional, prolonged, melodic 

sections. Additionally, Sawer utilises the operetta convention, quite distinct from opera, that 

‘everyone on stage knows that they’re singing, and knows that the audience knows’.
194

 

In the introduction to the Radio 3 broadcast of Skin Deep, presenter Tom Service claims 

that Sawer had attempted ‘to do something really ambitious in music theatre’ with his idea, ‘to 

resurrect the form of the number opera’ from the eighteenth century.
195

 He described Sawer’s 

desire to write ‘a twenty-first-century operetta, a successor to Offenbach, to Gilbert and 

Sullivan’, which would be ‘both funny and contemporary, casting a satirical light on the world 

around us’.
196

 But this connection was not readily made by audiences or critics. Rupert 

Christiansen expressed his disappointment in the Telegraph:  
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How sorely his music lacks the smile, lilt and exuberance that are fundamental to 

operetta. […] Bar by bar, it's arrestingly fresh and clean, but nothing is catchy, 

memorable or touching. […] it's a flop. Worse than that, it's also a bore.
197

 

The music, reflected Christiansen, was not that which is fundamental to operetta; his 

disappointment was, at least partially, one of generic expectation created by the label and 

marketing. Creators and company failed to convince the public and critics that this piece worked 

in the way in which they had been led to believe it might. Audience expectation was built in a 

way that was unrealistic and unmanageable, and was ultimately disappointed, as I will go on to 

explore. 

While Sawer’s interviews and Opera North’s marketing of the production focussed 

heavily on this generic label, clarification from the creators as to what this actually meant was 

elusive, with composer, librettist and director at various points failing to provide a satisfactory 

definition or explanation of ‘operetta’.
198

 Sawer defined his style, not specifically as ‘light’ but 

categorically as never ‘heavy’.
199

 He spoke, not of a thoroughly tonal style, but of the need ‘to 

allude to tonality when you’re writing a comedy’ and the ‘tonal elements’ in his musical 

language.
200

 He also claimed the label of ‘operetta’ to be a matter of lineage, saying that he 

researched into history of the first of the commissioning bodies, the Komische Oper in former 

East Berlin, and its affiliation with operetta.
201

 So Skin Deep is designated an ‘operetta’ because 

Sawer claimed the influence of historical works of the genre, and originally composed the work 

for the Komische Oper (although ultimately this was not the opera house to give the work its 

premiere).
202

 

‘Operetta’ is an old and well-established form, with its conventions effectively defining 

the genre. The attribution of a genre such as this to a work has persuasive effects on the 

experience of the audience, guiding listening responses. It also guides the decision-making of 

the composer (or the creators, more broadly) and frames the terms of the relationship between 

audience and composer, as is outlined by musicologist Jeffrey Kallberg: 
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The choice of genre by a composer and its identification by the listener establish the 

framework for the communication of meaning. [...] A kind of ‘generic contract’ develops 

between composer and listener: the composer agrees to use some of the conventions, 

patterns, and gestures of a genre, and the listener consents to interpret some aspects of the 

piece in a way conditioned by this genre.
203

 

In analysing Skin Deep and its reception, we might assess the ‘generic contract’ entered into by 

the audience, the work’s creators, and the company, by way of the comprehensive use of the 

term ‘operetta’. In defence of Sawer’s argument for his work as an heir to the lineage of this 

genre, we might borrow Michael Chanan’s description of Kallberg’s model of ‘genre’ as elastic, 

gradually changing within a framework, and connected to philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein’s 

‘concept of a family resemblance’: 

There is no particular defining characteristic of an artistic genre, which is, rather, 

composed of a cluster of features which are variously shared in different examples. […] 

To employ a certain genre is to follow a model which belongs to a tradition – even though 

the earliest and latest examples of the tradition may turn out to be utterly different.
204

 

Traubner, correspondingly, avoids an absolute definition of ‘operetta’, and instead refers to the 

‘half-truths in many definitions’ and the ‘changes in meaning over centuries and from country 

to country’,
205

 merely making the suggestion that, overall, operetta is ‘an opera that […] takes 

itself lightly’.
206

 

It is clear that within the generic contract, there must be some room for manoeuvre away 

from the prescriptions of tradition. The reception of Skin Deep as an operetta seems to be 

presaged in Kallberg’s analysis here: 

Generic contracts […] may be broken; indeed, frustrated expectations often play a key 

role in the communicative process. Departures from perceived norms or expectations in 

genre have been a persistent stumbling block for many critics.
207

 

Kallberg goes on to assert that, despite issues that critics perceive, prescriptions and norms 

ought not to restrict composers, but that ‘the rejection of prescriptions of a genre […] can be 

seen as a major force in the promotion of change’.
208

 Indeed, this seems to have been Sawer’s 

intent. But there is a tension within the framework of genre, as to where the boundaries might 
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lie, and how much flexibility they can accommodate in terms of compositional freedom and 

change. When I spoke to Music Director Richard Farnes about the problems inherent in Skin 

Deep a few months after its initial run, he was quite adamant that the ‘allusions to tonality’ that 

Sawer mentioned were not sufficient to fit the brief for operetta. Farnes specified, ‘If you’re 

going to do an operetta, it needs big tunes, literally. Just that. They could be modern tunes, but 

they need to be recognisable.’
209

 But overall in Skin Deep this melodic compromise is sparse.
210

 

Without the framework of ‘big tunes’ that is expected of the form, the piece does not have the 

usual musical/dramatic shape and cohesion of an operetta. Contextually, as an ‘operetta’, and 

quite opposed to the promises made on its behalf, one might argue that the work is functionally 

lacking in entertainment.
211

 

We might then ask why the generic label was applied so abundantly in marketing the 

production, and with many other cues given that this was an ‘entertainment piece’. One part of 

the answer to this question is that that the planning and scheduling of an opera production 

begins years in advance, and in the case of a new commission, the production is often 

programmed before the work is completed. This was certainly the case for Skin Deep, where 

revisions were made by the composer even after the dress rehearsal. The marketing campaign 

for a production is also planned and its materials commissioned largely before the production 

rehearsals begin. In this case, marketing began not only prior to the completion of the 

composition, but was, to all purposes, finished before final revisions were in place, just in time 

for opening night. The idea that Sawer would write an ‘operetta’ was established at the time of 

his and Director Richard Jones’s initial pitch for the work, and this plan was then agreed upon 

and marketed accordingly.  

The production design was conceived as primarily pink, with associations of camp and 

of entertainment. This visual message also found its way to the advertising of the piece. 

Comical posters were created by Elmwood, a company advertising itself as ‘the world’s most effective 

brand design consultancy’.
212

 Elmwood described its own approach for Opera North: 

A series of ‘mix and match’ faces were used on posters and leaflets to express the dark humour 

and intriguing peculiarity of the piece, showing how changing and combining random features 
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can lead to an unexpected and ridiculous whole. Perforations were used to add an interactive 

element, allowing people to create their own bizarre face combinations.
213

 

On the official poster, the playfulness to which the production aspired is visually apparent (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: Publicity poster for Opera North’s Skin Deep by Elmwood. 

 

Elmwood, however, did not embrace the generic label ‘operetta’, and instead Skin Deep was 

whimsically sub-titled ‘a satirical opera-tion’ on the official poster (see Figure 1). Neither did 
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Elmwood contribute to the programme brochure (see Figure 2), and so the official modes of 

communication with audience had two distinct flavours: Elmwood’s references to popular 

culture and Opera North’s marketing in which the tradition of operetta was promoted and 

discussed alongside issues of artistic construction and of genre.
214

 

 

Figure 2: Skin Deep, programme brochure (Leeds: ON, 2009), front cover. 

 

Arguably, Elmwood’s marketing approach for a young audience was quite at odds with 

the emphasis placed on the operetta tradition, particularly the explicit references that were made 

by Sawer et al. to historical composers of operetta and light opera.
215

 But the marketing done by 

Opera North also at times alluded to the ‘fun’ of the production with a specific website (now 
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defunct) <goskindeep.com> including an online computer game, where players must ‘cut out’ a 

body shape in order to enter a draw for vouchers for the high-street record shop, HMV.
216

 

Overall the advertising of ‘lightness’, ‘fun’ and ‘satire’ was communicated to the audience, or 

potential audience, before the work itself was even complete, and certainly before its shape was 

fully apparent.  

In the introduction to Genre Matters: Essays in theory and criticism, Garin Dowd 

asserts that ‘in genre studies of popular music, the intervention will often seek to locate the 

popular musical form in a broader, cultural context’.
217

 This is a relevant approach to Skin Deep, 

within two frameworks: the contemporary cultural context in which reception occurred, and the 

historical cultural framework of the genre. In a contemporary sense, we might consider the work 

within the framework of ‘satire’, as was proposed by its creators.
218

 Indeed the celebrity status 

of Iannucci and his wider work as a satirist had an effect on audience expectation (and indeed 

on the composer’s expectation of the libretto he would produce). This was intensified, due to 

Iannucci’s other high-profile project that coincided with the operetta, as was reported in a Skin 

Deep preview in the Herald:  

The Opera North production opens this Friday - six days before Iannucci's In The Loop, 

his debut feature film and cinematic ‘cousin’ to The Thick Of It, premieres at the 

Sundance Festival.
219

 

Sawer referred, in the Skin Deep programme brochure, to his admiration of Iannucci’s television 

satire, and Iannucci, also in the programme, took the opportunity to refer to his concurrent 

work.
220

 A third article in the programme, by Nicholas Payne, detailing the history of satire in 

operetta, ends with a reference to Iannucci’s ‘best known satirical creation, the chat-show host 

Alan Partridge’.
221

 Thus Iannucci’s satirical work in television and film was a contextual factor 

for the reception of Skin Deep, invoking associations of popular culture that were absorbed into 

audience expectations.  
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The historical-cultural context of operetta is offered by Traubner, who outlines the 

commercial history of the form, since the Parisian inception of operettas in the mid-nineteenth 

century, ‘as entertainments not for opera houses […] but for boulevard theatres, for popular 

consumptions’. He clarifies the profit motivation: 

These works were expected to show profits by running fairly substantial numbers of 

consecutive, or nearly consecutive performances. The subsidized patronage of royalty and 

the wealthy at the opera houses or court theatres of Europe did not create them; operettas 

from the start had to cater to the public’s taste. Profit motivation had as much to do with 

the conception of operetta as the artistic desires of its composers.
222

 

This functional history of operetta as commercial entertainment presents us with a contradiction 

in the case of Skin Deep. Here, Opera North, a publicly funded company (because opera is not 

commercially viable, but is deemed culturally valuable) commissioned in a genre that has 

historically been reliant on commercial forces and public taste. The irony is particularly 

pronounced in terms of the duration of the creative process: Sawer reported that the work took 

three and a half years to write to Lynne Walker for the programme brochure and the 

Independent, and also in a talk to students,
223

 although he told the Telegraph of Skin Deep, ‘it 

takes seven years to write an opera’.
224

 In either case, the commercial concerns outlined by 

Traubner would indicate that historically, the creation of an operetta would need to have taken 

substantially less time. These issues aside, the commissioning of Skin Deep in the once-

commercial genre of operetta can be viewed as a part of the access agenda to engage a wider 

public with the company’s work. Although Traubner asserted (in 2003, just six years before 

Skin Deep) ‘it would be considered box-office poison today to call commercial presentation of 

operetta just that’.
225

 As a publicly funded company, Opera North does not have exactly the 

same box office pressures that Traubner describes, but when considering the access agenda for 

opera and Opera North’s drive to attract new audiences, Traubner’s assertion could indicate that 

Skin Deep might struggle to fulfil these ideals.  

Another, small-scale, cultural context in which to consider Skin Deep is the wider 

programming of Opera North around the time of its production run. In 2008-09, Opera North 

produced a collection of works that were generally much ‘lighter’ than might be considered 

usual for a company year. Eight main-stage works were staged during this year. Of the eight, 
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two were Gershwin operettas, Of Thee I Sing in the 2008 autumn season, and its sequel, Let ’Em 

Eat Cake, following on in winter. Paradise Moscow, played in the spring of 2009, was an 

English version of Shostakovich’s Cheryomushki and was advertised variously in company 

literature as an ‘operetta’, or as a ‘blockbusting musical’.
226

 There was also, in the same season, 

an innovative production of Mozart’s Singspiel The Abduction From the Seraglio with 

additional spoken text, written in English. Inserted into this overall annual programme, 

premiering in January 2009, was Sawer and Iannucci’s ‘operetta’. So the focus on operatic 

‘lightness’ was not only advertised as per this work, but contextually enhanced by the 

company’s programming. In terms of genre, 2008-09 was Opera North’s year of ‘light’ opera,
227

 

with yet more operetta planned for the following year, including Ruddigore, which would be the 

company’s initial foray into the work of Gilbert and Sullivan.
 228

 The agenda of increasing 

access to the company’s work was evident in this choice of programming, as Music Director, 

Richard Farnes confirmed to me: 

The hope is that we’ll get our own audiences plus the potential ‘G and S’ that would have 

been D’Oyly Carte type audiences. And maybe by coming to that they may be interested 

in going to Bohème or another show that we’re putting on, if you see what I mean.
229

 

Skin Deep, the only ‘new work’ in the 2008-09 main-stage programme, it was hoped would 

appeal to an audience who were not necessarily accustomed or attracted to the more ‘serious’, or 

traditionally through-sung operatic forms, but also (conversely) to prepare an existing opera 

audience for more operetta to come.  

As we have seen, ‘operetta’ is a term with fluid boundaries. It was perhaps strained of 

Opera North to present a year of lighter works as having cohesion, as was attempted by General 

Director Richard Mantle in another programme brochure of the same season: 

Two themes underlie the programming of our 2008/9 season, political opera and 

satirical operetta. […] Along with the Gershwins we present satirical operettas of the 

British and Russian varieties this year. In the New Year there’s a brilliantly entertaining 

new work called Skin Deep from leading British composer David Sawer and writer and 
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broadcaster Armando Iannucci […] and in the Spring there’s Shostakovich’s comedy 

Paradise Moscow, an exuberant portrait of Moscow life in the 1950s.
230

 

Later in 2009, in the programme to Paradise Moscow, Mantle continued to draw these works 

together, claiming that ‘breaking down the artificial barriers that are sometimes erected between 

works of music theatre is something of an Opera North speciality’.
231

 But regular Opera North 

attendees found that Skin Deep was not operetta in the vein of the two Gershwin works running 

alongside it in the same season, which are far closer to the stage musical than grand opera. Nor, 

in fact, is it structurally anything like Shostakovich’s Paradise Moscow (Cheryomushki) which 

is musically (if not politically) a much lighter piece.
232

 

With clarification from the creators as to what might constitute an ‘operetta’ proving 

elusive, we might then ask how the elements of Skin Deep that were, to borrow Kallberg’s 

description, ‘departures from perceived norms or expectations’ arose, and what the lineage of 

these departures might be. From Sawer’s self-identification as ‘a theatre person who writes 

music’,
233

 it might seem reasonable to infer a tendency to prioritise dramatic shape and function. 

In fact it was the dramatic shape and function (including what Joseph Kerman regards as the 

music’s responsibility for the drama
234

) in Skin Deep that did not match the expectations 

presented by its given generic label. In order to look at these tensions and the less explicit 

influences on Sawer, I will employ a dramaturgical perspective, as outlined at the opening of 

this chapter. 

 

3.3.3 Issues in construction, dramaturgy, and musical influence 

Many operas follow a curious dramaturgical shape. Robert Cannon points to problems and 

solutions encountered in terms of plot, retrospective narration, revelations and disruptions. He 

asserts that ‘whatever the opera, composer, or style, it is the overall dramatic purpose and 

function that will determine the aesthetic structure within it which is to be understood’.
235

 

Cannon shows how, through the ordering and emphasising of incidents, an opera is 
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constructed.
236

 He advocates the libretto’s ‘dramaturgical rather than literary function’ and 

maintains that the librettist will ‘select incidents from the story and arrange them in a way that 

creates a particular sense and emphasis’. Through this process, Cannon maintains, the 

‘meaning’ of an opera, which he defines as ‘its reliable impact on an audience’, depends on 

these choices of how the story is told.
 237

 However, there is little evidence given by either 

composer or librettist that the overarching dramatic shape of Skin Deep was intentionally 

constructed through such thorough, structural choices around story-telling.
238

 Rather, it seems, 

the focus of the creators was on the moments, or the minutiae of musical and poetic 

construction. This is the message that Sawer and Iannucci communicated to the audience in 

talks, broadcasts and the programme, as I will go on to outline.  

Iannucci considered himself to be a novice in opera, and was happy to be led. ‘Mine is 

literally the first word,’ he told the Herald, ‘I'm not precious about it; I told David to just chop 

away.’
239

 In the programme brochure he admitted to ‘not being a poet or a dramatist’, and 

allowing Sawer to shape the text, cutting syllables and lines to fit the music. ‘In the end’, he 

maintained, ‘it’s the music that is important.’
240

 Indeed, the traditional role of the librettist in 

constructing the drama (as outlined by Cannon) does not seem to have taken place in the usual 

manner. Iannucci spoke in the Telegraph of his appreciation of the parameters imposed upon 

him, saying ‘It's very good […] to be told there are three people here, by the end of the scene 

they've got to have done this, and could the lines be six syllables long please.’
241

 Quite openly, 

Sawer and Director Richard Jones arrived at the theme of the work before Iannucci was 

involved. The librettist’s participation in the project arose from Sawer’s interest in a satirical 

and televisual-style input; but the very model of this work for TV where editing happens after 

the story and dialogue is formulated made Iannucci reticent to engage in the editorial process. 

He proposed that ‘with a film it’s all in the editing but with something as theatrically alert as an 

operetta the composer has got to supervise the cuts’.
242

 Sawer, in the programme, acknowledged 

his control over the shaping of Iannucci’s material, and the primacy of the music over the 

libretto: 

I thought Armando could give me exactly the material that I needed. […] the rhythmic 

language he has devised suits my music well. He was very unprecious, and very 
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responsive. I would say ‘I need a page which starts off with four syllable words, and 

then the words get progressively shorter’ […] and he could give me that. […] he would 

always be happy to rewrite.
243

 

While Sawer was concerned to match words to his musical processes, the architecture 

of plot received less attention. He admitted that upon starting the piece ‘we didn’t really know 

what we were doing, and then gradually, it all…, it does clear itself’. He offered the explanation 

that the narrative line evolved from the development of characters, and after certain numbers 

had been written, saying ‘I asked Armando to write solo arias for each of the characters […] and 

then the narrative out of that. So […] really the narrative was driven by the characters.’
244

 It 

seems unlikely then that the plot could be moved forward in these numbers, since it was 

effectively created post-hoc. Sawer elaborates on this process whereby they had created 

disjointed ideas of certain isolated events, only later attempting to tie them into a story: 

One of the things also that [Iannucci had] written down was ‘a chorus of ugly people 

turning into beautiful people’. And this was way back at the beginning. And then I said 

‘I want an avalanche’. So we had these sort of things to aim for on the story, but they’re 

just excuses really to do what you want.
245

 

Sawer insisted, in various forums, that he was more interested in musical moments than 

the story-telling and dramaturgical shape. In the programme to the work, he asserted that one 

‘doesn’t have to go narrative, narrative, narrative, all the time. […] you can pull back and 

maybe just say “well let’s just explore this moment”’, 
246

 and speaking to students in Leeds, he 

said that ‘the narrative is just an excuse, to write a show, to explore a moment’.
247

 His claim in 

the Independent was that changing mood or pace could be an alternative to focusing on the 

narrative, and that instead of telling a cohesive story, one might ‘add a level of artificiality 

common to variety and revue sketches’.
248

 Such stated preferences, of course, contribute to what 

Goffman described as a presentation of self,
249

or what Atkinson might describe as a 

‘performance’ of Sawer’s compositional identity,
250

 as previously discussed, and do not mean 

that there was absolutely no concern for the shape of the story. Yet it is notable that Sawer’s 

‘moments explored’ (the instrumental interludes between dialogue and song) seldom advance 
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character or plot; even when mood is created it is for its own sake, and not integrated into the 

line of the story. Such moments are thus (as Kerman might have it) ‘resolutely undramatic’.
251

  

Sawer also indicated that he wrote music that was then ‘staged’ by Richard Jones, rather 

than considering action when writing: 

For instance there was a ballet of transplant organs, and there’s an interlude conducted 

by puppets. Those were my ideas and, as orchestral numbers […] I wanted those to be 

musically in. I didn’t know how they were going to be staged. But then we managed to 

put them into narrative. […] So I wasn’t so specific about what the theatre was going to 

be there. […] I know Richard Jones, and we’ve worked together before, and also the 

designer and the choreographer, so […] there is a point at which you just have to 

completely trust what they’re going to do, and you say ‘Look, I’m just…’ not just, but, 

‘I’m responsible for the music’.
252

 

In terms of his musical, structural design, Sawer indicates a conscious move away from 

his original aim of ‘number opera’ by the beginning of Act 3: 

The second half is more through-composed, because I wanted it to be like one big 

number really. […] And there’s not so much dialogue. Because I felt the problem with 

operetta is Act Three. […] I wanted the feel of the second half is more like a 

conventional opera.
253

 

He said in the Telegraph, ‘It's closest to something like The Magic Flute’ (where, like Skin 

Deep, the third act becomes less episodic).
254

 But nowhere was the process of shaping the story 

into an arc through the ‘episodes’ that are scenes, numbers and dialogue recounted in any more 

detail.  

Sawer’s much-repeated mantra around prioritising musical moment over action or 

narrative is in stark contrast to the attitude outlined by Robert Cannon, and exemplified by 

composer Alban Berg, who explained his motivation in writing Wozzeck: 

The music was to be so formed that at each moment it would fulfil its duty of serving 

the action. Even more, the music should be prepared to furnish whatever the action 

needed for transformation into reality on the stage.
255
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Ultimately, Sawer and Iannucci’s reversal of this dramaturgical hierarchy meant a lack of 

connected musical drama. Sawer’s priority, then, might seem strange in the context of music on 

stage generally, and in comparison to those intentions outlined above (particularly as Sawer 

cited Berg as an operatic influence
256

). It is also difficult to see how such a priority might fit 

within the usually relatively prescriptive and highly constructed dramaturgical framework of an 

‘operetta’ or a ‘number opera’, whereby both musical numbers and dialogue tend to advance the 

plot, within a structure where songs are clearly distinct from one another and from the dialogue. 

Nevertheless there is some heredity behind Sawer’s way of thinking about non-linear musical 

moments on stage,
257

 most obviously via the composer’s former composition teacher, Mauricio 

Kagel. 

Kagel’s musical work is highly theatrical, but aesthetically aligned with the avant-

garde, rejecting the conventions of the theatre as well as the institutions and forms of the 

musical world. Paul Attinello describes his works as structured on ‘subversive rhetorical 

gestures such as paradox, disjunction and irony’.
258

 Kagel’s first opera (or ‘anti-opera’) 

Staatstheater (1967-70) is highlighted by Attinello in The New Grove Dictionary of Music as 

‘the most important and extended example of [a] compositional technique’ whereby Kagel 

composed (and recorded on cards) a collection of potential actions, which would then be 

assembled into a whole work, and where ‘music functions as only one of a number of symbolic 

elements, competing for primacy with visual and textual domains’.
259

 The composer himself 

described the work as ‘not just the negation of opera, but of the whole tradition of music 

theatre’.
260

 Attinello describes it thus: 

Each of its nine sections involves performers […] in a set of actions that subverts the 

normal performance hierarchy: members of the chorus sing overlapping solos; soloists 

sing in ensemble; and non-dancers perform a ballet.
261

 

Attinello also points to ‘anti-musical sound’ and ‘sensuous, overwhelming “mass-scenes” at the 

end of the work [which] reverse the anarchistic chaos of earlier sections’.
262

 These descriptions 

could as well be applied to Skin Deep. While sparse and less extreme, examples of ‘anti-musical 
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sound’ are evident, not unlike some used by Kagel. Sawer employs the chorus, on one occasion, 

as ‘groaning zombies’.
263

 In another example, the non-singing reporter shouts single words over 

the chorus, subverting the musical aesthetic to dramatic and comic effect.
264

 Sawer also 

composed balletic interludes, labelled as such in the score, but set by Director Richard Jones 

with garish representations of surgical procedures rather than dance. In terms of Kagel’s 

structure, Staatstheater has been described by its performers as a series of ‘vignettes’ without 

plot.
265

 This description could also be applied to his other works written with the same 

technique, described above.
266

 Here is a clear influence on Sawer’s ambition to explore musical 

moments, without recourse to considering the narrative structure.  

Kagel, in rejecting the forms of music theatre and creating an ‘anti-opera’, stepped outside 

the bounds of the establishment and of established genre, and as such, set no expectation of 

convention or form (although with regard to Staatstheater, Attinello describes, perhaps 

unsurprisingly, a ‘tumultuous reaction at the opera’s first performance’
267

). This reactionary 

stance in relation to form is in sharp contrast to Sawer’s claims for ‘number opera’ or ‘operetta’, 

which proved to be a very solid conceptual framework in the minds of audience members, 

particularly, perhaps, when influence is claimed, not explicitly from Kagel, but from Gilbert and 

Sullivan, Offenbach, Johann Strauss and the rest.
268

 It was perceptive of Andrew Clark in the 

Financial Times to note, while complaining of the music’s lack of ‘fluency, tunefulness and 

charm’, that Sawer was ‘too stuck in a post-modernist mould to animate a traditional number 

opera’.
269

 And yet, Sawer’s lack of engagement with the narrative structure (and Iannucci’s, as a 

first-time librettist) allowing it instead to develop organically from the series of ‘moments’, did 

not seem to be a convincing reaction against convention, but rather a case of dramaturgy 

unconsidered. Indeed, the intentions of the creators and their control of the audience experience 

(described by Cannon as all-important
270

) were hazy. Sawer admitted, ‘Even as I’m writing it 
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[…] I’m sort of enjoying the comedic situations that are set up, but… I don’t know where the 

laughs are going to go.’
271

 

Richard Farnes, somewhat politely and indirectly, expressed the view that the story-

telling in Skin Deep was not considered thoroughly from the outset; he made a comparison to 

working with Jonathan Dove, whom he thought would be more reluctant to concede to 

suggested cuts than Sawer, ‘partly because he would have thought very carefully about it in the 

first place’.
272

 

Where structural rises and falls in dramatic intensity can be identified in Skin Deep, their 

location appears to be haphazard rather than consciously placed. For example, many ‘numbers’ 

in this ‘number opera’, as Sawer promoted it,
273

 lack clear musical division, as I will go on to 

outline. Even the division between what were stated to be Acts 1 and 2 lack structural integrity. 

The beginning of Act 2 was never a clearly defined moment; it runs on from Act 1 without a 

change of set. Act 1 does not end in any way climatically, nor Act 2 commence in a musically 

or dramatically arresting manner. Rather the work seems to ‘drift’ from one act to the next 

without marked event or feature. Farnes describes a ‘sort of yodelling scene’, saying, ‘It was 

actually at the beginning of the second act, but you didn’t really know it was the beginning of 

the second act, ’cause there was no break.’
274

 Here he refers to No.13b ‘Do You Remember 

Su?’. This number was functionally another example of ‘retrospective narration’,
275

 a static 

‘moment’ in time, or a vignette (as we see vignettes in Kagel’s structure) which, for Sawer, 

works alongside the main plot. After its initial run, Skin Deep toured to the Bregenz festival in 

Austria, for which No.13b was cut, for reasons of dramaturgical economy. Farnes’s comments 

on the number support its musical quality, but also indicate a lack of longer-term dramaturgical 

consideration from the composer: 

It was basically telling us about other things that Needlemeier had done. But I felt it was a 

little bit extraneous. But most of all people who’d seen it said that they didn’t understand 

what was going on. It was a diversion, and I quite liked it, I mean it was really hard, 

musically. It had a certain sort of jauntiness, that I felt musically worked best, but the 

audience switched off for a bit because they couldn’t understand what was going on.
276
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The finale of the piece is also dramatically ambiguous. Farnes referred me to ‘three endings’, 

which are actually three sequences that occurred subsequent to one another at the end of the 

work, any one of which could potentially serve to finish the piece: 

And then the ending, Number 26, at the top of Number 26 it says ‘finale’. But there’s 

also a Number 27, and a Number 28, and […] therein lies the problem. It was never 

quite clear when the piece was going to finish.
277

 

These dramaturgical problems in Skin Deep were contextually enhanced by the claims 

that were made for the work in educational talks and interviews and in company publicity. In 

explaining the direction he had taken with ‘operetta’, Sawer again revealed his priority of static, 

momentary musical drama outside of the line of the narrative. Yet the similes he used (see 

below) seem linguistically far-removed from the qualities of his music, which, in the 

composer’s own words, rather than being tonal only ‘alluded’ to tonality,
278

 and one could argue 

gave a message of ‘lightness’ that was aesthetically misleading:  

I think that the form of operetta allowed me to add another layer of artifice onto it, so that 

for instance one could almost step out yet further from what was going on onstage, and 

comment on it. So that it almost became like a musical or like a Vaudeville show, and I 

love that change of language.
279

 

Sawer did indeed step away from the on-stage narrative and make musical comment, as I will 

go on to discuss. However, in the light of these claims on behalf of ‘number’ operetta, it would 

seem fair to ask whether this assumed revival of number opera, as the structural and stylistic 

premise of the work, was clear, functional or understood. 

 

3.3.4 Opening numbers 

The following section contains some points of musical analysis on the opening numbers of Skin 

Deep, included in order to demonstrate some of the issues already outlined. This section pays 

particular regard to Kerman’s claim that in opera ‘music […] bears the responsibility for 

articulating drama, […] defining character, generating action, and establishing atmosphere’,
280

 

since these were essentially the sentiments expressed by the creators themselves, as I will 

                                                           
277

 Ibid. 
278

 Rivers, p.14. 
279

 ‘Skin Deep’, Opera on 3.The notion of artifice and escapism is prevalent in various operatic forms. 

Examples relevant to Sawer’s concept of ‘stepping out’ of the narrative here might include Franz Lehár’s 

romantic turn in nineteenth-century Viennese operetta, and the commenting chorus in the works of 

Gilbert and Sullivan. 
280

 Kerman, pp.214-15. 



75 

 

  

elucidate. In the case of operetta it is this dramaturgical responsibility of music that forms much 

of the contract of generic expectation, meaning the expectation of a framework of distinct 

numbers. In the following excerpts I will analyse the extent to which the music functions to 

create the structure promised, i.e. that of the ‘number opera’. This function includes the way in 

which tonality and sonority contribute to dramaturgy and structure. It also includes the effects of 

word-setting and of scoring (for voices and instruments) on dramaturgy and on the contract of 

generic expectation. 

The ‘numbers’, as marked in the score, generally did not function as distinct musical 

entities in the way that one might expect of a ‘number opera’. Certainly the score being 

organised in this way was useful in the organisation of the many cuts and changes that happened 

during the rehearsal process up until the first night.
281

 That said, moments of tension and 

release, which might serve to orientate the listener, and at times to indicate the transition from 

one ‘number’ to the next, were difficult to identify aurally, so it was not always clear where 

these ‘numbers’ began and ended. Scenographically too, many ‘numbers’ were joined together 

continuously; the entirety of Acts 1 and 2, for example, take place in the set of Dr 

Needlemeier’s alpine clinic, and the only physical set-change of the work is in Act 3. Dialogue 

divides numbers in places that could be considered arbitrary, and in Act 3, very seldom at all. 

To illustrate this point (which is pertinent to the whole of the work) I will analyse the overall 

shape of the first ‘numbers’ of the operetta. (For a full list of numbers, see Appendix B.) 

Sawer initially labelled the Overture ‘No.1’. ‘No.2’ was a choral number which, shortly 

after the dress rehearsal on 14 January 2009, was cut completely since the work was already 

overly long, and this introductory number was deemed unnecessary. ‘No.3’ is designated a 

‘solo’ for mezzo-soprano Donna, the receptionist, musically answering a variety of telephones, 

with an interjecting (male) chorus of patients. I will return later to this number, and the 

telephones in particular. The point of structural interest comes at the end of No.3, and the means 

of its merger into No.4. Only Donna and the male chorus have been on stage thus far, but six 

bars from the end of No.3, Robert, the delivery boy, is heard offstage, shouting an unpitched 

yodel. The yodel is notated in rhythm, with a vague pitch ‘shape’ along a single line (rather than 

a five line stave) (see Example 1).  

 

Example 1: Unpitched yodel, bar 137 of No.3, ‘Solo and Chorus’, Sawer, Skin Deep (Vienna: Universal 

Edition, 2008) 
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This yodel is inserted between more conventionally notated writing for chorus and orchestra. 

After Donna’s final musical line, there is an immediate punctuating orchestral chord on the first 

bar of No.4, leaving no room for an audible division of the two numbers.
282

 Robert’s first 

physical entry comes with a longer yodel, notated much like the first. This precedes a relatively 

lengthy spoken conversation with Donna, the first dialogue of the work (see Example 2). 

 

Example 2: Opening bars of No.4, ‘Dialogue, Duet and Chorus’, Sawer, Skin Deep  

(unpublished piano reduction for rehearsal use) 

These yodels (Examples 1 and 2) serve to remind us of the alpine location (thus conjuring 

associations of the Viennese tradition of operetta) and to introduce Robert’s childish character, 

seeking attention. But straddling Nos 3 and 4, they function as a musical link rather than a clear 

division. Unsupported by the orchestra (‘sung’ a capella) and followed by dialogue, the second 

yodel in particular can be regarded functionally as part of the spoken dialogue rather than 

‘song’. Indeed, the pitch-shape of the yodels was interpreted liberally by tenor Andrew Tortise. 

The orchestra begins No.4 (in terms of the score) with a chord that, for the listener, serves to 

signal the end of No.3. No.4 proper then contains a long spoken conversation of retrospective 

narration, to establish information about the nature of Robert’s relationship with Elsa 

(Needlemeier’s daughter), Donna’s recent skiing accident and resultant facial scar, and hints at 

her affair with Needlemeier.  

Sawer organises his score, throughout the operetta, to include dialogue within what he 

terms the ‘number’, not as a separate entity between numbers. Here is an attempt at a dramatic 
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coherence or ‘flow’, whereby dialogue extends without definite break into, and out of, the 

musical action. Donna is already on stage in No.3, answering phones, and continues to do so as 

No.4 begins, with Robert cheekily interrupting her phone conversation. So there is little 

distinction of action, plot or emotion between these two numbers, or between song and 

dialogue. After a section of speech in No.4, Sawer’s original intention was then to extend this 

conversation in musical dialogue, as Robert was to unpack his delivery of chemical equipment, 

and he and Donna were to describe the items; however this section was removed. The effect of 

this edit is that the orchestra returns gradually, with instrumental punctuation creeping in after a 

period of absence, then a half-sung, half-spoken phrase from Donna: ‘Herr Doktor [sung], will 

be over in a minute [spoken to rhythm], have you got the deliveries? [sung]’ (see Example 3). 

 

Example 3: Bars 9-10 of No.4, ‘Dialogue, Duet and Chorus’, Sawer, Skin Deep (unpublished piano 

reduction) 

 

In fact, most of the music in this ‘number’ was cut, and what remained of No.4 was mainly the 

spoken dialogue that had originally framed a duet and chorus. Only Robert retained seven bars 

of recitative-style sung dialogue at the end of No.4, listing the chemical products, while his 

lover Elsa silently creeps up behind him. Ultimately there was no duet between Robert and 

Donna after their spoken conversation. The chorus too was disposed of. My purpose in outlining 

this example is to draw attention to the lack of ‘number’ as such within this ‘number’ operetta, 

as it is organised in the score, and as it has been described by Sawer and Farnes amongst others. 

No.4 is not a clear entity in itself; musically and dramatically it serves only to continue what 

came before. 

 The ‘linking’ rather than the distinct division of numbers is continued into No.5 

similarly. Elsa enters and says ‘Boo!’ two bars before the end of the No.4 and thus her ensuing 

love duet with Robert (No.5) which begins with a line of spoken dialogue for each of them, is a 
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continuation, relying on the characters, action and words of the previous ‘number’; Robert 

opens No.5 by referring back to No.4, ‘Elsa! Watch out. That’s expensive stuff’.
283

 This duet is 

a mixture of sung conversation and interspersed spoken dialogue. As a piece in itself, it is 

intricately constructed: the nervousness of the characters at being discovered in an illicit 

embrace is audible in the broken nature of their speech and song; they are given briefly soaring 

melodic fragments, hinting at a frustrated relationship. Overall, the music retains a disjointed 

aesthetic for an extended period of time. Conventionally centred tonality is presented in brief 

moments, then snatched away. Lyrics pass quickly, set to fractured musical phrases, and go 

unrepeated. This means that in a melodically disjunct setting of a crucial character exposition or 

plot development, words are lost. From my audience questionnaires, there were many responses 

complaining of a libretto that was ‘unintelligible’, and ‘words obscured by music’.
284

  

In terms of the audibility of complex diction in operetta, there is a comparison to be 

made with the convention of the patter song as adopted by Gilbert and Sullivan.
285

 The patter 

song purposefully aligns all elements to make a fast and dexterous text comprehensible in a 

comic but virtuosic show of composer’s, librettist’s and performers’ skill. This is done in the 

following ways: regularly structured verses with regular meter, repetitive melody and rhyming 

couplets in popular dance-like rhythms; light and harmonically simple accompaniment, 

restricted vocal pitch-range; and characters or chorus often echoing phrases sung by the 

protagonist. The very phenomenon of the operetta patter song indicates that for fast, complex 

diction to be audible, concessions have to be made in music and text. 

In my own reception of Skin Deep, I strained to hear words, and in so doing often 

missed the detail of the plot. The orchestral writing is fragmented, musically separated from the 

voices, offering them little functional support, be that melodic, harmonic or emotional. It most 

often has a punctuating or ‘commenting’ role, reflective of the action, or appearing between the 

dialogue. Sawer spoke of the orchestra as a separate character, asserting that he had composed 

in full score from the start of the writing process rather than constructing motif and harmonies 

and then later distributing parts, as many do; he considered his choices of instrumental timbre to 

be as important an element as any.
286

 It is evident in the score, and in hearing the work, that the 

orchestra was never relegated to a supporting role of the singers on stage. Sawer has been 
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praised for his concert works, not least for their dramatic nature.
287

 Nonetheless, the transition 

from the drama of the concert hall to the dramaturgy of the operatic stage can be easy to 

underestimate. On this point I will later refer to Carolyn Abbate’s Unsung Voices, where the 

music of the concert hall is analysed in a dramatic (almost operatic) framework, and where the 

abstract drama of instrumental music and the explicit drama of the operatic stage, in their 

distinction from one another, are made to correspond.
288

 

 In addition to the problem of there being little in the way of sustained melody in the 

numbers I have outlined thus far (up to No.5) the narrative structure is also problematic, in that, 

up to this point, it has not moved forward: the same characters have been on stage, engaging in 

their ‘retrospective narration’ regarding backstory and relationships, but without recourse to 

action in the present. Short of the gradual addition and subtraction of characters, there has been 

no marked change since the curtain rose, as one number dovetails gently into another. This 

dramaturgical issue pervades the work.  

 

3.3.5 Issues in vocal aesthetics 

During the rehearsal period of Skin Deep, distinct tensions arose around the nature of some of 

the vocal writing. The contracted principals did not complain audibly (as some chorus members 

did); yet it was notable from my rehearsal room observations while following a score, that in 

various passages which one might describe as not having a cohesively tonal line, the notes that 

were sung did not always strictly match those on the page. Principals were essentially 

approximating the ‘melodic’ shapes given to them in the score. One chorus member whispered 

to me that he felt the female principals were ‘winning’ (i.e. the male principals were singing less 

accurately). Of course this sort of melodic approximation defies the expectation of the 

professional rehearsal room in the context of any traditional, operatic repertoire. However, the 

mood in these production rehearsals for Skin Deep (particularly at the beginning of the process) 

was one of singers doing their musical best, persevering, and creating a result that was 

presentable if not always entirely accurate.
289
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Literary scholar Andreas Huyssen broadly termed the modernist art-work ‘self-

referential, self-conscious, frequently ironic, ambiguous, and rigorously experimental’.
290

 Skin 

Deep comes close to fulfilling this description (although one might argue as to the rigour of its 

experimentation). Furthermore there is an attempt at the ‘paradox, disjunction and irony’ that 

Attinello attributes to Kagel’s work. These descriptions, which apply to reactionary movements 

in music and the arts, are resonant, if not a perfect fit, for Sawer and Skin Deep.
291

 Skin Deep is 

of course in conflict with the traditional function and form of operetta, but also with the 

assessments of scholars such as Wayne Koestenbaum, Sam Abel and Catherine Clément who 

emphasise the sensuous and hedonistic qualities of the operatic voice.
292

 While these scholars 

have written, most generally, about the voice in relation to the operatic repertoire of the 

nineteenth century, this does not necessarily preclude much of what we now consider to be 

‘operetta’, particularly that of the European traditions including Offenbach, Johann Strauss and 

Lehár (who had aspirations towards the verismo style of Puccini
293

). 

Koestenbaum refers to the operatic voice as ‘the sound of nineteenth-century sexuality’, 

which ‘pretends to be polite but is secretly stressed’. He writes of an ‘“I”-affirming blast of 

body that refuses dilution or compromise’.
294

 Abel follows Koestenbaum, and in Opera in the 

Flesh, extends these ideas into an explicit and all-encompassing sexuality. In Clément’s 

feminist account, Opera, or the Undoing of Women, she writes lyrically of the women who are 

bursting forth from their containment within opera at the hands of the men who write for and 

direct them. Clément’s perspective on the overwhelming power of operatic women, restrained, 

is one of immense but oppressed sensuality, as she writes of their music ‘inscribed in obsessive 

melodies’, their ‘ferment swelling rebellion’,
295

 and the emotional effect of this restrained power 

on her, the listener. ‘Women,’ she writes, ‘are [opera’s] jewels.’
296

 These authors refer mainly to 

the traditional repertoire of the opera house, but also they refer to the potential of the human 

voice, realised in operatic song. Skin Deep, in contrast, presents us with a disjoined musical 

language that is angular in character with little in the way of lyrical, sustained song. This 

musical language is, in terms of the potential of the voice, less than operatic, and one might 

argue that it therefore restrains the professional voices that sing it. The sensuous enjoyment, 
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described by Koestenbaum and Clément, is denied the performer and the listener. Herein lay the 

difficulty and performing tension in Skin Deep. 

In addition to the frustrations outlined above, Sawer’s characters are not afforded the 

words or the music to say anything of emotional intensity; the critic Andrew Clements 

described them as ‘paper-thin’.
297

 One key example of this is No.6a, the introduction of the 

central character, Dr Needlemeier, in his aria, ‘When a Man’s Kept Awake At Night’. The song 

is limited in its vocal range, and the voice is left unsupported; there is no instrumental doubling 

of melody, and no related harmony that might aid the vocal production or pitching of the singer, 

or the musical comprehension of the audience (see Example 4).  

Example 4: Bars 11-15 of No.6a, ‘Solo’, Sawer, Skin Deep (Vienna: Universal Edition, 2008) 

 

The character is effectively pitted against the orchestra in musical opposition. This technique 

might have been intended to represent Needlemeier’s particular megalomania, but the result is a 

character that is central to the plot but musically uninspiring, lacking in cohesive musical or 

poetic character. We hear of his achievements, but (as with the other characters) there is no 

introspection or self-exposure either lyrically or musically. Without emotional expenditure there 

is only another catalogue of past events, and no further dimension to the character is evident. 

Again, this was reflected in audience comments. One questionnaire respondent summarised: ‘I 

have no sympathy with or interest in the characters.’
298

 Perhaps in his drive to cast the orchestra 

as a starring character itself (as is thoroughly appropriate in the drama of the concert hall) Sawer 
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lost the facility whereby the orchestra might lend emotional depth to the characters on stage. 

The lack of combined musical cohesion between voices and orchestra was intended, but it 

presents difficulties in reception. Voices in the vastness of a theatre, without harmonic support, 

sound strained. Listening becomes labour-intensive, as the singers’ work sounds difficult, 

fighting against the opposing character of the orchestra. This continues (with very brief 

moments of respite) throughout the work. The battle between the work of the singers and that of 

the instrumentalists is a barrier to comfortable listening and to the communication of the work; 

over a prolonged time period (almost three hours including interval) this is problematic for the 

audience. Again, this opposition of voices and orchestra is in stark contrast to almost everything 

we might now term as traditional ‘operetta’, including work by those composers that Sawer 

cited as influences. As Traubner clarifies, ‘operetta’ as we speak of it today is a term applied 

retrospectively to various national schools of ‘light’ opera,
299

 and so it is difficult to speak 

cohesively about conventions of the genre. However, I have already mentioned the dedication 

with which Arthur Sullivan kept his orchestration subservient to the singers during the most 

lyrically humorous and complex patter songs. Coming at the peak of the Austrian operetta 

tradition, Franz Lehár’s melodies are sweeping, sensuous and Romantic, with the Viennese 

waltz as staple. Lehár’s background in military bands is audible in the orchestral pit, with a 

highly melodic and harmonically sumptuous but functional style that supports rather than 

conflicts with the vocal lines. I mention these two examples since Opera North went on to 

produce Gilbert and Sullivan’s Ruddigore, and Lehár’s The Merry Widow in the years following 

Skin Deep, and so Opera North’s core audience too would experience this comparison.
300

 

Female voices in Skin Deep are at once stressed in production and emotionally empty, 

but there are brief points of musical respite in lyric passages that are intensely thematically 

male. Luke Pollock the movie star, possesses some charisma and Hollywood majesty, with 

moments of vain, rising, self-declamatory song, as he sings of his affection for his (lost and then 

found) testicle (see Example 5). 
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Example 5: Bars 60-65 of No.26, ‘Finale’, Sawer, Skin Deep (unpublished piano reduction)
301

 

 

 

Robert (the narcissist) has the most lyrical music as he falls in love with himself, and throughout 

the work (Example 6). 

 

Example 6: Opening bars of No.23, ‘Solo’, Sawer, Skin Deep (unpublished piano reduction) 

                                                           
301

 Although No.26 is titled ‘Finale’, there are two subsequent numbers in the score. 
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Robert and Luke Pollock have certainly the most touching and characterful writing, even 

winning occasional moments of harmonic support from the orchestra (see Examples 5 and 6). 

The tonality that Sawer said he ‘alluded to’ is most evident in these examples.
302

 In Example 5, 

the word ‘orb’ (bar 61) is set quite clearly to a D major chord which functions to anchor the 

passage within an otherwise shifting tonality. After passing through a minor tonic with seventh 

and returning, then changing to cluster chords of ambiguous tonality, the phrase ends (on ‘dear’ 

towards the end of bar 65) with a dominant chord (A major) in the orchestra. While the whole 

phrase present in Example 5 thus functions as a protracted imperfect cadence, the tonic itself is 

also present in the vocal line, set almost against the final chord.
303

 Essentially, the egotistical 

Luke Pollock has returned to the tonic despite the orchestra, at least in part, pulling elsewhere. 

In Example 6, Robert, the village boy, is afforded a simple horn accompaniment, 

moving initially around open fifth, with associations of the Swiss alphorn and the pastoral 

setting. This figure firmly plants an E minor characteristic; there are allusions to chord V (B 

minor) in bars 3 and 4, chord IV7 (A7) in bar 5. Like Luke Pollock, Robert’s vocal returns to a 

firm tonic by the end of this phrase (an unsupported perfect cadence leading up to bar 7) while 

the orchestra then meanders ambiguously around the key structure beneath the singer. 

Respondents to my questionnaires complained variously, with the vast majority of 

responses overwhelmingly negative. Here are a few examples, the sentiment of which was much 

repeated: ‘nothing to go home whistling’; ‘screeching’; ‘the music- lack of lightness and 

humour’; ‘boring, nonsensical, discordant’; ‘surreal, disjointed, long’; ‘music too jarring for a 

long piece’. Most common was the complaint that the libretto was unintelligible, or obscured by 

the music. Many said it was ‘dreary’ or ‘boring’. Perhaps the most damning simply stated: ‘lack 

of soul in the music’.
304

 

In consideration of the opinions offered by audience and critics, we might conclude that 

the reception of Skin Deep at its premiere was perhaps an experience less traditionally 

‘entertaining’ than was expected of an ‘operetta’; one might even perceive a reflection of 

Nietzsche’s concern regarding the ‘tyrannizing’ effect of modern art.
305

 For a production lasting 

close to three hours, advertised under the ‘contract’ of operetta, even with set and costumes in 

camp shades of pink, such musical tyrannising was unexpected, if not harsh and painful, or 

‘screeching’ and ‘jarring’ as audience members described it.  
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3.3.6 An economical score of ‘moments’ 

While publicity and previews in the national press willed this new work to succeed, critics were 

ultimately disappointed. This disappointment was nonetheless nuanced with insightful remarks, 

particularly from Andrew Clements in the Guardian, who reflected (with a double-edged 

sword): 

The programme for Skin Deep makes it very clear that this is ‘an operetta’ - presumably 

in case anyone should be inclined to approach David Sawer's new theatre piece […] too 

seriously, or expect his elegant, economical score to assume any real dramatic or 

emotional responsibility.
306

 

This is a dramaturgical criticism of the experience of reception, and yet Clements acknowledges 

this skilfully delicate score, a score that might not, perhaps, get so lost in the sea of dramatic 

camp if it were made, instead, for the concert hall. In support of Clements’ guarded praise, I will 

now return to No.3.
307

 Here we find Donna, the receptionist, answering multiple telephones, 

created in sound with a humorously skilled piece of instrumental onomatopoeia, and a section of 

libretto packed with amusing rhymes. Each telephone ring has an individual character created 

with colourful writing for winds and tuned percussion (see Examples 7, 8, and 9). 

 

 

Example 7: Telephone 1. Opening bars of No.3, ‘Solo and Chorus’,  

Sawer, Skin Deep (Vienna: Universal Edition, 2008) 
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Example 8: Telephone 2. Bars 21-22 of No 3, ‘Solo and Chorus’,  

Sawer, Skin Deep (Vienna: Universal Edition, 2008) 

 

 

 

Example 9: Telephone 3. Bars 28-29 of No.3, ‘Solo and Chorus’,  

Sawer, Skin Deep (Vienna: Universal Edition, 2008) 

 

 

These motifs are later woven together as the telephones ring at once. Donna’s pantomime 

conversations with different half-heard voices on the other end of the telephones are creatively 

engineered; ‘voices’ represented by various examples of muted brass complain in a brilliant 

instance of theatrical musicality (see Example 10).
308
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Example 10: Bars 4-9 of No.3, ‘Solo and Chorus’, Sawer, Skin Deep (Vienna: Universal Edition, 2008) 

 

These elements are combined with comic strings mimicking Donna’s vocal inflections, in 

discords homophonic with her odd, jumping phrases. Here is the musical humour to which 

Sawer refers.  

Richard Farnes drew my particular attention to this section: 

I think that there was some very clever… […] the stuff with the telephones at the 

beginning; that is all […] brilliantly done. […] The people talking at the other end, all 

brilliantly clever. And you know he has got some brilliance about him in that sense, and 

a good imagination as well.
309

  

Although Farnes was impressed with this writing, when he spoke about having cut the previous 

number, thus making No.3 the first after the overture, he said, ‘Even then […] the plot didn’t 

really move forward exactly.’
310

 Indeed such skilled and detailed musical moments failed to 

synergise into a whole with convincing dramatic pace or direction. We might refer back to the 

concerns of Robert Cannon for dramaturgical structure and the choices of creators in deciding 

how the story is told, in order to concede that the prioritising of ‘moments’, however skilfully 

constructed, over narrative or plot might prove to be problematic for reception. Cannon reminds 

us that dramaturgy is ‘the way in which the librettist’s and composer’s intentions control the 
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audience’s reactions and understanding’.
311

 We have seen reactions that were not under the 

control of the creators, owing to intentions that were fundamentally unclear. 

 

3.3.7 Potential and problems in dramatic character and choral writing 

Musically informed critics suggested that there were, in Skin Deep, elements that were 

artistically successful, or at the very least good ideas that were almost successful.
312

 I will now 

analyse some of the operatic musical potential in the work in terms of the choral writing and the 

writing of the non-singing character, Susannah Dangerfield, who acted as a musical foil for the 

chorus. I will also outline choral passages that were ultimately less than successful in reception. 

These following points generally support the aims of Sawer et al. to revive the operetta but, 

where successful, they are more to do with the following of convention than the radicalisation 

of it. From an audience point of view, the excerpts I have chosen are perhaps mere moments, 

but from an analytical gaze, they are moments that held within them the problems and the 

potential of the work as a whole. 

 The spoken role of Susannah Dangerfield, reporting for Global Glamour TV was 

inspired in its design. The speaking role follows the operetta tradition utilised by Johann 

Strauss, Gilbert and Sullivan and Offenbach amongst others.
313

 The idea of the character (like 

many of the ideas in Skin Deep) perhaps did not fulfil its potential, but was nevertheless quite 

effective practically. Susannah Dangerfield, played by Gwendoline Christie, commented, 

speaking directly to the audience, or supposedly, with microphone in hand, ‘direct to camera’.
314

 

This ‘larger than life’ character, made for TV, and outside of the operatic diegesis tried in vain 

to meld herself into the operatic world wherein the action takes place. She is outside of the stage 

action (as are the audience) so arises an integral affinity; it is possible to invest in her to an 

extent, and she acts as a foil for the self-absorption of the variously unlikeable characters. Her 

dramatic speech juxtaposes Sawer’s harsh tonal language, as her spoken interludes provide 

relief, the language of American-style gossip TV an instantly recognisable medium of 

communication to the audience. Christie herself is Amazonian in frame, a natural six foot 
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three,
315

 enhanced by what looked to be six-inch heels. She towered, gargantuan, above the 

action, awkwardly looking down, and her attempts to meld in and disguise herself as a member 

of the chorus (playing uniformed clinic staff) were pure physical comedy. Cohesive with this 

image, Sawer’s joke in No.9 (Chorus and Solo: ‘Hi, This is Susannah Dangerfield’ / ‘Apply, 

Smear, Soothe’) is that Dangerfield cannot sing, and as the chorus hold forth with a 

rhythmically disjointed but highly accurate ensemble, listing cosmetic properties of a cream, 

Dangerfield echoes their words, shouting each word in a faux-sung fashion, placing it a split 

second after the ‘correct’ version (see Example 11). There is an audible influence here from 

Kagel who utilised the spectrum of vocal production between speech and song, incorporating 

elements of Sprechgesang and Sprechstimme, and drew upon the distinctions and mergers 

between those speaking and those singing.
316

 The result here is the appearance of Susannah 

Dangerfield like an unmusical child, desperately trying to join in a choir practice; a vain attempt 

at the appearance of cohesion, with a result that is so obviously messy. 
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Example 11: Bars 22-38 of No.9, ‘Reporter and Chorus’, Sawer, Skin Deep (unpublished piano 

reduction) 

 

The Susannah Dangerfield character could be read as a spoof on a particular style of 

popular ‘news’ entertainment; ironic, perhaps, because it comes from Iannucci the television 

writer. And yet, this spoof of entertainment suddenly lifts us, because it is entertainment, and 

arguably the only really successful sustained element of entertainment in the piece. 

 The writing for chorus in Skin Deep was contentious and, one might argue, of variable 

quality. There are moments in which it is evident that the production of sound by a chorus was 

not understood in advance of the construction of words and music. Examples include No.21 

(‘Butchers and Bakers and Muslims and Quakers’) in Act 3, with the line ‘Shut the gate! Don’t 

let us out! Out we hate! We like in!’ (see Example 12). This was set in 6/16 (a highly unusual 

time signature with six semi-quaver ‘beats’ to the bar); it was sung just once, and set to various 

broken configurations of semi-quavers and demi-semi quavers; attacks and stresses were 

marked, but not placed on pulse beats (if, in fact, they could be said to exist). The 

accompaniment to this panicky outburst offers very little help, as usual punctuating rather than 

supporting. Accidentals are strewn around enharmonically as sharps and flats, without guidance 

as to any manner of tonal centre for the chorus. Besides the problems of reading and learning 

this for the chorus (again these problems pervade the whole work) it seems simply impossible 

that the diction here could ever be audible or understood by an audience. 
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Example 12: Bars 74-75 of No.21, ‘Chorus’, Sawer, Skin Deep (Vienna: Universal Edition, 2008) 

 

 

 Another problem with audibility of diction and ensemble (as reflected in audience 

comments) came at the opening to No.27 (see Example 13). This was very fast, and gave little 

in the way of introduction which itself was written in a rhythm that was arguably unnecessarily 

syncopated.
317

 The chorus entered on the fifth quaver beat of a 6/8 bar, and had to contend with 

unmanageable leaps at that pace (for example, a diminished octave, beginning bar 5). Musical 

stresses did not match those of the words in speech, for example the first syllable of ‘tinker’ (bar 

3) and of ‘joker’ (bar 4) fell on weak beats, and were easy to lose. Some stresses were placed 

strangely in time within the bar, some were created in odd places by a leap (often upward) onto 

a syllable that should not be stressed in speech, but where in ensemble singing, this leap would 

inevitably create weight on the note, as in the second syllables of ‘tailor’ (bar 4) and ‘jailer’ (bar 

5). Having seen and heard the following number in many different spaces and circumstances, I 

never once heard the text clearly. 
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that (22 April 2009). 
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Example 13: Opening bars of No.27, ‘Chorus’, Sawer, Skin Deep (unpublished piano reduction) 

 

  

 It was Iannucci who, in the programme to the operetta, outlined what he had learned in 

writing for singers: 

I want the words to be clear and the challenge of writing for singers as opposed to actors 

is in the time they require to produce the words and the audience takes to absorb them. In 

the end it’s the music that is important so you really can’t be too intricate.
318

 

Sawer also commented: 

With a libretto with this many words, and this dextrous, I’ve deliberately kept the 

orchestration very light. I really do want the audience to be able to hear every word.
319

 

In these numbers, however, the intentions of the creators did not come to fruition. Farnes put it 
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succinctly: ‘There’s too much, there are just too many words.’
320

 

 More successful are the very brief moments where conventions are followed knowingly. 

In No.22 (Scene: ‘All Good Things Come to an End’) the chorus has been beautified by 

drinking the elixir of youth, but are in regression and need more. They are moaning and 

groaning. In rehearsal, Richard Jones remarked on this scene’s ‘zombie qualities’ and said of the 

individual unpitched moaning, ‘The sound does you, not you do the sound, be like 

possession.’
321

 So they are unified, all looking the same, in wigs and dress, the women styled as 

Donna, and the men as Robert. In block SSA harmony, the women sing ‘Take a Donna from us, 

Donna is true beauty’ (Example 14): 

 

Example 14: Bars 23-26 of No.22, ‘Scene’, Sawer, Skin Deep (unpublished piano reduction) 

 

It seems odd that soprano 2 sings lower than alto, and the harmony is thinner than it 

could be, with sopranos doubling at the octave. Yet here are four bars where a block of sound 

from the female chorus serves to illustrate the dramatic point. There is a conscious nod to 

Gilbert and Sullivan, starting at bar 43 of the same number (Example 15). ‘Donnalike’ (a chorus 

member with a voice not as strong as that of the lead) sings for her survival; to avoid being 

thrown into the vat she outlines her weakness: ‘I’d love to jump in, But I think you should 

know, Though I’m attractive, I’m mentally slow.’ The ‘Donnalike’ is on a huge scaffold at this 

point, away from the rest of the action. With jumping time signatures of 7/16, 9/16 and 11/16 

changing every bar (although these were often necessarily ‘smoothed’ into more natural beat 

patterns in performance) and a disjunct ‘melody’ it is unlikely that the audience would hear 

these words, but the chorus comes to the rescue with an echo of the phrase: ‘Though she’s 

attractive, she’s mentally slow.’ The rhythm of the ‘Donnalike’ is copied in the chorus, and the 

response is similarly shaped so that the audience might get a second chance to absorb those 
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lyrics, placed again into the same rhythm. The chorus is required to be slightly less agile than 

the ‘Donnalike’ when leaping around intervals that are now shortened to make them feasible for 

an ensemble, and to raise the likelihood of audibility of diction for the audience. 

 

 

Example 15: Bars 43-49 of No.22, ‘Scene’, Sawer, Skin Deep (unpublished piano reduction) 

 

Such disjointed writing for voices in the theatre is risky indeed, particularly with a chorus, and 

given Sawer’s stated aim that the audience might hear every word. Some risks paid off with 

moments of successfully innovative choral writing. The musical victories were enhanced on 



95 

 

  

stage by Director Richard Jones, and as a result, there were occasional choral moments that 

achieved a spellbinding synergy. In a moment opening audibly reminiscent of the opening of 

Kagel’s Anagrama,
322

 Sawer’s No.8, ‘Mute Dance with Chorus’ (‘Hush the Time is Ready’) 

begins with a solo violin, and chorus whispering ‘Hush!’ (see Example 16). Men and women 

are subsequently split to form two groups of commentators, singing one group after another 

with atmospheric harmony. Despite being notated without a key signature, this passage is 

essentially in the key of B flat major, although without focusing on a ‘tonic’ as such. Each 

phrase begins with the chorus in unison, and diverges to create Sawer’s cluster chords, created, 

in each instance, from a consonant interval (often a major third) and a dissonant interval (often a 

major or minor second).
323

 This combination of the known (diatonic) and unknown (dissonant 

intervals and lack of a certain tonic) within the harmonic structure creates an ambiguity in 

mood; there is consonance (additionally the chorus are acting together as an organised unit) but 

also uncertainty as to where this plot will go. High woodwinds join the fragile violin, floating 

bassless in a mesmerising moment, without harmonic roots, and with a drifting sense of plot 

direction. The mystical build up to Lania’s birthday operation is set serenely to the candlelight 

of her birthday cake. The effect is ethereal, and it is an operatic moment of atmospheric magic. 

 

Example 16: Opening bars of No.8, ‘Mute Dance with Chorus’, Sawer, Skin Deep (unpublished piano 

reduction) 
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 Mauricio Kagel, Anagrama, online recording, YouTube, 1 May 2011, 

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IWF1-BlhE4U> [accessed 15 May 2015]. 
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unnecessarily difficult to read (see Richard Farnes’s comments in note 317). 
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The power of the chorus is utilised some way into No.27. This climax of drama and of musical 

texture felt, to me, as though it really should be the finale, but was not. The chorus sing about 

themselves and the wisdom of acceptance that they have gained through the farce of plastic 

surgery that we have witnessed. The chorus are heard in octaves (Example 17) then in two parts 

doubled at the octave. It is a powerful moment, enhanced by the humour of the uninhibited 

shedding of all their ‘clothes’ to reveal the hilarious implied nudity of somewhat unrealistic but 

anatomically complete body suits.  

 

Example 17: Bars 64-68 of No.27, ‘Chorus’, Sawer, Skin Deep (unpublished piano score) 

 

In my numerous attendances at performances of Skin Deep, the audience found this 

exhilarating, and could yet have left on a high, if this climax had been the actual finale. 

However, subsequent to this is an entry by Lania (Needlemeier’s wife) then Robert and Elsa, to 

end the work. I posited my preferred ending to Farnes in a private interview, and he agreed, 

having made the suggestion of this cut for the Bregenz performance to come, with Sawer’s 

agreement: 

JD:  It did feel to me like the finale was… 

RF:  Was that. [No.27] 

JD:  There was a fantastic piece of choral writing, and then I thought, ‘ok that’s the 

end’.  And then it just wasn’t. 

RF:  Yes, that’s right. […] And that’s what I’m proposing is perhaps the last number 

of the piece… that was that, the clothes stuff. 

JD:  And then to get rid of that bit with the three of them at the end? 

RF:  Yeah, exactly. And possibly the bit with Lania coming on. She came on after 

the chorus had taken their clothes off and did this sort of solo. And then there was the 

jigging around bit that the three of them… you know, the two lovers at the end. And 

nobody ever knew when it had finished. […] So David, interestingly… […] I had 
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suggested in an email, whether we might look at this. I said ‘given that you were very 

keen to change things before we opened’ (I mean snipping here and snipping there). 

[…] But I knew that a lot of other people would be thinking along the same lines. And 

he came back to me saying, ‘Yes I absolutely agree, I think we need to think about 

taking that out.’
324

 

However, for the initial production run, after members of the chorus have scattered and left the 

stage, Lania remains with a melodically disjointed, leaping passage giving a condensed moral of 

redemption. She then continues to moralise into No.28, where Robert and Elsa enter, resolve 

their differences and finally adjourn to their bed. The work ends with fragmented phrases of 

homophonic quavers in the orchestra ascending in cluster chords without a firm tonal centre. 

Here are the unnecessary endings that Richard Farnes referred to, which confused and weakened 

the finale of the piece during its first production run.
325

 

 

3.3.8 Conclusions: dramaturgical issues and mismatched expectations of a genre 

Skin Deep confounded its generic label in terms of its structure and function, and this presented 

problems for its reception. It did not, dramaturgically, fulfil the promise held in the term 

‘operetta’, and the generic contract of expectation with audience was ultimately broken. This 

was reflected in the views of critics and audience-members, who found it a disappointing 

‘operetta’, although acknowledgement was made that the story had humorous potential and the 

score was intelligent, if too delicate.
326

 There was a narrative structure to the work in that it 

attempts to tell a story and reflect on its outcome, as librettist Iannucci saw it: 

I always like any production, whether it’s a piece of theatre or a film, where the point you 

arrive at in the end is one that at the start would have surprised you. But the journey has 

led you through that, and you’ve not protested at any point. You’ve been happy to go on 

that journey. And that’s what I like… I would like [the audience] to go out thinking that 

they must never have anything done to their physical appearance whatsoever. Not to feel 

bullied by the combined forces of all the style fascists who tell us what to wear and how 

to look.
327
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With Skin Deep, Iannucci may have attempted to tell this story almost without the composer’s 

interest, as Sawer indicated in his prioritised attention to non-narrative instrumental writing and 

in his stated disinterest in dramatic plot.
328

 He also appeared to be less interested than Iannucci 

in giving the audience a reflective moral at the end of the show, when asked saying, ‘Well, erm, 

no, I don’t know, no I just hope that they have a good show.’
329

 This again defies the idea 

outlined by Cannon of music creating plot to underline a libretto, create emphasis and thus 

meaning, and ultimately for librettist and composer to ensure ‘that the arrangement of the 

incidents leads the audience not to the end of a story from which they need to draw their own 

conclusions, but a statement of intent’.
330

 Sawer’s intent is an investment, as influenced by 

Kagel, in the instrumental ‘moments’, the points of inward-looking musical reflection that are 

not necessarily reflections on plot or character. Ultimately, when set to action, the instrumental 

interludes that constitute these ‘moments’ served only to give Director Richard Jones the space 

to explain to us in visual representation that something is happening, as I will explain presently.  

Implied in Sawer’s declared interest in reviving the number structure is a reference to 

the ‘gestalt’ of the Baroque period, where action ceased in time, and moments were crystalised 

in arias of reflective emotion. But unlike those of Handel’s opere serie, Sawer’s crystalised 

moments are not those of an emotion or even a character. They are non-linear, outside of the 

action, outside of emotion, and, as with Kagel in the work discussed previously, outside of the 

narrative. Musically, Sawer excels in these moments, in his dramatic instrumental writing, but 

they do not, in themselves, serve the plot. There are several purely instrumental interludes in the 

work: In Act 1, No.6c, ‘Operation Conducted By Puppets’, and No.10, ‘Interlude Under 

Anaesthetic’, and in Act 2 No.12b, ‘Ballet of Transplant Organs’, as well as the original 

overture (which was eventually used for the bows at the end of the performance) and the new 

overture written to replace it. The orchestra is used incisively and sensitively. The operation, 

No.6c, is nimble and well-crafted, brimming with motifs, rhythmic and melodic, which are also 

heard elsewhere in the work. The telephone ring tones from No.3 are woven to form a sensuous 

and rich tapestry, and fragmented melodic shapes given to Elsa elsewhere soar atmospherically 

on violin.
331

 Similarly there are fragmented punctuating phrases that suggest action and tension 

far more effectively here, instrumentally, in embryo, than when they are used for the chorus in 

fuller, extended form. 

 It is not without precedent that dramatic instrumental writing does not translate directly 

into operatic success. In Unsung Voices, Carolyn Abbate examines Mahler as a dramatist of 
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‘Todtenfeier’, the opening movement to his second symphony, describing ‘certain oscillations’ 

that the symphony shares with the play that inspired its creation. Within this context, she speaks 

of the ‘transfiguring confluence of music heard and unheard, of singing sung and unsung’.
332

 

Abbate argues that although Mahler never wrote an opera, this symphonic instrumental writing 

contains within it the equivalent of narrative and drama. This must be more abstract in nature, 

less explicit than text. Sawer too appears to work better dramatically without the explicit nature 

of text, but without narrative, in the moment, as if the nature of operatic collaboration is a 

jigsaw that never quite fits together for him. 

 In terms of Sawer’s instrumental interludes, there are also parallels with other avant-

garde composers. Chaya Czernowin uses her own developed instrumental language, extended 

into vocal language for her operas Pnima…ins Innere and Zaide/ Adama in a type of non-

narrative musicality that tells an internalised story, or rather paints an emotional tableau that 

develops within a point in time.
333

 Czernowin, like Kagel, is less interested in any concession to 

the existing conventions of an operatic form, but rather creates her own form to fit her language, 

and within it creates a sound world that is modernist and emotional, but that does not try to fit 

established operatic conventions. Both these composers provide what Cannon describes as a 

‘discontinuous narrative’, using the ‘theatre as dialectic’: the theatre attempts to resolve the 

dispute inherent in the narrative and its form.
 334

 Sawer, in his dismissal of narrative, does this 

too, but as Cannon outlines, an appropriate balance is required ‘between a comprehensible 

sequence and an equally comprehensible disruption as part of the dramatic meaning. The focus 

[has] to be the real intention of the work rather than its narrative surface’.
335

 With the ill-fitting 

label ‘operetta’, the ‘real intention’ of Skin Deep is confused, and the balance between sequence 

and disruption is unhinged. ‘The theatre’, which is, in this case, akin to the form ‘operetta’, 

cannot be a dialectic or resolve the disputes of form here, because it is too steeped in its own 

historical solutions, and too mired in generic expectation. 

The influences of modernism and postmodernism, of the ‘discontinuous narrative’ from 

the operatic (or ‘anti-operatic’) stage, as discussed, were variously compromised in their 

application in this operetta. Sawer described a disrupted state of ‘pulling back’ from the 

narrative,
336

 but in so doing, pace and the reception experience of an ‘operetta’ were not 
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adequately considered. The instrumental interludes in Skin Deep are well-considered 

compositions of a static, yet descriptive nature. But, as one might expect from music influence 

by minimalism and with what Oliver Rivers described as the ‘gradual transformation of small 

motifs, driven by intricately energetic rhythmic invention’, this music is delicate.
337

 Unlike a 

concert work, music written for the opera stage cannot be autonomous; something else has to 

happen. In these interludes the embryonic ideas for staging as described in their titles were not 

adhered to;
338

 Richard Jones chose to set them to a series of ‘operations’, rather than dances, 

whereby the procedures verbally described in other numbers were physically seen to be carried 

out, thus aiding audience understanding of the ailing narrative. So our attention was drawn away 

from the beautiful, if autonomous, sound-world Sawer created, and to the pantomime of faces 

being garishly removed from dummies, a severed testicle held up by a pair of tongs and other 

such distractions necessary for the plot. One questionnaire respondent described these 

‘anatomical’ scenes as ‘gory’, and others thought them unnecessary.
339

 Against this staging, the 

instrumental music in its delicacy could not hold the attention of many sufficiently to appreciate 

its intricacies. The visual competition to the music was overwhelming.  

Skin Deep was a mismatch of generic expectation and audience experience. For those 

stakeholders (at the company and its funding bodies) whose agenda involved ‘access’, this was 

an opportunity lost. The decision of creators and those in marketing to focus on the ‘operetta’ 

label and all that is implied within it, created a promise that could not be kept by the work. 

Accessibility to this new work was thus compromised by confused expectation of form and 

function.  

 It is interesting to note that a more positive audience experience happened as the work 

toured to the Lowry in Salford Quays (Greater Manchester) for just one performance towards 

the end of its initial run, on Thursday 26 February 2009. I noted that I thought it worked best 

here, in the Lowry’s Lyric Theatre, and members of the company agreed that Salford was the 

‘most successful performance’ of the run.
340

 Audience respondents to my questionnaires, while 

fewer in number, were proportionally far more positive than in Leeds, giving the following 

comments: ‘better than expected after poor reviews’; ‘great idea, fun’; ‘enjoyable’; music 

‘imaginative and amusing’; ‘lyrical and quirky’; ‘was funny and not elitist, easy to follow - 
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what I was after’; ‘a light-hearted but accomplished introduction to opera’.
341

 There are various 

reasons for a more positive reception in the Lowry, Salford, than in Leeds, which I will now 

outline. 

Primarily, the acoustic in the Lyric Theatre (a larger space than Leeds Grand Theatre, 

usually much more difficult for singers, where orchestrally saturated scoring tends to smother 

voices) was actually favourable to the way in which Skin Deep was often quite sparsely scored. 

A clarity was achieved for individual lines (instruments and voices) here, where, in the more 

traditional home venue in Leeds, there is a far warmer, blended sound. Secondly, the more 

sizeable stage, and the stark, modern, plain black proscenium arches framed a contemporary 

production with a modern surround; additionally the audience were physically further from the 

stage. The Lowry’s Lyric Theatre, with its vast expanses above and around the set, contrasts 

with the red and gold nineteenth-century theatre aesthetic of the Grand Theatre, Leeds, with its 

ornate scrolls and columns framing the stage; in Leeds the framework was far less congruent 

with the sparsely set modern production. In terms of association and perception, the architecture 

of the Lowry also worked in favour of the experience of Skin Deep as theatre; its open foyer, the 

clean, brutal lines and metallic materials frame a modern theatre experience, unlike the 

sumptuous historicity of the Leeds venue, which brings us into a nineteenth-century aesthetic 

and put us in mind of tradition, and the operatic canon, before the production even starts.  

In my interview with him, Richard Farnes gave another perspective on how the scale of 

musical spaces impacted on the communication of the music: 

It felt much better and clearer in Salford. […] But then I think that it was possibly, from 

my point of view, it was the size of the pit, which is much bigger there. It’s the only pit 

that we go to where we’ve really got room to manoeuvre. And there’s a lot of 

percussion in Skin Deep […] and there’s never any space to put it. And it felt like […] 

every player had space to breathe, and therefore the music had space to breathe. Now 

that’s a conductor’s explanation. I think there was more to it than that because there was 

something about the whole stage thing that worked better there […] and I felt that the 

music breathed in a way that it couldn’t when we were more enclosed, in a bit of a tight 

fit.
342

 

This is an interesting way of describing the feeling of performance, where ‘space to breathe’ 

might refer not only to the physical space and comfort of the players, but the possibly 

consequent projection of individual lines; and the acoustic space for the music to be heard, 
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without the heavy reverberation and acoustic blending that happens in Opera North’s older, 

smaller, regular venues. 

The audience, as one might expect, also has a different character in touring venues, and 

a particular character in Salford. Opera North’s audience in Salford is transient in many ways. 

There is not the felt ‘ownership’ of the company that is evident (through questionnaires and 

speaking to company members) in the home city, Leeds. Neither is there a felt ownership of 

opera as an art form, which only arrives here for a few weeks of the year. The Lowry was, in 

2009, a liminal place that people might pass through for a theatre experience.
343

 The venue itself 

is host to a broad variety of productions of all genres, but unlike the Grand, programming is not 

weighted in favour of opera and ballet, so overall there is less expectation of genre, or of any 

particular operatic aesthetic. The reception experience is freer of expectation, of architectural 

history, of cultural baggage. Also the posters and local publicity that were pervasive in Leeds 

did not have the same presence in Salford. There was therefore less scope for disappointed 

expectation based on advertising because expectation was not as strongly set. But a singular 

performance in Salford at the end of Skin Deep’s initial run could not rescue the production 

from the overall perception that its avant-garde element was a cuckoo in the nest of the 

entertainment form, operetta.  

To return to the post-war aims of Keynes and his Arts Council, a public opera company 

has the advantage over commercial entertainment, in that its artistic attempts exist within what 

Born termed ‘the sphere of subsidized cultural life’;
344

 they are of value in their own right, with 

less emphasis on the kind of financial success criteria that are applied elsewhere. There is a 

capacity built into the funding system for allowable ‘failure’, be that financial or critical. In 

1989, speaking about the funding of new opera, the then chair of the Arts Council Lord 

Palumbo said: 

We must give the artist the right to fail, we must invest, on occasion, in new and 

innovative work, knowing full well that the results may fall below the 

expectations of the artist and of ourselves; but knowing also that we may be 

helping to nourish a masterwork.
345

 

By the time the programme to Skin Deep went to print, following a disappointing and 

uncomfortable rehearsal period, Opera North was justifiably concerned that the production 

would not be well received. On the opening ‘Welcome’ page of the programme for Skin Deep, 
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General Director Richard Mantle perhaps sought to temper audience expectation by focusing on 

the success of the newly opened Howard Assembly Room,
346

 on the access agenda fulfilled by 

another recent new commission,
347

 and crucially, by echoing Lord Palumbo, and reminding the 

audience of the importance of risk-taking with new works: 

The success of any new or innovative work cannot be guaranteed until the first public 

performances – and not always even then. […] There are many, many examples of works 

of art now considered to be among the greatest in the canon that were rejected by critics 

or the public or both when they were new. But without artists, companies, funders and, 

not least, audiences being ready and willing to take these risks these works simply 

wouldn’t exist.
348

 

The message did not go unheeded, as one audience member responded to my questionnaire 

thus:  

I always have low expectations of new operas, so I was not surprised. Sometimes, as 

last year, my low expectations are totally confused. Support ‘new works’ – it’s a risk 

you have to take if opera is not to become stale.
349
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3.4 Swanhunter 

3.4.1 Introduction 

The subject of the second case study of this chapter is another new commission for Opera 

North, Jonathan Dove and Alasdair Middleton’s Swanhunter. The work premiered on 13 

November 2009 in the Howard Assembly Room a (then) new performance space adjoining the 

Grand Theatre, Leeds. The circumstances of its creation were quite different to those of Skin 

Deep. Swanhunter was commissioned not for Opera North’s Main Stage, but the company’s two 

smaller creative departments, Education and Projects. It promised to be a ‘family opera’; quite a 

different premise to that of Skin Deep, for which marketing focused partially on contemporary 

satire, and the production included implied nudity and originally (although cut before the first 

night) a humorously rising, melismatic account of a ‘penis extension’. In this section I assess 

how Swanhunter came to be, and analyse its function and perceptions of its success. I do this by 

investigating the preconditions under which this work was commissioned, the priorities of its 

commissioners and creators, and its reception by some of its target audience. There is also a 

brief comparison to a later Opera North production of the same work in 2015; by this time 

various agendas had moved on in the politics of culture, access and education.  

There is a different angle of ethnographic observation for this case study as compared 

with the study of Skin Deep, since Swanhunter, its rehearsal and preparation proved to be more 

easily accessible to me within an ethnographic framework. There are three main reasons why 

this proved to be the case. Firstly, Swanhunter was commissioned and produced by two small, 

creative departments within Opera North, without the full external pressure, prestige or cost of a 

main-stage production. Effectively the activities of Swanhunter’s creators and producers were 

‘contained’ to a degree within the administrative bounds of these two departments; with a very 

small cast and team of administrators, I was able to know and gain the trust of many of those 

involved. Secondly, the original Swanhunter production happened during my second year as an 

embedded researcher at Opera North. I was thus far more familiar and comfortable within the 

company, having formed relationships and having begun to understand ways of working and the 

nuances of company structures, as compared with my research period on Skin Deep at the outset 

of my studies. I was also more confident in requesting private, elite interviews with external 

creators (Dove and Middleton) as well as with high-level company members. Finally, Skin Deep 

had been a very tense rehearsal process; the work was rushed and difficult, and it became 

increasingly apparent to those involved that the reality of the piece and the production would 

not live up to its marketing and to public expectations. For Swanhunter in late 2009, this was 

not the case. With a much smaller production the stakes were not as high, and while there were 

public expectations set, this was done with a far lower profile.  
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In terms of its access and educational objectives, Swanhunter was successful on its own 

terms, essentially fulfilling the criteria of its creators, although these criteria were not 

necessarily shared with or by critics, who gave it a lukewarm reception. In 2015 Opera North 

Education produced a new, collaborative production of Swanhunter, with theatre company The 

Wrong Crowd, and this production enjoyed far greater critical success than the original. The 

Wrong Crowd created a scenographically enhanced production, and contributed much in terms 

of marketing. This company’s background in puppetry and fairy tales brought a helpful 

association of productions for children. The childhood demographic, which had been key to the 

original production, was now brought much more clearly into focus. My account is not a 

comparison of these two Opera North productions of Swanhunter, although I will go on to note 

how changing national governments and structural changes in the Opera North Education 

department impacted upon the way in which events and activities around the productions were 

designed and run. This is an account of the creation of a work that was, in 2009, made for and 

by an Education department, with an educational agenda. It will include comment on the 

reception of the original production, within the context of the activities of Opera North’s 

Education department around the production. This section addresses the question of how this 

work was commissioned, within what framework, and with what objectives or ‘success criteria’, 

and it assesses the extent to which these objectives were achieved and the success criteria 

fulfilled. 

 

3.4.2 Preconditions 

There are three main elements in what one might theatrically refer to as the backstory to the 

commissioning of Swanhunter, which are relevant throughout the remainder of the chapter. The 

first is the conformations of each of the commissioning Opera North departments: Education 

and Projects. These departments are a result of the direction and history of the company, which 

have already been covered in some detail. The Projects department functions to develop and 

programme work, now largely in the Howard Assembly Room (HAR), and as such enjoys a 

large amount of artistic freedom; the Education department fundamentally must react to the 

agendas of the Arts Council (and government). Thus the artistic, historical and political contexts 

in which these departments exist are, in themselves, preconditions for their contributions to the 

emergence of new work. Related to the development of these two creative departments, and to 

Projects in particular, was the second precondition for Swanhunter: the 2009 renovation of the 

Howard Assembly Room, a new studio performance space for Opera North, for which 

Swanhunter was written. Swanhunter was also the centre-piece for the HAR’s programme-

theme of Autumn 2009, the ‘Idea of North’. Thirdly, the commission was offered to Dove and 

Middleton, who have an established, successful history as a writing team, including a particular 
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focus on opera for children, and a history of work for Opera North. Most notably and recently 

the pair was commissioned to write the 2007 main-stage production, The Adventures of 

Pinocchio, an important precursor to the Swanhunter commission.  

I have mentioned the three preconditions here discretely, but they are of course 

relational, as will become apparent throughout this case study. As is the nature of an 

ethnographic study including the oral histories of participants, the interwoven character of these 

elements is sometimes presented perhaps untidily, but this presentation is integral to the story as 

it is told by its subjects.  

The following subsection covers the first two preconditions as described above. Also 

presented here is the ‘Idea of North’, a programming concept that arose from the creative 

intersection of the Education and Projects departments and the new venue. The next subsection 

outlines the interaction of composer and librettist with the company, and the relationships by 

which the commission occurred.  

 

3.4.2.1 Education and Projects, the Howard Assembly Room and the ‘Idea of North’ 

As mentioned in the Introduction to this thesis, Music Director Richard Farnes has described 

Opera North as ‘more than an opera company’ and likened the nature of the company, quite 

tangibly, to ‘a spider’s web or maybe a teaching hospital’.
350

 The opera company as teaching 

hospital seems, on one level, to be an obvious metaphor for the development of young artists on 

site, but it also encapsulates an essence of social awareness and public service. The spider’s web 

is an interesting image of a tightly packed centre and an expanding, broader, sparser reach. This 

simile could apply to the work of Opera North in its structure of artistic creativity, with its 

main-stage work at the centre, connecting out to other work; to its geography, based in Leeds, 

stretching ever outwards; or to the audience demographic it seeks to develop. We might also 

glean from the ‘spider’s web’ a sense of organic creativity and some self-governance in the 

organisation of labour, increasing as we move away from the tightly controlled centre. Farnes 

went on to explain that he sees it as part of the company’s mission to develop ‘the artists, the 

art-form and the audience’. The company thus contains creative departments and facets that are 

linked, but not always directly, to the main-stage operatic productions. The term ‘Main Stage’ is 

used by Opera North to refer to operas that are staged in the Leeds Grand Theatre, and later tour 

regular venues around the north of England. In addition to the high-profile Main Stage 

productions, and some separate concerts by the Orchestra of Opera North, the company contains 

a large and active Education department (which was, in 2009, headed by Rebecca Walsh) and 
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an unusual Projects department, directed by Dominic Gray. These two departments are separate 

from one another, although Gray had been Head of Education some years previously, then 

moving to lead the newly created Projects department. As Head of Education, during the late 

1990s, Gray had overseen a period of considerable growth in his department, which, in a private 

interview in June 2010, he linked to the years in government of ‘New Labour’:  

I came here as Head of Education in 1996, and it was quite a small department. [...] So 

Opera North Education then started to grow quite quickly, I mean you’ve got to 

remember then, that period, 1996 through to probably 2001 was the period of the first, the 

Tony Blair Labour government, you know, he was elected in 1997 with the slogan 

‘Education, Education, Education’. And suddenly arts education had a lot more money 

available to it than it had had before. [...] Arts organisations that wanted to spend more on 

education, that was embraced and we were encouraged to do that. So [...] the department 

grew in size, we started to do much longer and bigger projects, we started to do small 

scale touring of work for children.
351

 

Gray also told me that subsequent to this, the creation of his new Special Projects department 

had been inspired, in around 2000-01, by an idea from a German orchestra run by Steven Sloane 

who then also worked as a Music Director at Opera North. The Bochum Symphony Orchestra 

had functioned to provide a wider artistic context in the city for the work of the orchestra, with 

related events such as art exhibitions. Based on this model, Opera North Special Projects had 

similar goals.  

In 2009-10 when I observed the company’s work on the original Swanhunter 

production, Gray was Rebecca Walsh’s line-manager. A connection thus remained between 

Education and Projects in terms of the personnel structure, although Gray told me in June 2010 

that this need not be the case for much longer: 

I think we’re heading to a position now, in the next six to eight months where Becky 

[Rebecca Walsh] will probably be line-managed by Richard Mantle directly rather than 

through me, because she needs to be able to talk directly to the boss, in a way, rather 

than through me. So we’re heading towards that, I think.
352

 

Indeed, Walsh did eventually become Education Director, towards the beginning of 2012 

according to Gray, directly managed by General Director Richard Mantle, with her own place 

on the management team. She left Opera North in summer 2014, and was replaced by Jacqui 

Cameron, as Education Director from the outset. Thus the hierarchy of the Education 
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department was advanced; with a senior manager working within the team came an increased 

degree of autonomy for the department.
353

 In my interview with him, Gray was keen to point out 

to me that the Projects department had grown out of the Education department, which pleased 

him, because, as he explained ‘there’s always a public-interest dynamic’. He spoke of the two 

departments having a kind of agenda that is not just ‘art for art’s sake’, and that they have other 

jobs to do as well as (and at the same time as) ‘creating beautiful art’. Gray gave varied 

examples of these jobs and agendas, which seem to alter over time, but there was much mention 

of ‘service’ and a sense that his raison d’être for the Projects department is connected to ideas 

of progress and improvement. Currently working within the Projects team is a Community 

Engagement Manager and a Community Engagement Assistant to do development and access 

work with disadvantaged communities across Leeds. Gray’s ideas on art with a social agenda, 

and on artistic and company development, resonate, on a social level, with Richard Farnes’s 

words regarding the whole company’s mission to develop ‘artists, art-form and audience’.
354

 

The HAR is the main venue for the programming work of Gray’s Projects department; 

its renovation and new use as a performance space was a huge gain for this department in 2009. 

Adjoining the Grand Theatre (Opera North’s home theatre), it was renovated as a recital hall, 

but also as a flexible space with movable seating and staging, a balcony, and the option of 

natural light. The HAR was opened in January 2009; Swanhunter, premiering in November of 

the same year, was the first opera to be commissioned for the space.
355

 The public use of this 

space is built around the rehearsal schedule of the Orchestra of Opera North; in addition to it 

now being the home of Gray’s Projects department, the space is well-used for Education 

department events. The venue’s web page describes it as ‘a captivating, inspiring performance 

venue [with a] blend of Victorian and contemporary styling’,
356

 and a ‘flexible and eclectic arts 

venue programmed by Opera North’.
357

 In a recorded clip, Gray says that it is ‘joined at the hip 

with Opera North, but it also has its own unique qualities, […] a very intimate feeling’ and, 

echoing his words to me about the social and democratic function of art, he says that the space 
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is ‘essentially for anybody’.
358

 McKechnie, in her ethnographically informed Opera North, 

quotes Gray, saying he wanted the HAR to feel ‘a bit like a kitchen, a place where you make 

things, whether you are an orchestra or a bunch of nine-year-olds’.
359

  

Gray told me that he had been waiting six years for this renovated space, in addition to 

the prior refurbishment of the Grand Theatre. Because of this lengthy period of anticipation, the 

ideas and themes for programming the HAR were plentiful, well planned and developed. Such 

was the ‘Idea of North’. Having waited so long for this venue, the hand-over may have come 

with a sense of reawakening for him and his department, as one can infer from these words 

taken from my interview with him:  

With the redevelopment of the Grand Theatre and the opening of the Howard Assembly 

Room as a second performing space, we thought it would be a good idea to try to reclaim 

that name, ‘Opera North’, and look at what it means to be in the north. What does the 

word ‘north’ mean to people? We didn’t want to go down the kind of ‘flat caps and mill 

towns’ version of the north, we wanted to go north north north. And kind of the operatic 

north. So we started thinking about [...] Wagner’s Ring cycle and how that uses lots of 

Norse myths […] and we thought a lot about Scandinavian composers and poets and so 

on. So we kind of tried to think of the area north of the sixtieth parallel [...] north of sixty 

degrees [latitude] where it’s icy all the time […] and we decided it would be good to have 

a season in the Howard Assembly Room that explored that idea of the icy, frozen 

‘operatic North’, where the landscape goes on forever, where it’s very white, where 

encounters between human beings are of an epic nature. So that was the idea and as a 

centre-piece to that season we wanted to commission something new.
360

 

So in claiming this new performance space, there was a reclaiming, by the smaller departments, 

of the very name of the company. This is politically interesting, in the context of the company, 

whose original name, in 1978, was ‘English National Opera North’, since it was then a branch 

of the London-based English National Opera. Even within the shortened name that came, in 

1981, with the company’s independence, there remains a sense of far-away ‘otherness’ 

bestowed by the London company upon that perceived rarity, an opera company based 

somewhere other than the capital.
361

 As outlined by Gray above, in Swanhunter and the ‘Idea of 

North’, the ‘otherness’ of the label ‘ North’ has effectively been pushed further away from the 
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north of England and into a northern ‘other’ beyond, a foreign Norse wilderness. Opera in the 

north of England is thus reclaimed and normalised, the label imposed by London having been 

subverted; ‘North’ itself has been diverted elsewhere. 

Indeed there was, around this time, something of a Zeitgeist regarding ‘the Idea of 

North’. The title itself mirrored a 2005 book by Peter Davidson, which points to an elusive 

sense of icy exoticism and ‘otherness’. Davidson writes of ‘North’ itself being the ‘elsewhere’ 

that is north of where you are: ‘North is always a shifting idea, always relative, always going 

away from us […] North moves always out of reach, receding towards the polar night, which is 

equally the midnight dawn in the summer sky.’
362

 The title, ‘The Idea of North’, has in fact been 

much used by various artistic ventures. Gray believes that its origin is in the radio documentary 

of 1967 by Canadian pianist Glenn Gould for the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, and that 

the idea then became reworked into various artistic contexts.
363

 In what seems to be local 

Zeitgeist in Leeds, the City Art Gallery had, in 2000, hosted an exhibition entitled ‘The Idea of 

North’, and in 2008, as part of the 150
th
 anniversary celebrations for Leeds Town Hall, the 

University of Leeds and Leeds Metropolitan University presented the conference Music and the 

Idea of North.
364

 It was Gray’s own ‘Idea of North’ that formed the basis for the beginnings of 

Swanhunter, but his colleague Rebecca Walsh was a crucial partner in the decisions around 

commissioning. Walsh’s ambition was that her Education department should commission a 

high-profile opera that was suitable for children. In the account she gave me, Walsh’s version of 

the ‘Idea of North’ proved to be closer to home, and perhaps more explicitly child-friendly, than 

Gray’s: 

The other things we had in mind in terms of the story were the north of England [...] So 

when I say the north of England, that became more generally ‘the north’. And the idea 

was really thinking about those characteristics that northern people have, anywhere 

where you are in the north, you know northern Europe, northern England […] the cold 

and [...] how that changes people. So we wanted to have something northern in quality 

that people would somehow recognise. It wouldn’t necessarily be a big deal, it wouldn’t 

be something you necessarily have to tell them before they came to see it [...] but 
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somehow they’d feel attached to it because somehow it matched some of their own 

characteristics.
365

 

At the time of the original Swanhunter production, the Education department, under 

Walsh was expanding, with six members of staff (see Table 1). 

Role Staff member 

Head of Education Rebecca Walsh 

Education Manager Helen Mahoney 

Education Producer Alex Bradshaw 

Education Producer Kathryn O’Doherty 

Education Officer Hannah Dilworth 

Education Assistant Laura Kestell 

Table 1: Opera North Education staff at the time of Swanhunter 2009
366

 

 

The expansion has since continued, with twenty-three Education staff members now listed on 

the company website (see Figure 3),
367

 and a claim to be ‘one of the leading arts education 

departments in the country’.
368

  

Figure 3: Opera North Education staff chart, 2015
369
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The expanded Education department of the present day (Figure 3), its ethos and various 

activities can be contextualised by looking, briefly, at the education departments of the other 

four publicly funded national opera companies in the UK: 

i. Royal Opera House 

The Royal Opera House currently advertises a broad range of access and education-related 

projects on its website under the banner of ‘Learning’ (although some are related purely to 

dance as opposed to opera).
370

 In comparison with the Opera North ethos, many of the ROH 

projects appear to prioritise excellence of outcome over open participation, although there are 

projects that fit both agendas. A Youth Opera Company, started in 2010, operates by audition, 

with auditions being by invitation for those children or schools that have been involved in 

existing ROH projects.
371

 This maintains a high degree of control for the company, and potential 

applicants are advised that speculative applications cannot be considered. The ROH ‘Welcome’ 

programme offers reduced price tickets (£5-20) to families who have ‘never been to a ballet or 

opera at the Royal Opera House before’.
372

 ‘Family Sundays’ offer a variety of activities for 

children (aged six and over) and their families, although have been on hold since January 2016 

for building work.
373

  ‘All Together Opera’ is a programme for those over sixty-five living in 

Camden and Westminster, with an extension of the project, the ‘All Together Opera Company’ 

for invited participants.
374

 These projects (as well as some online resources) are advertised 

under the sub-heading of ‘Families’, although it could be argued that only the Welcome 

performances currently cater explicitly for families, and that this could therefore be an area for 

development. Under ‘Schools and Colleges’ the ROH advertises the following: schools’ 

matinees; the ‘Chance to Dance’ ballet programme for Year 3 children (aged seven to eight); 

apprenticeships (paid employment with college day release) in all areas; a Design Challenge for 

Sixth Form or Further Education students; a fanfare-writing competition for pupils of secondary 

age; and a National Nutcracker project involving much teacher-training and matinee attendance 

for Key Stage 2.
375

 More Continuing Professional Development (CPD) for teachers to support 
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matinee attendance for schools is advertised elsewhere on the ROH ‘Learning’ webpage.
376

 

‘ROH Thurrock’, since 2015 the location of the company’s Bob and Tamar Manoukian 

Costume Centre, has extended education and community provision, including a degree course in 

Costume Construction, in partnership with South Essex College and University of the Arts 

London.
377

 In another partnership, ROH Thurrock has been working with the local council since 

2014 to deliver the ‘Thurrock Trailblazer’ programme in schools, addressing the need to deliver 

children’s ‘Cultural Entitlement’, which may otherwise have been missed; again, teachers’ 

professional development is included.
378

 The Manoukian Production Workshop also provides 

open ‘Initiative days’ where schools and groups can book to see behind the scenes, learn skills 

and take part in activities.
379

 The Thurrock ‘Young Vocal Leader Programme’ is a development 

idea, whereby young people train to lead singing; this development programme cascades skills 

to the choral singers ultimately being led by the programme participants.
380

 Thus, as with the 

teachers’ CPD, far more individuals go on to benefit from the training and development of a 

few. Thurrock also hosts a Community Chorus, and Big Sing Days for those aged eight to 

twenty-five in Thurrock.
381

 Perhaps most structurally ambitious is ‘ROH Bridge’, a large 

project, begun in 2012, with many partners. It provides strategy and advocacy for cultural 

learning across Bedfordshire, Hertfordshire, Essex and North Kent and has ambitions for a 

broad reach, currently funded by Arts Council England up until 2018.
382

 Also under ‘Learning’, 

the ROH promotes its archive, accessible to researchers by pre-arrangement, but with much 

digital information freely available online, and its ‘Insights’ events, including open rehearsals, 

public interviews, pre-performance talks, beginners guides, behind the scenes demonstrations 

and participatory workshops.
383

 

It is evident that the ROH now seeks to integrate the concept of ‘Learning’ into the 

everyday work of the company, and that activities described are run by discrete teams within a 
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portfolio of activities. ROH Bridge, for example, is effectively a separate institution with its 

own aims and agenda, and the ROH Thurrock Learning and Participation team works locally 

and relatively separately from the main company and its education work, an hour away in 

Covent Garden. ‘Learning’ itself takes the form of various age-groups, from school-based 

learning to paid apprenticeships for adults, community singing for pensioners and professional 

research access to the archive. This is a slightly different model from that of Opera North with 

its main offices on site, and a centralised Education team and Projects department running 

almost all outreach opportunities. At ON, the Education team itself deals mainly with children. 

‘ROH Learning’ includes a structural approach with much mention of the Continuing 

Professional Development of classroom teachers, as well as artistic development of community 

members such as Vocal Leaders, and the strategic development of the arts in a specific area. 

Thus there appears to be a strategic aim to maximise the effect of the company, and to spread 

the benefits of association with the company as far as possible. 

ii. English National Opera 

The ENO ‘Learn’ webpage is more clearly organised with regard to activities for various age 

groups. There is an overview of the umbrella ‘ENO Baylis’ programme which covers all 

educational activities, and four other sections: opportunities for five to eighteen-year-olds; 

opportunities for eighteen to twenty-five-year-olds; opportunities for adults; and recent 

projects.
384

 The children’s opportunities include ‘Opera Squad’, the flagship secondary 

programme, a ‘Youth Programme’ to develop the creative interests of secondary-aged children 

out of school, in-school projects, visits and family days for primary-aged children, and reduced 

price tickets for school and other groups.
385

 It is notable that ENO’s school work is directed 

primarily at secondary-aged children, whereas ON has thus far catered most prominently to 

younger children, although the age-range of activities by both companies has expanded. In the 

young adult bracket, ENO advertises its creative partnership with Higher Education, generally, 

and also specifically with University College London.
386

 ON has developed such partnerships 

with the University of Leeds, the Royal Northern College of Music, and the University of 

Auckland, New Zealand, but these are generally not considered under the remit of the Education 

department. ENO’s adult activities include open access ‘Know the Show’ day workshops, large 

scale community outreach projects, and pre-performance talks, all designed to increase 

knowledge in relation to specific operas on the main stage. There is also an open access 
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community choir. ENO, like ON deliver a local division of Streetwise Opera offering arts 

participation to people who have experienced homelessness.
387

 With its parent-company status 

and similar access agenda, it is perhaps not surprising that the organisation and priorities in 

ENO’s education programme seems familiar in comparison to that of ON. 

iii. Welsh National Opera 

WNO’s education and access work is advertised under the heading ‘Explore: Take Part’.
388

 

WNO Youth Opera 16-25 is formed biannually, and provides ‘professional training and unique 

performance opportunities’ for sixteen to twenty-five-year-olds. Various professional successes 

are listed from its alumni. There is also an open invitation to make contact with the company in 

order to be considered, and auditions are held nationally.
389

 Youth Opera 14-16 is in its second 

year and meets fortnightly in Cardiff, offering training opportunities for young singers of this 

age group without audition, and Youth Opera 10-14 meets weekly, requiring ‘no previous 

experience, and […] no auditions, all we ask is a regular commitment and enthusiasm for 

learning new skills and making new friends’.
390

 There is also a design challenge listed in 

relation to WNO’s 2017 production of Madam Butterfly.
391

 In the ‘Community’ section, WNO 

lists a community choir that is newly formed for every performance, sometimes auditioned and 

sometimes not.
392

 An open access ‘Come and Sing’ event is also advertised for all, whereby 

‘everyone is invited to come along and sing’.
393

 Under ‘Schools and Families’ no events are 

currently advertised, but a contact number is provided to enquire about such opportunities.
394

 

And under ‘Partner Projects’, WNO describes its professional development for artists with 

ArtWorks Cymru, and, as with ON and ENO, there is local involvement with a Streetwise 

Opera project.
395
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The unusual changing pattern described of the community choir could be a viewed as a 

particularly Welsh phenomenon, reflecting the tradition of Cymanfa Ganu (‘gathering to sing’) 

whereby chapel communities come together occasionally for a choral event such as an oratorio 

in an event-based or festival pattern. Indeed WNO was formed in 1946 as a company of 

amateurs, and did not become fully professional until 1973. This spirit of access, which was 

originally chapel and community-based, is evident in the community focus of WNO’s access 

agenda. WNO’s focus on participatory singing, prioritised quite clearly over the other arts 

involved in opera, also reflects the Welsh cultural heritage, choral singing having expanded 

during the nineteenth century in accordance with a growing cultural nationalist movement, 

moving from the chapel to the Eisteddfod (Welsh festival). 

iv. Scottish Opera 

Scottish Opera is, since 2005, a depleted force in comparison with the other four national opera 

companies, no longer being in possession of a permanent chorus. Its education and access 

provision continues, also on smaller scale. The website advertises the company’s Primary 

Schools Tour around Scotland, a day long musical workshop and performance by the children, 

and teacher professional development.
396

 The other available project, ‘Opera Unwrapped for 

Children’ is a backstage experience for similarly aged upper primary children.
397

 Under the title 

‘Join In!’, Scottish Opera advertises its ‘Connect Company’ of fourteen to twenty-one-year-

olds, making a chorus, orchestra and stage management team, participating in a year-long 

workshop programme. Interestingly, in August 2016, for the Aberdeen International Youth 

Festival, the Connect Chorus and Orchestra joined with the Opera North Youth Company for a 

Kurt Weill double bill.
 398

 An open access Community Choir is in operation in Glasgow, and 

there are two ‘Memory Spinners’ groups, in Glasgow and Edinburgh, for people living with 

dementia and their carers, using music, storytelling, movement and visual arts to create 

performance from memories, and to form support networks.
399

 

 

Thus we see that Opera North’s assertion that it has ‘one of the leading arts education 

departments in the country’ is no small claim, considering some of the structures described 

above, but also given the £267 million ACE investment in music and cultural education 
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programmes since 2012.
400

 Opera North itself has had recent success, with Arts Council core 

funding increased to £10.4 million per year for the period between 2015 and 2018, amounting to 

63% of the company’s turnover.
401

 Prior to that, in 2012, the company had become a major 

recipient of the DCMS ‘Catalyst Endowment Fund’, a donation-match funding award of £3 

million. This sum contributed to Opera North’s own ‘Future Fund’ set up in 2008, enabling the 

creation of new work for families, the continuation of the Opera North Children’s Chorus, and 

outreach work such as that with homeless people (or those who have been homeless) for 

Streetwise Opera.
402

 Opera North has also been successful in gaining independent funding for 

access work, including a substantial award from the Paul Hamlyn Foundation in 2013 to create 

a five-year Community Engagement project, with two associated staff, and a portfolio of 

activities engaging disadvantaged sections of the community.
403

 Small but significant 

philanthropic donations specifically for Education included a £10,000 grant in 2015 from the 

Anne Maguire Fund to enable schoolchildren to perform and attend opera, and in 2012 a 

£19,000 donation from Jimbo’s Fund (from late local businessman Jimi Heselden) for work 

with young people with Asperger’s Syndrome.
404

 Also a specific gain for Opera North 

Education was its selection, in 2012, and subsequent continuation as a provider of the national 

‘In Harmony’ project, funded directly by the Arts Council and the Department for Education.
405

 

The ON Education personnel chart (Figure 3) does not comprise all those who work on 

behalf of Opera North Education. The department functions as a creative, administrative 

framework, organising and contracting artists to work in various settings. Planned events 

includes workshops taken into schools and educational establishments; projects where children 

come into the company to participate in workshops and performances that are run in-house; and 

the touring of small-scale operatic productions designed specifically for young people. The 

Swanhunter commission was Walsh’s first, but there were recent smaller-scale precedents in the 

department for commissioning and producing miniature operas for children, including Kate 

                                                           
400

 ACE, ‘Children and Young People’, ACE [n.d.] <http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/how-we-make-

impact/children-and-young-people> [accessed 1 September 2016] (para. 4 of 5). 
401

 ON, ‘News, Arts Council England funding announcement for 2015-18’, ON [n.d.] 

<https://www.operanorth.co.uk/news/arts-council-england-funding-announcement-for-2015-18--2> 

[accessed 1 September 2016] (para. 4 of 6). 
402

 ON, ‘News, Opera North recipients of government Catalyst Endowment Fund’, ON [n.d.] 

<https://www.operanorth.co.uk/news/opera-north-recipients-of-government-catalyst-endowment-fund> 

[accessed 1 September 2016]. 
403

 Paul Hamlyn Foundation, ‘Case Study: Opera North’, Paul Hamlyn Foundation [n.d.] 

<http://www.phf.org.uk/case-studies/opera-north/> [accessed 2 September 2016]. 
404

 ON, ‘News, £10,000 grant from Ann Maguire Fund for young opera explorers’, ON  [n.d.] 

<https://www.operanorth.co.uk/news/10-000-grant-from-ann-maguire-fund-for-young-opera-explorers>; 

‘News, New funding for Verve project for young people with Aserger’s Syndrome’, ON [n.d.] 

<https://www.operanorth.co.uk/news/new-funding-for-verve-project-for-young-people-with-asperger-s-

syndrome> [both accessed 1 September 2016]. 
405

 ON, ‘Education and Engagement, In Harmony Opera North (Leeds)’, ON [n.d.] 

<https://www.operanorth.co.uk/education/in-harmony> [accessed 1 September 2016]. 



118 

 

  

Pearson’s The Pied Piper in 2005 and a Little Magic Flute in 2003. However the choice to 

commission Jonathan Dove, a renowned and established composer, meant that Swanhunter 

would not be affordable within the Education budget, even in combination with funding from 

Gray’s Projects department. But within the working structure of Opera North this type of 

budgetary issue does not necessarily preclude smaller departments from making relatively big 

commissions. General Director Richard Mantle is known to be approachable by middle-

managers such as Walsh with ideas and requests, as she outlined to me: 

If we’re going to do something quite high-profile like this, also when we want to have a 

high profile in the company, then we’ll start to talk to Richard Mantle and various other 

people about it. And then [...] Richard might say ‘Well actually I think you should ask 

Jonathan Dove to do this because...’ […] Actually we wanted it, but for us it was a 

budgetary thing that we couldn’t really afford a commission within our show budget [...] 

So he [Mantle] paid; the commission came out of another pot of money.
406

 

Gray later elaborated further on how this funding had been secured: 

Opera North keeps a certain amount of money, a very small amount of money for 

contingency, for exceptional moments in the year. So nobody would expect Education to 

have enough budget to be able to commission a major composer like Jonathan Dove; I 

mean it costs tens of thousands of pounds. So that’s where Becky [Rebecca Walsh] would 

talk to Richard and say ‘Look, I think this is an exceptional opportunity, we should use 

some of that fund that you keep aside for exceptional opportunities and use it for that’.
407

 

Walsh and Gray approached Mantle with this request, and the idea was deemed to be worthy of 

extra funding from what Gray describes as Mantle’s contingency fund for ‘exceptional 

opportunities’. 

It is interesting to note that, despite my direct questioning about what did happen, both 

Walsh and Gray (interviewed separately) preferred to speak in abstract terms, as if these 

interactions with Mantle were theoretical. Walsh said, ‘if we’re going to do something [...] like 

this [...] Richard might say ...’ and Gray continued, ‘that’s where Becky would talk to Richard 

and say...’. There are several possible reasons for this kind of verbal abstraction of real events, 

which appears subconscious. One is the separation in time between these conversations with 

Mantle, that actually took place around 2007, and my interviews with Walsh in 2009, and Gray 

in 2010. In reporting direct interactions so long after the event, they could have been concerned 

about the accuracy of their accounts, and so preferred to speak in abstract terms. Another 
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potential reason is the delicate balance of ownership and power in creative collaboration; it is 

possible that neither interviewee felt comfortable in directly reporting events over which they 

felt someone else had more or equal creative ownership, and may remember or report 

differently. Such is the nature of the opera house, as I have observed it, where, for the highly 

collaborative, everyday work of creating and producing opera, words and relationships are very 

often considered acutely. It is also the case that once a piece is finally in production, or even in 

rehearsal, the work of the commissioners moves on, and that they are then more inclined to 

consider future commissioning (albeit sometimes influenced by what has gone before) than 

actively to reflect on past events in the detail that I am requesting of them. 

Having looked at the long anticipated acquisition of the Howard Assembly Room for 

Gray’s Projects department and his political reclaiming of the company name with his ‘Idea of 

North’, I now want to consider Walsh’s ambitions for a high-profile Education commission. For 

Walsh, Swanhunter was important in order that children would see opera that was purpose-

made for them on stage, but also for the continued artistic and professional growth of Education 

department, as she clarified to me: 

I like the fact of our department making a piece of professional work. […] Most of the 

work that we do is taking professional artists into schools and making work with the kids 

and the artists together. But it’s a really good exercise, I think, for a department that’s 

essentially an artistic department, to also make some work ourselves that’s purely 

professional, but for those participants that we normally would work with. So I think for 

all of us, all of my colleagues in the department, it just allows us to understand, as well, 

how you make an opera, and that’s really important for our job. 

[JD: So it’s sort of professional development as well?] 

I think so, yep. I feel it is. I don't see how an education department, you know, a bunch of 

us can go out telling people how an opera is made if we don’t... if we’ve not experienced 

that ourselves. So I think it’s... for me it’s [a] really healthy exercise.
408

 

With Swanhunter, Walsh wanted to affect perceptions and understanding of Opera North 

staff and external stakeholders regarding the company’s accessibility and democratic outlook, 

through the work of her department. This was her response when I asked about her overall aims 

for the project:  

I think... for Opera North to be perceived as a company (from outside and inside, so I 

mean my colleagues here as well) that everyone sees Opera North as a company that sees 
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opera as an art form that should appeal to anyone, of any age, and makes [it] work, 

therefore, for anyone, of any age.
409

 

Walsh also spoke of her goal to provide an enriching learning experience for children, and to 

arm them with the knowledge, before they see an opera, that might enable them to engage with 

it critically. She very much wanted these children to have a response to opera, whether positive 

or negative, but to have experienced it, and not to be ambivalent. To facilitate all of this, the 

idea of a custom-made work designed for children, of a length suitable for their attention-spans, 

with a strong sense of narrative and an appealing story, was central. So for Walsh the 

Swanhunter commission held the potential for several desired outcomes, artistic, educational 

and political. Most immediate was the education of children in the art form, and their cultural 

enrichment by way of engaging with the opera. The process of commissioning would also, she 

hoped, develop her young, professional team in the business of opera creation. In doing this 

work, she also hoped to make the access agenda prominently visible to those inside and outside 

of the company. Finally, in that the Education team would be affecting this access visibility, the 

department might then grow in profile within the company and beyond. In a department that had 

previously proved to be successful (without having a particularly high profile) for so long, it is 

understandable that Walsh should want to make her mark. In Gray’s account of the growth of 

his Education department in the late 1990s, he credits a stroke of political luck in terms of the 

change of administration to Blair’s Labour government, and its priority for spending on 

education, saying ‘I hit this job at just the right time’. Some months after the initial Swanhunter 

production, in May 2010, Britain experienced another change in government away from centre-

left ‘New Labour’ and into the unforeseen and unpredictable future of an unusual Coalition 

between the Conservative and Liberal Democrat parties.
410

 Thus the Swanhunter project lay, 

chronologically, at the end of a political era of government in the UK. I will later make a brief 

comparison with the workings of the same Education department in 2015, in the production of 

another Swanhunter. This production happened during the final weeks of Coalition government 

that ceased to be in May 2015, at which point the Conservative party was re-elected alone. 

 

3.4.2.2 Dove, Middleton and Opera North 

Besides the drive from Gray and Walsh on this project, and the benefit of a new performance 

space for Projects and Education work, there was also a third precondition that made this 

specific commission possible, and that led to the work that was ultimately created for the 

company. As with many operatic commissions, the lineage of choices and ideas can be traced 
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back through previous works and previous interactions between individuals. The story of the 

creation of Swanhunter thus begins part way through the creative journey of another work. 

Jonathan Dove and Alasdair Middleton had approached Opera North in 2005 with their idea for 

The Adventures of Pinocchio. According to Gray, the commission had actually been agreed with 

ENO, but this agreement had subsequently fallen through. Despite this, two commissioning 

partners (London’s Sadler’s Wells Theatre and Theater Chemniz, Germany) were already 

secured. The existence of these partners then made Opera North’s decision to come on board 

with Pinocchio much easier in financial terms, with each partner funding a third of the 

commission fee. Thus Dove and Middleton’s approach to Opera North was successful, and the 

pair was commissioned to write a large-scale work based on the Pinocchio story by Carlo 

Collodi, which then premiered on 21 December 2007 in the Leeds Grand Theatre. Pinocchio 

was a huge production, the programme stating a running time of two hours and fifty minutes, 

with twenty-five named characters and thirty-five chorus members. The usual orchestra was 

augmented with a saxophone, a mandolin, and two accordions as well as a pianist (with celeste) 

four percussionists and a harp. It was also ultimately a commercial success (relatively speaking 

for opera, which seldom actually runs into profit) with the subsequent production of a 

commercial DVD,
411

 the selling of the work onto other companies, and an Opera North revival 

in December 2010. It was during the residency of Dove and Middleton in Leeds for the purpose 

of overseeing the production of Pinocchio that they were approached by Gray and Walsh. This 

approach consisted of the idea that the Education department might commission the pair again 

to write an short opera, with reduced resources, for ‘families’, but with the influence of a 

Wagnerian epic tale based on some kind of Norse legend. This operatic ‘Idea of North’ was 

then, after some consideration, adapted and transformed by Dove and Middleton, via a section 

of the epic national poem of Finland, The Kalevala, into Swanhunter.
412

 

Dove and Middleton are an established writing team, solidly legitimised as a 

partnership by much previous experience and success writing operas together for young people. 

An equally important aspect of their ‘establishment’ in this case was the very fact of their 

previous success at Opera North. The company is immensely proud of the success of Pinocchio, 

and a previous connection with Dove was also mentioned to me by Gray, whereby Dove had, 

around twenty years ago, worked for Opera North as a community animateur, engaging children 

in production and song. Gray implied that Dove’s relationship with the company had prompted 

him to bring Pinocchio to Opera North after ENO failed to produce it. Certainly the decision to 
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commission the pair to write Swanhunter was based upon their previous work for the company, 

as well as their developing international profile as specialists in children’s opera.  

 

3.4.3 Story-telling, source selection and the self-reference of song 

The approach to Dove and Middleton, Walsh told me, was something that she and Gray had 

wanted even before the success of Pinocchio, but seeing that opera in production had confirmed 

their preference for the pair and persuaded General Director Richard Mantle to find the extra 

funds required. Walsh’s clear preference for Dove and Middleton revolved around the idea of 

quality story-telling. She spoke about the ideas behind the construction of opera for children and 

her priority to have ‘a really strong narrative’. She also wanted her relatively inexperienced 

Education staff to learn about the elements of dramatic and musical story-telling by working 

with these expert creators. She spoke about their need to find out ‘what the elements should be, 

and what the nature of the story should be, and just trying to find something really solid’. In 

praise of Dove and Middleton’s ability to do this she said, ‘I think when we did this commission 

we wanted it to be absolutely right, to get all of those things right, to have the right resources, to 

commission two people who would absolutely know how to do that.’
413

 

Clarity of story-telling was a very consistent theme that ran through this project, as 

Dove and Middleton told me themselves.
414

 The importance of story-telling was voiced 

internally in production rehearsals, and externally in press articles at various times by the 

Director, Conductor and cast members. The effort to be child-centred was notable, even in 

communications around the industry and construction of the piece. In the programme, 

Middleton gave his own poetic account for children of his dramaturgical choices: 

I spend a lot of my time looking for stories that can be sung. Stories that can be sung are 

not always the same as stories that can be told or acted or read. Stories that can be sung 

have certain ingredients. Maybe some stories just prefer to be sung.
415

 

The premise of story-telling as a central component had begun while planning the commission, 

before the story itself was even selected. Walsh had hoped for a resonance with contemporary 

children’s fiction. She mentioned the necessity of action, and of appealing to boys, whom she 

felt might be more difficult than girls to draw in. Walsh and Gray both raised the idea of the 

Wagnerian influence. When I interviewed Walsh prior to Swanhunter opening,
416

 she recalled, 
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‘Dominic and I both had this thing that we kept saying […] “Oh, you know we should do a kind 

of Ring cycle for kids”.’ Walsh spoke about getting the ‘flavour’ of a Wagnerian epic, to be 

done in miniature, with characters who are ‘bizarre […] and mysterious’ but ‘strong’, and, more 

specifically, she revealed, ‘I think that […] The Ring […] was something we thought about.’ 

She also explained the central idea of a ‘quest’ as a strategic and central element of plot, which 

might hold the attention of a young audience and compel them to follow the narrative, because 

‘as soon as you know from the very beginning that there’s a quest then you’re going to follow 

this person through their trials, aren’t you? It’s sort of addictive’. She also mentioned the 

importance of magic, but still with a certain level of believability for children framed within an 

opera that, crucially, was not too long.
417

 

Walsh, although slightly hesitant and guarded, commented on Dove’s musical idiolect, 

which she had previously experienced, and had felt would be right for her project: 

I don’t know if I’m right about this, but I kind of thought, musically, that Jonathan 

was… […] I’ve seen Flight and I’ve seen Pinocchio here and [...] one or two other 

things. [...] He does do this kind of ‘swirly mists’ kind of thing... there’s this kind of 

incessant thing about it, it just keeps going on, which in terms of story-telling is 

brilliant. […] As a composer he was the person who we though best fitted this story. So 

it wasn’t just thinking ‘Oh Pinocchio was great, let’s get Jonathan!’; it was thinking 

‘OK, we want someone who can really tell a story with music, and who can get that 

kind of richness, even with only six instruments can really get that kind of dramatic 

quality into the music’.
418

 

Having analysed accounts of the collaborative and compositional process in Skin Deep, we can 

see in Walsh’s account here a far more dramaturgically robust approach. Essentially in looking 

for someone ‘who can really tell a story with music’ and who can ‘really get that kind of 

dramatic quality into the music’, Walsh was looking for high quality musical dramaturgy. 

In addition to the dramaturgical implications, the initial commissioning concept, with a 

request for a miniature Wagnerian epic, is interesting from a company perspective. For one 

reason, it points the way to the Ring cycle that was begun by Opera North in 2011, less than two 

years after the original Swanhunter; the plans for a Ring cycle had, of course, been in 

development a good while longer. Although the Education department was not involved in work 

around The Ring, Walsh’s and Gray’s interest in 2007 and onwards indicates a certain linked 

artistic consciousness within the company, moving towards interconnected goals. It is quite 
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typical of Opera North that these connections arise, in many ways unsolicited, unplanned or 

unspoken, but that there is an artistic Zeitgeist whereby events seem to move, as if by an 

implicit consensus, in the same direction.  

It is perhaps unsurprising that an operatic ‘Idea of North’ should elicit some mention of 

The Ring, or Wagner more generally. The German opera tradition, as exemplified by Wagner, is 

significantly more ‘northern’ than its Italian counterpart, and thus figuratively representative of 

a tradition of opera coming from northern Europe. The Ring is also imbued with the idea of 

nature, Wanderlust and a specific German landscape; this is a land ‘other’ than our own in the 

north of England (although ironically it is actually geographically less northerly). But these 

ideas are figurative, and representative of the ‘North’ of the imagination, in Gray’s words an 

‘operatic North’,
419

 wherever that may be. 

Walsh and Gray’s priorities were conveyed during their initial meeting with Dove and 

Middleton. Dove had already, in 1990, created a reduced adaptation of Wagner’s Ring cycle for 

the City of Birmingham Touring Opera. In fact the Wagnerian influence in Swanhunter was 

something Dove referred to in official publicity, and that is evident in the adaptation of the 

translated Finnish text and some of the motivic writing in the score. An example of this textual 

adaptation is the comb from the original tale (taken from The Kalevala) that Lemminkäinen (the 

central character and the ‘swan hunter’ of the opera’s title) throws into his Mother’s door, its 

bleeding signalling his death. In Middleton’s libretto this comb becomes a knife, perhaps in an 

allusion to Wotan’s spear from Das Rheingold. The music of the knife in the door later develops 

into the motif of mortal danger, blood and the hero’s death. When the knife music is originally 

heard (the ‘dripping’ descending semi-tones from bar 89 in violin and accordion, see Example 

18) Lemminkäinen is considering the possibility of a bleeding death, as advised by his Mother. 

While this musical idea has considerably less time to unfold, and consequently less subtlety than 

the gradual development of some of Wagner’s leitmotifs, the idea of a motif that hints at a plot 

to be revealed later is certainly of Wagnerian influence.  
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Example 18: ‘When this wound bleeds’. Bars 89-92 of Jonathan Dove, Swanhunter (London: Edition 

Peters, 2009) 

 

The miniature Wagnerian directive certainly seemed to have played a part in the ultimate 

selection of the Lemminkäinen story, and became embedded in the work. In one press 

interview, Dove had said: 

I don't want to overstate the case, but Swanhunter also has the possibility of being a kind 

of introduction to the world of Wagner. It's Nordic, it involves a hunter-hero represented 

by the horn and features a big piece of sustained singing at the end. In a way it's 

preparation for Brünnhilde and Isolde – and also the antidote. They sing themselves to 

death, but Lemminkäinen's mother sings him back to life.
420

 

The selection of the story itself was problematic, with many Norse legends, based on 

sexuality or incest, proving to be unsuitable for a children’s story. Gray had bombarded Dove 

and Middleton with story suggestions, as he had felt worried that they would give up on the 

project if a good source could not be located. About six months after the initial meeting, 

Middleton recalled the tale of Lemminkäinen being sung back to life from The Kalevala, and 

the agreement on that source was then unanimous, according to Gray: 

So we all said ‘Right, that’s it!’ because [...] singing was an essential part of the story, so 

it became [...] a story that was impossible to tell without song, which makes it perfect for 

opera. The last time we commissioned an opera for children we did The Pied Piper which 

is another story that has music essentially within the story. And we like that with operas 
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for children, because the children then can’t say ‘Why are they singing all the time?’ 

because the reason they’re singing is because it’s about song.
421

 

In Dove’s account, he was slightly more hesitant, owing to the compositional pressure that was 

created by that musical element of the story. His concern centred on the somewhat complex 

issue of the musical dramaturgy, or how best his music might serve the action on stage, which is 

itself self-referentially musical. Regarding the aria for Lemminkäinen’s Mother, singing her son 

back to life, Dove recalled:  

I think it’s a bit scary because you’re going to have to think of something quite good for 

the singer to do at that point. So that lodged in my mind, and so afterwards Alasdair gave 

me the story to read. […] But there’s a handful of stories out there. […] I thought, you 

know, he had good stuff, exciting things, […] things that you could get into, things that 

you can imagine on stage, but this one [...] sort of planted a seed I suppose. You know, it 

was haunting me. And so eventually I said ‘Shall we just do that one?’.
422

 

As Gray noted, the self-referential aspect of the opera, where song itself equals life, is self-

promoting for opera, physically advocating the virtue of song. Dove’s sound-bite quotation on 

the deeply operatic subject-matter of the story was also used to this effect in advertising the 

piece: ‘What could be better than a story celebrating the magical and healing power of human 

song?’
423

 But throughout the lead-up to the production run, Dove also maintained that the 

Mother’s singing-back-to-life aria was a huge risk:
424

  

Because there’s more extreme singing. More, in a way what you might expect to get in an 

opera. People singing at the top of their voice, you know [...]. But the gamble… the idea 

was that if the adventures were exciting enough, they will be ok with the fact that there’s 

sort of ten minutes of singing right at the end before he comes back to life.
425

 

Ultimately, judging from my observations of performances in 2009, the singing was 

indeed ‘extreme’, with some voices of Wagnerian proportion, such as that of Yvonne Howard 

playing Lemminkäinen’s Mother, more than filling the tiny venues to which the production 
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toured.
426

 Although Swanhunter is constructed as a through-sung piece without spoken dialogue, 

the work was performed with an explicit self-awareness of its operatic nature. Singing was 

acknowledged as singing, and this was very much a part of the diegesis. Accompanied by 

twinkling glockenspiel, harp and ethereal harmonics on strings, Lemminkäinen sings ‘I sing 

strong spells’, powering through his magic charms, acknowledging that he is ‘singing’ other 

characters into water, into stone and into ash, with wordless melismatic flourishes at the point of 

effecting this magic (see Example 19).  

Example 19: Lemminkäinen sings a boy to ash. Bars 318-22 of Dove, Swanhunter 

 

He tells his enemy, Soppy Hat, ‘You are not worth a song!’, in the process wounding him so 

deeply that Soppy Hat begins plotting a revenge attack, which later results in Lemminkäinen’s 

death. Animals too are represented in song and by instrumental music; variously their vocal 

sounds and their rhythms of movement are musically expressed. Most notable is the Swan, 
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which has a wordless, coloratura aria, soaring above an atmospheric harp and a solo violin. The 

effect is mesmerising in its modal exoticism (see Example 20).
427

 

 

Example 20: The Swan. Bars 1149-51 of Dove, Swanhunter 

 

The element of self-conscious or ‘diegetic’ song (where characters appear to be aware that 

they are singing) is not unusual within opera: earlier in this chapter I described it done to comic 

effect in the operetta convention for Skin Deep, and Julian Rushton (in opposition to Edward T. 

Cone) outlines a number of self-conscious ‘songs’ across the range of the standard operatic 

repertoire, in his chapter on ‘Characterization’ in The Oxford Handbook to Opera.
428

 Unusually, 

in Swanhunter, it could be argued that characters appear to be perspicuously singing throughout, 

and indeed this provides a degree of ‘unrealistic realism’ or verisimilitude, whereby young 

audience members are not required to alter or suspend their disbelief that these huge operatic 

voices are self-consciously singing (I will, however, later refer to the use of puppetry in 2015, 
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which conversely removed the voices visually from the singers in the case of the sung animal 

characters). In the Mother’s aria (singing Lemminkäinen back to life) her voice is stretched to 

its full capacity. Dove wrote the part for mezzo-soprano Yvonne Howard, working with her in 

advance to understand all of her capabilities, as he explained: 

Particularly I worked with Yvonne […] to find the range of her voice, because I knew that 

we were going to use everything she could do for the ‘singing back to life’. That was 

going to be a sustained piece of singing, and I wanted to be able to use all of her 

resources. […] And I mean Yvonne’s a very [...] unusual singer, because her range is 

much bigger than most mezzo-sopranos. She can go lower and higher. But she’s also got 

more agility than you might have thought. So, you know, that florid thing which she sings 

towards the end, the thing might not have occurred to me if I was writing for any other 

singer. So they’re very much my response to Yvonne’s particular gifts.
429

 

Dove felt that the relatively lengthy Mother’s aria at the emotional peak of the work was crucial 

to the drama, and part of the larger sense of a Wagnerian influence that he had spoken of on 

numerous occasions. Here perhaps was a concession to the fact that, in the words of the Opera 

North season brochure, this family opera was ‘for adults just as much as children’.
430

  

 

3.4.4 Target audience - preparation and reception 

In 2009, the model used for work in schools by Opera North’s Education department was as 

follows. The department operated a pool of artists whom it trained and employed directly to go 

out into schools and deliver workshops around any given production that was felt to have an 

appeal for children. The content of the workshops was prearranged, and artists were essentially 

instructed in how the elements of the workshop could be organised, by attending an Opera 

North training event. Artists worked in pairs of one singer and one director, usually early in 

their careers. A ‘director’ going into a school for example, might work at the level of assistant 

director for an Opera North production.
431

 The singers I witnessed, similarly, while 

professionally trained were beginning their careers, not yet taking leading roles on the opera 

stage. There was quite a cost implication for the company, since many of these artists were 

resident in London, and required costs and accommodation as well as a fee. A workshop would 
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last a whole day, for the equivalent of one class (around thirty pupils) and would cost the school 

£250. These workshops took place most often in primary schools, where a staff member would 

have contacted the company and bought the provision in. This cost would also cover thirty-five 

tickets (assumed to be allocated to the same pupils, with teacher attendance as well) for a 

schools matinee performance at a local venue. Although Opera North employees have often 

been loath to discuss financial matters with me, it is perhaps obvious that £250 was a nominal 

fee, and that this was a highly subsidised enterprise. A chart providing full details of Education 

department activities and related events (also from the Projects department) that took place 

contemporaneously with Swanhunter in 2009 is offered in Appendix C. 

Prior to the production run of Swanhunter in 2009, I attended two Swanhunter 

workshops in primary schools, run by Opera North Education and delivered, in each case, by an 

opera singer and a stage director. These workshop leaders were not involved in the actual 

production, but their activities had been planned in communication with Swanhunter 

commissioners and creators. The workshops I observed were delivered to approximately one 

class size of children, with ages ranging between nine and eleven years, and involved activities 

relating to understanding the work of an opera company, and involving drama, music, singing, 

direction and design. These activities were themed to recreate the characters and the narrative of 

Swanhunter, and some of the song elements from the piece were learned and sung by the 

children. These children would then go on to see the production, around a week later, in a small 

venue, local to them. A condensed workshop also took place in the HAR, for the general public, 

and aimed at families. This event happened immediately before the second performance of the 

main run (14 November 2009) which followed on from the workshop event, in the same space. 

Working under the guidance of Opera North, I observed various workshops and took the 

opportunity to interact with the children and participate in the group activities. I did not 

interview children individually or in depth, but general observations and informal chats with 

small groups allowed me to see the reactions and interactions of the children in a natural way, 

without my being an interfering presence. As I visited primary schools along with the Opera 

North workshop leaders, most children I interacted with saw me as being linked to the company, 

and thus directly invested in the opera (although I made announcements about the nature of my 

project, about the University, and my being an observer). The perception of my involvement, or 

of holding some cultural value, borrowed perhaps from the company, could be problematic, 

when most children in an educational setting are motivated to give the ‘right answers’ and 

generally to please unfamiliar adults visiting their school. Children whom we might term to be 

‘socially privileged’ or from backgrounds that could be described as ‘middle-class’ or relatively 

affluent, and those children with prior substantial experience of the arts have a greater social 

investment in cultural life (although the impetus for this investment comes from others, most 
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often parents). These children often consider that they ‘ought’ to display a liking and 

appreciation for the activities and the production. Observing children interacting in groups 

rather than interviewing them individually lessened this effect of their desire to prove their own 

cultural credentials to me as an adult. 

Considering the motivation of many youngsters from affluent socio-economic groups to 

demonstrate their cultural engagement, perhaps the most interesting children I encountered were 

a group of nine and ten-year-olds from Raynville Primary School in north Leeds, which was 

described in its Ofsted report of March 2008 thus:  

It serves an area of significant social and economic disadvantage. The proportion of 

pupils entitled to a free school meal is well above average. There is a well above 

average proportion of pupils with learning difficulties and/or disabilities.
432

 

These children showed no evidence of any pre-existing cultural incentive to claim to like opera. 

However, after the workshop, and even more after the production, their reports were almost 

unanimously positive. Children who saw the production of Swanhunter, but who had been 

absent on the day of the workshop, had the benefit of reports from their peers. I asked workshop 

absentees their opinion of the production, wondering if their reports would be less positive. In 

fact, during the performance, these children were visibly less enthralled, checking programmes, 

shuffling in their seats and looking at peers on significantly more occasions than the rest of the 

group who had been involved in the workshop. But after the performance, the workshop 

absentees still expressed great enjoyment of the production, giving examples of favourite parts 

(a qualitative marker that their reported judgements are authentic) but all said that they wished 

they could have been at the workshop in order that they might have got more out of the 

production, as they had observed in their peers. 

Immediately before the production I asked groups of young audience members what 

they were expecting. This question was designed partially to test what they had gained from the 

workshop experiences, and also to focus them slightly, so that they could better analyse later to 

what extent their expectations had been met. After the performance I posed very simple and 

carefully framed questions. Initially I asked ‘What was your favourite part?’. While this 

question may seem slightly closed, it focuses the child, since children of this age might not be 

inclined to hold a lot of comparative information in their minds to give a fuller discussion as an 

adult might. It also has the potential to draw out a wealth of information about what those 

elements that the child most values, since these are not necessarily already culturally embedded. 

Choosing a favourite part, and having to give reasons for preference, encourages them to report 
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their own authentic judgements, rather than a broader statement about what they liked more 

generally, which could be more easily borrowed from leaders and peers. The next question, ‘If 

you were in charge, what would you change?’ is a strategic one. Open qualitative judgements 

can be difficult for children, whose frame of cultural reference is not developed. This is a 

relatively open question, framed as an invitation to the child to use his/her imagination and to 

place him/herself in an active, decision-making role. Again where a child has actively to access 

his imagination in order to answer, and this is evident, we can assume a degree of authenticity in 

the answer itself. Unfortunately I was not able to conduct one-to-one interviews with children, 

but rather asked them questions in an informal setting, in small groups. Yet since the workshop 

and the performance were social experiences, it would seem fitting that answering questions 

about them might be a social experience for them as well, and questions were designed to gain 

authentic answers from individuals, even when speaking within a group, as I have outlined. 

Upon being asked what they were expecting, often a full narrative of the story followed, 

children chipping in over one another to tell me what would happen next, even on occasion 

bursting into a song that they remembered from the workshop. Dove was right when he said that 

the Mother’s aria would stretch them. When I asked afterwards ‘If you were in charge, what 

would you change?’, almost all of those who could offer an answer said that they found this part 

difficult. Reports of the aria varied from ‘very long notes’ to ‘too many words’. Neither of these 

analyses is factually correct, but there were florid passages and much use of melisma. In 

analysing the discrepancy between these children’s descriptions (from untrained musical 

memory) of the aria and the musical reality of its construction, I believe that what was meant 

was that the (sparse) words were lingered upon in melismas with essentially what was felt to be 

‘too many’ notes. Much of the rest of the work is structured in the rhythms of speech; melisma 

by contrast is not a natural formation of speech, and so there was some disorientation. The 

perception of clarity was important to these children, and one note per syllable was by far the 

preferred musical setting.  

It is perhaps unusual that a target audience for an opera and the established opera critics 

have no demographic overlap, and hold no influence over one another whatsoever, but this was 

certainly the case for Swanhunter. Pre-teens are unlikely to read the broadsheet arts pages, and 

critics did not attend the same performances as these school groups, and so were unaware of 

their reactions. The views of opera critics and school attendees were correspondingly diverse. 

The idea of producing a miniature Wagnerian epic for children proved to be a difficult concept 

for critics to grasp, and reviews were mixed. Alfred Hickling in the Guardian thought writing of 

children’s opera to be ‘a marginal activity’, was critical of the financially limited scenography, 

and concluded that ‘Swanhunter's minor success is a result of its modest ambitions […] this 
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feels like a rare instance of an opera company biting off less than it can chew’.
433

 He also made 

an unfavourable comparison with Dove and Middleton’s Pinocchio (having, of course, the 

hindsight of this being a successful production): 

For all its subtleties you can't help wondering if a young audience is more naturally 

inclined towards the story of a puppet with behavioural issues than a mythic quest for a 

bride who can make the sun sigh and the moon ache.
434

 

Indeed with the puppetry featured in Swanhunter 2015, the focus of the production on children 

was clearer, and the reviews altogether more positive. George Hall in the Guardian mentioned 

‘moments of stratospheric vocalism and charming animal puppets’.
435

 Back in 2009, in What’s 

On Stage, Dave Cunningham was critical of the ‘few concessions’ made to the young target 

audience, an ‘unsatisfactory’ story and a ‘dull atmosphere’, and concluded that it was ‘a shame 

that Swanhunter could not have had a bit more colour and excitement’.
436

 Rupert Christiansen, 

although positive about the story and set, was scathing of the educational objectives for the 

project: 

It’s all very admirable, but squeaky-clean and educationally certificated to a fault. I fear 

that 99 per cent of 7-11s would have had more fun at High School Musical 2, and the 

awful thing is I think I’d be with them.
437

 

My feeling, in 2009, was that for a young audience, there was a significant lack of colour and 

light, and set, costumes and props were largely uninspiring, and in informal conversations, 

many adults (particularly those without children in attendance) offered luke-warm responses. 

And yet, of several dozen children I observed who saw the production (including those in 

school matinees and those who attended with family members at evening performances, those 

who had been involved in workshops and those who had not) only one individual had given a 

slightly negative response, saying ‘it wasn’t really my thing’.
438

 As Hickling noted ‘the fidget 

factor is a critical consideration’,
439

 and my own visual observations of these children in the 

audience, their facial expressions and their apparent concentration, confirmed that the 

production was an overwhelming success in terms of engaging its young audience. While 
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schools paid the modest sum of £250 for a workshop and tickets to see the show, children had to 

be turned away from these afternoon matinees by the school-party organisers. Evening shows 

did not sell out, but there is no doubt that Swanhunter had appeal for children age seven and 

over, and that the objectives of the Education department were met. 

Some evening shows had more of a ‘family’ audience than others. The premiere 

audience was notably silver-haired, as was commented upon in the press.
440

 The second night, 

after the community workshop, was far more mixed. While the expectation of ‘family opera’ 

was met in a way that appealed to young audience members, by far the most enthusiastic 

audience members I encountered were the children attending with school, rather than families, 

particularly those who had been involved in the workshops. From this I can conclude that opera 

for children benefits from introduction, contextualisation and participatory understanding, and 

that the children benefit from having been offered a palpable expectation of what they will see 

and hear. In addition to the skilfully planned writing and story-telling of Swanhunter, the 

combination of highly subsidised school workshops and matinee tickets gave some of these 

children an uplifting cultural experience, and an introduction to an art that they may otherwise 

never have encountered. It was perhaps this othered ‘North’, this icy ‘elsewhere’ that helped 

contextualise the very alien art-form of opera for these children. The unnaturalness of perpetual 

song made more sense in an imagined environment so very far from home, with the excitement 

of singing magic spells and the universality of a tale of the relationship between a boy and his 

Mother. Walsh had told me that the Swanhunter project was ‘about the opportunity [for 

children] to see something, and to go in armed with the knowledge about it beforehand, so they 

know it a bit, so they can really engage critically with it’.
441

 She maintained that her Education 

department was not about audience building (while making a concession to the aims of the 

Marketing department). While this type of work may not develop an audience in terms of the 

number of opera consumers, from the box office point of view (primary-age children having no 

financial capital and little power of choice over their own activity in the cultural sphere) it does 

develop these particular individuals, giving them a wider cultural experience than they might 

otherwise have had. Again, I am reminded of the aim of Music Director Richard Farnes, to 
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develop ‘the artists [and] the art-form’, but particularly in the case of Swanhunter, the very 

young audience.
442

 

 

3.4.5 Swanhunter 2015 

The coda to this account is a brief comparison with the work around the 2015 production of 

Swanhunter by Opera North and theatre company The Wrong Crowd. The production itself, 

directed by The Wrong Crowd’s Hannah Mulder, was quite different from that of 2009. 

Musically, the tempi in the 2015 production were faster, with up to fifteen minutes shaved from 

the overall duration (the show ran at around eighty minutes long in 2009, and around sixty-five 

minutes in 2015, both without interval). All performers were different, with no overlapping 

personnel in cast or crew; in fact the crew credited in the 2015 programme was much larger than 

in 2009.
443

 The central character, Lemminkäinen, was afforded a puppet representative to show 

his journeying action sequences. Other puppetry featured to show animals in action: the Devil’s 

Elk and the Devil’s Horse. These animals did not have their own voices but were sung about by 

the narrating chorus, as Adrian Dwyer, playing Lemminkäinen, battled and caught or tamed the 

large puppets. More controversial, from a traditionally operatic point of view, were the puppet 

representatives of animal characters that sang. In the more traditional production of 2009, these 

characters, the two Dogs of North and the Swan were represented visually in the usual way by 

the singers who voiced them. In 2015, the voices were removed from the singers, visually and 

figuratively speaking, and ‘given’ to the puppets.
444

  

Perhaps most relevant for this thesis are the differences in modes of work around the 

production. Swanhunter of 2009 was central within two contexts. One was the ‘Idea of North’, 

the programming concept by Gray and his Projects department. Other artistic offerings within 

this theme included film, music, poetry, collaborative and mixed-media arts from the UK, 
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Canada, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Austria and Germany.
445

 Other than the family workshop on 

Saturday 14 November, and Swanhunter itself, The ‘Idea of North’ was a range of themed 

events, programmed in the usual way, in the evening, and aimed primarily at adults. In 2015 

there was a similar programming theme from the Howard Assembly Room, this time less 

explicitly titled ‘Soundings’. Furthermore the explanation in the season brochure recalled 

something of the ‘Idea of North’: ‘Soundings: taking the musical temperature of Northern 

Europe, looking at place, tradition and the contemporary.’
446

 The 2015 programme consisted of 

the following: Northumbrian piper Kathryn Tickell and her band, the Side; Icelandic composer 

Ólafur Arnalds; Norwegian jazz trumpeter Arve Henriksen; and North German film The White 

Ribbon. Also included within the theme, and specifically for children was Opera North’s Early 

Years programme ‘Little Voices’, and a ‘Saturday Morning Sing’ for ages four and over, 

‘focusing on the chillier climates of northern Europe’. In direct relevance to Swanhunter, there 

was an ‘Indoor Camping Adventure’ and ‘Interactive pre-show talks’. These child-focussed 

talks were presented by The Wrong Crowd, focussing on puppet-making, and allowing children 

to try the puppets. For more details on activities surrounding the Swanhunter production in 

2015, including those from the Education department, programming by the Projects department 

and select talks from The Wrong Crowd, see Appendix D. 

The inclusion of these child-centred activities, under the umbrella of the ‘Soundings’ 

theme, marked a shift from 2009, toward more Education department events being held in the 

HAR in advance of the production, and included within the HAR’s programme theme. Here was 

a move to prepare children and families for the themes of Swanhunter, if not for the 

performance itself. The ‘Indoor Camping Adventure’ was described in the brochure thus: ‘Story 

telling, tents and marshmallows. Join us on a camping adventure in this family-friendly 

workshop, exploring the story and songs of Swanhunter.’
447

 Although within the ‘Soundings’ 

theme, the ‘Indoor Camping Adventure’ was actually a separate event from Swanhunter 

altogether; at two and a half hours it was very long and, perhaps unsurprisingly, it did not 

happen on the same day as a Swanhunter performance. The HAR season brochure advertised it 

as suitable for aged seven and over (the same age recommendation as for the opera) but by the 

time the details were uploaded onto the Opera North website, the age recommendation of the 

Camping Adventure had changed to four years and over. Education Manager Jo Bedford later 
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explained to me that there had been several enquiries about suitability for younger children, so 

this change was in order to accommodate those requests. Even then, I observed at the event that 

one Opera North employee successfully brought a two-year-old daughter along with her four-

year-old sister. These very young children appeared engaged throughout, and seemed, along 

with all families in attendance, to enjoy the workshop a great deal. It was run and performed by 

a story-teller and a multi-instrumentalist folk musician, and included singing, movement, games 

and crafts as well as marshmallows, hot-chocolate and fruit for the children. It is unlikely, 

however, that the youngest would have enjoyed the opera itself; with figurative but also graphic 

representation of violence and death, a minimum age of seven would seem to be a sensible 

guideline. Bedford later told me that the Camping Adventure was ‘not an introduction, not a 

pre-show talk, but an event in itself’.
448

  

In addition to these events in the HAR, the 2015 Education team ran a series of ‘fun, 

creative workshops’ in a local library, The Compton Centre in Harehills, Leeds.
449

 A company 

flyer advertised the Harehills events: 

Activities are suitable for 4-7 year olds but the whole family, young and old, are 

welcome to join in the fun! […] We’ll be exploring myths and fairy tales in celebration 

of this season’s family opera, Swanhunter, based on a classic Finnish folk story.
450

  

These workshops were of particular interest, since the recommended age range of four to seven 

years barely overlapped with that of the production itself (seven and over). The flyer advertised 

three ninety-minute workshops on consecutive days over the February schools’ holiday. There 

was a story-telling and music workshop, an arts and crafts workshop, and a singing workshop, 

the last of which I attended with my four-year-old daughter. The singing workshop was highly 

accessible and enjoyed by the children, but was not designed particularly to draw them to the 

production (indeed, most of those present who fitted the recommended age range for the 

workshop would be too young to receive the production). There was much in the way of 

‘acting’ cold weather, using percussion and singing songs related to the cold, from nursery 

rhymes ‘Here we Go Round the Mulberry Bush’ (‘on a cold and frosty morning’) to a song 

about chopping ice from the popular Disney animated film, Frozen (‘Frozen Heart’). Material 

from Swanhunter did creep in, but not explicitly. This was effected by the accompanying pianist 

Chris Pulleyn, who integrated passages from the Swanhunter instrumental music. For example, 

spell-casting music (derived from Example 18) accompanied the children transforming 

themselves into dogs (inspired by Swanhunter’s ‘the Dogs of North’) and characterful animal 
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music from the production was played as the children galloped around as horses (reminiscent of 

‘the Devil’s Horse’ character).  

It is notable that there were eight participatory community events related to Swanhunter 

and its themes available to the public in 2015, and just one in 2009, when most Education work 

was centred in schools and matinee performances on tour. By 2015 the Education department 

had implemented quite a different working model. There was a new, strategic way of working, 

as was explained to me by Jo Bedford. Instead of going with a singer and a director into 

schools, Opera North ran a training session for various artists and held their contact details. 

Schools would essentially book the artists directly (not the ‘company’ as previously) the 

Education department essentially serving to ‘broker the relationship between artists and 

schools’.
451

 This revised model came from a business plan of 2013-14, which was steered by 

Rebecca Walsh (although she had left the company by the time of the 2015 Swanhunter 

production). Bedford explained to me the economy of focus in the new way of working: ‘We 

decided there was too much money spent on heavily resourcing and only reaching a limited 

number of schools.’ She also voiced the concern that the same few schools would book the 

company repeatedly for different events, thus condensing even further the possible reach of the 

Education department’s work, and that the number of schools to benefit from a matinee was 

also limited by capacity. The new model is much more efficient to resource and reaches far 

more children (if, one might argue in less depth than the prior model). There was also a drive to 

increase online resources that could be used in schools by teachers, independent of direct 

involvement from the company or artists. The online Swanhunter resource pack is interactive, 

with high quality production values; it has pop-up boxes on story elements, characters, and 

instrumental sounds.
452

 There was also an opportunity, linked from the resource pack, and the 

company website, to enter a spell-writing competition, in two age categories: seven to thirteen 

years, and fourteen and over. 

Unlike in 2009, I was not able to observe schools workshops by artists in 2015, whose 

ties with the control structure of Opera North were becoming looser. I did attend several of the 

community events including the Saturday Morning Sing, the singing workshop in Harehills, the 

‘Indoor Camping Adventure’, and a pre-show talk by The Wrong Crowd. Opera North’s 

Education department had effectively moved from a model of outreach work based in primary 

schools, to a broader-reaching and more publicly prominent community outreach model. This 

way of working, by accident or design, was essentially truer to Dove and Middleton’s original 
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aim with Swanhunter of reaching families, since parents or carers had to accompany young 

children to workshop events, and since younger siblings of those children in the target age-range 

also attended these events, participated and enjoyed the contact with the opera company. 

The changing model of Education from one Opera North Swanhunter to the next is very 

much linked to the changes in the attitudes of government, although this was not made explicit 

in the accounts of any company members, in the way Gray was explicit about New Labour and 

Education funding in 1997. In her 2014 policy paper for the left-wing think tank CLASS (the 

Centre for Labour and Social Studies) Raising Our Quality of Life, Abigail Gilmore recalls the 

instrumentalism of the arts under New Labour whereby there was a shift ‘from subsidy to 

investment’.
453

 The concept of investment, of course, requires the hope for future returns or 

benefits, be they economic or social. Gilmore cites the ‘expansion of the aspirations of cultural 

policy and culture’s utility to a range of policy goals’, which included development of various 

kinds, including education, health and social inclusion, and ‘explicitly interventionist policies 

encouraging access, participation, inclusion and celebration of cultural diversity’.
454

 In her 

analysis of cultural policy under the Conservative/Liberal Democrat Coalition (whose term 

began in May 2010) Gilmore asserts that this government had not radically diminished these 

expectations of ‘returns on investment’ in arts and culture, but that more investment was being 

encouraged from private sources, and there was a drive to reduce state subsidy and intervention. 

In our recent and current ‘age of austerity’ the government essentially requires more value from 

the arts for less funding, and this is a picture set to continue through the term of the current 

Conservative government. Hence we see a wider-reaching but less concentrated model of Opera 

North Education work in 2015 as compared with 2009. 

In 2013, under the Coalition, ACE published a revised edition of its ten-year strategic 

framework (2010-20) Great Art and Culture for Everyone, in which five strategic goals were 

announced. Of most relevance to this case study is Goal 5 ‘Every child and young person has 

the opportunity to experience the richness of the arts, museums and libraries’.
455

 Gilmore 

outlines the history that ‘New Labour policy measures also focused on widening access and 

participation by targeting priority groups such as children, minority ethnic groups, the 

economically deprived and other hard to reach groups’.
456

 With the continued growth of Opera 

North’s Education department, and the increasing ‘access’ work done by the Projects 

department, we see a match with government and Arts Council policy, from New Labour’s 

targeting of ‘hard to reach groups’ such as children (who do not have the power of unfettered 
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choice over their own cultural consumption) to the increased instrumentalism of the Coalition, 

at the same time as Opera North Education attempts an increasingly economic approach to 

reaching children in schools and families in the community. 

Gilmore argues for (amongst other things) the ‘intrinsic’ (by which she means 

participatory and experiential) value of the arts and affirms that policy should be about 

‘providing resources for everyday participation within communities’ and ‘supporting 

communities to have access to the means of cultural production as well as consumption’.
457

 She 

quotes Article 27 UN Declaration of Human Rights 1948, ‘Everyone has the right freely to 

participate in the cultural life of the community and to enjoy the arts’ and Article 31 of the 1989 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child ‘Every child has the right to participate freely in 

cultural life and the arts’.
458

 This move to reaching people in their communities is reflected in 

the practice of Opera North Education in 2015. It is also no coincidence that three workshops 

for Swanhunter took place in a public library, while the Arts Councils remit was extended, since 

2010, to include public libraries and museums, as agencies of culture. So the move to 

community access is reflective of a broader agenda of the Arts Council and of government. It is 

not the case that the changes in educational working practice happened in direct relation to the 

two Opera North productions of Swanhunter, but the two productions of the same work are 

convenient markers by which we might make a comparison of two models of work from the 

Education department of Opera North, and which are representative of a broader political 

picture. 

 

3.5 Conclusion 
To assess the success of newly commissioned works within the framework of Opera North’s 

activities, and to consider how perceptions of these new works might be formed, it is important 

to consider the history of the company and its chief funding body, Arts Council England. We 

must consider Opera North as a company born to fulfil an access agenda, created to begin in 

earnest the Arts Council’s work of increasing regional access to opera. Access and education 

were built into the modus operandi of the company at its birth, in order to ‘encourage an 

operatic habit’ in the north of England.
459

 This spirit of public access reflected the post-war 

attitude words of Keynes and his aims to ‘decentralise and disperse’ cultural provision 

throughout the country, with enhanced ‘provincial centres’.
460
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Via other political interventions (not least William Rees-Mogg’s failed attempt, under 

Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government, to decentralise arts and increase funding for the 

regions with his paper The Glory of the Garden 
461

) the paternalism of Keynes’s post-war Arts 

Council has most recently been superseded by the Blair/Brown government’s aspirations for the 

utility of arts and culture, and then the enhanced instrumentalism and ‘value for money’ 

philosophy of the Coalition.
462

 The legacy of all these policies and ideologies is evident in the 

work produced by Opera North, particularly in its most creative facets, within frames of 

newness, be that the newness of an ‘operetta’ that is not an operetta, or the newness of a child’s 

first operatic experience. 

There are competing narratives on how cultural and artistic work can be judged to be 

successful, as we have seen through the course of this chapter. In the world of post-industrial 

capitalism, we might be forgiven for equating success with box office returns. This is an 

important source of income, but the public opera company is not run for profit and has no 

requirement to break even per production (although overall this should be the case per financial 

year).
463

 Critical opinion is an audible voice in the sphere of new opera creation, and yet critics 

tend to comment on production values as much as musical construction. For new opera, critics 

review the experience of audience as they see and hear it; the event is prioritised over the 

compositional work, and the nuances of work, performance and production are mentioned but 

briefly. To adequately tease apart the elements of a phenomenological experience is a task 

requiring more capacity than many newspaper columns can afford. The criteria Opera North sets 

itself is what it is often judged on, as we have seen in the case of the highly publicised Skin 

Deep. Swanhunter 2009 fulfilled its aim to introduce children to opera, but voices of its main 

target audience (upper-primary-aged children) were far from audible, and the hundreds of 

success stories (in terms of the experiences of these children) were not told very publicly in the 

media, which struggled with the concept of and criteria for the unfamiliar label of ‘family 

opera’. Neither were they highlighted in company publicity. This is also a result of the creative 
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tendency of the company to look forward to future productions rather than back to analyse past 

successes and failures.
464

 

In this chapter I have attempted to elucidate the connection between the objectives for 

new works in production and dynamic arts policy, and to map, broadly, the aims of new works 

onto the arts policy of the day. I have looked to ascertain trends in the aims of Arts Council and 

government that correlate with working models at Opera North in relevance to the productions I 

have outlined, particularly Swanhunter, which had a close relationship with instrumentalist 

policy aims. However, within the life-cycle of an opera the focus of public policy can change, 

become outdated or even redundant. It is the job of the opera company to create, and so ideas 

and processes are conceived of and presented by the company as series of artistic decisions. The 

relationship between government policy and the everyday, creative processes of the company 

(such as commissioning, creation and rehearsal) is indirect and intangible. ACE is said 

(arguably) to work ‘at arm’s length’ from government, and there is another arm’s length 

between the Arts Council and Opera North. It is, of course justifiable to judge broad correlation 

between policy and practice, but it becomes inadvisable to ask very specific questions about 

cause and effect, in that artistic freedom itself is a primary and fiercely protected element of 

operatic creation.
465

  

I have assessed how judgements might be made around newly commissioned opera by 

considering elements of history and legacy, and politics. The working paradigms of the 

company can be another marker against which we might make such judgements. I have mapped 

Opera North’s public access agenda back onto the aims of Keynes’s post-war Arts Council, with 

reference to the policies of successive governments and the Arts Council, while also considering 

the history of the company, in order to elucidate working paradigms, and find criteria by which 

to judge new works. By these markers we might judge the ‘operetta’ Skin Deep to be less than 

successful (as did the company itself). The ‘generic contract of expectation’ was broken, since 

audience was led to expect something other than that which had been created, largely because 

the musical dramaturgical framework of number opera had not been constructed as is generally 

understood by the term ‘operetta’. Since this ‘operetta’ was advertised as a ‘fun’ and ‘light’, if 

not explicitly ‘popular’ in form, the breaking of generic contract was also a failure in terms of 

the access agenda for new works. However, with creativity comes risk, in the opera house 

perhaps more than with any other art form. As Lord Palumbo granted the artist the ‘right to fail’, 
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because of the real risks that must be taken for the benefit of creativity and new art, it seems fair 

that, despite the financial stakes and the current political trend for enhanced cultural 

instrumentalism, we might extend that right to the opera company. 

Swanhunter was by far the greater success of the two works, although a much smaller 

production with less at stake, both financially and in terms of the public face of the company. 

Overall, the public reputations of opera companies have not historically been based 

fundamentally on their educational work, although this work is an important part of fulfilling 

the policy of the Arts Council,
466

 and, for Opera North, the ethical criteria of wider public 

access. The work of an opera company is broad in cultural and social terms; as Projects Director 

Dominic Gray told me, there is other work to do besides producing beautiful art. Yet when an 

Education commission is also a public production ‘for adults just as much as children’,
467

 as was 

the case with Swanhunter, expectations arise from different quarters. While Skin Deep had a 

generic label that was overly familiar and laden with expectation, Swanhunter as a ‘family 

opera’ had a less embedded foundation: there was far less expectation of what ‘family opera’ 

might mean, in terms of its access and appeal for children, but also for adults. The critic Alfred 

Hickling in reviewing the original production in 2009 complained of Opera North’s ‘modest 

ambitions’
468

 with Swanhunter. Conversely, looking at the Education project as a whole, the 

ambition of introducing hundreds of children from the north and Midlands to opera for the first 

time at a nominal cost, and giving them the tools with which to engage critically with it upon 

entry, is highly ambitious. From my observations of children in 2009, I would conclude that this 

ambition was fulfilled, and extended for 2015 so that it might reach more children and their 

families. Christiansen’s 2009 comment that Swanhunter was ‘squeaky clean and educationally 

certified to a fault’ may have been a disparaging reaction against New Labour priorities, but it 

rather misses the point of the ambitions for life-long development that were harboured within 

Swanhunter. His comment that ‘99 per cent of 7-11s would have had more fun at High School 

Musical 2, and the awful thing is I think I’d be with them’ dismisses the benefit of 

Christiansen’s own education and experience and ability to make this choice.
469

 It is this 

awareness and choice that, through Swanhunter and Opera North Education, has been made 

available to youngsters of various backgrounds, from the day of the workshop and/or 

performance that they attended, and subsequently as they grow throughout their cultural lives. 
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4 Wagner’s Ring: The fear, the threshold, and the crossing 
 

4.1 Introduction and literature review 

4.1.1 Introduction 

In 2011, Opera North began a four-year traversal of Wagner’s Ring cycle, a ‘fully staged 

concert version’,
470

 on the concert stage of Leeds Town Hall, then touring to various concert 

halls around the north and Midlands. This chapter explores the provision of this Ring cycle for 

the north of England through the lens of the access agenda, and investigates the issues of 

Wagner reception in the UK, particularly in what might once have been described as a 

‘provincial’ setting.
471

 The scale and success of Opera North’s ambitions to facilitate access, and 

to overcome barriers to reception, is illustrated in this chapter. 

When Opera North began rehearsing Das Rheingold in 2011, the company also started 

the process of carefully preparing its audience for reception of a Ring cycle spanning four years. 

This was done by a series of communications and events, aiming to address what the then Head 

of Music Martin Pickard described to me as the ‘fear of the threshold into Wagner’.
472

 The 

Opera North Ring productions themselves were designed to facilitate clear story-telling and ease 

of reception; in short this was a Ring that might be suitable for a beginner. However, while the 

company assumed and publicised its Ring cycle as a virgin experience for the Opera North 

audience and for Leeds,
 473

 it became apparent that neither of these assumptions should be taken 

at face value. Further research revealed a history of two other Ring cycles in Leeds, and my own 

audience questionnaires conducted at performances of Opera North’s Ring operas uncovered a 

wide breadth of Wagner experience. Additionally, the assumption of a new Ring audience was 

not found to be consistently held: in my interview with him in 2012, Martin Pickard 

acknowledged audience members who were ‘Wagnerites’,
474

 and before the second performance 
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of Siegfried in 2013, Technical Manager Peter Restall anticipated ‘an audience of 

aficionados’.
475

  

Any opera audience is likely to contain a wide demographic of first-timers, regular 

attenders and even ‘experts’. Opera North’s specific focus on Wagner beginners at the start of 

its cycle reflects the perceived problems of scale and cultural weight that might appear daunting 

for first-time Ring audience members. In functional terms, the longer the duration of a work in 

performance, the greater the personal investment required of a new or hesitant attendee. And, as 

Pickard outlined to me, the enthusiasts will, of course, come anyway.
476

 This chapter focuses, in 

part, on the access solutions that were offered by Opera North for first-time Ring audience 

members. But there are also problems associated with Wagner reception for those who are more 

experienced or knowledgeable, as I will also outline, although many of these issues were 

circumnavigated by Opera North, in favour of its focus on the Ring cycle beginner. 

I began my research into Opera North’s Ring cycle with ethnographic observations of 

Opera North and its audience, aiming to take account of company priorities and audience 

experience. Upon hearing accounts of audiences’ probable fear of Wagner, and seeing the 

company so active in trying to counteract this perceived phenomenon, but without specifically 

communicating its origins, I set out to investigate the context of this concern. I am here 

reminded of the aims of Georgina Born in her ethnographic work, to ‘uncover the gaps’ between 

claims and realities, and to move ‘beyond’ the discourse of her subjects, to trace the origins of 

these discourses.
477

 Thus my research encompassed a wide range of sources; it addressed 

perceptions of obstacles to Wagner reception, but also problems with the established literature. I 

aimed to investigate issues concerning the Wagner beginner, and those of the ‘aficionado’, and 

to show the extent to which Wagner and his work are problematised within a variety of 

contexts. This chapter addresses the following questions: 

What are the obstacles to the reception of the Ring cycle, particularly in the UK? 

How have solutions to the problems of accessing The Ring been presented in the past? 

How did Opera North prepare its audience to access the Ring cycle? 

In which cultural and historical contexts was the company operating? 

Broadly, then, this chapter aims to elucidate the background to the experience of reception of 

the Opera North Ring operas, and to investigate the experience of audience preparation by the 
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company. The chapter investigates some of the barriers to Wagner reception, and the reasons 

why audience preparation and a production aimed at ‘Ring cycle beginners’ might have been 

thought to be necessary. I address certain preoccupations of scholars; the problems inherent in 

accessing an enormous body of literature, where the original sources are themselves highly 

problematic; and, through my ethnographic data, the extent of Opera North’s engagement with 

Wagner debate. In addition to all these obstacles is of course the daunting magnitude of The 

Ring itself. Section 3 is an account of a range of what we might now term as ‘access solutions’ 

to the work, and is offered, with Section 2, as context for the approaches taken by Opera North 

towards promoting audience access to its Ring cycle. The second half of the chapter further 

utilises ethnographic method: Section 4 explores Opera North’s approach to its Ring and its 

audience, how members of the public were prepared for, and encouraged to receive these 

productions; Section 5 documents the relevance of a history of Ring cycles in Leeds; and 

Section 6 goes on to analyse the intertextual meaning in Opera North’s Ring, arising between 

the work and the history of the home venue, Leeds Town Hall. By offering these various 

contexts for reception, and for Opera North’s drive to optimise public access, I aim to respond 

to Born’s call for ‘relational musicology’ (as discussed in Chapter 2) which incorporates 

historical and anthropological sources, and informs the field that it interrogates. I aim here for a 

perspective on the way in which, with its Ring productions, Opera North ‘intervene[s] 

influentially in the history of the fields [it] inhabit[s]’.
478

 

 

4.1.2 Literature review 

Various texts and broadcasts have been used in this chapter, not referred to in the initial 

literature review for this thesis. The inclusion of various multi-authored volumes on Wagner 

reflects the enormous breadth of scholarship on the topic. I refer specifically to The Wagner 

Handbook edited by Ulrich Müller and Peter Wapnewski, The Cambridge Companion to 

Wagner edited by Thomas S. Grey, and Penetrating Wagner’s Ring and Inside the Ring, both 

edited by John Louis DiGaetani. These volumes naturally contain a degree of duplicated 

information regarding the narrative of Wagner’s life and the course of various events, but the 

quality of much of this scholarship is as in-depth as it is wide-ranging, and so despite there 

being numerous anthologies of Wagner scholarship in my bibliography, each offers its own foci. 

Additionally, in The Wagner Compendium edited by Barry Millington, short articles by various 

authors (aiming for coverage of all aspects of Wagner and his music) served as starting points 

from which to investigate more detailed scholarship.
479

 There are key chapters within the other 
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collections to which I have referred. In Müller and Wapnewski’s Wagner Handbook of 1992,
480

 

John Deathridge’s ‘A Brief History of Wagner Research’ has proven invaluable in elucidating 

the vast area of Wagner studies, including the notable biases and sentiment evident in so many 

authors in the field.
481

 Complementary to this article is another by Deathridge, ‘Wagner Lives: 

Issues in Autobiography’, published in Deathridge’s own Wagner Beyond Good and Evil, and 

again in Thomas S. Grey’s Cambridge Companion to Wagner. This article alerts us to the way 

in which Wagner’s own documentation of his own life has influenced and biased subsequent 

writers.
482

  

In Grey’s Cambridge Companion to Wagner, many perspectives are offered in various 

chapters on the matter of Wagner’s anti-Judaism and its influences on today’s reception and 

thinking,
483

 described by Grey as having ‘indisputable prominence […] in Wagner studies and 

public discussion over the past fifteen or twenty years’.
484

 This focus is defended by Grey and 

bemoaned elsewhere by academic and opera critic Michael Tanner, who presents an adversarial 

position against those who engage heavily with the issues around Wagner and Judaism, as I will 

also go on to outline.
485

 Yet there is a wide breadth of modern scholarship in Grey’s Companion 

that goes beyond this issue. The chapter I have most cited is Glenn Stanley’s ‘Parsifal: 

Redemption and Kunstreligion’, which outlines the background to and ideology of Wagner’s 

Kunstreligion (where art takes the place of religion).
486

 While Stanley’s subject is Wagner’s 

Parsifal, I have applied the research on Kunstreligion to the Ring cycle, and to the modern-day 

reception experience of it at Leeds Town Hall. I was aided in this pursuit by the doctoral 

scholarship of Rachel Milestone whose work has provided invaluable historical background to 

the ideals of civic pride and public improvement behind the construction and use of this 

building as a concert venue.
487
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The two volumes edited by John Louis DiGaetani, Penetrating Wagner’s Ring and 

Inside the Ring, are separated by twenty-eight years.
488

 Wagner studies is an immensely political 

field in nature, since it must deal with the changing directions of how we view the issues that 

Wagner’s work engenders or is associated with. It is therefore of interest to note the inclusions 

by DiGaetani at different points in time, in volumes that aim (impossibly, one might argue) for a 

comprehensive overview. Of the chapters in DiGaetani’s editions, Nicholas Vazsonyi’s ‘Selling 

the Ring’ illuminates Wagner’s own functional dilemmas in ‘selling’ his cycle, and sheds some 

light on his personal relations and his personality in the process.
489

 A fuller account by Vazsonyi 

can be found in his monograph, Richard Wagner: Self-promotion and the making of a brand.
490

  

In the conflict between ideology and necessity, and in the compromises undertaken by Wagner 

in order to create the Bayreuth theatre, inconsistencies between his words and deeds are 

revealed. Bearing in mind Born’s aims for ethnography to ‘uncover the gaps between external 

claims and internal realities, public rhetoric and private thought, ideology and practice’,
491

 

Vazsonyi’s work could be seen as conceptually complementary to an ethnographic approach to 

analysing the communications and the production journey of an opera company performing The 

Ring. 

Also an important general text, but comprising some very specific information, is John 

Deathridge and Carl Dahlhaus’s New Grove Wagner of 1984.
492

 This concise guide incorporates 

detailed charts containing historical information that I have not found in more recent texts. The 

lists of concerts and productions from the composer himself are dutifully collated, and 

contextual information on history and musical aesthetics offered, which is insightful although 

brief. 

I have outlined here the texts to which I have most often referred. There are many 

others and, since much historical information within them is naturally duplicated, I shall not list 

them all here. Also, as Deathridge outlines, ‘the bewildering variety of interests and standards in 

Wagner scholarship […] is congenitally resistant to systematic study’.
493

 Just as a 

comprehensive review of Wagner’s life and works and the issues pertaining to reception is 

proved impossible by the variety of volumes of scholarship, so an attempt at a comprehensive 
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view of the scholarship, while not entirely relevant to my assessment of issues in Wagner 

reception, would also seem foolhardy. Indeed, the contradictions within Wagner scholarship are 

as complex as those exhibited by Wagner himself.  

This chapter also refers to some of Wagner’s prose works, and briefly to those of his 

contemporaries. Other primary sources include various talk events, broadcasts, journalism and 

ephemera. While not scholarly in most cases, these sources give a picture of the views of the 

media of the past and of today. They elucidate some common perceptions of the difficulties 

surrounding Wagner reception and some solutions that have been presented. In combination 

with ethnographic observations and interviews, this material reveals something more of the 

agenda and communications of Opera North. 

 

4.2 Wagner reception today: barriers and the problem of perspective 

4.2.1 Literary and scholarly obstacles and issues of biography: Wagner - the 

‘subject without end’ 

Writing on Wagner is prolific and, as one might expect from such an abundant field, it is also 

highly variable in focus, tone and quality. Some is well-researched scholarship, and some 

biographical writing is of a less rigorously academic nature. There is also evident acrimony 

between certain authors which, for some readers including those new to Wagner or to Wagner 

scholarship, could indeed be off-putting. Carolyn Abbate and Roger Parker describe the issue 

thus: 

The difficulties in surveying the Wagnerian field of play reside not in locating the 

participants but in sorting out the crowd, and complaints about the mass of verbiage that 

has attached itself to Wagner’s life and work are by now an obligatory opening gambit 

in any book on the subject.
494

 

Indeed, in 1979 Carl Dahlhaus pleaded that ‘the story of Wagner’s life has been told so often 

that it can be told no longer’,
495

 a sentiment echoed by Deathridge almost three decades later, 

with a growing tone of desperation, stating that ‘Wagner’s biography has been researched to 

within an inch of its life’.
496

 In 1985, Ulrich Müller and Peter Wapnewski opened their editorial 

preface to the Wagner Handbook with a comment on the triviality of statements regarding the 
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volume of writing on Wagner,
497

 and yet in Wagner companions and anthologies similar 

opening statements continue to be made, as if any further attempts at collating scholarship or 

rehearsing biography require this disclaimer. The subject area is simply too vast and unwieldy 

to be manageable, at least for any individual, and yet it is necessary that we continue to 

reinterpret, to reprioritise, reanalyse and reorder, and so it continues to grow. 

This chapter contains analysis of the issues and perspectives surrounding Wagner 

reception; it makes no claim to contribute significantly to the vast body of literature regarding 

the man himself. Yet to understand at least one of the main obstacles to accessing Wagner, 

account must be taken of this body of work. The extraordinary volume of literature that has 

been written on Wagner, his music, his philosophy and his own writings can be daunting for the 

casual browser. Deathridge, and Abbate and Parker also suggest that scholars are charged with a 

substantial task in ‘sorting out the crowd’.
498

 Thus arises the concept of the specialist ‘Wagner 

scholar’ rather than the more general musicologist, although in Anglophone research this term 

seems to be applied only to John Deathridge with regularity by his peers.
499

 According to 

Deathridge, in ‘A Brief History of Wagner Research’ and ‘Wagner Lives: Issues in 

autobiography’,
500

 the volume of Wagner literature is not the only problem, but that this 

scholarship (much of which he deems to be of questionable quality) contains such a variety of 

foci that it is ‘resistant to systematic study’.
501

 Notably Deathridge criticises the ‘impenetrable 

ideological web’ erected and maintained by Wagner’s son-in-law Houston Stewart Chamberlain 

and his fellow ‘Bayreuthians’, the deeper-rooted ‘tension between partisan special pleading 

([…] disguised as “objective” study) and the truly critical scholarship that runs beneath the 

surface of most writings on Wagner’, and research that is ‘clouded by hagiography, dilettantish 

scholarship […] and intellectual pretentiousness’.
502

 The reason for much of the inconsistency in 

what might pass for rigorous or objective scholarship is the autobiographical work of Wagner 
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himself, the attitudes of his family and the unquestioning discipleship of many who came after. 

Deathridge mentions the illusion of ‘self-biography by proxy’ given by Cosima’s diaries and the 

‘legacy of sex, lies and invidious hype’ in the original sources that confronts the scholarly 

biographer,
503

 and Dahlhaus bemoans the tendencies of subsequent biographical scholarship: 

Insofar as every book about him has been inspired not so much by the facts as by an 

earlier book about those facts, it is hardly surprising that historians and publicists alike 

have been challenged by Wagner’s own autobiographical writing to continue, to 

supplement and to emend the account of his life, but above all to repeat it tirelessly.
504

 

Wagner was driven to document his own life repeatedly (in autobiography, writings, 

diaries and letters).
505

 Deathridge describes his ‘talent for weaving fiction with sometimes 

astonishingly accurate accounts of his life’ and charges him with ‘lukewarm interest in and 

scepticism about factual historical investigation [which] undoubtedly left their mark on his 

followers’.
506

 Added to inconsistencies are the problems of clarity. Bryan Magee accuses him of 

‘a vocabulary intended to impress, unnecessary abstractions and elaborate sentence 

structures’.
507

 Magee complains that ‘many passages are intolerably boring. Some do not mean 

anything at all. It always calls for sustained effort from the reader to pick out meaning in the 

cloud of words’,
508

 and Millington has described William Ashton Ellis’s nineteenth-century 

translations as ‘impenetrable’.
509

  

Much of Wagner’s original prose is structured like speech in written form. Indeed in the 

preface to My Life he reveals that ‘the contents of these volumes have been written down 

directly from my dictation, over a period of several years, by my friend and wife, who wished 

me to tell her the story of my life’.
510

 These volumes are long and involved, written in 

meticulous, subjective detail. Wagner here had a captive audience consisting, at the point of 

dictation, of the person who most revelled in his every detail. The autobiography was designed 

for his most tireless followers, rather than for general consumption. Wagner is more broadly 

digressive, repetitive and tends to structure his ideas in a way that was perhaps immediate to 
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him, but less than organised for the reader wishing to follow a line of thought. His style is at 

different points oblique, flowery, overly generalising, or tangled in the thoughts of the moment. 

In short, readers must already be committed to the writer and his import before engaging with 

his prose works, and yet demands are made of us to read the original texts. In an introduction to 

the new (and arguably clearer) translation of ‘The Artwork of the Future’ by Emma Warner, 

Keith Warner makes the following complaint: 

We today seem hell-bent on riding the cart without ever appreciating the effort of the 

horse: in ignoring his voluminous writings about music-theatre, society and the arts in 

general, usually by declaring them boring, stuffy and unreadable, we reduce Wagner 

continually to the genius we want him to be, avoiding the genius that he is. However, it 

is really impossible to understand his operas from any critical stance, or more 

importantly, appreciate them fully as an audience in the theatre, without to some degree 

coming to grips with Wagner’s view of the function of music, text, acting and the other 

theatre arts.
511

 

However, on beginning to read the treatise itself, we are faced in the opening line with an 

ambiguous Aristotelian analogy: ‘Humans are to nature as art is to humans.’
512

 Wagner follows 

this with around a thousand words of extrapolation on the matter before moving onto the second 

main paragraph. This extrapolation involves much generalisation, inconsistent, gendered 

personification of ‘nature’ and lack of clear definition as to what is meant by ‘nature’ or ‘art’ or 

various other abstract ideas such as ‘essence’, ‘consciousness’ and ‘necessity’. To understand 

this work, even at its outset, account must be taken of Wagner’s contemporaries, his influences 

and developing philosophical ideas. This treatise, held to be vital to the critical understanding of 

his stage works, is no place to start for a beginner. 

Vazsonyi begins with the premise of Wagner’s writings as tools for self-publicity, 

cultivated in synchronism with the Romantic ideal of the artist’s autonomous voice, leading to 

the composer’s own overtly theatrical (yet somehow indisputable) narrative:  

He relentlessly engaged in what we today call ‘spin’ by using every available medium of 

communication […] to overwhelm and thus set the terms of the discourse. […] Like an 

immovable object, Wagner’s own version of the truth continues to be the starting point 

from which most studies proceed.
513
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One could also argue that Wagner’s public and vitriolic criticism of his peers also left its mark 

on Wagner scholarship, and that this could be discouraging to those new to the area.
514

 

Deathridge reflects thus: 

My own description of the Bayreuth Blätter as ‘dreadful’ […] is a good example of how 

tempting it is, especially in the heated vicinity of Wagner’s reputation, to take sides on 

ideological issues while projecting partisan feeling onto the kind of scholarship associated 

with them.
515

 

Readers’ letters published in response to a 1993 review of four Wagner texts by Edward 

Said, are testament to the anger between those who wish to comment.
516

 The discussion contains 

a heated exchange between Paul Lawrence Rose (in defence of Wagner: Race and revolution), 

Tanner, and Said, with others, where beside genuine criticism, personal insults abound. Also 

amongst the authors recommended in the Opera North programme booklets, acrimonious 

opposition is evident. Tanner’s Wagner in particular contains acerbic criticism of authors, Ethan 

Mordden, Rodney Milnes and Barry Millington, and The Faber Pocket Guide to Wagner is 

reproachful of Grey’s Cambridge Companion.
517

 In Opera North’s 2013 ‘Siegfried: Inside 

Opera Special’ Tanner was, in person, scathing with regards to Millington.
518

 Amid a 

disparaging tone toward his peers, Tanner makes (and perhaps unwittingly demonstrates) a 

sound point: that some Wagner authors engage in a broadly unusual type of emotional hostility 

when considering their subject. By Tanner’s own voice, this hostility extends to comments 

regarding one another. With such animosity arising from scholars, one might hope for a less 

emotionally charged account when writing is directed towards the more casually interested 

Wagner listener, looking for a way into receiving and understanding the work or its background 

and history. 

Writers’ concerns regarding the nature of Wagner’s character and his anti-Judaism in 

particular, can be difficult to reconcile. The crucial, but not unbiased scholarship of Nietzsche 

(most prominently The Case of Wagner) and Adorno (In Search of Wagner),
519

 has, in 
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combination, I would argue, come to shape many of today’s debates around Wagner reception. 

Adorno most prominently makes the case that the Nibelung dwarves of the Ring cycle and Die 

Meistersinger’s Beckmesser are racist Jewish caricatures, and yet, like Wagner’s own 

sentiment, Adorno is less than consistent.
520

 Nietzsche, in The Case of Wagner, is concerned 

with an immersed, congregational and devotional experience of his art that might rob the 

individual of his own power of decision-making.
521

 Arguments around the ideas of Adorno and 

Nietzsche, and conflations of the two (effectively, that being so immersed, the audience is  

potentially propagandised into anti-Semitism) have now passed through generations of 

scholarship. The ‘ethical effect’ of Wagner is often discussed in a manner separated from his 

own historical context, with other histories and historical agendas (such as that of Hitler and his 

National Socialists) imposed upon the composer and his work, and even upon the modern-day 

reception of this work. The tireless continuation of the debate serves still to publicise the 

composer and his work, and it plays (even within the academic sphere) to agendas of blame, 

guilt and sensationalism. There is a perception, as voiced by Nicholas Lezard in a Guardian 

review of the 2005 edition of In Search of Wagner, that ‘This is the crux of “Wagner Studies”, 

then. Is the [stage] work itself infected with this poison?’.
522

 Yet, as asserted by Thomas S. Grey 

in his Cambridge Companion, ‘the real question has to do with the consequences’ for us today 

of the evidence with which we are presented as part of the course of this debate.
523

 

 

4.2.2 Opera North’s engagement with the Wagner debate: in programmes, at 

satellite events, and at the company fringes 

Wagner reception, according to Thomas S. Grey, ‘involves not only critical attitudes toward the 

music over time, but considerable social, political, and ideological dimensions as well’.
524

 It is 

within the opera company that the decision and much of the power resides, to carry the echoes 

of the discourse surrounding Wagner reception to interested parties in its audience, or not. So, 

considering all the difficulties outlined in accessing Wagner scholarship, how did Opera North 

traverse a path through it for its new audience? For Das Rheingold in 2011, Opera North made a 

positive choice to focus its accompanying events on facilitating public access to the company’s 
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production of the work, and to leave ‘weighty’ issues of philosophy and politics to the 

programme notes.
 525

 Indeed, in the traditional function of the programme notes (since the time 

of Wagner) to elucidate elements of the work and its history, Kara McKechnie’s articles in the 

Opera North programmes to Das Rheingold and Die Walküre make significant mention of the 

composer’s vitriolic anti-Judaism in ‘Das Judenthum in der Musik’ and the appropriation of 

Wagner’s music by the Third Reich.
526

 In the same two programme brochures, the general 

literature recommended includes Grey’s Cambridge Companion to Wagner, which, by the 

editor’s own admission, is heavily steeped with ‘debates over Wagner’s notorious anti-

Semitism, its role in his posthumous influence, and how it might be confronted by scholars, 

critics, producers and audiences today’.
527

 Interestingly, another Opera North programme 

recommendation, Michael Tanner’s Faber Pocket Guide to Wagner, is heavily critical of the 

disproportionate inclusion of this theme.
 528

 Grey defends his balance of content, calling it a 

‘good index of the indisputable prominence of this topic in Wagner studies and public 

discussion over the past fifteen or twenty years’.
529

 This ‘repoliticizing [of] the “Wagner 

question”’, Grey defines as a reaction to the long, post-war period where Wagner scholars had 

to engage in ‘rehabilitating the figure of Wagner’, following its iconic appropriation by Hitler, 

and also coming after a period of ‘anti-Romantic and anti-Wagnerian polemics’ during the 

twentieth century.
530

  

The recommendation of Grey’s Cambridge Companion, despite being but a sentence in 

programme booklets was, in fact, one of the main actions by which Opera North pointed its 

audience towards the debate on Wagner’s anti-Judaism. Prior to the final performance of 

Siegfried in July 2013, the company engaged with this ideological debate and issues arising, 

only in its programme booklets. The ‘staged concert’ performances were, in production terms, 

relatively minimalistic, and there was certainly no characterisation of Judaism imposed by a 

director. In fact, in as much as the ‘staged concert version’ was brought to life through 

somewhat abstract projections and lighting, the production was said, by Orchestra Director 

Dougie Scarfe in a pre-show talk, to be ‘unencumbered by a director’s vision’.
531

 Pre-show 
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events and broadcasts in 2011 and 2012 did not refer directly to debates around anti-Semitism 

or proto-Nazism. However, in 2013, Opera North’s intellectual engagement with The Ring, 

encompassing the Jewish issue, increased substantially.
532

  

Opera North regularly runs pre-show talks engaging with works in production, often 

explaining aspects of the productions or ‘behind the scenes’ glimpses into the life and work of 

the company. The more detailed ‘Inside Opera’ series focuses on one opera per season. Editor 

Stuart Leeks described the concept: 

It’s an event that’s designed to give audiences a deeper insight into the opera in question 

and to the processes involved in getting a production to the stage. It happens live in 

person, giving the audience the opportunity to pose their own questions to the people 

behind an Opera North production.
533

 

Affording a greater engagement with academic debate than usual for this format, even 

than this description might indicate, an ‘Inside Opera Special’ ran on 13 July 2013, prior to the 

final performance of Siegfried. This was a discussion between political commentator Matthew 

D’Ancona, philosopher and outspoken critic of the debate around Wagner’s anti-Semitism 

Michael Tanner and Opera North then Head of Music Martin Pickard, moderated by Opera 

North Editor Stuart Leeks. This was by far the most direct engagement with academic debate 

that the company had shown throughout its Ring cycle journey thus far (putting aside fringe 

activity at the University of Leeds conferences, which I will describe shortly). The choice of 

Tanner as a guest speaker ensured that Wagner’s anti-Semitism was not high on Opera North’s 

agenda for this event.
534

 Tanner, described to me in advance of the event by Pickard as ‘scarily 

high-powered’,
535

 was known to be in firm opposition to the suggestion of anti-Semitism in 

Wagner’s stage works, and indeed to the very existence of this debate, and so, while academic 

engagement happened around various other issues (as I will later outline) the contribution to 

discussions of the anti-Semitic Wagner was pre-disposed to be minimal. Indeed the issue did not 
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arise until the final question from the audience. In this question the audience member requested 

the opinions of the panel on the character of Mime as an ‘expression of Wagner’s anti-

Semitism’.
536

 The question was then paraphrased by Stuart Leeks who knowingly commented 

that ‘Michael is probably fuming’. Tanner at this point said that he had hoped for a whole 

hour’s discussion without mention of anti-Semitism, before dismissing the audience member’s 

question, with Matthew D’Ancona adding his opinion in support of Tanner.  

Indicative of the varying priorities of different spheres of operatic engagement, the 

University of Leeds conference organisers had invited Barry Millington (Tanner’s primary 

adversary in the anti-Semitism debate
537

) as keynote speaker for Richard Wagner’s Impact on 

His World and Ours.
538

 This conference, which was held between Thursday 30 May and Sunday 

2 June 2013, at the University of Leeds School of Music, advertised some involvement from 

DARE, also displaying Opera North’s logo on the cover of the programme booklet. In this 

conference various paper presentations touched on, or grappled with issues of German 

nationalism and anti-Judaism. A session on Friday 31 May contained the following papers: 

‘Opera and Politics: Die Meistersinger at the intersection of New York City and World War 

II’;
539

 ‘“Our Wagner”: The reception of Richard Wagner’s music in England during the First 

World War’;
540

 and ‘“Went Up In Smoke The Holy Roman Reich/All the Same for Us Would 

Stay the Holy German Art”: Political implications of Hans Sachs’ final monologue in Wagner’s 

Meistersinger in Germany from 1867 to 1945’.
541

 Another session on Saturday 1 June continued 

similar themes: ‘Wagner’s Re-conception of Weber’s German Nationalism’;
542

 ‘Richard 
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Wagner and the Discourse of National Identity in Musicology Around 1900’;
543

 and ‘Judaism 

and Germanism in Richard Wagner’s Art’.
544

 Perhaps the most relevant to the impact of Wagner 

on today’s world was the ‘round table’ session on Friday 31 May where an international panel 

discussed the controversy of Wagner’s music in relation to Israel.
545

 The panel, convened by Dr 

Malcolm Miller from the Institute of Musical Research, comprised Dr Margaret Brearley 

(author of Hitler and Wagner: The leader, the master and the Jews
546

 and formerly Archbishop 

of Canterbury’s Adviser on the Holocaust) Noam Ben-Ze’ev (music critic and journalist for 

Israeli newspaper Haaretz) and Professor Na’ama Sheffi (author of The Ring of Myths: The 

Israelis, Wagner and the Nazis
547

). Roberto Paternostro (former Director of the Israeli Chamber 

Orchestra and Musical Director of the 2012 Colόn Ring in Buenos Aires) was due to participate 

but withdrew because of illness. The discussion, centring on the question of Wagner 

performance in Israel was in-depth, and born of much first-hand experience. Indeed, 

substantiating Grey’s assertion of the ‘indisputable prominence of this topic’,
548

 the thread of 

Judaism and Israel was prevalent at this four-day gathering.  

While the conference was advertised as being associated with Opera North, the 

company did not reciprocate in advertising this as part of its programme of Wagner events, but 

this conference was listed as belonging to a third institution, DARE.
549

 It would appear that this 

type of event, on the very outskirts of the umbrella covering Opera North activities, is 

advertised looking in toward the artistic centre of what the company does (the work of 

producing main-stage opera) but with little awareness from the centre itself. 

On the other hand, for another ‘round table’ session, the front page of the conference 

website advertised a ‘panel comprising scholars and practitioners from the University of Leeds 

and Opera North, considering Opera North’s current Ring project’.
550

 This being the only link 
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advertising the active participation of Opera North, the panel was due to consist of four 

speakers: Stuart Leeks (Opera North Editor), Martin Pickard (Opera North Head of Music), 

Kara McKechnie (University of Leeds Lecturer in Dramaturgy and Literary Management; 

resident researcher at Opera North), and myself as a collaborative doctoral scholar with Opera 

North. But after Stuart Leeks withdrew through illness, the remaining three were all also linked 

to the university as well as the company (Pickard having recently completed a PhD in the 

School of Music).
551

 There was also a rather ad hoc agreement with Opera North, whereby 

conference delegates were able to attend an orchestral rehearsal for Siegfried during the course 

of the conference, and so a loose link between the university and the opera company appeared 

here.
552

 

Ultimately, therefore, while those in charge of artistic policy at Opera North had 

decided consciously to circumnavigate the weightiest of political issues in relation to their Ring, 

these matters arose on the company fringes, through the activities of the University of Leeds as 

a partner institution, and DARE as a formal connection to the University. 

There was various sign-posting to further reading, for those interested, within the Opera 

North Ring opera programme notes. This gave the impression of a relatively light academic 

touch within the programme booklets themselves. However, the recommended literature 

expanded over the course of the cycle, beginning, in 2011, with Stuart Leeks’ original reading 

list of Grey, Tanner and Millington. In the programme booklets for Die Walküre in 2012 and 

Siegfried in 2013, George Hall echoed the choices of Leeks, and added books by several other 

authors: Bryan Magee’s Aspects of Wagner, and Wagner and Philosophy,
553

 Ernest Newman’s 

four-volume biography,
554

 George Bernard Shaw’s The Perfect Wagnerite,
555

 Robert 

Donington’s Jungian interpretation Wagner’s Ring and its Symbols,
556

 and Wagner’s own 

autobiography. While this list becomes slightly less approachable for the Wagner beginner, we 

might now assume a higher level of commitment on the part of the audience, having invested in 
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a second or third Ring instalment. Nonetheless Hall also recommends the website 

<www.wagneropera.net> as an immediately available, journalistic resource. What is 

conspicuously not mentioned by any source pertaining to Opera North is the large quantity of 

technical musical analysis that has been done on the work since Wagner’s time. The 1877 Ring 

analysis by Wagner’s disciple Hans von Wolzogen was the original motivic map, after which all 

others have been fashioned,
557

 and it was after Wolzogen’s analysis that the term ‘leitmotif’ 

began to gain currency.
558

 As Abbate and Parker acknowledge, ‘every time we make an apology 

for continuing to use Wolzogen’s labels we acknowledge the unshaken force of his example’.
559

 

Other commentators such as Deryck Cooke and Ernest Newman have recapitulated the 

leitmotifs into their own workings out,
 560

 and lists of motifs are littered though more general 

literature, guides or textually based analyses on The Ring.
561

 While keen Opera North audience 

members were expected to be familiar with the term ‘leitmotif’, as evidenced in the publicity for 

the ‘Sing ON: Wagner!’ event and a Rheingold pre-show ‘Inside Opera’ event led by Pickard 

introducing various leitmotifs,
562

 they were not directed toward the original analyses, even by 

the programme booklets’ suggestions for further reading.
563

 This is explicable in as much as the 

term is now common currency in talking about Wagner, but this is only the case for those with 

some existing knowledge. The neglect of the sources of formal, technical analysis by the opera 

company, primarily an institution of practical music-making and drama, is also contextual. The 

focus of general audience members is, of course, directed towards the activities of opera 

practitioners rather than academic analyses. As John Deathridge asserted in a review, regarding 

his preferred articles in DiGaetani’s anthology Penetrating Wagner’s Ring: ‘[Georg] Solti’s 
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advice to young conductors on how to conduct Das Rheingold tells us more about the 

distribution of dramatic weight in the work than a host of high-minded analyses.’
564

 

In conclusion, the breadth of Wagner writing can prove difficult to navigate, and 

problems with the nature of some Wagner writing, outlined by Deathridge, Dahlhaus and others, 

could be viewed as discouraging.
565

 Opera North consequently provided suggestions for a point 

of entry. The attitude of the company was to provide ways in which its audience members might 

overcome any initial misgivings, and this approach was consistent across programme notes, 

educational and performance events surrounding The Ring, and the production itself, as will be 

explored later in this chapter. Less successful was the University of Leeds workshop ‘Wagner 

with feeling and understanding’, which was to be run by the University of Leeds Lifelong 

Learning Centre in association with DARE, but which had to be cancelled ultimately through 

lack of interest.
566

 Indeed, the opening sentence of the workshop’s advertising brochure, 

‘Richard Wagner […] is a subject without end’, highlights a particular problem whereby 

Wagner and his work might almost be presented as a subject without beginning, and arguably 

hints that a suitable point of access could prove difficult to locate. Here also Dahlhaus and 

Deathridge’s concerns regarding literary saturation (mentioned at the beginning of this section) 

present themselves at the very point of access to Wagner study and appreciation, an approach 

that Opera North itself intentionally took pains to avoid. 

 

4.2.3 Musical megalith 

The enormous verbiage surrounding Wagner’s work is, of course, reflective of the scale of the 

works themselves. At a total of approximately fifteen hours of music, The Ring is a musical 

megalith. The length of these dramas, the scale of the musical resources employed, and the 

weighty philosophical aims can feel daunting to the beginner, on various levels. Opera North, in 

the initial 2011 marketing of events surrounding Das Rheingold, attempted to combat the issue 

of intellectual weightiness, but also to exploit musical and dramatic importance and scale. The 

initial marketing approach was simple and direct, and left aside the historical, biographical and 

philosophical context of the works. The attitude that was communicated by the company was 

that the importance of The Ring resides in its musical and dramatic weight. In a publicity film 

entitled Richard Farnes Introduces Das Rheingold, Music Director Farnes is posed the question 
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‘Why is “The Ring” such a famous piece?’. He answers, ‘Well the first thing is its size. It is the 

biggest piece of western art music that there is. There is nothing bigger in scale.’
567

 Chorus 

Master Timothy Burke told me in an interview that he thought that ‘Wagner’s music is seen as 

kind of megalithic […], it’s kind of huge’.
568

 Farnes, in a Radio 3 broadcast, also compared his 

conducting experience of The Ring to a parachute jump he had done, whereby the enormity and 

gravity of the event is overwhelming if considered completely, or as a whole: 

The minute I step back, objectively, from the podium and think ‘I’m in the middle of 

conducting this extraordinary Wagner opera with all these musicians in front of me, and 

behind me, an audience behind me and all this detail going on on the screens overhead’, 

I’d melt, I think.
569

 

However, Pickard expressed to me a slight concern that the company may have overstated the 

monumentality and that there is an inherent problem in removing from this sort of statement a 

sense of foreboding or difficulty. ‘These,’ he said, ‘are the issues we tussle with.’
570

 

Overstating the monumentality is indeed a risk; one such exchange took place on BBC 

Radio 3 around the 2013 BBC Proms broadcast Ring cycle,
571

 whereby presenter Sara Mohr-

Pietsch ‘confessed’ her inexperience of the works, saying, ‘It’s always felt like an absolutely 

huge undertaking that once it got to a certain point in my life and I hadn’t done it I thought well 

how can even begin now?’ She spoke of a ‘really, really daunting’ plot, which seemed ‘so long 

and complicated’.
572

 While this exchange did not take place around the Opera North cycle, it is 

important as an example of a particular introduction to The Ring from BBC Radio 3, which, as 

the main public service broadcaster of classical music in the UK, has a crucial role in conveying 

these issues to the public. Additionally, a broadcast Proms concert such as this might be 

expected to engage a wider audience than other Radio 3 Wagner broadcasts, and so it seems that 

the producers have taken the decision to introduce it from the point of view of a fearful beginner 

with whom they envisage first-time Wagner listeners might identify. It is also possible that this 

narrative carries the subconscious objective of the radio producers to maintain a high degree of 

cultural value in the performance and its broadcast through reminders of the divide between 

those ‘in the know’, i.e. holding a high degree of what Bourdieu termed ‘cultural capital’,
573

 and 
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those who know little upon beginning their reception of the performance. The result is then that 

we, as audience members, might be made deferentially grateful to the participating institutions 

of ‘high culture’ (including Radio 3) for increasing our knowledge and thus our ‘cultural 

capital’, or alternatively reassured that we were already in possession of a higher quantity than 

the semi-fictional radio presenter, as played by Mohr-Pietsch.
574

 In overstating this ‘huge 

undertaking’ Radio 3 effectively models the ‘fear of the threshold into Wagner’
575

 for its 

listeners. 

Opera North’s Ring was initially spread over four years, but the ‘monumentality’ 

remained.
576

 The Rheingold experience was two and a half hours without interval, Die Walküre 

over five hours, including a half-hour and a sixty-five-minute interval, Siegfried almost six 

hours including a half hour interval and a seventy-five-minute dinner interval, and 

Götterdämmerung, with similar intervals, around six and a half hours total. A full Ring cycle in 

2016 required yet more endurance of the company’s now well-inducted audience. 

In the following section I will look at some solutions to finding a point of entry to The 

Ring, many of which reduce the duration of the reception experience. 

 

4.3 Access points and the reduced Ring cycle 

4.3.1 Introduction 

With the event, in 2013, of the bicentenary of Wagner’s birth, there emerged a relative spate of 

Ring cycles, as is exemplified in the aforementioned BBC Proms cycle. Prior to this, a general 

opera-goer in the UK who might not consider himself to be, specifically, a ‘Wagnerite’, not 

being so inclined as to seek out productions (inter)nationally, would not necessarily find himself 

presented with a Ring that was readily accessible. Ring cycles, being large and expensive, have 

been relatively few and far-between in time and geography. Opportunities to access live 

performances have (since the time of Wagner) required enormous investments of time and 

energy. For those few opera houses that could be described as producing Ring cycles with any 
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degree of regularity, ticket prices can be prohibitive.
577

 How then have audiences or potential 

audiences, particularly outside of capital cities, overcome the problem of beginning to receive 

Wagner? Where, traditionally, might the Wagner novice start? 

This section lists some reduced versions of Wagner’s works that have been created in 

different ways and for various reasons, but could be described as ‘access points’ in that they 

have the potential to bring Wagner to the beginner in an approachable way. This list is partial 

and aims to serve as a contextual introduction to the ways in which Opera North has sought to 

introduce its home audience to the Ring cycle. 

 

4.3.2 Arranged reductions for musical participation and for concerts  

For reasons of approachability (amongst others) there is a great tradition of ‘potted’ or reduced 

Ring cycles in recordings, and increasingly for audiences of live events, as I will go on to 

outline. But for the amateur musician, seeking practical involvement, the availability of 

arranged Ring repertoire is sparser. Wagner features heavily in the array of nineteenth-century 

reductions for organ, but music from The Ring is not prominent. Similarly, choral arrangements 

from The Ring are not readily available (Wagner makes use of a traditional opera chorus only in 

the final work of the cycle, Götterdämmerung) although other Wagner choruses can be found in 

sheet music form.
578

 Social historian Dave Russell describes the adoption of Wagner into the 

amateur choral repertoire as a part of the developing movement of choral societies, and the 

secularisation of the repertoire. He describes the problem, during the nineteenth century, of a 

lingering English Protestant aesthetic that was ‘stern’ and that associated opera negatively with 
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‘Catholicism, the theatre and the passions’. But despite this, ‘by 1900, pieces of Lohengrin 

[and] Tannhäuser […] had been attempted and been well-received’.
579

 

The brass band was a similarly accessible form of music-making of that time in 

industrial England. According to Russell, ‘by the 1890s Wagner selections based almost 

exclusively on the early operas Rienzi, Flying Dutchman, and Tannhäuser were extremely 

common in the concert repertory’.
580

 It is unsurprising that Wagner’s music, with its heavily 

orchestrated brass sections, is often transcribed for brass ensemble. Today there are such 

arrangements available of excerpts from The Ring that also match broadly the repertoire 

available for organ: most prominent are ‘Siegfried’s Funeral March’ (Götterdämmerung), ‘The 

Entry of the Gods into Valhalla’ (Das Rheingold), and the ‘Ride of the Valkyries’ (Die 

Walküre).
581

 

For the pianist, Liszt’s admiration for Wagner led him to ‘transcribe’ various selections 

from Wagner’s operatic works. The first to be so arranged was the Tannhäuser Overture, in 

1849.
582

 The only part of The Ring that Liszt treated, he labelled a ‘transcription’ of the 

‘Valhalla’ music from the final scene of Das Rheingold, although as Charles Suttoni highlights, 

this is not a transcription of any one passage, and is rather ‘a kind of paraphrase or evocation 

that draws freely on the scene’s musical motives’.
583

 Liszt’s aesthetic, then, contrasts sharply 

with claims made on behalf of certain orchestral Ring arrangements (to be discussed) that they 

might be as faithful to the original material as possible, and that their musical content is ‘all 

Wagner’s’.
584

 

A few select examples have been mentioned here. On specialist websites, many and 

various arrangements for bands and choirs afford the amateur musician the opportunity to 

perform Wagner’s music. The extraction of orchestral overtures encourages concert-hall 

performances, and virtuosic piano transcriptions and organ reductions facilitate the reception of 

Wagner’s work as chamber music. Historically, selections, such as those from Parsifal, have 

                                                           
579

 Dave Russell, Popular Music in England, 1840-1914: A social history (Manchester: Manchester 

University Press, 1987), p.216.  
580

 Ibid., p.187. 
581

 Published examples include: Richard Wagner, Funeral March from ‘Götterdammerung’ (Paris: 

Alphonse Leduc Ensemble-Brass [n.d.]);  Wagner, arr. Howard Snell, Entry of the Gods into Valhalla 

(UK: Rakeway Music Catalogue [n.d.]); Wagner, arr. Adrian Drover, Ride of the Valkyries (Scotland: 

Adios [n.d.]). Detailed discussion of how Wagner reception has manifested itself in published 

arrangements over the years is beyond the scope of this study, but for a historical perspective on Wagner 

arrangements, the reader can access exemplars held in UK research library collections via 

<www.copac.ac.uk>.     
582

 Charles Suttoni, ‘Introduction to the Dover Edition’, in Franz Liszt, Complete Piano Transcriptions 

from Wagner’s Operas (NY: Dover Publications, Inc., 1981), pp.vii-x (pp.viii-vix). 
583

 Ibid., pp.ix-x. 
584

 ‘Wagner- Ring Without Words: Product description’, Amazon [n.d.] 

<http://www.amazon.co.uk/Wagner-Ring-Without-Words-Blu-

ray/dp/B004DIPL3Q/ref=sr_1_2?s=music&ie=UTF8&qid=1341405924&sr=1-2> [accessed 3 July 2012]. 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Wagner-Ring-Without-Words-Blu-ray/dp/B004DIPL3Q/ref=sr_1_2?s=music&ie=UTF8&qid=1341405924&sr=1-2
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Wagner-Ring-Without-Words-Blu-ray/dp/B004DIPL3Q/ref=sr_1_2?s=music&ie=UTF8&qid=1341405924&sr=1-2


166 

 

  

even entered the music hall.
585

 Yet apart from those few examples mentioned, excerpts from 

The Ring do not feature heavily in these repertoire sets. One might conclude that, with the Ring 

cycle, Wagner was so successful in his pursuit of organic ‘unending melody’ (described by 

Deathridge and Dahlhaus as ‘avoiding bridges, caesuras and cadences’) that extractions without 

abrupt musical severance are difficult, and thus seldom attempted.
586

 

 

4.3.3 Reception of musical recordings: the ‘potted’ Ring 

Given the sparse nature of musical arrangements of Ring excerpts, as outlined above, it is the 

recording that has offered a way for new listeners to experience the music of The Ring without 

the commitment of attending a production. I will now investigate the ‘potted Ring’ tradition of 

recordings, which has developed for reasons of approachability for the listener and relative ease 

of reduction from original full versions. The phrase was originally used for a product dubbed 

the ‘HMV potted ring’, a collection of substantial excerpts recorded between 1928 and 1932. 

The intention was not for a complete, abridged Ring, as reviewer Robert Hugill asserts, but 

rather an anthology of excerpts by ‘the finest Wagner singers of the day’.
587

 The set thus 

includes excerpts from the whole Ring cycle, but also various overlaps and duplicates. Reduced, 

recorded Ring cycles produced in the years to come were altogether more cohesively planned, 

as I will go on to outline. 

Much of the research in this sub-section was conducted on the e-commerce site 

<Amazon.co.uk> and uses examples quoted from customer reviews of various CD recordings 

purchased from the site (including its American sister site <Amazon.com>). Amazon reviewers 

are most often enthusiasts rather than experts, in the traditional sense, in the fields on which 

they comment; questions may certainly be raised regarding the validity and credibility of such 

opinion-based reviews, which are unedited and unmoderated by the site itself. In a paper entitled 

‘The Online Customer Review as Valid Opera Criticism?’ given at the Oxford Brookes 
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University conference Beyond Press Cuttings: New approaches to reception in opera studies, in 

September 2011, Simon Evans-White argued that qualifiers are in place when assessing the 

value of these reviews, based on author identity, conformity or otherwise to a general 

consensus, and the feedback and ratings of reviews by other customers. Evans-White likens this, 

loosely, to an academic peer-review process. He also proposes the following: 

We treat the web much as an Ethnomusicologist might a tribal group, by engaging with 

it on its own terms and in the scope of its own rules and customs in order to incorporate 

a growing vista of consumer-centric criticism into our canon.
588

  

The premise from which I begin, in incorporating the words of some Amazon reviewers on 

selected recordings, is that these reviews tell us as much about the attitudes and conceits of the 

reviewers (as individuals and en masse, engaging in a consensus based on compliance and 

conformity, as described by Evans-White) as they do about the objects of the reviews 

themselves.
589

  

A search in the ‘music’ section of <Amazon.co.uk> for ‘Wagner Ring’ reveals various 

‘highlights’ CDs and a ‘taster’ DVD,
590

 alongside box-sets of complete Ring cycles. User 

reviews on this website indicate that, of those who choose to comment, customers who buy 

‘Ring highlights’ (which are most often recordings that have been reduced in post-production 

from original, complete recordings
591

) are connoisseurs, claiming a high degree of familiarity 

with the musical material, and requiring Wagnerian refreshment on a more ‘every-day’ basis. 

                                                           
588

 Simon Evans-White, ‘The Online Customer Review as Valid Opera Criticism?’ (unpublished 

conference paper given 13 September 2011, Oxford Brookes University, Beyond Press Cuttings). 
589

 Evans-White argues that by applying the theories of social conformity, arrived at by psychologist 

Solomon Asch through a set of social experiments during the 1950s, to the online customer review ‘it is 

possible to determine a causal link between the extent to which a review is in concordance with a 

generally accepted opinion (or the opinions of established reviewers) and the acceptance of said review as 

a valid piece of criticism’ (ibid).  
590

 Wagner, Der Ring Highlights (Der Ring Des Nibelungen), Orquestra De La Comunitat Valenciana, 

cond. by Zubin Mehta (C major entertainment, 704608, 2010) [on DVD]. 
591

 Ring highlights listed on <amazon.co.uk> include various compilations of extractions from: Georg 

Solti’s recording for Decca with the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra, originally released between 1958 

and 1966; Herbert von Karajan conducting the Berlin Philharmonic for Deutsche Grammophon, recorded 

1966-70; Karl Böhm with the Bayreuth Festival Orchestra, recorded live in 1966 and 1967 on the Philips 

label; Bernard Haitink and the Bavarian Radio Symphony Orchestra for EMI in 1988-92; and James 

Levine’s late ’80s recording with the Metropolitan Opera, New York. More recent Ring highlights CDs 

include: Richard Wagner, Twilight Of The Gods - The Ultimate Wagner Ring Collection, The 

Metropolitan Opera Orchestra and Chorus, James Levine (Deutsche Grammophon, 2012) and Wagner, 

Der Ring Des Nibelungen (Highlights), State Opera of South Australia/Adelaide Symphony Orchestra, 

Asher Fisch (Melba, 2012). Notably there is one full Ring recording and a highlight CD of the ENO 

Goodall Ring, remastered from the EMI original (1973-77) for Chandos’s Opera in English series: 

Wagner, The Goodall Ring Cycle English Language Box Set, English National Opera Orchestra and 

Chorus, Reginald Goodall (Chandos, 2001); Wagner, The Goodall Ring (Highlights), English National 

Opera, Reginald Goodall (Chandos, 2003). Amazon.co.uk [n.d.] 

<http://www.amazon.co.uk/s/ref=nb_sb_noss?url=search-alias%3Dpopular&field-

keywords=ring+highlights+wagner> and related pages> [accessed 9 October 2012]. 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/s?ie=UTF8&field-keywords=Orquestra%20De%20La%20Comunitat%20Valenciana&ref=dp_dvd_bl_act&search-alias=dvd


168 

 

  

Frequent recommendations are also made to other users, regarding the merits of these recording 

packages as an introduction to The Ring. Those who are not experienced Wagner listeners are 

more likely to comment on their purchases of all-round Wagner compilations (not Ring-

specific) often overtures and orchestral passage only, as is the case in the following customer 

review of the Naxos Best of Wagner CD: 

This is a good place to start with Wagner and for those (myself included) that find the 

operatic vocals an acquired taste, I must really stress that ALL tracks are fully orchestral 

ONLY! There are no vocal performances on this CD whatsoever - just an approx hour’s 

worth of GREAT music.
592

 

While this expression might seem extreme, the sentiment is not uncommon, and much is made 

in reviews of similar products of the distaste for Wagner voices in those unaccustomed to opera, 

as well as love for Wagner’s music but the unwillingness to sit through a whole opera.
593

 

Although it might seem contradictory and limiting to appreciate only instrumental passages in 

opera, many of these reviews contain a high degree of analytical comment and comparison 

between different performances, recordings, and techniques of reduction, and the Wagner 

orchestral passage or reduction appears to be a widely appreciated genre in its own right, quite 

apart from any aspiration to experience an entire opera, recorded or live, let alone a complete 

Ring cycle. To satisfy such tastes, specific arrangements have also been made of The Ring that 

hold an appeal appearing to be more symphonic than operatic. While this purely instrumental 

approach is reductive, in terms of resources, it could be argued that such arrangements serve to 

broaden the popularity of Wagner’s music. Such is the impression given by Amazon reviewers, 

and a small number of audience responses to my Opera North questionnaire that mentioned 

preparation for Ring opera reception involving these ‘Ring reduction’ recordings. 

Leopold Stokowski, who recorded prolifically from 1917 and whose conducting career 

spanned almost seventy years, recorded his own ‘Symphonic Synthesis’ arrangements of Das 
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Rheingold and Die Walküre with the Philadelphia Orchestra in 1933 and 1934 respectively.
594

 

To contextualise these recordings within Stokowski’s populist career, the latter came just two 

years before the conductor’s negotiations with Hollywood in advance of his appearance as co-

star to Mickey Mouse in Disney’s Fantasia.
595

 Subsequently, various orchestral syntheses were 

created from the whole cycle, condensing it into pieces of a length that could be slotted into a 

concert. These include Lorin Maazel’s Der Ring Ohne Worte (1988), Henk de Vleiger’s The 

Ring: An orchestral adventure (1991), and latterly Friedman Dressler’s The Symphonic Ring.
596

 

In all cases reviewers claim that the artists attempt to minimise substantial restructuring and 

‘arrangement’ of Wagner’s material, and to be as true as possible to those parts of the original as 

are selected. Maazel’s official website, for example, gives a list of his compositions, yet Der 

Ring Ohne Worte does not appear on it,
597

 perhaps because, as the Amazon product description 

of the 2011 blu-ray release of the piece states, ‘all the music is Wagner’s, and even the 

transitional material is drawn from the original scores’.
598

 The most detailed of the Amazon CD 

reviews contain judgements based on the perceived degree of the arranger’s interference with 

original material; the less of the arranger’s creation, the better. Comparisons are also made 

between these recorded reductions. One reviewer of the de Vleiger Orchestral Adventure, Bryan 

Leech, is much relieved to perceive ‘no hint of music by de Vleiger, what we hear is Wagner’, 

and he praises ‘an orchestral work which pays 100% respect to Wagner and his structures and 

orchestration’. Leech makes the unlikely assertion that ‘I am sure Wagner would have given 

complete approval’, and acknowledging the lineage of Ring orchestral syntheses, reminds us 
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that (in his opinion) ‘so would Stokowski!’.
599

 What is interesting here is not the degree of 

accuracy of the Amazon reviewers, who are customers rather than musicologists, but that a sub-

genre is emerging, the ‘Ring reduction’, and that its appreciators are asserting an aesthetic 

preference (and at times being guided into that preference by the online marketing) for 

‘trueness’ to the composer’s ‘intentions’. This preference is ironic, given Wagner’s documented 

distain for the reduction of his music from its original form (contradictory though this was with 

some of his own practice
600

). Furthermore, issues in adaptation from one form to another, with 

consequent alterations, enhancements and loss, are not mentioned prominently, or seen to be in 

opposition to the concept of the sacredness of the composer’s will, or his supposed approval, 

however that is to be discerned, interpreted or reimagined. 

Here is an interesting historical phenomenon at play. These Ring syntheses are wholly 

instrumental pieces; dramatic narrative provided by the libretto or the theatre is removed and 

what is left, it is argued, is the ‘pure’ instrumental music. Wagner himself held little regard for 

the earlier Romantic notion of the primacy of the purely instrumental nature of ‘absolute’ music, 

as he expressed in Oper und Drama.
601

 It was in the Gesamtkunstwerk (‘total artwork’) that he 

found his ultimate calling. It is also true, as Deathridge and Dahlhaus assert, that he was ‘an 

instrumental composer of the highest rank, and his influence was as great in the history of the 

symphony as in the history of musical drama’.
602

 However, he was only able to work 

consistently at that level within the context of the stage.  

Jim Samson argues the influence of Wagner’s work on later symphonic writing, and 

that, specifically, his music dramas also matched the ethereal claims made for ‘absolute’ music, 

‘that through its self-referential, autonomous qualities it had a unique capacity to access the 

infinite, [to] attain the transcendental’. Such properties of symphonic music are echoed in the 

cohesive, synergistic properties of Wagner’s music dramas; thus Samson presents Wagner, as 
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much as the symphony, as the ‘heir to an aesthetic of absolute music’.
603

 Stripped of 

theatricality and the poetic word, ‘pure’ instrumental music will be judged by the criteria of the 

symphonic tradition. This is different to the somewhat complex criteria of the opera theatre, 

which is open (particularly in Germany, since World War II) to directorial interpretation, visual 

re-imaginings and reinterpretations, as can be understood by the term Regietheater (‘director’s 

theatre’). Performance of symphonic music, on the other hand, has, since around 1800, 

according to Lydia Goehr,
604

 been subject to the growing concept of Werktreue, truthfulness or 

fidelity to the work, the subjugation of the performer to the composer’s intentions and the 

ultimate artistic autonomy of the composer (the ‘genius’ concept then cultivated particularly by 

Wagner and the German Romantics
605

). Goehr offers an explanation of this paradigm as 

outlined by E.T.A.Hoffmann in the early years of the nineteenth century: 

The genuine [performing] artist lives only for the work […] He does not make his 

personality count in any way. All his thoughts and actions are directed towards bringing 

into being all the wonderful, enchanting pictures and impressions the composer sealed 

in his work with magical power.
606

  

Goehr later exemplifies a review by George Bernard Shaw from 1888, as a testament to the 

criteria for judging a performance under the remit of the Werktreue ideal. Shaw praised a piano 

performance by Sir Charles Hallé who gave ‘as little as possible of Hallé and as much as 

possible of Beethoven’.
607

 The three recorded Ring syntheses mentioned earlier (Maazel’s Der 

Ring Ohne Worte, de Vleiger’s The Ring: An orchestral adventure, and Dressler’s The 

Symphonic Ring) even in their titles draw attention to their status as ‘pure’ instrumental music. 

Despite their being, in reality, later musical reworkings by arrangers other than Wagner, the 

illusion is created that we should judge them by the supposed standards of the original composer 
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and of ‘absolute’ instrumental music, as if written purely by him. The importance of the 

performer’s fidelity to the composer’s will under the Werktreue principle is here replaced by the 

arranger’s fidelity to the composer (although Maazel plays both roles, as conductor/arranger, as 

did Stokowski). So a contradictory set of criteria have been applied to the validation of the Ring 

synthesis: it must be judged as ‘pure’ or ‘absolute’ music (in which, ironically, Wagner voiced 

his own lack of interest as a composer) and must be true to the composer’s intention as an 

autonomous artist, or be as deserving of his (imagined) approval as possible. 

The criteria are set: the composer’s musical autonomy (although no autonomy further 

than the purely musical - for example the importance of the text, the theatre or the 

Gesamtkunstwerk in its wholeness), the nineteenth-century ideal of fidelity to the composer, and 

the earlier German Romantic claims for the autonomous nature of ‘pure’ music.
608

 By arriving 

at and using these criteria in order to evaluate the Ring cycle concert reductions, Amazon 

reviewers are engaging in a manner of what Evans-White describes as psychological 

‘compliance’ and ‘conformity’ with what they might believe are the general principles for 

judging: a) Romantic concert music; b) Wagner; and consequently c) orchestral reductions of 

Wagnerian music dramas.
609

 The act of considering and deciding upon these criteria (even if 

done subconsciously) gives a degree of credibility to these reviews, amongst a circle of potential 

customers for these recordings. The criteria hint at larger narratives relating to symphonic music 

and also to Wagner (despite those narratives being partly contradictory) where opinions based 

on similar aesthetic values may be voiced by more established commentators, or evidence may 

be found of a general consensus in relation to aesthetic standards. 

 

4.3.4 Wagner’s arrangements for the concert hall 

The attitude of seeking or imagining the composer’s posthumous ‘approval’ of the arranged 

concert reduction may also have arisen, in part, from the body of Wagner’s own work that he 

himself arranged and amended for the concert hall. Despite his pronounced opposition to the 

fragmentation of his great works, these arrangements were created for performances under his 

own baton at concerts that he had organised.
610

 In The New Grove Wagner, Deathridge and 
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Dahlhaus provide a table of Wagner’s works, complete with alterations and amendments for 

concert programmes, and Wagner’s own first performances of his arrangements.
611

 A key factor 

in the production and performance of these works was much-needed political favour for 

Wagner, who had been exiled from Germany following his public campaign to abolish the royal 

court and his part in the Dresden Revolution of 1849. He wrote new endings for the overture to 

Der Fliegende Holländer and the Prelude to Tristan und Isolde for the purposes of three Paris 

concerts early in 1860.
612

 The success of these concerts led, eventually, to an order from 

Napoleon III for a production of Tannhäuser at the Opéra. Having become the favourite 

composer of the diplomatic elite in France (particularly the Saxon ambassador, Baron von 

Seebach) by way of their persuasive powers Wagner was granted an amnesty, on 15 July 1860, 

throughout Germany, with the singular exception of Saxony. 

Arrangements of excerpts from Das Rheingold and Die Walküre were produced for a 

series of concerts beginning in Vienna on Boxing Day 1862, in the Theater an der Wien. 

Deathridge and Dahlhaus describe Wagner’s hope for, but general lack of, financial success 

with such ventures and note three important concerts in Vienna between December 1862 and 

January 1863.
613

 Here Wagner conducted his pre-existing arrangements from The Ring and Die 

Meistersinger. Deathridge and Dahlhaus tell us that parts of Das Rheingold were included, and 

‘Ride of the Valkyries’ premiered in one these concerts. But while comparable concerts were 

given by Wagner in Prague, Budapest, Karlsruhe and Breslau, these did not yield financial gain; 

only a concert series in the spring of 1863 in St Petersburg and Moscow was actually profitable, 

after which Wagner tried, in vain, to repeat this success.
614

 More excerpts were created, 

including Lohengrin arrangements (now lost) for concerts in Zurich, and others for St 

Petersburg and Budapest (1863); revised extracts from Die Meistersinger; excerpts from the 

prologue to Götterdämmerung, performed by Wagner in 1875; and there was also a 

performance of the Prelude to Parsifal at Bayreuth on Christmas day 1878.
615

 Although some 

are lost, many such excerpts are available for us to hear in concert today. In relevance to the 

work of Opera North and the reception of Wagner by the company’s local audience, the 

January-August 2012 season brochure for Leeds Town Hall (Opera North’s Ring cycle venue) 

advertised the City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra performing Wagner’s Die 

Meistersinger von Nürnberg Overture in a January concert; so Opera North’s Die Walküre was 
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not the first or only Wagner work to resonate within those walls during 2012.
616

 For Wagner, 

whose artistic home was the theatre, the motivation for the arrangement and original 

performances of these works was generally political, and sometimes financial, rather than 

strictly musical or creative.
617

 Vazsonyi argues that, although Wagner had no interest in profit, 

the ‘fund- and awareness-raising concerts’, for which these arrangements were created, were 

part of an innovative marketing campaign,
618

 as these portions became well-known many years 

before Wagner’s dream of a complete Ring cycle performance could be realised.  

Despite a number of forays into the concert hall,
619

 Deathridge and Dahlhaus assert that 

Wagner’s ‘instrumental works, of which only the Siegfried Idyll has ever achieved popularity, 

are mere parerga’ and that, despite his symphonic skill, ‘pure instrumental music had no appeal 

for Wagner, since he regarded it as unclear and unspecific’.
620

 But in relation to The Ring, 

Siegfried Idyll, written in 1870 for Cosima on the occasion of her birthday, with themes 

common to Act 3 of Siegfried, was arguably more artistically motivated than those overture 

revisions and concerts excerpts. However Wagner never intended the Idyll for a public 

audience, but rather composed it as a ‘private confidence […] for the ears of initiates’,
621

 

although it was eventually published in 1878,
622

 another artistic compromise (or a 

commodification, as Adorno argued
623

) for the sake of fund-raising, due to the financial 

pressures imposed by the huge expense of the Bayreuth project. 

 

4.3.5 Stage reductions, ‘digital opera’, and expectation horizons  

There have been various reductions of a more theatrical nature than those mentioned thus far, 

some of which I will now outline. Overlapping with these selected versions, I will discuss the 

access solutions that rely on the technology of the digital age, since, in some cases, digital 

technology facilitates a visual, theatrical experience without the expense of full staging. This 

was the case with Opera North’s Ring, which employed the use of digital projections. There are 

also prior models of Ring performances incorporating this sort of projection-based digital 

theatre, as I will go on to mention. Additionally, the advent of digital broadcasting and the 

internet has facilitated easier access to opera (including The Ring) than has previously been the 
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case, and this will also be discussed before an analysis of Opera North’s approach to increasing 

access to its productions, in Section 4. 

4.3.5.1 Stage reductions 

The recently ailing global economy means that we have seen contrary demands with regard to 

the treatment of the Ring cycle. There have been widespread reductions in financing for the arts, 

from governments and patrons, and consequently an increased difficulty in staging this 

gargantuan work with its associated price tag.
624

 Despite this, in the time period approaching the 

bicentenary of Wagner’s birth (2013) increased interest was aroused in staging The Ring, and 

indeed Opera North’s protracted ‘staged-concert’ cycle was one answer to this problem. A 

seven-hour reduced Ring arranged by Cord Garben was staged at the Theatro Colόn in Buenos 

Aires in November 2012. This Ring was originally envisaged as beginning with the second Act 

of Die Walküre where the previous act and the story of Das Rheingold are reviewed. With a 

dramaturgical rather than musical explanation, Garben said that he had aimed to ‘preserve the 

coherence and order of the argument and eliminate the long discussions, repetitions and other 

fragments with no impact on it’.
625

 However, ultimately the structure was changed to 

incorporate the four music dramas, each vastly reduced, in sequence.
626

 

The reduced stage Ring is not a new idea. Jonathan Dove created the Ring Saga with 

Graham Vick in 1990, for the City of Birmingham Touring Opera. With just eighteen 

musicians, and at nine hours long, this reduction made the cycle manageable for smaller opera 

companies (and their audiences) and those groups who might tour to venues other than 

traditional opera houses or concert halls. Thus the audience-base is widened for a reception of 

the cycle as live, staged opera. Dove’s version has been taken up by various companies 

including Longborough Opera, Oxford and recently toured across Europe by Théâtre et 
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Musique.
627

 For the Opera Theater of Pittsburgh (in a joint production with Longbeach Opera, 

California and the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra) Dove’s band was re-augmented to a small 

orchestra of thirty-seven and supplemented with an organ, and the libretto replaced with 

Andrew Porter’s (cut) translation. So an enhanced version of Dove’s reduction was created for 

Pittsburgh, as could be accommodated by the resources available to the combined companies 

involved.
628

  

In February 2012, as part of the Adelaide Fringe Festival, Melbourne company More 

Than Opera presented an ‘animated Ring’, a ninety-minute reduction with an animated screen, 

for three opera singers, wind band and the experimental, electro-acoustic Bent Leather Band.
629

 

Official short clips of the performance are linked from the company’s own website as a form of 

communal memory and a shared, lasting representation of the event.
630

 At the same festival, 

More Than Opera also arranged a ‘Sing Your Own Wagner Choruses’ day, with simplified 

arrangements for community singers.
631

 This relied heavily on internet resource-sharing, with 

parts available for download from the company website in advance of the event, and, as with the 

animated Ring, a filmed clip of the participants’ onstage achievement was later posted by the 

company on Youtube.com.
632

  

Another Australian Ring event with a direct link to Opera North came in the form of 

poet John Kinsella’s adaptation of Götterdämmerung for the Perth International Arts festival in 

February 2003, directed by Neill Gladwin using giant screens to depict visions of the Western 

Australian mountains as the Valkyries’ rock, and Perth’s Swan River as the Rhine. The event 

was also streamed live to a large audience in a park behind the concert hall. Opera North’s 

Martin Pickard was assistant to Musical Director Lionel Friend. This event was a firm 

‘adaptation’, particularly with regard to the libretto as well as the geographical resetting, with 

what Kinsella described as ‘a new poem […] but, as with Wagner, one firmly imbued with 
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notions (and rejections) of tradition’.
633

 Kinsella describes the challenge of this transmutation of 

time and place ‘with a contemporary, multicultural audience in mind’
634

 and the local ‘issues of 

indigenous rights, multiculturalism and environment’ that were implied by ‘evoking a particular 

landscape or by juxtaposing a new setting against the traditional or original Wagnerian 

direction’.
635

 So this Götterdämmerung was designed with the setting of its performance and the 

realities of its audience firmly considered. 

While there have been many others,
636

 I mention the two Australian events also as 

examples of ‘Ring’ performance events that used screens and digital projection to aid 

storytelling. Like the Opera North Ring performances, this was done, in both cases, in a concert-

hall context where full staging was impossible, but companies and directors felt the need to 

communicate a vision that was not available in the audible elements of music and libretto alone 

(whether adapted or not). These two events could thus be seen as precursors to the Opera North 

Ring cycle; this is particularly true of the Perth festival production, with the overlapping of a 

key member of musical personnel. 

4.3.5.2 Horizons of expectation on stage 

In the reception of Ring reductions, I have already outlined the case of the Amazon reviewers of 

instrumental arrangements and Ring cycle syntheses. Collectively these customers appear to 

arrive upon a hybrid set of criteria based upon the ideals of ‘absolute’ music, and the Werktreue 

ideal of fidelity to the composer’s wishes for this emergent ‘genre’, the orchestral Wagner 

arrangement. The criteria by which these recordings are judged are also emergent, coming from 

the combined ‘groupthink’ of the reviewers without direct, authoritative instruction on how one 

might receive and interpret this genre. Audience expectations for stage performances (including 

reductions) work differently, as I will now outline. This is owing, in part, to the ‘event’ nature 

of the experience, and to the mediation of the work by the opera company itself, since the 

company is able to communicate its aims and objectives for a specific production (whether 

reduced or not) to its audience members in advance of their experience. Thus it is the company 

that sets audience expectation and the success criteria for the performance. 
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As was mentioned in the previous chapter, Kallberg outlines the idea and function of 

‘genre’ as a kind of contract between composer and audience whereby the composer includes, 

and the audience consent to judge a piece by, a certain set of musical gestures or criteria. The 

nature of these criteria are pre-decided and agreed by the placement of the piece (usually by the 

composer) into a particular ‘genre’.
637

 When dealing with Wagner’s music dramas, however, it 

seems that the contract is drawn up in a different way. Pouring scorn on the musical content, 

structures and conventions of opera up until his own time,
638

 Wagner’s polemic was set out in 

his prose writings for those who might wish to anticipate the ‘rules’ or criteria by which to 

judge his great, synergistic aesthetic, the Gesamtkunstwerk, the new ‘artwork of the future’. 

Deathridge and Dahlhaus assert that ‘unlike the Italian and French operas of the 19th century, 

Wagner’s works do not belong to any recognized genre’.
639

 Consequently, they suggest that the 

most appropriate comparison is with Berlioz, ‘whose works can also be viewed as essays in 

solving the problem of mediating between symphonic and dramatic music: the problem cannot 

be solved without overstepping the accepted boundaries of the genres, so that each work is sui 

generis’.
640

 In modern times, however, in the performance (and even rearrangement) of Wagner 

music dramas (with perhaps the Ring cycle as a generic category all its own) there is certainly 

what Hans Robert Jauss referred to as a ‘horizon of expectations’ in operation, a term coined to 

describe the criteria that readers use to judge literary texts at any given time.
641

 This ‘horizon’ 

alters with the changing criteria of those receiving the work in successive time periods; thus the 

‘horizon of expectations’ is fluid when applied to a work through time, so that meaning is not 

set by the author but brought also by the receiver.
642

 Jauss’s theory becomes more relevant still 

when applied to the ‘live’ arts of music and of the stage. Indeed he goes on to say (of the literary 

work) that it ‘is much more like an orchestration that strikes ever new resonances among its 

readers and that frees the text from the material of the words and brings it to a contemporary 

existence’.
643

 

With the arguable exception of recordings, music (and musical theatre) cannot be a 

‘monument’ but must rather be lived, interpreted, performed, heard and experienced in ‘real’ 
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time. The reception of Wagner’s works could be perceived as resisting, to a degree, this model 

of fluid horizons of expectation over time, owing to the vast body of polemic and instructional 

writing left by the composer on the philosophy of his compositions, and consequently on the 

manner in which they might (or ‘ought to’) be received. If we are to be tied, as the Amazon 

reviewers suggest, to seeking the imagined approval of the composer, Jauss’s fluid expectations 

might present us with a substantial problem in relation to Wagner’s unchanging aesthetic, as 

Deathridge and Dahlhaus describe it, of ‘art for art’s sake, the idea that the audiences were 

servants of the work of art, thus ceasing to be “audiences” and instead becoming 

“congregations”’.
644

 Wagner was imbued with the ‘work’ rather than the ‘event’ paradigm, 

distinguishing between his ‘authentic’, imagined version, and those ‘unavoidable 

accommodations to local circumstances’ in actual productions , as described by Deathridge and 

Dahlhaus, citing the Vienna Tristan, ‘which he […] regarded as incidental’.
645

 

In terms of the musical and theatrical experience (as opposed to the experience of a 

literary text) the relationship between composer and audience is seldom a direct one, despite 

Wagner’s impetus to make it so. In the case of modern opera productions there are many agents 

between composition and ultimate audience reception: musical director, performers, stage 

director, choreographer, set and lighting designers, and so on, all of whom are simultaneously 

receiving the work, reinterpreting and communicating to audience and to one another their own 

individual ‘horizons of expectation’. So a work such as an opera or music drama does not only 

change its ‘face’ (as Jauss would have it) for each time-period of reception, but for its socio-

geographical place, and with each company that might reinterpret it.  

The socio-geographical factors involved in reinterpretations of Wagner’s music dramas 

began with the composer himself, exiled from Germany, arranging concert extracts to please 

those in political power and subsequently to raise funds and popularity around Europe.
646

 In the 

modern-day examples of Wagner reductions mentioned in this chapter, I have pointed to ways 

of reducing, as dictated by resources available to different companies in different places, and 

notably by companies making Wagner geographically accessible by touring: reducing costs and 

physically squeezing a Ring into smaller venues than the original would ever allow (there being 

few venues, certainly in the UK, suitable for a full and unrestricted Ring production). Jonathan 

Dove, in 1990, aimed, with City of Birmingham Touring Opera, ‘to make opera available in 

places where there might not even be a theater’, touring to the countryside around Birmingham at 
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minimal cost.
 647

 In the case of Opera North, the northern concert halls chosen as venues 

influenced the size and style of the ‘staged concert’ production, none more than the home 

venue, Leeds Town Hall with its nineteenth-century democratising architecture (as I will later 

outline) and its relatively reverberant, saturated acoustic, for which Conductor Richard Farnes 

engineered his tempi. In Pittsburgh, the rearrangement of Dove’s ‘Ring Saga’ (with the 

instrumental inclusion of concert organ) was, quite conversely, not tourable, but marketed to a 

new and inexperienced audience as a unique production for the Byham Thetare, and a unique 

experience for Pittsburgh.
648

 Reducing performance duration, as in this case, also allows 

companies to tour a Ring to places away from capital (or even large) cities, where audiences 

might not be culturally invested in the time commitment to a whole eighteen-hour cycle. John 

Kinsella’s adaptation in Perth played heavily on pressing local issues and sensibilities around 

land ownership and indigenous people, and Götterdämmerung alone was chosen for this 

reason.
649

 And in Leeds between 2011 and 2014, with repeated exposure to the government’s 

rhetoric of ‘austerity Britain’, the idea of a ‘staged concert’, budget Ring without costly set, 

costumes and props was well-received.
650

 Opera North’s ‘beginner’s Ring’ was also a focus 

which rang true because of the geographical and temporal scarcity of Ring productions, this 

being Opera North’s first Ring, and the first in Leeds since 1976; a (partial) assumption of the 

Leeds audience’s inexperience allowed the directional focus on and narrative around the Ring-

beginner to take place. 

The alterations for the stage that I have described in this section, and the justifications and 

explanations offered by their creators, highlight an important point: that all performance events 

are a product of their own set of resources. Many Ring cycles are reduced in different ways in 

order to be affordable, to fit physically into venues, or to be viable in length, or approachable for 

particular audiences. Indeed, most of these reductions (or in the case of the Opera Theatre of 

Pittsburgh, a reduction that was later re-augmented) are tailored for the specific place, location, 

companies and audiences involved. The action of bespoke creation thus affords each of these 

productions a higher likelihood of success in terms of a unique set of criteria that the creators 

have set themselves, so long as this set of criteria, and the associated expectations, have been 

adequately communicated to, and shared with, the audience in advance of reception. Opera 

North’s sharing of the success criteria for its Ring with the public will be explored later in this 
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chapter. The bespoke approach to reduction and production identifies and suggests back to the 

audience a set of expectations; thus a company is able to set and fulfil its own success criteria. It 

is therefore entirely appropriate that we find a plethora of Rings recreated with reduced length 

and/or resources, each made for its own unique location and circumstances and with its own 

subtly altered horizon of audience expectations. 

4.3.5.3 Digital broadcast solutions  

The events described earlier in this section, with digital projections, and in the case of the More 

Than Opera singing workshop, digital resource-sharing and digital remembrance, could be 

described as different instances of ‘digital opera’. This term might also be applied to the new 

phenomenon of the large-scale opera broadcast, as I will discuss. The term ‘digital opera’, still 

in its infancy, has entered the academic discourse, without a standardised meaning. In May 

2011, a symposium took place at the University of York’s Department of Music, entitled Digital 

Opera: New means and new meanings, intended as a ‘provocation and exploratory gesture’ 

asking the question ‘What could digital opera be?’.
651

 A year later, Jarlath Jennings of Trinity 

College, Dublin presented a paper at the University of Leeds conference The Theory, Practice 

and Business of Opera Today that posed the question ‘Can technology help keep opera alive and 

relevant to 21st Century audiences?’.
652

 Jennings, who had been a marketing executive in 

Ireland, demonstrated the popularity and revenue creation of the relatively recent practice of 

broadcasting live operas, relayed to large public screens around the world. This is a practice that 

is used in the UK by the Royal Opera House, beginning in 2000 with one big outdoor screen in 

London, now expanded to over twenty screens across the country, including, in the north of 

England, Leeds, Bradford and Manchester. Public access is provided, free of charge, to these 

outdoor screened relays, currently sponsored by British Petroleum.
653

 Glyndebourne Festival 

Opera began screening productions in cinemas in 2007, and in 2011 streamed live onto the 

internet at <Glyndebourne.com> and <Guardian.co.uk> as well as the Science Museum Cinema 

with pre-recorded screenings at Picturehouse cinemas around the country. These cinema events, 

in contrast to the BP big screens, are priced and ticketed, and not weather-dependent. 

Glyndebourne General Director David Pickard predicted that the live relays would take the 

company ‘a step closer to realising our vision to create a digital Glyndebourne that is open to 
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opera lovers at any time, anywhere in the world’.
 654

 Concern about the digital opera revolution 

has arisen from elsewhere in the UK, with ENO Artistic Director John Berry telling the Stage in 

May 2012 that cinema broadcasting ‘doesn’t create new audiences’ and that ‘this obsession 

about putting work out into the cinema can distract from making amazing quality work’.
655

 

Indeed, live digital broadcasts of opera can work in the favour of those few companies (such as 

The Royal Opera and Glyndebourne) who very often play to a full house. The reticence of 

smaller companies to adopt such technology might be due to the danger of spreading themselves 

too thinly, or of risking ticket sales.
656

 Nonetheless, for those companies for which it can work, 

this ‘digital’ age broadcast of opera has the twin aims of increasing access and revenue. The 

shared, communal event is preserved with broadcasts to big screens and cinemas rather than 

television, and quality is prioritised via High Definition technology. For its first foray into 

‘digital opera’ it is perhaps notable that Glyndebourne chose Wagner’s operatically self-

referential Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg. It is the Metropolitan Opera, New York (‘the Met’) 

that has taken on the mantle of broadcasting the Ring cycle to the world, which is fitting, since 

their success broadcasting to cinemas since 2006 is the largest-reaching opera broadcast 

phenomenon. Even in opposition to cinema broadcasts, John Berry had to admit that the Met’s 

international broadcast strategy ‘has caught everyone else with their pants down’ and that their 

overwhelming lead over the competition in the digital market was down to conviction and 

investment in the transmission process in addition to strong international brand recognition.
657

 

The Met’s Ring broadcast was initially protracted, with the original ‘Live in HD’ transmission 

of Das Rheingold broadcast on 9 October 2010, Die Walküre on 14 May 2011, Siegfried on 5 

November 2011 and Götterdämmerung on 11 February 2012. ‘Encore’ dates were then given 

for the cinema repeats of these previously live broadcasts, worldwide. In the UK these were 

scheduled for 30 June, 1, 7 and 8 July 2012 in various cinemas around the country (also with a 

preceding documentary, ‘Wagner’s Dream’ on 20 June) including branches of Odeon, 

Cineworld and Picturehouse. In the north of England, venues included Blackpool, Didsbury 

(Manchester), Warrington, Liverpool, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, and in Yorkshire Sheffield, 

Harrogate and York, but notably not Leeds.
658
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In 2013, for the Wagner Bicentenary, the BBC broadcast a concert Ring cycle as part of 

the BBC Proms, between 22 and 28 July. This digital broadcast was for radio and, unlike many 

high-profile Proms concerts, it was untelevised. Digital access was also available to surrounding 

material in the form of pre-show and interval talks, also broadcast on Radio 3, as well as 

Guardian blogs from presenter, Sara Mohr-Pietsch,
659

 and an issue of Radio 4’s The Moral 

Maze dedicated to Wagner and anti-Semitism.
660

 Content focussed on monumentality, 

unapproachability, anti-Semitism, and the reception issues that Opera North, in its own 

preparation of audience, chose not to prioritise. But it should also be noted that Radio 3 has 

broadcast a variety of Ring opera performances, including those of Opera North in a series 

entitled ‘Radio 3 Live in Concert; Live from Leeds Town Hall’. The 2013 BBC Proms Ring 

happened towards the end of Opera North’s cycle, so would be unlikely to be thought of as 

‘prior experience’ for the Opera North audience, and was never mentioned as such in my 

audience questionnaires. However, broadcasting is an important access solution, experience of 

the Met’s ‘Live in HD’ broadcasts were cited as previous Wagner experience by a number of 

my Opera North audience questionnaire respondents.  

From the variety of reductions and access solutions that have been offered, from the 

nineteenth century to the present day, we can deduce that there is a tension in Wagner reception 

for many who might wish to receive the composer’s work (particularly the culturally and 

musically ‘megalithic’ Ring cycle) without submitting to the demands of commitment made by 

Wagner upon the audience of his day. In the following section I assess the ways in which Opera 

North viewed the audience for its Ring opera productions, and addressed the possibility of such 

concerns and hesitations. I will also refer back to Jauss’s theory of a moving ‘horizon of 

expectations’, and to the bespoke nature of a Ring production for an audience of a specific time 

and place; these audience members will judge such a Ring by the criteria that have been offered 

to them. The following section outlines how these criteria were set and communicated by Opera 

North to its audience, and how expectations were thus arrived at. 
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4.4 The Opera North Ring and approaches to ‘the fear of the Wagner 

threshold’ 

4.4.1 Introduction: Opera North’s Ring 

In June 2011 Opera North began its first production of Das Rheingold and of Wagner’s Ring 

cycle, which was to play out in sequence, with one work programmed per year. These Ring 

operas were produced for the concert stage, primarily that of the great nineteenth-century 

monument to northern civic pride, Leeds Town Hall. They then toured to the Sage, Gateshead, 

Symphony Hall, Birmingham and the Lowry, Salford Quays.
661

 The production was described 

by designer Peter Mumford as a ‘fully staged concert version’;
662

 there were no sets or props, 

costumes were enhanced concert dress and the orchestra remained visible on stage throughout. 

In a rather two-dimensional space in front of the orchestra were positioned the singers, who, by 

a convention arrived at by Mumford, were required to act and sing ‘out’ to the audience, even 

when in conversation with one another. Their movement around the stage was choreographed, 

and they mimed imaginary props. A triptych of giant screens displayed images and text. These 

images were unusually abstract, described by Mumford as ‘painterly’:
663

 for example cinematic 

approximations of bubbling Rhine gold, cloudy mountain tops and, rather more concretely (in 

Die Walküre) the sword Nothung. Story text was taken from Michael Birkett’s literary retelling 

in English, The Story of the Ring,
664

 and integrated with the images on screen, helping to explain 

the background and actions that could not be shown on ‘stage’. The works were performed in 

German; English surtitles appeared for Das Rheingold on smaller plasma screens to the sides of 

the large projections, but after 2011 it was decided that the titling should be integrated into the 

large screen images and story text for clarity and cohesive viewing.
665

 

 

4.4.2 The ‘fear of the threshold into Wagner’ and the crossing 

In the course of my ethnographic investigations around the Opera North Ring cycle I conducted 

an informal discussion with Opera North Head of Music, Martin Pickard in June 2012. 

Informally Pickard discussed with me his views on Wagner, Wagner’s followers and Bayreuth. 

Pickard’s perspective is that of a high-level worker in the opera field with experience working 

in different companies in the UK and Germany. His views are historically informed and 

educated, and also focused on the modern-day business of opera production. He spoke to me 

about what he perceived as the ‘cult of Wagner’, emanating from Germany, which he thought to 
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be understandable, on one hand from a musical perspective, but ‘on the other hand, unhealthy’. 

Echoing the concerns of Nietzsche (although not explicitly) he mentioned that there was a 

‘shrine-aspect’ to modern-day Bayreuth and his opinion that in terms of this ‘very German cult 

of personality […] the Wagnerites aren’t always a good advert for Wagner!’.
666

 However, he 

also found it interesting that Bayreuth productions have been ‘radical’ in ignoring the audience 

reverence to the historical Wagner, with some very modern stagings inducing what he 

humourously termed ‘tuts and boos’.
667

 He mentioned that, in the UK, Glyndebourne founder 

John Christie had looked to Bayreuth as a business model for his festival opera; ‘an experiential 

model for a rich audience – very clever marketing’.
668

 Having worked in many opera houses in 

Germany and the UK and having attended performances and rehearsals at Bayreuth, Pickard 

described the current Bayreuth audience as ‘top-end, wealthy patrons’ and in describing 

Wagner’s ideal of a free, spiritual, religious event modelled on ancient Greece, he offered the 

educated opinion that the audience profile of Bayreuth as it is today is ‘not what Wagner 

wanted’. While I will not examine the specific phenomenon of the Bayreuth audience in this 

thesis, it is evident from my talks with Pickard that these factors of wealth and exclusivity 

versus community and public serve as a backdrop in the company consciousness when 

approaching The Ring, and when making what Pickard described as the ‘absolutely positive 

choice’ to widen access to the work. From the very practical point of view those involved in 

opera, Pickard asserts that ‘workers want to play to the widest possible audience’ and that ‘we 

who put on opera have no interest in limiting our audience’ and he spoke of the company’s 

determination ‘to present [The Ring] in such a way as people don’t feel they have to have a 

degree in German philosophy to get in’.
669

 It was thus decided that Opera North would attempt 

to address what Pickard termed as audiences’ ‘fear of the threshold into Wagner’ and coax its 

potential audience over this threshold. 

Audiences for the Ring operas, particularly for Das Rheingold in 2011, were offered 

various modes of preparation by Opera North. The company’s premise for this groundwork was 

a first-time Ring audience; this was a purposeful and strategic ‘assumption’ by Opera North, if 

not entirely accurate, as I will go on to outline. The company’s most prevalent approach to 

preparation was to recognise the ‘daunting’ nature of this German epic, and attempt to 
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familiarise potential audience members in advance; essentially to set them at ease with the idea 

of experiencing these works in production. General Director Richard Mantle spoke publicly, in 

2012, about ‘find[ing] new ways of bringing opera to people’ and ‘doing it in a way which is 

amazingly accessible for the person who’s not been to The Ring’. He made the company’s 

assumptions explicit, saying, ‘people get very daunted, don’t they, by long Wagner, or Wagner 

if they don’t understand it’, and offered what he described as ‘real engagement for the audience, 

particularly for those who are a bit daunted’.
670

 This engagement was effected by an explicit 

focus on clarity and story-telling in production. There was also a drive, from the beginning, to 

familiarise audiences with the cast and the company in advance, by highlighting ‘Britishness’ 

(in contrast to the German-ness of the works themselves, while still performing in German) and 

focussing on the ‘first-time’ experience for the company, which was portrayed as experiencing 

the ‘journey’ to Ring cycle production along with the audience.
671

 Understandably, Conductor 

Richard Farnes spoke about familiarisation within a musical framework. Farnes highlighted the 

scale of the works, but also the regional nature of the company, the concept of Ring cycle 

scarcity in the region, and the benefits, in terms of musical production and company 

relationships, of the northern concert halls to which this cycle toured.  

Emotional familiarisation was not the only approach to audience preparation; choral 

leader Timothy Burke arranged and led a public singing workshop, in June 2011, in order to 

enhance musical familiarity and enjoyment, as is discussed in the following section. In 

subsequent years the narrative around the productions, and the ways in which audiences were 

reassured and prepared altered, including an ‘austerity’ narrative for 2012, and increased 

academic engagement in 2013. This will be explored in Section 4.4.4. Perhaps unsurprisingly, 

Opera North’s two foci of emotional and intellectual (including musical) preparation overlap; as 

in Wagner’s works themselves, intellectual and emotional elements are often woven together. 

The premise of the ‘beginner’s Ring’ was hinted at through the build-up to Das 

Rheingold in 2011, but became more explicit in 2012 around Die Walküre, and was positively 

promoted as Siegfried premiered in 2013.
672

 In various broadcasts prior to all productions, the 

story was told that the ‘staged concert version’ presented the story clearly with its images and 

projected story text, focus on music, and ‘intimate’ audience reception of the singers. Radio 3 
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presenter Adam Tomlinson in 2012 described ‘dramatic visuals’ integrated with English 

titling,
673

 and asked if Opera North was thus aiming to ‘make the production somehow more 

comprehensible to potential new audiences’, a view confirmed by Mantle.
674

 By the time of the 

premiere of Siegfried in June 2013, official leaflets were being distributed, advertising the ‘Ring 

Fellowship’, a high-level membership donation scheme in support of the Opera North Ring, in 

which the scheme’s founder Peter Espenhahn claimed that ‘the nature of the productions, semi-

staged and with video and surtitles, has added to the enjoyment of the audiences, many of whom 

have not seen the Ring before’.
675

 

During the rehearsal period before Die Walküre I had asked Martin Pickard why this 

focus on a Ring suitable for beginners was so important. Pickard’s answer was largely 

geographical: in that Opera North had not produced a Ring, their audience had not been 

provided with one and could not necessarily have been expected to see one elsewhere.
676

 It is 

certainly the case that Opera North has, in Leeds, a particularly loyal and fixed audience base,
677

 

and Opera North’s home audience reside hundreds of miles away from any other comparable 

company, so it might be reasonable to assume their direct experience of live Wagner 

productions to be limited. Recent years approaching the Wagner Bicentenary (2013) have 

produced a comparative spate of Ring productions, but prior to this there is a sense in which 

Ring cycles have been few and far-between within the boundaries of our lifetimes and physical 

locations. Even Pickard who has worked in opera for well over thirty years, including a nine-

year spell in Germany, told me that he had never worked on a complete Ring cycle, and that he 

had ‘always wanted to before I die’.
678

 Pickard (in his mid-fifties) seemed to acknowledge the 

sparse nature of Ring cycle productions and hence limited professional opportunities, in a 

prediction that he might only get to participate in one full cycle in the course of a working 

lifetime. In a pre-show talk to Siegfried in 2013, Pickard also spoke about the aim of this Ring 

cycle to create opportunities for potential Wagner singers in the UK, who might otherwise not 

get to perform this repertoire, scarce as these opportunities are.
679

 Similarly, for many audience 
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members, taking into account issues of geography and finance, this could, in real terms, be a 

singular opportunity, and so, in this context, a Ring cycle for beginners does not seem to be an 

unreasonable starting point. During the course of the cycle I designed audience questionnaires 

for each of the four works, and distributed them in Leeds and Salford. I found that many 

audience members responding to these questionnaires were actually very familiar with Wagner 

and with other Ring productions, and identified themselves as ‘Wagner’ audience members as 

much as ‘Opera North’ audience members, many having travelled considerable distance for the 

performance.
680

 These individuals might even be described as the sort of pilgrims that Wagner 

himself sought as members of his audience at Bayreuth.
681

 While the presence of this kind of 

audience member seems contradictory to the narrative of a new Wagner audience expounded by 

Opera North, the company was wholly aware of this audience as well. Pickard told me that, in 

part there was ‘almost a different audience for this’, and that ‘when you put on Wagner, there’s 

partly an intellectual dimension; it attracts a demographic where you think “we’re not going to 

see you at Bohème”’,
682

 and Technical Manager Peter Restall spoke to me, informally, about ‘an 

audience of aficionados’.
683

 But, as Pickard qualified to me, this sort of audience member will 

come anyway, and so it remains sensible for the company to cater, in terms of access and 

marketing, for those more locally that might otherwise not experience a Ring. My own audience 

questionnaires uncovered a lot of Wagner experience. However, these responses inevitably 

contain a large degree of bias, in that they are mainly completed and returned by those who have 

a prior interest in Wagner and an opinion that they wish to express, as well as an inclination to 

prior preparation; a disproportionate number of questionnaires were distributed at pre-show 

talks, since this approach ensures group of willing respondents.
684

 My findings show that, in 

2011, for Das Rheingold, most respondents in Leeds and Salford claimed some level of 

familiarity with Wagner’s music and this particular work, through recordings and attendance at 

performances. In subsequent years I refined my questions to encourage more specific and 

detailed responses, but this general pattern of answers remained consistent in 2012, with sixty-

seven of eighty-eight Leeds respondents and twenty-seven of thirty-six Salford respondents at 

                                                                                                                                                                          
of the Opera North cycle. This was certainly the case for soprano Alwyn Mellor who was Sieglinde in Die 

Walküre in 2012, and Brünnhilde in Götterdämmerung in 2014.   
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Die Walküre having returned after seeing Das Rheingold the previous year, the vast majority of 

these being familiar with Wagner and other Ring productions as well. By the time of Siegfried 

in 2013, in Leeds thirty-seven of fifty respondents (74%) had seen other Wagner (not Opera 

North Ring) productions, and twenty-seven of fifty (54%) had seen Ring operas performed by 

other companies. Listed venues included Bayreuth, Berlin, Metropolitan (New York) and 

Seattle as well as Leeds, Salford and Manchester. The 2013 Salford audience respondents 

comprised more experience still, where fifteen of nineteen respondents (79%) had seen other 

Wagner, and fourteen of nineteen (74%) had seen Ring operas elsewhere. In total four 

respondents had seen no previous Ring instalments and no other Wagner, but three of these 

admitted to preparation with books and CDs. One claimed no preparation, but had read the 

synopsis in the programme prior to his reception of the work. Opera North, however, audibly 

publicised the experience of the beginner, one key example being audience interviews that were 

broadcast as part of the Radio 3 Walküre programme. Conforming to the Opera North publicity 

model (and also referring to the austerity theme that was a feature of the Opera North narrative 

that particular year) one broadcast audience voice confirmed: 

I’ve never seen any Wagner before but it was very accessible. You could follow the 

story. I think I got it all from what it was. I mean a stage version would be nice but 

obviously it’s so expensive to put on and I think it’s more important to have it 

accessible to people for cheap.
685

 

I will return presently to the financial dimension mentioned here. With regard to the ‘beginner’s 

Ring’, various narratives around the productions fed this particular focus, as the case was made 

for Wagner and for the first experience of the Ring dramas. Embedded in the Opera North 

webpage for Das Rheingold were two short video presentations, Richard Farnes Introduces Das 

Rheingold and Das Rheingold: The journey begins.
686

 These were created in-house and 

functioned as marketing tools but also as an introduction to The Ring. Appearing shortly after 

the premiere of Das Rheingold in June 2011, Das Rheingold: The journey begins was an 

introduction to the cycle and to Das Rheingold, presented as the outset of Opera North’s 

traversal of the Ring cycle. A year later Die Walküre: The journey continues progressed in a 

similar vein with interviews with performers and those involved in the planning of The Ring.
 687

 

Appearing prior to the opening in 2011, the four-minute long Richard Farnes Introduces Das 

Rheingold featured Opera North Music Director and Rheingold Conductor Farnes answering a 
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sequence of three questions. The questions were displayed visually in text on screen, after 

which Farnes elaborated on each in a broadcast interview style. This could be described as a 

didactic format, with the questions clearly set out, functioning as visual bullet points to break up 

the information, demonstrating what the film-makers thought the public might like to know and 

allowing Farnes to talk around each point in turn. The questions and answers ran as follows (see 

Table 2): 

Question: Summarised response (RF): 

Why is The Ring such a famous piece? 

 

Size and scale, ‘the biggest’  

Wagner as a talked-about personality: ‘pop tabloid 

sensation’ equivalent of the nineteenth century 

Not regularly performed; not done here; ‘special’ 

event 

Why is Opera North performing its Ring 

cycle in concert? 

 

Size restrictions of orchestra pits in theatres 

Superior acoustic of concert halls 

Augmented orchestra is visually impressive 

Why should audiences come to see Opera 

North’s Ring cycle? 

 

Hasn’t been done here; audience request 

Immediacy and vitality of orchestra on stage 

British cast being brought to the repertoire  

 

Table 2: Questions and summarised responses in the Opera North web video, Richard Farnes Introduces 

Das Rheingold 

 

There is a sense in which the three ‘why’ questions seem almost child-like and naïve, 

particularly the first, with its appeal to popular culture and that which is well known. The 

second question, regarding the reasons for concert performance, is similarly direct, but the 

answer only addresses performance issues and logistics, while mention of cost-effectiveness is 

notably absent. The ‘austerity Ring’ concept came to the fore by the time of Die Walküre a year 

later when the acceptance of a large-scale economic down-turn had become more embedded in 

the psyche of the nation, as I will go on to discuss.
688

 The third question then allows the 

repetition of key points, discussion of anything remaining that has not been mentioned thus far 
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(such as the ‘mainly British cast’) and also brings us firmly and transparently into the marketing 

sphere. In all cases the questions and answers point to a communication strategy targeted at an 

audience of Ring cycle beginners. 

In addition to online videos such as the one described here, preparatory information was 

also communicated via press releases and previews, an interview about the production and its 

processes on BBC Radio 3, and numerous blogs and podcasts, featuring administrators and 

artists, broadcast by Opera North on its own web page. The way in which the material was 

presented gave the appearance of intimate and direct communication by the company to its 

public. While such modes of outward communication served to promote the production, much 

of the content was informative, educating potential audience members about the piece and 

sharing the preconditions for the production. These communications gave an impression of the 

opening Ring opera as a very special and exciting event for the company, but did not allude to 

any heightened sense of what Bourdieu terms ‘cultural capital’ in presenting this music as 

culturally superior, or authorising the taste for this work over any other. 

As is evident in Richard Farnes Introduces Das Rheingold, the message communicated 

around the scale and importance of the works encourages a sense of awe in new audiences, 

while points of access are offered simultaneously. Much of Opera North’s work for and with its 

audience in preparation for Das Rheingold in 2011 was not aimed at discounting perceptions of 

rigour, intensity and difficulty in the reception experience of The Ring, but rather dismantling, 

examining and rebuilding them. There was a strong sense of active audience inclusion in this 

process, and a drive to counter any sense of alienation that might be felt at the scale and 

relentless continuity of the work. Mention of cultural and political associations was strategically 

absent until the approach to Siegfried in 2013.  

One major tool in the marketing of The Ring for the north was the concept of scarcity. In 

Richard Farnes Introduces Das Rheingold, Farnes highlights the relationship between Opera 

North and its audience, making the case for a regional experience of The Ring that had 

previously been lacking: 

Well I think the interest about it [is], first of all [..] there hasn’t been a Ring cycle up in 

this part of the country. We’re always having people writing to us saying ‘Why don’t you 

perform the Wagner? It’s such stirring music, it’s so exciting!’.
689

 

This, as a broadcast sound-bite can be read as verbal shorthand for the new experience for the 

company and its regular audience. It is in keeping with the projection of community values and 

audience involvement. It implies a company response to public demand and also serves to 

                                                           
689

 ON, Richard Farnes Introduces Das Rheingold. 



192 

 

  

enhance the cultural value of this production by underlining the issue of scarcity in the locale. It 

is emotionally appealing; with the ‘specialness’ of Leeds placed at the forefront, this message is 

a reminder of the city’s achievement in hosting a national opera company capable of delivering 

a Ring cycle, and the relationship of the public with that company. Farnes also refers to the 

excitement of the music, which is to be the central feature in the marketing and communication 

around this concert production.  

I have already mentioned, in Chapters 2 and 3, Paul Atkinson’s ethnography of WNO in 

which he details the social performance that an opera company does of itself for the benefit of 

its audience, participants, and stakeholders. Performers, individually, are also in the act of 

performing themselves in the rehearsal studio and around the company.
 690

 For this reason 

Atkinson doubts the value of interviews in ethnographic work of this type for revelation of a 

direct documentary truth, but rather sees them as an interesting extension of public performance. 

I have found information of great value in such interviews, more often with producers than 

singers, whilst also acknowledging the performative nature of the company and individuals in 

self-presentation. To document the widespread ‘performance’ of excitement around the Opera 

North Ring is not to doubt the validity of the emotion, but to acknowledge its enhancement, 

being homogenised, repeated, and projected into the public arena for a specific purpose. It 

should also be noted that the platforms of public ‘talk’ events, broadcast interviews, and 

company blogs facilitate an enhanced version of this performance of self, which is now capable 

of reaching a greater number of recipients. 

In the assertion that ‘there hasn’t been a Ring cycle up in this part of the country’, 

Opera North is essentially performing its own importance, past and present, as the opera 

company for the north of England, and projecting this to its audience. Notably there was a full 

Ring cycle brought to Leeds in 1975 and ’76 by Opera North’s parent company, ENO, just a 

couple of years before Opera North was ‘born’.
691

 Moreover the Hallé Orchestra in Manchester 

has recently performed an even more protracted Ring cycle, although without a preliminary 

Rheingold.
692

 Here, the company’s ‘benign neglect of history’,
693

 as described by McKechnie, 
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prioritises the present, and creates a sense of immediacy for this cycle and this audience. Later 

in the film Farnes concedes that ‘we’ve never done it here, and that’s one of the reasons that 

makes it very special for us’. This approach serves to increase the experiential value or 

‘specialness’, as it was presented, of a Ring cycle in Leeds and in the north. It is thus 

instrumental in building on existing concepts of civic pride. 

Tied into the communication of ‘specialness’ is the broad concept of the opera company 

and audience as a ‘family’, and the sense of familiarity and community that we might gain by 

‘knowing’ the artists. Conceptions of familiarity are also fed by a narrative around the 

Britishness of the singers (accurate only in some cases). Home nationality is highlighted in 

order to situate this Ring in local sentiment, as in this quote from Farnes: 

We also have a fantastically talented cast […], mainly a British cast; some really exciting 

new singers coming up. I’m very excited about Michael Druiett who’s singing Wotan. 

He’s a singer that I’ve known for quite a number of years, but he’s never done anything as 

big as this before. […] It would be great to think that we’re finding new people to sing 

this repertoire who come from this country!
694

 

Here we are introduced to a new Wagner singer, a new ‘find’, and one of our own. We are 

encouraged to feel national ownership of Druiett as a talent. We might believe that he will 

develop in this role throughout his career. We, in the north of England, are here at the 

beginning.
695

 

The idea of enhanced enjoyment of an event through acquaintance with the artists was 

raised in a private telephone interview that I conducted with soprano, Yvonne Howard, a regular 

Opera North artist, singing Fricka in Das Rheingold. I asked her about the public masterclass in 

Leeds that she had undertaken with artistic consultant to the project, Dame Anne Evans on 11 

June 2011, and what she felt the benefits might be for the audience attending such an event. 

After listing various aspects, such as the illumination of working processes for different voices, 

and the depth of focus on text, she also said of the audience, ‘It makes them feel more involved 

in it too, I think. It’s that thing of, you know, if you go to see a performance of someone you 
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a luxury, generating neither artistic achievement nor income to fund such achievement’. 
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know it’s always more enjoyable than someone that’s just a stranger because you feel more 

involved in it.’
696

 The audience’s emotional investment in the singers and consequent 

investment in the production is courted by Opera North, thus a sense of community is invoked 

and exploited. 

Druiett, as a British singer and a developing Wagner voice, was much-used in company 

publicity. He consistently projected a sense of elation to be playing Wotan, keen to share his 

excitement with the audience, contributing in large part to Das Rheingold: The journey begins 

and another podcast, and writing two blog entries in 2011. In The journey begins he draws 

together the experience of performers and audience, saying of the Ring cycle, ‘Being involved 

in it is a special thing for a singer and a special thing for the audience. It’s a journey we all go 

on through this.’
697

 Echoing the sentiment expressed by Farnes, Druiett spoke at length about 

his experience as a developing Wagnerian, his relationship with Farnes and with Opera North, 

and the excitement of the music and the performance event: 

I’m sensing a real buzz within the company, an excitement about it. […] It’s such a 

special event; it’s such special, life-changing music. It’s something that just grabs you and 

takes you on a journey and you discover so much about it. [ …] It’s just a love affair with 

it, that’s all I can describe.
698

 

His communications on behalf of Opera North continued similarly on his return in 2013 to play 

the Wanderer in Siegfried.
699

 Druiett presents the company and the music as central, viewed 

through a lens of child-like wonderment, or at the beginning of a life-long musical journey 

which we are all invited to commence.  

The ‘journey’ is essentially another narrative technique that is used to allow access and to 

include audience in the company’s conceptual preparation for and traversal through the Ring 

cycle. An inclusive atmosphere of musical revelation and personal discovery is created. In Das 

Rheingold: The journey begins, the company shares with the web audience the metaphorical 

journey of preparing the performance. Orchestra Director Dougie Scarfe tells us on 15 May 

2011:  
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This is a really exciting day in Opera North’s history because we have our first rehearsals 

for the Ring cycle. The Ring is one of those great, almost monumental operas, and one of 

the pieces which every opera company has to perform. […] So it’s really quite an 

extraordinary day for members of the orchestra, particularly [those] who’ve been here for 

a number of years, because I think a lot of us thought we’d never get a chance to do the 

Ring cycle. […] It’s a very exciting occasion.
700

 

Here the ‘journey’ narrative, begins prior to the company’s Ring experience, and presents a 

sense of being excited but also humbled at the facility to perform this great work. These 

performed emotions are then projected onto the potential audience members, by virtue of their 

own access to the work. 

Also demonstrating audience inclusion, and related to familiarity, is the claim that was 

made for an enhanced relationship between stage and audience due to the nature of the ‘concert 

staging’ whereby singers sang out towards the audience, rather than directed towards one 

another on stage. In 2012 Alwyn Mellor (singing Sieglinde in Die Walküre) said in a broadcast 

that this staging meant that ‘the audience feels connected with everybody involved’.
701

 By the 

following year and the broadcast of Siegfried, the same idea was taken up by Radio 3 presenter 

Adam Tomlinson, who borrowed the company’s mantra of audience inclusion from previous 

years, describing a ‘unique concert staging [that] gives the audience of Opera North the chance 

to be part of a complete Ring cycle’.
702

 He described the close proximity of the singers to the 

front row of the audience as ‘creating the feeling that we are all in this together’.
703

 

In one broadcast interview, in April 2011, Opera North is presented as a benevolent 

local employer, also developing relationships with northern concert halls. In this podcast on the 

company website, Farnes gave his account of the reasons for the concert staging. Primarily he 

said the orchestra were unable to fit into the pit of the Grand Theatre, Leeds, but there then 

followed an account of the concert performances of opera mounted in 2005, while the Grand 

was being developed:  

We were absolutely determined that nobody was going to lose their jobs, that there were 

going to be no lay-offs. […]. And during this potentially very difficult period we 

actually mounted some […] concert performances. […] And we began to develop a 
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very good relationship with a number of different places, particularly the Sage concert 

hall in Gateshead.
704

 

Farnes, who is foremost a musician, also goes on to extol the favourable acoustics of these 

northern concert halls, and the potential to have a visible orchestra as ‘the most important 

character in the entire cycle’ including the ‘physical sight of six harpists’ and the ‘fascinating 

instruments’ that Wagner created for this work.
705

 

The home venue, Leeds Town Hall, and the concert halls to which the work toured were 

introduced in various media around Das Rheingold as the very raison d’être for this production: 

venues were presented as key characters in an unfolding dramatic narrative that played out 

regarding the pre-conditions for this Ring. The journey begins video displays shots of ornate, 

Victorian ceilings and imposing neoclassical statues, signifying a degree of nineteenth-century 

resonance with the work itself. Orchestra Leader, David Greed remarks that ‘this piece seems to 

me to be absolutely built for this wonderful hall, Leeds Town Hall’.
706

 Although this sentence 

seems slightly confused, it was retained; a reminder that Opera North’s Ring productions were 

indeed created for this great symbol of civic pride, the Town Hall. Towards the end of this 

chapter I will return to the experience of Leeds Town Hall as a home venue for this production. 

Here audience members were prepared emotionally for the reception of Das Rheingold and The 

Ring, with an enhanced message of civic and national pride, and a sense of their very special 

geographic place in the world that was host to this exciting musical work. This sense was 

extended further in the event of Götterdämmerung’s inclusion in the 2014 Yorkshire Festival, 

which celebrated the opening of the Tour de France in the county.  

The marketing campaign throughout the Ring cycle revolved around the giving of 

preparatory information, and The Ring in many ways felt ‘offered’ rather than ‘sold’. We were 

not told that we would love the production or the work, and we were not dissuaded that it might 

be ‘hard work’: many Opera North broadcasts refer to its epic scale, the need for stamina in its 

performers, the ‘shock’ of two and a half hours performing without a break, and a ‘lifetime’ 

spent learning the music. We were, however, persuaded that it is enjoyable for the performers, 

that we have been with them on a ‘journey’, and that elation might be experienced at this 

pinnacle of a long and arduous process. The excitement we were encouraged to feel was at the 

musical experience, not at any tradition of cultural cachet afforded by Wagner or the 

background of German Romantic philosophy and art. This was a local experience, in the main a 
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Leeds Town Hall experience, and it was to be had at Town Hall prices, which in 2011 ranged 

from £17 to £45.
707

 We were reminded that this event was special and scarce, and we engaged in 

the almost operatic drama that this might not have happened here in Leeds, but that it did, and 

that the company was in a state of contagious excitement. Above all, we, the audience, were 

included and involved. 

Then emotional impact of Das Rheingold and the opening of The Ring was 

communicated by Opera North to its potential audience in the following ways: invoking a sense 

of familiarity and community by allowing us to ‘know’ the artists; placing the geographical 

locale as centrally important;
708

 highlighting The Ring as an extraordinary event and 

emphasising scarcity; and including audience in the narrative of the company’s journey towards 

production during the preceding weeks, months, and even years. 

 

4.4.3 Sing ON: Wagner! 

As we have seen, outward communications by Opera North focussed largely on the emotional 

preparation of audience, addressing apprehensions surrounding the reception of Wagner. 

Additionally, there was a distinct drive to increase musical understanding in advance of the 

performances, particularly in 2011 for Das Rheingold. This follows the assertion of Richard 

Farnes of the company’s mission to ‘develop artists, art-form and audience’.
709

 In reference to 

the development of audience, this section will address work done within an artistic and 

educational framework: the preparation, and personal development of audience members, as 

distinct from the concept of ‘audience development’ used in marketing to mean increased 

attendance and revenue. 

Martin Pickard has delivered several ‘Inside Opera’ talk events for the Opera North 

Ring, demonstrating structure and leitmotifs, sometimes with the assistance of chorus members 

(who might cover roles for the productions). Other enhancing events surrounding Das 

Rheingold included an evening workshop with Dame Anne Evans and singers Giselle Allen and 

Yvonne Howard,
710

 a concert of horns and chorus entitled ‘The Cross in the Mountains’ led by 

Opera North Chorus Master Timothy Burke,
711

 performing what he presented as an evening of 

proto-Wagnerian music, as well as various pre-show talks. These events were well-attended and 
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successful, with positive audience reports and accounts of the helpfulness of pre-obtained 

information via these various media for the reception and understanding of the work itself in 

concert performance.
712

  

The Opera North Education department, whose role is often the preparation of a young 

audience (as we have seen in the previous chapter) did not play a part in audience development 

in advance of The Ring, in 2011. The activities of this department deal mainly with children, 

and with Das Rheingold at over two and a half hours without interval it is not difficult to 

imagine, on a practical level, why this might not immediately be considered a beginner’s 

piece.
713

 The closest thing to a directly educational event (although not billed as such) was a 

half-day public singing workshop entitled ‘Sing ON: Wagner!’ on Saturday 11 June 2011, 

devised and run by Timothy Burke. Access was not quite universal, but called ‘for all singers 

who can read music’.
714

  

The following section is largely an ethnomusicological account of Burke’s concept for 

‘Sing ON: Wagner!’ and the event itself in June 2011. Burke has allowed me to publish excerpts 

from his musical arrangement, and I have used these in conjunction with information about the 

observation of participants. I have also quoted Burke at length, from an interview I conducted 

with him in September 2011. This is essentially an ethnographic attempt to capture the casual 
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but informative way in which he interacted with me, which contrasts with other elite interviews 

I have conducted where my subjects have been more formal in speech and seemed to be more 

guarded.  

There had been mail shots for ‘Sing ON’ events from Opera North to various local choirs, 

and so the event was designed to appeal to people who were already interested, able and 

experienced singers to some degree. Burke told me in an interview subsequent to the event: 

It’s not an access event in the sense of ‘let’s get people in who’ve never been to an opera’ 

or anything like that. It’s like ‘let’s get people in who are you know keen musicians in a 

way and let them do something different, let them do things our way’.
715

 

The Howard Assembly Room brochure advertised this event (with others) as an accompaniment 

to Opera North’s Ring cycle, as a way to ‘enhance your appreciation of Wagner’, and as ‘a 

unique opportunity to learn the piece from the inside and experience its amazing power first 

hand’, to ‘discover Wagner’s revolutionary harmonies, understand how the piece is put together 

and be introduced to all the leitmotifs through actually singing them’.
716

 Herein lies an irony: in 

order to facilitate participants’ practical knowledge of the piece ‘from the inside’ and an 

understanding of how it is put together, it had to be taken apart and reconstructed. Burke’s ‘Sing 

ON: Wagner!’ workshop is thus effectively an acknowledgement of, and response to, the 

concern of Carl Dahlhaus, who argues that for an emotionally immediate experience of The 

Ring, there must first be an intellectual, musical framework on which to reflect: ‘The listener 

needs to be able to distinguish the musical motives […], to recognize them when they recur, and 

to keep track of […] their relationships and functions.’
717

  

This workshop was essentially a structural introduction to the musical framework, as 

well as a community ‘sing’. Burke had arranged Das Rheingold (which has no chorus) for 

mixed choir with a few short solo parts (sung by Opera North chorus members) and piano 

accompaniment. He had reduced the entire music drama down to around half an hour from the 

original two hours, forty minutes, by, he quipped, ‘cutting out all the inessential bits’.
718

 The 

score with which we were presented was an amalgamation of the Edition Peters piano score 

(with an English translation) variously cut up, edited and photocopied, and Burke’s own 

arranged passages. While Das Rheingold has no chorus involvement, there had been much 

reorganisation of the score to ensure that leitmotifs that formerly appeared in the orchestra could 

                                                           
715

 Burke, 1 September 2011. 
716

 ON, HAR leaflet, Spring 2011. 
717

 Dahlhaus, Richard Wagner’s Music Dramas, p.82. 
718

 Timothy Burke, ‘Sing ON: Wagner!’ event, Howard Assembly Room, 11 June 2011. 



200 

 

  

be sung by the participants, having been given suitably direct and descriptive lyrics by Burke 

(see Example 21). 

 

Example 21: Bars 88-90 of Wagner, arr. T. Burke, The Rhinegold (unpublished workshop material, 2011) 

 

This example, occuring relatively near the beginning of Burke’s arrangement, corresponds 

directly to bars 515-16 of Wagner’s original score, where this fanfaric motif is given to the 

second horn.
719

 In the arrangement the shining gold of the fanfare is made explicit for workshop 

participants with lyrics, its depth illustrated in the choice of bass voices (as opposed to tenors, 

which might match the tessitura of the horn part more closely); the piano doubling in the left 

hand is added to aid pitching. 

There are instances of more significant re-arrangement, as shown here in Example 22: 

 

Example 22: Bars 486-87, Wagner, arr. T. Burke, selected lines 

 

The sung motif occurs, repeated in Burke’s score under a longer line sung by the mischievous 

god Loge, tempting Wotan and Fricka to take the Rhine gold. Loge sings ‘No husband dare to 

be false to his wife when she commands that glittering wealth that busy dwarves are forging, 
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ruled by the power of the ring’. The exact moment at which this ‘Hammering Nibelungs’ motif 

first occurs is concurrent with Loge’s phrase ‘dwarves are forging’. The original passage, with 

regard to Loge’s line is bars 1478-79 of Wagner’s score where the words, Zwerge schmieden 

(‘dwarves forge’) fall in exactly the same place on the musical phrase (see Example 23).  

 

 

Example 23: Wagner, Das Rheingold, 2 vols (Mainz: B. Schott’s Söhne, 1988), I, bar 1478 – selected 

lines 

 

Here Wagner passes the ‘hammering’ motif though the orchestra, with no one instrument 

playing what Burke has presented, rather more blatantly, as a motif in its entirety. The first bar 

of the two has Cor anglais, Clarinet 2, pizzicato 2nd
 
violins presenting a triplet figure on the first 

beat of the bar, followed by Oboe 1 and Horn 2 giving beats 2 and 3. Half the violas (pizzicato) 

give three triplet figures in the bar, but with rests on the central triplet quaver of beats 2 and 3. 

In Wagner’s original, the ‘hammering’ motif (with a reversal of the placement of dotted and 

straight triplet rhythms) appears in its most exposed form slightly later, from bar 1853, where 

much of the orchestra including eighteen anvils present the hammering Nibelungs with direct 

sonic representation (from bar 1862). This instrumental figure is also vocalised in Burke’s 
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arrangement of the passage, just as in Example 22.
720

 His explicit lyrics go some way toward 

solving the problem of the loss of the physical representation of hammering in the percussive 

anvils, by way of a sung, literal explanation: ‘Hammering Nibelungs hammering!’. 

Burke acknowledged the priority of functionality over artistry in the process of giving 

original orchestral motifs new lyrics: 

So I just wrote words for those ones so that we could do it, you know, so we weren’t 

just going ‘la la la la la’ […]. And you don’t really know the difference, once you’ve 

translated it, because obviously once it’s in English you’ve got rid of the beautiful 

German anyway, and so it doesn’t matter if you put some more […] English on the 

[orchestral motifs].
721

  

Burke does occasionally allocate an originally orchestral motif to his workshop chorus, 

without words. This is the case for the developing ‘Ring motif’,
722

 but he does this only after he 

has transparently established its meaning with a lyricised version from bar 206 (see Example 

24): 

Example 24: Wagner, arr. Burke, bars 206-07 

 

The first wordless permutation of the ‘Ring motif’ (see Example 25) comes at bar 218. 
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 Example 25: Wagner, arr. Burke, bars 218-25 

 

The wordless motif shown in Example 25 functions here to build tension in preparation for an 

explicit lyrical rendition, introducing the Valhalla ideal, given immediately afterwards, from bar 

126, with the opening lyrics: ‘Valhalla’s proud and shining walls’. The melodic passage shown 
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in Example 25 was originally scored by Wagner to two horns.
723

 Burke makes a register change 

(from women’s voices to men’s at bar 220) where Wagner does not (retaining the middle 

register of the horns throughout) but Burke’s piano accompaniment echoes the consistent 

register of the original. This might be to balance previous choices of vocal register (immediately 

prior to this example Burke used different men’s and women’s voices to make a distinction 

originally made by different instruments). It is also possible that this was an attempt by Burke to 

ensure equal participation in the workshop by distributing music evenly between the voices. 

After Burke’s explicit vocal Ring motif mentioned above (bar 126 onward, ‘Valhalla’s 

proud and shining walls…’) he scales the motif back to a wordless version once more, now 

placed in the background to Fricka and Wotan’s conversation about the lust for power (this lust 

being symbolised by the underlying Ring motif).
724

 Burke’s vocalised, wordless Ring motif also 

appears under Loge’s tale of Alberich’s theft of the gold, counter-balanced with the lyricised 

fanfaric Rhinegold motif (exposed in Example 21) now arranged across the choir,
725

 and as 

Loge tells Wotan how the gold can be forged to a ring.
726

 These uses of the developing Ring 

motif retain a degree of Wagnerian dramatic effect, but also, where the musical development is 

less evident, wordless permutations serve to link passages together cohesively in Burke’s 

condensed version.
727

 Through all of these uses, the motif mutates and develops slightly; so 

workshop participants were given a taste of Wagner’s orchestral and melodic technique via a 

practical participation. 

In other passages, participants were afforded a practical understanding of the sung 

narrative via motifs that had belonged to particular characters, redistributed for this makeshift 

chorus. This ‘Renunciation of Love’ motif (as described by Burke) is first sung in Wagner’s 

original by Rhine maiden Woglinde in bars 617-24 of the score, but is given to all the workshop 

participants in unison (see Example 26). 

 

Example 26: Wagner, arr. Burke, bars 166-73 
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None of the educating functions of Burke’s arrangement were made explicit during the 

workshop itself. In the advance publicity, however, objectives of the session were 

communicated as a manifesto: to ‘enhance appreciation’, to ‘learn the piece from the inside’, to 

discover harmonies and construction and to be ‘introduced to all the leitmotifs through actually 

singing them’.
728

 These aims were ultimately fulfilled by Burke’s workshop. This match 

between publicity, potential and the actual activity itself highlights Burke’s intention that his 

workshop would be musically developing, as well as enjoyable, for local amateur singers. This 

advance publicity (a brochure for the Howard Assembly Room’s spring season 2011) went to 

press many months before this event happened, and certainly before the musical arrangement 

itself was finalised. The work of musical arrangement, and the creation of this workshop was 

driven by educational and developmental aims. The event was designed, according to Burke, to 

make the music more accessible and understandable to those who might find a Wagner opera to 

be a daunting prospect, rather than those who may already feel themselves to be seasoned 

Wagnerians. In a later interview, I asked him to tell me about the inception of the event: 

We had this big round table discussion about events for the Ring cycle. […] And I kind of 

knew I was going to bring to the meeting a suggestion. Which was, […] ‘You guys 

probably want an event which seeks to take the music to bits a little bit, […] to look at 

how it’s constructed.’ […] Because […] Wagner’s music is seen as […] kind of 

megalithic, […] it’s kind of huge […]. You either really know it and you’re already a 

member of the Wagner audience in which case you’re like ‘ha ha well I’m fine!’ […] or 

you’re not. And you’re just thinking ‘where am I going to start? […] Surely I’m not going 

to just sit down and listen to a CD’ because I don’t think that would really ever work. […] 

‘I’m not just going to go and commit to buying a really expensive ticket […] either.’ And 

so […] I was thinking ‘what can we do to break it up […] to let people see how it’s put 

together so they can kind of understand it?’ ’Cause once you’ve understand how 

something’s put together then you appreciate it in a completely different way. So I 

thought ‘well we could have a really dry kind of lecture where you’re saying “yeah well 

listen to this extract and now here’s my projection and now I’m going to tell you what 

Wagner was thinking about at the time”’, which if you do it in the right way can be 

amazing. But I just thought that […] it would bring the kind of people in who mainly 

already know that anyway, and so I thought ‘why can’t we analyse it practically? Why 

can’t we sing bits of it to see how it’s constructed?’ And the inspiration for that was that 

the way he structures the score, all the little motifs that […] go through it.
729
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Although unmentioned by Burke, there is an evident lineage to the original analysis, 

mapping and naming of the leitmotifs that was done by Hans von Wolzogen in 1877, which has 

been much repeated and borrowed in musical analyses of The Ring ever since.
730

 While 

Wolzogen is not presented as a conscious inspiration for Burke’s choral construction or 

‘practical analysis’ concept, the advertising for this event pointed (without definition) to the 

participants’ learning of the ‘leitmotifs’, the term coined by Wolzogen, that has now passed, 

without need for translation or explanation, into the language of general musical appreciation. 

In actuality this objective of ‘practical analysis’, that was hinted at in the publicity 

brochure and later mentioned explicitly by Burke, was more concealed on the day itself. 

Participants were led to enjoy the singing and to be amused and charmed by Burke who is a 

charismatic choral leader. This style of performative leadership is effectively standard practice, 

since singers must be happy and relaxed in order physically to produce a good quality sound 

and be confident of doing so. A self-aware, intense academic learning experience might well be 

incongruent with a successful practical choral experience, and Burke asserted that a formal 

presentation would draw people whose knowledge might already be more advanced than those 

he wished to attract. So in terms of the marketing of this event, its structure and the resultant 

self-selecting criteria for attendance, love of singing and of music were prioritised over love (or 

knowledge) of Wagner. This implicit priority also meant that larger numbers could be drawn.  

The opportunity for participants to sing with the entire Opera North chorus, who were 

evenly dispersed amongst the participants was a unique feature of the session, and had been 

advertised in advance. This ensured popular appeal as well as quality of musical outcome. Name 

tags made chorus members clearly present and identifiable, even approachable, before the 

singing began. Burke had led public opera singing workshops for The Royal Opera and ENO in 

the past, as a freelancer. However, in post at Opera North he expressed great pride in his 

inception of these workshops, which he developed as an extension of his official role. When I 

asked him how these public events fit into his job description as Chorus Master he replied, ‘The 

job description doesn’t talk about this at all, the Sing ONs, like that doesn’t exist’.
731

 So he 

developed the concept from what he saw as a gap in the company’s public role. He was 

particularly proud of what he saw as the distinctive way in which these events are run by Opera 

North in Leeds, with the participation of the chorus to aid the singing and choral experience of 

the participants. Speaking of earlier Sing ONs that had happened before the Wagner event he 

said: 
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And I… we came up with this format where you had eight [ON chorus members] who are 

[…] evenly distributed across the voices […] and then we plant them […] amongst […] 

the participants […], and they really help. And I don’t think [other opera houses] really do 

that, because I’ve done big sings at Royal Opera, I’ve done at ENO as well and they 

normally have three or four chorus members, but they’re the stars! They’re the soloists. 

They come to be Papageno […] or […] Cavaradossi. […] They don’t come to sing the 

choral stuff. But I thought let’s have that as the actual format of the event, and I think it’s 

great because it gives people a lot more confidence.
732

 

During Burke’s comparisons with other opera houses of which he had direct experience, there 

arose a stark juxtaposition with relation to access in terms of personal finance: 

TB: I mean ENO do massive… like big singing weekends […] And literally they’ll be 

about a hundred and fifty people or something. And they’ll come for two days in a row, 

and they’ll pay top whack […] 

JD: How much do you charge for your [Opera North Sing event]? 

TB: Four quid or something, it’s like a nominal fee.
733

 

It was actually three pounds. In the same spirit of public access is the emphasis that Burke 

placed upon the quality of choral education and participation at his events, again drawing 

comparisons with his previous work as a contracted session leader in London, in what seemed 

to be a prescribed format: 

What you do is you choose […] four members of the Royal Opera Chorus […] And you’d 

say ‘Right, these four people are going to be […] the four main characters in Magic Flute, 

and we’re going to do […] a version […] that has a little bit of the participants singing 

something simplified’, and then one of the soloists sings one of their arias and everyone 

goes ‘Ah that’s lovely!’ […] And so actually the amount that the people sing, the 

participants, is not very much […] and it’s very simplified. And I thought ‘well actually 

let’s do something choral, where they’re actually singing’, you know, the ladies are 

singing a different part than the guys; in some places actually you go to four parts; we’ve 

[…] got sopranos, altos, tenors, basses.
734

 

It was, then, quite unique that Burke’s Wagner event included the entire Opera North chorus. He 

described to me the importance of the participants feeling that they were joining a ‘section’, 

rather than a workshop that might incorporate just one professional soloist who would stand out 
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as being ‘brilliant’, whereby participants would feel a marked difference with their own ability. 

The implication here is that this would not be a good confidence-building strategy. With more 

than one professional chorus member per section, he asserted, from a participant point of view, 

‘it’s like “OK there are two really good sopranos, so I can just be one of the sopranos.” And I 

think that’s a big psychological difference’.
735

  

It was the Wagner repertoire in particular that Burke felt required the participation of the 

whole professional chorus. They were also prepared in advance in order to ensure a quality 

outcome for everybody, as he explained:  

Because it’s harmonically quite complex, it’s a big sound, you know. It requires long, 

sustained lines, and real impact, and forceful sound, and big dynamic changes. And when 

you’ve got all of that it’s really exciting to do it. When you don’t have all that it’s really 

hard work and it’s slightly pointless because you think ‘I’m not getting any of the thrills 

here, I’m just getting hard work’. And I thought if we had the chorus and if I taught the 

chorus the parts in rehearsals, you know we had several rehearsals leading up to it, then 

they’re going to come in on the day, perfect. […] If everyone just stands in awe of the 

chorus […] then it’s still going to sound great, you know. But then you add everybody 

into that, they’ll just slot into the right note. If you’ve got people around you singing the 

right note really loud then you’re probably going to sing it!
736

 

I asked if the inclusion of the chorus was a trick to give participants the confidence to perform. 

Burke replied that the improved performance that happened from participants as a result of their 

proximity to the chorus was real. Effectively they had been led by example, their singing 

developed and improved. In an official Opera North participant survey that was conducted on 

the day of the ‘Sing ON’, 47% of the fifty-five respondents said that the most enjoyable part of 

the day was the ‘chance to sing with ON Chorus’ and a further 27% said that it was ‘everything’ 

about the day. In third place was ‘the music’, with 11%.
737

 While this is a telling account of how 

the participants view and rate their experience of the whole event, it is also true to say that these 

elements of singing with the chorus, ‘everything’ and ‘the music’ are inextricably linked in the 

experience of the event. Only one person in fifty-five responded to the multiple-choice survey 

with the answer that ‘learning new techniques’ was his/her favourite element. From my own 

participant observation in the workshop I would assert that this negligible response indicates 

that participants’ technical learning was implicit rather than non-existent, as the quality of sound 

did improve throughout the session, although the technical issues around individuals’ vocal 
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production were not addressed explicitly. The ON survey responses also indicate that the 

learning focus was ‘the music’ rather than the technique required to sing it; this feedback 

matched the advertisement of the event, and was the planned aim, expressed to me by Burke. 

There was also a degree of relaxed professional intimacy created by Burke and the staff. 

The rehearsal style when combined with the presence of the whole chorus allowed participants 

to feel that they were party to a ‘backstage’ environment. This was a performed re-creation of 

the real type of rehearsal that happens every working day at Opera North but was, of course, a 

special event for those visiting to be a part of it. Professional relationships were played out 

accordingly. Of the phrase initially heard from Woglinde but later arranged for the chorus, 

‘Weia Waga’, Burke remarked to the group, ‘It’s a German la la’, then in his typically relaxed 

and collaborative manner checked with his pianist, ‘Am I right, Martin?’ Martin Pickard, a 

German opera expert and fluent speaker, elaborated that it was a kind of ‘watery la la’ with 

connotations of splashing. This exchange was amusing and relaxed (thus relaxing participants) 

the details lyrically informative and interesting, and the understanding of German onomatopoeia 

of benefit to participants who would later become the audience of Das Rheingold. In such 

exchanges, Burke demonstrated in microcosm the collaborative world of the opera rehearsal 

room, where the dialogue of consultation must flow freely, within a hierarchical framework of 

etiquette. Burke, who trained as an organist and then a repetiteur, also defers, on occasion to his 

singers. His attempt at singing the low E flat that opens the work was met with a nod of 

appreciation from Gordon Shaw, a low bass of the chorus. ‘Phew!’ Burke remarked to the 

participants at Shaw’s approval, with self-deprecating comic effect. This performance of a 

professional relationship was played as warm and light-hearted but serious in its attitude to 

musical performance, and it was self-consciously enjoyable theatre, allowing participants some 

small measure of access to the inner world of the opera company. From an educational 

perspective, this interaction also served to highlight the musical depth and gravity of this first 

note, which itself is used by Wagner to symbolise eternity, divinity, and the beginnings of 

creation.
738

 

Burke’s charisma was evident throughout. He joked around a verbal phrase that he had 

written to create a choral leitmotif ‘He is Lord of the Ring’. ‘Notice there is no “S”’ he said. 

‘We wouldn’t want to infringe copyright.’ The participants laughed. Such references to popular 

culture were occasionally used, as indeed they often are in the rehearsal room. Burke had 

chosen to have the room set out with women on one side on raked seating, facing in to him and 

the piano, and men facing in from the other side, so that women and men were facing each other 

as they sang. This seating design lent itself to individuals being simultaneously audience and 
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singers. There was thus a feeling of reciprocal appreciation of other participants, and of 

interspersed chorus members whose superior technique was helpfully visible as well as audible. 

Burke occasionally encouraged us to applaud one another and receive applause, from the 

perspective of facing others: ‘Gents, aren’t the ladies marvellous?’ 

While this ‘Sing’ event was relatively unique in its material and its educational 

framework as Burke outlined, it would be remiss not to mention that there was, a few years 

previously, another participatory Ring event, for keen amateur instrumentalists, with no explicit 

connection to Opera North, run by the Northern Wagner Orchestra in Leeds. This series of four 

‘come and play’ Ring opera weekends were spread over four years, from 2005 to 2008 and 

designed ‘to give musicians the opportunity to perform Wagner repertoire at Leeds 

University’.
739

 Perhaps unsurprisingly Opera North personnel were involved, although 

unofficially, in a professional capacity, Fafner in Das Rheingold being played by company 

chorus member Gordon Shaw ‘with kind permission of Opera North’.
740

 Indeed in Burke’s 

‘Sing ON’ event, Shaw reprised this role as a giant for a brief solo. Sarah Estill who 

subsequently went on to sing soprano in the Opera North chorus, was a founder and key 

professional vocal participant in the Northern Wagner Orchestra events, playing Woglinde in 

Das Rheingold, Sieglinde in Die Walküre and Brünnhilde in Siegfried and Götterdämmerung.
741

 

The events surrounding the Opera North Ring aimed to prepare audience members for, 

and enhance their experience of the Ring operas. However, the published narrative regarding 

how audiences might engage with the productions altered subtly over the course of four years. 

Initially various modes of preparation were offered, including Burke’s ‘Sing ON’, various talk 

and concert events, and publicity and web broadcasts. In 2012 there was a focus on the facility 

to produce and consume this epic with relative thrift in a time of austerity; and by 2013 claims 

that one could ‘walk in off the street’ without preparation,
742

 as the following section goes on to 

outline. 

 

4.4.4 Evolving narratives 

As might be expected for a cycle that lasted over four years, company narratives around The 

Ring evolved over this time period. The communications of 2011 in advance of Das Rheingold 
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are largely omitted here, having been covered already in some depth, as audiences were 

prepared, in 2011, for the beginning of the whole cycle.  

During Die Walküre in 2012, the financial benefits for company and audience of 

performing the work ‘in concert’ were acknowledged explicitly. This idea had been presented 

previously by journalists, but not affirmed or expanded upon by company members. For 

example, presenter Edward Seckerson had asked Farnes, in a 2011 podcast, ‘Why in concert? I 

mean apart from economical factors?’ Farnes gave the ‘very good principal reason’, that ‘we 

simply cannot fit an orchestra of this size into our pit’;
743

 the ‘economical factors’ assumed by 

Seckerson were thus circumnavigated. Also in 2011 Sean Rafferty on Radio 3 had made 

Wagnerian reference to the impending national recession in an interview with Farnes and Anne 

Evans: 

It’s the lure of Valhalla, the palace that has been built basically on, well, if you made a 

comparison today, an irresponsible person taking out a vast loan, several billion pounds 

loan with no security to go and live their life of luxury! […] Maybe a little lesson for 

the over-greedy in our times!
744

 

Still this simile and its more practical reactive economic outcome, the savings to be made ‘in 

concert’, were not encompassed by the company’s own narrative until the following year, and 

Rafferty’s above comment went unanswered by Farnes in this broadcast.  

In 2012 the concept of the ‘austerity Ring’ originated in the Guardian with Alfred 

Hickling, whose headline also noted that Opera North ‘keeps ticket prices down to draw 

Wagner virgins’,
745

 and who made much of the set of Wagner tubas that Opera North had 

acquired second-hand, and of performers wearing their own concert dress. Radio 3’s Adam 

Tomlinson asserted that the ‘austerity’ label was deemed to be controversial, but also drew 

attention to the ‘cost-effective decision’ not to stage the works fully, adding an access-themed 

disclaimer: 

It’s not just about saving money. There’s a very strong creative vision behind the 

production and a belief that cheaper ticket prices will bring new audiences to Wagner, 

to Opera North and to Leeds Town Hall.
746

 

Opera North General Director Richard Mantle also touched upon the matter of personal finance: 
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Coming into the concert hall we’re able to charge a reasonable amount for the ticket. 

You don’t have to take out a bank loan to go to even a performance of Die Walküre, 

you know. It’s reasonably accessible.
747

 

The ‘austerity Ring’ was part of a narrative that was, by 2012, coming to the fore, 

amidst budget cuts in the arts and perhaps in anticipation of another round of complaints about 

the public funding of opera. Indeed, it was not meant to discourage, as Hickling optimistically 

predicted a ‘paradigm shift’ in Wagner performance.
748

 Skilfully, with the precedent set by 

Rafferty the previous year, Mantle made bid for the relevance of the work to the concurrent 

financial crisis: 

It may seem crazy, putting on the Ring at a time of global economic crisis. Yet the 

whole cycle is basically about what happens when the gods fail to keep up the mortgage 

payments on Valhalla. It really is an opera for our time.
749

 

The idea of frugality was subsequently much repeated and even embraced by company 

members. By 2013, Richard Farnes’s webpage with his management representatives, Ingpen 

and Williams, quoted Tim Ashley’s Guardian review of Die Walküre: ‘Less can be more when 

it comes to Wagner, and Opera North's “austerity Ring” – now on its second instalment in its 

second year – continues to enthral and amaze.’
750

 

2012 also saw a reduction in scenographic complexity. The amount of story text from 

Michael Birkett’s The Story of the Ring was significantly reduced in Die Walküre as compared 

with Das Rheingold the previous year, and the additional English surtitles were moved from 

secondary plasma screens to appear with the projection designs on the giant triptych. Peter 

Mumford’s lighting and projections were presented more thoroughly in verbal communications 

around the piece, notably in the pre-show interview on Radio 3 by the lighting designer 

himself.
751

 The clarity of story-telling via the screens and production design was advertised 

more often and more explicitly by the company in pre-show talks and in the press than 

previously. 

For Siegfried in 2013, a narrative arose that was in part organic, as a continuation of the 

‘clarity’ element from Die Walküre in 2012, and in part rather contradictory to the introductory 

events that had marked Das Rheingold in 2011. It was said that an audience could ‘walk in off 
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the street’ without preparation, and access the production as one might a film. Farnes outlined 

the company’s vision on the Radio 3 live broadcast programme: 

The idea being that somebody could come off the street, like they would going into the 

cinema and not really knowing what on earth this piece was about, and actually at the 

end of the performance have a very good idea what had been going on, and had been 

able to follow the narrative.
752

 

This was echoed at various points, for example, in the Siegfried ‘teaser trailer’ by John 

Tomlinson the artistic consultant to the production, in almost identical terms to those used by 

Farnes: ‘It’s very accessible I think for a new public, for public coming to see The Ring for the 

first time. You could literally walk in from the street, sit down and enjoy this performance.’
753

 

Siegfried was produced after the departure from the company of Chorus Master 

Timothy Burke, who had been instrumental in ‘developmental’ events around Das Rheingold, 

crucially the ‘Sing ON: Wagner!’ workshop and ‘The Cross in the Mountains’ proto-Wagnerian 

concert. The marketing of the 2013 production for a ‘first time audience’ became more explicit, 

while company members acknowledged to me more privately that there were many audience 

members who would be the very opposite (described by Martin Pickard as ‘Wagnerites’ and by 

Peter Restall as ‘aficionados’
754

). Throughout the cycle, Wagner and The Ring had been 

described variously in terms relating to popular culture or using accessible and familiar terms 

and ideas. On Radio 3’s In Tune in 2011 Farnes said, ‘I mean, to be honest, some of the 

behaviour of the characters, of the giants, reminds me of my own two kids, and they’re both 

under five!’
755

 In a web video Farnes introduced Wagner as the nineteenth-century equivalent of 

a ‘pop tabloid sensation’,
756

 and in 2012 told the Guardian, ‘I don't think it diminishes The Ring 

in any way to say that it is like the most sublime film music ever created. […] I have no doubt 

that if he were alive today he would be working in Hollywood.’
757

 

The narrative of a first time audience was still repeated, increasing in prevalence by 

2013, but simultaneously academic engagement was hinted at, and the material of those 

‘weighty philosophical tombs’ avoided by Stuart Leeks in the Rheingold programme booklet in 

2011 appeared fleetingly to audiences in pre-show talks and in broadcast journalism around 

Siegfried. For the BBC Radio 3 broadcast Nick Baragwanath of the University of Nottingham 

was invited to comment on such matters as Wagner’s intentions for the piece in relation to this 
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‘staged concert’ production. Giving a hint of the history of the protracted composition of this 

work, he distinguished that ‘Wagner would probably have appreciated it by Act 3, because that 

was when he decided that music was at the centre of the Music Drama’.
758

 

In the Siegfried pre-show talk, Martin Pickard touched on matters of philosophy, 

including Siegfried as an adolescent, undeveloped character in this work, which was intended as 

a precursor to the character’s completion in Götterdämmerung.
759

 Pickard expanded upon the 

nature music in Siegfried, and the moral philosophy centring on the title character.
760

 He also 

talked about the chronological break in Wagner’s writing of the work (which happened between 

Acts 2 and 3) and other chronological points regarding the composer from Wagner’s 

autobiography. But it was the ‘Siegfried: Inside Opera Special’ talk event on 13 July 2013 in 

which Opera North most audibly engaged with academic debate, in particular in the choice of 

Michael Tanner as speaker, who had also written an article for the programme that year.
761

 The 

other panellists were Pickard, who expanded upon information previously given at pre-show 

talks,
762

 and political journalist Matthew D’Ancona. This event could be described as ‘popular 

philosophy’ mixed with some musical introduction and discussion,
763

 and the audience was 

given extracts of the debates that have taken place in the scholarly world around The Ring, 

rather than in-depth involvement. Even then attendance was relatively low, around thirty-five, 

approximately twenty fewer than attended Timothy Burke’s ‘Sing ON: Wagner!’ event two 

years previously. Panellists Tanner, D’Ancona and Pickard initially outlined their personal 

routes into Wagner, a theme that was given some significance by chair Stuart Leeks. After this 

round of personal expositions, audiences were given an introduction to Wagner’s early 

revolutionary politics and his subsequent life events in relation to his writing of the Ring cycle, 

character analyses of Siegfried and Wotan, a brief discussion of the nature and attributes 

required of a ‘hero’, and some short musical analyses at the piano by Pickard. Audience 

questions then raised philosophical issues of love versus law, specific examples of performance 

practice with panellists’ preferences, and the controversial question of anti-Semitic 

characterisation of the dwarf Mime (as discussed earlier).  
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The University of Leeds conference Wagner’s Impact on His World and Ours also had 

some small effect on the Siegfried audience, as the conference itself was attended not only by 

academics but also interested audience members, some of whom I met by chance on 

performance nights. This conference held both academic and cross-over interest appeal, with 

international scholars in attendance as well as opera professionals, journalists and authors such 

as keynote speaker Barry Millington. The event was linked to Opera North at the fringes of 

company involvement, as has been discussed previously, through the intermediary institution 

DARE. It is perhaps ironic that in this year, when the Opera North narrative around its Ring 

cycle promoted the ‘filmic’ experience of being able to ‘walk in off the street’ with no prior 

knowledge or preparation,
764

 the company engaged in the greatest degree of public academic 

involvement during its cycle. 

In 2014, Opera North was significantly less involved in audience preparation than in 

previous years. Despite this, it was notable that Götterdämmerung was advertised as part of the 

Yorkshire Festival, which took place around the Tour de France. In contract to the ‘mainly 

British cast’ of Das Rheingold in 2011, Götterdämmerung boasted a ‘wealth of international 

talent’
765

 for ‘visitors to Yorkshire’ to enjoy.
766

 While there was a slight shift in marketing focus 

from a home audience to an audience of visitors, the inclusion of The Ring’s epic finale into this 

festival for Yorkshire, itself a celebration of the county’s hosting the opening of the Tour de 

France, seems to extend the civic pride engendered in Ring audiences since Das Rheingold in 

2011. 

 

4.5 History of the Ring cycle in Leeds 

4.5.1 Introduction 

In analysing the cultural work done by Opera North relatively recently in mediating the Ring 

operas, it is important to acknowledge that the company owes its existence, in part to another 

Ring cycle that toured to Leeds in 1975 and ’76. However, this was not the first professional 

fully staged Ring cycle to appear in the city, as I will outline. McKechnie has mentioned Opera 

North’s general ambivalence to the detail of its history;
767

 a company that exists for the creation 

of art, it is bound to face forward into the future rather than being overtly reflective of its past. I 
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have witnessed this when interviewing company members, who are often loathe to talk about 

anything that has passed, even relatively recently (unless it attained much kudos and is likely to 

be revived in the future) and are far more inclined to project the artistic aims and outcomes of 

future work. Thus it is less likely still that Opera North might prioritise a narrative regarding the 

previous Ring cycles of other companies, particularly when such a revelation would contradict 

the narrative communicated around Das Rheingold of a first for the region. Nevertheless, the 

ENO cycle of the 1970s that toured to Leeds is of importance to various audience members who 

have reminisced to me that they were present for this event over thirty years ago. 

1978 is a year of paramount importance in the history of Opera North, as the year when 

the company was established as ‘English National Opera North’, a branch of ENO based 

permanently in Leeds.
768

 Also in 1978, DiGaetani’s anthology Penetrating Wagner’s Ring was 

published with the editor’s preface beginning thus: 

We are living during a Wagner Renaissance. The greatest and most exciting Rings are 

being staged now. One expects Ring cycles in Bayreuth, Berlin, Munich, London, and 

New York; yet within the last ten years Chicago, San Francisco, Seattle, Tokyo, Milan 

and Kassel have all staged complete Rings.
769

 

Here DiGaetani affords us a glimpse of the socio-geography of the operatic landscape of that 

time. He presumes where we might ‘expect’ (in 1978, two years after the Bayreuth centenary 

for which many Rings were forged) to find a fully staged and complete Ring cycle. We are 

introduced to the wider geographical spread of this artefact, imbued as it is with an immense 

degree of cultural value whilst, in post-war years, being a bitter reminder of early ideologies of 

German nationalism. While DiGaetani presents us with an expanding map of where we might 

access The Ring, his list does not provide a comprehensive picture of those cities that had, by 

then, experienced a Ring cycle, particularly if we take into account the touring activities of 

opera companies at that time. This considered, this particular ‘Wagner Renaissance’ stretched 

out further still than one might have expected. 

The history of The Ring in Leeds is surprisingly rich, and relevant to the activities of 

Opera North. Recent audience members in Leeds have revealed memories of Ring cycle 

attendance stretching back to the 1970s, which they hold to be particularly important to their 

own personal histories of opera reception and to their experience of the ON Ring. The following 

section aims to put Opera North’s Ring cycle productions into this local, historical context. 
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4.5.2 1911: The Denhof Opera Company 

Unmentioned by DiGaetani in his quoted introduction, Leeds had experienced the Ring cycle 

productions of two companies before the formation of ENON in 1978. The first of these was a 

touring production, not from London, but from Edinburgh. Ernst Denhof, an Austrian-born 

musician and teacher, formed a company in 1910, employing singers who had performed The 

Ring at Covent Garden, members of the Scottish Orchestra and some players from the Covent 

Garden orchestra, and German conductor Michael Balling ‘who, on the recommendation of Dr 

Richter, had conducted at the last Bayreuth Festival’ (1909).
770

 According to The Times the set-

up of this project was remarkable for the following reasons:  

It is due neither to the action of any organised body nor to the whim of a music-loving 

millionaire, but is entirely the outcome of the energy and enthusiasm of one man, Mr. 

Ernst Denhof, a local musician, whose first venture into the ordinarily thorny paths of 

operatic speculation this is. Unsupported by any guarantee, and unaided (or unhindered) 

by a committee, he has worked out all the details of the scheme himself.
771

 

This unlikely production in Edinburgh, organised by one individual of no great means was 

ultimately, according to The Times, ‘an artistic triumph’ and ‘a marvel of finished beauty’ with 

a crowded theatre in Edinburgh and high hopes that it would tour widely.
772

 In an article entitled 

‘Hope for Provincial Opera’, the Nation revealed its own impatience with the establishment that 

‘we might have waited to doomsday’ before a full-scale Ring production.
773

 The article then 

echoed the sentiment expressed in The Times, offering ‘the highest praise’ for the performances, 

‘which frequently had a more complete unity than that Covent Garden has given us in English 

during the last two or three years’.
774

 Adopting a tone of superiority over general regional opera 

productions, The Times judged Denhof’s to be ‘no mere “provincial” production, but a 

rendering of sustained excellence in every part’.
775

 It is perhaps unsurprising that these two 

articles were chosen to be reprinted in the 1911 programme for Leeds Grand Theatre. 

Denhof brought his Ring cycle, performed in English, to the Leeds Grand Theatre in 

March 1911, boasting in the programme that ‘the Ring performances will be the first in their 
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entirety in England outside of Covent Garden’.
776

 This Ring cycle ran over a week, with The 

Rhinegold scheduled for Tuesday 28 March, The Valkyrie on Wednesday 29, Siegfried on 

Thursday 30 March (having been moved forward from the Friday) ending with The Twilight of 

the Gods on Saturday 1 April. Denhof returned to Leeds in the 1912/13 season with another 

Ring cycle, this time conducted by Thomas Beecham.
777

 Unfortunately, with heavy losses after 

another tour in 1913, the financial strain was too much for Denhof, and his company was taken 

over by Beecham, but not before a great stride had been taken in the quality of large-scale opera 

productions outside of London, and hope had been raised for the development of such provision 

in the future. However, for Leeds, there would be a wait of two generations, through two world 

wars and a further thirty years, for the offering of another Ring in its entirety.  

 

4.5.3 1975 and ’76: ENO tours – picnic reception and touring strain 

The ENO tour of 1975 brought The Ring, again in English translation, from the London 

Coliseum to the Leeds Grand Theatre under the baton of Sir Charles Groves. This production 

was then revived and returned to the Grand the following year under the musical direction of 

Nicholas Braithwaite, the cycle being again played out over the course of a week.
778

 The ENO 

orchestra was somewhat smaller than Wagner might have preferred, numbering sixty-five in 

total, and notably, although horns and Wagner tubas were plentiful, the orchestra included only 

two harps, one timpanist and two percussionists.
779

 At the Coliseum, ENO had originally 

offered the component music dramas individually and out of sequence: The Valkyrie premiered 

on 29 January 1970, followed by Twilight of the Gods a year later to the day, with The 

Rhinegold playing from 1 March 1972 and finally Siegfried from 8 February 1973. Later in that 

year the company’s collated Ring cycle was performed, in sequence, from 31 July to 4 August. 

This happened fortuitously in advance of what would otherwise have been a competing 
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production in Covent Garden, which, due to the sudden departure of imminent artistic director 

Peter Hall and ensuing personnel issues and contract negotiations, was delayed.
780

 Despite the 

economic climate of huge inflation during the mid-70s, inept financial control at ENO, habitual 

over-spends on sets, increasing budget deficits, a climate of industrial action in the theatre as 

well as elsewhere, and uncertainty over the company’s future, the 1973 Ring cycle received 

extremely positive reviews. In Opera for Everybody, Susie Gilbert documents the thoughts of 

reporter Bryan Magee: ‘With its Ring and other productions reaching a standard of which no 

opera house in the world would feel ashamed, the company, [Magee] declared, had come of 

age.’
781

 Gilbert also reports the fascination of The Times’s William Mann with Ralph Koltai’s 

sets,
782

 and the opinion of the Guardian’s Philip Hope-Wallace that Norman Bailey ‘crowned a 

noble interpretation with a warmth of voice and a glow of feeling recalling the greatest 

Wotans’.
783

 Magee’s ‘almost wordless […] admiration’ was for Rita Hunter as Brünnhilde and 

Alberto Remedios as Siegfried
784

 (replaced by Jon Weaver by the time of the 1976 tour to 

Leeds) while in the Observer, Peter Heyworth mentioned Emile Belcourt as Loge and Derek 

Hammond Stroud as Alberich (replaced by Malcolm Rivers in Leeds in 1976) and praised the 

integrity and cohesion of the production: 

A clear-minded dramatic intelligence illuminates every crevice of this conversational saga 

and the characters in it are real, not merely because they are well thought-out and 

performed, but because they are part of an ensemble in which each is inextricably 

implicated in the actions of others, as are the themes in Wagner’s score.
785

 

With a tour inevitably in the pipeline, Desmond Shawe-Taylor (in The Sunday Times) was 

‘delighted that the provinces were going to have the opportunity to see The Ring’.
786

 

Acknowledging the post-war tensions, whereby the provinces had experienced such a long 

absence of a Ring cycle, Shawe-Taylor held particular esteem for the performance of tenor 

Alberto Remedios as Siegfried, who was, he said, ‘so overflowing with good humour and good 

nature as to banish all notion of the bullying proto-Nazi superman’.
787

  

The excitement of a Ring tour to the north, after so long a drought, was acknowledged in 

the programme, and the Leeds audience appear to have appreciated the special quality of event 

in its entirety. In 1977, ENO also published a souvenir booklet, English National Opera: The 
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opening seasons,
788

 in which Richard Phillips, Senior Arts and Music Officer for the Yorkshire 

Arts Association, writes of the company’s touring activity in the north:  

For those lucky enough to get seats for The Ring in Leeds in April 1975, there was indeed 

a holiday atmosphere. Memories of heated scenes at the box office the day when booking 

opened remind us that the cycle could have been sold out four times on that date alone. 

It’s strange to relate that exactly a year later, the cycle did not play to full houses – 

providing yet another example for those engaged in ‘selling’ the arts that the marketing of 

our product does differ from selling, well, even Rhine wine!  

That was what our party used to wash down sumptuous picnics in the caravette parked on 

nearby waste land in the long intervals as we discussed the heroes and heroines of the 

evening.
789

 

Local journalist, Geoffrey Mogridge, who attended the 1976 performances at the Grand, recalls 

similarly atmospheric memories: 

The long intervals during ENO's epic Wagner performances imparted something of the 

Glyndebourne Festival atmosphere. Many patrons in evening dress, open Danish 

sandwiches and chicken salads were on sale in the theatre bars while patrons occupying 

boxes popped champagne corks and tucked into picnic hampers full of delicacies.
790

 

However, extensive touring was financially draining for ENO which usually operated a ‘split 

company’, simultaneously running two tours. The box office did particularly badly in the first 

week of the 1975 tour in Newcastle. This failure served to highlight the huge expense of touring 

(and touring twice at the same time) for audiences which varied considerably in number. The 

argument put forward to the Arts Council by Managing Director Lord Harewood was that a 

regional base in the north would be of far greater benefit to the company and the audience. In 

his introduction to The opening seasons booklet, he uses The Ring to make his point: 

We tour to a pattern set us annually by the Arts Council […] But here I find our line risks 

breaking, like the one the Norns work on so incompletely (but so musically) in Twilight 

of the Gods.
791
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Harewood outlines ENO’s split company pattern, mentioning castigation from regional critics 

and a ‘frustrated and unfulfilled’ company. He continues:  

Personally, I should like to see a new pattern, with our big London productions – The 

Ring, Salome, Mastersingers, War and Peace, Don Carlos, Bassarids – going out in as 

near a Coliseum standard as we can manage […] What Richard Phillips calls the Leeds 

scheme could do the trick – initially, a small new company (principals, chorus, 

orchestra, stage staff, conductors etc., assisted by principals from London), based in the 

North and touring some 10 or 12 operas in the year, perhaps two or three at a time, 

starting each short touring period from the same designated headquarters (Leeds is 

suggested), but going to different towns, smaller as well as larger, on each foray.
792

 

Ring reception in Leeds was indeed favourable, and support for the ENO-proposed 

‘Leeds scheme’ was consequently vocal. When the proposal for an ENO Yorkshire base was 

first announced in December 1975, Yorkshire Post critic Ernest Bradbury was in firm support, 

happily prophesising the inevitability of the move, ‘especially’ he explained, ‘remembering the 

triumphant Ring tour of last Spring’.
793

 With these words we are reminded of the ‘pinnacle’ 

quality that a Ring cycle brings to a company’s existence, as mentioned earlier in reference to 

the Opera North Ring.
794

 Here The Ring was used as one large justification for ‘the Leeds 

scheme’. In this sentiment, Bradbury was certainly not alone. Richard Phillips was adamant in 

his demands and promises, restating in his account the absolute ‘need’ for a northern opera 

company, a ‘top priority’ trumped only by the matter of addressing the slumping national 

economy. Referring in part to the drop in sales from the 1975 to the 1976 Ring tours (having 

justified this with the public assumption that tickets would be impossible to obtain) he writes: 

If it […] comes as a surprise that when we do get opera in the North, not every seat is 

filled, it should be reiterated as an article of faith that what we need is a company to come 

and live in our region. Then we’ll promise a success story like Scottish Opera. Before that 

company was launched there was no overwhelming evidence from the box office figures 

that such a dream would work. So, once this country’s economic troubles are sorted out, a 

top priority must be the implementation of the English National Opera – Leeds scheme. 

Strangely enough there are now more signs than ever that the full value to the North of 

such a scheme is now recognised.
795
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The realisation of these ambitions would come to fruition just two years after the 1976 Ring 

tour, with the establishment of ENON, based at the Grand Theatre, Leeds. It was the critical 

success of the company’s most ambitious operatic venture, the advent of a Ring cycle, viewed 

by the company as its ‘corporate achievement’,
796

 and by critics as its ‘coming of age’,
797

 that 

cemented the newly named English National Opera in the nation’s consciousness as a serious 

competitor to The Royal Opera. Ironically, it was the combination of artistic success and 

financial (and emotional) strain on tour that provided the impetus for the idea of a new branch 

of the company, to be based permanently in the north. The idealism and drive of Lord 

Harewood and ENO, and the hunger and enthusiasm of local audiences seemed to gain an 

unlikely triumph over the national economic downturn. But, as Harewood stated, ‘“Now” is 

never the ideal time to put such a scheme into operation, but any cook will tell you that you 

cannot go on preparing for ever and a soufflé can only rise once.’
798

 

 

4.5.4 Living memories and direct lineage 

Despite the surprisingly rich history of Ring cycle productions in Leeds, the narrative that was 

conveyed by Opera North in 2011 was one of this Ring cycle as a virgin experience for Leeds. 

Given the parental link between ENO and Opera North, the assumption can be made that the 

latter company was in fact aware of the previous Leeds Ring cycle, although the remembrance 

of Denhof’s tours, a century ago, seems less likely.
799

 Local reviewer Geoffrey Mogridge 

testifies that ENO’s 1975-76 Ring tours are, in fact, in living memory, in a review of Opera 

North’s Das Rheingold on the website ‘Opera Britannia’. Mogridge outlines a potted history of 

the Denhof tours and his own memories of the ENO production before giving a detailed 

(favourable) review of Opera North’s 2011 Das Rheingold. He reminisces: 

In 1975 and again in 1976, English National Opera toured a scaled-down version of their 

acclaimed Ring Cycle (also of course in English) to Leeds Grand. Sadly, this writer's hair 

has turned grey in the intervening thirty-five years from then until now. But I still 

remember the two giants - a young John Tomlinson as Fafner - bestriding the stage with 

what appeared to be upturned coal scuttles on their heads.
800
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Mogridge, a retired concert administrator, writes reviews such as this, occasionally 

nationally, but usually within the framework of local journalism.
801

 This personal account can 

be read as a digitised version of the type of information that might otherwise be gained by an 

ethnographer from an ‘oral history’; it is emotionally important, providing a reported lineage of 

experience. It is a direct record that the ENO Ring tour to Leeds is in living memory, and 

provides a personal remembrance of opera in Leeds before Opera North. It is a generational 

passing of information that might traditionally happen (and may well be happening) in a more 

private, familial setting, from parent to child or grandchild, prior to or after a performance now. 

Here Mogridge widens the sphere of this generational information-passing, and via the internet 

puts it into the public domain, so that as a reader I imagine, in another reality, that I might be 

sitting at this new performance beside my parent or grandparent telling me of the last great 

Wagnerian event in our shared city, at a time before I was there. Hence my own reception of the 

contemporary Rheingold becomes part of a greater local narrative, even beyond its own Ring 

cycle, and takes on the significance of a history of receptions in this city that crosses 

generations.  

This reading of Opera North’s Ring cycle as part of a historical lineage of Ring cycle 

experiences in Leeds is fed by current audience members who have revealed to me their 

presence at the ENO Ring productions of the 1970s. In addition to the Mogridge’s accounts, a 

delegate at the University of Leeds conference, Wagner’s Impact on His World and Ours, and 

his partner, both of whom I met by chance prior to a performance of Siegfried, were keen to 

outline the history of their own Ring opera attendance in Yorkshire and the North East since the 

1970s. Woven into this impromptu oral history were accounts of house-moving and the arrival 

of their children, indicating that these points of Wagner reception were, for them, integral events 

within the context and frameworks of their lives. A significant number of questionnaire 

respondents also indicated a presence at the ENO cycle of the 1970s, and people were often 

keen to list their varied experiences of Ring operas. Notably the Scottish Opera production of 

the Ring cycle touring to the Lowry theatre, Salford, in 2003 was frequently mentioned by 

respondents in Leeds and in Salford. 
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Testimony has been given here that both historical knowledge and living memories of 

Ring performances in the region exist, and that this is one context in which some audience 

members have received Opera North’s productions. In the following section I look at the home 

venue for the Opera North Ring, Leeds Town Hall, the ways in which the history of this 

building resonates with some of Wagner’s ideals for his Ring, and the contextual and 

intertextual reception experience that this resonance might create.  

 

4.6 Kunstreligion, Wagner, the festival, and Leeds Town Hall 

4.6.1 Introduction: aesthetics of Leeds Town Hall 

It is significant that Opera North’s ‘fully staged concert’ Ring cycle
802

 was played out on the 

concert stage of a great monument to civic pride, Leeds Town Hall. From my own perspective, 

before Opera North’s second performance of Das Rheingold on Friday 1 July 2011, I had not 

attended a performance event in this venue, so the majesty of what was once referred to as ‘this 

‘municipal palace’,
803

 swarming with excited audience members in waiting became bound with 

my experience of the work itself. My reception of Das Rheingold that evening was 

overwhelming (and indeed, this kind of description has been given by many in relation to the 

Ring operas).
804

 Musically, the degree of resonance in Leeds Town Hall’s central space, the 

Victoria Hall, was perfectly complementary to Wagner’s repertoire itself: dynamic levels and 

tempi had been refined by Farnes accordingly. The Town Hall itself was, in many ways, a 

contributory factor to the scale of this felt experience.
805

 This section will assess the possibility 

of intertextual meaning created by the developing relationship between the work and this 

historic venue. My aim has been to investigate the resonance of history, as experienced by 

audience members in this space, and the consequently nuanced way in which this building 

hosted this operatic venture. 
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In the BBC Radio 3 broadcast prior to Die Walküre, Farnes commented: 

Leeds Town Hall is a spectacularly good venue for, not only this composer but also this 

cycle of work. I think Wagner works better in here than almost any other composer. 

Also I think if you’re actually in this building looking at the architecture, I mean it’s 

almost contemporary with the writing of The Ring anyway. It has that slightly sort of 

Valhalla visual experience to it.
806

 

Leeds Town Hall is an imposing, mid-nineteenth century building in the classical style. Its 

towering columns, clock tower with dome and expansive entrance guarded by four stone lions 

were built as a competitive display of regional success in a time of ‘boom’, reflecting the local 

economic upturn of the industrial revolution at its peak. No less impressive is the interior, 

incorporating the main, multi-purpose central space and concert venue, the Victoria Hall, 

majestically named after the Queen’s opening visit of 1858, and complete with a powerful and 

visually ornate concert organ. Marble statues of Queen Victoria, Prince Albert and 

contemporary social activists of the region grace the opening vestibule while, in the interior of 

the Victoria Hall, reminders of the transcendent ideology of the nineteenth century mingle with 

the grounded humility of the working-class movement upon whose labour this display of wealth 

and industry was founded. Ornate plaster inscriptions, highlighted in gold, placed in elevated 

archways on all sides of the hall offer uplifting and improving aphorisms, biblical and secular: 

In union is strength; 

Honesty the best policy; 

Auspicium Melioris Aevi (an omen of a better age); 

Trial by jury; 

Labour omnia vincit (Labour conquers all things); 

Forward; 

Goodwill towards men; 

Magna Carta; 

Deo, Regi, Patriae (God, King and Country); 

Industry overcomes all things; 

God in the highest; 

Weave truth with trust; 

Virtue the only nobility; 

Except the Lord build the house, they labour in vain that build it; 

Except the Lord keepeth the city, the watchman waketh but in vain. 
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From a star-spangled, painted night sky above the concert organ (reminiscent of Karl Friedrich 

Schinkel’s famous 1815 stage set for Mozart’s Magic Flute)
807

 statues of Greek goddesses gaze 

down, inviting us to raise our eyes and our souls to their celestial heights.  

 

4.6.2 Wagner’s Kunstreligion and nineteenth-century festival cultures  

Central to The Ring, a tale of Gods and humanity, power, redemption and love, is the lofty 

creative concept of Kunstreligion. In functioning architecturally and in other ways as a secular 

cathedral (as I will outline shortly) Leeds Town Hall might also be subject to the application of 

such a term, were there to be an English equivalent. The concept of Kunstreligion, as mentioned 

previously, is outlined by Glenn Stanley in ‘Parsifal, Redemption and Kunstreligion’.
808

 Stanley 

describes the ‘slippery term – variously used to describe art in the service of religion, replacing 

religion as an outlet or devotion and contemplation, or simply appropriating religious 

themes’.
809

 In the late eighteenth century, religion (namely Lutheran Protestantism) was aligned 

with German-ness in the face of imported, secular Enlightenment ideals; such religion was in 

turn to be saved and its nationalism compounded by the experience of German art. This was the 

context in which Wagner’s ideology developed, opposed as it was (at times) to organised 

religion.
810

 While the Kunstreligion concept is attributed to Hegel (originally applied to the 

function of art in ancient Greek society)
811

 Deathridge and Dahlhaus argue that in Wagner, 

religion was no longer manifested in art, but art itself as a ‘transcendent’ and altering experience 

occupied the role formerly played by religion.
812

 In ‘Religion und Kunst’ (1880) Wagner 

postulated, ‘Where religion becomes artificial it is reserved for art to save the spirit of religion 

by recognizing the figurative value of the mythic symbols [… ] and revealing their deep and 

hidden truth through an ideal presentation.’
813

 Through his late works Wagner appointed himself 

to this mission of redemption; The Ring particularly is described by Dahlhaus as ‘the downfall 

of a world of law and force, and the dawn of a utopian age’,
814

 ruled by the unification of 

humanity, embodied in an all-encompassing love that might stem from something divine 

(although Magee argues that this might be ‘a religion of the purely human’, whereby humanity 
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is elevated to the position of the divine
815

). To extend the argument of Nietzsche, as previously 

discussed,
816

 the musical and total mechanics of the Gesamtkunstwerk by which this allegory is 

mediated are designed to engender such emotional response in the audience as might be 

representative of the fullness of the emotion portrayed on stage, and that within the redemptive 

story. In the argument put forth by Deathridge and Dahlhaus of the audience as ‘congregation’, 

servile to and complicit in the work,
817

 the Ring cycle was designed as a religious experience of 

its own kind with Bayreuth as its grand cathedral (a factor that explains, on one level, the 

devotion and evangelism of Wagnerites since its time). Stanley triangulates the elements of 

Wagner’s cultural reform: 

By the 1880s, Wagner’s thought comprised an intellectual synthesis that fused a 

Christian-based idea of Kunstreligion and a contemporary understanding of the functions 

of the theatre in culture and society of ancient Greece with the modern cause of German 

nationalism.
818

 

While these components came to be crystalised in Parsifal, they were already present in The 

Ring (although Stanley argues that the cycle was somewhat ‘Christianised’ by commentators 

after the event
819

). Wagner’s festival concept for The Ring was based on a Romanticised model 

of ancient Greece, whereby ‘both the content and the occasion of performance had religious 

significance’.
820

 Despite this, its more tangible predecessor was the German music festival 

tradition, which according to Stanley, ‘provided a more immediate and successful example of 

Kunstreligion in practice than did the model of ancient Greece’, since such German festivals 

had been a ‘forum for the exercise of cultural nationalism and religious aesthetics’ with great 

German oratorios as featured works.
821

 As well as the element of direct biblical material present 

as text, choral societies (the raison d’être for the German music festivals) were the embodiment 
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that this very metaphor of death and transcendence is most familiar within the context of the Christian 

story, and thus more palatable for Christian society than it might be for its others. 
820
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821
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of the Kunstreligion ideal with collective national, religious singing, and their members unified, 

visible and representative in public life
 
.
822

 

Such festivals and choral performances as have just been described were not only the 

preserve of Germany, during the nineteenth century. The music festival in England was a much 

older tradition, as outlined by Frank Musgrove, with four-day festivals (including, in large part, 

the music of Handel) having developed in the eighteenth century in a few select cathedral 

cities.
823

 The nineteenth century saw the transition and expansion of such events from the 

cathedrals to the newly industrialised towns, with the secular grandeur of the new English town 

halls (such as Birmingham and Leeds) as concert venues.
824

 Musgrove points to ‘the northern 

industrial city with its new town hall’ as the festival’s ‘apparent home’.
825

 The festivals’ 

function consequently shifted from the religious to the civic. The industrial revolution had 

affected mass migration and population rise in the towns and cities and the creation of a new, 

urban ‘working class’ in addition to the rise in fortunes of middle-class industrialists. Owing in 

large part to a Victorian urge to control and moderate what were seen as social vices or the 

undesirable elements of working-class culture (mainly alcoholic consumption)
826

 there arose, 

nationwide, a mass of accessible, communal, musical activity, encompassing choral societies, 

brass bands, ‘people’s concerts’ and musical festivals.
827

 In particular the nineteenth-century 

musical festival, still mainly choral in essence, was seen as having the potential to cement 

relations between the classes, who might attend and participate together.
828

 Repertoire did not 

change altogether from the English festival’s prior sacred incarnation, and the staple diet of 

oratorios such as Handel’s Messiah (Handel being by far the favoured English national 
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composer as well as originally German
829

) retained a link with the cathedral as well as a 

similarity with the German music festival.
830

 Indeed this music was seen as having moral 

efficacy in itself.
831

 Similar moral statements were made about Leeds Town Hall, with a 

commentator from the Leeds Mercury in 1859 hoping that building itself might, throughout its 

long, cultural lifetime ‘silently reprove whatever is low and vulgar; […] allure to all that is 

elevated and good; […] draw up the aspirations of those who behold it to better things’ and 

‘help mould the character of the people to strength, beauty and dignity’.
832

 The move of the 

music festival away from the church did not signal a break with the aim for or promotion of 

moral improvement. The retention of the ideology of virtue in nineteenth-century civic music-

making and concert-going was bound to the development of the town hall as concert venue 

because, as Nicholas Thistlethwaite concludes, ‘in architectural, cultural and social terms the 

Victorian town hall was a distinct phenomenon, wholly characteristic of the age and an 

uncompromising expression of some of its most cherished ideas’.
833

 

This was essentially the story of the beginnings of concert life at Leeds Town Hall. 

While other provincial town halls such as Birmingham Town Hall had been constructed 

specifically as concert venues and as homes for their towns’ music festivals,
834

 Leeds Town Hall 
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was to be what Derek Linstrum termed ‘the first complete municipal palace’,
835

 incorporating 

all walks of civic life: corporate and judicial functions, local government offices, municipal 

businesses, public meetings, bazaars, banquets and social gatherings. Musical activity was most 

prevalent in the programme of events and the Town Hall’s central venue, the Victoria Hall, 

provided a home for music-making and concerts. According to Rachel Milestone, ‘although the 

Town Hall was not built for the holding of a musical festival, its erection enabled such an event 

to become a possibility’.
836

 It was decided that upon its opening in 1858 there should be a music 

festival to be combined with a high profile visit from Queen Victoria. This grand opening was 

designed to engage a national spirit in showcasing the new building and the town as well as the 

more regional civic pride.
837

 Indeed this sentiment was taken up by the local press, proudly 

proclaiming that Leeds had become, for a short time, ‘in a sense the seat of the Empire’ and 

calling for its inhabitants to act as ‘one of the most valuable constituents and bulwarks of the 

national strength and prosperity’.
838

 

Notably the 1858 Leeds Music Festival opened with Mendelssohn’s Elijah, a sacred 

oratorio commensurate with the festival tradition, and also included a performance of that most 

favoured work, Handel’s Messiah,
839

 as well as a pastoral cantata, The May Queen, newly 

commissioned for the event. This work was written by the festival’s Yorkshire-born conductor 

(and professor of Music at Cambridge) William Sterndale Bennett. With a story incorporating 

May Day rituals and Robin Hood, and stylistic links with the work of Handel, the work had 

strong pastoral elements, invoking a national as much as regional spirit.
840

 Unusually for a 

festival there was also a final ‘People’s Concert’ to offer an affordable experience of the Town 

Hall to the working classes whose rates had, in part, paid for its construction.
841

 Following this 

opening success, Leeds Town Hall eventually became home to the Leeds Triennial Festival, 

which, after a stalled beginning (owing to bickering within the political circles of local music-

making) finally began in earnest in 1874.
842

 In a move that seems to represent a national, 
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musical pride, commissions were issued to composers from all over England by the Festival 

Committee, vastly outnumbering more widely fashionable foreign commissions.
843

 Other 

musical events were prolific in the life of the Town Hall, as detailed by Milestone: ‘municipal’ 

events provided by the council being accessible and affordable or even free in order to 

encourage the attendance and taste for ‘improving’ music in the working people of the town; 

visiting musical and theatrical performances by groups hiring the hall, including operatic 

repertoire; performances by the numerous choral societies of Leeds and surrounding areas, 

including oratorios and operatic concerts; band and orchestral concerts; and fund-raising events 

organised by other charitable local bodies. 

Here is a historical context that is both political and aesthetic for a twenty-first-century 

Ring cycle in Leeds Town Hall. This context is made visible in the architecture of the building, 

and made tangible in the various ways in which the Town Hall is still used today. In the 

following section we will see how the architecture of civic identity and social ideology connects 

to the experience of Opera North’s Ring by cultural lineage and by often subtle communications 

from the company to its audience, thus affording the possibility of another contextually 

informed reception experience. 

 

4.6.3 Contemporary resonances 

Perhaps it is not surprising that in Leeds Town Hall, a building whose birth and early life was 

contemporary with Wagner’s artistic output, we should find a degree of resonance with some of 

the ideas that influenced Wagner’s work. Both espouse a reimagined idea of ancient Greece. 

Wagner did this in what Deathridge and Dahlhaus term his ‘constant invocation of the theatre of 

Aeschylus and its rapt audiences’.
844

 This invocation included his argument for, and realisation 

of, the elevation of the combined art forms to their highest expressive potential 

(Gesamtkunstwerk); his use of myth to epitomise universal emotion and the human condition; 

his festival concept and design for the Bayreuth auditorium; and the Kunstreligion element he 

propagated for the role of his art within society. The classical Town Hall in Leeds invokes a 

broadly similar spirit of antiquity, surrounded by and filled with fashionable Corinthian columns 

and marble-esque statues. Exposed in the archway above the main entrance, for example, is a 

tableau of five female figures clothed in robes to appropriate the image of ancient Greece but 

representing the city of Leeds with all of its facets (see Figure 4).  

                                                           
843

 Milestone details this phenomenon and its possible reasons (ibid., pp.204-11). 
844

 Deathridge and Dahlhaus, p.95. 



232 

 

  

 

Figure 4: Tableau above entrance, Leeds Town Hall. Image, with permission, from the collections of 

Leeds Library and Information Service. 

 These figures are representative of Leeds (central) holding a wreath and spinning distaff; 

Industry (far left); Poetry and Music (left) with a lyre and pipe (Pan-like behind her is a faun); 

Fine Arts, to the right of ‘Leeds’ leaning against a Corinthian capital with a bust of the goddess 

Minerva (or Athena) at her side; and Science with her instruments on the far right. Behind them 

is a seat of justice with owls (belonging to Athena but also the symbol of Leeds). Children with 

fleeces bestride the doorway. The staff of Mercury (or Hermes, to give the Greek equivalent) 

features in each panel, ‘symbolic of Order, Peace and Prosperity’.
845

 

The overlapping ideologies that occurred in the process of the secularisation of 

Christian ideals in the ‘municipal’ events of the Town Hall (outlined in the previous subsection) 

also run in parallel to overlapping elements of Wagner’s artistic polemic. The nature of 

Kunstreligion elements in his work fluctuates; there are overt Christian reference points in 

Tannhäuser, Lohengrin and finally Parsifal (after which, Nietzsche accused Wagner of having 

fallen ‘helpless and broken on his knees before the Christian cross’
846

) but they are generally 

references to myth and tradition rather than scripture. The Ring is without these, so it could be 
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placed into a different category of Kunstreligion: the replacement of religion with art as a 

transcendent and renewing experience.
847

 Similarly the town hall replaced the cathedral as a 

venue, as has been outlined. 

While, broadly speaking, the town hall secularised its music-making, in Leeds the 

influence of the church is clear. Filling the back wall behind the stage and choir seats of the 

Victoria Hall is a large concert organ, built during the time of the construction of Leeds Town 

Hall itself. Much was made of the requirement for such an instrument at the time, in order to 

ensure the suitability of the venue as a space for music-making, with the organ available as an 

instrument for accompaniment, solo performance and as an ‘orchestral substitute’.
848

 The 

fashion for organ-building in town halls, which became an essential requirement, was set by the 

legacy of the church festival, whereby the organ had been ‘so crucial a feature of the 

[Birmingham] festival’s sacred performances, which had previously been held in a church’.
849

 

But while the great organ of Leeds Town Hall was part of the plan for musical and moral 

‘improvement’ for the masses it is visually removed from the auspices of the church, without a 

cross in sight. Instead it is ornately decorated with a wreath, a golden lyre surrounded by 

winged horses, wooden fauns with pipes and, at its highest point, winged, gilded goddesses 

draped in Grecian gowns recalling the Romanticised model of antiquity, perhaps even the 

Kunstreligion ideal of all of society being immersed in musical elevation. At the same time the 

owl of Leeds and the white rose of Yorkshire remind us of the grand but grounded reality of our 

location. 

In actuality, municipal improvement of all kinds in Leeds was often led by church 

members, including Nonconformists with a concern for religious freedom and social action as 

much as political power.
850

 Quite opposed in one way to Wagner’s ideals, the benevolence of 

municipal government extended out of the bounds of the church and of Christianity, with Town 

Hall organist and musical educator William Spark programming and performing a concert in 
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1883 specifically for the Leeds Jewish community whose numbers had swelled in accordance 

with and feeding Leeds’ rapid industrial growth, and in response to persecution elsewhere in 

Europe.
851

 Thus this specific model of local, civic pride proves to be more inclusive than the 

ideology of nationalism, in social and musical terms. 

On one level parallels can be drawn between Wagner’s ideology and the aims of those 

nineteenth-century council reformers for Leeds Town Hall. In ‘Art and Revolution’, Wagner 

calls for the social function of art: ‘our object will […] be, to discover the meaning of Art as a 

factor in the life of the State and to make ourselves acquainted with it as a social product’.
852

 

However, in the detail of Wagner’s polemic, the differences are pronounced. Both Wagner and 

the Leeds reformers were committed to the positioning of music and the arts at the centre of 

community and society, an idea fashioned from a historical view of classical antiquity, where 

such music and events held a role of religious and moral significance. Both were overtly 

concerned with the power and ability of the arts (specifically music) as an experience that could 

lift ordinary people from the circumstances of their everyday lives and affect some manner of 

change en masse. In both cases the nature of this transcendent experience was imposed from a 

position of higher power. In Leeds (and more generally in industrialised nineteenth-century 

England) reformers sought to bring about improving behavioural and social change from a 

position of political power. Wagner had manoeuvred himself into a position of cultural power 

from which he aimed to effect ideological change in his audience. Both were driven by 

imperatives of morality and power albeit in very different circumstances. Whereas the impetus 

of the Leeds reformers was ultimately social and moral control over the masses, Wagner aimed 

for a radical restructuring, a ‘new order’ for society, based on his own propagated moral 

ideology. 

Wagner, on one hand, and the Leeds reformers, on the other, were both concerned that 

financial obstacles should be removed. Leeds Town Hall’s opening music festival of 1858 had 

the unusual addition of a ‘People’s Festival Concert’ at prices affordable to all, consequently 

attended by 4000 people.
853

 In subsequent years, council concerts led by organist William Spark 

endeavoured to broaden and elevate musical tastes of the townsfolk through affordable concerts, 

and Milestone asserts that ‘through Spark’s ingenuity and vast musical knowledge, the Leeds 

public were able to hear brand new repertoire in their Town Hall, often for free’.
854

 Various 

Leeds Town Hall ‘Penny Concerts’ of high musical quality and prestige are detailed by 
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Milestone where ‘a portion of the hall was reserved purely for the working classes who gained 

entry for a penny each’.
855

 

If the attitude of the council in Leeds was ‘improvement’ through increased access to 

concerts and musical events, in the context of the completed Ring cycle, Wagner could be 

accused of the very opposite in the restricting of access to those already truly devoted. In his 

great ideal Wagner made extraordinary demands of his audience, requiring a ‘pilgrimage’ to 

Bayreuth and condemning those who wanted to enjoy the experience in their local opera house 

for making an extraordinary event into an ordinary part of life
856

 (although, as we have seen, 

Wagner was not adverse to taking overtures and orchestral extractions out to concerts in various 

accessible locations for his own marketing purposes). But despite the ideological requirements 

of substantial effort on the part of the audience (an arduous journey, the very duration of his 

works) which had to go beyond the bounds of any ordinary entertainment or leisure pursuit, 

Wagner would have preferred there to be no financial cost incurred for tickets to Bayreuth.
857

 

Here we see quite differing purposes: in Leeds musical provision aimed to be widely socially 

improving in the first instance, eventually leading to an appreciation of ‘art for art’s sake; 
858

 in 

Bayreuth those who were already devoted, and making an effort towards enlightenment, might 

be further enlightened as a reward for their sustained endeavours. This salvation was to be 

earned by personal devotion, rather than effected by the evangelism of those in power. 

As we have seen earlier in the chapter, Opera North did not make this history explicit, but 

the echoes of industrial and social reform are present in today’s experience of Leeds Town Hall, 

and of course more broadly in cultural life in the region. In assessing the priorities of the 

nineteenth-century reformers with regard to regional cultural achievements and social access to 

them, it is almost surprising that Wagner’s Ring cycle, or at least a substantial part thereof, was 

not attempted at this venue well over a hundred years earlier. Opera North’s Ring therefore 

serves also to fulfil the historical lineage of the aims of this venue, and the potential of the hall, 

aesthetically, as well as socially and as a key marker in the history of musical and cultural civic 

pride in the city. 
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4.7 Conclusion 
Over the course of this chapter I have aimed to examine the historical and current cultural 

backdrop to an experience of a Ring cycle, a work that we are told is ‘the biggest piece of 

Western art music that there is’.
859

 Moreover, this has been an investigation into the historical 

and geographical place and effectivity of Opera North’s Ring opera productions in Leeds 

between 2011 and 2014, and their reception.  

This study uncovered certain themes surrounding Wagner and The Ring that abound in 

the public and academic spheres, often perceived as barriers to reception for the uninitiated. 

Monumentality and difficulty are the most prominent issues, while in the background we find a 

proliferation of variable literature, acrimonious writing, and perceptions of moral compromise. 

Confusion is also evident in perceptions of the ‘rules’ by which we might receive the works, and 

judge productions of all or parts of The Ring, since historically, arrangements and extractions 

from the cycle date back to the composer himself; this has created a disorientated sense of 

Werktreue (fidelity to the composer’s wishes) as Wagner himself was inconsistent in word and 

deed, arranging portions of his own work for financial gain, but extolling the wholeness of the 

Gesamtkuntswerk.
860

 

In an effort to increase accessibility, Opera North did not particularly acknowledge or 

engage directly with the perceived obstacles to reception that I have mentioned here, but made 

this musical ‘megalith’ as inviting to a first-time audience as possible. However, those with a 

greater experience or deeper engagement were not excluded. As Head of Music Martin Pickard 

assured me, in reference to the work’s weighty philosophical content, ‘it’s all in there for those 

who want to access it’.
861

 Opera North’s preparation of its audience addressed the emotional 

issues at hand, described by Pickard as the ‘fear of the threshold into Wagner’. This preparation 

was also informed by the musical or intellectual needs outlined by Dahlhaus, to ‘be able to 

distinguish the musical motives […] and to keep track of […] their relationships and 

functions’.
862

 Indeed this concerted effort by the company could be conceptualised as part of a 

long line of attempts to make The Ring accessible for new audiences, many of which I have 

outlined.  

Opera North’s series of Ring operas were bespoke productions, created for a specific 

audience, and for the stage of Leeds Town Hall (and touring concert halls of the north of 
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England). In recent years a great variety of bespoke Ring reductions have been created, as I 

have assessed. Opera North’s Ring could be described as ‘reduced’ in terms of staging, although 

it is musically complete. This production without set, props or formal director, but with giant 

screens for images and text, was widely publicised as prioritising story-telling and emotional 

audience involvement. The act of creation for a specifically targeted audience means that the 

criteria by which the production is to be judged (or as Jauss termed it the audience’s ‘horizon of 

expectation’
863

) can be set by the producers themselves. If such criteria are shared successfully 

and producers and audience are ultimately in accord, the production will be judged positively. 

For a four-year Ring cycle Opera North was able to adjust and refine the communication of 

success criteria over time, and thus had the potential to create and match expectation 

increasingly. 

Opera North’s Ring was thus widely judged to be a success. Musically it was judged 

well by critics. The Telegraph’s Rupert Christansen proclaimed of Die Walküre ‘You’d be 

lucky to hear as good at Bayreuth’,
864

 and Seen and Heard International reviewed 

Götterdämmerung with fervor, declaring that the production and the orchestra had proved 

Richard Farnes to be ‘a great Wagner conductor’.
865

 Expectations were raised, via broadcasts 

and press communications, regarding musical primacy and scale, the impressive visual inclusion 

of the orchestra, and clarity of story-telling. These expectations were seen, by critics and 

audience, to be fulfilled. The company’s targeted new audience members were familiarised by 

musical talks and workshops, but more prominently by a sense of community engendered by 

events and communications, and arguably, in Leeds, by the experience of venue and the 

undercurrent of history. In 2011, ‘Sing ON: Wagner!’ workshop participants, whilst engaging in 

musical learning, were afforded a practical experience of musical community with the company, 

in Leeds. The sense of local community over time, which can be described as ‘civic pride’, was 

evident in the home venue, Leeds Town Hall, with its democratic history of concert-going and 

its political ideology visible in its architecture, statues and inscriptions. The Town Hall was also 

aesthetically complementary to the work itself, being broadly contemporary with it, and 

drawing on common fashions for antiquity and ideals of a divine or transcendent experience of 
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art and community. By 2014, and following mention by the company, some critical reviews 

even extended to the grandeur and suitability of the venue.
866

 

Of all the elements discussed here, the most socially powerful access solution was 

perhaps encapsulated in the inclusion of Götterdämmerung into the Yorkshire Festival 

(celebrating the opening stages of the Tour de France in the region). This was the company’s 

engagement with the locale and community, and the creation of a direct and tangible link 

between Opera North, the Ring cycle and a tradition (dating back to the nineteenth century) of 

northern civic pride. 

For the more experienced Wagner audience members the company’s setting of audience 

expectation also functioned to overcome certain sensibilities regarding Werktreue, since 

expectations of the production itself were communicated in preference to the original wishes of 

the composer for the work. While this subversion of the Werktreue ideal related largely to issues 

of staging, there were elements that also had musical components; particularly in the case of the 

on-stage orchestra. This expectation-setting and management by a company is of immense 

importance as to whether a production is deemed to be successful; communicating company 

priorities in production creates a benchmark against which audiences and critics can judge 

success in a far more immediate way than might be possible against the priorities of a 

nineteenth-century composer. The longitudinal approach of a four-year Ring cycle (with a full 

cycle in 2016) allowed for a developing narrative whereby Opera North could plant success 

criteria and rising expectations year on year, and go on to fulfil them. 

In this specific concert staging, the undisputed musical success of Richard Farnes and 

the way in which success criteria could be mediated over a number of years, Opera North 

essentially reinvented the way its audience and critics conceptualise Wagner music dramas, as 

can be seen in the following review from Seen and Heard International, the sense of which is 

typical of critical reviews of these Ring opera productions: 

One of the notable features of this Ring has been the success of the semi staging on the 

concert platform of Leeds Town Hall, the Victorian Gothic/neo-classic grandeur of 

which makes a good match for the monumentality of The Ring. Musically everything 

comes straight at you, the orchestra raked in such a way as to allow the elevated mighty 

brass section unimpeded sound lines into the auditorium. The singers, front of stage, 
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costumed and often dramatically lit, face the audience, acting their parts but without any 

props. A great deal of The Ring consists in dialogue between two people but here, 

instead of looking at each other they stand apart and engage you, the listener, as if you 

were their interlocutor. The result is a musical experience impossible in the opera 

house.
867

 

By 2014, Opera North had, through the process of producing this sequence of music 

dramas, created a definitive Ring cycle for the concert halls of northern England on the 

company’s own terms, judged by the criteria the company set, and with the company’s priorities 

received and accepted by audiences and critics in preference to the ideology of Werktreue and 

the stated wishes of the composer. This occurred in advance of the event of a full cycle to be 

performed in 2016 in the concert halls of the north and in London, as this once ‘provincial’ Ring 

cycle, now becoming national, toured to the capital. In 1910, the Nation described Herr 

Denhof’s Ring at last bringing ‘Hope for Provincial Opera’. A century later another Ring cycle 

created and fulfilled its own hopes initially in a nineteenth-century provincial concert venue, 

now with a production of international standing.
868
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5 Conclusion 
 

From its origins as a branch of ENO, Opera North exists, uniquely, for the north of England and 

beyond, and thus distinctively fulfils an access agenda in the region: that productions of the 

highest quality might reach the broadest audience. It is noted in the 2015 Annual Review that 

Opera North is ‘the region’s leading cultural export’, and that it is ‘based in Leeds, rooted in the 

North, and international in outlook’.
869

 This thesis contributes to a growing discourse around the 

now established trajectory of instrumentalism in government-funded culture, by examining the 

specifics of how and why Opera North creates and presents its work according to an agenda for 

public access to opera and related arts.
870

  

In relevance to the Arts Council, which mediates the funding of culture from HM 

Treasury, and cascades its own aims to the companies that it funds, one must also note the 

agendas of government under which an organisational structure such as Opera North is 

operating at any given time of creative productivity. These are, as Georgina Born described 

them, the ‘judgements of legitimacy fueling cultural policy and subsidy’,
 871

 which must be 

questioned, analysed and ultimately held to account. The instrumentalist approach to culture of 

‘New Labour’, in office between 1997 and 2010, resonated strongly with the ambitions of a 

company growing in its educational and community-focussed aspirations, resulting in the 

creation of work such as Swanhunter, according to the expanding access agenda. The alignment 

of company and governmental objectives thus appeared to feed a cyclical (or spiralling) process 

of growth, whereby increasing support was offered for educational work, and artistic ambitions 

and output in the educational sphere consequently advanced. As well as the artistry of its 

creators, and the vision of its commissioners, Swanhunter was thus a product of its time and its 

government. 

Expressly, this thesis has specific potential for knowledge transfer in addressing policy 

issues, as raised the ACE’s 2014 evidence review, The Value of Arts and Culture to People and 

Society. In this document, ACE researchers note ‘the rarity of evaluations that demonstrate the 

wider societal value of arts and culture activity’.
872

 The evidence gap is particularly pronounced 

in terms of the ‘drivers of engagement and impact of arts and culture engagement’ in ‘children’s 
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arts participation and engagement’.
873

 While ACE researchers assert the need for ‘statistical 

work’, and privilege quantitative techniques and large sample sizes, it appears from the 

evidence gaps they point to, that ethnographic work in arts, culture, engagement and 

participation, such as mine at Opera North, with Swanhunter as a particular example of work 

with and for children, could go some way to addressing this knowledge void. 

The impetus toward ‘children’s opera’ or ‘family opera’ is largely a modern one, as 

recent press interest in the topic reveals.
874

 We might turn again to the agenda of government for 

instrumentalist culture, as evidenced in ACE’s 2013 revised strategy and 2014 review, to 

ascertain where this interest might have originated.
875

 It is interesting to note that the 

involvement of young people with opera dates back almost as far as the origins of the form 

itself, with the earliest performance of Henry Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas by ‘young 

gentlewomen’ at Josias Priest’s boarding school in Chelsea, in 1687 or 1688, with, one might 

presume, their peers in attendance.
876

 The rather slow-moving English tradition of writing opera 

for children to perform continued, notably by Benjamin Britten with Let’s Make an Opera in 

1949, and Noye’s Fuddle in 1958.  While composers such as Britten may have helped to shape 

the cultural concept of children and opera, these examples do not present us with a consistent 

lineage of opera education or access. The modern-day access agenda arises because of the 

perception of obstacles, as elucidated by Alexandra Wilson in ‘Killing Time’, arising from 

around the turn of the twentieth century, and repeatedly propagated in various media, including 

other cultural forms. Indeed, recent press interest promotes this view. In 2014, Huff Post UK’s 

‘Parentdish’ asked ‘How middle class do you have to BE to take your children to the opera?’,
877

 

with accusations of cultural ‘one-upmanship’ levelled toward such parents.
878

 Thus the modern-

day media maintains and renews the charges of elitism in opera reception, acting as a cultural 

gatekeeper, dissuading entry, here on the basis of social class and also age.
879

 In multiple 
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articles for the Telegraph, Christiansen repeatedly refers to operatic experience as alien to other 

cultural experiences in children’s lives, and worries that no educational programmes are likely 

to engender a love of the art-form, because here opera is forced rather than discovered.
880

 My 

research, observing children attending Opera North’s Swanhunter performances and workshops, 

detailed in Chapter 3, demonstrates that this need not be the case.  

We have seen how, during the last Labour term of office, Opera North was able to 

respond to a governmental agenda of ‘Education, Education, Education’
881

 by augmenting its 

educational efforts. We have seen how the company worked through its objectives, which 

echoed those of the Culture Secretary in 2008, who aimed to ‘reclaim the word “excellence” 

from its historic, elitist undertones and […] recognise that the very best art and culture is for 

everyone’.
882

 In the current political age of ‘austerity’, Abigail Gilmore argues that there has 

been a move away from financial and social responsibility for culture toward a model of 

encouraging and increasing private investment.
883

 ACE’s 2014 review lists ‘Economy’ as the 

first of its key themes listing where evidence might be found for the value of arts and culture.
884

 

Gilmore details the way in which the findings presented in this document ‘signal dominance of 

quantitative measures, and in particular ones which can assign monetary value to cultural 

experience’.
885

 It is notable that in terms of ‘value-for-money’, the educational outreach linked 

into the 2015 Swanhunter production had the capacity to reach more children, although at a far 

lower level of intensity, as compared with the 2009 programme, with more onus on the 

individual choices of families and the independent working of schools to ensure the work would 

be accessed. It is interesting to compare the government’s drive to widen the reaches of 

educational provision of arts companies such as Opera North, whilst simultaneously limiting the 

school curriculum to focus on science, technology, engineering and mathematics, meaning less 

access to arts in a formal, educational setting (see the 2015 report by the Warwick Commission 
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on the Future of Cultural Value
886

). Despite the broadening focus of Opera North Education, an 

arts company is not a school, and a policy for public access via the Arts Council cannot replace 

the comprehensive reach of a policy for arts in schools via the Department of Education. 

However, a ‘work’ such as Swanhunter, as was commissioned and created in 2009, has the 

potential to go far further in its reach than an education programme or policy, should it enter the 

repertoire, or the canon. With a new Opera North production of Swanhunter with The Wrong 

Crowd in 2015, and two German production runs by Theatre Chemnitz between 2011 and 

2013,
887

 and a growing interest in ‘family opera’ perhaps even as a developing genre,
888

 the 

outlook is, thus far, positive. The potential for this work (alongside specific outreach 

programmes) to fulfil the criteria that commissioner Rebecca Walsh spoke of in 2009 (to make 

opera work for people at any age, and to facilitate children’s engagement with the form) could 

eventually happen more widely than she might, at that time, have imagined, as the work has 

already achieved a greater longevity than the education project that led to its commission. I have 

argued that this commission was a product of a political moment in time and the alignment of 

company and government ambitions that had developed in synergy over the first decade or so of 

the twenty-first century. It thus stands to reason that in telling the story of the work’s creation 

and reception, these ambitions and this moment of artistic and political synergy should not be 

overlooked, since in this work and its potential to engage young people in opera there has been 

formed a specific cultural and educational legacy.
889
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There are, of course, other access agendas besides that of government, less 

comprehensive, less centralised and less legitimised. The reception of Wagner’s music dramas, 

particularly his Ring tetralogy, has been perceived as problematic for an array of reasons 

explored in Chapter 4, and access solutions have been arrived at from a variety of sources, many 

involving reduction of different sorts. Opera North’s series of Ring opera productions fits within 

this lineage, and yet stands apart as being musically complete, theatrically and dramatically 

sound, if not elaborate, and having a performance standard that has received such critical 

reviews as to be considered world-class.
890

 Indeed the home venue for the Opera North Ring, 

Leeds Town Hall has its own rich history of widening access of local people to ‘high culture’. 

To quote Born, writing about IRCAM and the BBC, such institutions (to which I will add the 

public opera company) ‘intervene influentially in the history of the fields they inhabit’.
891

 Opera 

North has, with its Ring, intervened in the narrative of Ring cycle production and reception, 

locally, nationally and internationally. It has influenced perceptions and reality of who its 

audience is and what this audience is willing to receive. It has furthered the story of Leeds Town 

Hall as a culturally democratising piece of architecture and concert venue. It has challenged and 

changed expectations regarding the limitations inherent what was once termed ‘provincial 

opera’,
892

 so that an opera company can be at once regional and world class. Fundamentally 

Opera North continues its influential intervention in the nature and meaning of culture in and of 

the north of England, at home and in export. Nowhere has this been more widely evident than in 

the Ring opera productions created for Leeds Town Hall.
893

  

The operetta Skin Deep provides us with an interesting if less successful access story. 

The lineage of the genre, traditionally shorter or ‘lighter’ than opera, was assumed by the 

creators, and absorbed via pervasive marketing campaign into the overarching agenda of Opera 

North to increase access to the operatic arts. Yet, in terms of the commissioning new work, the 

historical agenda of operetta in creation and the access drive of Opera North could be seen as a 

false equivalent. The lineage of operetta, Richard Traubner informs us, has always been 

commercially driven. Thus that commerciality with its ‘big tunes’, engaging characters, and 
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storylines structured within a specific dramaturgical frame, is a part of the genre and of audience 

expectation. Skin Deep fell into a gap between these commercially based expectations for 

‘operetta’ and the deconstruction of a form that came from the influence of Kagel and the avant-

garde.  

The lineage of experience of the two creators was a contributory factor in their failure to 

create ‘operetta’ as the critics, the audience and the company understood it. To return to 

Bourdieu, when considering the failure of Skin Deep to engage an existing audience or induct a 

new one into ‘operetta’, we could view the process of creation as a less than ideal interaction 

between the individual creators David Sawer and Armando Iannucci, following their own 

agendas and trajectories, each according to his own ‘habitus’ or ‘socialized disposition’ and 

origin (as has been outlined in Chapter 3), with the ‘field’, which could be opera, ‘operetta’, or 

the company Opera North. In each of these possibilities the habitus of each creator occupied 

such a troubled position within the field and effectively compromised the ‘objective unity’ of 

the field.
 894

 Skin Deep was consequently ignored in later discussions of commissioning and new 

works within the company, in a social attempt to mitigate the trauma of a disruption to the field 

and the failure of the overall agenda for increasing access for new and young audiences.  

Were I to begin this study of Opera North now, knowing from the outset that it would 

be a study of the access agenda in action, I would probably be drawn towards far more obvious 

examples of the company’s work. The Education department, which traditionally catered for 

children in schools and for young people and families with on-site events at Opera North, has 

recently expanded to incorporate more community engagement into its schedule. The 

department, now promoted as ‘Education and Engagement’,
895

 incorporates partnerships and 

projects working with people who have been or are at risk of becoming homeless, artistic 

community residencies that have been established in geographical areas of educational need, 

and a group on site at Opera North that caters for young adults with autistic spectrum disorders. 

The extent of this ‘engagement’ work, which most explicitly fulfils the access agenda, was, 

however, not as advanced in 2008, at the outset of my studies, as it is now. This thesis has 

evolved from the study of an opera company adapting to its world, to a study of access through 

the breadth of the company’s activities, focusing on the drive to increase access through the 

central, everyday activity of producing opera. During the process of conducting the case studies 

I have outlined (and many others, researched but ultimately not included), the nature of the 
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company and its function as part of a larger ingrained historical and political narrative was 

revealed to me gradually, usually implicitly but occasionally explicitly. This thesis is a 

discovery that began with a focus on the Main Stage, the centre of company activity, viewing 

the complexities of Skin Deep and the reasons that it did not do the job it might have, and why it 

disappointed. My interest was then drawn outward, to what then seemed the periphery, the 

smaller departments to witness how Swanhunter succeeded in an educational agenda that was 

not, at the time, widely publicised. From my work with the Education and Projects departments 

a picture emerged of the entirety of the ‘spider’s web’, as Richard Farnes described the 

company. Having looked in from the edges I returned to the operatic centre stage to note the 

cultural achievement of a Wagnerian epic for the north.  

Having analysed why Skin Deep disappointed the access agenda, how Swanhunter 

succeeded in its objective of education and engagement, and what the Ring dramas achieved for 

opera in and of the north, I must return to Georgina Born. These judgements of failure, success 

and achievement are essentially the ‘judgements of legitimacy’ that have the potential to inform 

policy and funding,
896

 and we must take account of who makes them, on what basis they are 

made and with what effect. In this thesis I have tried overall to avoid creating my own outright 

judgements of legitimacy, whilst acknowledging a growing cultural closeness to the company 

and a degree of ‘protective enthusiasm’, as McKechnie described it, for those within it, and for 

the work it does.
897

 I have aimed for a degree of critical objectivity whilst studying a company 

that has awoken all kinds of experiential subjectivities, artistic and social, as, one might hope, 

an opera company should. 

To return to the plethora of activities currently in operation at Opera North that are 

designed from the outset to fulfil educational and community functions, future research has the 

potential to analyse the social, educational and access agenda more fully, as it is presented 

explicitly by the company. Ethnographic observation and analysis of Education and community 

work in opera and the arts is needed, where the Arts Council itself has acknowledged qualitative 

‘evidence gaps’ in its reviewing of social engagement in the arts. Born also calls us, through 

interdisciplinary perspectives that might critique art within a broad-based understanding of its 

social production, that we might ‘intervene in those [cultural historical] processes to potentially 

creative effect’.
898

 In view of recent Arts Council publications, and the changes in tone of the 

UK government’s agenda for the arts during the time span of this thesis, there appears to be 

room and requirement for such intervention. 
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Appendix A 
 

NB: I have attempted to retain some formatting of the original questionnaire, in order to give an 

indication of the type of document audience members would be presented with. This was 

originally a single sheet of A4 paper (two sides). However, margins have had to be altered to 

allow for binding, and I have also removed some of the lined spaces in this appendix, where 

respondents were originally invited to write their answers. 

 

Götterdämmerung Audience Questionnaire  

 

This questionnaire forms part of a research project for a PhD programme run between the 

University of Leeds and Opera North, investigating opera and audience response. I would be 

most grateful if you would complete the following short survey regarding involvement with and 

reaction to Opera North and Götterdämmerung. Any personal data you offer will be kept 

securely. Responses will be treated confidentially and reported anonymously in publications 

arising from the study. If you have further questions, or if you would like this statement in 

writing please contact me to obtain this (culcheth123@hotmail.com or at the address below). If 

you wish to withdraw your information at any time you may do so without penalty, also by 

contacting me. In this event, we will not use the data you have provided.  

I would ask for a signature to confirm that you have read and understood the above information, 

and are willing to participate by completing this questionnaire 

Many thanks for your help in giving your response. 

Mrs Jenny Daniel, School of Music, University of Leeds, LS2 9JT 

(culcheth123@hotmail.com) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Götterdämmerung  

1. Please give the date and venue of the performance that you are attending. 

Date: ___________________ Venue: ___________________________________ 

 

2. How far have you travelled in order to experience this performance?  

 

3a) Have you attended other Opera North ‘Ring Cycle’ operas?       

If so please give the work(s) and the venue(s).  

b) Do you feel or anticipate that you are experiencing Götterdämmerung as part of a complete 

‘Ring Cycle’ or as an individual production? Please give more details if you wish.  

I have read and understood the above information and offer my consent for my response to be 

used in this study. 

SIGNATURE ____________________________________________________________ 

 

mailto:culcheth123@hotmail.com
mailto:culcheth123@hotmail.com
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4a) Have you, prior to the performance, had any ‘misgivings’ regarding Wagner or attending his 

work? Please give details.  

b) Do you feel these were addressed by Opera North, and if so how?  

 

5. Have you experienced: 

a) a pre-show talk specifically for Opera North’s Götterdämmerung?                    

Yes     No 

b) another event related to Opera North’s ‘Ring Cycle’ (at any time)?  

Yes     No        (Please give details)  

c) an online film or podcast by Opera North, or blog, introducing the ‘Ring’ productions?  

 Yes     No        (details)   

 

d) How do you feel this experience has informed your reception of the opera(s)?  

 

6a) Have you attended other Wagner productions?   Yes     No 

b) Have you attended other ‘Ring’ operas elsewhere?  Yes      No 

c) Please give details  

 

7. Before your attendance tonight, were you familiar with  

a) the music?   Yes     No 

b) the story?   Yes     No 

c) If so, how did you first become familiar with it?  

 

8. Having seen this production of Götterdämmerung, do you feel that prior knowledge was 

necessary regarding  

a) Yes     No 

b) Yes     No 

c) Please give details of your feelings on this.  

 

9. What effect do you think the venue (performance space, design, background, etc.) has on 

your experience of this production? 

 

10. Götterdämmerung is advertised as part of the Yorkshire festival. Does this factor affect how 

you feel about the production or about Opera North?  

 

11. What are your feelings on this ‘staged-concert’ production?  

 

12. How did you hear about Götterdämmerung?   

 

13. What were your main reasons for choosing Götterdämmerung tonight?   

 

14. Use three words to describe tonight’s event?    

 

15. What did you like most about Götterdämmerung?   

 

16. What did you like least about Götterdämmerung?  
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17. Please rate your experience this evening with regard to the event? 

Excellent  Good  Neither good nor bad  Poor  Very poor 

 

Information about you 

 

18a) Are you:  

under 18 (please give age) ______ 18-25     26-35                 36- 45 

 46-55   56-65   66-75   76 or over 

 

b) Are you:   Male Female 

 

c) What is your current occupation?   

OR  d)  previous occupation if retired?  

 

19. Are you associated with any Wagner-related organisation? 

 

 20a) Have you been to other Opera North productions?  Yes  No 

If so, please give details: b) Are you: 

 Subscriber    Friend    

    none of the above

   

 

21. Have you been to other events at this venue (not Opera North)?  Yes    No                  

If so, please give details 

 

22. Would you participate in a telephone interview regarding Götterdämmerung ?  This would 

Yes No 

My number is: ___________________________ Please call between the hours of 

______________ and ask for __________________ 

Alternatively you may like to answer some questions via email. Email address ___________ 

 

Please return via the SAE (or to Jenny Daniel, School of Music, University of Leeds, LS2 

9JT) . Many thanks for your help . 
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Appendix B 

 

Skin Deep - original numbers899 
 

 

ACT ONE 

 

No. 1   Overture  

  

No. 2   Chorus (Clinic Staff) 

‘Liposuction, skin abrasion’ 

 

No. 3   Solo (Donna) & Chorus (Clinic Staff) 

‘The Needlemeier Clinic, putting right what nature got wrong’ 

 

No. 4   Dialogue, Duet (Robert / Donna) and Chorus (Clinic staff) 

‘Yodelayeehoo’ / ‘Come on, Herr Doktor’s coming’ 

 

No. 5   Duet (Robert / Elsa) 

‘Elsa, you nearly made me drop it’ 

 

No. 6a   Solo (Needlemeier) 

‘When a man’s kept awake at night’ 

 

No. 6b   Duet (Needlemeier / Donna) 

‘Is she here yet?’ 

 

No. 6c   Operation conducted by Puppets 

  

No. 7a   Solo (Needlemeier) 

‘I’ve removed fat from the lips’ 

 

No. 7b   Duet (Needlemeier / Donna) 

‘Is he here yet?’ 

 

No. 7c   Solo (Needlemeier) 

‘And all the time I’ve been sluicing’ 

 

No. 8   Mute Dance with Chorus (Clinic Staff) 

‘Hush, the time is ready’ 

 

No. 9   Chorus (Clinic Staff) & Solo (Susannah Dangerfield) 

‘Hi, this is Susannah Dangerfield’ / ‘Apply, smear, soothe’ 

 

                                                           
899

 Extracted from David Sawer, Skin Deep: Operetta in three acts, 3 vols (Vienna: Universal Edition, 

2008) 
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No. 10   Interlude under Anaesthetic 

 

No. 11   Duet (Robert / Elsa) 

‘Has it worked?’ 

 

 

 

ACT TWO 

 

No.12a   Chorus (Villagers) 

‘Sing praise!  Sing praise!  Sing praise!’ 

 

No.12b   Ballet of Transplant Organs  

 

No. 13a   Chorus (Villagers) 

‘Sing of new noses, sweeter than roses’ 

 

No. 13b   Chorus (Villagers) 

‘Do you remember Su?’ 

 

No. 14   Solo (Elsa) 

‘Look, look, my looks lie empty’ 

 

No. 15   Dialogue, Solo (Pollock) & Ensemble 

‘Donna, how’s the vat?’/’Drink to the future, all of it mine’ 

 

No. 16   Creation of Elixir 

 

No. 17   Solo (Robert) 

‘It’s a success, I am so blessed’ 

 

No. 18a   Chorus (Clinic Staff) 

‘Hush, Lania draws near’ 

 

No. 18b   Dance of the Seven Bandages 

      Solo (Lania) & Chorus (Clinic Staff and Villagers) 

 

No. 19a  Chorus (Villagers and Clinic Staff) and duet (Donna / Lania -looks reversed) 

‘Look, Hush, Quiet! Shush!’ 

 

No. 19b   Ensemble 

‘Sore, I am so sore’ 

 

No. 19c   Solo (Elsa) 

‘All gone’ 
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ACT THREE 

 

No. 20   Introduction (Susannah Dangerfield) & Duet (Elsa / Lania) 

‘Ages have past’/’Donna? Donna? No, I’m Lania’ 

 

No. 21   Chorus  

‘Butchers and bakers and Muslims and Quakers’ 

 

No. 22   Scene 

‘All good things come to an end’ 

Needlemeier, Chorus (looking like Donnas and Roberts), Donna 

 

No. 23   Solo (Robert) 

‘Look at me, Elsa’ 

 

No. 24   Duet (Pollock / Susannah) 

‘I am a who? In search of a what?’ 

 

No. 25   Scene 

‘A world in motion takes Needlemeier’s potion!’ 

Chorus, Needlemeier, Robert, Elsa, Donna, Lania, Pollock 

 

No. 26   Finale 

‘Drink, drink, let’s drink liquid Needlemeier’ 

Chorus, Needlemeier, Donna, Elsa, Lania, Susannah, Pollock 

 

No. 27   Chorus (Lania like Donna) 

‘Tinker, tailor, joker, jailer’ 

 

No. 28   Trio (Robert, Elsa, Lania) 

‘Elsa looks ungainly, Robert looks unsightly’ 

 

THE END 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Appendix C 

Education work around the Swanhunter production, 2009: 

 
 

Date 

‘Operations’ Workshops 

 

Swanhunter schools’ 

matinee performance 

(2pm) 

In-service Training Public performance and Idea of North 

programming 

(Projects department) 

2 Oct    Insomnia, HAR, 8pm 

9 Oct    Light Night, HAR, 5-10pm 

10 Oct     Light Night, HAR 1-8pm 

15 Oct    Kevin Crossley-Holland, HAR, 8pm 

30 Oct    Winterreise (A Winter’s Journey), HAR, 

7.45pm 

31 Oct    Atanarjuat, the Fast Runner, HAR, 7pm 

10 Nov 

 

• Rawdon Littlemoor Primary, LS19 

• Raynville Primary, LS13 

   

11 Nov • St Peter’s C Of E Primary, LS9 

• Armley Primary, LS12 

   

12 Nov 

 

• Lidget Green Primary, Bradford, BD7 

• Headfield Junior School, Dewsbury, WF12 

   

13 Nov • Lidget Green Primary 

• Sacred Heart Catholic Primary School, LS29 

  Swanhunter premiere, HAR, 7pm 

14 Nov  ● Opera North, Linacre Studio 

Swanhunter FAMILY WORKSHOP 

  Swanhunter, HAR, 6pm 

17 Nov  Leeds Matinee 1, HAR  Melvin Burgess, HAR, 6.30pm 

18 Nov  Leeds Matinee 2, HAR   

21 Nov    Swanhunter, HAR, 6pm 

22 Nov    Swanhunter, HAR, 3pm 

Swanhunter, HAR, 6.30pm 
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23 Nov   

 

  

 • Thoresby INSET 

4.30-6.00pm 

• Hexham INSET 

4.00-5.30pm 

 

24 Nov • Gonerby Hill Foot CE Primary, Grantham, NG31 

• Falla Park Community Primary, Gateshead, NE10 

   

25 Nov • Kirkby La Thorpe CE Primary, Sleaford, NG34 

• Nevilles Cross Primary, Durham, DH1 

 • Bridlington INSET  

26 Nov • Cranwell Primary, Lincolnshire, NG34 

• St Michael’s Esh Laude, Durham, DH7 

  Susan Bickley and Iain Burnside, HAR, 7pm 

27 Nov  Hexham Matinee    

28 Nov    Wildbirds and Peacedrums, HAR, 8pm 

30 Nov • Bay Primary, Bridlington, YO16    

1 Dec • Hipsburn First School, Northumberland, NE66 

• Aldbrough Primary, Hull, HU11 

  Swanhunter, Thoresby, 7pm 

2 Dec • Spittal Community First School, Northumberland, 

TD15 

• Wetwang Primary, YO25 

Thoresby Matinee   

3 Dec • Tweedmouth West First School, Northumberland, 

TD15 

• Hornsea Community Primary, HU18 

   

4 Dec • Rock Hall School, Northumberland, NE66 

• Hornsea Community Primary 

   

6 Dec    Swanhunter, Bridlington, 6.30pm 

7 Dec  Bridlington Matinee   

10 Dec   Berwick Matinee   

11 Dec    Swanhunter, Berwick, 7pm 

13 Dec    Swanhunter, Lowry, Salford Quays, 6pm 

 

 



 

 

Other Education work during autumn 2009, not directly related to Swanhunter: 

  

Streetwise Opera Ongoing in conjunction with ON Projects department, delivering arts workshops to people who have experienced homelessness, at the 

Booth Centre, Manchester 

Opus 1, 2 & 3 Out of school arts projects for 8 to11-year-olds, run from the HAR during 2009-10 

Little London Families Outreach work for parents and younger children. Including ‘Little Movers’, a weekly workshop run at Little London Children’s Centre 

in November 2009 for children aged 0-4 and their parents. Parents also taken to Swanhunter as an introduction to the stage work of ON. 

Play ON Orchestral residencies at high schools in Kirklees and Leeds during 2009-10 

Sing Up Bridlington Residency involving three choirs from the town during 2009-10 

Development events - various For artists and teachers throughout the region 

Work with young offenders Wakefield, during 2009-10 
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Appendix D 
 

Education work around the Swanhunter production, 2015: 

 

Date Education Soundings programming 

(Projects department) 

Swanhunter 

19 Jan Little Voices, HAR, weekly during term time, 10am & 11.15am  
24 Jan Big Sing, HAR, 10am  
17 Feb   Kathryn Tickell and the Side, HAR 

7.45pm 

 

18 Feb Storytelling and music workshop, Compton Centre, Leeds, 2.30pm   

19 Feb Arts and crafts workshop, Compton Centre, 2.30pm   

20 Feb Singing workshop, Compton Centre, 2.30pm   

27 Feb  Ólafur Arnalds, HAR, 7.45pm  

6 Mar  The White Ribbon, HAR, 7pm  

12 Mar  Arve Henriksen, HAR, 7.45pm  

2-11 Apr    Swanhunter, ROH2 Linbury Studio Theatre, 

London, 2pm & 7pm 

8 Apr Indoor Camping Adventure, HAR, 5pm  
16 Apr    Swanhunter, HAR, 7pm 

17 Apr   Swanhunter, HAR, 7pm 

18 Apr Interactive Preshow talk 12.15pm and 5.15pm (The Wrong Crowd)  Swanhunter, HAR, 2pm & 7pm 



20 Apr   Swanhunter Schools’ Performance,  HAR, 

11am 

21 Apr   Swanhunter, Pool Lighthouse, 7pm 

22 Apr   Swanhunter, Cambridge Junction, 7.30pm 

24 Apr   Swanhunter, Doncaster Cast, 7.30pm 

25 Apr   Swanhunter, The Lowry, Salford Quays, 7pm 

26-27 Apr   Swanhunter, Alnwick Playhouse, 1.30 pm & 

7pm 

29-30 Apr   Swanhunter, Queen's Hall, 7pm & 11am 

1-2 May   Swanhunter, Gulbenkian, Canterbury, 2pm & 

7pm 

3 May   Swanhunter, Harrogate Theatre, 7pm 

 

There were also some Swanhunter activities in schools, but again thorough records have not been made available to me, as they were in 2009, although it is 

my understanding (deriving from a conversation with Jo Bedford) that less work was done in schools in 2015 than in 2009. It is also pertinent to mention that, 

as a joint production, there were talks done by The Wrong Crowd that did not involve ON Education, as is documented in this chart on 18 April in Leeds. The 

ON website also states: ‘Pre/post show talks may be available at other venues, please check the venue's website or with their Box Office when making your 

booking.’ 

With the rapid expansion of the Education department since 2009, it is not possible retrospectively to document all the Education work going on during the 

preparations and production of Swanhunter 2015 that was not related to the show itself, in the way that I could for activities in 2009. I can comment that by 

this time the Swanhunter production, while central to the department’s activities at that time, was one project among various ongoing activities, many of 

which would be quite unrelated to this.  
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