Shakespeare and Opera in the Early 21st Century

Mathias LEHN William Shakespeare lived in Great-Britain at the time when opera was born in France and Italy. Because of geographical distances and cultural discrepancies, there were no opera composed after any of Shakespeare's play before 1745, as far as we know. While opera was conceived on the mainland as an evolution of the Italian madrigal, the masque and semi-opera developed themselves in Great-Britain at a crossroad between music and theater.

Opera is a musical form where text and music meet for the benefit of both. Music might enhance text quality as well as text might enhance music quality. Music especially enhances feelings described in plays only with words, thank to the volume and speed control it gives to the text. Shakespeare's plays, already packed with action and feelings, sorrow, love, hate and joy, are particularly well suited to be turned into libretti and set to music. It is not surprising that they have been set to music so many times, probably more than any other set of plays by any other writer. And composers of the 21st century are still composing new operas after the same plays already adapted more than two centuries ago.

There has been quite a number of studies or articles on Shakespeare and opera.

Usually they include a catalogue of operas supposed to be inspired by Shakespeare.

Unfortunately, sometimes they don't give any evidence of the relationship between the opera and the playwright, and some other times they include really doubtful works, like Felix Mendelssohn's stage music for A Midsummer Night's Dream, which, though including singing, is not an opera [Northcott's list, held one for the musical part and one for the textual part. For example Purcell's Fairy Queen, conceived as a series of masques to be performed between the acts of Shakespeare's Midsummer Night's Dream, involves characters such as Corydon, Mopsa or allegories of the seasons that are not part of the original play. Therefore, if these works have to appear in a study on Shakespeare and opera, they have to be dealt with separately and cannot really be considered as operas.

On European mainland, Shakespeare wasn't much considered either. Two musical works that have at some point been considered Shakespearean, Vincenzo Bernabei's Gli equivoci d'amore e d'innocenza [Hotaling], supposedly after Midsummer Night's Dream and Timone misantropo composed either by the archduke of Austria and German emperor Leopold Ist [W. Dean, S. and Opera, Ph. Hartnoll (pub.), "S. in Music", 1964 andW. Dean, S. Survey n° 18, 1965] or by Antonio Draghi [Gooch], have in fact a libretto based most probably on Shakespeare's sources, rather than on the plays themselves.

In fact, the first real opera to be inspired by Shakespeare and composed on a libretto written after one of his plays is John Frederick Lampe's Pyramus and Thisbe in 1745. Of course, that story is only a small part of Shakespeare's play and is based on Ovid's Metamorphoses, but the published score reads "The words taken from Shakespeare". The libretti of the other operas of the first half of the 18th century with titles like Coriolano, Ambleto or The Tempest are in fact after Titus Livius, Saxo Grammaticus or John Dryden.

Shakespeare used some of these texts as sources for his own plays. Johann Mattheson's opera Die unglückselige Cleopatra premiered in Hamburg in 1704, sometimes considered as the first Shakespearean opera seems to be in fact composed after Plutarch's account of Cleopatra's life.

The Dryden version of the Tempest is an adaptation of Shakespeare's play with some subplots omitted or rearranged and new characters and subplots introduced. The music authorship remain uncertain : first considered as Purcell's last stage work, it is now accepted as John Weldon's work, though it has not be proven.

There also might be several other operas performed between 1700 and 1745, but none has survived. The most successful Shakespearean subjects at the opera in the 18th century are

The Tempest, A Midsummer Night's Dream, Coriolanus and Hamlet, though most of these operas are in fact based on the original sources Shakespeare used. Six plays that are now part of the Shakespeare catalogue according to the "Arden Shakespeare" series, have never been adapted for the opera stage : King Henry VI, King John, King Richard II, Titus Andronicus, Two Noble Kinsmen and Double Falsehood.

Among the Tempest operas, four have been composed in the last five years of the 18th century, on the same libretto written by Friedrich Wilhelm Götter and Friedrich Hildebrand von Einsiedel. The composers were Friedrich Fleischmann, Wilhelm Haack, Johann Friedrich Reichardt and Johann Rudolf Zumsteeg. The seven Coriolanus operas have all been composed in Italian, but it seems that there were only two different libretti inspired mostly by Titus Livius. That was ordinary practice at the time. One must not forget that Pietro Metastasio (1697-1782) lived in the 18th century too. He wrote 26 libretti, like Alessandro nell' Indie, Artaserse, Catone in Utica, La Clemenza di Tito, Demofoonte, Didone abbandonata, Ezio, Semiramide, that have been set to music more than a 1000 times, according to the New Grove Dictionary of Opera. Of course, the great number of operas is the only common point with Shakespeare. Metastasio wrote libretti in the seria style, that were not meant to be performed without music, and Shakespeare wrote plays that didn't need music to survive. Therefore the settings of the same libretto by different composers was very common, and this is quite helpful to narrow down the number of real Shakespearean libretti.

In the nineteenth century, the number of operas increased, as well as the number of plays adapted. At that time were composed the first Othello operas : Gioacchino Rossini in 1816, Giuseppe Verdi in 1887, as well as the Croatian Gjuro Eisenhuth in 1886. It is interesting to notice that Othello is one of the less adapted plays with only seven operas, but Rossini's and Verdi's are two of the most performed and successful operas ever written. It is the same with The Merry Wives of Windsor : rather few adaptations, but among these, two very successful operas by Otto Nicolai and Giuseppe Verdi who in his last opera Falstaff also included features from the two parts of King Henry IV. The nineteenth century is also the time when operas are composed in many more countries. Before 1800, operas were in English, German, Italian or French, the most commonly languages used in music. After 1800, we also find operas in Danish, Spanish, Russian, Swedish, Croatian and Czech. This might be due to an increase of translations, giving opportunities to local playwrights and composers to get access more easily to the plays. There are also plays that are adapted for the first time : Among the eleven Tempest operas, 6 are in German, 2 in Russian, 1 in Italian, 1 in Czech and 1 in French. Sir Henry Rowley Bishop is an exception : he composed music for thirteen plays and has been considered a great opera composer in his own days. But he didn't produced any work that would be called opera today. He wrote many tunes and choruses for performances of the plays, arranged a great amount of music by other composers and is not very much remembered of today.

The Taming of the Shrew has been adapted five times in five different languages, in

Italian by Spiro Samara, in French by Frédéric Le Rey, in German by Hermann Goetz (the only opera to have been performed as recently as 1980), in Spanish by Ruperto Chapi and in English by Thomas Simpson Cooke.

The 19th century was the beginning of a new interest in Shakespeare by writers and composers, that was to increase during the following century. With the development of the musical, which at first was a typically English language new music form, Shakespeare was meant to be staged in very different ways. The most famous example is Leonard Bernstein's version of Romeo and Juliet called West Side Story, that is still very successful, more than fifty years after its world premiere.

The musical is not the only new musical form created last century. New works were also sometimes called "rock opera" or "rock musical" and composers didn't hesitate to name their works "music drama", "operetta", "musical theatre piece", "multi media theatre piece" or "dramatic scene". We also notice some oriental interest in Shakespeare, Twelfth Night being adapted as a Yue opera in 1986, which is an all women opera group that originated in 1906, and Much Ado About Nothing the same year as a Huang Mei opera, which is a hundred years older. There has been at least 61 musicals performed, some with a very short stage career, which makes information quite difficult to find, others with rather decent runs of performances, though none attaining the fame of Bernstein's musical, except maybe Cole The 20th century has this advantage that most of the opera libretti or musical books are either linked directly to one play or not linked to Shakespeare at all. It is therefore much easier to compile a list of Shakespearean operas than it is for the previous centuries. But only a handful have been successful and remain in our memories : Samuel Barber's Anthony and Cleopatra, Aribert Reimann's Lear, Ernest Bloch's Macbeth, Benjamin Britten's A Midsummer Night's Dream, Leonard Bernstein's West Side Story, Frank Martin's Tempest and Philippe Boesman's Wintermärchen. Other operas have been composed with libretti in Georgian, Czech, Russian, Hungarian, Flemish, Croatian, Norwegian, Latvian, Slovenian, Danish, Rumanian, Chinese, Polish, Swedish, Bulgarian, and of course English, German, French, Spanish and Italian. This shows how much Shakespeare is appreciated in every country, whatever cultural or historical background it may have. They all have a libretto that could be performed without music, with a plot unfolding chronologically from the beginning to the end. Some of them might use some recorded tape with electronic sounds, but they all follow a pattern established centuries ago, telling a story. and Juliet composed in 2003, Peter Tahourdin's The Tempest (composed in 2000) and Ralph Middenway's The Tempest (completed in 2007 and revised in 2010). It seems that the composers had been commissioned to compose an opera by an institution that became unable to fulfil its commitments because of financial problems. Most of the operas that have been performed have been staged only in one complete run of performances, without any revival or coproduction. Some have met some success and have been performed in other countries.

Thomas Adès ' The Tempest, premiered in London in February 2004, was It is difficult to figure out why The Tempest is the most popular play among composers these days. Composers haven't been able to provide other than circumstantial reason. But it appears that the play's musical possibilities seem endless, and, considering the themes of the plot, they are very attractive. It is probably Shakespeare's most musical play, its set itself being designed with music, as Caliban says The isle is full of noises (III, ii, 135). As Australian composer Peter Tahourdin describes it in an "introductory note" to his score, the play is about communication between groups and individuals, about use of power, about landowning, and all conflicts they could generate. Could one find better definition of politics as it has ever been practised ? All composers have kept the set and the characters' names. American composer Joan Crowell distinguishes herself in her libretto "freely adapted", with the title The Heights. The island is transformed into a penthouse where the ship elevator comes ashore after a power outage. Situations are modernized to fit the new set, but in the end, good triumphs over evil.

Elie Siegmeister used the same process in 1976, relocating A Midsummer Night's Dream from the Athenian forest to a Louisiana bayou, turning noble Athenians into plantation owners and spirits into Queen and King of Mardi Gras and experts in voodoo magic.

Composers ought to be fascinated by the airy spirit Ariel. In the play, he has four songs to sing, most likely with stage music. Tempests also were an important feature in baroque operas, using every machinery and special effects available (lightning, thunder), and they were the climax of a performance. Therefore, the first scene of the play is often omitted and replaced by an orchestral prelude leading directly to scene 2. Few characters might be omitted : the boatswain that intervenes only in the first and last scenes and the two lords accompanying Alonso on his journey, Adrian and Francisco.

If we trust the position of Ariel in the cast list of the 1623 folio, he was most likely played by a boy. Composers have logically cast this character to a high voice, well suited to an airy spirit : soprano, countertenor for Tahourdin, or even a female chorus for Luca Lombardi. It's the only character to be so unanimously cast. The only female part, Miranda, is always sung by a female singer, but other male parts are unequally distributed between tenor, baritone and bass, without any consensus.

Composers have lately been more and more interested in Shakespeare's plays as possible source of inspiration for new operas. It seems that their language and the ideas they promote are still very much up-to-date, four hundred years after they have been written. Opera, born while Shakespeare was alive, proved itself as a perfect musical counterpart to the plays, so let's hope that the Shakespeare anniversaries in 2014 and 2016 give us more opportunities to verify that.

  by the Folger Library in Washington, DC]. Shakespeare didn't invent most of the plots of his plays. He relied on previous works, historical or fictional, like Ovid's Metamorphoses (Pyramus and Thisbe), Titus Livius' History of Rome, Plutarch's Parallel Lives in the English version by Sir Thomas North (Julius Caesar, Coriolanus, Anthony and Cleopatra), Plautus' theatre (Comedy of Errors), Geoffrey Chaucer's Canterbury Tales (Midsummer Night's Dream), Holinshed's Chronicles (for the historic plays), Boccaccio's Decamerone (All's Well's That Ends Well and Cymbeline), Saxo Grammaticus' Historia Danica (Hamlet), Richard Tarlton's Tarlton's Newes out of Purgatorie (Merry Wives, Midsummer Night's Dream), Giraldi Cinthio's Hecatommithi (Othello). But of course Shakespeare outdid his predecessors, mostly by including some inventions of his own. With such a large panel of sources for his libretti, it becomes quite difficult sometimes to be sure of the relationship between an opera and the Shakespeare play. Another problem is to define what a Shakespearean opera is. Is Elie Siegmeister's Night of the Moonspell a faithful adaptation of A Midsummer Night's Dream ? Yes, because, although the characters' names and functions as well as the set have been changed from an Athenian forest to a bayou in Louisiana, the plot remains. Is Ambroise Thomas' Le Songe d'une nuit d'été a faithful setting of the same play ? No, because the play is just a pretext to a very different plot involving Queen Elizabeth and Falstaff. We might say that there is almost no entirely faithful setting of any play by Shakespeare, because adding music implies modifications. Benjamin Britten's Midsummer Night's Dream is probably an exception, one of the rare operas, where all the text, except one line, though distributed differently between characters, is by Shakespeare. Though masque and semi-opera had their roots in the Renaissance and Restoration periods, they reached their highest development between 1660 and 1710, with adaptations of Shakespeare's plays The Tempest, Timon of Athens or A Midsummer Night's Dream by writers Ben Jonson, William Davenant, George Chapman, Francis Beaumont, Thomas Middleton, John Dryden and composers Henry Lawes, Matthew Locke, Charles Coleman, Richard Leveridge, Pelham Humfrey and Henry Purcell. Most of these works have two plots,

  All's Well That Ends Well (4 times in German, English, and French), King Richard III (once by French composer Gaston Salvayre, first performed in Italian in St Petersburg in 1883, eight years before the first performance in French), Measure for Measure which was adapted for the first and only time by Richard Wagner in 1834 as Das Liebesverbot oder die Novize von Palermo, his second opera [et Seymour ?]. The Merchant of Venice (Italian and French), Much Ado About Nothing (3 times, once in German and twice in French, including Hector Berlioz's Béatrice et Bénédict), Othello as already mentioned, Twelfth Night, Winter's Tale and Cymbeline are also turned into operas for the first time in the 19th century. The Tempest, Hamlet, A Midsummer Night's Dream and Romeo and Juliet are the most popular plays, among composers. Besides the setting of the "official" Shakespearean text, there are also numerous settings of various adaptations in every country. The French dramatist Jean-François Ducis adapted five plays in the late 18th century. His version of Hamlet was to be set to music at least three times in the 19th century, in Italian. Among all these settings, only Ambroise Thomas' opera, with a libretto based on the Hamlet version conceived by writer Alexandre Dumas, is still known today. Another opera by Thomas with the title Le Songe d'une nuit d'été has unfortunately nothing to do with Shakespeare as a playwright. Surprisingly, very few operas have been composed in English in the 19th century.

Porter' s

 s Kiss me Kate after The Taming of the Shrew. A Midsummer Night's Dream, Twelfth Night, Two Gentlemen of Verona, Love's Labour's Lost have been the most successful plays among musical composers. The Tempest, Hamlet, Twelfth Night, Midsummer Night's Dream, Macbeth, The Merchant of Venice, Romeo and Juliet, The Taming of the Shrew have been the most successful among opera composers. Six plays have been adapted for the first time : The Comedy of Errors, Coriolanus, Pericles, The Rape of Lucretia (by Ottorino Respighi in 1936, Britten's opera being composed after a French play by André Obey), Troilus and Cressida (by Winfried Zillig in 1949, William Walton's opera being inspired mostly by Geoffrey Chaucer and Boccaccio), and The Two Gentlemen of Verona. But, as already mentioned, there are still a few plays that haven't been adapted as libretti : King Henry VI, King John, King Richard II (Brian Havergal and Sergei Rachmaninov considered adapting it at some point), and Titus Andronicus.

  Since 1987 and the publishing of Bryan Gooch's Shakespeare Music Catalogue that includes more than 20.000 musical works inspired by Shakespeare, collecting together chamber music, orchestral music, ballet, electroacoustic music, stage music and vocal music, more than 280 new operas have been composed and performed, among which 24 might be called Shakespearean. The most successful and most often adapted plays are, without surprises, The Tempest, Romeo and Juliet, Hamlet and King Lear. Other operas have been composed on libretti after King Richard III, Cymbeline, Winter's Tale, Macbeth, Timon of Athens and Twelfth Night. The poem Venus and Adonis has also been adapted as an opera. Most of the libretti have been written in English, even for operas premiered in a non English-speaking country and composed by a non-English composer : Macbeth by Italian born Norwegian composer Antonio Bibalo in Oslo, Vision of Lear by Japanese composer Toshio Hosokawa in Munich, Richard III by Italian composer Giorgio Battistelli in Antwerp. Other libretti have been written in German (Was ihr wollt after Twelfth Night by Manfred Trojahn in Munich, Wintermärchen after Winter's Tale by Philippe Boesmans in Brussels, Hamlet by Manfred Jost in Berlin), in Finnish (Myrsky after The Tempest by Tuulikki Kankaanpää and Kuningas Lear after King Lear by Aulis Sallinen in Helsinki), in French (Le Songe d'une nuit d'été after A Midsummer Night's Dream by Swiss composer René Gerber and A King, Lear, by French François Sarhan), Russian and Italian. The libretti of most of the operas are based on a translation of the play and not on the original English version.A few of the most recent operas have not been performed yet : Lee Hoiby's Romeo

  favoured by the conducting ability of its composer, by the publishing of the score, a CD and a DVD, has been revived in Strasbourg (September 2004), Copenhagen (November 2005) and staged by a new director in Frankfurt in January 2010. Giorgio Battistelli's Richard III, premiered in Antwerp in January 2005 was performed in the same staging in Strasbourg in September 2009. Philippe Boesmans' Wintermärchen has been recorded on CD and the original staging (Brussels, December 1999) was revived in Lyon and Paris in January and November 2000, and was last seen in Barcelona in September 2003. Salvatore Sciarrino's Macbeth (first performed in Schwetzingen in June 2002) has also been performed in Francfort the same month, and then in Rome in June 2004. Manfred Trojahn's Was ihr wollt was revived at the Deutsche Oper am Rhein in Duisburg and Düsseldorf in May 2001, exactly three years after its world premiere in Munich. These revivals are usually decided as soon as the work is commissioned, so the costs of the production can be shared by the different venues. Other productions, more than a few years after the first performance, with new staging, new director, new singers, remain very seldom.