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Gilbert & Sullivan; Mills & Hack:   on writing opera libretto  

 1.

Philip Furia begins his book, The Poets of Tin Pan Alley, with a story about the collaboration of lyricist Oscar Hammerstein and composer Jerome Kern.

Mrs Oscar Hammerstein, so the story goes, once overheard someone praise 'Ol' Man River' as a 'great Kern Song.'  'I beg your pardon,' she said, 'But Jerome Kern did not write Ol' Man River.  Mr Kern wrote dum dum dum da;   My husband wrote Ol'man river."
      At my first meeting with the composer Richard Mills - for whom I was to write two opera libretti -  he told me the story of the diva Montsarrat Caballé,  amply proportioned, who was asked to sing while walking down a flight of steps in the role of Carmen.

'I don't do steps,'  Miss Caballé told the director.

'I don't do opera,' I told Richard.  

The plots were straight out of daytime television, the characters from the Jerry Springer Show (or in the case of Wagner, from Star Wars), the music an occasional transcendent Good Bit buried in tedious recitative – and as for the frocks!

I also had a problem with the role of librettist, who seemed too much the hired help, or even the hired hack.   As far as I know Gilbert’s & Sullivan’s is the only joint venture in which the librettist receives top billing.   This might well be alphabetical  (I’m always amused by the way Woody Allen lists the stars of his movies in strict alphabetical order,  with - surprise, surprise – his name first)  but is more likely due to the fact that Gilbert was the producer as well as the writer of the Savoy operas, and could bill himself anywhere he liked.   

There are no Da Ponti & Mozart  Societies, no von Hofthmannsthal & Strauss revivals 

It was the possibility of working with the singing voice that tempted me back from my extreme views.   Poetry is ultimately about voice;  the biological origins of poetry are in singing and in breathing, just as the origins of music itself are in the biology of the human larynx,  first and most natural of our musical instruments.   

Music and poetry surely developed in our evolving human brains to help them remember the vast quantities of information on which survival depended.  Our brains do not possess super-reliable, random access memories -  they need all the help, all the tricks, they can get.

For all pre-literate societes, music and poetry have been mnemonic aids. 

Of course they both serve countless other purposes  - as social adhesives, as religious liturgy, as fun ways of passing the time - but the special quality of both seems to be to be their unforgettableness. 

Just as there seems to be a universal human inner ear hardwired to respond to rhythm, rhyme, assonance, and epigram, there seems to be another ear primed to recognise more abstract patterns of harmony and melody.

Melody and poetry - once heard, never forgotten.   

Given this:  what poet wouldn’t want his or her words set to music?  

So began the first joint venture of the creative team of Hack & Mills.

2.

     Various problems had to be overcome when adapting Ray Lawler’s classic play, Summer of the Seventeenth Doll, into an opera. I’ve written about this elsewhere  (Summer of the Seventeenth Draft, in Navel Gazing, Penguin, 1996)  but perhaps the greatest was the length.  A librettist has only a fraction of the number of words to play with.  Da Ponte managed to condense The Marriage of Figaro, a play banned by the Emperor Joseph II, from 230 pages into 51.  He also dropped 5 characters.  

'But I have written an opera, not a play,'  he wrote to the Emperor, 'I have had to omit many scenes and shorten others, and I have omitted or shortened anything which might offend the delicacy and decency of a spectacle at which your Majesty would be present.'

There were no censorship problems with the opera adaptation of The Doll.  Carlton United Breweries, the sponsors, and the nearest thing to a royal patron, did request that the brand of beer mentioned in the libretto be changed from Melbourne Bitter to Fosters' Lager, although both are CUB beers. 

There was still the problem of length.  How to shrink-wrap Lawler's play around the bare bones of the musical structure that Richard Mills and Hired Hack spent an intense week sketching out 

Unlike Da Ponte, I dropped no characters.  There were only seven to begin with.  Perhaps the major structural change was the enlarging of the role of the elderly Emma, at least in her Cassandra-persona.  This was partly to provide a musical balance:  two insomniac nocturnes during which she would soliloquise, largo, over a pot of tea, singing of events past and future – and singing, for the first time in an opera, in broad Strine.  

The libretto plays deliberately with the banality of ordinary speech;  it uses or paraphrases cliché extensively, as does the musical score itself, using musical cliché.   It plays with the sentimentality of the Fifties, just a little - despite the underlying toughness of the play.   Left high and dry by the withdrawal of music,  the words can sound merely banal.  

I found watching the surtitles on opening night deeply disconcerting for the same reason.  Individual lines on a screen often seemed too flat, and empty.  Funny lines met with a different fate.  Half the audience were watching the surtitles, and would laugh at the written line;  a moment later the other half who were listening to the sung joke would laugh -  a dilution of ambience which I also found unsettling.  

I found it best to ignore the surtitles, and concentrate on the fusion of words and music as sung.  What is  sung is not the play, of course, and never can be, and does not aim to be.  It is both something similar and something different -  according to the constraints of a different medium.  

Surely for the same reasons Gounod wakes Juliet before Romeo has finished dying in his version of R&J.   His opera demands a big finish – and what better than the mother of all duets?  It would be terrific if Romeo didn’t get so carried away he manages to forget that he’s already taken the poison, and to participate in his joy we in the audience must make a massive suspension of disbelief.

4.

In 1996, after our collaboration on the Doll,   Opera Australia invited Mills & Hack to submit treatments for further operas.   I suggested two – Ern Malley, a lighter piece in which the poet could appear as a character, and the story of the Batavia, a much darker, more epic story.

Opera Australia commissioned The Batavia.

The Batavia, the finest ship of the Dutch Golden Age, left Amsterdam for the colony of Java in October 1628 on its maiden voyage.  

300 men, women, and children were on board.

It was wrecked on Houtman’s Abrolhos, a string of Western Australian atolls.

The merchant-leader of the expedition, Commandeur Pelsaert, set off in a small boat with his second-in-charge, the skipper of the ship, and reached the city of Batavia  (now Jakarta) in an epic of small-craft navigation.

In his absence, a reign of terror was established on the island known as Batavia’s Graveyard, by a group of 37 men led by  Undermerchant Jeronimus Cornelisz.  Killings commenced, at first secretly, and on semi-judicial grounds, or reasons of water-rationing - then openly.   Women were raped, or taken as concubines by the dominant group - including the daughters of the preacher, or Predikant.  

A small group of loyal soldiers was exiled to a neighbouring island, and  - what else? - warfare broke out between the two islands.

By the time Pelsaert returned with a rescue party, 125 people had been murdered.

The chief ringleaders were tortured and hanged on the spot.  Two others were marooned on the West Australia coast – if marooned is the word for being abandoned on an entire continent.      

     Various accounts of the story have been written, although most owe much to Henrietta Drake-Brockman’s  Voyage to Disaster.  An easy to read account is in Islands of Angry Ghosts, by High Edwards, and more recently a fictionalised account in the novel The Company by Arabella Edge.  There is also a Dutch telemovie, and various coffee table books, oincluding The First and Last Voyage of the Batavia by Philippe Godard.  A film is rumoured to be underway in Hollywood.

    The story of the Batavia is the story that inspired William Golding’s Lord of the Flies.   It is, above all, a story of the nature of evil - of human nature.  ‘The border between good and evil’  Solzhenitsyn has written, ‘lies not between nations, or between peoples, or even between individual humans - but runs down the middle of every human heart’.

    I have long pushed various local producers to consider making a film of the story – but when we talk in such mythic tones, we are talking, above all, of opera.

5.  

I chose to write the libretto using early seventeenth century verse forms and diction - ie late Shakespeare, King James Bible, John Donne, early Milton.   Dutch poetry of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century is mostly hexametric, but when spoken it sounds oddly like English pentameter – certainly less stilted and collapsing under the length of its own line than does English hexameter. 

With no classic text to ruin, and no living playwright breathing down my neck – this was an original libretto, not an adaptation – I could do as I pleased.  

   I remembered  something Arthur Miller said of the period language he uses in the Crucible:  ‘The problem was not to try to imitate the archaic speech but to try to create a new echo of it which would flow freely off American tongues.’

 I wanted a version of Jacobean English that could be sung by modern singers. In fact, sung English allows much more artifice than spoken  English – its syllabic formality  permits the librettist to set almost anything.

Against this has to be set the fact that a too formally beautiful libretto might be a hindrance to the composer.   Composers must  not respect the text they set too much or overall shape and musical movement will be sacrificed, however unintentionally.  The opera will become merely an oratorio, or sequence of song settings.

A collection of God Bits, perhaps. 

I decided I was a genius when I came up with this little mermaid’s song:

Fin and scale, sand and shale,

From seagrass plait my hair,

Conch and coral shape my ears,

Of driftwood, my bleached bones.

Fin and scale, sand and shale,

My nipples are sea-pearls,

My face is flesh, my flesh is fish, 

My eyes are smooth sea-stones. 

Chorus
Our face is flesh, our flesh is fish, 

Our eyes are smooth sea-stones,

Conch and coral shape our ears,

Of driftwood, our bleached bones.

Then I remembered something a little too similar in The Tempest .  Does it matter?   Pastiche is a form of homage, but working within the constraints of homage, or pastiche, and the more formal constraints also rhyme and metre and period diction I found very creative.   My brain was forced to come up with lines and words that were not the obvious choices –  my mind was ‘wrenched’  (to use the late Joseph Brodsky’s word) into new, different grooves. 

‘Our face is flesh, our flesh is fish’ is one such groove I like. 

Can this archaic sounding language be sung?   Well, Shakespeare’s plays are full of such songs.  And after the Doll, in which Strine was sung in an opera house for the first time as far as I know,  I’ve come to think that anything can be sung.  

6.

If one problem in adapting the Doll   into opera was the issue of faithfulness to the original text, the corresponding problem with The Batavia was faithfulness to the historical record.   

This meant, especially,  Henrietta Drake-Brockman’s Voyage to Disaster,  and various translations of  Pelsaert’s journals.

Da Ponte dropped 5 characters from Figaro,  Mills and I drowned 250 from the ship’s company of Batavia.   Or combined bits and pieces of various characters,  police-identikit style, into composites.

Tha main characters remain as their singular selves.   Francis Pelsaert,  civilian commander of the ship,  was until this point one of the rising stars of the Dutch East India Company, the VOC.   A learned man, he published the first European accounts of the Mogul court of Jahangir Khan after an earlier stay in the Indies.  These are sensitive,  observant – intellectual in many ways.  Although not officially censored,  his reputation never quite survived  his abandoning his stranded ship’s company and sailing a small boat back to Java to   

A great beauty, Lucretia Jansz, was aboard - and for those who subscribe to the Helen-Of-Troy theory of human history, she was – however unintentionally – one focus of the near-mutinous discontent.  On the night before the wreck, a gang of disgruntled and jealous crewmen stripped her naked, smeared her in human excrement and probbaly raped her.   Later, she was to become the concubine of the leader of the survivors on the island, the complex Jeronimus Cornelisz, an apothecary from Haarlem who mixed heretical religious beliefs with an early form of communism. 

Other characters are composites. 

The historical events themselves, as variously reconstructed, are similarly reduced, spliced, deleted, altered.  Some story-elements are already so Hollywood in their timing they need no heightening.  An example:  on the actual day, three months after their marooning, as he final battle was about to break out between the two rival islands when a cannon-shot form the rescue ship is heard.   

Where the libretto departs from the historical record -  especially in the marooning of a man and a woman on the West Australian mainland at the end of the opera rather than two men who were actualy abandoned – I plead the imperatives of myth.  (Marooning two men on the East Coast, in the vicinity of Oxford Street, Sydney, might have been a possible alternative).  

Instead of calmly sailing into a reef because of an error in navigation, the dramas on board seem smiliarly to demand a stormy shipwreck in the opera. 

Have I played too fast and loose with the facts?   Movies do it all the time – JFK, The Patriot - but I would never use that as an excuse.  The mesmerising realism of cinema – the sheer persuasive power  of its realism - demand better attention to history than Hollywood is ever capable of .   History, in our time, is written by the Oscar victors – and we should judge them harshly.   But I would  plead exemption for opera – it is not a realist art form;  its realm is mythic, it deals with psychological universals rather than with specifics.    

Who was it said that myth is something that never happened, but always was?   The story of Batavia happened, and still is:  Rwanda, Bosnia, Kosovo, East Timor prove that, if proof is still needed.    

Songs from the libretto for The Batavia.  

Note:  The Batavia, the greatest ship of the Dutch East Indies Company, and the finest ship in Dutch history, left Amsterdam for the colony of Java in October 1628.  

Three hundred men, women, and children were on board.

It was wrecked on Houtman's Abrolhos, a string of Western Australian atolls.

The leader of the expedition, Commandeur Pelsaert, set off in a small boat with his second-in-charge, and reached the city of Batavia (now Jakarta) in an epic voyage of navigation.

In his absence, a reign of terror was established by a group of thirty seven men, led by Jeronimus Cornelisz.  Killings commenced, at first secretly, then openly.  Women were raped, or taken as concubines by the dominant group - including the daughters of the preacher, or Predikant.  

Jeronimus used strange heretical beliefs in part to control his followers - there are suggestions of Satanism in the documents that survive, and of the influence of the Brethren of the Free Spririt who believed that absolute amoralism was proof of their purity.

A small group of loyal soldiers fled to neighbouring islands, and warfare began between the two groups as these were slowly mopped up.

By the time Pelsaert returned with a rescue party, 125 people had been murdered.

The chief ringleaders were tortured and hanged on the spot.

Two others were marooned on the W.A. coast.   Discovery of sailing-ships in Aboriginal cave-paintings hundreds of miles inland, and the persistence of fair-hair among some tribes in the area to this day, suggest they may have been absorbed into local tribes.
1. Commander Pelsaert’s Monologue

Once more I stand at Holland’s rim,
On the very rind of all the Fruits
Of civil Life I hold most sweet,
Staring discontented at the Sea.

Ten years I dwelt in Eastern Lands,
Ten years from golden Amsterdam,
Driven less by merchant’s Duty,
than by private, restless Odyssey.

Too soon my Holiday is passed,
Home’s sweet respite is done.
No true Penelope awaited me,
No Telemachus, faithful son,

Alone, despite ship’s Company,
I pass again beyond the Dike,
Suffering the cruellest of needs
The lust to know and find.

For Knowledge is an Opium,
And as the capstan-ratchet winds
In one direction only, ever up,
Unsated Curiosity seeks

An ever higher Comprehension
That permits no peace of Mind,
And tosses my uprooted Soul
Like seaweed in a wat’ry wind,

And shrinks the sum of all I know
To this: there is nothing
In the Seven Seas as turbulent
As the four small chambers of the heart. 

2. Banquet Chorus

Bring hither bread and foaming ale,
Soft ciders and spiced wines
Bring bakemeats and pork-pies,
Bring oranges and greeny limes,

Round cheeses from the north,
Soft cheeses from the south,
Sweetmeats and pumpernickel,
Pastries that amaze the mouth,

And Rhenish wine that sets afloat
The mind as if that mind
Is just a boat inside a boat
Essay’d upon an easeful sea.

3. Heretic’s Grace

All things we eat are made of sun
And rain and earth and sweat of Man.
Thank none but tillers of the soil,
The fishermen on wat’ry fields,
Fishwives who gut the firmly dead,
Bakers who daily knead our bread.

All food upon the common dish,
These meagre loaves, these gaping fish
That feed our shipborne multitude
Fall from the hands of mortal Men,
Being nothing less than miracles
As great as any claimed by Him.

4. Mermaid’s Song

Fin and scale, sand and shale,
From seagrass plait my hair,
Conch and coral shape my ears
Of driftwood, my bleached bones.

Fin and scale, sand and shale,
My nipples are sea-pearls,
My face is flesh, my flesh is fish,
My eyes are smooth sea-stones.

Fin and scale, sand and shale,
Oyster, reef and whalebone,
Periwinkle, whelk and clam
Ornament my throne.

Chorus
Our face is flesh, our flesh is fish,
Our eyes are smooth sea-stones,
Conch and coral shape our ears,
Of driftwood, our bleached bones.

5.  Marooned

We find false haven

On this barren spit:

Death not by water

But by lack of it.

The thirsting sun 

Dries tears to salt,

Our tongues are parched,

Our eyeballs melt

Till we would trade 

The Seven Seas

For six short feet

Of dry Dutch turf,

Six easeful feet

Of dry Dutch earth.   
    6.  Thanksgiving Chorus 

Lord, thou hast planted here a Garden

East of Eden,  a meadowed Lawn

Laden with the Foods of Heaven:  

The eggs of birds and turtle-eggs,

Plump molluscs in their crusty keeps, 

And meat that walks on two hind legs: 

Small roes and hinds

With eyes of doves,

That innocent of men

Hop to our knives. 

In this grove of flower and fruit,  

Mid flocks of upright fawns that graze

Upon the Lawn compliant to pursuit, 

Lord raise us from our common Fall,

Make us innocent ourselves, 

And new,  and thus redeem us all. 
7.  Preacher’s Lament 
Cold God, is Evil Thy true Image?

Are murderous hearts 

Fair copies of Thy Heart?  

Lord of hate and bitterness,

Who hath abandoned us,  

My piety hath besmirched 

The mem'ry of all the dead 

To whom the fishes prove 

The absence of Your Love.   

Shame on Thee,  cold God,

And shame on me.  

I curse Thy Name and mine

Ten thousand times. 

Cold God, as Thou with cruel heart

Hast turned Thy Face from us,

I turn my face from Thee!

There is no God, and if there be

A soul within the body's cloth

The moth of death eats both. 

8.   Wiebbe’s Lullaby    

Sleep my darling sons

In the vessel of God’s Heart,

The whisper of His breath

Doth sing upon the sail

And play about the ropes

Like a bow upon a viol.

His Face is turned this way,

His Watch will never end. 

Fear not sharp axe and knife 

Fear not hot Sun, wild Sea

Love of God and love of  Man

Nourish and Sustain thee.

Sleep my darling sons

In the vessel of my heart

Where Love is hull and sail

And steadfast rudder and keel, 

Our one enduring Ark

Stout oak in every heart.

Sleep my darling sons

God’s face is turned this way

Sleep till passing time

Softly draws its blind, 

And sweet forgetfulness 

     Gives peace from all that's past.








