





18

It was seven years ago that Harold C Schonberg, in The New York Times,
wrote of the coming to New York of Washington Opera’s A Village Romeo and
Juliet production: ‘It is done almost entirely by films and projections, with the
use of a scrim and an inner screen that give a three-dimensional effect. The
staging was something of a break-through then, and so it remains. The films and
projections by Ronald Chase, and the imaginative procedures of staging tech-
niques present something that is entirely new in opera’.

That exciting and original production was the work of a partnership between
director Frank Corsaro and designer Ronald Chase. The techniques employed
in that production were explained in detail in the late John Coveney’s article
The Visual Impact of ‘A Village Romeo and Juliet’ in Washington D.C. which
was reprinted in Delius Society Newsletter No 40 (pp.14-18). Corsaro and
Chase’s first Delius collaboration had been for the American premiére of Koanga,
in Washington on December 18 1970.! Two years later they worked on the
American Village Romeo premiére, also in Washington, on April 26 1972.2 And
now they have come together for a third Delius American premiere, of Fenni-
more and Gerda at Saint Louis on June 3 1981.

‘I’ve always been attracted to Frederick Delius, writes Corsaro in the Saint
Louis programme book, ¢ . . and have tried to make his music something of a
crusade . . Fennimore and Gerda is a somewhat different kind of challenge
[from Koanga and A Village Romeo], one Ron Chase and I have been wanting
to do for years; it was back in 1971 that we started talking to Richard Gaddes
about it at Santa Fe.’

Gaddes, an Englishman formerly with Santa Fe Opera, is now general director
of the Opera Theatre of Saint Louis where in six years of enterprise and imagin-
ation he has established a company of considerable repute, placing it — in the
words of the Financial Times — ‘firmly and boldly on the opera-goer’s inter-
national map’. Perhaps the candle-lit picnic dinners on the tree-studded theatre
lawn were responsible for The Times’s suggestion of it being an ‘American
Glyndebourne’. From Saint Louis in 1978 came BBCTV’s Albert Herring. Next
year the Opera Theatre makes its first visit abroad, taking Die Zauberflote to
Monte Carlo, and Jonathan Miller is to make his U.S. debut with Cosi fan
tutte. In this year’s month-long season Fennimore and Gerda shared the evening
with Wolf-Ferrari’s The Secret of Suzanne for four performances.

In the programme book (which also included an extract from Christopher
Redwood’s article on Delius’s operas in 4 Delius Companion) Corsaro briefly
outlined his approach to this opera:

Delius was fascinated by the naturalistic possibilities of stage behaviour; he

had Ibsen a great deal in mind, I think, when he wrote Fennimore and Gerda.

When he first saw it staged (in Frankfurt, ten years after it was written)

it was in a highly realistic production with ‘a beech forest in . . autumn, a

dark old garden with the little harbour, a lighthouse, and water in the dis-

tance — a scene in the snow and ice frozen fjord at night . .” (his wife’s
account). Delius is on record as thinking this production was perfect, and
clearly, he intended the intervals between the eleven scenes [Delius called
them ‘pictures’] not only to show the passage of time but to allow for
changes of scenery. But with all its naturalistic intent and the very specific
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directions in its text, the opera is still oblique about what motivates the
characters; it is a sort of Nordic Jules and Jim without the humour. So we
have filled the interludes with further sketches of what the people are like,
using natural sounds — seagulls, waves — with projections and some mime,
not only to create an environment and a poetic mood but to further develop
the relationships between the characters and, hopefully, to create an interest-
ing form. I don’t know of another opera that has been treated in quite this
way.

Nicholas Kenyon, in The New Yorker, thought the opera ‘acquired a cogency

and dramatic force’ he had not thought possible:

Frank Corsaro has taken Delius’s word ‘picture’ as the metaphor for his
whole production . . . Instead of making the scenes continuous or allowing
the short pauses that Delius directs, Mr Corsaro adds ‘pictures’ of his own.
These make explicit the development that Delius’s story line takes for granted.
We see in short, mimed tableaux Fennimore’s disillusionment with Erik after
they marry; Erik’s lack of success as a painter and his increasing boorishness
towards his wife; Niels’ frequent, solicitous presence. Some of these additions
are accompanied by the most controversial parts of the production: natural
noises, and filmed projections on the gauze. We see Danish rooftops and
hear tolling bells; water ripples and gurgles; birds sing; sunlight streams
through tree branches . .. Some of the interludes are too long, too indulgent;
some are irrelevant; and a couple of sound effects spoil the music by cutting
into it at the ends of scenes. But the over-all effect is to conjure up an atmos-
phere that unifies the drama.

Not all critics found dramatic equilibrium between such disparate elements
in the production. The Kansas City Star thought that Corsaro and Chase ‘ingeni-
ously but unconvincingly tried to patch the disjointed episodes together with
projections and pantomimes’, while the Dallas Morning News felt that such
additions only created distractions and ‘weakened rather than reinforced the
opera’s impact’. The only note of censure came from William Mootz of the
Courier-Journal who, while admitting that Corsaro had given ‘the slender plot
a dramatic coherence scarcely hinted at in the libretto’ and commenting on the
‘extraordinary beauty’ of the projected nature scenes, thought that ‘one may
question the ethics of Corsaro’s methods, especially when some of the action
he devises requires additional music patched together from Delius’s score by
conductor Keene’. (He seems to have been the only critic to suggest that music-
ally there had been any departure from the printed score.)

But most critics were completely won over. Byron Belt, in the Staten Island
Sunday Advance, called it ‘visually stunning and musically superb . . . Corsaro
and film director Ronald Chase transformed an opera of modest interest into
compelling music theatre’. For James Wierzbioki of the St Louis Globe-Memorial
it was ‘one of the most compelling examples of contemporary stage artistry’
he had ever encountered. He doubted that ‘in a “standard” production Delius’s
syrupy music and maudlin libretto, no matter how forceful the performance,
could sustain the interest of a modern audience. As conceived and realised by
Corsaro and Chase, however, Fennimore and Gerda approaches the level of
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a masterpiece — absolutely riveting from start to finish, and extraordinarily
beautiful, too.’

There was generally high praise for the conductor Christopher Keene and
the principal singers. In all, it was an outstanding artistic success: ‘Three Prem-
iéres, Three Hits’ was how the headline in Time magazine summed up the
season. The Fennimore premiere had an added sense of occasion in the presence
of Dr Fenby at St Louis where ‘he was the star of the week, lecturing on his
Delius experiences and in general endearing himself to everyone by his gentle
modesty as much as his authority’. He was the subject of a profile in The New
York Times. ‘What everyone at the St Louis performances . . wondered was
how Eric Fenby would take the production’, wrote Donal Henehan. ‘Mr Fenby
approved. And so did almost everyone else.’

1. see Delius Society Newsletter Nos. 30-32 for cast list and reviews.
2. see Delius Society Newsletter Nos. 36-37 for cast list and reviews.

(The Editor is extremely grateful to Mr Richard Gaddes and his staff at the
Opera Theatre of Saint Louis for making available copies of the programme
book and a selection of national and international press reviews. Thanks are
also due to Robert Threlfall and Estelle Palmley for providing additional material.
A pocket score of Fennimore and Gerda is available from Boosey & Hawkes,
price £9.00.)

Tales of Adventure

Barrie Iliffe’s talk to the Midlands Branch

London has already had an opportunity to hear Barrie Iliffe’s intriguing re-
construction of the background to Eventyr. Midlands members therefore
gathered at Ravensdale, Weston Underwood, on the 28th March in a mood of
anticipation that was well rewarded. Mr Iliffe’s professional credentials are
impressive and lent a certain authority to the discourse, but his disarming style
set us all at ease and enhanced the enjoyment of an absorbing evening. His enter-
prise and research in investigating the origins of the work are to be applauded.

The meaning of the word ‘Eventyr’ in Norwegian, given F.D.’s own equivocal
use of the alternative title ‘Once upon a time’, seems to be an important key.
For one thing, it can be singular or plural. The translation alternatives ‘adventure’
or ‘tales’ certainly suggest that the work may well not be a programme piece on
a single subject, but a fantasy based on strands of different stories and situations.
This view is supported by Rosa Newmarch, the critic, who said as much in her
programme note for the first performance of Eventyr in 1919.

These legendary happenings were the object of Mr lliffe’s quest. A most
impressive part of this was his narrowing down of a possible one hundred and
thirty-four editions of the Peter Christen Asbjornsen works, in four languages,
to three in Norwegian, of 1896, 1909 and 1911. One of these would seem to
have been the text with which Delius was familiar. Jelka Delius, in letters to
Philip Heseltine around the time of the 1929 festival and to Eric Fenby, men-
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tions their readings from a Norwegian copy of Asbjornsen during the long winter
evenings of 1914-15 — significantly close to the emergence of the composition.
She refers particularly to the story of the boy lost in the forest and the girl
seized after a wedding party. Both these incidents were identified in the Eventyr
score — weird ‘metallic’ sounds (use of cymbals, rare in Delius, and other per-
cussive tones) that seem to surround the wandering boy:

I was seized by an indescribable fear; these sounds sent a chill through me,

and my terror was increased by the darkness between the trees, where all

objects appeared distorted, moving and alive, stretching forth thousands
of hands and arms after the stray wanderer . . . In thoughtless and breathless
fear I rushed forward to avoid this host of demons, but while flying thus
still more frightful and distorted shapes appeared, and I fancied I felt their

hands clutching me . . 1
and the rapid 12/8 tempo, ‘furiously’ in the score, marking the wild dance of
the brownie with the girl.

A careful examination of F.D.’s orchestration confirmed Fenby’s view that
the strings represent the simple peasantry in the mountain villages, while the
woodwind comes to the fore when trolls and under-earthlings are about. Various
examples added weight to this reading. Mr Iliffe’s tour de force was to pin-
point the origin of the famous wild shouts that twice punctuate the latter half
of the piece. No-one finally doubted his interpretation of these as definitive
of the chase in the story of the poor widow’s son and the troll’s magic horse:

So when the lad had got on the horse, off they went at such a rate, he couldn’t

at all tell how they went. But when he had ridden awhile, the horse said,

‘I think I hear a noise; look around! Can you see anything?’ ‘Yes; there are

ever so many coming after us, at least a score,” said the lad. ‘Aye, aye, that’s

the Troll coming,’ said the horse; ‘now he’s after us with his pack.’i
The runaway is pursued by ‘at least a score’ — Delius’s marking is specifically
for twenty male voices — and the galloping cross-rhythms underline the scene.

References to a number of the tales could clearly be only fragmentary, but
Delius used certain incidents as triggers for his invention, natural musical devel-
opment then taking over.

The excerpts used as illustrations were from the reissued 1934 and 1951
Beecham recordings, the whole of the former being played as a prelude to the
talk. It was notable that quite a number of members present had attended the
Bradford Festival performance of Eventyr by the RPO under Rudolf Kempe
in 1962.

A measure of the success of any Midlands meeting is the extent to which
subsequent discussion of the subject survives the postlude of prandial indulgence
so regularly afforded. On this occasion Mr Iliffe and Wenda Williams were well
matched, having each provided a spread of delightful substance not to be for-

gotten.
E E Rowe

1. Asbjornsen’s A Summer Night in Krokskogen Forest, translated Braekstad. Delius’s
Eventyr: full score p 9 bar 1 to p 14 bar 8?

2. Asbjornsen & Moe’s The Widow’s Son, translated Dasent. Delius’s Eventyr: full score
p 24 bar 5 to p 31 bar 4?
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Delius: A Song of Summer

Softly fall the bittersweet chords

Shadings, nuances, subtlest of harmonies
blending into an answer

Silent waving trees, flowers, summer gardens
redolent with their perfume, quiet ponds

Cicadas, birds with sundown messages,
the nearly-full orange moon

All becoming one in the languid and easy warmth
of a midsummer night

Evocative of long ago twilights and of memories

The gorgeousness of sound paints the picture
sharper than any photograph. It is poignant.
It is joy.

For here at once is understanding of the beauty
which surrounds us

It is reckoning and it is desire. It is true fulfilment

There is a message for those who will listen

Once heard and accepted, we will know a quiet peace
and a pervading awareness of our greatest
emotions brought to fruition

And we will never be quite the same again.

Keith Marvin

‘A Mass of Life’ at Cambridge
July 25th 1981

It was Philip Heseltine who wrote of the Mass of Life that ‘one can imagine a
more spiritually enlightened generation performing it as a solemn ritual in some
gigantic open-air theatre, year after year at the coming-in of summer’. Nothing
could seem farther from Heseltine’s imaginings than the ecclesiastical confines
of King’s College Chapel. Today the atheistic creed of the Nietzschean text
need not give cause to any objection to the Mass’s performance in such hallowed
surroundings (remembering the past difficulties, for varying textual reasons, of
works like the Dream of Gerontius and Belshazzar’s Feast in gaining acceptance
at the Three Choirs Festival). The only doubts one may have had beforehand
over the choice of the Mass for the 1981 Cambridge Festival concerned a prac-
tical consideration — the building’s acoustics.

And as it turned out the greatest disappointment of the evening was the
opening chorus — through no fault of the performance, but quite simply that
the ear was not prepared for the cruel tricks the reverberation of the Chapel
played on choir and orchestra alike, robbing their attack of any incisiveness
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and clarity. How preferable a dry out-of-door acoustic seemed then! Surely
few in the audience, unless thoroughly accustomed to the Chapel’s idiosync-
racies, would have agreed with Felix Aprahamian writing in the Sunday Times
that ‘the glorious surroundings embraced and enhanced its sounds . . lovingly’.

Apart from the tenor soloist and the orchestra coming a bar adrift near the
beginning of the third number, it would be unfair to attempt any detailed assess-
ment of the qualities of the performance with a critical ear having first to
unscramble the confusion of sounds. One would have welcomed an opportunity
to hear the performance again under closely-miked broadcasting conditions, for
the overall shape of Tim Brown’s interpretation was most pleasing.The soloists
with the Cambridge Philharmonic Society (singing in German)were Mary Wells,
Josephine Nendick, Richard Lewis and Nigel Wickens. The programme booklet
contained a helpful and perceptive commentary on the work by James Day.

Forthcoming Events

Tuesday October 27 at 7.30 p.m. Leicester

Eric Fenby, OBE speaks on ‘Delius as I knew him’ to the East Midlands Branch
of the Elgar Society. 3rd floor Charles Wilson Building, University of Leicester,
Mayor’s Walk, University Road, Leicester.

Tuesday November 3 at 8 p.m. Zurich Opera House

First performance this season of A Village Romeo and Juliet. Further perform-
ances have been announced for November 10, 24, 26; December 1, 8, 15; and
January 5.

Saturday November 7 at 8 p.m. ‘Ravensdale’, Bullhurst Lane, Weston Underwood

A Midlands Branch meeting: John Bird talks on ‘The Friendship between Percy
Grainger and Frederick Delius’.

Sunday November 8 at 3 p.m. Cliffs Pavilion, Southend

The Southend Festival Chorus and Orchestra, conducted by Lionel Friend,
perform Delius’s Sea Drift. Seats £3.00, £2.50, £2.00 and £1.50.

Thursday November 19 at 7.00 p.m. RCM, Prince Consort Road, London SW7

Delius’s Eventyr. Norman Del Mar conducts the RCM Symphony Orchestra.
Works by Mozart, Walton (Cello Concerto) and Strauss (Sinfonia Domestica)
complete the programme.
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Thursday November 26 at 7 p.m. BMIC, 10 Stratford Place, London W1

Delius Society talk: ‘A E Housman and English Music’ presented by Peter
Trotman.

Sunday November 29 The Pavilion, Hemel Hempstead

Delius’s Sea Drift performed by the Aeolian Singers and the New Westminster
Philharmonic Orchestra, conducted by Ian Butler. Elgar’s Cockaigne Overture
and Walton’s Belshazzar’s Feast complete the programme.

Saturday December 12 at 8 p.m. ‘Lawrenny Gate’, Burley Drive, Quarndon,
Derby

A Midlands Branch meeting: Professor lan Parrott talks on ‘Elgar’s Enigma
Solved’.

1982

Friday January 29 at 7.30 p.m. Mary Ward House, 5-7 Tavistock Place, London
WC1

Delius Society meeting: ‘An evening with Eric Fenby’.

Tuesday February 23 at 7.30 p.m. Mary Ward House, London WC1

Delius Society talk: ‘The Philadelphia tapes — a documentary survey’ presented
by Felix Aprahamian, a Vice-President of the Society.

Monday March 8 — Sunday March 14 University of Keele

The Fourth Delius Festival. Full details are given on an enclosed leaflet. Further
information may be obtained from Brian Rawlins, University of Keele, Stafford-
shire ST5 5B6 (tel. 0782-621111).

Tuesday March 9 at 7.30 p.m. Town Hall, Birmingham

Delius’s Sea Drift (soloist David Wilson-Johnson) with Walton’s Improvisations
on an Impromptu of Benjamin Britten and Holst’s The Planets. Sir Charles
Groves conducts the CBSO and Chorus. Box Office tel. 021-236 3889.

Tuesday March 16 Philharmonic Hall, Liverpool

Delius’s Paris, with Strauss’s Till Eulenspiegel and Brahm’s First Piano Concerto
(soloist Garrick Ohlsson). Norman Del Mar conducts the RLPO.
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