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OPERA OBSCURA

D

INTRODUCTION

when he described opera as ‘an exotic and irrational
entertainment’, although he could have added ‘always expensive and often excruciating’.
The very first opera was called Dafne, written in Italy by Jacopo Peri in 1598, with a libretto by
Ottavio Rinuccini. Since then well over ten thousand operas have been written and performed –
that’s over a thousand days, about three years, of continuous music and drama. These, however,
are only the works that have been brought to life on the stage. There are thousands more that
have never been performed and remain, like Frankenstein’s monster, inert, awaiting the enlivening
spark. Of those that have been produced, very few remain in the repertoire today. Only about a
hundred operas receive regular professional performances, while two hundred or so pass in and out
of fashion, but never quite out of mind. Another four hundred are revived at minor opera festivals
or performed at music colleges. The rest are forgotten, languishing in manuscript form or lost,
either completely or as ghosts half living on in snatches of other music. Clever, ambitious young
conductors, forced down ever more obscure musical paths to gain attention, often blow the dust
off some long-forgotten piece and bring it back to life in a stripped-down performance with a tiny
cast and orchestra. Some of these rarities are briefly acclaimed, but in most cases the praise is due
to the effort involved in their exhumation rather than any enjoyment of the work itself. Afterwards
the revived opera, like an old person briefly reawoken by bright young things, usually returns to
the obscurity it deserves.
This book contributes a small number to that shadowy horde, giving a brief synopsis of
banal and bizarre plots so obscure they could almost be true, and a short account of the
disastrous productions that could have denied them their chance of ever being established in
the repertoire. It is safe to predict that none will ever make it to the stage, and they will be for
ever Opera Obscura.

PETER KENT
o c to r j o h n s o n wa s r i g h t

2022
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HAUNGDI DE HEXIE YU TIAN
GUO ZHI QUAN

C

(The Emperor’s Harmonious and Heavenly Fist)
China, 1250
h i n e s e o p e r a h a s n e v e r  appealed to western ears. ‘A hideous concatenation of

the most
excruciating aural combinations,’ complained the eminent musicologist Charles Burney,1
and he had heard only the more bland and tuneful examples of the genre that had started to
become popular in London. The most mysterious and revered of all works was the Imperial Dragon
Opera, which was performed on auspicious occasions, and in the presence only of the Emperor and
his deaf eunuchs in the Jade Opera House within the Forbidden City. The Emperor’s Harmonious and
Heavenly Fist, to give its full title, was composed by the eminent courtier and musician Xingming
during – ironically – the Song Dynasty, in about 1250. Reports of the contents are vague; it is
unlikely that anyone has ever known it in its complete form. It is said to have involved dragons,
labyrinths, the ghosts of emperors, the souls of two lovers turned into cormorants and much
celestial conjuring. The music was scored for an enlarged Chinese orchestra of plucked instruments
and variegated percussion, but with the addition of a water-powered organ and two great bronze
horns said to be over thirty feet long.
So rare were performances there was only one during the eighteenth century. This was given in
1794 to the British mission of Lord George Macartney as an extraordinary mark of favour. Warned
of what to expect, the diplomats plugged their ears with chewed mulberry leaves. Unfortunately,
the Scottish scientist James Dinwiddie stuffed his ears with opium paste, which he ingested by diffusion. His consequent hallucinations during a particularly solemn part of the performance brought
an abrupt ending to all negotiations and the expulsion of the mission.
The bulk of the manuscript and costumes were lost
when the Summer Palace was destroyed and looted by
the British in 1860,2 and the remainder was finished
off by the Red Guards during the Cultural Revolution.
‘Let us crush with our heroic proletarian feet the reactionary harmonies of the Emperor’s Fist,’ proclaimed
Chairman Mao.

1 An English organist, minor composer and author of the four-volume A General History of Music (1776–89), Charles Burney was the father of two novelists – Fanny and Sarah Burney – as well as three other children, including a future priest
and scholar, also called Charles, who was sent down from Cambridge for stealing books. He had wit and erudition and a
strong dislike of French music.
2 This happened at the end of the 1860 Opium War. British peace envoys were tortured and killed by the Chinese and,
in revenge, the sumptuous Summer Palace was looted and burned. Amongst the booty taken was a Pekinese dog, the first
to be seen in England. It was given to Queen Victoria and untactfully christened Looty.
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h au n g d i d e h e x i e y u t i a n g u o z h i q ua n

In October 2003, when the Antiques Roadshow visited Dumfries Ice Bowl, a very large porcelain plate with
a scene from the opera was brought by a descendant of James Dinwiddie. It caused great excitement
amongst the experts and was valued at £80,000. After the usual token protestations that it would never
leave the family, it was sent to Christies’ and sold for nearly twice that amount to a semiconductor
magnate from Shenzhen. It is thought to represent one of the fourteen forbidden scenes, but, as to what
is actually happening, nobody has the slightest idea.
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EL LIBRO DE MODALES
(The Book of Manners)
Spain, 1647

W

one thinks of passionate guitars, castanets and
foot-stamping sultriness, so it is surprising to learn that a Spanish opera is distinguished
as one of the dullest, dreariest and most unloved of all time. A work so excruciatingly, numbingly
boring that the Inquisition was petitioned to ban it on the grounds that it would tempt souls to
commit the unforgivable sin of despairing suicide.
Opera was slow to develop in Spain compared with France and Italy, which had a continuous
tradition of opera from the early seventeenth century. In Spain, however, the preference was for
spoken drama, and critics asserted that opera was a less worthy art form. At the time morbidly
religious and rigidly hieratic, Spain viewed opera as an indulgent frippery bordering on heresy.
To prove the critics and the Inquisition wrong, the composer Juan Hidalgo de Polanco and
the writer Lope de Vega collaborated to write El libro de modales. It was the usual comedy of
manners: a confection of a pert, pretty minx, a besotted old fool, a handsome rogue and an
assortment of comic servants. The first draft was a genuinely witty satire,
but it soon fell so foul of political and religious censorship that it ended
up as a kind of dramatised court etiquette manual. Objections to the
amount of music, combined with de Polanco’s extreme slowness in
composition1 and great difficulty in setting words, resulted in
an opera with hardly any singing at all. Mostly it consisted of
dancing and musical fencing. This pleased nobody except
the stone-deaf Philip IV, a great swordsman in his youth.
After his death in 1665 El libro de modales was never performed again. The manuscript is still in the library of
the Escorial, where it is occasionally examined by
visiting scholars – but never for long.
h e n o n e i m a g i n e s s pa n i s h m u s i c

1 Rossini was said to be able to write a whole opera in a week. De Polanco once managed an aria in a month. His most
substantial work, a cavatina for viola, would have been longer had the ink on the manuscript not faded before he had
finished it.
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e l l i b ro d e m o da l e s

In this scene the Count of Miranda del Castañar – old and ugly but extremely rich – and the Marquess
of Chinchilla – poor and palsied, but of impeccable and ancient lineage – dance a stately pavane in
a contest to win the hand of Maria Infanta. She stands on the balcony of the palace of her scheming
guardian. Don Pedro Ximenez, the handsome rogue, edges towards her disguised as a statue of El Cid. So
much money had been spent on the lavish costumes of the principals that the chorus were economically
clad in the robes of penitents. The rhythm of the pavane was cleverly amplified by the clank of armour
and the regular clink of penitential chains.
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DE VLOEK VAN TULPEN
(The Curse of the Tulips)
The Netherlands, 1785

T

when the audience of an opera has literally been swept off its
feet on the opening night – although at the premiere of The Curse of the Tulips, it was not by enthusiasm but a flood of cold water. The Netherlands has never developed a national school of opera; audiences have historically shunned the home-grown and shown a preference for Italian, French and German
works. On rare occasions Dutch composers have risen to the challenge, but have inevitably failed.1
In 1784 the burghers of Bergen op Zoom committed money to build an opera house, and they
patriotically decided that their new theatre must be opened with a new Dutch opera. De vloek van
tulpen was composed for the occasion by T.C.P. Bach2 (the Dutch Bach), with a libretto by Jacobus
Leyden Jarr (polymath and inventor of a saucepan for poaching eggs). The four-act opera, set in the
late sixteenth century3 during the reign of William the Silent – who has a very big part sung by a
baritone – relates the sorry saga of a noble family who lose all their money in tulip speculation. To
restore their fortune and to save his sister from being forced to marry a villainous dwarf, the hero,
Gert van Gouda, sells secrets to Philip II of Spain.
Sentenced to death, only the pleas of his fiancée save Gert, and he is doomed to sail the seas for ever
in a seven-masted ship with black sails and a crew of fire-breathing dogs. However, while being blown
about the North Sea, he helps Sir Francis Drake defeat the Spanish Armada and is allowed to return
for one day to marry his sweetheart. As soon as he sets foot on Dutch soil, the golden tulip that ruined
him blooms, the evil dwarf is pinioned to the sails of a windmill, the Spanish army flees, the town
bell – also known as William the Silent, as it has not tolled for fifty years – peals and his bride arrives
at the church. Then, suddenly, as is the way in opera, she dies.
As the curtain came down on the opening night to moderate
applause, the dyke holding back the North Sea broke – the
burghers had diverted the funds for repairing the sea
defences to the opera house – and the deluge drowned
the prospects of Dutch vernacular opera. Fortunately,
few of the audience perished; most managed to clamber aboard the seven-masted ship, whilst T.C.P. Bach
paddled to safety on a double bass.
h e r e i s o n ly o n e o c c a s i o n

1 The one notable exception is the 1834 Dutch-language opera Saffo by Johannes Bernardus van Bree. However, it is not
popular anywhere else.
2 He was a cousin of C.P.E. Bach (the English Bach), N.H.S. Bach (the Polish Bach), B.B.C. Bach (the Alsatian Bach), U.S.A.
Bach (the Irish Bach) and J.C.B. Bach (the American Bach).
3 Polymath he may have been, but he was ignorant of history. The tulip mania did not occur until the 1630s, fifty years
after the opera is set.
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d e v l o e k va n t u l p e n

Death scenes are normally prolonged in opera, but the length of scene in which Anna (Gert’s fiancée)
dies and is mourned stretched endurance to the limit. Wilhelmina van Veen, playing Anna, lay so long
on the cold stage she caught a chill and ruined the illusion with a prolonged fit of sneezing.
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