WEXFORD FESTIVAL OPERA’S KOANGA
Members will be aware that Wexford Festival Opera staged Delius’s opera Koanga
in October 2015. This special feature brings together an introductory piece on
Wexford itself by Martin Lee-Browne, Michael Gieleta’s insightful Director’s
Notes on the production, a review of the first night by Roger Buckley, and a report
on the fascinating talk to members back in November given by conductor Stephen
Barlow and Michael Gieleta.

WEXFORD – A TOWN COMES TO LIFE

In a sheltered position at the very south-easternmost tip of Ireland, Wexford
has a double existence. Originally founded in about 800AD by the Vikings,
many centuries later it became a centre for revolt against British rule – and
nowadays, for about 49 weeks of the year, it is just a traditional Irish country
town that has, sadly, seen much better days.
Once a successful seaport, shifting sand in the harbour caused it to
decline, and large commercial ships stopped using it in the 1960s;
nevertheless, it still has a fishing fleet – evidenced by the fact that there are
a large number of fish restaurants in the town and the surrounding area,
many of which are quite superb. Like most of its counterparts across the
country, the town has a stolid, grey feel to it, and architectural gems are in
short supply. There is a reasonable number of small businesses, but no
major employers: the unemployment rate is around 25%. Wexford County
has one of the highest suicide rates in the country, and is apparently ‘the
burglary centre of Ireland’; there seems to be little farming in the
surrounding countryside, and generally there is much near-poverty. A
maze of narrow streets, and ordinary houses, almost everything in the town
– except the, naturally, genuine Irish, and generally pretty scruffy, pubs
along the waterfront – happens in the busy, undulating High Street, chocka-block with (dare it be said) not very special shops, many similarly stocked
and in competition with each other.
Then, every year, for almost three weeks at the end of October and
early November, the town becomes one of the cultural centres of Europe –
an amazing phenomenon. The Wexford Festival, although of a modest size,
is a feast of opera, recitals and talks. Much more Guinness than usual is
drunk. The hotels and the restaurants are completely booked-out, and
every evening between 7.00pm and 8.00pm more dinner jackets, smart
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overcoats, furs and little black dresses are seen in the streets than in London
(with the exception of Victoria Station in the early afternoon during the
Glyndebourne season) – all heading to the Opera House to see, almost
invariably, a first-class production of a completely unknown, or very rarely
performed, opera, more often than not written by a completely, or largely
unheard of, composer. Why on earth should that be?
The original Theatre Royal, built in 1832, was about as basic as it would
be possible to imagine – in the 1950s, a rectangular, unornamented, shoebox with (if my memory is correct) almost aisle-less stalls, a similar steeply
raked circle, no ‘gods’, very limited foyers, an inadequate stage, and
dreadful back-stage facilities for the performers. However, the Wexford
Festival Opera, formed in 1951, took it over, and quickly achieved a
reputation for interesting and lively productions and very high artistic
standards, largely using rising young singers, many of them Irish,
imaginative producers, and never relying on international stars. The
company went from strength to strength, and the opera-going public
simply loved it – so much so that in 2005 the decision was made to demolish
the old building in favour of a purpose-built, state-of-the-art, 771-seat opera
house with hugely enhanced facilities. It opened in 2008, and is now the
National Opera House – where every night the audience lustily sings the
Irish National Anthem. However, in an utterly Irish way, it is still almost

un-noticeable in an only-just-one-car-wide side street, going from which
into the brightly lit and warm foyer is a magical experience.
The theatre itself is an exciting and wondrous experience: panelled in
American black walnut, it is as though one is on the inside of a cello, and it
has an extraordinarily cohesive and intimate feel to it – the stalls, the dress
circle, and the upper circle (both horseshoe-shaped) seem to connect with
each other, both horizontally and vertically, and a very substantial part of
the audience is visible to ‘itself’. With a Bayreuth-style orchestra pit largely
under the stage, the acoustic is excellent, for the voices project well over the
orchestra; their volume does, however, reduce quite substantially as the
singers go towards the rear of the stage. The designers did the opera world
proud.
And then, of course, there are the Irish! Whatever the drawbacks of
the town, its people – whether the hotel and restaurant staff, the man who
changed our blown-out tyre, the landlord of the surprisingly empty nextdoor pub we were sent to by a restaurant while they prepared our table (‘as
soon as these people have gone, and we’re ready for you, I’ll come and
collect you’), the young man we met in a lookout tower on the nearby
Wildfowl Reserve, or the owner of the broadband business employing 100
people who lives in a scruffy cottage on the sand-dunes – are so friendly,
relaxed, willing to talk about any subject under the sun, welcoming and
seemingly care-free that to meet them is a real pleasure. Quite simply, they
make any visit a delight – and, of course, they do Delius operas there!
Martin Lee-Browne



DIRECTOR’S NOTES ON KOANGA
The following notes are reprinted from the Wexford Opera programme 2015 with
the kind permission of Michael Gieleta and Wexford Festival Opera.
One of the joys of directing non-canonical operas is the absence of the
immanent pressure to make one’s mark by a ‘novel’ approach to wellknown material. In Wexford a director becomes the conduit between an
arcane opera and an unbiased audience. Delius’s obscure opera and Cable’s
forgotten novel are uniquely progressive in validating the cultural, spiritual
and social identity brought to the nascent American nation by enslaved
Western Africans with an insight associated with the contemporary postcolonial thought. With the Western understanding of Africa being
continually reductive, moulded by few noted films set in the ‘dark
continent’ or perfunctory television reports of droughts, wars and
epidemics, Delius’s opera emerges as one of the most avant-garde works of
its time. Koanga (1897) portrays the eponymous Jaloff prince – our
production uses the 1974 revised libretto by Craig and Page which makes
Koanga Dahomean (Beninese) – with the gravitas usually reserved for
European royalty, and discusses the complex subject of mixed ethnic
identity with a foresight that predates late-twentieth-century writing.
Having lived myself on the borderline of several cultural, linguistic
and religious identities, I found Delius’s ultra-progressive stance on the
subject revelatory. At the height of the Victorian colonial era, Delius,
himself of German-Dutch ancestry, devised an opera about individuals
tragically trapped between two mutually-exclusive cultures. His interest in
reflecting African musical idioms in the score must have been radical as was
the very idea of writing an opera for black voices, three decades before Show
Boat and Porgy and Bess.
Equally daring is Delius’s stance on the colonial capitalist greed: the
enslaved African aristocrat and an illegitimate daughter of a master and a
slave are exploited, emotionally and sexually, solely in order to raise the
productivity levels on the estate. Typically, alcohol is used to weaken the
will power. Koanga is reduced to a malleable workhorse and Palmyra as
sexual bait in order to compel obedience from the latest arrival of slaves.
Extraordinarily, Delius upholds the existence of Koanga’s Voodoo gods
whose spell obliterates the local population, as if the opera was a warning
sign to all those who belittle the legitimacy of non-Abrahamic religions.
It is an enormous honour for me and my predominantly African
creative team to present this trailblazing opera in Ireland, whose own

struggle against religious, cultural and economic oppression became one of
the universal points of reference.
Michael Gieleta


AN INTERVIEW WITH STEPHEN BARLOW AND
MICHAEL GIELETA
Conductor Stephen Barlow and Director Michael Gieleta in conversation
with Martin Lee-Browne
Saturday 28th November 2015 at 4.00pm
St Giles Conference Centre, London
Following the 2015 AGM, around 40 members of The Delius Society were
privileged to hear conductor Stephen Barlow and director Michael Gieleta
discuss their recent Wexford Festival Opera production of Koanga.
After welcoming them both, Martin invited them to start by talking a
little about the annual Wexford Opera Festival. Michael explained that the
Festival was unique in that mainstream works were never put on – the
Festival focuses on lost or forgotten works only. This means that the
audience is typically very curious and this creates a genuine connection
between artists and audience. There are three main stage productions each
year, along with recitals, lectures and short works in other venues around
the town including Whites Hotel, which has a large conference room that is
turned into a music venue. The Opera House itself was rebuilt just seven
years ago and has excellent acoustics. Stephen added that the orchestra pit
is a very good size which allowed him to balance singers and orchestra very
effectively.
Although Michael knew the theatre well, having directed two
productions there before Koanga, it was Stephen’s first time in Wexford.
When the invitation came for him to conduct the work, he agreed
immediately without looking at a score. Koanga is the kind of work which
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is frequently discussed because hardly anyone dares to put it on! When he
received the score, he felt as though he recognised it; he discovered
elements that pleased him and others that were areas of concern, but he
never doubted the piece from beginning to end – it was not at all difficult
to see Delius’s passion for his subject. There are difficulties in the vocal
lines, orchestration and the staging, but he found the work very powerful
and moving and would love to do it again; Delius clearly meant to put
much into the piece.
From the production side, one of the biggest problems was that of
ethnicity of the chorus. It was not possible to import a special ‘Koanga
chorus’ for the production because all chorus parts are taken by members
of the Festival Opera cast. Delius had visualised something which was very
difficult to put on – it would work perfectly as a film, but is almost
impossible to produce literally. Michael said that it was necessary for the
audience to apply theatrical imagination and treat the two groups of chorus
members as captors and captives, rather than being divided by their
ethnicity. To aid this, the roles of the chorus at any one time were signalled
by changes to the set and in their clothes – for example, by adjusting their
shawls and being tasked to work, they became plantation workers. The set
was deliberately left as an unpainted canvas, with the scenes changed by
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means of projections as the two images included with this article show.
Stephen said that one of the best things about working in Wexford was
that all the cast members are young emerging artists who want to gain as
much as possible from the production. He mentioned particularly the
young South African soprano Nozuko Teto, who played the role of
Palmyra. With many opera companies budgetary constraints mean that
rehearsal time on stage is limited; in Wexford, however, the whole cast,
including the principals, is in situ for four weeks, with none of the
distractions that might be found in a big city.
He then went on to talk about the two banjo players who mingled with
the chorus on stage. There are plenty of banjo players in the Wexford area,
but Stephen was very particular about them being able to read music –
something of a rarity for this instrument – as their music was strictly
notated by Delius. In the end not all Delius’s notes were playable and
Stephen allowed the players to adapt the music. He pointed out that their
addition was in the form of an extra ‘colour’ – something Delius was often
wont to do.
We then heard Palmyra’s aria from the 1974 Charles Groves recording.
Stephen commented on the influence of Wagner’s Tristan on this aria; he
said that Strauss was also often cited as an influence on Delius, but Strauss
was yet to compose any of his major works at the time Delius wrote Koanga.
There are also traces of Puccini’s Turandot in the music, but this was not
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written until 30 years later! The aria is beautifully constructed in a kind of
arch, with motifs attached to Koanga and their union woven into the music.
The discussion then turned to Delius’s habit of having two choruses
singing different words at the same time. This is done by other composers,
such as Mozart and Verdi, but the difference is that in Delius’s case the text
is not event-driven, and it is the Director’s role to ensure that all comes
across clearly. In Koanga, this was achieved by giving the singers actions to
connect with their words.
Martin then asked Stephen and Michael when they first got together
to work on Koanga. The perhaps surprising answer was that they had
corresponded in advance, but didn’t meet until the first day of rehearsals in
Wexford. (When Michael received the invitation to direct this production
he was, coincidentally, in Wuppertal, where Koanga was first performed.)
They knew that the libretto posed many problems and they spent much
time talking together about how to overcome these obstacles that Delius
had presented, commenting that if a new edition could be made –
producing a workable libretto from the various versions that exist, and
correcting some of the errors – the opera could easily become a
mainstream work. Stephen described points in the opera when the
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music came to a full stop; in Italian opera these are moments for applause,
but this is not the case with Delius’s music. He felt that in some places,

musical bridges could perhaps be constructed; in other places the action
skids past very quickly and is too perfunctory in its treatment.
Martin asked whether there was, in fact, a case for making cuts in the
work? Stephen Barlow said he was determined to move the piece along as
much as he could, and according to Delius’s instructions in the score,
commenting that the Charles Groves recording was often rather slow in
tempo. His aim was to create a dynamic performance, governed by the
music, and trusting the instincts of the composer. He noted that, in the past,
cuts had been made to Act 3, but he wanted to keep all that Delius wrote.
He likened cutting the orchestral section at the end of Act 3 to ‘chopping
Delius off at the ankles’ and regarded this as Delius’s opportunity to round
off the circle; this section of music includes the softest version of the
spiritual heard earlier in the opera and places us back with the slaves where
the drama started. The music of this section was then played.
Finally, in response to a question from the floor, Stephen confirmed
that there were no plans to issue a recording of the Wexford production,
commenting that the broadcasters, RTE, were not keen to be involved in
this, although he personally considered it good enough to be released. He
said that it breaks musicians’ hearts when, the day after a production ends,
there is no lasting record.
To conclude, Stephen said that he was convinced that Koanga is not
nearly as difficult to put on as people think; it is achievable and a very
worthwhile experience. There had been a great response from audiences
and also from the singers and orchestra and Stephen will definitely now
‘carry the banner’!
Thanking both Stephen and Michael for a most entertaining talk,
Martin Lee-Browne said that he was so glad that they had obviously
worked so well together and found the experience rewarding.
Katharine Richman



REVIEW OF THE OPENING NIGHT

The National Opera House, High Street, Wexford, Ireland
21st, 24th, 27th and 30th October 2015 at 8.00pm
Koanga:
Norman Garrett
Palmyra:
Nozuko Teto
Simon Perez:
Jeff Gwaltney
Uncle Joe / Rangwan: Aubrey Allicock
Don José:
Christopher Robertson
Clotilda:
Kate Allen
Set designer:
James Macnamara
Director:
Michael Gieleta
Chorus of Wexford Festival Opera
Chorus master:
Errol Girdlestone
Orchestra of Wexford Festival Opera
Conductor:
Stephen Barlow
Sponsored by the Delius Trust
On the morning after the premiere of Wexford Festival Opera’s new
production of Koanga last October, a couple of the words most
conspicuously muttered in the buzz at the Talbot Hotel’s copious breakfast
buffet – and perhaps at other Wexford hostelries – were ‘dramaturgy’ and
‘libretto’. The music of Koanga seemed to have been gratefully, almost
tacitly accepted: but – oh dear! – the drama and the words were definitely
the subject of the moment.
On that same day, Jessica Duchen penned an affectionate ‘open letter
to Frederick Delius’ in her influential Classical Music Blog.1 She began:
‘Greetings from the 21st century’, declared her love for Delius’s music, and
continued:
‘But listen, Fred, darling – and I want this to be constructive in every way
– your drama is absolutely all over the place. Really. You have great
ingredients, ones that would stand a chance of working today better than
ever before, but you, and your librettist Charles F Keary flunk it whenever
you can. I see that the libretto was even updated in 1972, to which
revelation I can only say, well, we need to have another go at it now.’

Robert Threlfall has traced the history of the opera with characteristic
precision.2 The problem with the libretto arose a very long time ago. To
Delius, things seemed to have begun well; in 1896 he wrote enthusiastically
to Jutta Bell, his former neighbour at Solana Grove, enclosing the opera’s
libretto which he had based loosely on an episode in George W Cable’s The
Grandissimes (1880), and which he declared he had written at the same time

as the music. He added the dual confession, ‘my literature is not on a level
with my music’ and ‘I own my style & language is sometimes so vile that it
shocks me as a musician’3. ‘Please advise me’, he begged, having greatly
valued Jutta’s literary and artistic judgement since collaborating with her,
two years earlier, on the libretto of The Magic Fountain. It was an
opportunity lost, for Jutta declined, being at that time committed to opening
a school of elocution in London, and by the next month Delius was working
with Charles F Keary instead. A distinguished numismatist, Keary had a
number of books to his credit – including Norway and the Norwegians (1892),
which must have endeared him to Delius – but, as William Randel declared,
he was unfamiliar with American literature and negro speech, with the
result that: ‘Keary was out of his element, but neither he nor Delius seemed
aware of the fact.’4 ‘Keary’s words are sometimes fatuous and always
crude’, wrote Arthur Hutchings5 in 1948, and the wealth of newspaper
journalism generated by the 1935 production of Koanga at Covent Garden
and in the provinces, so painstakingly addressed by Lewis Foreman in this
Journal6, had to a large extent pre-echoed that conclusion.
Sir Thomas Beecham, in collaboration with Edward Agate, had in fact
overhauled the libretto for his 1935 production, and a further revision was
carried out for the 1972 Camden Festival revival under Sir Charles Groves
by Douglas Craig and Andrew Page. This was the version of the libretto
that we heard in Wexford.
Delius’s stage direction for the Prologue to Act 1 reads:
‘The verandah of a Southern plantation-house, orange trees on the left;
huts in the background. It is evening. Dancing is going on in the house.’

Well, the mise-en-scène of this production rarely nodded in the direction of
realism. Once that was clear, the direction of Michael Gieleta largely
succeeded on its own terms. James Macnamara’s set, embodying a hollow
white-painted cube with opening panels and mobile divisions, used
projections to set the changing scenes. There were occasional obstacles for
the cast, such as lines of washing stretched across the stage, but mishaps
were avoided. The banjo players, rather than sharing the pit with their
fellow orchestra members, were placed on the stage, which was a
picturesque touch but one which served to increase the general confusion
at busy moments.
The mention of local colour prompts a further reflection. As Richard
Capell remarked of the 1935 Covent Garden production, ‘a white man …
cannot suggest a negro’s singing’7. To its credit, this production had
enlisted several non-white principals. But what of the slave choruses and

spirituals that help to make this opera so memorable? ‘Blacking up’ is now
deeply unfashionable and was not used, but as a result it was difficult to
distinguish the workers from the white planters, for example during the
Prologue that begins the opera.
Norman Garrett as Koanga, as tall and imposing as the part demands,
sang with earnest conviction, but lacked the vocal power to thrill. The part
of his would-be bride Palmyra was taken by Nozuko Teto, a South African
lyric soprano whose rich voice should assure her of future fame. Aubrey
Allicock played both Uncle Joe and Rangwan, small parts which did not
allow his bass-baritone full scope. The smaller parts were competently
handled.
The music of Act 2, being built on and around the dance tune La
Calinda, calls for beguiling choreography as a welcome distraction from the
developing tragedy. The handful of dancers employed here were unable to
lift the spirits as they should have done.
From the opening bars it was apparent that the performance was in
authoritative hands. Stephen Barlow had the measure of the score and kept
it moving. And, in the end, leaving aside the flawed representation of
Cable’s story, the dramatic opportunities missed and the linguistic
shortcomings of the libretto, it is the music that counts. The lyrical soundpictures that Delius paints are among his most luscious and in creating
them he uses materials collected at first hand in Florida, at a time when his
Damascene moment, on hearing negroes singing in chorus on a plantation
near his own, had so recently revealed to him his inescapable future as a
composer.
The last word goes to Jessica Duchen and her ‘conversation’ with
Delius:
‘But if I could time-travel, as well as writing to you on the inter-era-net,
I’d go to you and say: Fred, please, give me that script and I will sort it
out for you. We’ll home in on the real drama, the psychology, the timeless
issues, we’ll get rid of the embarrassed and erroneous bits and bobs and
we’ll fix the structure and the flow. And if we get it right together, that
opera won’t be confined to rare repertoire status. It will be cheered to the
skies all over the world.’

Roger Buckley
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KOANGA IN THE PRESS

The following is a selection of the critics’ reaction to Koanga.
‘A difficult period piece to bring off, its challenges are strongly yet
sensitively met by the Polish-born director Michael Gieleta and his mainly
South African production team. James Macnamara’s white-box set
incorporates splashes of plantation colour and a blue-beaded mosaic, and
Boyzie Cekwana’s choreography supplies the necessary vitality. ….
Stephen Barlow conducts with flexibility and warmth. The American
baritone Norman Garrett sings the title role charismatically, but the South
African soprano Nozuko Teto steals the show with the bright vibrancy of
her tone.’
(John Allison, writing in the Telegraph, Monday 26th October 2015)
‘Conductor Stephen Barlow keeps it on the move, while Michael Gieleta‘s
production, played in James Macnamara’s simple but effective sets,
maintains a firm narrative line.
Both Jeff Gwaltney’s Perez and Christopher Robertson’s Martinez are
hampered by the limitations of Delius’s writing, which rarely makes their
villainy sufficiently threatening. But the two leads – Norman Garrett,
physically and vocally imposing as Koanga, and Nozuko Teto, richly
expressive as Palmyra – create an indelible impression.
Boyzie Cekwana‘s choreography, realised by a group of five dancers,
provides an injection of physical vitality, especially in the well-known
dance sequence La Calinda, performed at Koanga and Palmyra’s abortive
wedding. Overall, it’s a flawed work but an interesting one, and Wexford
give it their best shot.’
(George Hall, writing in the Guardian, Tuesday 22nd October 2015)
‘Sad to say, Michael Gieleta’s Wexford production of Koanga never really
gets off the ground. The two lead singers, Nozuko Teto as Palmyra and
Norman Garrett as Koanga, struggle to make an impression, although when

Teto finds her groove in her upper register she communicates with a
strength that Garrett never manages. Kate Allen, as Clotilda, the spannerin-the-works wife of the estate owner Martinez, has a fervent vocal presence
and consistency.
Conductor Stephen Barlow secures a promising thrust from the
Wexford Festival Orchestra, and some powerful singing from the chorus,
but the thrust never leads anywhere. The fault lies as much with the
composer as with anyone involved in this new production.’
(Michael Dervan, writing in the Irish Times, Friday 23rd October 2015)
‘One of the most appealing elements of this production was the beautiful
Foster like choruses, complete with on stage banjos magnificently delivered
by the Festival Chorus.
Director, Michael Gieleta, back in Wexford after his success with
Statkowski’s Maria in 2011, has assembled an impressive cast. Tall and
imposing, Texan baritone Norman Garett oozed charisma in the title role
opposite a graceful, clear voiced South African soprano, Nozuko Teto as
Palmyra. It was also good to hear Irish mezzo Kate Allen back on the
Wexford stage as Clotilda.
The drama was attractively framed in simple and elegant sets.
Designer, James Macnamara, places the action in a blank canvas box with
clever use of Seán O Riordan’s projected images. Particularly lovely is the
image of a beaded seascape that frames Koanga’s entrance and striking
illuminated orbs depicting sun and moon.
It does seems a little odd at first that the black plantation slaves are
white and not that clearly distinguishable from the plantation owners
gathering in the opening scene, all dressed in neutral shades. A quartet of
African dancers added to the stylish visuals. [….]
There was nothing lacking in colour and pace in the pit. Under the
baton of Stephen Barlow, the shimmering harmonies and pulsating
rhumbas of the lush late Romantic score were reminiscent of early cinematic
soundtracks. The music was gorgeous and best demonstrated why the
festival team receive more requests to perform Koanga than any other opera.
Wexford did Delius proud.’
(Cathy Desmond, writing in the Irish Examiner, Saturday 24th October 2015)

