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Rare sightings report that there are still a few opera houses left in the English-speaking world where operas are occasionally sung in a language other than that which the composer confronted and set. These are not usually to be found in larger cities, the source of the wealth and audiences that opera depends on, but in a few scattered and remote regions. For even modest companies in semi-rural towns will usually do Rigoletto in Italian and take a stab at Carmen in French and Die Zauberflöte in German.


Does anyone ever stop to ask themselves how this has come about? Does anyone even realize how strange a situation it is? For most opera-goers, it seems, there is no debate. The cognoscenti never even discuss it. Singing teachers dismiss translations as beneath contempt. Someone, somewhere, sometime laid down the law that Italian opera is sung in Italian and German opera in German, and so on. In the bad old days, as everyone knows, esteemed houses such as Covent Garden and the Met would sink so low as to perform Così fan tutte or Boris Godunov in English, forgetting that Mozart was Ital... – oops, German – and Mussorgsky Russian. Now, everyone agrees, we know better; we respect the composer's wishes, we thrill to the very vowels and diphthongs that the masters themselves heard in their heads. We don't know what they mean, but they sound lovely. We learn all we need to know from reading the supertitles somewhere above or at the side or on the seat in front. We know more or less what happens in these operas anyway. Do the meaning and the content of the words even matter?


Well, yes, they do. And the someone who laid down the law on language was not an opera-goer in the normal sense; he was a powerful syndicate made up of directors, recording producers, singers, conductors, and critics, all of whom, being professionally involved in the programming, performing, and recording of opera, are thoroughly conversant with the operas they present (or should be). They have heard and seen and sung them many times, they know great stretches from memory, they are often able linguists, they can compare a host of different singers and conductors, they work and perform all over the world, and their devotion to opera and their expertise is not in question.


But they don't pay for their seats. The audience, who does, has not been consulted in this very undemocratic process. Not only have they not been consulted, they have been gradually brainwashed over a long period of time into thinking that they are better served by not understanding the words as they are sung. They are told to watch the supertitles and stop complaining. Rather than protest that they don't actually understand a word of French, German, or Italian, English-speaking audiences have been told over and over again that the artistic experience of opera is somehow not real if the singer communicates directly. I have heard monoglots actually complain when they hear words sung in their own, their only, language. 


So far I have avoided the dreaded T-word. The arguments for and against translating opera have been aired many times, though much less often in recent years than they used to be.
 There might seem little purpose in reciting them again. But if we take as our starting point the state of mind of Mr. & Mrs. Average Operagoer, the situation is strange indeed. For them, going to an opera is entirely different from going to a play. We may suppose that they enjoy the theater, but they would not normally go to hear Chekhov in Russian or Ibsen in Norwegian. When they go to the opera, on the other hand, they have been conditioned to expect the dramatic process to be transformed by the presence of music, which mysteriously conveys the drama on its own and makes the sense of the words supererogatory. In the spoken theater, their eyes and minds are wholly focussed on the actor, who is delivering lines which they understand and respond to with an immediacy derived from the magical properties of a shared language. In opera, on the other hand, the singer is simply making noises, beautiful noises no doubt, but unintelligible noises. Our couple can guess what they mean from perhaps having heard the opera before, or from reading the synopsis beforehand, or from glancing at the supertitles. But direct verbal communication is missing. This is a truly shabby way to listen to opera.


Wagner, as usual, understood the problem completely. The theater at Bayreuth was a revolutionary design because it forced the audience to focus on the singer and the singer alone. There are no boxes to gaze around at, and no orchestra or conductor in view, only the stage. The house is dark, so the libretto cannot be read. Sightlines are perfect, and no one is very far from the stage. You are compelled to look at the stage and listen with total concentration (and few of us object to that), and you have to know German. That made sense to Wagner, and it makes sense to me. 


Lieder singers perform in much smaller halls than opera houses. If Mr. & Mrs. Operagoer enjoy song recitals, they will be grateful for the parallel text and translation they receive with their program. There's only one problem: they can either watch the singer, who is presumably conveying the content of the songs with expression and gesture, or they can read the program. They cannot do both. Imagine a Lieder singer singing, say, Dichterliebe to an English-speaking audience in English translation and without the text printed in the program: all eyes and ears would be totally concentrated on the singer's face and voice and gesture. Could any singer object to that? 


Why should opera be different? In large houses, it is true, the immediacy of sung words is hard to achieve, and in any case the "international" excuse will be given for singing foreign. But in medium-size and small houses there is no reason why direct communication should not be one of the principal aims of the company, along with musical and theatrical excellence. Despite the deserved popularity of Met transmissions all over the world, opera is not played only at that exalted level. Most opera is still presented by cash-strapped companies in medium-size theaters performed by singers of little renown who are glad to be engaged and who work hard to win the approval of an audience unfamiliar with their names. They sing mostly foreign, which means they have to put more into their acting and gestures than the opera really requires, whereas if they sing in the audience's language, a whole range of verbal nuance is opened up. Accentuation, emphasis, phrasing, and dialect can all fashion the words into a living communication, sometimes close to conversation, always direct. Opera is not a concert; it is not a live recording. 


The insistence on singing foreign has led to abuses which all of us have seen in the opera house many times. We have come to expect directors to ignore stage directions in the score, which, because they are inaudible (unlike the notes), will not be missed. But elements in a foreign libretto can be freely disregarded too on the assumption that no one will notice. Supertitles are regularly altered or suppressed to allow the director more license. If the audience were to understand what the singers are singing they would not put up with, for example, characters saying they are alone when extraneous figures loiter on stage. In other words, conveying the content of an opera to the audience in their own language is more respectful to the original work, not less. 


Many complain that when they hear an opera in their own language, they find they can't hear the words. Of course you don't grasp every word, even in your own language, even when diction is good and acoustics are favorable. But you don't need every word, just as in Shakespeare in the theater you don't expect to understand every line. It does not prevent you from going with the flow and intricacy of the drama. Single momentous words and phrases which you do hear and do understand can have a powerful emotional effect. Foreign words can do that too, but only if you know the language. Supertitles generally give too much information, not too little. 


French, Germans, Italians, and Russians are blessed with a huge repertory in their own language. English-speakers, having no such golden hoard, must thank heaven for Purcell, Britten, and a handful of modern American and British composers, but instead of correcting the shortfall by translating the mainstream repertory, we adopt a dismissive tone, de haut en bas, to all opera in English, as though the art-form itself were irremediably foreign. I have heard a Pelléas in English where the Golaud adopted a French accent. 


Poor old Carmen, poor old Zauberflöte, the two most popular dialogue operas! In front of an American audience American singers can generally get away with some German dialogue, provided most of it is cut. But French dialogue is a hurdle few surmount unscathed, as all singers know, and in front of an audience that knows not a single word of French it is absurd. For those in the audience who do know French it is agony.


Poor old comic opera! Comic opera in a foreign language is another absurdity.  I have seen audiences drop asleep in Così fan tutte, sung in Italian. Not many people get the jokes in Le Nozze di Figaro until the supertitle tells them to laugh, often too soon or too late. How can a supertitle be funny? So the singer too often falls back on ham in the form of winking and nudging as the only way to get a laugh.


Singers study diction, of course, an important part of their craft, but they are often comforted by the thought that audiences will not be aware of incorrect vowels and missing consonants. Good diction is not highly prized in the opera world. Russians singing Italian, Greeks singing Russian, Americans singing French – these are some of the forms of torture to which we have become too easily accustomed. There is no sorrier sight than singers being fed meaningless syllables from the prompt-box, to be echoed back to an audience who wouldn’t understand the words even if they were pronounced correctly. As a result, few singers realize that when they do sing in their audience’s language, diction suddenly becomes important. Librettos have always exploited niceties of language and speech which can only be understood by native speakers. Schickaneder’s text is only properly appreciated by the Viennese, just as much of Gilbert and Sullivan is obscure to all but the English. This might be an argument for not performing Die Zauberflöte anywhere but in Vienna and Gilbert and Sullivan anywhere but in London, but it is not an argument for singing these operas only in the original.


Decisions about repertoire, language, season strategy, and artists are always made by the professionals who run the company, as they should be. But if Mr. or Mrs. Operagoer, their patrons, venture to suggest performing in their language, not the composer's, they are shouted down as naive bumpkins, who obviously don't know any better. They get used to hearing foreign, they like it even, forced to think that opera in English is no better than music-hall or Broadway, certainly not the exalted art which it can and should be. 


The repertoire is diminished too. Operas in unfamiliar languages are neglected. Janácek’s operas  have forced their way into the repertoires of the world, as they deserve, but few singers and fewer audiences understand Czech. It’s normal to hear these works sung by artists and listened to by audiences, none of whom understand what is being sung. Smetana’s operas have surely been overlooked for this reason. Is there any other reason for Dalibor's neglect? In the world of Lieder, repertoires such as the songs of Grieg and Sibelius are inevitably neglected. Grieg published his songs in Norwegian or Danish with German translations, but very few singers know how to pronounce Norwegian or Danish and yet refuse to sing in German since that would be using a translation. The result is that these fine songs are not sung at all. 


Anyone who has ever heard Harry Plunket Greene's recording of Schubert's "The Hurdy-Gurdy Man" will know how moving a German Lied can be when removed from the stiff conventions of the Lieder recital, in this case to the orbit of the Irish folksong. Marilyn Horne deserves particular credit for her thoughtful attempts to solve the problem both with supertitles and with sung translations. Let me quote Anthony Tommasini in the New York Times of 23 January 2002: 

The supertitle experiment is worth trying. But a more successful experiment took place a few years back at another Horne Foundation recital when several young singers performed European songs in English translation. All of a sudden, audience members hearing Schubert’s popular “Die Forelle” sung in English sat up in their seats. You sensed everyone saying to themselves, “So that’s what the song is about.” This staple of the lieder repertory never seemed fresher.


Critics occasionally let down their guard in this way. We read at the opening of a recent notice in the Financial Times: "Here is a recipe for chutzpah: Commission an opera from an operatic ingénu, perform it in a language that is foreign to the commissioning companies' audiences and throw a ton of money at it." 

The truth is that when operas or songs are sung in the audience’s language the atmosphere in the house is quite different from when the language is not understood. One senses at once the concentration of one’s neighbors in the auditorium and the immediate response to news, or shock, or jokes in the text. One can identify more readily with the characters and their troubles and joys. One can get inside the drama in a way that is impossible if the words are not understood, or at best only read.


Translations must be good, of course. It’s easy to ridicule a bad translation, and very hard to write a good one. But it can be done, and it should be done. A good translation will respect rhyme and meter, assign vowels and consonants to appropriate notes and above all avoid falsifying stress in those languages like English and German where stress is strong. Not many librettos are of such fine quality that they rise above translation; many of them are notoriously clumsy both in language and dramaturgy. The Wall Street Journal, reviewing the 2000 season at Opera North, observed that it was “almost indecent to sing Schumann’s ludicrous libretto of Genoveva in English.” When Edward Loder’s opera Raymond and Agnes was revived in Cambridge many years ago, its music was well received but its Victorian English libretto by Edward FitzBall was ridiculed as clumsy doggerel. It served as a useful reminder that many French and Italian operas of the same period that have survived in the repertoire are settings of verse no more distinguished than FitzBall’s. 


It is ironic that as English moves inexorably towards becoming a global language understood by educated people everywhere, this is the one language assiduously shunned by opera and its practitioners, especially in those countries where it is often the only foreign language even educated people understand. Is there any other sphere of artistic or cultural activity where understanding is so deliberately discouraged?



Let me end with a few messages:

To directors: Don't hide behind the audience's incomprehension. Work with the libretto and the music, not against them. 

To singers: Develop intelligible diction in the audience's language. Don't worry about diction if the audience doesn't understand the language. The hours and hours spent mastering, say, Czech diction (forget the grammar) would be better spent working on English diction – unless you are singing in the Czech Republic. 

To translators: Out-of-date translations are ridiculous, bad translations are inexcusable, good translations are superb. All operas can be translated into any language, so long as it's the audience's language. 

To audiences: The battle is not lost. Rise up! You have nothing to lose but your supertitles.

� Joseph Horowitz's article 'An Exotic Entertainment: the Failure of American Opera', Opera News, 58 (November 1993), p. 10, argued that the American aversion to singing opera in English was the root cause of the scarcity of good American operas.





