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Abstract
Any simple opera guide will reveal that the most played operas (by performance) continue to have been written pre first wave feminism.  Therefore, to answer my question I aim to determine whether opera reflects misogynistic societal values at the time it was written and to discover whether, if so, it continues in the 21st century to reinforce those values to prevail over women. Or, as an art form, because opera is merely a ‘medium of imaginative or creative expression’ (Oxford dictionary), the consciousness and laws around the time it was authored are to be acknowledged but excused.  Furthermore, audience and participants are to be credited with the ability to understand the laws and nuances of history and forgive them to enable artistic integrity.  I will research to further my knowledge of the history and complexion including a brief analysis of some that are well-known to uncover any potential misogynistic themes.  I will further complete case studies into two controversial and/or popular operas namely The Rape of Lucretia and Carmen to glean a more multi-faceted and comprehensive perspective.  I will explore modern day adaptations for example Katie Mitchell’s of Lucia di Lammermoor to establish the impact of a third/fourth wave feminist viewpoint on an established opera. My thesis will also include interviews to determine the impact of the nature of opera, its stories, and the of the profession on the conscience of opera practitioners today.






Introduction
The significance of my research comes at a time of third/fourth wave feminism.  Within this context of this philosophical upheaval, the scope of my research will include my questioning of the nature of misogyny; opera history, roles, stereotypes, and story; and modern-day experience and impact of opera on its practitioners and audience.  
Its importance to me personally is that I am interested in crime and justice and have been initially outraged by some of the storylines in opera set against my 21st century gaze.  The Rape of Lucretia has particularly caused me to deeply question why, in a time when in the UK the charity ‘Rape Crisis’ has reported ‘1 in 4 women being raped or sexually assaulted as an adult’ (Criminal Injuries Helpline, 2024), we are potentially perpetuating or condoning crimes against women by re-performing opera as entertainment when it contains misogynistic themes.
A simple search will reveal misogyny defined as ‘dislike of, contempt for, or ingrained prejudice against women’ (Oxford Dictionary) or ‘hatred or prejudice against women, typically exhibited by men’ (Kendall, 2024). However, in her book, The Logic of Misogyny, Kate Manne delves further, describing misogyny as ‘to try to restore patriarchal order’ (Manne, 2016, p54), insisting that to understand misogyny is to consider the impact it has on women and that misogyny is more about dominance of women than hatred. ‘The term ‘patriarchal’ refers to power relations in which women’s interests are subordinated to the interests of men. (Weedon, 1987).   Does opera in the 21st century continue to uphold patriarchy?
Although the word was conceived in the 17th century (an amalgamation of misos and gune both Greek words meaning ‘hatred’ and ‘woman’ (Walker, 2022)), misogynistic thought is believed to date back to ‘before Christ’ when Aristotle philosophized that women were defective men with inferior thought and morals (Leithart, n.d.). On the cover of his book ‘A Brief History of Misogyny’, Jack Holland describes it as ‘The World’s Oldest Prejudice’.  He continues to describe a ‘dual process of dehumanisation’ that, despite various scientific and philosophical upheavals through time is ‘as up to date as the latest porn website and as old as civilisation itself’ (Holland, 2006, p7). 
This thesis will question whether, as we are bequeathed these ancient beliefs and traditions for example through opera, do they continue to be reinforced as part of our consciousness?  















Literature Review
This literature review of scholarly works will enable me to provide an analysis of current research that will potentially identify gaps. As it enables me to position my own research in the context of existing expertise, I may potentially show how my work ‘contributes to the ongoing conversation in the field’ (Alex, 2024).  
Because of the wide scope of my question, my chosen research approach is qualitative. Therefore, for my secondary research I aim to selectively find, summarise and synthesise scholarly articles and books on a variety of aspects in my chosen field:
As well as scholarly journals, it will be necessary to search written works such as newspaper articles, opera reviews, opera programme notes, blogs and interview transcripts to gather and understand thinking and opinion.  I have chosen mostly English text however and, as stated by Alice Farnham (in my interview) opera is hugely popular across Europe. Farnham mentioned its popularity with ‘a real mix of ages’ for example in Italy and Germany. A gap in my research includes that I have missed operatic reviews and information written in those languages.  A future development in my line of questioning could be to compare and contrast attitudes across a sample of European countries.
The structure of this review will be to categorize my research into the themes mentioned and to discuss and evaluate existing research on each.  I aim to show how my found literature has developed my understanding and enabled me to develop my perspective on misogyny in opera in the 21st century.
Misogyny
It has not been difficult to find a wide range of sources on this topical theme although my chosen literature has focused on the nuances, history and examples as opposed to any counter argument as to its existence. There also seems to be wide debate on its meaning.  I chose principally to research two books by Kate Mann and Jack Holland as, on searching scholarly articles e.g. (Walker 2024), both were cited repetitively so I felt that those sources were more likely to be valid.  The advantage of utilising books is that they are longer and so go into more depth than scholarly articles and although they may not be as up to date, Jack Holland’s book was initially published in 2006, because misogyny is an historical theme it is still the case that I found his book to be informative and able to provide relevant information and depth into its subtleties.
Overall, Holland provided me with an understanding of the history of misogyny, I gleaned a meaning as ‘upholding partiarchy’ from Mann’s ‘Down Girl’.  My findings in both books further prompted me to search, for historical context for what was happening in society at a time that early opera was being written including journals hosted by ‘Theopolis’, and ‘Retrospect Journal’ written by Petar Leithart and Sophia Aiello respectively.  
Feminism, history and nature of opera
I have utilised scholarly articles and books to contextualise opera storylines against historical societal norms, patriarchy, and waves of feminism including knowledge from seminal theorists.  On feminism, I have selected pertinent information from two books:
Margaret Walters – Feminism – A very Short Introduction
Routledge – Companion to Feminism and Postfeminism Edited by Sarah Gamble.
Margaret Walters provided me with a succinct definition of feminism.  I further found the Routledge companion to feminism to be very informative as it gave a timeline of feminist movement that I was able to contextualise opera against.  Both sources introduced me to interesting historical feminist figures namely Virginia Woolf and Mary Wollstonecraft.  
I further read an interesting thesis by Kendra Giesey on Mozart’s portrayal of women in opera (potentially to satisfy his patrons, against his own conflicting views).  
I also consulted the National Woman’s History Museum which was able to provide me with examples of third and fourth wave feminism.  Interestingly it mentions that the existence of fourth wave feminism is debated which, as well as the fact that it is so recent in light of the #me-too campaign, may explain why it has been more difficult to find information on, ‘Fourth wave feminism is relatively difficult to define—as some people argue it’s simply a continuation of the third wave’ (Pruitt, 2023).
The book ‘A History of Opera – The Last 400 Years’ interestingly provided me with reasons, other than historical context, as to why storylines in opera deal with such controversial topics.  For example, they mention difficulty in setting words to song and a need for words to suit the human voice.  This has allowed me to think critically about my question as it poses reasons other than misogyny around the choice of character and plot in opera.   
When researching Carmen, I found extensive reviews, articles and journals that were able to give me a critical breakdown of plot and thoughts behind it including a diagnosis of the music itself and how word painting is used to enhance character and story (Mennenoh, 2015). 2018 Articles from the New York Times and El Pais Newspapers gave interesting viewpoints on modern adaptations of Carmen.  The Rape of Lucretia was potentially more difficult to research, perhaps as it is not as ‘popular’ as Carmen.  However, I was able to utilise the libretto itself.  As well, Anisa Call’s journal ‘The devaluation of consent in the rape of Lucrece’ provided me with historical context and set the story around ideas of patriarchy and law, and my interview with Alice Farnham provided me with thoughtful insight.


Modern adaptations and artistic integrity
To illicit contemporary opinion, thoughts, and responses on modern adaptations of opera I have reviewed newspaper articles, blogs and interviews.  For example, as part of my primary research, I have chosen a 2016 interview between Katie Mitchell and Vicki Mortimer, and the Royal Opera House.  The interview was hosted by YouTube which ‘In its simplest form, a single YouTube video or creator can provide a wealth of research content’ (Sui et al., 2022).  I particularly chose this interview as part of my research is to determine a way forward regarding misogynistic stories in opera.  I am confident that the information I have gleaned from this interview is valid as it is directly from Mitchell and Mortimer themselves although I am mindful that any recorded interview could be edited.   Additionally, my research of Mitchell and Mortimer show they are both highly regarded in their fields as director and designer in British theatre respectively.  
I was further interested in reactions to Mitchell’s adaptation. During my primary research interview Donald Maxwell, of editing opera, stated ‘some of it is to do with the audience's expectations and, changing the structure is possible but it depends what scale you’re operating on’.  I therefore searched reviews written at the time of Mitchell’s adaptation for example by London based international music online magazine ‘Bachtrack’, also by newspapers such as the Guardian.  
Again, newspaper articles have been an important part of my research, although not peer reviewed, I have found them to be an important source of information and opinion particularly the Guardian.
‘Because coverage is so diverse, newspapers are invaluable to all researchers. They contain a breadth of content that is relevant to just about every subject matter, across the curriculum. Spanning topics in history, politics, the arts, business, science and so much more, newspapers are an essential primary source for student and scholars – from beginning to advanced – seeking information on current issues and historical events’ (Meyer, 2018).
I took care to look at many review sources so that I could check for repeatability and/or conflicting opinion.
My primary research interviews gave me a fascinating insight into current practitioners, both male and female, into their experiences both on and off stage and opinions on misogyny in opera.   I feel that the platform of a semi-structured interview ensured that all respondents were able to provide rich insight to my questioning although there was slight misunderstanding for example of my question regarding what makes a good performer of story.  I was searching for empathy and/or connection with the character to glean whether there was difficulty with that (if that character was either misogynistic or a victim of misogyny).  When conducting interviews, there is conflict between trying to remain unbiased and emphasizing what’s required by the question.  I felt however, that by asking straightforward questions at the start, I was able to build up a rapport with my respondents (particularly as we hadn’t previously met) and so felt as though they were prepared to elaborate on their answers ‘it is usually a good idea to open the interview with a few “easy” questions to make the interviewee comfortable’ ((McGrath et al., 2018).  Further limitations were in contacting potential respondents due to not yet being a practitioner myself.  Also, I had to rely on dependency and some, potential respondents, withdrew either because they were concerned that the questions were too difficult, or they simply stopped being in contact.  This meant that my research in this area came from only a small sample.  However, I was interested to glean views from both male and female practitioners, all of whom are distinguished, knowledgeable and experienced in their field, who provided an abundance and range of response and viewpoint.  With the Royal Philharmonic Society, Alice Farnham co-founded ‘Women Conductors’ and is now their artistic director.  She is also an author and female conductor described by the Telegraph as 'doing more than anyone to change the face of conducting in the UK’ (Telegraph, 2023).  In turn, Donald Maxwell has been a professional opera baritone for 47 years during which time he has performed with a wide range of opera companies both home and abroad.  He has recently joined the board of the Welsh National Opera (WNO) with whom he has performed 30 different roles in over 500 performances (from Baroque to World Premier).  Maxwell is also a teacher and director and has interestingly directed The Rape of Lucretia for the Royal Welsh College (RWCMD). Welsh Soprano and Music Director Ros Evans was educated in Kings College London followed by The RWCMD.  Her performances include La Nozze , de Figaro, Magic Flute and Carmen and she has worked extensively with the WNO.
 I have found it necessary to search  a range of sources as my question is so broad and demands both contemporary and historical viewpoints from authors, scholars, journalists and critics.  











Methodology
For my proposed thesis, I intend to collect qualitative data via both primary and secondary research methods.  Collecting qualitative data is more appropriate than quantitative in this context as the nature of my question is such that it is easier to observe than to measure.  As an example, even though quantitative questionnaires enable a ‘considerable amount of research data’ (Denscombe, 2017) at a small expenditure of ‘material and time’ (Bloch et al, 2011), it is difficult to achieve a large data set of respondents in this case as I wish to speak to opera practitioners who I do not currently have extensive access to.  Nevertheless, although qualitative data is often thought of as ‘lacking scientific rigour’ (Mays & Pope, 1995) it does facilitate the collection of immersive data and will enable me to explore and gain rich and valuable insight into my subject matter ‘Qualitative research aims to produce rich and detailed descriptions of the phenomenon being studied, and to uncover new insights and meanings’ ((Mcleod et al., 2023).
For my primary research, I aim to interview opera practitioners to broadly acquire their views on opera narratives, particularly whether they reinforce misogyny, and the impact of those narratives on their personal experiences and conscience.  Due to the constraint of finding and depending upon potential respondents, I aim to supplement my primary research by including an interview between British Director Katie Mitchell and ‘The Royal Opera House’ in which she and Designer Vicki Mortimer discuss Mitchell’s 2016 adaptation of Lucia Di ’Lammermoor.  
When measuring my research question, carrying out interviews may be beneficial in allowing ‘further elaboration’ (Bloch et al, 2011) on questions such as ‘Have you ever personally experienced or witnessed gender bias within the working environment in opera? This is a question that could be included in a questionnaire however may be constrained by the respondent providing a limited answer or survey fatigue ‘the close collaboration of an interview may be ‘more rewarding for respondents’ (Bloch at al, 2011). I am also able to include prompts to aid respondent understanding and can glean a greater understanding of answers by observing non-verbal cues such as voice intonation and body language.  The challenge is to ensure that I don’t use said prompts to allow unconscious bias although even with quantitative data analysis ‘it is possible to generate statistical representations of phenomena which may or may not be fully justified’ (Mays & Pope, 1995).
I have chosen a semi-structured approach as I want to maintain focus throughout the interview, make fair comparisons between respondents and minimise interview bias by providing a set of pre-determined questions however I also want to include questions such as ‘Have you got anything further to say about your experience as an opera practitioner?’ in order to build a relationship with the respondent and to gain further potentially new insight that may be lost via more specific questions.  Open questions will enable the respondent to elaborate and ‘allow respondents to identify new issues not captured in the closed questions’ (O'Cathain & Thomas, 2004).
Challenge will be in analysing the data produced.  My chosen method will enable me to keep detailed transcripts that will need to be processed appropriately to provide the answers I am seeking ‘The problem with presenting qualitative analyses objectively is the sheer volume of data customarily available and the relatively greater difficulty faced by the researcher in summarising qualitative data’ (Mays & Pope, 1995).  As in my secondary research, I therefore aim to selectively abstract and utilise information that supports my overall question from each transcript. I will reassure respondents that I will take ethical considerations into account by assuring them that transcripts are shared only with myself and course leaders.  
As part of my secondary research, because my question is expansive; opera is vast and ideas of misogyny date as far back as ‘Before Christ’, to focus my research I will use existing sources to carry out exploratory case studies on two operas namely Carmen and the Rape of Lucretia. Case studies will provide ‘an in-depth examination and analysis’ (Hassan, 2023) of my chose operas.  
I will triangulate information from and to reanalyse a wide range of existing data including from academic journals, books, websites.  Advantages of collecting secondary information it that it’s cost effective and there is a large amount of data to choose from that is not constrained by geography.  It is also unobtrusive ‘it relieves the burden of participation from research participants’ (Heaton, 2004) and doesn’t rely directly on others.  Furthermore, in collating cross referencing and synthesising what already exists, it will also be interesting to determine need for further research.  Limitations will be that collecting qualitative data is time-consuming as opposed to collecting quantitative data for example from a questionnaire.  Others include potential difficulty in accessing online journals and the need to evaluate and check the credibility of sources (although academic journals are reviewed before submission) ‘they (…) have credibility due to the process of peer review’ (Open University, 2024).







Chapter one
Feminism, history and nature of opera
Italy has been described as ‘the home of opera’, (Abbate and Parker, 2015 p.19) where its founders, based upon Greek theatre, created a type of compelling drama that connected words and music.  This new form of theatre would evoke emotion in the audience that words alone couldn’t do ‘the music would carry the burden of the drama’ (Abbate and Parker, 2015 p.43).  As this thesis dwells on story in opera it is important to note the constraints on composers and librettists.  Because most of the words are sung, there are a limited number of them with which to tell the story.  Furthermore, when putting words to song, operatic voice must be considered for example what vowel will enhance sound?  
‘To be a successful opera performer? Well first of all, voice!’ (Maxwell 2024).
Coloratura sopranos may be further constrained in terms of narration, ‘in coloratura singing, cascades of vocal ornament on an open vowel reduce the verbal element to mere sound’ (Abbate and Parker, 2015, p3).  Because of these limitations, more so for the coloratura, librettist’s storylines in opera can be described as ‘non-realistic’ (Abbate and Parker, 2015 p.12).  Whilst trying to analyse why story in opera seems so frequently contain themes of murder, rape, violence, love, suicide, is it the case that due to word restraint, the librettist has to try to create effect by including such emotive themes to attract audience attention?  This is reinforced by Donald Maxwell, ‘what attracts a composer to write an opera, at times they will look at what makes a good story (…) they are not necessarily going to be bound up by ethics’. 
We must however continue to look at whether opera reflects misogynistic social norms of its time but before being able to analyse material through the lens of a 21st century audience it’s important to understand the journey to the current mindset. In other words, to fully understand ideas of misogyny and consider its representation in opera, one should also understand feminism, its core movements and historical context. 
Margaret Walters ‘Introduction to Feminism’ educates readers about its roots, history, and issues around it. She asserts that the basic understanding of feminism starts by knowing its meaning, ‘that word, according to the dictionary, means ‘one who champions the rights of women’’ (Walters, 2005, p2).   In the Routledge guide to ‘Feminism and Postfeminism’, edited by Dr Sarah Gamble of Swansea University further elaboration that feminism is ‘any attempt to contend with patriarchy in its many manifestations’ (Gamble, 2006, p.3) and, in ‘Feminist practice and poststructuralist theory’ Professor Chris Weedon of Cardiff University defines patriarchy:
‘The term ‘patriarchal’ refers to power relations in which women’s interests are subordinated to the interests of men. These power relations take on many forms, from the sexual division of labour and the social organisation of procreation to the internalised norms of femininity by which we live. Patriarchal power rests on social meaning given to biological sexual difference’ (Weedon, 1987).
Walters discusses further historical context and how the idea of feminism manifested itself due to gender inequalities starting with the fight over basic rights for a female including the right to vote; access to legal representation; the receiving of education.  Despite early attempts by women ‘for better treatment at the hands of men’ (Gamble, 2006) it was still the case that between 1550 and 1700, there was no legislated advance in the situation of women.  At a time, from 1700, of Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro and Don Giovanni, women started to be allowed to be educated.  However, they were still unable to attend University or vote and their only real way to better their circumstance was marriage (in which they had few to no real rights).  
Perhaps it is no wonder that, if we look at popular operas, there are examples of those whose female characters are seemingly ‘othered’ by misogynistic themes.  Examples include Lucia Di Lammermoor, Carmen, Violetta in La Traviata. A summary of some of the most performed operas including that of the first feminist movement is outlined in the following timeline:
· 1786 - Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro (although not of Susanna) begins with a threat to Figaro that the Count will use his ‘Droit de Seigneur’ to disrupt their upcoming wedding.
· 1787 - The female characters in Mozart’s Don Giovanni are victims of his serial abuse. 
· 1835 (based on 1819 book) Donzietti’s Lucia Di Lammermoor is controlled and manipulated by her brother into marrying a man she doesn’t love.  As she falls victim to the actions of her male counterparts, she eventually loses her sanity in a moment played out in what is commonly known as ‘the mad scene’.
· 1850 (approximately) - First wave feminism is said to begin but not necessarily in all parts of Europe.
· 1853 - The name of Verdi’s opera, La Traviata, means ‘Fallen Woman’.
· 1875 - Carmen is presented by Bizet as manipulative, but her manipulation appears to stem from her sexuality.  Carmen’s sexuality is seen as her only form of power; her sexual prowess becomes her ultimate downfall. She is deemed uncontrollable by men and society and is ultimately stabbed to death (by a man).
· 1893 - La Boheme’s ‘shy’ and ‘hesitant’ Mimi falls in love but is very ill and dies, ‘she's called Mimi, but actually her name's Lucia, and yet she's never even called by her real name’ (Farnham, 2024).
· 1946 – In Rape of Lucretia by Britton, Lucretia is raped.  Her ensuing shame causes her to kill herself.
Delving deeper into each of these stories, will we expose complex features of misogyny and how they are used against women?  Did the first wave of feminism have an impact on the nature of opera storylines?
In Marriage of Figaro, still one of the top 10 ‘Best and Most Famous Operas of all Time (EN0, 2024), the plot is driven by the law that a count is allowed access to the virginity of a bride on her wedding night if she resides on his land (Droit de signeur).  This might not necessarily be Mozart’s view however as, at that time, the aristocracy, powered by men, were the patrons of much of opera and the arts.  Without their patronage, art would not have been able to debut and excel due to financial limitations.  Therefore, it could be argued that although arts, such as opera, should remain objective and unadulterated products of the artist, it instead needed to be palatable for the ruling class by adhering to the views and acceptance of society. If themes were too extreme, or subversive of contemporary social values, the art would never gain patronage, ‘Mozart represented his female characters in a biased light that adhered to the 18th century views’ (Giesey, 2012).  
Mozart duly presented many of his female characters, such as one of Don Giovanni’s sexual victims Zerlina, as weak, passive and appeasing.  Conversely, The Magic Flute’s stronger character ‘Queen of the Night’ has been described as vengeful, aggressive, deceitful.  However, there is also speculation that Mozart had strong women in his personal life and so also included intelligent female characters such as Susanna in Marriage of Figaro.  In my interview with Alice Farnham, she said,
What's so brilliant about Figaro is that the women the, you know, Susannah and the Countess are clearly so much more intelligent and behave so much more artfully and cleverly than the men (…) I feel like Mozart and the Da Ponte are really quite feminist in the way they write that opera’ (Farnham 2024).
Ros Evans concurs by saying ‘Susannah is by far the brightest and cleverest’, of Da Ponte  she says ‘Women weren’t stereotypes’ (Evans 2024)
A further question of the narrative around the Droit du signeur is whether it’s a sexist storyline or merely representing potential law of the time (although presumably the law was made by men)?
Moving forward, the first ‘wave’ of feminism did not begin until around the mid-late 19th century and early 20th Century during the time of La Traviata, Carmen, La Boheme and The Rape of Lucretia.  This is a time that provoked the questioning of the female’s treatment by society developing awareness of patriarchy and oppression memorably through movements such as the ‘Suffragettes’. 
Despite this, it was still the case that unmarried women were very likely to face economic hardship and the objective of a women's role continued to be made clear in both life and on stage. As a female you were still to be subservient, and your one true purpose was to be married and bare children for your husband which we are shown within the plot of La Traviata. For example, La Traviata’s Violetta is the object of desire.  This ensures influence through her gender, but she is essentially enslaved by it through her social role. Societal norms, set by men, surpass both her high status and rights, and destine her as a merely transactional. Violetta’s character conforms to the patriarchal systems put in place by society at that time in terms of how a female belongs to men as property in life and law. The complex theme of her love for Alfredo suggest she is content in her circumstance and fate. Ultimately however, Violetta must sacrifice her love and happiness for a man’s reputation and standing. Her death through illness suggesting weakness. 
For continued context, the Second Wave of Feminism surfaced after the Second World War, during which women became instrumental to the success of the war effort. Research indicates the period of this ‘wave’ was from around 1960s till the 1980s, confronting reproductive rights, marriage equality, workplace equality and combating established gender conventions. Resembling the First Wave, the Second Wave revolved around social and political movements, such as the notable ‘Civil Rights Movement’ and ‘Gay Liberation Movement’. 
"A new era for women workers, minority women and lesbians" 1976
Taken from the National Women’s History Museum
It is difficult to pinpoint the exact start date of third wave of feminism, but it began around the start of the 1990s in response to factors such as:
· Perceived sexism and racism in art
· Pro-choice and reproductive rights
· Anita Hill hearings
· A wish to continue the work of Second Wave feminists in a modern-day context.
Third Wave Feminism manifested itself for example via all female bands such as the Spice Girls and Riot Grrrls calling for ‘Girl Power’.  The National Women’s History Museum further illudes to a recent Fourth Wave because of ‘new technology and social campaigns’ such as the #meToo movement.
As mentioned, the controversy of analysing early opera as a female living in the 21st century is that we are re-seeing story through the perspective of third even fourth wave feminism. 
Due to the surface implications of misogyny in opera, I will use case studies to examine more closely The Rape of Lucretia and Carmen due to their controversy, popularity and recognition.


Chapter two
The Rape of Lucretia
“The Rape of Lucretia” (1946), by Benjamin Britten, is an opera set in Rome in 500BC that embraces the controversial themes of power dynamics, gender, and brutality. The synopsis of the opera revolves around the life of Lucretia and what lead to her attack by Prince Tarquinius whilst her husband General Collantus is away. This is followed by her feelings of shame and consequential suicide. 
When questioning whether this opera is misogynistic, it is firstly undeniable that gender power dynamics between men and women are prevalent. For example:
· Lucretia is coveted by men because of her ‘femininity’, ‘Lucrece’s femininity—as whole and inaccessible—is what motivates his rape’ (Call, 2018).  
· The male chorus discuss the place of women and the expectation that they will remain true to their husbands (where this expectation is not reciprocated by the men), 
‘’Last night some generals rode back to Rome to see if their wives stayed chaste at home’’.
It's interesting that Britten uses a clear juxtaposed regarding women’s prospects.  For example, in the male chorus, the dialogue of the men is of expectations of their compliance or their deviance,
“women are chaste when they are not tempted”.
The female chorus discuss the struggles of compliance in society but how they ultimately conform to it,
“Time treads on the hands of women. Whatever happens, they tidy it away”.
Although conveying different standpoints both support the ‘male gaze’ conveying that the men’s control dictates a women's fate. The lack of assertiveness from the women further exposes their disempowerment as they are presented through the doctrine of a patriarchal society.
As in other operas, where plot is influenced by societal norms, The Rape of Lucretia further demonstrates the strong influence men have over women in social and political spheres.  For example, Tarquinius uses his status to get into Lucretia’s home. 
‘‘Open in the name of the Prince of Rome’’
Furthermore, it shows his feeling of entitlement; that his agency and status justifies the right to corrupt a woman’s virtue and innocence through sexual means.  When speaking with Junius about his dubious conquest, with other women, he says:
‘‘You forget I am the Prince of Rome’’
 This continues to highlight the abuse of power portrayed across the storyline (Some men, especially those with a high degree of privilege, seem to have a sense of being owed by women’ (Manne, 2016, p.106).
Continuing the theme of power dynamics, the opera trifles with the notion of men's masculine rivalry against each other. 
The libretto by Junius advocates that a wife's obedience defines how much power a man possesses.  The actions of a female in this case ‘Lucretia’ reflect a man’s reputation in the patriarchy.  As he speaks of Lucretia, he laments her virtue, in her relationship with Collantus, as making him look foolish in his own relationship. 
“Her Virtue is the measure of my shame. Now all of Rome will laugh at me or worse will pity me’’.
It seems Lucretia's actions challenge male roles and masculinity so that Collantus is highly respected.  Aside from the woe of Julius, this is further a possible argument for Tarquinius’ ultimate action against her,
“The only wife who stood the test... Collantus won the bet”.
This being part of the inspiration for Tarquinius’ actions.
Finally, as the assumed contemporary social expectations of a women are expressed through Lucretia's character, as she embodies the loyalty of an impeccable chaste female, she still falls victim to the idea that a women's reputation can be slandered quickly by men,
‘‘Now there is no sea deep enough to drown my shame.’’
In addition to the plot, Duncan’s language and frequent use of metaphor further illustrates the misogyny prevalent throughout the opera as the comparisons and imagery evoked of Lucretia and Tarquinius are contrasting throughout. For example, during the attack of Lucretia in Act II, Duncan’s libretti establish contrasting descriptions of both Tarquinius and Lucretia; the portrayal of Tarquinius revolves around strength of character, domination, power and hostility, evident through the anthropomorphic metaphor, 
“You have always been the tiger”.
Additionally, Tarquinius’ character utilises imperative language such as “Give me your lips” and declarations such as “I am your Prince!”. This furthers the notion that Tarquinius’ masculinity is rooted in power and strength, furthering his belief that he has ultimate power and control of Lucretia. Whereas Duncan’s metaphor serves to elevate the masculinity of Tarquinius through power and strength of character, Lucretia is instead characterised by the desirability of her body, and her femineity a reflection of her sexuality rather than female empowerment. “Lips illuminate”, “which is your thighs”, “fruit of her breasts” exemplify how Lucretia’s representation centres around her defencelessness, exposure, and lack of agency as a physical female figure. One could argue a duality to Duncan’s writing; to foreshadow the act of rape and to reinforce a contemporary perception of women that they are the subjects and objects of the male gaze and desire. 
However, Britton/Duncan’s The Rape of Lucretia could be viewed as a satirical criticism of contemporary values imposed upon women in society. The extremity of Lucretia’s rape at the hands of the powerful Tarquinius could be a vehicle to expose and criticise the patriarchal imbalance of power and treatment of women in society. Indeed, this adulterous and violent act is in itself subservient to another core contemporary socio-economic value, marriage, in which men are charged with the protection and respect of the women they marry. To understand past societal norms could help shape modern ideals and help identify how not to behave as well as honouring the struggles of woman of the past. 
Is this opera simply misogynistic or more complex? Is Lucretia the stereotype?  Could we argue the plot also displays misandry? In the same way we look at females to symbolise vulnerability and weakness, are men also a victim to the stereotype of being the villain and uncontrollable as in the case of Tarquinius?
Furthermore, analysing Lucretia’s behaviour and its consequence through a different lens, we could conclude that Lucretia’s character possesses more agency than is initially thought if we consider the following:
· Tarquinius acts aren’t glorified by others at the end of the story, in fact their response is his undoing. Even with previous consideration that there is a hierarchy surrounding the plot, this lack of endorsement could counterargue influence of the of patriarchy.  Has Lucretia the ability to introduce change by her experience? Is Lucretia the symbol of change?
· Lucretia’s death at the end of the plot was due to the shame she believed she had brought on her husband, family and legacy. Even though the act of rape was not her choice and out of her control, ultimately her suicide was own decision and not forced upon her. Does this suggest an elevation of her agency as her life was hers to decide the outcome of?
As a final reflection on Britten’s Rape of Lucretia, in opera the responsibility of the depiction of story also depends on its telling by the Director, ‘I think it's up to the director and the conductor and the singers to explore whether they are simply gender stereotypes’, (Farnham, 2024). Of portrayals of Lucretia and of Britten, Farnham further considers,
‘I’ve seen it done where there's a sort of suggestion that she perhaps wanted it? and was very attracted Tarquinius (…) I don't think it's what Britten was thinking, I think Britten had huge sympathy for her (…) I think he (…) writes quite empathetically of her. But what I don't understand what, what's so horrible about that story is that she feels this shame.  
Farnham further expresses how opinion is ever changing and highlights how she herself now sees the Rape of Lucretia differently compared to ten years with the onset of new times and norms (fourth wave?).  She now views any depiction of Lucretia encouraging her rape as ‘really offensive’ (Farnham, 2024).





Chapter three
Carmen
‘’Every woman is bitter as bile, but each has two good moments, one in bed and the other in the grave’’
On the theme of misogyny, the above epigraph is chosen for novella (Carmen, 1845) by Prosper Mérimée’ on which Bizet’s Carmen the opera was based.  Interestingly, one of the literary features of the novella was that certain extracts, such as the epigraph, were in Greek.  At a time when women were unable to receive the same standard of education as men, where men were educated in Greek it was most likely that women were not.  Writing parts of the novella in Greek may have been a way of concealing text from women. This brings to attention societal attitudes towards women during Merimee’s time and sets the possible ideas of misogyny from outset of the novel.  Was the epigraph useful and intrinsic to the plot or just a way to seclude women and enforce men’s ‘drive for control’ (Robinson, 1992)? In Peter Robinson’s further analysis of Mérimee’s Novello, he suggests that all parts of the story are underpinned by ‘control and mastery’.  Does this manifest itself in the opera?  Discussing the origin of Bizet’s 1874 Carmen, to what extent did the novella inspire the plot and telling of Carmen?
Carmen was brought to stage in Paris just three months after ‘Bizet’s’ death and is ‘roundly known as one of the most popular French operas written’ (Dibbern & Wright, 2000). Set in 1820s Seville, this opera centres around the complex relations between Carmen the Spanish gypsy, Corporal Don José and bullfighter Escamillo.  Contrary to Lucretia, if you search the character of Carmen, commonly research will use adjectives such as ‘exotic’ to describe her (Wood, 2022).  Further examples include ‘manipulative’, ‘sexual’, ‘uncontrollable’.  Opera North tells of her ‘manipulating and seducing the men who try to control her’ (2022) and Carmen herself talks about a bird that is free, a metaphor for her own self,
“Que nul ne peaut apprivoiser” (That nobody can tame)
Continuing this theme, Carmen is described by the Royal Opera House as ‘one of opera’s most notorious free spirits, (…) a rebel with a passionate cause (…) she wants to live and love in her own way’, (2024).  This is illustrated by her overlapping love of Don José and Escamillo.  The Welsh National Opera also recognises her as being undeniably independent being able to financially support herself ‘potentially one of the only working – class women to do so’ (WNO, 2019). Her popular identity steams from her fascinating and controversial character in opera’s plot as she’s both challenging in her femininity and lifestyle. Her radiating confidence and imbedded intellectual awareness of her female legacy emanate through both her personal perception,
“Libre elle est née et libre elle mourra!”  (Free she was born and free she will die)
Carmen’s motivation for survival is the centre of her persona which is intrinsic to the climax of her dramas in the story. It seems that Carmen’s character is contrary to social norms of the time although1874 is at the beginning of the rise of first wave feminism.
[bookmark: _Hlk164152413]There is however a dichotomy to Carmen’s thoughts and feelings. Confliction arises where as much as she is confident and self-proclaimed, she seems also to thirst for genuine male attention.  Furthermore, Carmen’s function in the opera isn’t merely to fill the criteria of main female but also to enhance the underpinning themes of emotion, love, and liberation. Her character surpasses common expectation and battles societal norms and margins but despite this the misogynistic mantra invades the story as her fate is to die at the hands of the jealous Don José.
In contrast to Carmen, Bizet’s Micaëla embodies the ideals of compliance and purity, acceptant of tradition and societal values.  She is devoted to Don José and even when he deserts her, even after witnessing Don José fight with Escamillo over Carmen, she begs for his return. 
Subtly, ‘Micalëa’s’ embodiment of the calm in the storm is alluded to in both the libretti and in Bizet’s musical writing. Her aria in Act III has a lyrical melody with underpinned plagal cadences (the ‘Amen cadence’) in hand with the consistent F major to portray virtue and innocence. 
By contrast, Carmen’s depiction of a nonconformist is commonly expressed through overly chromatic harmonies.  Her Aria ‘Habanera’ uses ‘chromatic scales ascending and descending through all the 12 semitones of the octave and is less stable than major or minor scale which is based on 8 notes of octave – slippery, descending seductively by half steps’ (Macarthur, 2014).  Musically, this illudes to Carmen’s seductive nature and her exotic life as a gypsy.   
Another way Bizet’s expresses the idea of Carmons and Micaëla contradicting roles is through their musical intertwining with Don José. 
Micaëla and Don José’s interaction consists of major keys with light chromaticism evoking the ideas of tradition and simplicity between their relations. Whereby, Don José and Carmen’s association revolves around chromatic ascension conveying yet another example of the power thirst from both parties as well as highlighting Don José’s vexation regarding his lack of command over Carmen. ‘The chromatic ascension shows Don José’s sexual frustration with the fact that Carmen cannot be controlled’ (Mennenoh, 2015).
My interpretation is that the contrast between Carmen and Micaëla was purposely used to exaggerate the consequences of none conforming women and conforming women to the societal norms. Furthermore, the contrast is used to represent the broader ideals of the times.
When understanding the subtleties of misogyny, we cannot ignore its link with violence.  ‘Misogyny is a less palatable, and therefore less ignorable, frame for violence against women and feminine expression; (Walker, 2024).  The use of violence is ingrained across the plot of Carmen starting and ending with her character. Our first introduction of violence is during the fight between Carmen and another female within the cigarette factory whereby she ruthlessly carves a cross into the victim’s head as a warning. It could be argued this was a way of establishing both the theme of violence as well as alluding to Carmen’s unmanageable behaviour as a character. She furthers this idea with her lack of willing to assist authority,
“Coupe-moi, brûle-moi, je ne te dirai rien” (Cut me, burn me, I shall tell you nothing)
 Her declaration reinforces the theme of violence as well as questioning if she herself perpetuates misogynistic colouring. 
Ironically, Carmen is often criticised for her violent relationships with other women.  This is discussed by the WNO in their article ‘Tragic heroine or feminist icon?’ (WNO 2019).  The article asks whether Carmen’s actions against other women is ‘inharmonious with feminism’ or does she show her solidarity with her ‘sisterhood’ in taking the blame for the fight in Act I.
“Mon secret, je le garde, et je le garde bien!”(I’m keeping my secret, and keeping it well).
Violence isn’t solely restricted to the women in the opera as it is present with Don José character frequently, with his altercations both Escamillo and with his army superior Zuniga. What’s refreshing is the response to José’s behaviour. Like Carmen he is punished and held accountable for his actions. Nevertheless, a lack of sources critiques his actions and continue to focus on Carmon’s ability to escape her confinement through manipulation and seduction. 
Is this another example of authority and furthers the question would it have happened if it wasn’t?
The final account of violence is in the ending of Carmen’s life where she is stabbed to death at the hand of Don José in a fit of rage. This interaction between both Camron and Don José is significant as it umbrellas all the thematic underpinnings expressed throughout the opera bringing together the ideas of violence, power dynamics, control, suffrage, and societal conformity all in one act. It further opens the debate who is really the villain and who is the hero? Do these factors contribute to misogyny?
It is finally impossible to leave an analysis of the potential ‘othering’ of Carmen because of her gender without also acknowledging the constant referrals to her ‘gypsy’ status. Productions of Bizet’s opera commonly sketch women as ‘exotic’ with the Romani stereotype in mind (some would suggest the inception of this characterization in the opera was initiated by Mérimees), ‘Carmen musically portrays gypsy life with its exotic depictions and chromatic elements’ (Mennenoh, 2015).
A further question in opera is whether, other than with gender portrayal, does it enhance or discredit any other stereotypes? For example, Ros Evans speaks about ‘trades people’ being portrayed in opera as ‘not terribly bright’. (Evans 2024)



 









Chapter four
Modern Adaptations and Artistic Integrity
Change doesn’t happen overnight (Maxwell, 2024)
Should opera be re-written post third/fourth wave feminism to redress misogynistic themes?  What is the reaction?  Should we retain artistic integrity?
In 2018, due to various issues surrounding misogyny both in and around Carmen:
· The dichotomy of Carmen’s violent death at the hands of a man, against the presentation of her persona as strong independent and care-free.
· Ongoing violence against women in Italy.
Director and Playwright Leo Muscato was prompted to re-present the ending, ‘to address the rampant violence against women, which in Italy results in one murder every three days’ (Maggio Musicale Theatre, 2018).  Therefore, at Florence’s Maggio Musicale, in 2018, Carmen grappled a gun off Don José and shot him!
 The reaction to this prompted the headline? ‘A feminist twist on ‘Carmen’ scandalizes Italy’ (Verdú, 2018). Further, ’in a country where opera is akin to religion, manipulating the end of this classic has prompted a tsunami of controversy and outrage.’
According to the ensuing article, following boos from the audience, Muscato was subjected to internet threats and ostracised by friends. Critic and director of the Royal Opera House (RNO) ‘Barrie Kosky’ agrees that ‘The history of opera is a history of misogyny’ (Kosky, 2018) however he talks about Muscato’s adaptation as inelegant as he believe modern day opera is about having ‘a conversation with the past (…) to a contemporary audience’.  He fears that Muscato’s adaptation is connected to the #metoo campaign but alludes to the idea that it is a crass attempt which undermines a serious movement, ‘I don’t think opera is about who kills, who survives. There’s been three hours before that. Let’s be serious!’.  It is interesting to note that Kosky himself has adapted Carmen.  Furthermore, Beyonce, powerful and influential (awarded Best female by MTV in 2016) also sang a ‘quite inspired, adaption of one of opera’s great arias’ (Classic FM, 2023), when she sang a 2002 Pepsi advert to the music of Carmen’s Habañera.  
Regarding adaptations, Katie Mitchell is a current British Theatre Director whose ‘unique style and uncompromising methods have divided both critics and audiences’ (Liptrott, 2016).  In an interview with Jesse Thompson of the Standard, Mitchell makes an interesting point about historical misogynistic themes in opera when she says;
When we drag these historical pieces through time, we drag the wonderful branches and leaves of the music. But down below, we’re bringing the toxic roots of the gender politics or the misogyny of the original historical period […] I have to tackle those toxic roots and work out how to manage them. Because if I don’t tackle them, it may look like I’m condoning the misogyny. It requires I suppose what you could call keyhole surgery on the original libretto (Mitchell, 2022).
To tackle themes, such as misogyny, Mitchell is renowned for adapting operas with ‘a very strong feminist agenda'. For example, in 2016, Mitchell directed a ‘split-screen’ version of Lucia Di Lammermoor which is an opera adaptation of a Walter Scott novel The Bride of Lammermoor.  Composed by Gaetano Donizetti’s with librettist Salvadore Cammarano, Lucia di Lammermore has been described by the Metropoliton Opera as the ‘archetype of the constrained woman’.  Briefly the story is of Lucia who is in love with penniless Edgardo. However, her brother Enrico wants her to marry Arturo Bucklaw to save the family wealth. Misogynistic themes unfold as she is ‘manipulated’ by her brother into signing a contract of marriage with Arturo, after the death of her mother and ‘cursed’ for her betrayal by Edgardo.  ‘Confused’ and ‘distraught’ Lucia kills Arturo on their wedding night and later at the end of what is famously know as ‘the mad scene’ dies of ‘physical and emotional exhaustion’ (ENO, 2023).  Edgardo subsequently kills himself to be with her in heaven.  
When interviewed by the RNO, regarding her adaptation, Mitchell talks about wanting to incorporate scenes that were ‘missing’ for Lucia, ‘my focus is 100% on the female characters’.  Regarding Lucia, Mitchell states a need to explain why ‘she goes so-called insane’.  Usually, the murder of Arturo is off stage and reported by ‘Raymondo’ however Mitchell decides to incorporate it as part of the split-scene as she thinks there in ‘a lot of additional data about what Lucia does whilst the male characters are singing about her’,  It is interesting that she feels responsible for reconsidering misogynistic implication putting more of a focus on the unfolding on-stage drama ‘Our responsibility is for what the audience see not what the audience hear’ (Mitchell, 2016).  This is in contrast with my interview with Donald Maxwell whose focussed on the vocal performance itself ‘at times, the dramatic element is not going to be historically particularly accurate or actually particularly important.  The important thing is, are people singing very very well and is there a link between the characters’ (Maxwell, 2024).
Mitchell is also insistent that she no longer wants to see older women, with the relevant voice maturity, playing a nineteen-year-old so she casts Lucia in the 1830s-40s as a forty-year-old surrounded, in an ‘important period for feminism’ paintings, fossils and art.
Of her feminist stance on opera, Katie Mitchell has criticised the "misogyny and rage" of her inevitable critics.  A Guardian article entitled ‘Katie Mitchell, British Theatre’s Queen in Exile’ states ‘Some think of her as a vandal, ripping apart classic texts and distorting them to her own dubious purpose’ (Higgins, 2016). In response, speaking at the Goethe Institute’s Annual Lecture, Mitchell alludes to ‘overpoweringly oppressive’ attitudes to her efforts to challenge the narrative.  
However, following her 2016 ‘premiere’, on searching reviews and newspapers, it has been difficult to find criticism of the fact that Mitchell adapted the original story.  It is the case that the Royal Opera House audience reportedly booed the opening night (BBC News, 2016), ‘The onslaught of sex, suicide and a horrific miscarriage had sections of the audience clutching their pearls and booing the production team at curtain call on opening night’ (Londonist, 2016) .  It seems to be her graphic account rather than maintaining artistic integrity that upset the audience.  Additionally, complaints were that the stage was overcrowded, and that sound was distorted because of sounds from an onstage tap which conflicted with the aria of ‘Edguardo’.  The BBC reports that the displeasure was balanced with admiration ‘It was booed as much as it was cheered, so there was a real feeling of division in the audience’, (Higgens, 2016).
Conflicted reviews regarding Lucia continued with Bachtrack commenting that ‘Mitchell, in her wisdom, had decided to fill in the gaps in Lucia's story that the audience doesn't usually get to see’ however, their final comment was that  ‘her deeply psychological production delivers a powerful punch to the pit of the stomach’ and that ‘Mitchell's masterstroke, however, is to turn Lucia's 'mad scene' into her traumatic response to miscarrying her child in the immediate aftermath of the murder’.  In summary, Mitchell’s production has been described as ‘creepy’, ‘fussy’, ‘spooky’, ‘powerful’, ‘flawed’ but is difficult to find umbrage of any confliction of Donizetti’s original.  Furthermore, despite criticism of ‘Katie Mitchell’s production, it is set to return to ROH in April 2024.
Therefore, the debate as to whether we modify opera to cater to modern sensibilities seems to continue.  According to Donald Maxwell, 
‘What attracts an opera, at times they (composers) will look at what makes a good story.  They’re not necessarily going to be bound up to the ethics or at any particular time’.  
Ros Evans expresses how ‘people like the idea of a big strong hero (…) carrying poor little ladies off with their arms’. 
Alice Farnham concurs, when she says, ‘the Great Operas and Carmen and, Lucrecia (…) I don't think it needs to be edited texturally’.  She does go on to say that opera can be modified in a much more ‘subtle way’.
It's interesting to see that modification has always been contentious in opera.  Ironically, Verdi is quoted as saying ‘A whore must always be a whore’ in retaliation to what he felt was censorship of La Traviata (Service, 2015).  Is the modification of art, in fact, censorship?
In her article #metoo and opera, soprano Dr. Maria Briggs links opera integrity to other forms of art, ‘Would we buy tickets to see a politically correct Rigoletto? Would we want to censure “Game of Thrones?’  Interestingly, she also talks about the fact that opera empowered its performers in that because of their roles, female practitioners had status, and were well travelled.  However, this is refuted by ‘armstonghistoryjournal’ in its article ‘Scandalous by profession: opera in 18th century Europe’ which details that women who performed on stage were thought to have dubious moral character and virtue.
Finally, we must also consider the experiences of opera practitioners behind the scenes.  Alice Farnham alludes to this when she says that ‘It's about the it's about the whole production’.  She further expresses her own experiences with misogyny, of being winked at by a repetiteur and even told that a woman cannot conduct because her ‘breasts get in the way’.  Donald Maxwell concurs that it is a difficult road for a female practitioner ‘perhaps the road for female conductors has not and directors has not been so straightforward’.   Both also talk about access for women, Farnham about a lack of roles for the number of female singers and Maxwell about traditional male dominated orchestras.  However, Maxwell further states that opportunities have improved for women with a higher orchestra ratio and with opera companies now often run by women.  This sentiment is reiterated by Farnham who says that things have ‘massively improved’ with ‘safe spaces’ in opera companies with a ‘zero tolerance’ approach.
Conclusion
‘The purpose of my overall thesis is to evaluate whether opera reflects misogynistic societal values at the time it was written and to discover whether, if so, it continues in the 21st century to reinforce those values. Or, as an art form, whether is opera is merely a ‘medium of imaginative or creative expression’ that enables artistic integrity.’ 
My research has enabled me to acquire knowledge and uncover a variety of different viewpoints on the aspects of my chosen field namely:
· The inherent behaviours that define misogyny.
· The sequence of the three waves of feminism in particular their relationships to the timing and critique of opera composition, performance, and adaptation.
· Exploration of opera, its stories and depiction of women through its history.
· The debate between adapting what is potentially no longer acceptable against maintaining artistic integrity.
My key findings are that it is undeniable there is misogyny in opera.  Although there are exceptions, it seems the societal expectation for women to be virtuous, chaste, and submissive is often linked to the roles of mezzo-sopranos and sopranos particularly in early opera.  Where that category of character is not adhered to, female characters are sexualised, manipulative or insane.  Themes seem to be that the women kill themselves, are killed or go mad!  However, I must concede in this assumption that I have selectively researched only a small number of operas and that statistically my viewpoint may be skewed. Indeed, Ros Evans also discusses the fact that there is strength behind many female characters. 
In the Rape of Lucretia, Lucretia is as described; virtuous, chaste, sort after and subjected to the violent act of rape at the hands of Tarquinius. Tarquinius’ actions are goaded by his sense of masculinity, as well as competition with other men, and are down to his entitlement, status, and gender.  Further, Lucretia is shown to shoulder the burden of responsibility of his actions by killing herself because of her shame.  It is difficult to know whether to blame Britten for his adaptation of a 500BC story. It could be argued that he and Duncan are highlighting the plight of women during an era of First Wave feminism.  However, The Rape of Lucretia is not a story I feel comfortable with.  The story is ‘celebrated’ by art as well as opera with prints of Giovani Gioseffo dal Sole depiction available to buy online.  Considering, third/fourth wave feminism I believe it is time to move away from these depictions of women and that subtle marginalisation as opposed to censorship is an option.
Contrary to Lucretia, Carmen opposes such stereotypes as she is strong, independent, defiant and employed.  She is unmarried and a leader.  However, this is countered by her need for male love and attention and her violent death (violence a major theme throughout).  Without wishing to support misandry, I personally support Muscato’s ending.  I feel as though, because she is such a virulent character, Carmen’s final scene death is an opportunity missed to support rather than punish her strength of character.  Overall however, I believe Carmen to be a promising beginning, in opera, to move away from the conventional female of that time.
As a backdrop to opera, I have been taken on a journey through a history of women fighting against their plight which is underpinned by misogyny’s attempt to maintain a system of patriarchy. This fight, which seems ever prevalent today, is backed up by recounts of backstage sexism, pay divisions, ‘power crazed male directors’ (Evans 2024) and a previously male dominated industry by my interviewees. What I haven’t researched is whether patriarchal societal norms are prevalent in all aspects of art and history and that opera is simply one example of many.
It is also the case that despite the large number of female composers, most if not all operas categorised as the ‘most performed’ or the ‘greatest’ are composed by men.  This is reiterated by Alice Farnham in my third interview question when she talks of most performed operas being written by men who are dead.  It is difficult to find mention of Francesca Caccini who’s La lib-erazione di Ruggiero dall’isola d’Alcina was the first Italian opera to be performed outside Italy. However, this is likely to be replicated across many professions and art forms historically and is a prompt for further questioning.
The question remains as to how to react to misogyny in opera.  I feel my research has uncovered a large amount of considered thought and reaction by a wide variety of stakeholders.  Interestingly, I haven’t found a single source to suggest censorship or re-writing (even though this has happened in the past as referenced by Verdi’s La Traviata). 
One considered thought is that we should maintain the integrity of the original version as that is what the audience expects.  Donald Maxwell is emphatic that, due to its status and prominence there are certain expectations of well-known opera that an audience are not prepared to forgo. Ros Evans talks about people liking familiarity. This is verified by the reaction to Muscato’s murder of Don Jose by Carmen. However, I don’t believe that Muscato’s version shouldn’t have been created.  Mitchell’s adaptation of Lucia di Lammermoor was clapped as much as it was booed so there is appreciation for change.  To verify its acceptance, Lucia is also due its second round of performance although it could be said that Mitchell supplemented rather than actually changed the storyline.  
On balance, I agree with Donald Maxwell and understand about audience expectations however a second ‘solution’ is that Alice Farnham talked about ‘subtle’ changes in direction perhaps to place emphasis on the stronger, cleverer female characters.  She further talked about the infrastructure of opera for practitioners such as safe spaces and dressing rooms.  Farnham addressed the workplace shortage of female roles by suggesting contemporary opera composers and librettists write more of them into their storylines. 
I would be interested to further my research about the director Kosky who I believe to be a feminist and champion of artistic integrity.  He speaks about not changing opera for the sake of it however highlights that much has been lost, re-written with regardless, and so is comfortable with devising his own adaptations for example of Carmen.  Kosky’s idea of opera enabling a conversation between the past and the present seems to resonate, with Maria Briggs who also wishes to retain the integrity of opera instead of over politicising it questioning what we would think if we censored Game of Thrones.
We have to be mindful that opera performance is an account of what was written and consider how we can best encapsulate the idea now of how it was presented back then. Looking at it through our modern perspectives within our own culture it can be stated that misogyny is intrinsic throughout opera story. I understand that due to law and expectations of their times there is argument that it wasn’t misogyny, it was normal for those times so here is there a Third/Fourth Wave bias.
I believe my limitation in this thesis has been the sheer scope of my research question.  With each point that I research, I think of another.  Should we be looking at all representation in opera?  Alice Farnham spoke about ageism, Donald Maxwell about cultural appropriation, and Ros Evans about ableism and ‘sizeism’.  Is it correct to focus on misogyny when there are other forms of ‘othering’ to explore?  In the lens of the 21st century, should I be asking about male female gender roles at all when there are further genders identities that I haven’t spoken about. Ros Evans referred to this and even about male and female singers swapping roles. Further, as a genre, opera is notoriously difficult to dissect. We know that its power lies in the unity of music, text, drama, orchestration, and everything else that goes into creating the opera experience. The minute we separate the components and try to analyse them one by one, we lose the essence of the whole.
It has also been difficult to see whether the three waves of feminism have impacted on story in opera.  It is hard to pinpoint some of the time periods and it seems that most the ‘popular’ operas were composed before or around the first wave.  
A gap in my research is in analysing contemporary compositions although my research did lead me to delve into modern versions of traditional opera namely Lucia di Lammermoor and Carmen.  Further, my reference to literature in languages other than English is limited.  This particularly when opera is so celebrated for example across Europe.
Regarding my research methodology, I am convinced that qualitative research has enabled me to deepen my knowledge and understanding however I realise it is limited by the fact that it is so selective of a broad topic.  My interviewees provided me with a varying, interesting, rich and contemporary take which I feel has been invaluable. I feel I have drawn a great deal from this primary research.  As part of my secondary research, I am aware that I have utilised some that is more than five years old.  However, as my themes are historical, I have been interested to look at the growth of opinion over time and so am satisfied that I have mixed old research and thought with new. Furthermore, there seem to be gaps in contemporary articles around recent opera performance.  This is perhaps because of two to three years of Covid where performances were unable to take place.
As mentioned in my introduction, the wider significance of my research is certainly that it comes at a time of Fourth Wave Feminism.  Would I have considered this question were society and social media not highlighting the unfairness and unacceptability of misogyny and patriarchy (for example in light of the murder of Sarah Everard)?  Now is a time that with many aspects of life, we are called to question accepted attitudes and norms towards women. These may be perpetuated by traditional art such as opera however I feel it is only a small part of a much wider issue.  
Overall, it is right to have this conversation around opera.  I believe we should not forget or censor ‘mistakes’ of the past but we can learn from them.  We should also however not allow ourselves to be stuck in traditions of the past.  Subtle change is possible even when controversial.  Furthermore, initial reaction regarding change is often tempered by time. Will there still be outrage at the destruction of controversial statues and removal of offensive words from Rohl Dahl stories in years to come or will it be accepted as a natural move forward?  
Overall, from my point of view as a musician and in comparison to many other areas, I believe music is inclusive.  Particularly as a chorister, I am often reminded that a choir or chorus is one of a limited number of teams where people of all ages and gender work together harmoniously and with equal status. 
I believe we should continue to celebrate the diversity of opera as a form of music but that it will continue to move forward if we recognise and continue to make and allow appropriate adjustments to its past.
Opera is built on one of the great natural parities, the equality of male and female voices’ (Blake, 2011).
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Interview Transcript – Donald Maxwell – 5 April 2024
Madlen Forwood 
Donald Maxwell
Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed as part of my research thesis Questioning is opera a misogynistic art form in the 21st century. The purpose of my overall thesis is to determine where the Opera reflects misogyny,

Societal societal values at the time it was written and to discover whether, if so it continues.in the 21st Century to reinforce those values

or as an art form is opera Is merely a medium or of imaginative or creative expression that enables artistic integrity? The overarching themes that I will be exploring in this interview will relate to your opinions of roles.

stereotypes and story in Opera and your experience of being an opera practitioner the key route to research questions, I will Explorer are the following.

The role of opera in the 21st century where the Opera reinforces gender or other stereotypes, misogynist misogynistic social values? And consequence through its history and storyline. The nature of profession on its practitioners. The interview will be subject to ethical guidelines and your response will be anonymised. Each interview will take up to around an hour, I will record the interview, But solely for the purpose of transcribing the conversation. And the recording will only be shared between myself and my tutor and we'll be able to did delete, Once the transcription has been completed. I will share a copy of the transcript with you if you request.
Okay 
Is that good?
There we are 
Okay perfect 
That's all good 
Okay. 
So question number one.
Q1.  How long have you been an opera singer for?
How long? I've done it for ..I need to work out the mathematics, such a long time. What year are we in now? 
2023.
Yeah. 2023? Or 2024 
2024! 2024 now.
Good start. So that will be about 47 years. 
Q1 Perfect. Tell me how you became an opera singer?
How did I become an opera singer is quite straightforward. I actually did a degree in something entirely different. I did a geography degree and I taught geography. And then at one stage I saw that (I was living in Scotland at stage) and I saw that the Opera company there were advertising for members of the chorus so I applied and I got a job in the chorus, so I literally stopped teaching one week and then started in the chorus of Scottish opera the next week.
Fantastic ,okay.
 it's not quite as easy as that nowadays. 
No not so much but not far off 
Interruption   - (3.13-3.27)
Q2.  Other than vocal performance in terms of conveying story, what do you think makes a good opera performer? 
To be a successful opera performer. Well first of all voice! It's going to be a little bit pointless if you don't have a voice and also, you need to have a certain musical intelligence. The ability to learn roles. You know reasonably quickly, I suppose it Isn't necessarily to be a superb musician, but it is necessary to have a certain degree of intelligence so that you can you can learn things. Gone are the days and you know they would say that certain people, who were successful singers, actually couldn't read music. And at times of course you had, maybe 100 years ago, people who would learn their roles when they were going on a boat across the Atlantic, you know because that took them a week. So, they would be in the boat for a week. So they will be with a pianist and they would learn.
Now that's not the case because everybody's flying all the time.
And so a degree of intelligence, and also if you are going to make a success of it you need to have a certain dramatic appreciation as well. Yes voice. Yes intelligence yes dramatic awareness and also a certain amount of tenacity to stick with it if you're, it is a certain largely a self-employed occupation, so you need to have a degree of tenacity?
Perfect, thank you.
Q3. What are your most performed operas?  Do you feel most are written by current or historical composers and librettists?
Well
I did basically whatever I was asked to do, which, I covered quite a wide wide range. It’s wrong to say that you can pick and chose what you are going to do.  
Yes
At times when somebody says would you like to do this, you say well, yes okay.  Provided that you have the notes in your voice that you can negotiate, then that's going to be the the the the important starting point. 
But after that, some people would specialise in a small number of roles.   
Yes
I didn't, I did whatever came came my way. Uh so there was a big variety. I did also what you might describe as established classics, Mozart, Verdo, Puccini, and also I was the same maybe half a dozen world premieres of contemporary pieces.  So! The majority of it would be, I would say, classic classic repertoire , but also I did certainly pieces from the 20th century and also as they say a number world premieres as well. 
Yes - So the second part of that question was do you feel most are written by current or historical composers and librettists?
Well, if it comes down to it, if you look at which are the most performed operas in the world at any moment, and if you do a survey of the world you will find it will be La Boheme, it will be Carmen, it will be the Marriage of Figaro, and you can look at any website and you will see the top ten operas, and these tend to be operas from the late nineteenth century or from the eighteenth century.  You might find the occasional twentieth century piece in there but by and large, these, shall we say the well-known pieces, are going to be recurring in any opera company.  And, the challenge for an opera company, in many ways, is to do contemporary pieces which might be over the last say 30/40 years? To do them and repeat them!
Yes
What do you do find at times is that the opera companies will do a contemporary piece once.
Most of the world premieres that I did, I did once. The pieces actually had a limited shelf life.
Perfect
I see okay.
Q4a.  Could you share any operas you specifically feel express gender stereotypes?
Well, it depends obviously the certain there is a certain pieces.Uhh which are written specifically for certain voices? Yeah, I mean that's really what it boils down to.  You know normally in if you take say something like La Boheme, okay, so you're going to have oh half a dozen characters, two whom will be female.
Yes
Four them will be male. But that’s just the structure of the piece.  You will have other pieces which are all female, Suor Angelica by Puccini, which Welsh National Opera are going to be doing.  The dialogue of the Carmelites, largely a female cast and then on the other hand you may have something like Billy Budd, by Benjamin Britton, which is an entirely male cast. So, it really depends on the composer, and I suppose, what the story is.  If you are doing something like Billy Budd which is set on Naval Vessel, by and large it is going to be sailors.  That’s just the way it is.  You are going to get pieces like that.  Whether that reinforces any steareotypes, I’m not so certain.
I see
Q4b.  Considering the wide range of opera, do you believe any other stereotypes are generally prominent in opera story?
For example, misandry, ableist, racism, gender any of those?
Well, I think it depends as to when the particular operas were written.  And, a lot of it will depend on the prevailing climate, if you like, at the time when it was written
Yes
Then obviously as time has gone on, particularly in the 21st century, you will have people questioning the original story questioning the basis of the original story and in some cases, I suppose reinventing his too strong a word, but you know performing it given a 21st century viewpoint. 
Yes
Yes,  you will certainly get that nowadays. The the place where there it's now a debate in a world of opera. is particularly to do with operas that deal with other countries particularly Madame Butterfly and Japan, and also, if you are doing it in Musical Comedy, then The Mikado Gilbert and Sullivan and attitude there of Japan. Now there has been a definite move in the last 20 years, that you can't do these pieces in basically with with people yellowing up. 
Yes
That is now a really a no-no! It's it's tricky with a piece like The Mikado in that really all the jokes are nothing to do with Japan at all. The jokes are all to do with Britain and England.  It just so happened he decided to do it in a in a Japanese context. At that moment in time. But there is no doubt that there is a definite move that way so certain pieces Madame Butterfly, Turandot by Puccini, as I say the Mikado Gilbert and Sullivan, these pieces if they've had a, shall we say a traditional production, which might be an Oriental production .. That is now being restudied. and certainly, not necessarily so much in the UK but particularly in the United States, that is a big deal. Where, of course in some places, you will get quite a large Asian population, in a particular City, and so there will be very conscious of that and people have had to rethink what they do.  So these are the the pieces, that I would say uh have been viewed and have been restudied, re-evaluated.
Interruption
Sorry
I was as far as Madame Butterfly, Turandot and The Mikado and and that sort of you know racial, you know, stereotype and, you know, UK and the USA.  The other thing that would perhaps, I wouldn't say it was changed, but obviously people, pieces like Porgie and Bess, great American opera from the 1930s, obviously that now would be done with an essentially diverse cast or it would be done with, you know, an African-American cast.  Whatever!  You certainly wouldn't be dealing with people putting on, you know, some form of black make-up or things like that.
Yeah
That's probably a thing that has that has changed.  Are there other situations where it arises? Possibly the title role of Otello, Verdi’s Otello. The question is how do you deal with that? Um I did some performances about, you know, 35 years ago where it was performed by a British singer and he was blacked up.  You wouldn’t get that now.
Yes
For sure that that wouldn’t happen. 
Yeah
Somebody might wear you know a little bit of a little bit of makeup that might indicate, you know, a hint of colour, but it would be no more than that nowadays. For sure!
Yeah, here we go, the next question:
Q4c. Could you give an example of when the depiction of any character contradicts historical social attitudes of the time (so interpreted in a more modern outlook)?
Oh well.  There are lots of versions of updating! You know you can choose virtually any any opera you like and you will find it it is been at some point, say this century, it has been moved to a contemporary setting
Yeah
And the even even if we looked at some of the well-known operas, say at the at the end of the end of last century, say something like La Boheme, something like that.  Now, is it? Is it set in, or was it set in the time when it was composed? Or was it a historical throwback to twenty years before, you know when the libretto was written?  Ther have been lots of versions where people have updated their pieces and there have been occasions, particularly if you look at the Bel canto operas in the early nineteenth century where the story is not necessarily the strongest story ever.  You know, all you were dealing with is excellent singing.  So, at times, the dramatic element is not going to be historically particularly accurate or actually particularly important.  The important thing is, are people singing very very well and is there a link between the characters.
Yes of course
I suppose, if you look at something and you say, well so and so should be a puritan or something like that, well you could say, well yes maybe but on the other hand if we move it into the 20/21st century, the relationships between the authority and also between parents and children between uh lovers coming from, you know it’s like West Side story, lovers coming from different backgrounds.  These are, kind of, universal themes.  It doesn’t matter too much whether you‘re historically accurate provided there is a certain integrity in the concept.  Providing the concept works, there are certain versions where you think, oh that’s pushing it now.  There are pieces where, I suppose if you look at Marriage of Figaro, you know classic Mozart opera at the end of the eighteenth century and there are certain things there, the whole thing of aristocracy versus servants, that’s a terrible simplification, but also to do with the question of the droit de seigneur that the count would have at that time. Uh These things are , you can't kind of get away from that.
Yeah, Yeah.
If you if you do in the Marriage of Figaro.  But that doesn't mean to say that you've got to do it absolutely in period.  But you have then to try and say okay, we’re left with this the droit de seigneur doesn't exist nowadays, you know I was like alright don't go around sleeping with servants as a matter of course.  So probably, we don’t have that but we probably need to maintain the story in some sort of form.
Yeah, of course.
Interruption – loss of connection
This is a bit of a different kind of question.
Q5.  Have you ever, have you personally experienced or witnessed gender bias within the working environment in opera?
Gender bias well um, as a performer no. The question arises the I suppose with the infrastructure of opera. That obviously when I started, all the all these years ago, naturally, you would have a say a chorus and there be an equal number of male and female singers.
Yeah
Also, roles are written for particular voices.  So, yes of course you can now change it, and I have known counter tenors you know do do what you might describe as female roles. But by and large, that is the structure so therefore there isn't a there isn't any particular bias.
What has changed, and changed a great deal, are I suppose three things.
One, composition of orchestras
Yes
If you look at orchestra certainly 70 to 80 years ago, almost exclusively male. If you look at orchestra's nowadays, they would certainly to be a 50/50 if not actually a greater number of female players compared with male.  That’s one thing that’s changed. The second thing that has changed is also the administration of opera companies. Again, when I started that would be an exclusively, yes I would say, exclusively a male preserve at the top level.  The main the main opera companies were run by men. That's not now the case. Uh and you would find quite a number of examples of quite really important opera companies run by women. So that is changed, the thing that possibly hasn’t changed quite as much is the technical side of it.  Naturally, Stage Crews, who are the you know ? especially for a touring company when they were doing lots of changeovers and a lot of hard physical work, these tended to be exclusively male.  As time has gone on that has changed.  Uh, you will find that by and large it will be predominantly male but there, it's not going to be exclusively male, yeah, and particularly you can in stage management.  The number of states management may not be almost exclusively female in some companies, so that's a thing that’s changed - Stage Management female, the Technical Crew maybe certainly predominantly male.
Interruption 26:07 – 26:22
Q6a.  Do you believe we should present operas as written or edit it, or or edit them to fit to fit contemporary tastes, norms and fashions.
The problem you have there is, if you are doing a say Welsh National Opera, yeah, if there if they're doing an opera hey have an orchestra they have a chorus. So therefore you pretty much have to do it to allow for these personnel. Now if you are going to Newton church in The Mumbles and say we're going to do La Boheme, you know with a piano, yeah, you can then do whatever you like. If you want to change the order of it then that's fine, you can try doing that. But, if you if you're locked into what you might call an established infrastructure, Yeah, it's going to be difficult and also you're dealing then with what the public, I suppose anticipation is.
Of course
Male opera
Welsh National Opera went to the Swansea Grand and said actually we've rethought, uh let's think, let's just say Tosca and we're going to do it with a piano and we're going to do it actually with a piano, drums, a trumpet and an accordian. The good people of Swansea here probably going to say sorry, but we are not going to pay you know 65 pounds for a seat for that.
Yes
So it is sort of question of horses for courses you you can reimagine these operas and you can do it really very successfully and there's a company in London who did this called Opera Up Close and they did most of their, and probably still do their shows in pubs.  So it was in a pub with a with a piano that sort of thing. And also, they would rewrite the libretto they would do it in the language that the audience would understand, yeah, that works very well! But you can't necessarily do that at Covent Garden
Yes, I can imagine.
It’s as simple as that!  If you go to Covent Garden, you want to see a big chorus, yeah, you want to see the full orchestra and similarly, you know, if you went to see well Hamilton of course the big musical that’s on just now. Now if we said alright, we're we're gonna do that with a reduced number of people and then just, you know, we're not going to actually have an orchestra we will just have a soundtrack, you would feel disappointed.
Of course yes.
So, some of it is to do with the audience's expectations and, changing the structure is possible but it depends what scale you’re operating on.
Yes it depends on the environment.  I get what you mean.
Exactly
Q6c.  Do you believe there has been a development in Opera regarding the representation of women?
Development.  I don't know about that actually. On the one hand yes obviously, public consciousness about the role of women has has changed as the years have gone on. But you could say oh, yes. not everybody is you know playing a servant or you know,  that's it she's going to be the maid. But the other hand you've got to remember that if you look back to opera, certainly into the I suppose the the 19th century maybe even to the end of 18th century, who was the who is the draw? Often the prima donna!
Yes
The prima, you know, the prima donna is pretty much at the top of the pile.  And still, to an extent, I would say.  Even now, things are I suppose much more democratic if you like, uh much more even. But er, you're still faced with that fact at times that I suppose it's the you might speak to her soprano and they would say well it's tricky because you're either playing the lead or else you’re a maid.
Yeah, yeah.
There isn’t a kind of in between perhaps. But er no if you look back back I suppose in Swansea um Adelina Patti yeah, you know with with her house away up in the Castle ..
yeah
she was the top of the pile. And no doubt about it and if you look at the earnings of some of the female singers from the 19th century, they were the people who were making the money. 
Yeah. 
Q7.  Do you believe misogyny is prevalent on stage in Opera if so, how?
I don't think it is. I don't, I don't I don't think so just simply because the, as I say, the situation with orchestras and the situation with the directors is different.
yeah
You know that's why I'm suggesting you to maybe speak to somebody you know a female conductor. 
Yeah
You know a female director. They will have a much clearer idea and they will probably say yes. 
Yeah
But, obviously from my point of view, I spend my life performing and performing where, you know, you just really went with the voice type.  That was it!
Yeah
But the relationship with the conductor and the the relationship with the director, I would say that's a different thing altogether. And that has changed quite a lot in the last 20/30 years. Far more female conductors, far more female directors and I think you need to ask them what their view was of what it was like working
Yeah.  When you say you don't believe that it is. Do you mean in like opera, I don't want to say the word industry because that's probably not the word, but in in story as well?
An opera story?
Yes.
What attracts a composer to write an opera, at times they will they will look at what makes the good story.
yeah
They’re not necessarily going to be too bound up about the ethics or at any at any particular time
You know the Welsh National Opera has just done Death in Venice by Benjamin Britton.
I went and watched that.
Yes, you could say a lot of, well not a lot but in a number of Britton’s operas the relationship between the male characters and then, youth, is perhaps questionable.  The whole question of Asenbach’s infatuation with Tadzio similarly at times you know things that Peter Grimes the fact that there's a boy Apprentice, what is the relationship?  Now do we do we think that this is something deep? You know that we need to think about or worry about or do we take in the face value?
Yeah, yeah!
And the, that's I think one of the things that it's slightly up to the audience!
Yes.
Depends on opinion doesn't it? I guess. 
To have an opinion on that, I think a good director will not emphasize one particular theory too much.
Yeah
They could do that, but I think it's my personal view, it is better of a director leaves it open and then an audience will say actually  I thought I was a bit distasteful. Or I don't know what was going on there. Or else, we just say well that was historic. Or, whatever.
Yeah, of course
But but they're also different different levels. But that's largely up to the director to decide which way they're going to do it and also the composer as well, particularly in contemporary operas now, what the what line they are going to take.
Yeah
And and of course in in many cases, well, yes and many cases, the composer of a contemporary opera Is dealing with an existing story?
Of course, yeah.
So you’re saying okay that's that's fair enough but that's what/they’re they're taking an existing story. For instance, one thing I did once, one  premier was angels in America which is all to do with with Aids, well not all to do with Aids but that was all based on the book the play and everything else.  So by the time it comes to opera, it’s been quite a number of layers.  Yes, so in essence. You can't point the finger opera and say actually I think you, you have you you've got this wrong,  You've looked at something all the time in the original source material.
Yeah - Because one of the case studies I'm honing in on for my dissertation and I'm analysing it. is the Rape of Lucretia which is got the same kind of thing it's it was on original novel so it's it's based off of that instead of being written as its own opera if that makes sense.  So it's interesting …
Yes, like for instance Peter Grime, that Britton, you know, wrote you know. He came across the poem by Crabbe.  He thought oh that would make quite a good opera, but then he had to get a librettist to do it.
Yeah. Yeah
So there are all sorts of stages in getting to the to the to the end result. And at a times the composer may have an input in the way, it's going. But not the times they may not they're just they’re just going to do the music and you know some some composers are more interested in the dramatic process, than others
Yeah.  Thank you.
Q8.  The next question is do you believe misogyny is prevalent behind the scenes?
I wouldn’t say any any more than in society in in general- yeah, I I wouldn't have thought so but
You need to ask some other colleagues about that. And see whether they have a different take on it.
Yeah
As I say. What has certainly changed, is the times in Opera , the director and particularly the conductor would be all powerful.  So you then have the question, if the conductor was male and was all powerful was that misogyny? Iin some instances, or was it not.  As a Performer it didn't necessarily it didn't impinge on me. I think probably however it might be tricky for, you know, perhaps the road for female conductors has not and directors has not been so straightforward.
Yeah.  Perfect
Q9.  Do you believe costume design underpins ideas of misogyny?
Again, it all depends.  I don’t think it does but if you have a director who has got a particular idea, then they are going to pull the designer along with them.  And, if they see a piece a particular way, they are going to maybe do that.One thing I would say about that, at times, nowadays, supposing I said to you, would you direct the Marriage of Figaro, you would probably say well it’s all been done.  So I need to have a new take on it.  So at times people will look to do something different.  Not because they have got any burning conviction but possibly they think there’s no point in doing what has been done before. So, they go down in some ways, a blind alley is what I would say.
Perfect.
Q10.  Will the development of opera, do you think, attract younger generations?
This depends.  Opera companies have over the years been desperate To get younger people to come in.
Yeah
There have been a lot of initiatives.  But it hasn’t made an enormous difference to the age profile of an audience.  Now there are a variety of things, for instance you could go to a really pretty much any opera company say you went to WNO or English National Opera, or probably the Royal Opera in London.  You could get a deal.  You know, you could get good seats, you know for really not a massive amount of money.  Now, so, if you like the financial argument doesn’t necessarily hold watr because if people are keen they can ferret out deals and there are deals available.  I suppose there is the question, if you’ve got a group of people all of a similar age and similar interest then that’s fine.  If you are the only one of your age group that’s actually interested in opera.  You are going to feel slightly left out.  If everybody else is going to be doing windsurfing in Swansea Bay and you wanted to go to Rape of Lucretia, you are going to say, what will I do here?  It’s partly a generational thing.
I agree
That younger people think maybe this is something that appeals to who are older.  I think the financial thing is a no no because people can find accessible deals.  I think it’s really, you know, will it revolutionise things.  I think sadly, if I come back to that thing Opera Close in London, people can go to a pub, have a dring, then they think oh that’s great, we can watch it, it’s in a language we understand.  That’s great.  So, that sort of thing will work.  You do have another thing which happens now called Country House Opera.  It’s places like Garsington, Longborough, Grange and if you go there, you will see youngish people, but people who are in their 30s, who have got a lot of dosh. And it’s partly a social thing.  They’ve got the money they can go to Wimbledon, they can go to Henley, they can go to Garsington.  So whether it’s opera doesn’t really matter too much, it’s a good night out.  You know, they are going to see a nice opera, they are going to have a very nice supper in the middle and it’s going to cost them hundreds of pounds.  So, I mean, that’s quite interesting in the sense that the subsidised opera companies like the Welsh National Opera, they’re constantly looking at new ways of getting an audience.  Places like Garsington and Longborough just say, this is a luxury event and we’re doing very well thank you very much.  And there are lots of people that will want to to that.
Yes, because I know with my University, we always get invited to come along and watch the costume rehearsals which I always think are so good.  So that’s a good way of getting younger people in.
That is interesting yes,
Q11.  How would you envision the perfect inclusive opera?
By inclusive you mean?
Across the board.  It’s a very wide-open question.
I think certain pieces are, by their nature, inclusive.  If the music is accessible to some people, and if the story is a story that people can relate to, then that is as inclusive as you will get.  We go to Carmen and we say this is a very very popular opera but we don’t necessarily like the character of Carmen.  We say, okay, that’s the whole question of drama.  We don’t have to like everybody.  We can go to La Boheme, that’s a classic love story.  It’s quite hard not to like it.  That is pretty inclusive.  You know so you say, that’s probably as inclusive as you can get.
This is the last question today.
Q12.  Have you got anything further to say about your experience as an opera practitioner?
How long have you got?
As long as long as you have.
Well, I I think.in some ways opera companies have changed, they’ve changed in this, in the as I say in the the people who are leading them. There's now a mixture. It's not exclusively a male male heavy outfit.  That has changed.  The make-up of orchestras has changed. The way that opera companies, if you like, imagine themselves has changed considerably? 
For instance Wilson National Opera are probably going to change their model now. A little bit, just simply because they are reliant on money from the Arts Council.  So, if the if the government say we'd like you. Actually, to go to Swansea for six weeks um they say oh right okay, we hadn’t planned on that, but you know, if you're giving us the money, you know I take that as an as an example that one of the things that has developed quite a lot is, not a core of doing opera; of doing your Toscas, your Marriage of Figaros; your Peter Grimes your Lohengins, but then doing outreach work.  Where you're taking opera into the community,  or you are doing projects which are, you would say are not actually opera as such, but they're doing things like cradle choir's they're doing dementia outreach, forget me not choirs. All these, all these other elements are now part  of many opera companies.  So, that has changed!  I would say.
Yeah 
And that will probably continue to change. But you have a little bit of, I suppose, it’s a debate almost for instance I now, I only do about one thing which is La Boheme. And I do two old men and that's fine. And, but I do it in New York and there it is Grand Opera! End of story. It's a production that's existed for 40 years, people know what they're going to get, there is nothing revolutionary about it. But, people people like what they see partly geared for the tourist market a little bit you know.  Yeah, it's it's they know what they're getting yeah. It's going to look good. It's going to be a spectacle and you know all all that kind of thing whereas other companies are now going to be looking at you know changing the model. The problem with opera, somebody said to me you know how about it, I said well the problem is a little bit like (I'm trying to think of an ocean liner. Oh Queen Mary the second) you know coming into Cardiff Harbour and you say that's great now. How do we turn it around? Oh well, that's going to take a long time.
Yeah
So that's really the, it's a slightly on the one hand it is it's just dynamic. You know there are people who have got coming up with with new ideas. But on the on the other hand change doesn't happen overnight.
Of course
Yeah
You know
There we go perfect.
Well that oncludes the interview thank you so so much I will stop recording now.
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Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed as part of my research thesis questioning is opera a misogynistic art form in the 21st century?

The purpose of my overall thesis is to determine where the opera reflects misogynistic societal values at the time it was written, and to discover whether, if so, it continues in the 21st century to reinforce those values. Or, as an art form, is opera merely a medium of imagination or creative expression that enables artistic integrity?

The overarching themes that I'll be exploring in this interview will relate to your opinions of roles, stereotypes and story and opera and your experience of being an opera practitioner.

The key research questions will explore the following:

· The role of opera in the 20, first century.
· Whether opera reinforces gender or other stereotypes through its history and storylines
· The nature of professions on its practitioners.

The interviews will be subject to ethical guidelines. 

Each interview will take up to an hour.

Um, I will record the interview, but solely for the purpose of transcribing the conversation.

The recording will only be shared between myself and my tutors: and will be deleted once my thesis is completed.

I will share a copy of the transcript with you if requested.

Great. Okay. 

It possibly might cut out, because it did tend it has done in my interviews before.

So if it does, I'll just call you straight back and go on.

Okay

Amazing. Okay. Let’s start off 



Q1. How long have you been an opera practitioner?

Oh, golly, um, about 20, over 25 years, nearly, what year is it?  Getting on for 30 years.

Q2.  Other than vocal performance, in terms of conveying story, what do you think makes a good opera performer?

Do you mean the, do you mean just the singers or, or the ..

Oh, oh, well, everything the singers.

So I think, I think it's, I mean, what's so amazing about it is it isn't just about the singers.  It's about the it's about the whole production. It's so multidisciplinary that you've got, you know, you've got the orchestra, the singers, the soloist, the chorus, somebody who can be an ensemble performer, who reacts to everything that's going on, on stage with them.

And the way the orchestra responds to the music and the singers, and the way the orchestra response, so the way the conductor is able to bring that together, and then the way that, in the rehearsal room has worked with the director, who is also all that together, with the set design with everything, you know, including a set design that's acoustically good for the singers.  All these things kind of,

Thank you. Um

Q3.  What are the most, um, performed operas.  Do you feel most of those operas are written by current or historical composers and the brightest?

Sorry. Say that question again. 

I'm sorry. Um, what are your most performed operas?  Um. Um. Do you feel most of those are written by current or historical composers and librettists?

I would say the most performed operas I do are, I would say, is sort of ‘Boheme’, ‘Figaro’.  They were all performed by, yes, they're performed by men who are dead!  All dead.

Q4a.  Could you share any operas you specifically feel express gender stereotypes?

Um, I would say pretty much all of them in a way, in a way!  But I think it's up to the director and the conductor and the singers to explore whether they are simply gender stereotypes. So, um, if you take something like Boheme that has a the, you know, the story is about a character, a woman who dies, who isn't even called by her real name.  You know, she's not, she doesn't even, she's called Mimi, but actually her name's Lucia, and yet she's never even called by her real name. She/the men, and and, and she seems/appears it, it feels like the narration, we don't find enough about her.  Um, we don't find out enough about her. Um, then you take, but then, on the other hand, if you take something like Figaro, um, what's so brilliant about Figaro is that the women the, you know, Susannah and the Countess are clearly so much more intelligent and behave so much more artfully and cleverly than the men.  Um, Mozart, I would say, is not, is really, you that I-I feel like Mozart and the Da Ponte are really quite feminist in the way they write that opera particulary. Cosi Fan Tutti to do slightly, more problematic um the um the title, aside from anything else, so not/they're not all stereotypes but most/most of them are in that mostly the women/there's always more men, nearly always more men than women. So, the the men dominate the story because there's more of them.

Q4b Considering the wide range of opera, do you believe any other stereotypes are generally prominent in opera story?

Um, yeah I mean, the stereotypes of the, the men are also stereotyped in certain ways as well.  Um, I think, I think, often, you know, if you it's really hard, because you could, if you take an opera to face value, then the stereotypes are there. Um. But it's your job as a performer to kind of delve in deeper and find out more about it.

Q4c Could you give an example of when the depiction of any character contradicts the social attitudes of the time it was written?

So, I mean, maybe going back to Figaro, where you've got this sort of servant/Master stereotype, and how that can be/how that can be sort of explored in a way that makes it more it/it's not/it's/it/it is sort of bucking the trend in that it's the servants who are on the verge of, of, um, rebelling against their masters so it's/it/it would be easy, you know, that they're the ones that are in, in many ways, calling the shots in, you know. But on the other hand, that was historically, what was going on, wasn't it?  Because it was the sort of revolution time. So, um, what other things, but the trend of the time.

I've got a few prompts I could give you, just like on your opinion of it.

For example Carmen?  Do you think Carmen does?

Yes, she does, she does, although I suppose what she does, yes, she's a strong woman who is bucking the trend. But on the other hand, she's seen as a wild gypsy, which is, which is, which is not very, um … Which is, you know, still a stereotype in a way, in that she's wild.  Um ‘Onegin’ (opera) is also quite interesting in that she refuses to be sort of manipulated by, by, I mean, the, you know, Tatiana, refuses to be manipulated by Onegin who sort of regrets everything and instead of her/she says yes, I love you, but she's very, very strong and she holds out against him and against, you know, in order to do what she believes is the right thing and not give in.  And so he, he ends up being the incredibly weak person in that story.  I don't know whether that's necessarily bucking the trend, but it's certainly giving her power.

Any other ones? Have you got any other suggestions? 
Well, in my dissertation, I'm doing two main case studies, and the two of them are Carmen, and The Rape of Lucretia, but I don't think about The Rape of Lucretia…

 I mean, Lucretia is a really interesting one because I-I-I think that/I mean there's/it's, a really/it's a really the/the, sort of/I've seen it done as a kind/with a kind of suggestion I mean even/you know/ten years ago or maybe less, I’ve seen it done where there's a sort of suggestion that she perhaps wanted it? and was very attracted Tarquinius and I/and I/ten years ago, wasn't particularly bothered by that.  And now I find that really offensive because it's, it's … and I don't think it's what Britton was thinking, I think Britain had huge sympathy for her - I don't know what you feel about that, but I think he, he, he really, um, I think he writes quite empathetically of her. But what I don't understand what, what's so horrible about that story is that she feels this shame …

Yes, at the end, 

… and yet the, the shame is like, I mean, you know, that that's just awful, isn't it, but that is what has always happened. But I don't think, and that's where I think that shame/I think that can be turned on its head by, sort of, by directors saying, well, that's maybe because she did sort of want it, which is, you know, like the, the, the apology of, that's, that's the excuse that a rapist will make I mean, it's not, it's, I just don't even think we should ever go there now with that, um.

And I mean, it be, I don't know what you think about that.  I think there's just so, like research, just so many different opinions about it all, and everyone has them.  And it's just like you can see so many different points about everything.  It's like hard to have a specific opinion.

Yes, and my views have changed, and they continue to change. And if I, you know, the last time I conducted it was ten years ago, but if I did it again now, I'd probably do it differently.
I probably think about it differently. I think it's really, it's, it's really complicated.

It is.

Okay. Next question.

Q5.  Have you ever personally experienced, or witnessed gender bias within the working environment of opera?

I mean, of course, I mean, I'm a conductor, and so I sort of had to endure it for most of my um ..and until about ten years ago, it was the norm. You know, I mean, I was told a woman can't conduct/I was assisting a conductor in Sweden who told me a woman can't conduct her breasts get in the way.  So, you know, um, and also, I was very often the only member of music staff, only female member of music staff.  Um, I was, you know, often put in a dressing room, given a dressing room that was a male dressing room that I had to share with men because they never had a woman um, conducting. So yes so so the misogyny, and therefore .. it's hardly surprising that when you then approach um, subjects around, you know, the subjects themselves, and of course, you're gonna the attitudes are going to also be quite misogynistic.  Having said that, you know, there's some absolutely brilliant male directors out there who properly examine those things.  And also, in more recent years, I'm often paired up with a female director.  Or a very, very sympathetic male director as well. So in certainly in the last ten years, I haven't experienced …

I'm glad about that quite, quite rightly.

Q6a.  Do you believe, um, we should present operas as written or edit them to fit more contemporary tastes, norms and fashions?

I don't think we should edit them. I think we/I mean, it depends what you mean by edit.  I mean, do you think I'd actually be editing the text or …

Well in like a wide kind of term add, in whatever way you think - within I story or …

I don't think, I don't think we should we/we, I think, I think there are really creative ways/I mean, the Boheme that I'm doing at Longborough Opera this summer has got a really/and in fact, I've just done Two Bohemes, and I've just done a film of it and that was done very much with a, kind of looking at it from the perspective of Mimi, of sort of telling her story of, of portraying the men as not really heroic, but actually just kind of spoilt rich boys and seeing and, and just giving more emphasis to her/more emphasis to her story, and just thinking of it more from her point of view.

Um, and I think those, I think, you know, great works of art, which the, you know, the Great Operas and Carmen and, um, Lucreia and all these operas, I don't, I think I-I absolutely do not think they/I mean I think they can be examined historically. I mean with the exception I-I of course if there's a really, really awful vocabulary you know vocabulary that is no longer acceptable in our society you you know the odd word here and there maybe um but I-I don't think it needs to be edited texturally.  I think it can be done in much more subtle ways in the way the story, is told because I think they withstand that they were standing they've been reinvented so many times so many different directors.

So many times yes

And it's very, you know, great works of art can easily be looked at afresh.

Brilliant. 

Q6c.  Do you believe there has been a development in the opera regarding representation of women?

In terms of, in, do you mean in terms of the repertoire?

Story, repertoire, anything.

Well, I don't, yes, but I don't think enough.  I actually think, I mean, if you look at we have, you know, for forever, um, it's been, and certainly in the last 50 years, there are more women, you know, there were more sopranos out there than tenors this, you know and yet, and yet, opera still writes lots of roles for men.  And if you think about, if you think about the you know, it is, it's, it's a fact that you can be a really, really good soprano and have no career at all, and you can be a quite good tenor, and you will probably be guaranteed a career.

And I would say, you know, that is to do with historically, but I don't, I think that every single new opera that's ever written now .. to address, to redress that, to give women more opportunities to just earn a living, that I think there should be a quota.  I mean, I be, this is a bit sort of radical, but I think there should be a quota of, you know, I think it should be two thirds. I think there should always be more female roles than male for every single opera in order to just give women jobs. 

Yes, yes.

I mean, you know, I think they should always, and I think there should be fewer tenor roles because there aren't that many really good tenors, they could be,  but it's tougher for baritones, it's a little bit easier for mezzos.  So, so there should always be more Soprano roles. Um, I don't think that has to be a bad compromise, but I think, you know, if I were in charge of an opera house and commissioning new operas, I would insist on that, you know, it can be written by a man it doesn't matter, it doesn't need to be a subject about a woman; it doesn't need to be, you know, ‘ghettoised’ into Oh, this is a story about a woman's struggle, this is an all female opera.  Just do, just just make sure that you're giving work to all the brilliant sopranos there are out there.  They don't, you know, it's just so much harder for them.

Yes 

So, and I don't think enough people, I don't think that's talked about enough, and I don't think composers are aware enough of it. And I've done contemporary, you know, I did an opera that's not very old, it's like ten years old, maybe a bit more.. The firework maker's daughter at the Royal Opera House.  And it was supposedly, it's a sort of feminist stop, because it's a Philip Pullman book, um, about a girl who wants to be a firework maker.
And it's about her sort of struggle. She wants to do her Dad's job, and it's a boy's job and she's .. it’s a great feminist opera.  There's one role for woman for a woman, and all on the other, the other, the other roles are male, including a counter tenor. So you still got another high voice, but they've given that to counter tenor, of which there were very few.
So, you know, and, and this is supposedly, this was supposedly a feminist opera as one woman and all these men, and it's all about her and her being sort of around all these men. And, and so, so I don't, I think, and I-I think, you know, that should be the/the remit for all compositions.

Yes.

And, if possible, gender swap if you can, sometimes in older operas I mean it’s much, much harder to do that and musically, doesn't make sense very often but if there is an opportunity to do that, then do it and don't give it to counter tenor because there are too many good sopranos/Mezzos around.

Q7.  Do you believe misogyny is prevalent on, on stage and opera?  If so, how?

I mean, I think less so. Absolutely less so.  Um, I think it's really, really improved in the last five or ten years. I think there's so much, you know, the very fact that we have intimacy coordinators, you know, I think, I think there's just something about sensitivities in a good way that mean that it's much better than it was.

Um, I think it's a continual conversation, and you need to be challenged all the time.  You know, I've always thought I was a feminist and yet you know there were things that I thought were acceptable ten years ago that I don't now, even five years ago so I think/I think and you know I think those are things that women and men need to constantly be challenging themselves over.  And, of course, you've got the, I mean, you've also got the whole sort of, the gender I mean, misogyny is one thing, and I don't know if you even touch on whether that, how that relates to sort of other, you know, non-binary genders.
Are you not going there with this particular subject? 

I'm kind of, I have, I haven't finished what I'm doing, but I, if I speak about anything other like the outer layers of it all, it'll be like, towards the end? 

Yes.

So as as a round up to show, it's not just misogynistic that there are other layers to it as well.  Then I, I'll, I'll talk. If it was a longer dissertation, I would delve into a lot more.

But, I mean, and I suppose if you just talk about misogyny simply, then you're, you're sort of keeping that …

But I, I'm touching on other things just to bring forward that I am aware that they are around.

Um, kind of similar question. 
Q8.  Do you believe misogyny is prevalent behind the scenes?

Um, I think it probably still is, again, massively improved. There's, you know, there's so much more scope for, um, I mean, you know, last year, for example, I was, it was the first time I've been in a opera company where, at the beginning of the rehearsal, they said, we are, but I can't remember what it's called. I think they, I don't like the word safe space, because we found that a bit ..  But it was something like, you know, we will call out any bullying or any harassment or any and it was a sort of thing of, it's unacceptable for anyone to feel uncomfortable and they should be able to go.  And it was, you know, this sort of pledge from the opera company, but this was a place where that people should feel safe and looked after, and there should be no bullying and no misogyny and no whatever.

Having said that, you know, it, it's, it's quite hard when people in society have been, you know, that there has been this hierarchy for so long.  I mean, I-I-I can give you a sort of strange/I don't know this is whether or not but an anecdotal thing of the opera that I was conducting recently and I'm you know I've been conducting for 30 years, and I had one of the repetiteurs was, I don't know probably about ten years younger than me, and came to play for few rehearsals.  Wasn't particularly well played, didn't play particularly well but he/every time, when I looked over at him to start conducting, and I'd look over, he’d wink at me.  And it wasn't, um, a wink, like a, it wasn't flirtatious wink, but it was a kind of reassuring wink.  It was like, don't worry, you know, I'm here for you.  And I found it deeply, deeply irritating because it's so, it's slightly micro, you know, micro aggression of somehow what I don't need reassuring, you know, um

You're capable.

Aha, and what? And I did, I had two things up my sleeve, and I use, only needed to use the first one, which was that I winked back at him, but kind of very kind, I said, when a really massive wink.  And he kind of went ooo like that. And then he stopped.  But the other thing I was gonna say to him was, cause the other conductor for another production in the same company is about 80 and male, And I was gonna say to this guy, so when you wink at him, what does he do?  Does he wink back? Or so I wasn't sure what to do.  So am, I suppose, when you wink at the conductor, am I supposed to wink at you back?  Or what? Just not sure. You know, how does it work with, with this other conductor?  And then I, you know, he obviously obviously wasn't winking at the 80-year-old man.

Would have taken him off track a bit

Oh, he, would have taken him off track a little bit.

And that, and then he just sort of, you know, but just by winking back at him in a really, sort of silly way, made him/stopped him doing it anymore, but it was really annoying.  And it was that sort of, and I've had this sort of, oh, you gonna be okay with the orchestra.

Don't, don't let them bully you. I've had that, or you mustn't, you need to be a bit stricter with your You need, you know, mustn't let them bully.  And I, and I did. I did actually have that with a member of the orchestra who told me that I wasn't being tough enough, and this wasn't, I know, I, that wasn't what other people thought.  But also, even if they did, you know, that's not for him to tell me.  And I went straight to the orchestra manager, and I made a formal complaint about him, and I said, it’s misogyny, and he needs to apologize because that is really unacceptable.

Ha, ha, ha ha.

So, so there's much more, there's much, much more support for that.

So those people still do things like that, but I think women feel more empowered to call it out, yes, because I think a lot of the time it's not horribly meant, it's not, you know, it's not wicked, it's not malicious.  It's just lazy, misogyny. And so I think that exists, and it would, you know, that's, that's always gonna exist.  But I think the, the platforms that women are given to call it out is, is massively improved. I think 

Good.

Okay. Um, next question. 

Q9.  How will the development of opera attract younger generations?

Um, well, I think we start, I think we do get, mean it is really important to attract younger generations and I think actually, opera does quite a lot to try and change that.  I think sometimes we're a little bit too worried about that in that, um, it's always been the case that you know, classical music generally, I think people, some people, I mean, you know, I loved it from a young age I'm sure you you did.  But, but, but, actually, for opera took me a while. I wasn't, I mean, I was a musician, but I didn't get into opera until my early twenties.

Same for me 

So, so that's quite late.

So I don't think, because it is a very complex art form.  I'm not saying young people can't understand it, but I think, um, one thing to that people don't bear in mind enough and panic about is that it, it is also just something that people come to later.
So for example, my, a friend of mine, who is in her fifties, she said, she, she said, oh, she used to say to me, oh, I like going to opera, but I only stay for the first half, and then I just go to the bar, because you sort of get the idea you don't really need to stay for the whole thing.  You know. And that is a bit rude to somebody who works in opera.

But then, but then now she's, she suddenly, in her fifties, suddenly went to some operas and just got completely drawn in.

So she's come to it later, even though she was exposed to it before.

It's just for her being something that she's reached at at at a later age.

And so it's not the everybody dies, and then there is nobody to replace it.  Just some of those younger people who are not interested in opera in ten or 20 years time might be interested in all/ could well be.

I think there is that factor that I don't, I don't.  I mean, it's hard for us to trust that's gonna happen, but I think it does happen, and historically, it always has.  So I think that's something that we, you know. But on the other hand, I think it's a mindset.  And I think, um, the, I mean, certainly the problem at the moment in this country is that you've got the, sort of politicians saying, the opera is written by dead people and is about dead people, and it's a dying out form, but they're generally people who don't really know much about it and they're sort of perpetuating the myth; and that myth continues, um whereas, you know, you go to Italy or you go to Germany, and the audiences are full of, they got, you know, real mix of ages, probably more older people than younger, but, um, and, of course, it's an expensive art form as well.  So buying tickets is expensive. Having said that, you know, you got lots of companies offer really good things for young people.

So I just feel like it's almost like we're perpetuating the problem by saying it's a problem that young people aren't interested in it in a way, you know.  And, and maybe it's the sort of inverted snobbishness of adults who tell children, oh, operas for snobby people, you know, I've, I've been in, I've been, you know, I've done sort of opera workshops in schools.

And there are these eight-year-olds who are just like, oh my God, that voice, oh my God, it's amazing, you know.  And they're completely and nobody's told them the opera is for posh people office, you know.  They just like, my God, this is amazing. And, and then it gets beaten out of them by a kind of society.  So I feel like, I don't know. I almost blame older people, sort of assuming young people were like that.  Do you know what I mean? 



Completely, completely.

Um, 

Q10.  How would you envision the perfect inclusive opera?

Um, well, I mean, are we talking about a new an opera that's written for today?

That's so a new composer. So I think I think it would be.  God. That's a really good question and a really difficult one.  I don't know. There's such a thing as perfect, I think, like I was saying, it should be more about women.  There should be more women in it.  Um, the story, you know, should have a possible bias towards I mean it can be it's not a, story about women but the women are not just tragic heroes who in you know love and treated as sort of objects, love, love, objects, or whatever.

But they’re, maybe have a career. Maybe they’re, you know, whatever.

There, there's complex complexity of of women. I think maybe opera is an opera that is not, that has, is more an ensemble opera in that, you know, you've got something like Janis kiki, where you have smaller roles/there's not big, big roles, not a big title role, but it's more lots of smaller roles, all that are equal equal amount, which creates that kind of really good ensemble thing.  And, of course, you know, the, the racial thing is, is incredibly important and, um, uncomfortable at the moment in in this country.

And, you know, but, but, I-I feel like the story I don't know I mean it's, difficult isn't it i, mean sometimes I think if you're, telling a story about you know a, black a life that's historically I don't know you know about slavery or something Or you're telling a story about a woman of suffragette or you know, extremes, and you're sort of ghettoizing it slightly.

So a story that kind of, is more universal.

I mean, in that way, maybe some of the, sort of, in, in some ways, the sort of more ancient stories, certainly based on a, you know, on an ancient Greek story, or, or, you know, ancient Egyptian story, or something that could then, or an ancient African story, you know something that that has that story is, it's, is, it's stop, but maybe set in a modern day, or something like that, I don't know, um.

And, and A-A real mix of of of a creative team that's um not necessarily all female or or you know but certainly a really good, really good mix, um, and also age as well.

I mean, I think there is this sort of slight obsession with, again, as I was saying about the youth thing that I think it it, sometimes people think the problems will be solved if everything is is, you know, if it's a young conductor, if it's young, if it's the next brilliant young singer.  But actually, stories about older women and older men and younger women.  And, you know, a family, I don't know, you know, all the, all the messiness of life, like spanning, spanning that thing, rather than, um, I think, I think, maybe this sort of family type thing that crosses, particularly for women.  I mean, you know, one of the other problems is that a lot of the soprano roles are young, young Sopranos, and there are many more male roles that are old, but they were very the the old women are just like old, you know, old hags, which is, you know characters rather than like us. You know, there aren't as many, there are some, but there aren't as many for older, older women.  So I think it'd be good to have that real span of ages as well, because I think the age, I think the age thing gets forgotten in the inclusivity sometimes.

And then this is the last question. 

Have you got two and a half minutes left?  So is it gonna run out? Do you think 

It potentially might But if it does, I'll just call you back.

Um, have you got anything further to say about your experience as an opera practitioner?

Um, well, no, no, not really. I mean, I think your questions are really good.

Um I-I think this is a very very bleak time for opera in this country but I think I really really hope that it's moving forward to a really more positive time.

I think this is, I would say it's bleak, or you could say it's in a moment of crisis, but, um, I really hope it's, we're gonna look back on this time and see that things, some things have been sort of reinvented in a good way.

Or, you know, I don't know.

It's a tough time. It's a really tough time for you guys starting out in it.

That's for sure interesting though

Exactly. It is interesting. And I, you know, it's really, really interesting
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Madlen Forwood 

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed as part of my research thesis questioning is opera a misogynistic art form in the 21st century?
 
The purpose of my overall thesis is to determine where the opera reflects misogynistic societal values at the time it was written, and to discover whether, if so, it continues in the 21st century to reinforce those values. Or, as an art form, is opera merely a medium of imagination or creative expression that enables artistic integrity?
 
The overarching themes that I'll be exploring in this interview will relate to your opinions of roles, stereotypes and story and opera and your experience of being an opera practitioner.
 
The key research questions will explore the following:
 
· The role of opera in the 20, first century.
· Whether opera reinforces gender or other stereotypes through its history and storylines
· The nature of professions on its practitioners.
 
The interviews will be subject to ethical guidelines.
 
Each interview will take up to an hour.
 
Um, I will record the interview, but solely for the purpose of transcribing the conversation.
 
The recording will only be shared between myself and my tutors: and will be deleted once my thesis is completed.
 
I will share a copy of the transcript with you if requested.

Q1.How long have you been an opera practitioner?
I went professional in 1999, so that's 25 years.

Perfect 
Q2. Other than vocal performance in terms of Convenience story?, What do you think makes a good opera performer?

Well absolutely definitely, One has to be able to act. Thus it wasn't always the case, but I think what happened was it was very much about standing and delivering a different style of opera. As you know, opera was invented by Peri in 1597 and until that time people had been able to act or sing but never do the two together and suddenly we revolutionized it and very quickly, particularly into the 19th century, we forgot all about that and it became very much all about the delivery of the song. So the bel canto practice was overwhelmingly what people were concentrating on, and so it became less and less important and people became overwhelmed with voice production and excellence of sound and beauty of sound. Then a real turn of events when people like Kalas and Gariat Williams and made it very much theatrical art form once again rather than a musical one. So, I think what's happened now is with the outcome with really exciting and inventive and innovative directors, we are now finding probably that opera is translating now in its purest form because we are allowing people to be expressive as they absolutely want to whilst singing beautifully. And because of huge quality of tuition that we are allowed to receive as opera singers it becomes entirely possible that we can become equally good actors as singers.

Q3. What are your most performed? Do you feel like most of those are written by current or historical composers and librettists?

So the ones i have done most are mainly Mozart, so the one I’ve performed most is probably magic flute and then Marriage of Figaro and then probably Carmen i think is up there very much as being the ones I’ve done most over the years and I’m trying to think if there's anything else as I’ve done loads and loads. No those are the main ones and I think certainly Carmen keeps coming out at every given opportunity. I’ve La Bohme but it's not one I’ve done year after year after year but I think that's one that the public generally really likes. I think they also really like Madame butterfly and I think probably they really like Rigoletto and i think probably they are really recognisable operas and even if you don’t know every single tune in there, the genre is particularly with the Italian operas it's what people expect from opera. They expect to cry, they expect big souring lyrical lines and heroic tenors and coming on misogyny and gender stereotyping, poor women who rely on them to do good stuff. It's not entirely stereotypical because obviously within those the characteristics, you get some very interesting characters as well which are not stereotypical so I think those are probably the ones that most people identify much more strongly with Italian opera then they do with for example French opera or Perhaps identifying more with German opera than they do with Russian opera for some reason. I don’t know if it's because the tunes are ones that stick in the general person's head rather than a musician and so even if it's not entirely identifiable all the way through, it's familiar and people tend to like familiarity I think. So I think those yeah.

Q4. Could you share any operas you specifically express gender stereotypes.-  I know you’ve briefly spoke about it.

Yeah well as I say I think there are a couple where the man kind of swoops in to look after a woman for example La Bohme when Rodolfo sees that Mimi is not very well. But also don't forget that her friend Rossetto is the person who comes up Trump's and florks all the jewels to get her some medicine
So gender stereotypes, so she's got a kind of a bumbling older boyfriend hasn’t she who kind of bumbles along behind her whilst she's very glamorous and taking everybody in. So those are kind of stereotypical. If you look at the marriage of Figaro Susana is by far the cleverest and smartest and brightest person on that stage and she's on the entire time. And she's a servant and she's not only a servant, but she’s also a girl and she's not even the eponymous hero she's the eponymous hero's fiancé. I mean I know it comes from Da Ponte and Da Ponte was very much about making sure that the underclasses were represented and that women were not stereotyped and obviously was picked up later on by the librettist and the composer. If you look at Despina in Cosi fan tutti she's the fact outre and the two girls who are there with her are portrayed as really, really stupid because they don't even recognise their boyfriends when they swap clothes and put disguises on. Having said that, Pur daleche, she's stoical, she's strong, she doesn't put up with stuff from anyone, she's not going anywhere, Or is she ? until she meets someone slightly better looking. Yeah so Jilldan, i think in italian opera you do get stereotypes more because people like the idea of the big strong hero - male swopping in and you know it's like a Mills&Boon novel isn't it, or like gone with the wind, its like all this big strong men carrying the women/poor little ladies off in their arms sort of thing. You also get, sometimes the trades are, I guess that's in Shakespeare I suppose, the trades are portrayed as not terribly bright like the gardener comes in and falls over and doesn't know what's going on. So yeah, I think that's like the gender stereotypes, whether you could refer to misogynistic I don't know because the balance is pretty fair at the moment from what I can see. But see there's this issue that we got the likes of hossan and Violetta who are both courtisms or whatever you want to call them finding themselves in those sorts of positions where they haven't really wanted to particularly/necessary undertake that role is society, we don't know the backstory, we don't know why they found themselves there but then definitely the two things there are Frados position in the story and his relationship with Violetta and for example Pingeton. Pingeton is portrayed as not your ideal suitor, he comes across as not the good guy and so Josan is very much the strong woman who unfortunately falls in love with a bad bloke but is prepared to commit the ultimate sacrifice by killing herself at the so that she saves her child. So, under these apparently weaker women lies a very strong centre which means that the opera is entirely and unexpectedly supportive of their character.

Q5. Could you give an example of when the depiction of any character contradicts the social attitudes of the time they were written ?

Yes, the marriage of Figgaro, Susana as i just said. If you think about Rosena in the barber of Seville, she’s very smart, she’s the one who facilitates the whole situation. Figaro thinks he’s doing it but it's entirely coming from her and then when she goes into, she becomes ensconced into a very unhappy relationship with a philanderer. Then its Susanna's times to shine and show her intellect and tonicity and her cunning and that, if you read other books that were written at a similar time and haven’t been transcribed as operas then you could possibly find that the stereotypes are stronger in other books than they are for example in the ones that Mozart was choosing or you know, you take carmen she’s very very strong. Rigiella is a good girl and also prepared, all these women are prepared to endanger their lives and i don’t think that necessarily for the men but the greater good, it’s for what is right, they’ve got the moral high ground, there moral compass is strong and that sort of shines through as well.
I think Gilda in Rigoletto, I mean she’s the one who embodies good with her forgiveness and I think even though momentarily the characters, certain characters, in Italian opera maybe portrayed as weak, you know as I say, Mimi is very strong, Rosetta is very strong, Gilda is strong at the end. I dont think it's as straightforward as saying yes, they all buck the trend, or they all comply with the stereotypes. I think it’s quite a lot more complex than that and if you dig deeper, you actually find that very few of the female characters are just poor, sad, lonely women who need rescuing. 

 

Q6. Yeah, have you ever personally experienced or witnessed gender bias with the working environment of Opera?

Here's an interesting one, cause I remember years ago when i was working ,and I won’t say which company i was with, i remember working outside the environment of the opera doing a concert with someone whos a very good friend of mine and a very fine violinist, and i said the him something about the pay gap between men and women and I said as far as i know this doesn't exist in the job that we do in the opera. You know if around confiled violinists you get the same as the man or women sitting next to you, or if your a chorister you get the same as the man or women standing next to you on stage, obviously you get different levels of pay within that and you get the people who sit one, two, three and four in the violins will get paid differently but that's irrelevant to gender. But I said the thing is is said i’ve never really noticed sexism in the workplace because if i ever go for a job i’m only ever up against other sopranos, you may witness other types of bias, political bias or ageism or hightism or sizeism or racism unfortunately still, we can’t believe we are saying that in 21st century but we are and that doesn't just go for skin colour that goes for people who maybe don't like um i don't know, let's pick on someone general, maybe someone who doesn't like scottish people or doesn't like french people, you know what I mean and that unfortunately does happen but because it's never spoken about nobody really knows it's going on so that's that, but it does go on. But the interesting thing is my friend who is a violinist said sexism of course exists in the orchestra, and i said oh gosh really? I said what is it, is it an all boys network? And he said no, the next time you switch on the tv and you watch some light entertainment show that's got an orchestra in the background, you look how many men are there and you’ll find there are very few. They choose, his opinion was, and i have watched and followed the tv since then and it is substantiated or it was for a while anyway there has been a big change now lucky, it was that women were substantiated that women were chosen for television for ‘aesthetic’ -( i'm saying that in inverted commas because you and I both know that I don't mean that but that's what they were looking for and actually he's said its started to filter into the orchestra as well. So it was very much more about - this is so un pc I'm sorry - He felt it was more about young women getting the jobs over middle aged men, that's what he felt, and I must express that, but he wasn't alone in that opinion. So, although, as I say, when I go for a job I'm up against twenty other sopranos and we are all there and it's all level pegging. So, sexism, gender bias, not personally. I rang a friend and colleague of mine last night because she's done a lot more work out in America and i’ve never worked out in America, i've only worked in europe, Australia and far east. And she worked for a while up in America and she said no it doesn't happen there and we both agreed that its certainly doesn't happen in Germany because they run very tight ships, neither does it happen in france or italy and we hope it doesn't happen from our experience, from a singer's point of view in Britain.

Q7. Do you believe we should present operas as written, or edit them, to fit more contemporary taste norms and fashions?

I think if you can cleverly, and Jeremy Salstus to great affect as do many other fantastic transcribers, if you can cleverly, if your going to translate an opera as they do it in British national operas, and you want to use a thematic language, provided its not offensive and it doesn't detract from the meaning or it doesn't lose its literal integrity then i think that's absolutely fine. I don't think we need to rewrite operas; I do think we need to. Look, music evolves doesn't it and the world is evolving and hopefully we have a greater understanding of what is not acceptable in society now, in terms of language that we use or how we portray different people from different areas of society, from diverse backgrounds. Amen to that. And so i think it's absolutely fine if we adapt to that, provided we don't lose sight of the fact that contextually opera and books and poetry were written in specific times in history, so we are changing in something and it's because we are recognising that society is diverse and and we a evolving and things are hopefully moving forward in a positive way rather than just doing things for the sake of it. I don't think there's any need to become too precious about certain aspects of it providing nobody is treated on or off stage in a derogatory fashion and nobody becomes the object of a very very badly misjudged joke, if you see what I mean. So yeah, i think it's absolutely fine to adapt and contextualise and you probably don't want to go down the political road, but you probably heard the news from welsh national opera today about everything being cut there and their tour being cut and so on. So they won't be going to llandudno anymore, they won't be going to Bristol, they are having there shows cut in cardiff, i believe the orchestra is going onto a different sort of contract and so i think looking at that and realising that the same thing are happening in the english national opera and the scottish national opera, lets face it we’ve got to find ways of addressing the fact that for some reason opera generally isn’t hitting the mark in this country like it does in continental europe. You know, to a place the size of Bishopston that will have an opera company if you're in Germany. And for some reason society hasn’t embraced opera in the way we had hoped it would have. We haven’t changed the demographic of the people who come even though we've tried, and i'm working for a company at the moment and we put a show on at the grand this week (two shows) and both of them were full. But they were free and they were fun and they were accessible. Having said that, about 10 years ago maybe a bit longer i did a project called song lines with an amazing composer called Errollyn Wallen and what we did is she took the theme of an opera and broke it down and shared it with some youngsters in east Wales and she beautifully crafted this amazing song cycle and then the kids preformed it and them we took them to see it and took them to two particular shows and they were shows that you and I at first sight might not have thought were terribly terribly accessible. One was Catea Compunere and the other one was Jeta Citaku, so it's not obvious, it's not your Rigoletto, or your Carmen. You know, you try and sing a theme from Catea, I can’t, and I've done it. So i think if we could somehow make it so that we could send out like a party to go and talk to people and say hello, we are singers, these are the musicians, these are the stage managers, this is the designer, this is what's happened, this is how the project came together, these are the themes we are singing it in Czek but these are the themes and children performing. I think we’ve got to start and think much more creatively than we are. but unfortunately, the arts are being cut, so it becomes more and more difficult to ban, facilitate these kinds of projects where we take music into the community, you know, where we put the Magic Flute on, um, in a park in Barry.
You know what I mean?
We, you know, we tried it, tried it, tried it years ago.
And then gradually, gradually, gradually, the money sort of petered away.
And, and so, I don't, I don't really know how we do it without huge, huge sponsorship from, you know, individuals or industry, really, I think that's the only way we're gonna do it.
 
Do you believe there has been a development in opera regarding the representation of women?
 
Yes, I do. I do. And I-I do think that um you know e.g. Um well the fact that you don't you know take let's go about 400 years and look at who's performing then, and that's drag ourselves into the 20, first century, look as performing now, and we now, I, I'm, I'm fairly sure, within within a few years, we're going to be having, um, transgender people, um, singing roles, you know, we'll have, you know, I sang the counter tenor about twelve years ago in Bristol.
And we did the Messiah, and he was enormous Aand I’m tall too, but he was about a foot taller than me.  So, he kind of, he kind of bucked, the stereotypes as well. And people just were blown away by his voice, because he sounded like Janet Baker, but look like Jose Cura, you know what I mean? And, and I think that's becoming much more than normal now we hear all these different voice types, and we, people are becoming more accepting, you and I would be, of course, because we’ve got different voice types around us all day.
But, you know, people are gradually becoming, um, more accustomed to hearing counter tenors, or to hearing male altos, or to hearing, you know, male sopranos or whatever it is.
I'm, I happen to be to choosing the males that are more obvious.  Um. But yes, I do think, therefore that, um, it's just a matter of time before um before a woman, and it may have been done already, I just haven’t read about it. A woman plays the um, heroic lead. You know what I mean?
And, and, you know, if Matthew Born can do it with Swan Lake, then it's entirely possible that, you know, we'll, we'll be seeing that as well.  We'll be seeing that on the operatic stage and Amen to that.
 
Do you believe that misogyny is prevalent on stage in opera, if so how?
 
I don't think so. I like to think it's not. I may be really  naive to say. I spoke to my friends, and I asked if she had ever witnessed it. And we both, you know, we both met/worked with directors who so don't like women, but I think I worked with female directors who don't particularly like men as well.  You know. I mean, I think this balance itself out there.
There have been a couple of incidences where, you know, there was one, it's when I was in the course of WNO as one old German director,  when he asked one of the female choristers to be sent to his room because he thought she was very beautiful and his his ‘little man’ scuttled up to this girl and said he'd like to see you in in his room tonight, for obvious reasons, but I don't think that's misogyny.  I think that's just one slightly skewed individual, you know. I don't think you can generalize the men like that or women like that, you know.
That's just one sort of egotistical, um, also, then looking for, you know, power, power crazed director who thought it was okay and to clip his fingers and get the, get the Chorus girls to attend this room.  And, who knows Maddy, we don't know. It might be. A hundred years ago, it was happening, you know, whatever they, you know, they ever, however, used to refer to it, you know, the casting couch, whatever, you know, people thinking that they were gonna, you know, better themselves, um, you know career wise, if they, if they, you know, accepted invitations. But I've never, I've never really come across it.
I mean, there was one director, who didn't like the women much. But that's not a general thing. And that was his problem. That wasn't, that's not a representation of all directors. I have to say,
How are you doing for time?
I'm aware that you've got, let me able to look online.
 
Same point. I got about, I got it 5 min. Okay, I will.
 
Okay. You've, you've, you've touched a lot of my questions anyway with previous questions.
 
So I'll just, I'll do with, I'll do with one more question.
 
How would you envision the perfect inclusive opera?
 
Oh, well, we would all, we all know the backstage areas are not necessarily designed um for um, disabled people. But wouldn't it be great if we could encourage more disabled performance? You know, I would, I would love, I would be interested to know what the intake is annually, as, as a, as a generalization. I mean, e.g, there's a new arena being built in Swansea, and, um, I performed in it for Christmas, and the disabled lift still isn't working, and it’s been open for a year. That's the harsh reality of having disabled community is actually overlooked entirely.
Um, so if we could have, you know, um, it would be great if we could have signers in as a general thing, because we all know that people can, um, really appreciate music, and they can't benefit from the whole visual experience. UM And I, and I just think, hopefully, gender embrace. Um, I hope race isn't in you anymore I really, really do. I'd be interested if you've spoken to any people of color in, in your in your travel, your travels, um. But I'm hoping that isn't, and I'm hoping that, generally, we'll be able to include, we will get a more diverse audience. We will have an audience who don't think it's all about posh people in black ties and and in suits going out - please you know, I'm paying hundred and 50 quid for tickets. I would love, you know, I would love it to see, um, I was, I was working with WNO actually, for the years of culture out in Ponte and we went to an opera there that their local opera company was putting on and I paid 5 euro and sat on a stone.  You know, I mean, it was inside, but you know that, that's them, that's how they do it.
And starts about 8 o clock, they got food, and look around and kids all that, you know, the case, that's not this one of these things that you get babysitter. And imagine the the the European continent is to tend to be a bit more like that. Anyway, you see, children in restaurants at half past ten and stuff because they're more welcome and based.
I would just love it to become much more accepted as a beautiful art form, rather than some kind of elitist thing that I think some people have the idea of.  When we took the youngsters who are from very, very humble backgrounds, you know, when we do take them to the opera, kids from the estates whatever, they love it.  They love it. They’re absolutely blown away by it, not every single one of them manages to stay awake for three hours of Tchaikovsky but they do love it.
And they, you know, they, I think, we’re dumbing music down, I think the whole thing has become, oh, let's not sing anything in assembly because people get, people get embarrassed and let’s not do classical music.
 
You know what it’s like Maddy now, if you give a young person a bit of classical music, they will love it generally.  They may not wanna sing it for the rest of their lives, but they go this is lovely, you know, this is really beautiful, you know, um, E.G., like when I was conducting the um the County choir, you know, when they said this is really hard, yes, it is really hard on every level but just give it a go. And then they ended up every year asking to do that Faure again.
Can we do the Arwan or the Benedictus, then can we do some Karl Jenkins.  You know they’re hungry for it.  You know what it’s like, standing on the stage shoulder to shoulder with a bunch of people and creating that sound.  It's the most special, precious thing we do. It's much more precious than singing on your own.
 
I agree.f
 
Well, this has been perfect.
 
Thank you so much. Are you happy with having your name attached?
Yes of course!
Amazing. Perfect.
 
Well, you've done me a massive thing here. You this. Everything you've said has been great.















End notes -Key words (Oxford learners dictionary):
Anthropomorphism – The attribution of human characteristics or behaviour to God, animal or object.
Dichotomy – opposed or contradictory groups.
Doctrine – opinion/principle.
Femineity – the quality of being feminine.
Libretti – The words that are sung or spoken in an opera or a musical play. 
Misogyny – A feeling of hate or dislike towards women, or a feeling that women are not as good as men. 
Oppression – Cruel and unfair treatment of people, especially by not giving them the same freedom, rights, etc.. As other people.
Other’d – Deliberately not included, treated differently.
Patriarchy – A society, system or country that is ruled or controlled by men. 
Simulacrum – something that replaces reality with its representation.
Suffrage – The right to vote in political elections. – Universal suffrage (=the right of all adults to vote)
As a side note, for this thesis, I am using the concept of ‘waves’ under the bracket of feminism as it’s used commonly to help distinguish the time periods and movements. However, the ‘National Women’s History Museum’ expresses that it is ‘impossible to accurately pinpoint specific dates that started or ended each wave of feminism’.
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