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" THE BEACH OF FALESA "

The composer Alun Hoddinott talks about his new opa with A. J. Heward Rees
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This is your first opera, but not by any megmsr first dramatic work in the
literal or perhaps stylistic sense. Nevertheless opei@ rather specialized
field, is it not? Do you se&he Beach of Fales@s a logical step for you, or
even a culmination, or as a kind of side-venture inteew and stimulating
area?

| think this is a rather complex question, beealige always felt I'd like to
write opera, but I've been asked or paid to write othegshiand this is the
first time I've been commissioned to write an operaswsh. If | had been
commissioned to write one sooner, I'd have writtenswener. As a matter of
fact, | have felt, in a way, more at home in writingvark of this kind than

most other pieces, and although I've waited a long timbink that this is

where my writing is going to lie in the future.

That is extremely interesting, and we mrestirn to it in a moment. But how
did you come to choose the subject itself,— how did thelevproject take
shape in fact?

Well, I must say, first of all, that the i@t impulse for an opera came from Sir
Geraint Evans; but one doesn't undertake writing a pikeeHis unless there

is to be a performance at the end of it. I'd beenudsng a possible subject
with Geraint over a long period of time, so when ttheince came along |

already had about five opera subjects ready and waitidgctinFalesa was ...

The head of a short list, possibly?
No, it was the second,—the first opera | wdrtewrite wasRawlins White.

Ah, yes, | have heard something of this, & teabe in collaboration with Jon
Manchip White, wasn't it?

Manchip White, yes. This was an opera about its¢ British martyr to the
Inquisition, who happened to be a Cardiff sea-capiéia.started working on
this some six years ago, and we got a few rough draftleoliliretto done;
then suddenly Jon went to America as Professor of Englig&h Paso, and we
lost touch and didn't pursue the matter. I've recently be@rking with him
again, because his mother, who lived in Cardiff, had @ied,he returned. So
actually Rawlins is now being written — that's on theywBut Falesa was
definitely a subject | wanted to do. | knew as soon i@&ad the Robert Louis
Stevenson story that this was an opera, so | went ahigdad. And, of course,
the other thing was that the principal role in it wasider Geraint.

So the concept was largely around a main ctearavho was also the singer
whom you could imagine in the part, and who would thereftiraulate a
great deal of the creative process around this?

Yes.
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On the face of it people could say that thia very remote scene. Do you
feel an attraction for the exotic, particularly, oritgwhen pared down) the
drama of good and evil, and so on, that appealed to yoe iirshinstance?

No, | think that even in the Stevenson origitied setting is not crucial to the
central argument of the story. | mean, you can takstthngy in one respect as a
straightforward entertainment; and | think if we had stuckhto Stevenson it
would have remained at that. But we've just taken the Stevessihe basis
of the thing, and I think we've got more out of it than wasdloriginally. So

it can be taken on many levels.

Above the level, as it were, of the exatappings, this is a tale with a moral
implied, isn't it?

Absolutely.

From the story this seems to revolve arouhdo me at least — a kind of
colonial compromise with moral issues, as well asawer-riding question of

good and evil, and also the — perhaps you would agree — alesimgy sense of

doom which (because of the past) hangs over the islandmandces its

newest inhabitant in particular. Can we take it from th& you have perhaps
a message or a point of view to express?

Yes, perhaps; but | don't think that this is teatral point of the moral of the
opera. | see it as several questions being posed, ifk@mBlasically, what one
has is Nature affording an easy life, — a corrupt Bfeen. You know | think
this is a crucial philosophic point of life today: thereais easy corrupt life to
be had; and in the opera this is symbolized by Faleshe-istand, and by a
number of characters like the natives, and Randall —otlthesea-captain —
who has given in to it. And you think at first that Case succumbed too, but
you realize that he hasn't as the opera proceeds. Yoif gea are not going
to allow yourself to be taken over by the easy lifey yrave to dominate it,
which is what Case has done. When it comes right rautitetend, he says to
Wiltshire, in effect: " If you're not going to be likkandall you must become
exactly like me, and dominate the whole thing." So thh&sspecial twist to
the story — Case is not the villain. Right at the begig you think, well,
obviously Wiltshire the newcomer is the hero, and @dse rules the island is
the villain, and so on; but it's not as simple as #hatll. 1t is Case, eventually,
who is the hero, because he has turned away fronedbkg life and has
mastered his environment. So you see | think it's very nauchip-to-date
morality in that particular respect.

This has travelled some distance away fR/8, hasn't it?
It has, absolutely, | agree.
And from Dylan Thomas's script also, of course

Well, | think Dylan failed with the script; becausieyou notice, he goes up to
halfway, and it's very good; then he either couldesotve the story himself or
he lost interest in it, and the second half is no goatl.a

To me the happy ending was improbable.

Yes, indeed. This was one of the first thinggrGlones and | had to decide
on: what kind of ending we were going to have. The happyngndijust like
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something out of Gilbert and Sullivan, and wouldn't do at alard | don't
think the Stevenson story is logical either from {haint of view.

Incidentally, since we've mentioned Dyldiave you ever considered setting
something original of his? You've never toyed with — toaneainlikely idea —

a setting ofUnder Milk Wood(l know it has been done in Germany, but
personally | can't see it as an opera at all) — you'vermensidered that?

I'm a great admirer of Dylan's poetry — | love itwenuch, but | think there's
too much music in the actual poetry itself, so | don't fady musical
response to it at all.

As people tend to find with Keats for thensareason,— the lyrical resonance
of the words themselves.

There's too much music in them! This is a spddiadl of poetry of imagery,
isn't it? Mind you, | had the same problem with Glyn'selitw : when it came
to me it was full of poetry, which | had to cut out altdget because if you
have poetry in the words you don't want poetry in the musim $act, you

don't need music at all.

It has to be bare bones then?
Bare bones, yes.

Writing an opera has obviously meant a geddference of approach, if only
in the different routines involved in writing such a biggenrk, and the separate
demands of collaboration with a librettist and sohodo you find this has
brought about any particular change, or shift of emphasigpur style or
technique?

No. What | think has happened in this piece is #tlathe different and the
varying aspects of my style have been drawn togattterone work. | think
many people will find it a surprise! After all, if yoare writing something
which is going to last for two and a half hours you mustirpas much variety
as you can. And this is the whole point with an ensiogt of extremely
dissonant style: after a certain length of time your giges in; it's had
enough of it. So I've tried to exploit a range from exgatissonance to the
softest consonance. You see, I've drawn together aB sbrthreads, and |
would even say that it has, in a way, been a good thinghéto have waited
so long to have written this piece. | know it seemdhyathing to suggest, but to
me all that's gone before is almost a preliminary tdingithis major work.
Though, you know, | don't suppose many people would cldiat five
symphonies are a preliminary!

Indeed not!

Anyway, I'm glad I've done it all before tackling thepera;
in fact, | don't expect to write many more symphonies.

No? You feel then that you have alreadymeted most of your contribution to
the symphonic field?

At the moment, yes. The other thing I've found, of seurs that writing an
opera is such a physical labour. The amount of workdha had to put into
it is quite staggering — | hadn't quite expected it;ibtgally is an enormous
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amount, so | think if you write operas it leaves vettjelitime for anything else.

| was going to ask you — did you take time siffall we say, to write other
works?

Well, let's put it like this : the libretto &#f took two years to prepare, from
the beginning to when it was actually ready for sgttin the meantime | had
lots of musical ideas, but | did not in fact startting the music. Once |

started, there was no time for anything else — thesiomhas meant well

over a year's solid writing. So you can say that fronstae of getting down to

it, it has taken three years.

| was thinking rather on the lines of gibke light relief, but, as you say, the
complete spectrum of your style has been absorbedhatopera in any case. |
had in mind the example of Beethoven, who, during wortheNinth Symphony,
wrote dances for the Viennese court — for payment, ofseodrtake it this is
not something you would have considered, then?

No, | simply couldn't have done it! The onlepée which | wrote while engaged
on the opera was the one for the University at Aus&xas. That was a small
choral work with piano duet accompaniment, a fifteen-naiigce.

What about the forces used in the opera? Obyidmsa composer such as
yourself who has been known to use large forces frequentwide sweeps of
sound, — there might have been certain problems. Hae guer felt
constrained by the prospect of the orchestral pit inltbatre?

Yes, — yes, indeed! There are many places whégke | needed eight horns
and six trumpets, and so on . . . or six flutes, or wiasteyou know . . . but
you couldn't do it, of course.

At least not for a Cardiff performance. Dgou regret this
very much, or have you found it a stimulating discipline?

No, | find it an irritating discipline, because whkeknow exactly the kind of
sound | want, and when | know it can only be got when therseight horns
are there, its a pity that it can't be achieved. Blitcaurse, this is not a
guestion of writing it for Cardiff, it's simply modern abtions, if you like — we
just don't have these facilities today. | think youtidf that many composers
don't get their pieces played because they write forcdlifficombinations of
instruments. | mean, there were places where | woaNe loved to have had an
alto flute; but if you write for an alto flute | think must be in a very
specialized small combination of instruments.

One thinks of certain Britten works, theu€tin Parables, and so on.
Exactly.

Do you have any misgivings about the compar&nk of control over the end-
product in performance — a sort of aleatoric possyilalmost? Most

composers obviously don't have final control over therpnétation of their

pieces; but it seems to me that in opera there arersp m@e imponderables, —
the visual element in particular. Does it trouble ybattyour own vision, if

you'll permit the term, of the scenes, the action, &eddgeneral setting, is
likely to be so very different in final realization?

Well, | suppose that | am very fortunate in ttespect, in that what is going
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to be seen will correspond with what | have in my mind.dkhim very lucky
in getting somebody like Michael Geliot to produce, lbsea again, we are
close friends and live near each other, and the sameegpliGlyn Jones.
Glyn envisaged the whole as a Gaugin-type setting, and we daotl to
Michael: "This is what we want, not steel tubes . arig so he said: " Right. |
know exactly the designer for you." And the sets araubled, — | mean,
they're even more gorgeous than | imagined, very romanticbaautifully
coloured — so that's all right. The other thing is this: s@e paper are not
very sacred as far as I'm concerned — they never reveb- and | want the
performer to bring them to life. He can take any lilesrtie wants with them, as
long as the main outline is right.

You feel perhaps that a piece of music yowten is launched on a kind of
career of its own, do you? Rather like some ideathefFrench symbolist
poets, now very popular; you obviously have a certaig sgong connection
with it, but it develops and gathers associations ambraentum of its own, as
it were?

Yes, well, you see every piece that | writeaipiece for performers, and |
am perfectly happy that they should inject their adeas and personalities
into it, unless, of course, it should become diamdlyicgposite to what is
written. You see, | don't write the sort of music trgasplit up into tiny and
carefully-described fragments which leave no room for d&myd of
interpretation at all.

On the aural level, you presumably ‘heardidir&ase in terms of Sir Geraint;
how far does this apply to the other protagonists in thea@pe

Oh, quite a bit. To me there's an interestingntpbere: one certainly has the
sound of the thing, and especially of certain peoplesegpiin one's mind; but,
of course, you hope that others are going to perform thea,ope you can't
allow yourself to write a piece so directly aimetdome person that no one
else can sing or perform it. | think one has an exampleie with Peter
Pears's voice singing Britten's music: you associate thate wvith the
particular piece, so that when you hear someone efggngiit you get
something of a shock, and | think it has taken many diffgpesductions of
Grimesor Buddto dissociate that special quality of voice from the work

This is perhaps the greatest danger &ariose association between a composer
and a patrticular interpreter.

It's a danger, | agree, but obviously the aasion has considerable advantages.
For example, when one writes some pieces for, saytiitMdones, or for a
certain other kind of instrumentalist, one takes a levelifficulty as a norm;
then other people find the music difficult, and | cahink why. So the
advantages and disadvantages can be equally balancegyréfar lwriting for
someone; and if other people then find difficulties theygot to learn to
overcome them.

That is perhaps why collaboration at a ditaover an opera would be
unattractive to you?

Yes, | would find it unworkable; that is why | cdult get ahead witRawlins
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White —the librettist had gone so far away. | like physicahtact; | can't do
things by letter or telephone; | like to go to the chapcerned and work things
out. But, of course, different people work in different walyge had some
interesting results in this opera as a consequence. l&e &ale to say to
Geliot: " | rather fancy doing this or that . . . wilwork? " and he would say :
" Not quite as you imagine it, but don't abandon the ided#;saa good one,
— I should like to take this as a challenge, and skeaih solve it myself . . ."
so that although the end might be slightly different framuryinitial thing,
the advantage of being able to talk to the man who is goirge tdoing it
physically means that you've got enough left of your origoiea to make it
worthwhile.

What is your present opinion of opera and apesmposers? Do you now find
that you have a different attitude towards certain caamin this field, an
increased respect even? Dare | ask if you have a plartitwdel whom you
admire all the more, now that you have, as it werg; é@me to grips with the
medium yourself?

Well, of course, you see, the opera composerdamired more than anyone
else is Puccini — every time.

For a period a very unfashionable composer.

Still! 1 think that Puccini is still not thoughtery highly of in intellectual
terms, but if you look at the scores you can see that & tthe right thing at
the right time, and in the right way, and also at a Vegh level. Strauss is
another composer | have a great admiration for, anteBribo, of course.

Does the theatre mean a great deal to you?

If you're talking in terms of the straight themat as plays and
drama — no, | don't like it very much; | prefer reading it.

Reading does, obviously.

Yes, — and, you know, this seems to be one othimgs that happen to one
as a composer: if I'm reading anything, | immedjateonder if it is
settable, if it can be used. It's a kind of vulture attitude.

And you are decidedly a man for whom the Viawald exists, are you not?
Indeed, yes, very much so.

Then this will presumably be reflected in thesio of the opera — | mean
the special visual stimulus &halesa,as opposed to a possible British or Welsh
setting?

| think the visual element has tempered some oftmee, in that it is very
romantic music. But theRawlinsis, | think, visually exciting, and it ends with
anauto-da-fe.Most of it is, however, set in dockland and cathedral, o on,
so the music for that is somewhat more austere.

Have you felt any pressures to choose aW&libject for your first opera?

Well, that's a difficult one, becauBawlins,of course, has a Welsh setting, but
| think that's an accident in a way. It was Manchip Whibgsk which he
called Chariot of Firethat attracted me tRawlins,and, again, | knew him
and had read a lot of his work. No, | think that whataatr me to an opera
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subject is just the dramatic situation it offers.

Let us say, then, that you are a Welshmano whrites an
opera. This is in itself sufficient, isn't it, for atronal basis?

| feel that the business of national charactessin music is much more
complex than it appears on the surface, because if youhakeomposers we
think of as being ' national composers ', we only think sause we know a
great deal of music from that country, and it all thbescomes a sort of chain of
association. Would you say that Bach is a German csenf3o

In retrospect perhaps, yes, and in view ofxaeman tradition.

In retrospect, you see, and because of what wekmow. They say Elgar is
an English composer, but is he? | find him much closehrically and
stylistically to German composers of the late ningteeentury. We think of
Bartok as a Hungarian composer: what other Hungariasiaxdo we know?
Well, a certain amount of folk-music possibly, and sadvav conclusions from
that.

Possibly an obvious example is Chopin, sexarybody tended to assume that
Polish music had to be Chopinesque, until Szymanoeeske along, at least.

But then you play the John Field Nocturnes . . .
And you seem to have ' Polish ' music?

Yes! — and John Field was an Irishman who livedRussia and influenced
Glinka amongst others . . . So then what exactly doasriiiional element
mean? | have a feeling that there is an underlying, unspkiaehpf attribute

which one just feels. But as yet there is not enougtsMslusic, or music by
Welsh composers to enable us to find out. You know wed red least a
hundred years of it. After all, when did your English nmueally start? In the
middle of the last century; so there's been a hundred gédrsaand you can
speak of an English tradition in music. And then they Rarcell already, and
all the others before them. We haven't really got #aat;think that if somebody
asked in a hundred years time what Welsh music wag thight well be an
answer.

And somebody might pointThe Beach of Falea asan example — why not?
Who knows, who knows . .. ?

Given the right circumstances and coodgithen, you would be happy to see
yourself as an operatic composer, at least to thenexhat we think of
Britten perhaps as one?

| would, indeed.

The term ' operatic ' is sometimes usednislléctuals with a slight sniff, at
any rate until certain years of this century, — but thsitpm has changed
now, hasn't it, in that respect?

To some extent. | think you'll find that many-caled intellectual musicians
look down their noses at opera, because you have tantakaccount the broad
effect in this medium, in a way you don't have to in tine@ quartet. I'm not
saying that there is an intellectual difference betwbem; | think a composer
who achieves success in any medium that he choosesnfizly succeeded in



AJHR.:

A.H. :

AJHR.:

A.H. :

AJHR.:

A.H. :

AJHR.:

A.H. :

AJHR.:

A.H. :

what he wants to do — there's no argument with thatl.aSomebody who
writes a small successful piano work is as good indbitof way as a composer
who writes a successful symphony or opera is in his wénave the greatest
admiration for any composer who achieves success ipi¢ses that he writes,
no more, no less.

You have moved from the field of the symphtimthat of opera. Mahler spoke
of each symphony as having an universe within it. Tosyperthis on a
metaphorical level, does the operatic medium attract ynore with its
possibility of a broader ' vision of the universe' orhwits opportunity of
expressing a more concrete and precise view of things?

Well, an opera is more explicit in many ways hesmafter all you have the
word there. The thing | find interesting in opera fromusical point of view

is that very often the music carries on — purely miigica= where the word

finishes, where the singer finishes. Then you have,kymwv, just music — an
orchestral bit, in fact. You have to carry on the thasghat lie in the minds
of the characters. This has been a fascinating thingi'v€ogot to live the

characters, and this is what has made it so exhausting & writ

Have you resorted to any traditional desicsuch ad eitmotivenin this
work?

Oh, yes, they are there.

And have you used to the full your techniggd may say your particular
technigue — of using textural devices such as palindromic fandso on?

I must confess | couldn't resist writing one pdfome! But that's in one of the
orchestral interludes; and it has a curious sort oflpsipgical point as well, |
think, because the palin-drome comes in the interlude bet®&eenes | and Il
of the Third Act, where Wiltshire has left his stored de's going to destroy
Case's voodoo temple. It begins just as he setsututhd palindrome suggests
that he's just basically turning in on himself, becausthatend, instead of
going from point A to point B in a straight line he iis,fact, going round in a
circle, and by the time he gets to the beginning of thé smene he's arrived
back at the point where he started from.

So the palindrome is a kind of psychologictdrpretation here, and more than
a textural feature?

Yes. Mind you, a lot has been written about pajindromes, but | simply use
them, let us say, as Beethoven used recapitulations. "#adlivays liked an
arch form, so that seems logical. You know you get aflfun out of seeing how
things work in reverse.

Now let us take newcomers to opera — newcsewen to your work — what
would you advise them to expectTihe Beach of Falesa

Well . . . | think that visually at least, frotme stage they should get a
strong and colourful impact. There's plenty of action goon — the
Stevenson is a good story. To me, anyway, there angypié good tunes in
it, but what | think of as tunes and what other peoplektbinas tunes may be
two different things! But | think they'll find that thergdenty of musical
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variety in it. Basically it seems to me that the opswenposer has to bear in
mind that he is presenting a whole night's experience;rendorse thing that
can happen is for somebody to say after half an hbiwvell, I've had enough
of this! " and off he goes.

You would, perhaps, describe it as an instruakgerience as well as an
entertaining one? — again | refer to the possible messagerat of the tale.

Well, of course it can be, depending on what yowokihg for in it. Some
people don't want to find a moral in an entertainmentjynge to the theatre just
for sheer entertainment.

This is a particularly British trait, isnt? 1 mean, to think in terms of the
theatre as a place to d8ewer Drum Songor The Mousetrapor whatever .. .

It's not a Welsh one though. | think the Welsk]l .. .
Want to be moved?

Yes. | think that | would be very unhappy not te setear in some eyes
during the final aria . . . That's very Puccinian, isf't it

Well, why not!

Alun with Glyn Jones, librettist for The Beach of Falesa



