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Oxford, England – In a recent article I briefly mentioned a new form of a musical performance called a “narropera.”  I had the occasion to attend the first performance here in Oxford of this new art form during a private event at Christ Church College.
The narropera was invented by a highly decorated opera veteran, Haydn Rawstron, for the post-earthquake situation in 2011 in his hometown of Christchurch, New Zealand.  Due to the considerable devastation, nearly all performing venues in the city were closed, so he designed this new art form to be able to present operatic performances using minimal tools and performers.
The idea that Rawstron brought to life was a combination of entertainment and enlightenment (his terms) produced within an agreeable length (again his words) of 80 to 90 minutes with no intermission. His invention proved to be extremely popular because it combined spoken narratives, written and performed by Rawstron, followed by vocal and instrumental performances from a given opera.  Essentially the narration sets up each scene by explaining the background and what has, and will be, taking place.  During the narropera that I saw, he narrated Mozart’s Cosi fan tutte with his wife, Dorothee Jansen, a world-class soprano, singing eight musical numbers from the opera.  We were entertained with five contrasting arias of three different characters from the play along with three new solo arrangements of duets.
Ms. Jansen has a spectacular voice capable perfectly reaching several octaves, but the most interesting aspect of her performance was her ability to bring each of these characters to life with dramatic facial movement and associated hand gestures.  Although the lyrics are in the original Italian, she was able to enchant the audience as if she were telling us the story in English.    Her own musical background is both varied and considerable.  Although she was born and trained in Germany, she has performed all over the world as an opera singer, recitalist, and concert singer.  She has performed in operas at La Scalia in Milan, and in the most prestigious opera houses in Germany, France and Britain.
Ms. Jansen was accompanied on the piano by Rawstron with violin played with great gusto by a French virtuoso, Floriane Peycelon.  Prior to her joining Rawstron and Jansen in this venture, which they call The Pocket Opera Company, she led a symphony orchestra and played lead violin in several other British orchestras.  Recently she taught at the University of Kent and formed and led her own string quartet.
I had the opportunity to speak at length following the performance with the two ladies.  Both were outgoing and freely answered all my questions.  When I asked Dorothee (both insisted that I address them by their first names) if she missed the thrill of operatic performances on stage with full costumes and a large orchestra,  she laughed and told me that she had “been there and done that.”  She elaborated that although the opera stage had its share of thrills, it also requires the performer to conform to the whims of the director and conductor which she often found to be creatively stifling.  She explained that narropera gives her the freedom to create nuances and moods as she sees, and feels, appropriate for a given performance.  
The violinist, Floriane, was particularly charming and animated in our discussions.  Because there are only two instruments being played, she told me of her delight to be so involved in every aspect of the performance.  When I complimented her on the obvious enthusiasm and physicality with which she plays the violin, she grinned broadly and said how much she enjoys not being “buried in the orchestra pit.”
Following this performance the Pocket Opera Company was headed to the Isle of Man to entertain audiences there.  The ladies told me that they hoped to soon come to the U.S. to introduce Americans to narropera.  I gave them my email and promised that I would be in attendance for their first performance anywhere evenly remotely close to my home.  If they happen to be performing near you, give narropera a chance.  I do not think that you will be disappointed.
I thought you might like to know.
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