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Across Australia there is a resurgence to protect such heritage. Noel Pearson writes, ‘For the 
shards of classical culture of this continent to vanish would be a loss not only to its Indigenous 
peoples but also to all Australians, and to the heritage of the world generally.’3 Rachel Perkins 
fears ‘we are one generation from losing our [central Arrernte] songs,’4 echoing Strehlow’s 
‘hour before sunset’ assessment of Southern Arrernte songs.5 For the Sake of a Song is not only a 
treasure trove of the classical Indigenous culture of one part of our nation, but it also illustrates 
how a project to record and revitalise classical performance arts might look.6

This publication is a truly remarkable compilation of songs from one of Australia’s unique 
performance traditions, born from a deep attachment to land. The text, audio, and images 
are brought together superbly. For the Sake of a Song is a must for anyone seeking a greater 
understanding of Aboriginal music, poetry, and song.

3 Noel Pearson, ‘A Rightful Place. Race, Recognition and a More Complete Commonwealth,’ Quarterly 
Essay 55 (2014): 36.
4 Pearson, ‘A Rightful Place,’ 34.
5 T.G.H. Strehlow, ‘One Hour Before Sunset’ Public talk presented at the University of Adelaide, 16 June 
1954 [manuscript], 14 pp.
6 Examples of Indigenous calls for such a project include the Garma Statement on Indigenous Music 
and Dance, www.aboriginalartists.com.au/NRP_statement.htm and Rachel Perkins, ‘Correspondence,’ 
Quarterly Essay 56 (2014): 82–6.
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The music and musical cultures of the British Isles during the long nineteenth century have 
been the subject of increasing interest over the last thirty years, with academics eager to dispel 
the long standing claim that Britain was ‘Das Land ohne Musik�·�$W�ÀUVW�JODQFH��WKH�WRSLF�RI�
Paul Rodmell’s latest contribution to scholarship on nineteenth-century music, Opera in the 
British Isles, 1875–1918, seems a rather sparse subject. The history of opera in England, and 
PRUH�VSHFLÀFDOO\�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI�(QJOLVK�RSHUD��KDV�ORQJ�EHHQ�SRUWUD\HG�DV�D�ORVW�RSSRUWXQLW\�
and one of continued disappointment. 

Rodmell, a Senior Lecturer in Music at the University of Birmingham, United Kingdom, 
KDV�SXEOLVKHG�ZLGHO\�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG�RI�QLQHWHHQWK�FHQWXU\�%ULWLVK�PXVLF�PDNLQJ��+LV�QRWDEOH�
publications included Charles Villiers Stanford and Music and Institutions in Nineteenth-Century 
Britain. This latest book is part of a series from Ashgate Publishing, Music in Nineteenth-
Century Britain, which seeks to explore the ‘wealth of music and musical culture’ in Britain 
during this time (p. xv).

5RGPHOO�VHWV�WKH�VFHQH�RI�WKH�VWXG\�E\�ÀUVW�OLPLWLQJ�DQG�MXVWLI\LQJ�KLV�UHVHDUFK�VFRSH��+H�
acknowledges that 1815 and 1914 have become canonic in the study of nineteenth-century history 
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and 1880 has been accepted as marking the emergence of the British Musical Renaissance. In 
the study of opera in the British Isles however, Rodmell suggests that the year 1875 is seminal 
IRU�WKUHH�UHDVRQV��WKH�ÀUVW�DSSHDUDQFH�RI�&DUO�5RVD�2SHUD��D�VLJQLÀFDQW�WRXULQJ�FRPSDQ\�ZKLFK�
competed with Covent Garden in London; the inauguration of a new National Opera House on 
the Victoria Embankment, which Rodmell characterises as destined for inevitable failure; and 
WKH�GHÀQLWLYH�HVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI�:DJQHU·V�RSHUDV�LQ�WKH�UHSHUWRU\�ZLWK�WKH�ÀUVW�SHUIRUPDQFH�RI�
Lohengrin in London. Likewise, the end date of 1918 is chosen rather than 1914 because, despite 
the outbreak of war, British opera companies, with the exception of Covent Garden, carried on 
ZLWK�¶EXVLQHVV�DV�XVXDO·��S������5RGPHOO�DOVR�FOHDUO\�GHÀQHV�WKH�ERXQGDULHV�RI�WKH�VWXG\��ZKLFK�
examines grand or serious opera rather than operetta or musical theatre. Acknowledging that a 
¶SRVWPRGHUQLVW�YLHZ�PD\�EH�ZDU\�RI�VXFK�GLYLGLQJ�OLQHV�·�KH�MXVWLÀHV�WKLV�GHFLVLRQ�E\�GUDZLQJ�
upon the distinctions embraced by Victorians and Edwardians (p. 3). 

The study opens with a survey of operatic life in 1875 London. Rodmell immediately 
UHFRJQLVHV�WKH�HͿRUWV�RI�)UHGHULFN�*\H������²������DQG�-DPHV�0DSOHVRQ������²�������PDQDJHUV�
of rival Italian opera companies who dominated the English operatic scene. Gye managed 
Covent Garden and built the company’s lasting reputation, while over the course of three 
decades Mapleson managed Drury Lane and Her Majesty’s Theatre. Both companies ‘attracted 
audiences of superior social status (including royalty and nobility), and gave performances 
of the highest—albeit sometimes compromised—standard available at the time’ (p. 6). In 
addition to these two dominant Italian opera companies, Rodmell’s study shows that London 
had at least four other less prominent companies, which together delivered a staggering two 
hundred performances a year. 

Rodmell explains that unlike many opera companies on the continent, opera in Victorian 
%ULWDLQ�ZDV�D�FRPPHUFLDO�EXVLQHVV�UHFHLYLQJ�QR�VXEVLG\��7KLV�LQÁXHQFHG�UHSHUWRU\�VHOHFWLRQ�
heavily, as impresarios had to cater to the wishes of patrons, who above all desired ‘star’ 
performers and Italian opera. It is no surprise then, that both Gye and Mapleson’s opera 
companies were structured on the ‘star’ system, with both men vying for the most popular 
prima donnas of the day, including the ‘Swedish nightingale’ Jenny Lind (1820–1887), Marietta 
Alboni (1826–1898) and Adelina Patti (1843–1919). Focusing on the repertoire selections of Gye 
and Mapleson, Rodmell provides an in-depth and concise survey of the operas that were and 
were not popular. For example, between 1871 and 1874 the most popular operas at Covent 
Garden were Gounod’s Faust, Rossini’s Il Barbiere di Siviglia and Mozart’s Don Giovanni. Other 
popular composers included Meyerbeer, Verdi, Donizetti and Bellini. Presented through tables, 
this repertoire selection illustrates the overwhelming dominance of Italian opera during this 
WLPH��5RGPHOO� FRQWLQXHV� WR�XVH� WDEOHV� HͿHFWLYHO\�ZKHQ� LOOXVWUDWLQJ� VWDWLVWLFDO� LQIRUPDWLRQ�
throughout the book. For lovers of tables (there are thirty-one!), these not only make for a 
fascinating read but also allow the facts to speak for themselves, and provide a useful resource 
for further study. 

From the outset of the opening chapter, Rodmell’s intention is clear: to dispel immediately 
WKH�ORQJ�HVWDEOLVKHG�LGHD�WKDW�WKHUH�ZDV�QR�VLJQLÀFDQW�RSHUDWLF�FXOWXUH�LQ�%ULWDLQ�GXULQJ�WKLV�
SHULRG��:LWKLQ�WKH�FRQÀQHV�RI�,WDOLDQ�RSHUD�WKLV�SHULRG�ZDV�LQ�IDFW�RQH�RI�¶KLJK�SHUIRUPDQFH�
standards, innumerable and unrivalled star singers, and unsurpassed social opulence’ (p. 5). 
It may not have been the operatic tradition British composers and musicians desired, but it 
ZDV�QRQHWKHOHVV�VLJQLÀFDQW��
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After his opening description of opera in the British Isles in 1875, Rodmell goes on to 
structure the book thematically instead of historically, with chapters exploring Opera in London 
1876 to 1896, Opera in London 1897 to 1918, Opera in the Provinces, and of particular interest 
‘The Operatic Problem,’ which explores the ‘dissatisfaction’ with the failed establishment of 
a native operatic repertoire (p. 185) and the proposed solutions to mitigate this issue. This is 
followed by a list of all the operas by British and Irish composers premiered between 1875 and 
1918, with details including composition, plot and performance history. The book concludes 
with a summary of opera in the British Isles in 1918. This all makes for an engaging read and 
provides some surprising insights. 

The extent to which the provinces were exposed to opera is particularly astonishing: 
5RGPHOO�LGHQWLÀHV�DQ�H[WUDRUGLQDU\�WKLUW\�IRXU�GLͿHUHQW�WRXULQJ�FRPSDQLHV�DFWLYH�GXULQJ�WKLV�
period. As in London, the repertoire was not adventurous and mainly consisted of Italian opera. 
Nevertheless, the various touring companies provide a colourful image of the provinces with 
their slap-dash productions and locals assisting in the chorus and orchestra. Unsurprisingly, 
most did not survive long before going bankrupt, as it was near impossible to meet the public 
demand for star performers without subsidy.

Despite the overwhelming dominance of Italian opera in London and the provinces, Rodmell 
carefully documents a substantial number of British operas composed and premiered at this 
time. This is once again presented in a number of tables. While Covent Garden premiered only 
a handful, other companies, such as the Carl Rosa Opera Company, were far more adventurous. 
Unfortunately, these works were never established in the repertory as most were given only one 
RXWLQJ��SRVVLEO\�ZLWK�JRRG�UHDVRQ��5RGPHOO�UHFRJQLVHV�WKDW�WKH�XQVXFFHVVIXO�HͿRUWV�WR�HVWDEOLVK�D�
native operatic genre were viewed as systemic of the wider challenges facing British composition 
at the time. He suggests, however, that this ‘failure’ should also be considered within its broader 
FRQWH[W��SURSRVLQJ�WKDW�LW�ZDV�QRW�VLPSO\�UHÁHFWLYH�RI�%ULWLVK�RSHUD�FRPSRVLWLRQ�DW�WKH�WLPH�EXW�
also indicative of general programming, which was characteristically unadventurous and even 
stagnant, especially when compared with the continent.

Rodmell’s research reveals that by the turn of the century the stagnation of the repertoire and 
its almost exclusively Italian focus had started to shift, with English audiences embracing the 
works of German composers, in particular, Wagner. From 1897 there was a marked ‘surge in the 
popularity of Wagner,’ which Rodmell charts through programming changes from 1897–1914 (p. 
81). This table illustrates that ‘the resistance to Wagner observable in the early 1880s had dissolved’ 
and London audiences had become, in less than twenty years, the ‘perfect Wagnerites’ (p. 83).

While ‘contemporaneous commentators and later advocates of British music may have felt 
WKDW�WKH�FRXQWU\·V�RSHUDWLF�OLIH�GLG�QRW�PHDVXUH�XS�WR�WKHLU�DVSLUDWLRQV�RU�DPELWLRQV·�LGHQWLÀHG�
through questionable operatic standards, restricted repertoire and a lack of native talent, 
Rodmell’s rigorous research illustrates that there was ‘no shortage of activity’ (p. 4). Opera 
was found not only in London, which at any given time boasted at least one internationally 
recognised opera company, but also throughout the provinces, with touring companies bringing 
opera within reach of a vast majority of people. 

5RGPHOO·V� LPSUHVVLYH�SLHFH�RI� UHVHDUFK� LV� WKH�RQO\�GHÀQLWLYH� VRXUFH�RQ�RSHUDWLF� OLIH� LQ�
%ULWDLQ�GXULQJ� WKLV�SHULRG�DQG�ZLOO�EH� LQYDOXDEOH� IRU� DQ\RQH� LQWHUHVWHG� LQ� WKH�ÀHOG��0RUH�
VLJQLÀFDQWO\��LW�KDV��,�KRSH��RQFH�DQG�IRU�DOO�GLVSHOOHG�WKDW�ORQJ�VWDQGLQJ�FODLP�WKDW�%ULWDLQ�
was the land without music. 


