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The U.S. Constitution was all of 2½ years old when “The Magic
Flute” premiered in September 1791. Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s
grand romantic adventure with supernatural overtones remains
one of the world’s most-produced operas year after year.
“It just plays so well, just as a piece of music theater,” says Erik

Friedman, revival director of Houston Grand Opera’s new
production, which opens Feb. 4 at the Wortham Theater Center’s
Brown Theater.
This will be Friedman’s fourth time to be involved with “Magic

Flute,” most recently directing Israeli Opera’s production in Tel
Aviv, and he promises it’s as much fun to direct as it is to behold:
“Audiences find it delightful and funny and moving and engaging
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Houston Grand
Opera’s “The
Magic Flute”
opens at the
Wortham
Theater Center
on Friday.

Opera continues on G6

‘TheMagic Flute’makeover

The opera,
which premiered
in 1791, has been
reimagined with
with a 1920s feel.
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and interesting, and it just contin-
ues to do that,” he says.

“Magic Flute” got a real shot in
the arm in 2012, when co-direc-
tors Barrie Kosky and Suzanne
Andrade’s reimagined production
premiered at Komische Oper
Berlin. The duo spent more than
three years breaking down the
opera to a cellular level, trans-
forming it into what Friedman
calls a “visual fantasia” that calls
for nearly 700 separate video
projections. Kosky and Andrade
drew heavily on the look of 1920s-
era silent films, including pattern-

ing Papageno — the genial bird-
catcher who helps Prince Tamino
rescue the Queen of the Night’s
daughter — after iconic screen
comedian Buster Keaton. (Monty
Python fans will likewise be
pleased.)

“I think they’ve captured
something about the celebratory
and fairy-tale aspect of the
piece,” Friedman says of Kosky
and Andrade. “It’s an approach

that is so unique. I mean, it’s just
unlike any other piece of theater
that you’re likely to see.

“But because this opera is
about the magic of music and the
magic of theater, approaching it
in such a unique way I think
really lines up with what the
piece is,” he adds. “It really illu-
minates something about the
piece itself.”

But the raw material for Kosky
and Andrade’s vision was always
there, in what Friedman calls a
“cinematic” libretto by Mozart
collaborator Emanuel Schikaned-
er: “(in) the very first scene, you
have the central character being
chased by a giant monster,” he
notes.

Other aspects of “The Magic
Flute” haven’t aged quite as well.
Sarastro, the high priest, has
become notorious for his misogy-
nistic attitudes; while Monosta-
tos, another primary villain, is
written as a Moor (though a white
actor plays him here). Friedman
says Kosky and Andrade’s solu-
tion elides much of the opera’s

most objectionable material in a
way that also fits its Chaplinesque
aesthetic.

“It’s almost like those things
are done as text plates in a silent
movie,” he says. “And in so do-
ing, they’ve really streamlined
the story away from things that
are more racial and about, shall
we say, old ideas of gender, and
focused it much more on the
fairy tale.”

Mozart’s music, of course, has
always been beyond reproach.
On the podium here will be
Dame Jane Glover, the eminent
British conductor and author of
the 2005 book “Mozart’s Wom-
en.” One thing Friedman says
he’s noticed in rehearsals is the
way her musical directions tend
to double as dramatic directions,
to which he credits both Mozart’s
genius and Glover’s expertise.

“She’s really attentive to how
singers use text: The sound of a
language as you’re singing it is
part of the music,” he says. “One
of the many things that makes
Mozart a great genius of this art

form is that he’s so clever with
how he uses the actual sound of
the language (within) the musical
phrase and also how he shapes
each musical phrase with a con-
nection to the characters’
thought and intention.”

Friedman also has high praise
for the cast, which must deliver
technically challenging music
while meeting the production’s
other tricky demands.

“It’s always difficult to do Mo-
zart anyway, because it’s such
complex music,” he says, “but
because of the needs of this pro-
duction, you have to do all of
those things while harnessed in 12
feet off the ground, up on a wall
and interacting with all these
projections that you can only
sometimes see.”

The cast has “all really jumped
in with both feet to do all of that,”
adds Friedman, “and it’s really
been a pleasure working with
them.”

Chris Gray is a Galveston-based
writer.
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The new “Magic Flute,” co-created by Barrie Kosky and Suzanne Andrade, is designed to be “a visual fantasia.”

A giant, menacing spider is one of the visual effects in this staging of “The Magic Flute.”

Actors are harnessed 12 feet off the ground and are interacting with projections.

‘THE MAGIC FLUTE’
When: Feb. 4-13
Where: Wortham Theater Center,
501 Texas
Details: $25-$250; 713-228-
6737; houstongrandopera.org

“The cast jumped into the concept with both feet,” says director
Erik Friedman.

The singers must deliver technically challenging music while
meeting the production’s tricky demands.


