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THE ELEPHANT MAN
T

he 48-year-old Swedish composer and lyric tenor Carl
Unander-Scharin leads a life steeped in opera. Currently
preparing for the world premiere of his seventh opera, The
Elephant Man, his previous commissions have included scores for
the Royal Swedish Opera and Gothenburg Opera, where he was
the composer-in-residence from 2007 to 2009. As a singer, he has
been a member of the Royal Swedish Opera chorus since 2000.
‘To be a singing-composer / composing-singer is an extremely
fruitful double career,’ he explains. ‘I haven’t chosen to specialise
because the musical practices complement one another. For
example, I am able to perform in the masterpieces of the operatic
canon while at the same time having an analytical understanding
of the underlying patterns in the music. Through performing, I
have also come into contact with a lot of music that I might not
otherwise have explored, for example, the operas of Rossini, which
in turn has informed my compositional style.’
The duality at the heart of Unander-Scharin’s own musical career
and his sensitivity to questions of identity find a distant echo in the
theme for The Elephant Man, which explores the parallel lives of
two characters: Joseph Merrick, the real-life ‘Elephant Man’, whose
grotesque deformities led him to become the subject of a Victorian
freak-show, and Joseph Silver, a syphilitic Jewish immigrant from
Poland who may have been ‘Jack the Ripper’. According to the
opera’s librettist Michael Williams, both men were ‘obsessed with
the idea of sex and beautiful women’ yet strove to be ‘a gentleman’
in terms of outward appearance. They were also both resident in
the Whitechapel area of London during the time of the ‘Ripper’
killings, and for a brief period locals became convinced that
Merrick was the murderer – equating his physical affliction with a
capacity for evil.
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In the opera, Merrick’s
‘The Elephant Man’ Joseph Merrick
alienation from society is
expressed musically through
the use of a specially developed
instrument dubbed ‘Throat III’ by
the composer. ‘One of my early
concerns when I began work on
The Elephant Man was how to
write an opera about somebody
who could hardly speak, let alone
sing,’ says Unander-Scharin. ‘In
particular, I asked myself: “How
can I capture Merrick’s personality
in the form of an operatic ‘hero’?”
The answer was to be found in a
metaphor.When I read extensively
about Merrick, I realised that his
disability was not only a disadvantage – it also proved to be an asset.
When he was in his teens, he faced the stark choice of being sent to a
workhouse or make use of his disability by joining a freak-show, and
thereby get out of the horrors of the workhouse.’ By allowing the singer
who plays Merrick to control the Throat III – a technological device
that literally ‘de-forms’ his voice by passing it through a processing unit
– Unander-Scharin hopes ‘to convey some of the hardships Merrick
encountered when trying to use his own voice in speech’ while also
exploring his capacity for self-determination.
A similarly thoughtful approach informs Unander-Scharin’s
characterisation of the two ‘Joes’ – Merrick and Silver – through more
traditional musical devices: ‘Merrick´s music is stylistically grounded
in Music Hall songs of the period (as well as being linked thematically
to memories of his mother’s portrait), while the music for Silver is
inspired by the machinery of the Spinning Jenny. My choice when
composing the music for the pimp, the whores and the horrors of
Whitechapel was to see the whole “business” as a kind of machinery
– something no one living in late 19th-century London could avoid.’
This universal need to reconcile our individual humanity with
the impersonal forces around us – whether of nature, technology
or society – is both the opera’s core theme and its ‘message’:
‘To paraphrase William Blake “We are the dreamers of our own
future”,’ says Unander-Scharin. ‘We as humans (in the task of
creating, performing and experiencing artworks) always need to
develop our understanding of ourselves and of the multitude of
human exteriors and interiors. In The Elephant Man we meet two
men who give us insight into the brutality and frenzy of mankind
– but also the humility and kindness of which we are all capable.’

The Elephant Man – The Terrible Tale of the Elephant Man and Jack the
Ripper, Two Freaks of Nature receives its world premiere at
NorrlandsOperan in Umeå, Sweden on 6 October. The role of Joseph Merrick
will be played by tenor Håkan Starkenberg using the ‘Throat III’, developed
in collaboration with Sweden’s KTH Royal Institute of Technology.
www.electronic-opera.com/elephantman
www.norrlandsoperan.se/eng
14

ON0912_02_19.indd 14

w w w. o p e r a n o w. c o . u k

01/08/2012 14:23:06

