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A MAGic FLuTe 
‘The Marriage of Figaro, Don Giovanni and A Magic Flute have one 
thing in common – they cannot be classified. None of the three operas 
is just “amusing” nor is it all “serious”, nor “light”, nor “solemn”.’ 

This is what Peter Brook wrote when he was preparing Don 
Giovanni for Aix-en-Provence in 1998. He saw Mozart operas as real 
kaleidoscopes of ever-changing emotions much as in Shakespeare or 
Chekhov where there are constant unexpected switches and contrasts 
– slipping in a flash from farce to deep feeling and back again. To create 
A Magic Flute for the intimate and magical space of the Bouffes du 
Nord, he called on the composer Franck Krawczyk who had already 
collaborated on his adaptation of Shakespeare’s sonnets Love is My Sin. 
Krawczyk is an experienced collaborator: [having worked] in theatre 
with Julie Brochen, in dance with Emio Greco and P.C Scholten, and 
[with] the plastic artists Christian Boltanski and Joan Kalman. 

Together with Marie-Hélène Estienne, Peter Brook freely adapted 
Emanuel Schikaneder’s libretto the way he had done for his version 
of La Tragédie de Carmen (1981) and Impressions de Pelléas. In fact, 
above all he wishes this opera to be a poetic souvenir and a rereading in 
a visibly reduced form, to give the perfomers the oppertunity to release 
the tiniest light and shade of Mozart’s language vibrations. 
extract by david sanson  
Festival d’Automne à Paris Program
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A noTe FroM PeTer BrooK, FrAncK KrAWczyK 
And MArie-HéLène esTienne 

We see Mozart coming towards us with a wicked smile, ready to play 
tricks on us, to catch us unawares. We hold out our arms to him, 
with the same impudence that hides a deep love and respect for the 
essential qualities he reveals. 

This will be a Magic Flute far from the expected ways. The vast 
panoply of scenic effects, the heavy and solemn symbolism are 
all put aside. In their place, the audiences will find an ever-young 
Mozart surrounded by an equally young and talented cast of singers 
and musicians ready, like the composer, to improvise, transpose, 
to explore new colours, to juggle with forms. We propose a light, 
effervescent Flute, where an intimacy with the performers will allow 
the tenderness and the depth of the score to appear. 

This Flute takes its place in the Bouffes du Nord’s approach to opera, 
as in La Tragédie de Carmen and Impressions de Pelléas. 

PeTer BrooK discusses A MAGIC FLUTE 

What urged you, twelve years after Don Giovanni, to revisit 
Mozart and to take on the challenge of A Magic Flute?

This desire goes back a long, long way. I had abandoned opera after 
several years experience at Covent Garden and at the Metropolitan 
Opera in New York, due to an absolute hatred of this motionless 
form as it was in that period – not only opera as a form, but also the 
‘institutions’ and ‘systems’ of opera which block everything. I told 
myself it was a waste of energy: in theatre, away from opera, one 
can go a lot further with the same energy – so why waste breath on 
a form that is so difficult? Towards the end of the 1950s I abandoned 
opera forever.

Twenty-five years later when Bernard Lefort [director of the Opéra 
de Paris] came to me and suggested I do De la maison des morts 
at the Bouffes du Nord, suddenly the urge was there: I told him 
that rather than do the Janacek opera I would be very happy if he 
allowed me to tackle Carmen, with complete freedom. Because 
I think one can do something completely different if one has the 

absolute freedom with every aspect and all the conditions. First of 
all there is the casting of the singers – to do it like in the theatre and 
work with the same team for an entire year; to work exclusively on 
one single work for a year allows one to develop enormously. And 
then, regarding the score and the libretto: my collaborators, Marius 
Constant and Jean-Claude Carrière and I had to have the freedom 
to change them, to arrange them in our own way – not for the sake 
of modernising, but to clear them of all the accumulated clutter that 
had been imposed by the convention of the form over the years. 
Thirdly, to place the music and the singers, without an orchestra pit, 
in direct relation to the audience – so that the primary relationship 
for the spectator is directly with the characters who express 
themselves through song, supported by an orchestra which would 
be behind them, not in front – in the wings infact. The final condition 
was that I wanted to be able to rehearse for three months!

I did all that because for me the music of Bizet touches one deeply; 
it has a rare quality that can only truly be revealed in an intimate 
setting. And I have the same conviction regarding The Magic Flute. 
In addition, some weeks after starting Carmen I organised a small, 
very simple, workshop at the Bouffes du Nord, with a small team of 
singers and a pianist. In that space we improvised – they were free 
to move, sometimes to within two steps of the front row – certain 
scenes from the Flute. And it was deeply moving. There was such 
an intimate relationship between the music and the singing that it 
became a different work. I announced several times that I was going 
to do the Flute, it was our major project alongside The Tragedy 
of Carmen and Les Impressions de Pelléas [a version of Debussy’s 
opera]. In the meantime it was suggested I do another opera that I 
really like, Don Giovanni. And as Stéphan Lissner in his first season 
at the Aix-en-Provence Festival, wanted to break conventions and 
break down barriers, we were able to impose almost identical 
conditions. And so between the opening night and its reprise, 
one year later, the entire team – singers, orchestra, conductor – 
remained the same, and we had undertaken a long tour. Daniel 
Harding, our conductor every evening, was constantly rehearsing so 
that we could adapt to the different venues, and the singers worked 
more and more as a collective, something which would never have 
happened in the traditional opera houses where one rehearses 
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for two weeks for just five performances. My urge to do the Flute; 
therefore, derives from this desire to get closer and closer to Mozart, 
[made possible] thanks to the conditions of the Bouffes du Nord, 
which we try to regulate on our tours. 

According to what vision did you work on schikaneder’s libretto 
and the music?

Freedom! It is authored by three people: the composer Franck 
Krawczyk, my long-term collaborator Marie-Hélène Estienne and 
myself. 

With Franck Krawczyk we are trying to do something ‘Mozart-like’, 
that is to say, the way that Mozart himself dealt with his music. 
He always said, ‘Where there is depth, there is also lightness and 
improvisation’.  He didn’t hesitate to rewrite parts, to change 
things, turn things around, give them to another. And that flexibility 
simultaneously generated the clarity which also reveals the depth. I’ve 
noticed this with Don Giovanni: an academic approach to the work 
would, I believe, be incompatible with the essence of Mozart’s art. 
Over the past 30 years I have seen many productions of The Magic 
Flute, and have observed that the dramaturges and set designers 
primarily focus on all of the visual imagery, which I find too imposing. 
You usually see that with Carmen as well: the image that is projected 
and that you are saddled with weighs too heavily on the rest. What I 
want to achieve is for the singers – the young singers – to be able to 
move in a natural way, so that they can tell the story that unfolds as 
the living and lovable characters that they are, without there being 
projections, constructions, videos or revolving decors added on top of 
that. So we are working without any scenic element whatsoever. We 
are starting from the music and asking ourselves how we can present 
it without the weight, the heaviness and solemnity of a large opera. 
And we want to approach it in a playful manner. Mozart repeatedly 
reinvented himself, and that is also the direction in which we are 
seeking: with deep respect for the essence of the work and the 
intuition that with Mozart it is not about disguising or modernising but 
simply letting it emerge …

interview by david sanso, translation by duncan roberts

PeTer BrooK And THeATre des BouFFes du nord 

In 1974, he [Peter Brook] took over the Bouffes du Nord, the 
picturesque ruin of an ancient music hall in a grim neighbourhood 
behind the Gare du Nord. 

It was a perfect place for a man who had said goodbye to traditional 
theatre and was seeking new ways to stimulate the imagination of 
the audience without the usual sets and props. Brook had laid the 
foundation for his new philosophy in a 1968 book The Empty Space. 

The formula proved to be a sensation. Brook’s productions were cult 
events, attracting visitors who normally wouldn’t have dreamed of 
setting foot in what the locals refer to as Paris’s Little India. 

Jorg von uthmann (Bloomberrg, 2010) 

An old theatre is often beautiful but productions have to take place 
within the confines of old-fashioned spaces. A new theatre may be 
dynamic yet remain cold and soulless. At the Bouffes du Nord you 
are struck by its noble proportions but at the same time this quality is 
spoilt somewhat by the basic aspect of the venue’s aesthetics. If we 
restored the theatre perfectly the architechture would lose some of its 
strength and that would become a disadvantage. 
Peter Brook, 1974

Since 1974, when he took over the artistic directorship of the 
Bouffes du Nord in Paris, his work has been characterised by its 
clarity, lightness and distilled elegance; and, even though he resigned 
from the Bouffes in 2008, a desire to cut through the deadwood of 
tradition still gives his work its distinctive signature.

His 90-minute production of Mozart’s The Magic Flute […], is 
quintessential late Brook. Out go the opera’s pantomimic spectacle, big 
processions and trios of boys and ladies. Instead, we have a stage bare 
except for bamboo poles and minimal props and a young, nine-strong 
cast who deliver the work – sung in German with dialogue in French 
– crucially situated in front of Franck Krawczyk at the piano. As Brook 
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wryly says: ‘If you come to this production looking for something that 
will slam you in the eyes, you’ve come to the wrong address.’

‘i never think about my legacy’ – Peter Brook

No living director has done more, both through his work and through 
his 1968 book The Empty Space, to change our perception of theatre 
than Peter Brook: to reinforce the centrality of the shared experience, 
to clear the stage of clutter and to realise the need for ecstasy …

‘I never think about that’, he says, ‘which is why I’m delighted that 
two fresh faces have taken over from me at the Bouffes du Nord. 
The horror of someone trying to reproduce what I once did appalls 
me. I was equally shocked the other day when a West End producer 
wrote to me out of the blue and asked if I could recreate my Stratford 
Midsummer Night’s Dream of 40 years ago. But what does touch 
me is when people come up to me in the street, as they sometimes 
do since they mistakenly think I’ve retired, and talk about some 
experience that has remained with them. That for me is the only 
real legacy: the idea that one has left a lingering trace in people’s 
memories. In the end, that’s all a director can hope to do’.

Michael Billington (The Guardian, 2011)

BioGrAPHies

PeTer BrooK 

Peter Brook was born in London in 1925, where he directed his 
first play in 1943. He then went on to direct over 70 productions in 
London, Paris and New York. His work with the Royal Shakespeare 
Company includes Love’s Labour’s Lost (1946), Measure for Measure 
(1950), Titus Andronicus (1955), King Lear (1962), Marat/Sade (1964), 
US (1966), A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1970) and Antony and 
Cleopatra (1978). 

In 1971, he founded, with Micheline Rozan, the International Centre 
for Theatre Research in Paris and in 1974, opened its permanent base 
in the Bouffes du Nord Theatre. There, he directed Timon of Athens, 
The Ik, Ubu aux Bouffes, Conference of the Birds, L’Os, The Cherry 
Orchard, The Mahabharata, Woza Albert!, The Tempest, The Man 
Who, Qui est là?, Oh! les Beaux Jours, Je suis un Phénomène, Le 
Costume, The Tragedy of Hamlet, Far Away, La Mort de Krishna, Ta 
Main dans la Mienne, Le Grand Inquisiteur, Tierno Bokar, Sizwe Banzi 
is Dead, Fragments, Warum Warum, Love is My Sin and 11 and 12 – 
many of these performed both in French and English.

In opera, he directed La Bohème; Boris Godounov; The Olympians; 
Salomé and Le Nozze de Figaro at Covent Garden; Faust and Eugene 
Onegin at the Metropolitan Opera House, New York; La Tragédie de 
Carmen and Impressions of Pelleas at the Bouffes du Nord, Paris; and 
Don Giovanni for the Aix en Provence Festival.

Peter Brook’s autobiography, Threads of Time, was published in 1998 
and joins other titles including The Empty Space (1968) which has 
been translated into over 15 languages,  The Shifting Point (1987), 
Evoking (and Forgetting) Shakespeare (2002), There are No Secrets 
(1993) and With Grotowski (2009). 

His films include Lord of the Flies, Marat/Sade, King Lear, Moderato 
Cantabile, The Mahabharata and Meetings with Remarkable Men. 

FrAncK KrAWczyK

Composer Franck Krawczyk was born in 1968. He started his musical 
training in Paris (piano, analysis, harmonisation) and continued in Lyon 

(composition), where he currently teaches chamber music at the 
Conservatory (CNSMD). He was discovered, early on in his career, by 
the Festival d’automne à Paris (Autumn Festival in Paris), and started 
writing several pieces for piano, cello, string quartet, ensembles and 
chamber choir. 

In 2000, he received the Prix Hervé Dugardin and the Prix de la SACEM 
for his orchestral piece Ruines. His subsequent artistic collaboration 
with Christian Boltanski gave him new perspective on his music. With 
lighting designer Jean Kalman, he created a dozen pieces (Opus) in 
France and abroad in locations ranging from Opera Houses to spaces 
dedicated to contemporary art. 

He has created music for various media, including theatre (Je ris de me 
voir si belle with J. Brochen), readings (Les Limbes, Absence, with E. 
Ostrovski), video (Private joke with F; Salès) and for dance (Purgatorio-
In vision, with E. Greco and P.C. Scholten).

Always maintaining strong links to the classical repertoire, Krawczyk has 
collaborated with choir Accentus conductor Laurence Equilbey  (Vivaldi, 
Chopin, Schubert, Liszt, Wagner, Mahler, Schoënberg) and with cellist 
Sonia Wieder-Atherton (Janacek, Mahler, Rachmaninov, Monteverdi).

In 2009, upon Peter Brook’s request, he conceived and interpreted a 
musical accompaniment for Shakespeare’s sonnets (Love is My Sin). 
They continued their collaboration with Marie-Hélène Estienne on A 
Magic Flute.

His last major work Polvere for solo cello, instrumental ensemble and 
choir was created in 2010 at the Grand Palais (Monumenta-Christian 
Boltanski) and subsequently performed in New York, Milan and 
Bologan. 

He is currently working on his third String Quartet.
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MArie-HeLene esTienne 

Marie-Hélène Estienne has taken part in many theatre and cinema 
projects as an author and a production assistant. In 1974, she 
worked with Peter Brook on the casting for Timon of Athens 
and consequently joined the Centre International de Créations 
Théâtrales (CICT) for the creation of Ubu aux Bouffes in 1977.

She was Peter Brook’s assistant on La tragédie de Carmen and Le 
Mahabharata, and collaborated on the staging of The Tempest, 
Impressions de Pelléas, Woza Albert!, La tragédie d’Hamlet (2000). 
She worked on the dramaturgy of Qui est là. With Peter Brook, she 
co-authored L’homme qui and Je suis un phénomène shown at the 
Théâtre des Bouffes du Nord. She wrote the French adaptation of 
the Can Themba’s play Le costume, and Sizwe Bansi est mort by 
authors Athol Fugard, John Kani and Winston Ntshona. In 2003 she 
wrote the French and English adaptations of Le grand inquisiteur  
(The Grand Inquisitor) based on Dostoievsky’s The Brothers 
Karamazov. She is the author of Tierno Bokar (2005), and of the 
English adaptation of Eleven and Twelve by Amadou Hampaté Ba 
(2009). With Peter Brook, she co-directed Fragments, cinq pièces 
courtes de Beckett, and again with Peter Brook and composer 
Franck Krawczyk, she freely adapted Mozart and Schikaneder’s Die 
Zauberflöte into A Magic Flute. 

ArTs ProJecTs AusTrALiA

Arts Projects Australia, the event manager and producer of 
WOMADelaide, produces and presents a wide range of international 
performing arts projects and tours.

In 2012 APA is producing tours by Brazil’s Grupo Corpo Dance 
Company (New Zealand International Arts Festival and  
Perth International Arts Festival), Peter Brook’s production of A 
Magic Flute (Perth Festival), Karbido’s The Table (Perth, Adelaide 
and Melbourne), ponydance theatre (Adelaide Fringe), Pan Pan 
Theatre’s Playing the Dane (NZ Festival) and Sasha Regan and Ben de 
Wynter’s production of The Pirates of Penzance (Canberra, Adelaide, 
Wollongong and Sydney).

Recent tours have included Kneehigh Theatre’s The Red Shoes, Isango 
Ensemble’s The Magic Flute/Impempe Yomlingo, Groupe F, and 
LesSept Doigts de le Main’s Traces.

Other major projects include WOMAD Earth Station festival, the 
Australian Performing Arts Market (1998–2012), the Australian 
International Documentary Conference (2005–12), Adelaide Film 
Festival (2003–09) and the Cultural Program of Melbourne’s 2006 
Commonwealth Games.

www.artsprojects.com.au
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