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Rarely has an opera begun with
such intensity. From the very first
bars, the orchestral storm that
opens Otellograbs the audience
by the throat:

Verdi, then at the height of

his art, plunges them into the
heart of the drama. Inspired

by Shakespeare’s tragedy, this
opera is much more than a tale of
jealousy and betrayal; itis a
plunge into the torments of the
human soul, carried by music of
unprecedented power.

South African director and set
designer Brett Bailey, Belgian
composer Fabrizio Cassol and
Berlin-based Serbian conductor
Premil Petrovic have created
their own version of Ofello.
Iconoclastic and radical, their
reinterpretation of the work
focuses the plot on the three
protagonists, Desdemona, lago
and Otello, and on the dynamics of
rage and cruelty that ricochet
between them.

© Brett Bailey

The narrative moves away from the prestigious splendour of the Venetian court and the numerous characters
imagined by Shakespeare, then by Verdi and his librettist Arrigo Boito. A contemporary setting somewhere in the
South, in a fragile and unstable environment caught in the grip of war, now frames

the love story between Desdemona and Otello, transformed into femicide and then suicide under the influence of
lago’s destructive strategy.

With his South African perspective and his transposition of the libretto, Brett Bailey brings a new and nuanced
complexity to the work.
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Re-composed by Fabrizio Cassol for six singers
and eleven musicians, the music inspires and
elevates the action.

« Transformed into a breathtaking rhythmic momentum, the musical narrative is a continuum in
which the action rushes forward and sometimes becomes ritualised, until it reaches its ultimate
conclusion. In this humanity stretched between extremes, everything becomes territory to be
conquered and is squeezed as if in a closed space from which there is no escape.

This has a considerable impact on the orchestral colours: a lighter instrumentation allowing for
greater flexibility, gestures of extreme virtuosity, supple voices oscillating between the operatic and
popular inflections, at the crossroads of multiple languages.

What does Desdemona’s murder really mean? Whether it is feminicide or uxoricide, when does
the violence begin? What are the words, in the mouths of each of the characters, that trigger
forms of paranoia? The music rebounds at each turn of meaning into counter-meaning.

The relationship with the sacred is also important in music. Verdi’s universe is, in essence,
patriotic, with a deeply Catholic Desdemona, a presumably Muslim Ofello and a totally atheistic
lago. It seemed essential to me, in this version, that the nature of the sound should reflect and
blend these religious dimensions with animistic and, why not, shamanic powers — as is still
frequently the case in many parts of the world.

The three vocalities of the main characters are complemented by three other singers, who
regularly form a choir: the expression of the collective and the people, which permeates the
action while commenting on it and driving its movement. It is important that the colour of this
ensemble be as South African as possible. Finally, the use of electronics in certain areas of the
narrative allows us to shift the concrete nature of the action and slide it into other, perhaps more
ambiguous, spaces of perception. »

- Fabrizio Cassol
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Statement of intent

«When | set about tackling Verdi’'s Ofello, my first impulse was to lighten the opera: to reduce
its length and reorganise the sequence of scenes, focusing on the three main protagonists. |
envisage a concise production, performed by a small ensemble, in which the psychological and
thematic tensions are intensely highlighted. Composer Fabrizio Cassol responded to this
impulse by creating a deep and powerful orchestration.

My approach shifts the focus from the issue of race — a traditional theme in Otfe/lo—to a more
pressing conflict: the fragile hope for renewal and stability in the face of destructive forces that
thrive on division and chaos. The love between Otello and Desdemona is not simply romantic, but
symbolic: a luminous yet precarious vision of reconciliation beyond differences, a dream of trust
and shared humanity in a fractured world.

Opposite them stands lago, who is not only a jealous schemer, but also the embodiment of
cynicism and disintegration, a figure who thrives on disorder and takes advantage of mistrust.
In this version, the tragedy lies less in Otello’s jealousy than in the sabotage of a visionary
possibility. This interpretation echoes a geopolitical era marked by polarisation, the collapse of
alliances and the corrosion of solidarity. | am rewriting the libretto to highlight this theme.

| intend to create an elegant, visually-driven work using a limited colour palette, where meaning
emerges through imagery and association rather than through classical dramatic action. In my
recent productions, | have begun working with masks, and | wish to extend this exploration to
opera.»

- Brett Bailey

Text, concept and direction: Brett Bailey
Musical composition: Fabrizio Cassol, adapted
from Giuseppe Verdi

Musical direction: Premil Petrovic
Copyist: Noé Gillerot

6 singers

11 musicians
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Brett Bailey

Brett Bailey is a South African playwright, designer, director, visual artist and artistic director of the
THIRD WORLD BUNFIGHT company.

His iconoclastic works — which question the dynamics of the post-colonial world — include the

musical dramas BIG DADA, IPI ZOMBI?, iMUMBO JUMBO, ORFEUS and SAMSON;

a radical rewriting of Verdi’'s opera MACBETH; and the installations BLOOD DIAMONDS : TERMINAL,
EXHIBIT A, EXHIBIT B and SANCTUARY.

Performed across Europe, Australia, Africa, the United States, Latin America and Asia, his
works have received several awards, including a gold medal for design at the Prague
Quadrennial (2007). In 2019, he was named Chevalier des Arts et des Lettres by the French
government.

He holds a bachelor’s degree in theatre and English from the University of Cape Town and a
master’s degree in theatre studies from Das Arts (now DAS Theatre), Amsterdam (2004).

He directed the opening show of the World Summit on Arts and Culture in Johannesburg (2009)
and, from 2006 to 2011, the opening shows of the Harare International Festival

of the Arts. From 2008 to 2011, he was curator of South Africa’s only public arts festival, ‘Infecting
the City,” in Cape Town. He was chair of the artistic committee of South Africa’s National Arts
Festival from 2016 to 2020.

In 2014, he wrote the message for the International Theatre Institute’s World Theatre Day for
UNESCO. He chaired the jury for the Prague Quadrennial (2011), was a member of the jury for
the International Theatre Institute’s Music Theatre Now competition (2012/13) and chair of the
jury for the same competition in 2016, as well as a member of the jury for the Tokyo Festival’'s
World Theatre competition in 2019.

He has led extensive workshops on his methodology in Ireland, Italy, the United States and
Athens, and in 2018 he organised a two-month module as part of the DAS Theatre master’s
programme in Amsterdam.

Fabrizio Cassol

Composer and saxophonist with the group Aka Moon for 30 years, saxophonist, jazz musician
and composer Fabrizio Cassol regularly collaborates with choreographers such as Alain Platel
(vsprs, based on Monteverdi's Vespers; pitié ! based on Bach’s St Matthew Passion; Coup
Fatal, a blend of Congolese and baroque music; Requiem pour L. and the choral project Coup
de Chceurs), Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker (Rosas), Samoan choreographer Lemi Ponifasio
(MAU), and Congolese choreographer Faustin Linyekula

(Studios Kabako). In opera, he has worked with composer Philippe Boesmans and director Luc
Bondy; in theatre, with South African director Brett Bailey and the group Third World Bunfight for
Macbeth, TJ Stan and Lisaboa Houbrechts (/ Silent).
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From 2005 to 2016, he collaborated with the KVS / Royal Flemish Theatre in Brussels under
the direction of Jan Goossens; between 2000 and 2007, he was in residence at La
Monnaie / De Munt, the opera house in Brussels, under the direction of Bernard

Foccroulle. From 2012 to 2015, he was in residence at the Royaumont Foundation, where he
continued his study of world cultures. Since 2014, he has been associated with the Camargo
Foundation in Cassis, under the direction of Julie Chenot.

Since 2015, he has been artistic director of the Aix-en-Provence opera festival for the oral
section of the OJM.

His interest in non-European music was revealed during a stay with the Aka Pygmies of the Central
African Republic in 1992, following which he also developed a close relationship with Asia and
Africa.

He works in particular with Malian diva Oumou Sangaré, griot Baba Sissoko and the Black
Machine, Indian master percussionist U. K. Sivaraman and Senegalese Doudou

N'diaye Rose. With DJ Grazzhoppa, he created the first big band of fourteen DJs and, with
instrument maker Frangois Louis, he participated in the design of the Aulochrome, the first
chromatically polyphonic wind instrument.

His practice of expressions derived from oral and written traditions, from chamber music to
symphonic works, leads him to regularly give workshops and masterclasses all over the world.

Contacts Prisme - Théatre de Namur

Diffusion / Production :
production@prisme-namur.be
Dorothée Gorges

+32 475 55 03 86

Mathilda Stock

+32 487 84 50 57
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