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MICHAEL DONLEY ON 'THE SIEGE OF CURZOLA

name in Croatia, performances were given in translation of a long-forgotten

18th-century English comic opera that had been unheard since 1787. The
storyline of The Siege of Curzola (the Italian version of the town’s name, commonly
used in the 18th century) celebrates the miraculous defeat, exactly 450 years before
those performances, of an attempted invasion by the Ottomans on 15 August 1571. In
this article I shall explain the origin and background of this production.

Shortly after the publication in March 2005 of my book Marco Polo’s Isle: Sketches from
the Dalmatian Island of Korcula, I received a surprise phone call from the late Professor
Branko Franoli¢, a Croatian philologist and linguist resident in London. He had enjoyed
reading the book but wondered—with reference to the Ottoman assault of 1571—
whether I had heard of an English comic opera based on this incident. I had not. He had
come across a reference to it, he explained, in the British Library while researching his
Survey of Croatian Bibliographies: 1960-2003 (Croatian Information Centre, 2004).

I set about tracking it down and duly located a set of 18 songs with harpsichord
accompaniment, preceded by an overture. The title page indicated that the music was
by Dr [Samuel] Arnold, ‘organist and composer to His Majesty’. The libretto, it stated,
was by John O’Keeffe. I decided to investigate further.

Samuel Arnold is mostly remembered today as being responsible for the first collected
edition of the works of Handel, yet he was also the most prolific composer for the
18th-century London stage, having composed over 60 works for it as well as much
music for the city’s pleasure gardens. In addition to being organist at Westminster
Abbey (where he is buried), he was harpsichordist at Covent Garden and musical
director at the Theatre Royal in the Haymarket, where this opera was first staged in
1786. John O’Keeffe, an actor turned dramatist, wrote more than 40 works for the
stage, excelling in comedies, farces and comic operas; Hazlitt nicknamed him ‘the
English Moliere’.

My first examination of the songs proved disappointing. The melodies were typical of
the English 18th-century stage, lively and tuneful enough, having a certain charm and
freshness. Yet the lyrics contained little reference to Koré¢ula (i.e. Curzola) itself. As this
was a comic opera with much dialogue between the songs—a Singspiel, but more
lightweight, rather like today’s musicals—it became clear that, in order to ascertain
whether the work would be of genuine relevance to anyone interested in the history of
Kor¢ula, I needed to consult the entire libretto. But where was this to be found? Not, I
discovered, in any British library. Fortunately, Robert Hoskins of Massey University in
New Zealand, a specialist on Arnold, informed me that O’Keeffe’s manuscript was now
housed in the Huntington Library in San Marino, California. I obtained a microfilm of
it and set about the laborious task of deciphering and transcribing O’Keefte’s hastily
scribbled 18th-century handwriting. I then wrote an article about this discovery,
outlining the plot, which was published in the Kor¢ula Town Museum’s Yearbook for

l ast August, in the small town of Kor¢ula on the Dalmatian island of the same
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The composer Samuel Arnold

2007. Towards the conclusion of the text, in a fit

of excessive optimism, I expressed the hope that

one day someone might wish to put on some
sort of performance, if only of the songs
themselves.

In 2020, some 13 years later and when I
had all but forgotten the article, I received
another surprise communication—this time
from the museum’s director. She wished to
put me in touch with Josip Dell'Iveglio, a

conductor and composer from Zagreb
University whose family had roots in Dalmatia
and who had a summer house in Kor¢ula. With
the support and encouragement of the mayor, he
wanted to put on a performance of the opera that
would be as full-scale as possible and to offer it free to the
townspeople to celebrate the 450th anniversary of the defeat of the Ottomans. Would I
please send them my transcription of the libretto, and would I please try to discover the
orchestral parts? Sending the libretto was easy enough to do. But where were the orchestral
parts to be found?

It soon became clear that, save for one song that had become popular and for which
arudimentary orchestral arrangement had been published, no such scores had survived.
So Dell'Iveglio set about arranging the music himself, expanding the harpsichord
reduction for small orchestra in the style of Arnold. The libretto was translated and
adapted. Singers, actors and appropriate theatrical experts were then selected in Zagreb.
The number of performers was reduced to the 11 essential characters, the role of the
manservant Jakov being transformed and enlarged so that he became the linchpin,
filling in the audience now and then. The number of songs was also reduced; even so,
the performance lasted for almost two hours without a break. The open-air setting was
the acoustically suitable Square of St Justina, the stage being the facade of the scarcely
used church of the same name. Rather as in Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre, scenery as
such was not used—though, with appropriate patter, Jakov held up placards from time
to time to indicate a change of scene.

It is obvious why Kor¢ulans should have been interested in this storyline, but why
O’Keefte? It was at the time common knowledge that the Ottomans had again become
a threat, even though there was also enthusiasm for their ‘exotic’ culture. Mozart’s Die
Entfiibrung aus dem Serail had been premiered to great acclaim only a few years earlier,
in 1782. Arnold himself had put on a comic opera of his own the previous year (1785),
entitled Turk and No Turk. Yet what could have inspired O’Keeffe to have chosen as his
subject a historical event that took place on a distant, relatively unknown island more
than 200 years earlier?

O’Keefte will have learnt of the incident from Richard Knolles’s Generall Historie of
the Turkes of 1603. This ran to several editions, with additional material, the latest
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being published in 1701. Here he will have read how when the Ottomans, in a run-up
to the Battle of Lepanto, sailed up the Adriatic with the intention of invading Kor¢ula,
the civic and ecclesiastical authorities, along with most of the men, fled under cover of
night, leaving the women to defend the city walls using whatever means were available.
In this they were assisted by the sudden arrival of a great storm that played havoc with
the enemy galleys—providentially, it was deemed, since August 15 is the date of one of
the biggest Catholic feast days, the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary.

Given that 18th-century English comic opera owed much of its popularity to the way
in which it satirized contemporary culture and social tensions—politicians and the
aristocracy being lampooned—the cowardly behaviour of the Korc¢ulan authorities
would have provided an obviously attractive theme, rich with humorous possibilities.
There was also much subversion of stereotypes on the London stage; strong,
independent women, for example, appeared frequently. This was another feature of the
events in Korc¢ula that attracted O’Keeffe, as is made clear in his memoirs: “The event on
which I founded my plot [saw] the men hiding themselves, and the women defending
the town from the Turks’ (Recollections, 1826).

In view of the satirical content of these comic operas, it is not surprising that the
government wished to control what might be said, and so had passed a law obliging theatre
managers to submit a copy of each play to an official Examiner of Plays. Paradoxically, we
should be grateful for this censorship because John Larpent, the Examiner for most of this
period, carefully kept the manuscripts of all the plays submitted to him. Very few of them
were ever published. Thus without Larpent’s carefulness we would never have known the
precise contents of O’Keefte’s opera. All in all, then, O’Keeffe would naturally have
delighted in such a story. But why did he entitle his opera The Siege of Curzola when

Korcula Town, one of many pearls of the Adriatic




technically there was no siege and
when local documents and
tradition refer to it as a ‘defence’?

I believe the answer lies in the
fact that in 1780, a couple of
years before he set pen to paper,
the London stage had seen the
successful ~ performance  of
another comic opera with the
word ‘siege’ in its title. This was
The Siege of Gibraltar by Pilon
and Shield. Until the siege of
Sarajevo in the 1990s, the Great
Siege of Gibraltar remained the
longest continuous siege in
history, the garrison being
blockaded for three years and
almost eight months. Curiously,
this opera was staged while the
real siege was only in its first year
and thus was a present reality for
the audience. England was newly
at war with America, as the latter
sought independence. Spain and
France sought to benefit from
England’s preoccupation with
this struggle by seizing Gibraltar as a prelude to actually invading England. However,
against overwhelming odds, they were humiliated and suffered heavy losses. When the
siege ended in 1783, there was great rejoicing in London and a sense of national pride.
This feeling was still fresh as O’Keeffe set about conceiving the opera that he
understandably decided to call The Stege of Curzola.

Itis clear from remarks in his memoirs that he also had in mind a much earlier victory
that was also won in the face of overwhelming odds. “The event on which I founded my
plot’, he writes, when discussing the attack on Kor¢ula by the Turks, ‘happened in the
year 1588.” It did not! Yet this slip of the pen is extremely significant. For what did in
fact take place in 1588 was, of course, the miraculous defeat by the English of the
so-called ‘invincible’ Spanish Armada. It is impossible to overestimate the significance
of the role this victory has played ever since in the psyche of the English nation, just as
the Defence of Kor¢ula is an indelible part of local history in Dalmatia and beyond.

King Philip II’s aim in sending his Armada was to overthrow the monarch, who at the
time was a woman: Queen Elizabeth I. At one stage, she rode out on horseback to address
her troops, dressed in armour. The implication was that she was prepared to lead them
into battle herself. In the rousing speech she gave, the following words stand out: ‘Tknow
I have the body of a weak and feeble woman, but I have the heart and stomach of a king.’
The similarity with the situation of the women of Kor¢ula is crystal clear.

On location: last summer’s performance of ‘The Siege of
Curzola’
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Although the tactics of the English proved successtul, despite having far fewer ships,
victory was definitively assured by what was interpreted as divine intervention. A very
unusual wind drove the Spanish ships away, a third of them being ultimately
shipwrecked. When King Philip II learnt of the failure of his expedition, he declared: ‘I
sent the Armada against men, not God’s winds and waves.” In London a medal was
struck with the inscription ‘Flavit Jehovah et dissipati sunt’: ‘God blew and they were
scattered’. Once again, the similarity with what happened in Kor¢ula is undeniable.

O’Keefte’s merging together of events from English history with those of Dalmatia is
symbolized in his libretto by the totally unhistorical introduction of two shipwrecked
English sailors who, with their military experience, seem to take the place of the
historical figure of Archdeacon Rozanovi¢ in organizing the women. As if the
similarities between 1588 with what took place in Kor¢ula in 1571 were not self-evident
enough for the English theatre-goers of his day, O’Keeffe even included towards the end
of Act 3 a song by these English sailors (‘In May 1588’) specifically about the defeat of
the Spanish Armada. This was intended as an example of what can be achieved and to
encourage the women for the forthcoming fight on the city walls (omitted in our
shortened production).

As mentioned, these comic operas were full of social satire, and a word should be said
about one particular custom that is lampooned throughout the opera, even though it
has no direct connection with 16th-century Koréula. The island’s authorities in those
days were Venetians—that is, Italians—and O’Keeffe cannot resist transposing back in
time the 18th-century Italian figure of the cicisbeo. Among the Italian nobility and
upper classes, a czcisbeo was a professed gallant or male companion (cavaliere servente) of
a married woman who, with her husband’s consent, attended her at public
entertainments and even at church. Clearly, this was a custom that 18th-century
Londoners would have found highly amusing. This subplot largely centres on the
pompous Pompeio, who also symbolizes the cowardice of the historical town
authorities; butitisalso reflected in some of the songs, and in the attitude and comments
of the two shipwrecked English sailors.

Such, then, were O’Keefle’s probable reasons for choosing this historical incident.
His anachronistic switching of the assaults by the Turks in 1571 and the Spanish in
1588, implying that the latter took place before the former, is understandable, since he
wished to engage the interest of the 18th-century London audience.

Although he joined together in fiction the history of England with that of Kor¢ula,
O’Keeffe did not of course know that not long after 1786 an official British presence
would indeed be established on the island. This took place after the defeat of Napoleon,
when Peter Lowen became His Majesty’s Representative as Governor of the island in
1813. Though short-lived, his governorship was a happy and productive one. Older
inhabitants of the town still refer to two of the products of his governorship as the
Engleska kula (‘the English tower’—a Martello tower) and the Engleska pjaceta (‘the
English piazza’). And last summer we had the pleasure of presenting—rescued from
oblivion—the Engleska opera.

The Siege of Curzola’ will be performed in the Square of St Justina, Koriula, on
August 21 and 23.
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