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Le Bo n  Jo u r nal R ev i ew  
T an  Du n 's M ar co Pol o i n  Amst er dam 
7 - 28 Novem ber  2008 

When we were kids, my fr iends and I  played Marco Polo in t he swimming pool. ÒMarco!Ó 
the bl indfolded person would cal l  out . ÒPolo!Ó everyone else would shout  in response. That  
was the only way the person could guess where everyone else was. ÒMarco!Ó ÒPolo!Ó Of 
course, the ÒPoloÕsÓ could be movi ng targets. Whoever get s caught  becomes t he next  
Marco. 

The l ibret t ist  Paul Gr i ffi t hs spl i t  Marco and Polo int o two halves of the same person, not  
unl i ke t he chi ldhood game we played. Marco is t he man as seen from the outside. Polo is 
the man as fel t  from the inside. I n the Nether lands Opera product ion at  the Music 
Theat re Amsterdam in November 2008, M arco is sung by New Zealand-born mezzo-
soprano Sarah Cast le. The Amer ican tenor  Char les Workman sings Polo. I  would have 
thought  the woman to be t he person seen from the inside and t he man on t he outside. 
Wit hout  reading the synopsis beforehand, i tÕs not  so obvious that  t he two are di fferent  
sides of the same Marco Polo. 

Simi lar ly, i f  I  hadnÕt  heard of Tan Dun or  his academy award-winning t heme in Ang 
LeeÕs ÒCrouching Tiger , Hidden Dragon,Ó I  would have been confused by Tan DunÕs opera 
ÒMarco Polo.Ó That  haunt ing cel lo solo of Yo Yo Ma from the movie made me expect  any 
work of Tan Dun to be equal ly enchant ing. And havi ng scanned the synopsis and t he 
compl icated layers of t he Marco Polo l ibret to, an opera within an opera as i tÕs been cal led, 
I  looked forward to this evening wit h great  expectat ion. 

Charles Workman (Polo), Sarah Castle (Marco) PHOTO CREDIT: ClŠrchen und 
Matthias Baus 

My guest, a university lecturer  who sings soprano ar ias in her  spare t ime, had ear l ier  
lamented over  t he decl ine of Òhigh ar tÓ in her  observat ion of the general  age range of 
opera goers. She shared her  love of opera as she led me from her  office in Spui  through 
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the back st reets of Amsterdam to the shiny bui lding thatÕs the Muziektheater  (Music 
Theat re). 

ÒI tÕs not  enough to support  opera by being a seasonal  subscr iber  or  a pat ron, we need to 
get  younger people interested in opera. The people that  come here are at  least  40 years 
old. I f you go to t he Concer tgebouw, they are near ly al l  grey!Ó 

But  for  an ageing populat ion, as in most European count r ies, i t  is not  a bad thing. Opera 
is one of t hose Òhigh ar tÓ per formances t hat  take t ime to appreciate. My guest star ted 
going to operas as a university student  and has seen near ly every known opera under the 
sun. I  am sti l l  t ryi ng to cat ch up, cramming as many as three operas on a good week. 

I nside t he t heat re, we were pleasant ly surpr ised to see teenagers in our  row. Had t hey 
got ten t ickets t hrough the ÒMarco Polo in AmsterdamÓ project? I t  involves young people 
par t icipat ing in var ious singing and act ing events throughout  the cultural  capi tal . These 
cult ural  events are intended to help expand the vi sibi l i ty of the Nether lands Opera and 
broaden i ts audience base, a clever  and much needed act ion for  opera to grow. The four  
large-scale project s consist  of Si l k  Road, Choral Flow, composit ions students from the 
Amsterdam conservatory shar ing t heir  works in t he Zeedi jk  neighbourhood, and Vocal 
Map (of singing in Amsterdam). Unfor tunately, we soon discovered that  t hese youngsters 
couldnÕt  keep sti l l , let t ing their  mobi le phones go off, sending and receivi ng text  
messages, and whisper ing to each other  dur ing t he two hour  show. 

Once we got  used to our  neighbours, we t urned our  eyes to the stage. I t  wasnÕt  clear  when 
the opera actual ly began, for  the main actors and colour ful l y-robed ÒchoralÓ members 
walked on stage in si lence. Why silence? Here was the opportunity for  an over t ure to 
signal t he beginning of the per formance, t he way cur tains are used in t he past.  For  a 
moment , I  t hought  the conductor  was missing. I n fact , Tan Dun, the composer and 
conductor  on this second night  of t he per formance in Amsterdam, had del iberately waited 
for  everyone to get  situated on stage before he took t he podium. 

Stephen Bryant (Dante), Nancy Allen Lundy (Water), Charles Workman (Polo), Sarah 
Castle (Marco), Tania Kross (Mahler), Zhang Jun (Li Po) PHOTO CREDIT: ClŠrchen 
und Matthias Baus 
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What  emerged was not  the orchestral  sound one would typical l y expect  in the over t ure 
but  the pure, percussive clat ter  of Chinese instruments that  t ypi fies Peking Opera, t hat  
famil iar  echo from my parentsÕ television. I f  you didnÕt  l isten careful l y, youÕd think t he 
jester  (the Chinese actor  and singer Zhang Jun) was speaking in Chinese. H is Engl ish 
was del iberately st ret ched, accented, and reconstructed to resemble t he kind of Chinese 
spoken and sung in Peking Opera. The percussive rhyt hm and musical  highl ights 
fol lowed his gestures, movements, and words in sync and pace. 

The programme book and any synopsis of this opera are absolutely essent ial  in 
understanding this complex work, not  least the dimensions of t ime (change of seasons) 
and space (t he journey on the Si lk Road) but  also t he three layers of space: t he spi r i t ual , 
physical , and musical journeys. The physical  journey from West  to East  takes shape in 
the scenery changes, reflect ing t he geographical  journey of Marco Polo from the Piazza of 
Venice, t hrough mountains and deserts, to t he Great  Wal l  of China. Var ious medieval 
European, I ndian, Tibetan, and Chinese instruments in ensemble and as soloists near ly 
offstage accompany this journey. The choir  members are t he inhabitants encountered 
along the way or  par t  of the scenery, such as t he invi sible hands of t he sea waves, winds, 
or  rocks. 

I n most stage per formances, music accompanies the plot , consistent  wi th scene changes 
and t he act ions of the characters. I n Tan DunÕs Marco Polo, however , the musical  journey 
does not  only accompany the geographical journey. The music also fol lowed the spir i tual  
journey, which is explored in the Book of Timespace influenced by Peking opera and 
other  Eastern t radi t ions. This layer  i s divi ded into four  seasons, which Tan Dun fur t her  
paral lels to mankindÕs past, present , and future. M arco is not  only the inner  self, but  also 
the present  and the t ravel ler  on a cont inuous journey. Meanwhi le Polo symbol ises 
memory. The character  of Water  (t he Amer ican soprano Nancy Al len Lundy in a flowing, 
l ight  blue dress) represents Nature. 

PHOTO CREDIT: ClŠrchen und Matthias Baus 

I f you can understand t hat  the two characters of Marco and Polo represent  the same 
individual Marco Polo and that  Kublai  Khan represents the other  ext reme Ð t he Eastern 
destinat ion, then youÕre halfway there. What  might  seem confusing are t he other  



Page 4 of 4 

Le Bon Journal Review http://www.bonjournal.com/entr ies/j081121.htm 

(costumed) individuals on stage: t he great  poet  Dante, Marco PoloÕs cel lmate Rustichel lo,  
Scheherazade who told the thousand and one stor ies of the Arabian Nights, and t he 8th 
century Chinese poet  L i  Po. Even the composer  Gustav M ahler  appears, via his 
symphonic song cycle ÒDas Lied von der  Erde,Ó which is quoted in Tan DunÕs music. 
These are symbol ic figures and appar i t ions who accompany Marco Polo on his journey. I  
suspect  t hereÕs a lot  more symbol ism and meaning than what  meets the eye. What  may 
also chal lenge the audience is t he mult iple roles of t he actors/singers. For  instance, Dutch 
mezzo soprano Tania Kross appears as Sheherazade, Gustav M ahler , and the Queen. 
Amer ican bass bar i tone Stephen Bryant  is not  only Dante but  also Shakespeare and 
Shadow 3. 

The mult i -dimensional nature of this opera, a story within a story, across t ime and space, 
history and fantasy, symbol ism and imagery, are al l  integrated t hrough Tan DunÕs music, 
which i tsel f is a fusion of Western and Eastern elements. I ronical ly as the geographical  
journey moved fur ther  East, t he music I  heard moved fur ther  West. The opera began 
with the pure sound of t he Peking Opera and ended with the Western harmony of chorus 
and orchest ra, save for  the lone Òpi pa,Ó the Chinese lute on stage. 

Stephen Bryant (Dante), Charles Workman (Polo), Sarah Castle (Marco)  
PHOTO CREDIT: ClŠrchen und Matthias Baus 

Tan DunÕs Marco Polo was, for  me, a mult i -dimensional exper ience which went  beyond 
my expectat ions and indeed overwhelmed my senses, i f not , cooked my brains. Here was 
an opera of our  generat ion: a fusion of elements across t ime and space, a t rue testimony 
to the way our  wor lds have become inter twined in t he global isat ion process. I n some 
ways, i t  reminds me of our  paral lel  exi stence in several wor lds: the real  physical wor ld of 
face to face, t he dream wor ld when we sleep or  fantasize, and the clean and effi cient  
wor ld of cyberspace where you can find anyt hing or  anyone at  the touch of a but ton. At  
the end of t he day, I  wonder  to myself whether  we are dreaming or  l ivi ng. 

"Ren sheng ru meng." L i fe is l i ke a dream. Which is t he real  wor ld of Marco Polo? The 
man, the legend, or  the opera? 

An ne Ku , 21 November  2008 


