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The Sugar Reapers (or Guyana Johnny): An Opera InTwo Acts

by John Jordan

Background

In his third opera, Alan Bush’s intention was to express, in a more modern
context, the ideas of freedom, around which ‘Wat Tyler’ and ‘Men of
Blackmoor’ had centred. He chose for his subject the struggle of the people
of British Guiana, during the |950s, against the oppression of the British
colonial regime.The People’s Progressive Party won a political victory in 1953
and, against this background, the opera unfolds as a story of true love
between a young Indian woman, Sumintra, and a young African, Johnny
Lucas. In his preparations for writing this opera,Alan Bush visited Guyana in
#4959, accompanied by his elder daughter, Rachel O’Higgins, in order to
make an intensive study of the country’s music and culture.

The Workers’ Music Association (WMA), under the leadership of
John Jordan, has initiated an ambitious project to perform scenes
from the opera, hopefully in 2007.The intention is to perform: the
Overture; Act |, Scene llI; the Interlude after Act Il, Scene I, and
Act I, Scene Il. In this article, John describes the music of what is,
in his.view, Bush’s finest opera.

Bush’s Third Opera

The European opera houses that performed this work coined Guyana
Johnny as a more easily translatable title. It is an opera in two acts, six
scenes, with a libretto written by Nancy Bush. Its world premiere took
place in Leipzig Opera House on || December 1966.The producer
was Fritz Bennewitz; the Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra was
conducted by Rolf Reuter. There were subsequent productions in
Tartu, Estonia, and Odessa, USSR. The Leipzig production was
broadcast by East German Radio in 1968, and by BBC Radio 3 in 1976
with added English narration.

Quartal Harmony

For this opera, Bush has used quartal harmony, chords made with
fourths: C F BbEb AbDbGh (F#) B E A D G, thus, all twelve notes of the
chromatic or semitonal scale can be used. With this method, the
composer can go anywhere he likes. Time to modulate (change key) is
not needed, thus the action is not held up.

Schoénberg composed with twelve tones, the semitonal or chromatic
scale, but whereas he studiously avoids chords associated with tonality
(triads etc.),Bush does not, eg. BbDbGhor C E A. Also, Schénberg used

The chord consisting of C F Bb Ebis quite mild in effect, so for moments
of greater anguish Bush uses altered note chords eg. C#F B E; C#F
B4E, or C# FhB4ED etc., not for mere sensationalism, but only where
emotions expressed in the libretto call for such use.The chord, C F
BbEb, could also be compressed to BbC EbF or used in any order,
as could the altered note chords, B§C# EbF b thus increasing their
intensity. A chord could also contain all twelve notes in some chosen
order. There could also, of course, be two, three, four, five or more part
writing as well — quite an armoury!

It is also worth noting that in triadic harmony, chords made from thirds
were used all through the 20th century, for example by Benjamin
Britten and many others. A four part chord,say C E G C, has one letter
name repeated, whereas a four part quartal chord, C F BbEb, does not.
Bush did not believe in repetition (for example, see his piano piece ‘The
Cruel Sea Captain’ from Two Ballads of the Sea.) This may have led him
eventually to use fourth chords; he does use octaves however. To go
beyond the triad without repeating a note, Britten used sevenths, CE G
Bb,and ninths, CE G BbD. A thirteenth is as far as one can g0,CEG
BbD F A, without repeating a note, seven notes in all, whereas by using
fourth chords, Bush could use all twelve notes-in a chord without
repeating a note.

This is not meant as a composer comparison. After all, Beethoven
often used sevenths, but rarely ninths, which have only five different
notes (usually the minor version, C E G BbDb).To properly assess Bush
we need to see and hear his operas — he wrote four of them — at
Covent Garden, say!

Uplifting and Heroic

The story of The Sugar Reapers is about British Guiana in 1953, before
independence and at the time of its first democratic election. The
opera opens with an overture which has a three four bar followed by
a three two bar almost all the way through. After four bars of
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Patrons: Dr John Amis, Dr Timothy Bowers, Professor Edward Gregson,
Dr Anthony Payne, Sir Curtis Price, Dr Ronald Stevenson

Nadira Jagan-Brancier,

29 October 2010
Dear Nadira,

I am sending you the copies of letters from my father, Alan Bush to your mother, lanet Jagan. | am
delighted to do this. Your mother, as | told you, was very kind to us when we visited British Guiana,
"as it was then. She provided us with transport and a very nice driver, Annibourne, and organised a
house for us to rent in Georgetown. We travelled all over the country and my father was able to get
information about songs and the Kwe-Kwe dance and song, which he incorporated into his opera.

[ have sent you copies of the last four issues of our Newsletter, Clarion, which comes out once a year
for your information. Clarion 9 has an article about The Sugar Reapers ( Guyana Johnny) which |
thought you might like. | also send you the information sheet about the Trust.

| have added you to our system as a supporter, because you have kindly sent a donation to the
Trust. | hope this is all right. You need do nothing more and | will send you a copy of the
forthcoming Newsletter, when it comes out at the end of this year.

The Trust is quite an active organisation, which was established in 1997, two years after my father’s
death. The manuscripts and his correspondence are now held in the British Library, but | have copies
of most of the manuscripts and a good deal of the correspondence in the Bush Archive here in
Histon. | have several research workers who are working on various aspects of Alan’s work and life.
This year, we have been active in raising money for a CD of Alan’s hitherto unpublished Concert Suite
which was recorded in September and will be issued early next year. | am very happy to send you a
complimentary copy of the CD when it is available.

With very best wishes,

vy
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