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Interview

WEILL INSPIRATION

Camille O’Sullivan talks about the lasting magic of KURT WEILL whose songs she performed during the Dublin Fringe Festival

Excerpt

‘The Kurt Well Cabaret show was one of the highlights of the recent Dublin Fringe Festival. And the singer/actress who dominated that show was the magnificent Camille O’Sullivan, who is a founder member of Vile Bodies.

But how did Camille discover Kurt well and by extension the world of Carbarettists like Well, Hans Easier, Friedrich Hollander and Joachim Ringleinatz?

‘’My mother is French, so we were brought up listening to the whole tradition of Trenet, Jacques Brel and Kurt Weill- even though Kurt Weill is obviously German!’’ she responds.

‘’And then, later as an architect, I spent a year in Berlin and was going to all the Cabaret clubs and got a CD of Ute Lemper and that really turned me onto Weill. Then this escalated into Jody Trehy – whose also in the Kurt Weill Kabaret 2000, plus a couple of people starting to do this Weill show.’’

The show posed many challenges ‘’It’s taken us about six years and we’re still trying to get the interpretations right, to tell you the truth. It’s difficult music. You can approach it from a purist side, just use, say, a piano or clarinet, as we did originally, but now Eanna Hickey has added samples and computerized effects on a song like What keeps Mankind Alive. So this is a show that is still evolving.’’

In fact Eanna Hickey’s interpretation, complete with powerful computer effects, is one of the highpoints of the show. Yet even more powerful is Camille’s take on that bittersweet Weill song, ‘Surabaya Johnny’, which she sings as though her past, present and future depend on total immersion in the song.

Likewise her tour-de-force reading of such highly theatrical and stylized, songs as ‘’Pirate Jenny’’ and ‘’Immoral Earnings’’, the latter with it’s still shocking line about washing a baby’ down a drain’. It is contentious subject matter like this that makes Weill’s theatrical songs ‘’so contemporary’’ according to O’Sullivan.  

‘’They also are extremely potent songs, emotionally’ she adds.’ So you can totally immerse yourself in the words, the music, the world Weill was creating through songs like ’Surabaya Johnny’’. I certainly can. Maybe, in part, because I love that bittersweet worldview. That sense that the narrator being cold and cynical while underneath it all, remaining a romantic. That’s very much the person I am.’’

‘’But what I really love about these some of these songs is that subjects like abortion are presented so matter-factly, not turned into issues. That’s what I mean when I say these songs are contemporary. Like the kind of stuff Elvis Costello would write, or whoever. But then Costello was influenced by Weill.’’

Camille O’Sullivan has also played Abigail in The Crucible. Yelena in Uncle Vanya. And Titania in A Midsummer’s Night Dream. However she doesn’t hesitate for a moment when asked what appeals to more, acting ‘’straight roles’’ in theatre and film or “acting out’’ sung texts in shows like Kurt Weill Cabaret 2000.

‘’I probably get more gratification from sinking into the soul of a Kurt Well song than I get from anything else I’ve done’’ she says. ‘’I love acting but because I am, as I say, an emotional person, and these songs are extremely emotional, singing them is like often walking a tightrope for three or four minutes. You have to capture the beauty and cynicism in them, at that emotional level, but you also have to stand back far enough to let the narrator explain the tale. Trying to achieve that kind of balance is really exhilarating, I find. And given the choice, I’d concentrate on doing shows like this. Or similar shows on the work of Hans Easier. This is really where my heart is. My bittersweet heart!’’

