An der Schwemm

The world premiere of An der Schwemm took place on 21 April 1922 at the Pdle Nord, an
entertainment establishment in the Hotel Brosius in Luxembourg City. Batty Weber (1860-
1940) had provided the composer Lou Koster (1889-1973) with a libretto for this one-act
operetta. The first reviews appeared the day after the premiere in the Luxemburger Zeitung, in
the Escher Tageblatt and on the front page of L'Indépendance luxembourgeoise, confirming a

large audience and bearing witness to the success of the work.

The Escher Tageblatt reported that Weber had originally planned An der Schwemm as a sketch,
which was "expanded by adding songs that were set to modern music and orchestrated by Miss
Lou Koster from the city conservatory”. In the printed libretto, he had entitled the work
“Operettchen” in a double diminutive form. August Donnen was the director and played one of
the main roles (Zengerle') was played by. A hairdresser by profession, Donnen had enjoyed
great popularity as a singer and actor since before the First World War. The role of Reddy was
played by the singer Charles Kaboth. The rest of the troupe was made up of amateur actors from
the Swimming Club Luxembourg: The main role of Lori was sung by swimmer Anne Kugener
and that of Miss by Laure (or Lori) Koster. It is no coincidence that the main protagonist bears
the name of Lou Koster's sister. The name was Weber's homage to Laure Koster, a competitive
swimmer who was known beyond Luxembourg's borders at the time and who was playing the
cello as successfully as she was swimming: in 1924, she represented Luxembourg at the
Olympics in Paris and practised in between swimming competitions for her exams at the
conservatory in Brussels. Lou Koster's second sister Lina played the cello in the orchestra

conducted by the Austrian orchestra leader Willy Goetz at the premiere of An der Schwemm.

The Batty Weber collection at the Centre national de littérature (CNL) contains four letters
from Koster to Weber from the year in which the operetta was written, which provide
information about their relationship and collaboration. Lou Koster not only had the utmost

confidence in Batty Weber as a writer, but also in his musical judgement. In these letters she
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looks up to Weber, who was almost 30 years her senior, as a mentor. However, apart from a
postcard he sent from Bad Ems, there is no information on how he assessed their common work.
Weber and Koster remained friends after this collaboration. In his diaries kept at the CNL, the
writer mentions several social meetings with the composer. However, to Lou Koster's great

disappointment, a second libretto, which he had promised her, never materialised.

The location of the action - the "Schwemm™ - was a municipal river swimming pool, "am
Bisserwee am Gronn" situated between Pulvermiihle and Stadtgrund. By this time, this open-
air pool in the river Alzette had already become a historical site of memory, to which Batty
Weber dedicated no fewer than six feuilletons in his series entitled Abreilkalender, published
in the Luxemburger Zeitung (LZ). The Prussian garrison had founded a swimming school there
in the middle of the 19th century. When it left in 1867, non-commissioned officers and soldiers
of the Luxembourg military gave swimming lessons there until 1918. Batty Weber therefore
ironically described swimming in Luxembourg as "an offshoot of the old [Prussian] barracks
drill" (AbreiRkalender, LZ, 29 January 1927).

Lou Koster was very familiar with the "Schwemm™, as she herself was a keen swimmer, as well
as a hiker, mountaineer and cyclist. In this respect, she corresponded to the sporty and self-
confident type of woman at the centre of the operetta. The composer was a member of the
Swimming Club Luxembourg, took part in women's swimming competitions and also provided
musical accompaniment to the swimming festivals with the small women's orchestra she led
and which was placed above the shower cubicles. Her Swimming March, dedicated to the club,

premiered there on 25 June 1922.

The plot of the operetta takes place on the day Lori is supposed to swim “free” (i.e. by herself)
under the supervision of her swimming instructor, corporal Reddy. Reddy lacks the courage to
confess his love for the young woman. Lori decides to take the initiative and feigns drowning.

She embraces her lover and confesses her love - loudly and strongly.

In this operetta, the poet and composer bring the "new woman™ of the 1920s to the stage, who
independently and self-confidently strives for mental and physical freedom. However, the
desire for emancipation was not only realised on stage: in 1918, Lou Koster and her mother
signed a petition demanding the right to vote for women, which was introduced in Luxembourg

in 1919. As a long-time silent film musician in Luxembourg's cinemas, she had got to know

2



new female role models and also set to music the performances of self-confident women in
film. Weber, who was married to the women's rights activist Emma Brugmann often (if not

always) spoke approvingly of women's emancipation in his Abreil3kalender.

The writer uses the theme of swimming without support (“freischwimmen’) as a metaphor for
independent, emancipatory action that leads to the liberation of women from the shackles of an
outdated gender role. In the mixed chorus of female swimmers and swimming instructors (scene
14), both genders unite in singing an emancipatory manifesto: "If only one could swim freely
everywhere like in water". Lori is encouraged by the chorus to free herself from the (male)
"leash”, in this case the swimming leash and to venture into any current - and therefore also to
swim against the current - to finally be free without "constraints™. However, by calling the
chorus a "Réverie Cho'er" (dream chorus) in the score, the composer expresses a certain
skepticism: won't this desire for equality remain just a "dream™ for a long time to come, one

that is sung about on the operetta stage but has little potential to change reality?

The main plot of An der Schwemm is interwoven with a comic subplot: Lori has a second suitor,
old Zengerle', a good match with "his own house and nice pensions™, who has asked Lori's
parents for her hand in marriage. Zengerle' gains unauthorised access to the baths on Ladies'
Swimming Day by pretending to be a Luxembourg delegate of the Internationaler
Junglingsverein fur Jungfrauenschutz (International Young Men's Association for the
Protection of Maidens). Batty Weber is alluding here to organisations such as the
Internationaler Madchenschutz (International Girls' Protection Association), which had a
branch in Luxembourg that his wife Emma Weber-Brugmann presided over for many years.
The gibe here is aimed primarily at a certain type of man who was involved in such
organisations. In his bathing costume, Zengerle’ ambushes Lori with his "Kodak": "Lori, my
little doll, today I'll catch you with this camera like with a birdcage” (Scene 8). The voyeur is
exposed by Lori's friends. Miss is annoyed about being photographed: "These legs we're
standing on are our legs, so to speak, and we're not going to let someone like that take pictures
of them just like that!" The women not only defend themselves verbally, but also throw
Zengerle' into the water. Crestfallen, the man flees to his cabin, where he realizes that his fancy
clothes have been stolen. The worn-out ones he finds and puts on belong to the vagrant and
fugitive prison inmate Struppes, who has the police hot on his heels. Clad in Struppes' clothes,
Zengerle' is arrested by the police. The typical representative of an outdated male role model is

put behind bars.



In Lori and Reddy's love duet (scene 15), the composer and poet also turn traditional gender
roles on their head. Shy Reddy sings of his love tenderly in pianissimo and wishes that Lori
would whisper her love in return, quietly, secretly into his ear (,,So mer et hemlech an d’O’her,
So mer et lues, ganz lues®, scene 16), while Lori proclaims her love loudly and clearly to the

"whole world" - in forte in Weber’s libretto, even in fortissimo in Koster’s score.

Can the euphoric singing of women's liberation on stage contribute to setting the course for
actual political, social and cultural equality? The young main protagonist Lori does end up

'getting hitched', even if she has chosen her partner herself.

To make the operetta even better known, Lou Koster composed a Fantaisie sur An der
Schwemm in 1922 in versions for piano, symphony orchestra and wind orchestra, the one for
wind orchestra is now considered lost. The fact that August Donnen recorded the Lidd vum
Zengerle' on shellac disc for the Berlin company Homokord in the 1920s speaks volumes for
the musical success of the operetta. He kept the Lidd vum Zengerle' in his repertoire and also

sang it on Radio Luxembourg in the 1930s.

Around five years after the premiere, Weber and Koster returned to the operetta and created a
German version with additional incidental music and a new, much longer potpourri overture
based on the Fantaisie sur An der Schwemm. It can be assumed that this German version,
entitled Amor im Bade, was primarily created for performances in Germany. The initial casting
of exclusively German singers supports this assumption. Some sources point at Cologne, but
no evidence of a performance has been found to date. Between 12 and 21 February 1927, Amor
im Bade was performed a total of eight times in Luxembourg as a guest performance by the
Pdle Nord Theatre.

24 years after the operetta's premiere, immediately after the Second World War, An der
Schwemm was performed one last time during the composer's lifetime, in a production by the
Hémechtstheater directed by Ketty Schilling.

After Koster's death, the musical performance material, including the orchestral score, was
considered lost, and the Luxembourg National Library was only able to acquire a handwritten

vocal score. As part of my research into Lou Koster, | found large parts of the performance
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material in a private storage facility, which is now accessible in the Luxembourg National

Library.

In addition to other piano scores, the complete orchestral parts of the German version from
1927 have been preserved, allowing for a reconstruction and first practical edition. In this way,
An der Schwemm could be performed again in 2024 in a modern production by Marion Rothhaar
and under the artistic direction of Jonathan Kaell from Opera Mobile with the Orchestre de
Chambre du Luxembourg. Valérie Stammet sang the role of Lori, Loic D. Schlentz that of
Reddy and Christophe Bornet appeared as Zengerle'. Tatsiana Zelianko composed a prologue
and an epilogue for the new production based on a commissioned text by Rol Gehlhausen. The
performances took place at the Escher Theater (Premiere), Centre des Arts Pluriels (CAPE) in
Ettelbriick and at the Festival de Wiltz.

For planned performances or research, this digital score, a bilingual sheet music edition
of the operetta An der Schwemm / Amor im Bade, which combines both versions and
enables performances in Luxembourgish or German, including part material, can be

requested from MuGi.lu (mugilu@uni.lu). It was compiled on behalf of the CID | Fraen

an Gender by Jonathan Kaell, the director of Opera mobile, in collaboration with Danielle
Roster (archival research). Selected music editions of orchestral works by Koster from
the 1920s and 1930s can also be requested.

MuGi.lu also has a digital archive on Lou Koster with around 2500 digitized items at

present.
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