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New opera
to celebrate
Pole’s secret
war service
SHÂN ROSS

A SCOTS composer who tracked
down the grandson of a Polish
freedom fighter who undertook
secret scientific research in Edin-
burgh during the Second World
War has turned the memories
into an opera to be premiered in
the city next month.

Julian Wagstaff’s Breathe Free-
ly was commissioned by the Uni-
versity of Edinburgh’s school of
chemistry to celebrate its 300th
anniversary. The 40-minute
work will be performed at the
Assembly Rooms in Edinburgh
on 24 October.

The opera tells the story of
Lieutenant Stanisław Hempel,
independence fighter, socialist
activist and chemist, who ar-
rived Edinburgh in 1943 to un-
dertake secret scientific work
in support of the Polish Armed
Forces in the West.

He was given a laboratory by
Professor James Kendall, head of
chemistry at university, who also
features in the opera. The line-up
of characters is completed by Dr
Chrissie Miller, the first female
chemist to be inducted as a Fel-
low of the Royal Society of Edin-
burgh.

The opera’s title is borrowed
from the book Breathe Freely
written by Prof Kendall, an ex-
pert in gas warfare, in 1938 to re-
assure the British public that the
dangers of a threatened poison
gas attack from Nazi Germany
had been greatly exaggerated.

The opera will be performed
by world-class musicians and
singers and conducted by Derek
Clark, Scottish Opera’s head of
music.

Wagstaff, composer in resi-
dence at the university, who
traced Hempel’s eldest grand-

son, Wojciech Hempel, in Łódz,
Poland via the internet, said:
“He described his grandfather’s
personality as being that of a ‘ro-
mantic pragmatist’. For example
Hempel joined the Communist
Party after the war, not through
conviction but because he knew
if he wanted to progress in his
career he would have to do so.”



The Herald, 22 October 2013 
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ANNIVERSARY

Opera tribute to 
war hero chemist

Jack Mathieson

PARTY-goers will celebrate 
300 years of chemistry at 
Edinburgh University with a 
night at the opera and a tale 
of war-time heroism.

Capital-based composer Julian 
Wagstaff was commissioned to write 
a new work to mark the landmark 
anniversary.

And he built his musical around the 
story of Polish revolutionary Stanislaw 
Hempel, who came to Edinburgh 
during World War Two.

The 40-minute opera, Breathe 
Freely, will now be performed for 
the first time at the Assembly Rooms 
tomorrow night.

University staff and students – who 
helped Wagstaff with the project – 
are eagerly looking forward to the 
concert, which aims to bring both 
classical music and science to new 
audiences.

The work features three singers and 
three musicians and will be conducted 
by Derek Clark, Scottish Opera’s head 
of music. 

Wagstaff said: “It has been a real 
privilege to work on this project. 

“I have met some fascinating 

people, and greatly enjoyed getting 
to grips with the science, and of 
course the history of this fascinating 
department. 

“I am thrilled that a conductor 
of such experience and renown as 
Derek Clark has come on board for 
the project, along with absolutely first-
rate musicians and singers.”

The opera tells the story of Polish 
independence fighter and chemist 
Hempel, who came to Edinburgh in 
1943 to carry out scientific work in 
support of the Polish armed forces.

He was given a laboratory by 
Professor James Kendall, head of 
chemistry at Edinburgh University 
at the time.

In preparation for writing the 
piece, the composer researched the 
history of chemistry at Edinburgh, 
and interviewed present and former 
students and members of staff.

He even tracked down a grandson of 
Stanisław Hempel in Łódz in Poland, 
to get insights into the life of his opera’s 
central character.

Prof Eleanor Campbell, head of 
the school of chemistry at Edinburgh 
University, said: “It has been a great 
experience for students and staff 
within the School of Chemistry to 
interact with Julian on this project. 

“It will be a unique legacy of our 
Tercentenary year and I am delighted 
that Scottish Opera has been so 
generous with their support.”

Alex Reedijk, general director at 
Scottish Opera, said: “It’s common 
knowledge that I am very keen on the 
development and commissioning of 
new opera in Scotland and I’m pleased 
that Scottish Opera has been able to 
provide support to Julian and The 
University of Edinburgh in delivering 
the performance aspect of such an 
interesting project.”

It has been a real privilege to work on this project
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New work  Breathe Freely




