
W
hen an MP in the 1990s
said that ‘the homeless
are the people you step
over when you come out

of the opera house’, he inadvertently
conceived the idea for a new charity.
Streetwise Opera began as a direct
result of this comment – a charity
that uses music as a tool to support
homeless people and help them make
positive changes to their lives. 

At that time I worked as a key
worker at a night shelter in London
where the residents were fed up with
the public looking down on them and
having misconceptions about them.
Anyone can become homeless and
many people who find themselves
homeless had had very ‘normal’ lives
that had been uprooted by marriage
breakdown, redundancy or ill health.
Residents were looking for a way to
find public understanding and respect
and here in front of us was a
fascinating opportunity – by marrying
opera and homelessness, two worlds
that were poles apart, we felt we
could send out a clear message to the
public that homeless people could
not only enjoy opera but could
themselves perform in operas. This
would help the public see homeless
people in a new light and would earn
them admiration. 

What happened immediately was
that in designing the concept, we
realised that there was one vital
element without which none of this
would work – one ingredient that
would provide the glue for the
mission and vision for the whole
enterprise: quality. It would be very
easy for the idea to be seen as
something worthy but ultimately
tokenistic. If the productions were

highly professional and of artistic
excellence in their own right, on the
other hand, that would create real
respect and understanding – not
sympathy or pity. 

Quickly, ‘quality’ became a central
concept that ran through everything
the charity did – the proverbial
‘writing in the stick of rock’ – and we
wanted the entire experience and
delivery of our work to be informed
by quality. This meant that not only
would we aim to stage productions
that would be excellent (working with
the world’s best directors and singers),
but that our engagement with
participants would be delivered by
workshop leaders who had had the
best training and professional support
staff would be at every workshop. We
also wanted quality to be part of the
organisation as a whole so that our
website, posters, staff training, etc.
were of the highest standard. It’s easy
to become obsessive about this but
we felt strongly that if we could
project this idea of quality running
through the operation, it would
ultimately make participants – a group
more used to second-hand clothes
and sandwiches that had passed their
sell-by date – feel they were part of

something important and ‘of worth’. 
This is of course quite a challenge

to put into practice – particularly
staging professional shows with some
of the most vulnerable and damaged
people in society. We obviously don’t
want to exclude anyone and it would
make a nonsense of our work if we
were to cream off the most
accomplished performers from our
participants. But through providing a
quality framework both artistically and
in the way we support our participants
we’ve so far been able to present
shows of a consistently high standard
– every one of our past productions
has won 4-star and 5-star reviews in
the national press and all have been 
at, or close to, capacity. Most
revealing of all is that, as we hoped 
at the outset, the artistic quality has
been matched in the ‘social’ results 
of the work: 90 – 100% of participants
have experienced positive
transformations in their lives.
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