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Alla ragazza invisibile che ha comunque cercato di sopravvivere. 

 

 

You're on your own, kid 
You always have been 

- Taylor Swift 
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Introduction 
 

Opera is an essential part of Italian culture and arts history, as a consequence of where it 

began: Florence (Riding and Dunton-Downer, 2006). But since its beginning during the 

Italian Renaissance, opera has changed and faced different challenges. New media are 

now competing for the attention of the public1. However, the interest of the audience is 

still alive, and they are even interested in exploring operas of lesser-known composers, 

or unknown operas of great authors (Wignall, 1990). Italian opera houses lean towards a 

more conservative repertoire since it’s a costly stage art form. Opera companies function 

as local monopolies and prefer to choose traditional works, that the audience is acquainted 

with (Jensen and Kim, 2014). Opera houses are also called to develop artistic originality 

and consequently aspire to offer their audiences new and innovative works.  

Throughout its history, opera has become central to the cultural and social development 

of humanity and it’s a prominent part of the cultural market around the world. This lively 

context, from an economic, social, and artistic point of view, is ideal for understanding 

the relationships and balances between tradition and innovation, how these two 

interconnect with each other, and the impact that opera has as a bridge between the past 

and the future, not only of art but also of society. To understand how the threads between 

tradition and innovation are intertwined, it is required to define the methodological 

approach necessary to analyse the data collected in the operatic world regarding this work.  

Of particular interest are the data concerning opera directors, how they conceive tradition 

and innovation, tradition and authenticity, and the balance existing between them. The 

data that will be presented later are interviews with some important directors who work 

or have worked, in the world of opera (primary sources), online interviews and 

biographies of directors (secondary sources), yearbooks of opera performed in the most 

significant Italian opera houses during the period from 1995 to 2016 (secondary sources). 

 
1 While in the past the competition was low, now cinema, and television have reduced the willingness of 

people to leave their houses. Today the opera’s audience includes people who go to show off their wealth 

(conspicuous consumption), those who don’t know the “libretto”, those who have annual season tickets, 

etc.  (Harewood, 1996, p. 5-6) 
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Subsequently, the variables of innovation and identity of the directors will also be 

classified based on their prevailing fields. The data collected will be analysed statistically 

and descriptively, as well as through a qualitative analysis aimed at grouping the directors 

by their conception of tradition, innovation, authenticity, and identity.  

The focus of the analysis concerns directors as fundamental figures for the perpetuation 

of tradition and as innovative figures in the operatic field, and how their level of 

outsiderness (distance from the operatic context) can influence their choices in the field 

of innovation. The data will be analysed and the results displayed graphically to signal 

the presence of innovation and tradition indicators. Qualitative data on their identities will 

also be investigated based on interviews (primary and secondary sources). The results 

will allow us to collect the directors into groups that share the same vision of 

authenticity/innovation and based on their identity, to then understand the trends in the 

operatic field and how directors of different backgrounds conceive their role as custodians 

of tradition.  

The first chapter will be dedicated to explaining the reason for this analysis, displaying 

how literature has not yet addressed the issues of tradition/innovation regarding directors. 

The main characteristics of the cultural and creative industries and world of opera and 

how it is changing will be introduced. Some of the problems identified in the sector and 

the role of directors as custodians will also be exposed. 

In the second chapter, the operatic context will be defined and the lyrical symphonic 

foundations, the focus of this work, will be stated. 

The third chapter will deal with data collection, how they were collected and their 

analysis; the chosen methodology and primary and secondary sources will be revealed. 

Finally, the fourth and concluding chapter will consist of a description of the data analysed 

and final considerations. 
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Chapter 1: Introducing Cultural and Creative Industries, the 

Opera, and the problems of innovation and tradition 
 

1.1 Main characteristics and definition of Cultural and Creative 

Industries 

When we speak of cultural and creative industries, we are referring to industries 

embedded in creativity and the arts, and these industries can originate economic value 

through the creation of jobs and the making of products and services. These industries 

(abbreviated CCIs) have many sub-sectors within them including television, film, design, 

music, and performing arts. We speak of cultural heritage that can be both intangible (as 

in the case of the production of services, of which performing arts such as theatre are an 

example) and tangible (with the production of physical products, such as design)2. The 

term was introduced by Adorno and Horkheimer in 1947, using the expression ‘culture 

industry'. The two scholars focused on the ability of this industry to merge the old and the 

new, as well as in providing products made with the main purpose of consumption by 

people. However, Adorno focused more on the repetitive aspect of culture industries, 

emphasizing that these repeat certain tried and tested mechanisms and that one should 

pay attention to how the standardization of culture is present in the industry (Adorno, 

1975). Adorno brings the example of the film industry and how all stories possess similar 

characteristics, which are present in other films that have already been successful and for 

which the audience reaction has already been ‘tested’.  The author's view seems to be 

more pessimistic regarding these industries, as the industry thrives as services become 

more inhuman, standardized, and fast. However, human capital is one of the main forces 

of CCIs, which can also lead to an advantage of a competitive nature (Trüby, Rammer, 

and Müller, 2008). 

Creative industries have certain specific characteristics, in particular, they involve the 

element of taste, which, not being constant, can create uncertainties regarding public 

reception (Friedman and Jones, 2011). Variations involving artists must also be 

considered, as it is not always possible to control the quality, quantity, and characteristics 

 
2 Cultural and creative industries:  
https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/sectors/cultural-and-creative-industries_en  

https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/sectors/cultural-and-creative-industries_en
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of their work (Friedman and Jones, 2011), and it is also not always possible to ‘preserve’ 

the product that results from artistic creation. Indeed, although some physical products 

can be maintained, such as CDs of films and performances, in general, artistic products 

are subject to change and are not durable.   

Their importance in the market landscape is important, as they produce a spillover effect 

in other sectors, bringing innovation and creativity to different areas. CCIs are considered 

to be among the most promising industries for economic development and job creation; 

they also contribute to the activity of individuals conveying creativity, and talent, which 

are key elements for gaining a competitive advantage (Trüby, Rammer, and Müller, 2008). 

Innovations include the creation of new products and services, which consequently also 

improve efficiency and quality (Trüby, Rammer, and Müller, 2008). 

Recent studies on creativity have focused on how it can lead to economic improvement, 

as a driver of economic development and capable of generating wealth (Lazzaretti, 2013), 

in particular the cultural and creative industries. These combine the ability to operate in 

the service sectors with the presence of innovation and creativity. The economics of 

creativity, on the other hand, is a topic addressed by many scholars, including Florida 

(2002), who explained his theory of the creative class (which includes artists, engineers, 

teachers, and scientists). 

CCIs are also referred to as copyright-based industries (Askerud, 2009) and intellectual 

property is one of the most profit-creating parts of this industry. The WIPO (World 

Intellectual Property Organisation) model focuses on four categories into which industries 

are divided, using copyright as the means for their classification. Although there are other 

classifications based on different aspects, this model is one of the most widely used. 

Specifically, it is referred to as3:  

- Core copyright industries that are engaged in the production, creation, performance, etc. 

of copyright-protected works. Examples of these are publishing houses, recording labels, 

 
3 WIPO Copyright-Based Industries:  
https://www.wipo.int/wipo_magazine/en/2005/03/article_0012.html  

https://www.wipo.int/wipo_magazine/en/2005/03/article_0012.html
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and film studios; they all produce products protected by copyright (books, music, and 

films).   

 - Inter-dependent copyright industries that produce and sell equipment needed to the 

production and creation of copyrighted works. Examples of these are companies that 

produce recorders, computers, and various instruments.  

 - Partial copyright industries that take only a part into the production of copyrighted 

materials, like design, furniture, architecture.  

 - Non-dedicated support industries that are remotely related to copyrighted materials, as 

in the transports sector.  

Cultural diversity, as conveyed by the increasingly interconnected CCIs through 

globalization, is significant for its impact on economic growth and competitiveness 

(Askerud, 2009). Regarding social and political aspects, cultural diversity is also linked 

to human rights and the democratisation of society as an expression of the thoughts of 

different voices (Askerud, 2009). CCIs also contribute to the regeneration of communities 

and the protection of traditions. 

Potts and Cunningham (2010) hypothesise four models based on the relationship between 

the creative industries and the economy:  

 - Welfare model: the creative industries have a negative impact on the economy, as the 

sector tends to consume more than it produces. According to this model, the industries in 

question produce to increase welfare, but there is no real economic return and therefore 

they tend to be a burden on the economy.    

 - Competition model: creative industries are considered to be industries like any other 

and their impact on the economy is neutral. Therefore, they do not contribute to the 

growth of the technology, innovation, or manufacturing sectors. This model focuses on 

how industries play no real role in the economy and are only part of a larger system.  

 - Growth model: in this model, creative industries instead have a positive impact on the 

economy. The positive impact is explained by the introduction of innovative ideas that 
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make the industries, compared to the previous two models, important for the growth and 

emergence of other sectors in the world economy.  

 - Innovation model: this last model focuses on creative industries as an element in the 

innovation system of the economy. Thus, the industries in question have an important 

policy signifier. Rather than relying on the contribution to the economy, it thinks about 

the introduction of new ideas that facilitate the evolution of the economy. 

The scholars explain that models 3 and 4 are the most truthful (although their analyses do 

not lead to a definitive choice of one of the two models), while models 1 and 4 show that 

public intervention is important in the sector. According to their studies, they state that 

creative industries are in fact vehicles for the growth and development of the economy 

(Potts and Cunningham, 2010). 

1.2 How innovation becomes part of the cultural and creative industries 

Not only for the arts sector, but for almost every company, innovation has become 

paramount. Innovation incorporates technology as much as the organisation of personnel, 

or the analysis of the business environment (Skippington, 2016). Creativity and 

innovation are tightly bound together and the ability to innovate correlates with an added 

strategic advantage (Hurley and Hult, 1998). CCIs should align entrepreneurial 

management with creative capabilities to recognise and exploit market opportunities 

(Parkman, Holloway, and Sebastiao, 2012). There is already evidence of the ability of 

some creative companies to seek out the best opportunities in the market, which shows 

that CCIs are capable of exploiting ‘managerial sophistication’ and in this way contribute 

concretely to the overall economy (Parkman, Holloway, and Sebastiao, 2012). 

Technology and CCIs often go hand in hand, with 90 per cent of these industries using 

technology every day for their activities (Trüby, Rammer, and Müller, 2008), especially 

concerning communication and information. In some industries, such as the film industry, 

newer and latest technical equipment is often used (Trüby, Rammer, and Müller, 2008). 

For this reason, the industry has a strong demand for new technologies that can improve 

their offerings. Thus, it has been noted that CCIs are often in direct contact with 

technology industries for the production of specific equipment so the creative industries 
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have an innovative impact on them as well. Often, then, some creative industries enjoy 

novelties produced specifically for them (Trüby, Rammer, and Müller, 2008). New 

technologies have had a significant impact on the production, reproduction and use of 

cultural products; digital networks, for example, have made it possible to transmit large 

amounts of information (be it images, audios, or videos) in a few moments and all over 

the world (Klinenberg and Benzecry, 2005). 

For products that involve, at least in part, an aesthetic side, in addition to the more obvious 

innovations, some innovations are considered ‘soft’ (Stoneman, 2007; Miles and Green, 

2008). including: 

 - Innovations involving industries that do not produce products based on aesthetics, but 

primarily on functionality. Although they are not considered cultural, or artistic 

productions, their functionality does not prevent the aesthetic factor from being a 

fundamental part.  

 - Innovation for products that, on the other hand, focus heavily on the aesthetic nature 

and are the result of creative industries. Soft innovations can be found in new covers for 

books, or theatre productions. 

Stoneman focuses on innovation from an aesthetic point of view, which also actively 

involves the CCIs. But for these industries, it would be reductive to focus only on 

aesthetic innovations, as other innovations concern the delivery of these products, or how 

the public relates to them. 

With regard to services, Voss (Voss and Zomerdijkci, 2007) focuses on a few areas where 

innovation can be most strongly created: service employees, the service delivery process, 

the environment, loyal customers, and back-office support. The author emphasises the 

importance of the customer and how this, in certain cases, can be more important than 

technology for innovations concerning the experience. Intensified additional services, to 

help improve the overall customer experience, are therefore essential and should not be 

underestimated. Offering certain services, may result in customer loyalty, or a better 

evaluation of the overall experience. 
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The experience itself can be a crucial part of a company, as pointed out by Pine II and 

Gilmore (1998), who focus on how experiences, usually grouped with services, are 

actually very different from these. Experiences can be used to introduce innovation 

through themed occurrences, eliminate negative cues, engage all the senses, and ensure 

the integrity of the customer experience (Pine II and Gilmore, 1998). Some of these 

experiences are present in CCIs, an example being some museums such as The State 

Tactile Museo Omero4 where all the exhibits can be touched, thus engaging a sense that 

is usually not exploited in places considered ‘sacred’ such as museums. Their approach 

of enabling the visitor to have a different experience, and allowing him or her to come 

into close contact with art, is certainly an example of how CCIs can exploit exhibited 

experiences to create a lasting impression on customers. 

1.3 The CCIs influence on the economic landscape 

Urban settings are more favourable to the development of creative activities than rural 

areas (Hall, 2000; Florida, 2005) and consequently, there is a higher employment rate in 

cities. Through the level of employment, as suggested by Stam et al. (2008), the positive 

effect of creative industries can be investigated. According to a study in the Netherlands, 

companies located in cities not only have a higher presence than in rural areas but also 

tend to innovate more. But the increase in jobs is dictated more by the presence of a 

creative class, rather than by creative industries. Their work, conducted in different urban 

contexts, shows that (with the exception of the capital Amsterdam), there is no correlation 

between employment growth and the presence of creative industries (Stam, de Jong, and 

Marlet, 2008). Similarly, creative industries have no real positive effect on economic 

growth in cities. The study, which focuses on the relationship between jobs and creative 

industries, specifies, however, that these industries are usually more innovative than 

others. 

The creative class, previously subjected, returns as a focal point of development for 

different contexts. Although it is smaller than the service class, it holds more power as far 

 
4 The State Tactile Museo Omero, although it was created primarily to enable the visually impaired to 

experience works of art, is accessible to all and aims to encourage visitors to see art from a different 

perspective, through different sensations and stimuli. 
https://www.museoomero.it/en/museum/  

https://www.museoomero.it/en/museum/
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as the economy is concerned; what Florida (2002) theorized is thus confirmed. But the 

creative class is also associated with the presence of CCIs, whereby their influence is 

linked to the existence of creative companies that attract them to a given location (as we 

have seen, mainly large urban settings). It is therefore a combination of companies and 

people, who provide the creative skills necessary for the innovation of CCIs (Skippington, 

2016). This also gives rise to the term ‘creative economy’, used precisely to explain how 

creative ideas are linked to the success of an industry and consequently also to broader 

economic contexts (Cox, 2005). Therefore, the weight of human capital, which can often 

make a difference and become the heart of economic growth, should not be ignored 

(Banks, 2010). Adaptive, innovative, and growth capacities are thus linked to talent and 

creativity. Therefore, it is not surprising that companies are increasingly looking for 

workers with specific skills, flexibility, and an inclination toward problem-solving 

(Brown, Hesketh, and Williams, 2003). In this case, regions that offer more arts programs 

and activities are likely to attract the creative class and thus benefit from it (Skippington, 

2016). Education, through cultural programs that can be provided by the local 

communities themselves, is thus another key point for the development of creative cities 

(Skippington, 2016). 

Going beyond human capital, there is a growing demand for services and products offered 

by CCIs (Caves, 2000; Skippington, 2016). In the US in 1997, the creative industries 

produced around $414 billion in music, film, publishing, and generally copyrightable 

material (Howkins, 2002). However, it must be considered that, in most cases, creative 

products are linked to falling or rising wages, as they are considered luxury goods. Thus, 

although the increase in consumption of creative products usually depends on salaries, in 

some cases this is not the case. This occurs due to rational addiction5 (Marshall, 1890) 

and later due to learning by consuming6 (Becker and Stigler, 1977).  However, looking at 

the big picture, cultural products tend to depend on consumers and how much they are 

willing to spend (Freeman, 2007). 

 
5 The enjoyment of a product increases with experience, and so people tend to consume more after the 

first consumption. 
6 Through repeated experience, a good or service becomes more and more easily accessible, so the user 

spends less time looking for information on a given good. 
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Potts (2011) distinguishes ‘economics of the creative industries’, abbreviated as ECIs, 

from CCIs. These have different objectives, such as market development at the expense 

of market failure7, innovation over conservation, and openness to new technologies, 

instead of shying away from it. His definition seems to want to exclude some CCIs, 

creating another group of companies that focus almost entirely on the pursuit of 

innovation and economic development, emphasizing that the creative industries do not 

generate primary economic value with their activities (which according to him are mainly 

directed towards heritage, cultural goods, entertainment). Therefore, creative industries 

only produce major technological and economic change with other activities, including 

the development of human creativity, new interpretations, and meanings (Potts, 2011).  

Although Potts explains how CCIs, or in his case, specifically ECIs, are among the major 

industries that lead to the development of new ideas, some scholars differ from his 

thinking. Stoneman (2012), analysing Potts' studies, focuses on other industries that play 

a more crucial role, such as the science and technology industries. Stoneman does not 

exclude the role of CCIs in the development of ideas and the economy more generally but 

considers it only one part of a larger whole. He concludes by saying that, despite the many 

discussions about creative industries, there is still not enough data to attribute a highly 

crucial role to them within the economy, although he goes on to emphasize that this does 

not mean that they do not have one.  

Andreeva (2012) also takes issue with many of the assumptions made by Potts, explaining 

how many of the ideas about creative industries are mostly speculative. CCIs, according 

to the author, are often compared with companies that operate in different contexts and 

therefore it is impossible to make comparisons between them. Among her examples, there 

is the possibility that some industries cause the opposite of growth, as in the fashion 

industries, where the problem of counterfeiting is often present (Andreeva, 2012).  

 Reviewing the data and assumptions in the literature, it is clear that the importance of 

creative industries in the global landscape is not denied, but at the same time their 

influence might be overestimated or underestimated. Certainly, if it is not the companies 

 
7 This is a situation in which the distribution system for a good or service is inefficient. There may be an 

excess in demand, or shortage of demand, for which, usually, the state has to intervene. 
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themselves that actually produce economic growth, they are partly the cause of it due to 

other factors, including the much-discussed creative class. Thus, it appears that even if 

there is no precise answer as to the actual weight of these industries, their contribution to 

innovation and other sectors must continue to be investigated. 

1.4 Characteristics of Opera 

Among the cultural and creative industries, we can include the world of entertainment 

and consequently opera. The opera context, which has specific characteristics and a 

special relationship with tradition, is one example of how creativity and art can influence 

innovation. Opera, which has always been considered conservative, has instead a great 

innovative potential, which can be investigated and analysed.  

The genre of opera has enjoyed attention from audiences, both elite and popular, and over 

time has become a major art. Its popularity, although it seems in some ways to have faded, 

continues to make it of great interest for discussions around its history, its ability to 

communicate with the public, and even as a tool for criticizing politics (Botstein, 2014).  

Since the beginning operas have been an active vehicle for the diffusion of messages to 

the public, about moral values, politics, and social realities. Opera can also be considered 

relevant from a social point of view, an example of this is the debut of The Marriage of 

Figaro in 1786. The story, which culminates with the "victory" of the servants over the 

master, was viewed negatively by the French nobility of the time but it already 

represented the willpower of the people to free themselves from constraints. The message 

launched by Mozart was part of an increasingly larger concept shared by many and in a 

few years, it led to the French Revolution (Kotnik, 2013). 

The initial success of opera can lie in the fantasy spirit of the plays, or even the deception 

of an open-minded society (Kotnik, 2013), and for the time being it’s easy to notice how 

much opera is changing. We can observe this from the social codification of the 19th 

century to the multicultural opera, the popularization of the genre, and the adaptability to 

social changes (Kotnik, 2013). Opera lovers are even considered a “heterogeneous social 

category” (Kotnik, 2013), but opera audiences are known to be conservative, and usually, 

they manifest an aversion to contemporary works (Mojžišová, 2012). 
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One of the biggest conversations revolves around state support (in Italy, there are various 

laws dedicated to opera houses, considered of “significant general interest”8), which 

continues to be strong, even though opera is regarded as one of the most expensive art 

forms9 and its audience appears to decline. Especially in Europe, opera houses rely on 

state funds, meanwhile, donations are considered less important (while in other contexts, 

such as in American opera houses, donations from private individuals and corporations 

are fundamental).  

If we look at opera companies in America, after a successful period during the 1960s, the 

sector met a deterioration in support. Innovative production always presupposed a new 

preparation for the singers and these works were not reproduced enough to justify 

additional training (which is why the artists themselves did not appreciate changes in the 

traditional repertoire) due to the public's resistance to works that were too "modern" 

(Metcalf, 2017). During these years, the funds of the Ford Foundation and the Rockfeller 

Foundation10 were of primary importance in bringing some operas to light.  

In some countries, including Italy, support for the opera sector is decreed by law, as 

suggested above. Of particular importance is the FUS11 (single fund for entertainment), 

introduced by law 163/1985. Although it is a great tool to allow opera houses to continue 

their productions, there are different parameters for allocating resources. The FUS focuses 

on the ability to attract resources from theatres and consequently, those who are rewarded 

with funds are usually theatres that already attract considerable revenues (for 

sponsorships, ticket sales, merchandising), and thus theatres with less impact are excluded 

(Ferrarese, 2017). 

 
8 Among the different regulations, one of them is the law n. 800, 14 August 1967. The law introduces how 

many funds the state allocates to opera houses. 

https://www.edizionieuropee.it/law/html/51/zn88_05_006.html#:~:text=Abrogazioni-

,%C2%A7%2088.5.6%20%2D%20Legge%2014%20agosto%201967%2C%20n.,lirici%20e%20delle%2

0attivit%C3%A0%20musicali.&text=Lo%20Stato%20considera%20l'attivit%C3%A0,e%20sociale%20d

ella%20collettivit%C3%A0%20nazionale.  
9 Opera tends to have high fixed costs and low variable costs. The opera house can operate with the 

“stagione” system (high variable costs and high quality), opposed to the “repertory” system (high fixed 

costs with possibility for economies of scale, but tends to lack quality).  
10 Both foundations are non-profit and supported by private funds and, to a much lesser extent, by public 

funds. 
11 The FUS is a state financing fund for public and private bodies, associations, foundations and 

companies operating in music, dance, cinema, theatre, and circus.  

https://www.edizionieuropee.it/law/html/51/zn88_05_006.html#:~:text=Abrogazioni-,%C2%A7%2088.5.6%20%2D%20Legge%2014%20agosto%201967%2C%20n.,lirici%20e%20delle%20attivit%C3%A0%20musicali.&text=Lo%20Stato%20considera%20l'attivit%C3%A0,e%20sociale%20della%20collettivit%C3%A0%20nazionale
https://www.edizionieuropee.it/law/html/51/zn88_05_006.html#:~:text=Abrogazioni-,%C2%A7%2088.5.6%20%2D%20Legge%2014%20agosto%201967%2C%20n.,lirici%20e%20delle%20attivit%C3%A0%20musicali.&text=Lo%20Stato%20considera%20l'attivit%C3%A0,e%20sociale%20della%20collettivit%C3%A0%20nazionale
https://www.edizionieuropee.it/law/html/51/zn88_05_006.html#:~:text=Abrogazioni-,%C2%A7%2088.5.6%20%2D%20Legge%2014%20agosto%201967%2C%20n.,lirici%20e%20delle%20attivit%C3%A0%20musicali.&text=Lo%20Stato%20considera%20l'attivit%C3%A0,e%20sociale%20della%20collettivit%C3%A0%20nazionale
https://www.edizionieuropee.it/law/html/51/zn88_05_006.html#:~:text=Abrogazioni-,%C2%A7%2088.5.6%20%2D%20Legge%2014%20agosto%201967%2C%20n.,lirici%20e%20delle%20attivit%C3%A0%20musicali.&text=Lo%20Stato%20considera%20l'attivit%C3%A0,e%20sociale%20della%20collettivit%C3%A0%20nazionale
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The repertoire is usually one of the aspects that are most influenced by the presence or 

absence of monetary resources. Considering that the opera audience is varied, attention 

must be paid to both the audience who prefers a classical repertoire (who usually have a 

monthly/annual subscription) and that part of the spectators who want innovative shows.  

Particular attention can be paid to its audience. In a study conducted by Benzecry (2009), 

opera fans tend to take part in "learning through interaction", which continues to form 

after the first contact with the opera. According to his research, opera is attached in a 

specific place, identified with a theatre, and at a specific time. 

Although it appears this was not the case originally, opera has been transformed into "high 

culture" and intended only for the eyes of a few (Storey, 2002). Since the end of the last 

century, it has become difficult to associate a precise art with the term highbrow, as by 

now all those arts that fall into the category are increasingly more accessible. Opera, 

which for several decades was considered for the elite, is now available to the masses, 

and conductors have begun to address ever-widening audiences. An example of this is 

Maestro Rieu (Kim, Mauborgne, and Ji, 2018) who has succeeded in bringing the public 

closer to opera and classical music because of shows that aim to make everyone feel 

integrated. But, despite everything, the public that has the most power is the public that 

can make a difference through donations and contributions.  

For some the opera is considered as "stillborn" (Cermatori, 2013), for others opera is still 

alive and flourishing (Raney, 1975), but without needing to declare a verdict, opera tries 

to resist the possible public disinterest. In the last year, this was ensured by using 

technological means such as television, although it is to be considered one of its greatest 

enemies, as one of the possible substitute products. Even though there is room for 

innovative tools, it is necessary to understand that opera is based on a tradition that 

continues to be the core of such art.   

1.5 Tradition and innovation in the performing arts 
 
Tradition in art can be preserved through new creations and mediations between the old 

and the new (Jauss, 1988). However, in some contexts, people try to resist change. An 

example of this is the Beijing opera, where the public itself rejects the changes, 

particularly those considered influenced by Western culture (Wichmann, 1990). 
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Conservationism is strong, especially in large city contexts, where the public wants to 

attend shows based on tradition. Despite everything, some innovations are still 

perpetrated regarding the visual aspects (make-up, costumes, staging). Positive notes of 

change can be seen in the Dama Orchestra12, a Chinese orchestra located in Malaysia 

(Ying and Chiat, 2012). The orchestra suffered problems due to the lack of sponsors and 

spectators and, at first, had to decide to play more popular music (including Chinese and 

Western music). What made the difference was the new artistic director, Pun Kai Loon, 

who in 2011 explained how the change was fundamental for the survival of the orchestra. 

For this reason, pop music performances have also been introduced, including famous 

musicals. Pun was able to combine his experience in the world of theatre with the 

economic observations made regarding Broadway productions. The productions were 

modernized thanks to the joint effort of costume designers, stage designers, and the music 

director. For example, the costumes had oriental characteristics but showed traces of the 

modern turn. The same goes for the scenography. Not even the music was spared: some 

changes were made to make the melody more appreciable by contemporary audiences. 

The objectives were "preservation and innovation" (Ying and Chiat, 2012), keeping some 

elements of traditional Chinese music, but introducing some innovations from a visual 

point of view and inserting instruments to reproduce more popular and modern sounds. 

Furthermore, Pun himself clarified that performing the music as it was written is no longer 

possible. The music itself needs to be interpreted and changed so that it can last over time 

(Pun, 2006). The traditional soul has been maintained, but the contour has been influenced 

and adapted. The changes seem to be working, the public appreciates the blend between 

Chinese tradition and Western innovations (Ying and Chiat, 2012). 

Leaving Asia, in Italy opera is also stereotypically considered to be conservative and 

opposed to transformation (Butler, 2002). Nevertheless, already in the 18th century, there 

was space for innovative operas, as the Teatro Regio of Turin13 demonstrated. Turin was 

in the centre of a very dynamic artistic context and any innovative aspects of opera were 

introduced in the Regio. As an example, we can mention two operas: Sofonisba and 

Ifigenia in Tauride. In the librettos of these operas, there were several new aspects, like 

 
12 Dama was founded in 1993 and initially did not include theatre elements. 
13 The theatre was always known for its astonishing productions and for the reform in the opera context 

that produced over the decades.  
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the unusual structural components, an incredible display of figures, atypical endings, and 

changes in the usual roles of singers. The public was enraptured by the two operas, in 

particular by the magnificence of Sofonisba (Butler, 2002). This example shows that, 

even several centuries ago, the public was interested in changes and somewhat open to 

accepting innovations, both graphic and in the plot.  

But why is innovation critical in opera? Generally, innovating means creating new works 

and ideas that can impact the artistic field. If we consider the performing arts, new trends 

can lead to the recital of new plays and original approaches to the existing techniques. 

Bakhshi and Throsby (2010) explain that innovation can generate a new audience, as well 

as deepen the relationship with the current spectators. Even with the nobody-knows 

property14 (Caves, 2000) in the art sector, pushing the boundaries of tradition doesn’t 

seem a wicked plan, but a way to help traditional works live on, by attracting new (and 

possibly younger) audiences.   

Authors, when discussing artistic innovation, usually refer to the standardization of the 

repertory, variety, and conventionality, as pointed out by Castañer and Campos (2002). 

They present the definition of innovation by introducing a particular field or something 

new (Cloake, 1997). In the opera case, contemporary works can be seen as innovative, 

but we have to consider that some of these works can represent innovation only in some 

aspects, visive or musical. Therefore, Castañer and Campos prefer to refer to innovation 

in representing a new work, distinguishing between innovation of content and form.  

1.6 The Problem of Repertoire Standardization  
 
In contexts where the support of patrons is one of the main sources, the repertoire must 

often accommodate their tastes (Martorella, 1977). For this reason, having state support 

allows opera houses to take greater "risks" by choosing modern works, while theatres that 

do not enjoy secure funds must pay more attention to earnings, thus choosing to pick a 

more common repertoire becomes easier. This also influences the choice of opera 

superstars15, who with their names tend to attract more attention from veterans present in 

 
14 The art sector lives with uncertainty and unpredictability since nobody knows if a brand-new product 

will be positively welcomed by the public or not.  
15 Some opera singers became very famous, leading to the "superstar" phenomenon. For example, one of 

the first was Enrico Caruso, but we can also mention the very famous Maria Callas. Today the 
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the opera audience (Martorella, 1977; Metcalf, 2017). Public grants guarantee greater 

freshness in the programs and leave room for original choices, which do not disastrously 

influence the total earnings. Martorella (1977) reported the words of Francis Robinson16 

which summarized the standardization of the repertoire by saying: “We put it as ABC, 

"Aida," 'Boheme" and "Carmen."”. For instance, Wagnerian operas are rare, as they 

require a large orchestra, and this connects to an heavier budget. In another study, 

Martorella (1975) also demonstrated how an opera with the greatest profit (calculated on 

a single show) also creates the greatest loss. The cause is always to be found in the cost 

of the opera represented (in the case of Martorella's analysis of Aida) which tends to be 

more expensive than others. As for the revenue from ticket sales, this would only cover 

30% of the costs (King, 2001). For this reason, some operas, such as La Bohème, Aida, 

and La Traviata, have become among the most popular and performed, while other operas 

have been increasingly relegated to the bottom of the repertoire of the great theatres. This 

shows how the socio-economic aspects of the market have a great influence on the arts, 

particularly in the case of very expensive productions that theatres cannot always afford, 

not without the help of public funds. 

Heilbrun (2001) pointed out that there was a weakening in the diversity of operas 

represented after 1991/1992. He presented different theories to justify this phenomenon 

(older companies are more conservative, budget reasons for choosing a safer repertoire). 

The study demonstrated that U.S. opera houses modified their repertoire toward a more 

accepted one and so the presence of new operas, or uncommon operas, became weaker 

(Heilbrun, 2001). This is one of the signs of rising problems in the sector, especially 

linked to the lack of creativity at the expense of standardization which allows for greater 

revenue. 

The fact that the repertoire is now standardized also influences the way we see the opera; 

the interest is now greater for the names of the singers, conductors, and the visual aspect. 

Furthermore, an identical repertoire gives the spectator more control, as he/she usually 

already knows the story, unlike those who see a rarely performed or new work (Botstein, 

2014). Moreover, opera can be “talked about” in almost every sector, being an art that 

 
phenomenon of superstars can attract a larger audience, especially experts in the field who want to 

witness the performance of a particularly good and popular singer. 
16 He was an opera executive at the Metropolitan Opera House.  



 
22 

 

involves different spheres (to name a few: sociology, philosophy, history, and literature); 

this allows anyone to talk about it, there is no need to be an expert on the subject since 

there are no cognitive barriers (Botstein, 2014). But standardization, although it allows 

the non-expert audience to have a basis for the story portrayed, also allows the audience 

to focus their attention on the artistic direction. Innovation is, therefore, necessary to 

continue representing the same works (Botstein, 2014), which in this way only sees the 

visual aspect change or partial modifications in the libretto (which are usually very 

controversial). The scholar Botstein (2014) clarifies that, without a change in the 

repertoire and in the way of transmitting the past into the present, the opera cannot have 

a future. 

1.7 The importance of Outsiderness   
 
The purpose of establishing the identity of the directors is to understand whether their 

knowledge and experience in the opera world has an influence on their choices and 

thoughts. In fact, in general, outsiderness is a very common topic in different contexts, 

being examined from both social and economic perspectives.  

The same theme exists in the art world. In art, when we talk about outsiders, we can mean 

work created by people who do not have artistic skills and do not come from an artistic 

field. In fact, these are people who do not consider themselves artists and do not have any 

real knowledge of the field, who are therefore ‘outsiders’ to art. However, precisely 

because of their lack of knowledge about structures and conventions, they produce works 

that are out of the ordinary and in some cases considered to have no connection with the 

way society sees/thinks about art17. With regard to social aspects and the various 

definitions of outsiders, we can turn to authors who have studied the presence of outsiders 

in a given context.  

The differences between natives and outsiders are usually many and mainly in superficial 

elements. But the real distinction is between insiders and outsiders, based on the idea that 

the respective groups each have special knowledge about certain areas (Hockey, 1993; 

Merton, 1972). For Katyal and King (2011), the relationship between insiders and 

outsiders is seen as two groups that can be considered conceptually and divided by a very 

 
17 About “Outsider Art”: https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/o/outsider-art  

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/o/outsider-art
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blurred boundary (Merton, 1972). Allan (2002, 2003) shows how a monocultural 

environment, in the context of international schools, creates moments of cultural 

dissonance for the minority culture. Cultural dissonance is identified as disharmony, 

confusion or conflict caused by experiencing people during a time when their cultural 

environment is changing (Major, 2005) and prevents the majority culture from having the 

opportunity to grow and learn. In fact, outsiderness can be seen as full of problems, but 

also assets and resilience (Feuerverger and Richards, 2007), but it is especially seen as a 

positive force to recognise the unique strengths that the outsiders exhibit. Indeed, 

outsiders may present experiences, skills and practices that come from different contexts 

and thus bring novelty and freshness to a specific context to which they are external 

(Lanford, 2018; Feuerverger and Richards, 2007).  

Again, Ademolu (2022) shows that the differences between insiders and outsiders are 

often subtle, blurred and indistinct. While insiders have greater knowledge of their 

environment, outsiders have yet to learn about their environment but are more sensitive 

and aware of their surroundings (Ademolu, 2022).   

Thus, it turns out that those who are generally placed outside a given context usually 

know less about that context and understand less of its workings, but at the same time 

have the opportunity to introduce more novelties based on their knowledge of other 

fields/environments.  

1.8 Opera Directors and their role as custodianship of Tradition  
 
All the studies previously uncovered show that the relationship between tradition and 

innovation is fundamental, the "new" is becoming important for the survival of the artistic 

sector and that opera is not immune to changes, indeed, it is one of the arts that has the 

greatest need to encourage the connection between tradition and innovation.  

Scholars focused on the often stagnant repertoire (Heilbrum, 2001; Martorella, 1977; 

Metcalf, 2017), on technology and how it has become vital (Bellini and Raglianti, 2023), 

and so on. Directors have a significant role in the opera field and their position has not 

yet been sufficiently investigated.  

Although the role of directors might seem clear, there are different opinions about them 

and the role they play. Mcewen (1986) specifies that for him the director must have his 
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own style and personality. Harold Prince18 (1986), a theatre producer and director, 

explained that opera can be executed without limits. The director also expressed the 

problem of superstars, explaining how they should be available throughout the rehearsal 

period. For him, the director needs to work closely with the singers and in particular with 

the conductor, with whom there must be close collaboration right from the start. Miller19 

(1986), another world-famous director, also focuses on the need for collaboration in 

opera. Miller also talks about authenticity, how it appears to be under threat from the 

director, or the producer. As he explains, in the world of opera there is the idea that the 

performance must remain the same after the canonical representation, but as the director 

himself clarifies, this is not only not possible but cannot even be compatible with the 

artistic field (since art is not static). Finally, Miller talks about how opera contains a set 

of "instructions" given by the past that directors must work with to adapt the piece to the 

modern era and audience. 

Another example of collaboration between conductor and director is mentioned by 

Askonas-Shepherd (1986) who recounts an event in which, not agreeing with some 

choices of director Piero Faggioni, she asked the conductor Claudio Abbado to intervene. 

The conductor, however, replied that the director has as much artistic value as the person 

who conducts the orchestra and for this reason, his work must not be altered. 

The conductor Maestro Menotti (1986) supports the change, saying that conductors 

should encourage singers to take part in new works to attract new audiences. He states 

that he never directs in the same way, but always finds new ideas to change something in 

the next staging. Nevertheless, he specifies that, when creating a scenography, the director 

must remember that he/she is not the creator of the work, but an interpreter and for this 

reason innovations must always be contained. As for technology, Menotti explains that 

for him technology can be an obstacle, as some productions require the viewer's 

imagination more than complex machinery. 

Moser (1986) shares the position of interpreting even works considered perfect. But in 

some cases, the opera designers, in his opinion, have too much power and are capable of 

 
18 Prince is a famous Broadway director and notably directed many musicals. Yet, among his work, there 

are also the directions of some operas, including Turandot and Madama Butterfly. 
19 Jonathan Miller has ranged across many fields, including acting, directing, hosting, and even medicine. 

He became famous for his productions, including some operas set in contemporary backgrounds. 



 
25 

 

negatively influencing the opera house's assets with huge expenses for the creation of the 

scenographic arrangement. 

Regarding directors, we can introduce the topic of custodians and custodianship. 

Directors are considered the guardians of tradition and at the same time have the role of 

conveying innovations regarding the visual language of the work. Custodians by 

definition are responsible for the safety of something, or someone. In the case discussed 

the custodians are prominent figures who have the responsibility of transmitting opera’s 

traditions to the spectators. 

Custodianship is heterogeneous, it is not something static. Dacin and Montgomery (2020) 

have demonstrated how a single custodian is not able to bring significant enough changes, 

but rather address different dimensions of an institution. Their studies also focused on 

renewal and how custodians play a role in this. After all, institutions are not always 

destined to live forever (Berger and Luckmann, 1967) and preserving them is also linked 

to the custodians. The model exposed by Dacin and Montgomery is extended by 

themselves to established institutions with an impact on society and connected to the 

community. In part, we can also associate these characteristics with opera houses. The 

gatekeepers the authors concentrate on, have diverse interests that can emerge at different 

times. This mirrors opera directors, who have different tastes and tendencies, but who 

influence the institution (in this case the opera house).  

The notion of custodianship and guardianship is deduced from the writings of Dacin and 

Dacin (2008) and Scares (1997) who show how custodians manage "institutionalized 

practices". Following what Dacin articulated, the custodians control and communicate 

traditions and how the latter work to maintain and transmit the traditions stable. Various 

custodial activities are created in institutions and the custodians are those who conserve 

the practices, but who at the same time deal with preserving, designing, and rethinking 

the traditions (Dacin, Dacin, and Kent, 2019). Scares (1997) then considers traditions as 

resources that present opportunities for custodians. Dacin, Dacin, and Kent identify four 

custodial roles: organizers, careers, performing audiences, and regulative audiences 

(Dacin, Dacin, and Kent, 2019). In particular, the organizer is a figure who brings tangible 

and intangible elements of tradition into new temporal and spatial contexts. Organizers 

can modify traditional elements, add others, or even eliminate them. Furthermore, the 
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organizer aims to keep the tradition as it is and therefore maintain it. The figure of the 

director can partly be associated with this vision, as the director can modify the libretto 

of an opera and has the possibility of transmitting his/her ideas to future generations 

through the changes made. The director is also the figure who guards and at the same time 

preserves the tradition of opera, both from a visual point of view (set design, costumes, 

make-up), but also from a plot point of view (considering that the director can make 

significant changes to the story). Among the characteristics that the director shares with 

the figure of the organizer, there is also the possibility of increasing one's prestige. A 

director enjoys social and artistic prestige, especially in the case of very famous stagings, 

or after a long and successful career. His/her role as “guardian” also earns him/her the 

love (or in some cases disapproval) of the public and of those who, like him/her, 

participate in the creation of the show.  

However, literature does not question the role that these custodians have in preserving 

tradition and at the same time transmitting innovation within the operatic sphere. Yet 

again, there are no references to how directors interpret the concepts of tradition and 

innovation, or how to resolve the apparent conflict between the two.  

1.9 Literature about Custodianship  

Picking up on the discourse initiated in the previous chapters on the role of directors as 

custodians, director clusters were conceived through the work of Montgomery and Dacin 

(2020). For them, the custodians of an institution can be independent or interdependent 

and considered as enemies, or allies. The custodians show different interests that develop 

differently over time. As presented in the two scholars' paper, custodians represent various 

aspects of an institution, just as directors, with the differences between their styles, can 

represent the artistic variety present in the work. Likewise, their role as a whole tends to 

balance the institution. Montgomery and Dacin (2020) also focus on ‘institutional 

renewal’ for institutions in decline, explaining that renewal is implemented greatly to the 

actions of custodians (Hampel et al., 2017). Although the water services the two authors 

focus on seem distant from the world of opera, the role of directors is not too different 

from what they say. As already pointed out, every artistic field needs to keep evolving 

and renewing itself in order to continue fulfilling its task, and in an era in which the 
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performing arts have to compete with substitute products (such as television, and cinema), 

renewal means being able to survive and thrive.  

Montgomery and Dacin create four categories of custodians:  

-Operatives, who are insiders already present in the institution and who pursue 

instrumental goals, i.e. preparatory to achieving the final goals.  

- Warriors, who have a special concern for the ethics of the institution. 

- Converts, custodians who become aware of and interested in the institution's 

connections. They tend to be flexible regarding the structural and normative aspects of 

the institution but still follow the instrumental goals. 

- Agnostics, who act looking more at the general situation than the impact on the personal 

sphere, putting their focus on the general improvement objective.  

Montgomery and Dacin's analysis focuses on the institution of public water services in 

Detroit and therefore the categories they presented correspond to the custodians of the 

institutions they analysed. In the case of opera, the work presented can be instrumental in 

explaining the different roles assumed by the directors and how these can be classified. 

Furthermore, Montgomery and Dacin, in their work, present various data collected 

through interviews, which are then reported to explain the various characteristics 

attributed to the custodians. Likewise, the directors' categories will be associated with 

particular quotes in the qualitative analysis in order to justify the presence of certain 

specific existing categories.  

It is shown that custodians are able to alter secondary elements within an institution, but 

at the same time preserve its traditional foundations (Dacin and Dacin, 2008). Moreover, 

custodians work ‘behind the scenes’ to support and transmit traditions. The role of 

custodians is investigated in several studies, examples of which are Dacin, Dacin, and 

Kent (2019), Hatch and Schultz (2017), Scares (1997), and Howard-Grenville et al. 

(2013). The last study mentioned focuses on the ability of custodians to reintegrate 

authentic and past experiences, to resume practices for new generations, and for the 

benefit of the community (Howard-Grenville et al., 2013).  It is therefore clear that the 
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literature is very interested in the topic of these figures between tradition and mediation 

with communities, so investigating this role may also be crucial to estimating the true 

influence directors may have on the operatic tradition. Can the presence of directors from 

different fields, such as low-middlebrow fields, favour the introduction of more modern 

and new operas? Do opera directors still tend to prefer traditional performances, or is the 

presence of new interpretations increasing? Answering such questions may enable us to 

better understand the actual role of the custodians and consequently understand whether, 

as Dacin and Dacin (2008) illustrated, their task in the opera world is to preserve history, 

but at the same time add new elements (robust operas, which preserve the main elements 

while adding, among other possibilities, time variations would be an example). Through 

the questions answered by the directors, it is also possible to investigate the relationship 

between them and the opera audience, in particular how they interpret their task within 

the opera ‘community’.  

1.10 Research questions 
 
Looking at the literature that is lacking on some of the aspects emphasized above, this 

work focuses on some basic elements of the opera and how these are interpreted by 

directors and consequently staged. The areas of interest were chosen considering the 

possible new inputs that could be given to the topic of discussion.  

RQ1: How are tradition and innovation interpreted by directors, who are regarded as 

custodians of the operatic tradition? 

RQ2: How is authenticity understood and interpreted by directors?  

RQ3: What roles do directors take on, based on the characteristics that make up their 

relationship with innovation, tradition, and authenticity? 

To answer these questions, it is necessary to have a good understanding of the operatic 

field in which the actors analysed move. In addition, it will also be necessary to recognize 

how the staged operas, based on the presence or absence of innovative traits, can have 

some characteristics that allow us to understand their level of originality and understand 

whether there are trends to then identify directors’ roles in the innovation/conservation 

processes of opera. With the specific focus on the relationship between 



 
29 

 

innovation/tradition, we can investigate how directors behave based on their choices and 

responses. In fact, it is important to consider whether or not their thoughts and ideas about 

opera, are realized through the visual aspects present on stage.  
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Chapter 2: Presentation of the opera context, from 

laws to the members of opera companies 
2.1  Evolution of Opera Laws in Italy  
 
Although it is one of the most important performing arts in most of the world, it must be 

acknowledged that Italy is the country with which opera is most associated with. Italy 

holds the connection between the opera tradition and the government in such high regard 

that several laws have been enacted over the decades. These laws aim to "preserve" opera 

and provide the necessary funds to continue to flourish. The first law dealing with opera, 

Law 800 of 1967, has already been introduced, but others have been enacted in the 

following decades. This law defines both the role of theatres and their part in stimulating, 

coordinating, and facilitating musical activities. “Traditional theatres”20 are consequently 

defined, as a qualification assigned to theatres that show a key role in the local artistic 

and musical sphere, as well as a role in the preservation of tradition. The law distinguishes 

between lyrical-symphonic foundations, traditional theatres, concert societies, concert-

orchestral institutions, ordinary opera, competitions, and festivals.  

Some of the fundamental laws that have influenced and continue to impact the performing 

arts in Italy will be presented.  

As already anticipated, the FUS was created in 1985 to support various bodies, 

institutions, and associations operating in artistic and cultural fields financially.  

In 1996, Legislative Decree 36721, which made entities operating in the music sector 

foundations under private law, was enacted. The purpose was to remove rigidity from 

public sector-related structures, thus allowing both private and public resources to be 

made available. 

In 1998, foundations officially became of private law. With the entry into force of the 

Decree-Law of November 11, 2000 (later converted by Law No. 6 of January 26, 2001)22, 

 
20 The traditional theatres in Italy: https://spettacolo.cultura.gov.it/teatri-di-tradizione/  
21 D.lgs. 367/1996: https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.legislativo:1996-06-

29;367 
22 Art 1, d.l. 345/2000 (converted into l. 6/2001): https://www.normattiva.it/uri-

res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.legge:2000-11-24;345 

https://spettacolo.cultura.gov.it/teatri-di-tradizione/
https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.legislativo:1996-06-29;367
https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.legislativo:1996-06-29;367
https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.legge:2000-11-24;345
https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.legge:2000-11-24;345
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it is specified that foundations are provided with statutes to clarify their purposes and that 

they continue to use the patronage of the State legal service.  

Legislative Decree 81/2019 Art. 123 stipulated for foundations to have a workforce 

following a predetermined pattern. These foundations must also hire permanent staff 

through public selection procedures, even though they are independent in some fronts. 

Another decree, Decree-Law No. 91 of Aug. 8, 2013 (the so-called ''Valore Cultura'' 

decree, converted by Law No. 112 of Oct. 7, 2013)24 was made to incentivize the retrieval 

of cultural and scientific information, improve and funding cultural goods and activities 

(with special attention to the opportunities given to young people) and regulate the 

openings of cultural and archaeological sites. These provisions were to be used to improve 

tourism and cultural activities. The decree is divided into three chapters, the second of 

which names the revitalization of music and live performance activities.  

Mention must also be made of the budget laws necessary to try to solve the problem of 

the huge expenses faced by theatres for opera productions, as outlined in the previous 

chapter. Among these laws is the Budget Law of 2012 (L. 178/2020: Art. 1, paras. 589-

591)25, which set December 31, 2021, as the deadline for attaining economic balance, 

capital, and financial equilibrium.  

Other laws, such as the 2016 budget law (L. 232/2016: Art. 1, para. 583)26 granted 10 

million euros for the years 2017-2018, while the sum was increased to 15 million from 

2019. The funds were used to repair debts incurred by opera and symphony foundations. 

The following laws ( L. 234/2021, Art. 1, paragraphs 359-363)27 allowed the allocation 

of 100 million euros for 2022 and an additional 50 million for 2023. 

There are 14 opera houses who have autonomy28: The Fondazione Teatro del Maggio 

Musicale Fiorentino, the Teatro Comunale in Bologna, the Fondazione San Carlo in 

 
23 D.lg. 81/2019 art.1:  https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2019/08/12/19G00090/sg  
24 Decree-Law No. 91 of Aug. 8, 2013 (the so-called ''Valore Cultura'' decree, converted by Law No. 112 

of Oct. 7, 2013): https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.legge:2013-08-08;91  
25L. 178/2020: Art. 1, paras. 589-591: 

https://def.finanze.it/DocTribFrontend/getAttoNormativoDetail.do?ACTION=getSommario&id={D0A14

C3A-D36D-4BAA-8DC6-5425956861E8}  
26 L. 232/2016: Art. 1, para. 583: https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2016/12/21/16G00242/sg  
27 L. 234/2021, Art. 1, paragraphs 359-363: 

https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2021/12/31/21G00256/sg  
28 Lists of the Foundations: https://www.anfols.it/fondazioni-lirico-sinfoniche/  

https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2019/08/12/19G00090/sg
https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.legge:2013-08-08;91
https://def.finanze.it/DocTribFrontend/getAttoNormativoDetail.do?ACTION=getSommario&id=%7bD0A14C3A-D36D-4BAA-8DC6-5425956861E8%7d
https://def.finanze.it/DocTribFrontend/getAttoNormativoDetail.do?ACTION=getSommario&id=%7bD0A14C3A-D36D-4BAA-8DC6-5425956861E8%7d
https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2016/12/21/16G00242/sg
https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2021/12/31/21G00256/sg
https://www.anfols.it/fondazioni-lirico-sinfoniche/
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Naples, the Fondazione Teatro Carlo Felice in Genoa, the Teatro alla Scala in Milan, the 

Teatro dell'Opera in Rome, the Teatro Massimo in Palermo, the Teatro Regio in Turin, the 

Teatro La Fenice in Venice, the Teatro Comunale Giuseppe Verdi in Trieste, the Arena in 

Verona, the Accademia nazionale di Santa Cecilia in Rome and the Fondazione teatro 

lirico in Cagliari. To these was then added, by Law 310/200329, the Petruzzelli and Teatri 

di Bari Foundation. 

2.2  Presenting data about opera 
 
Public funds are the most important revenue for opera houses and without state funds, 

opera houses would not be able to survive, with more than 70 percent of the budget 

coming from state resources (Balestra and Malagutti, 2003).  

In fact, tickets sold are rarely enough to clear debts, especially when reducing the total 

number of tickets sold. In Italy, between 2000-2003 there was a major reduction in ticket 

sales in the opera-symphony sector from about 2.5 million to about 2.1 million, while 

performances increased by 16 percent (Balestra and Malagutti, 2003).  

In addition to state funding, there is also regional funding. Each region has different 

planning criteria and therefore there are different ways to access the funding. Instead, 

local government funding can be divided into funding from municipal governments, 

provincial governments, and related bodies and structures (Argano, 1996).  

For this reason, state intervention over the years has become increasingly important. By 

analysing FUS data, we can understand how some funds are distributed and how much 

they amount to. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
29 L. 310, 11 November 2003: https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:legge:2003-11-11;310  

https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:legge:2003-11-11;310
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Table 1 - Data of total FUS contributions for the years 2011, 2012, 2013, and 2014. 

FOUNDATIONS F. U. S. 2011 F. U. S. 2012 F. U. S. 2013 F. U. S. 2014 
Foundation Teatro 

Comunale of 

Bologna 
11.848.481,85 11.825.806,50 

 
11.093.498,70 

 
10.910.534,52 

Foundation Teatro 

del Maggio 

Musicale 

Fiorentino 

(Florence) 

15.22.332,23 15.236.618,61 

 
 

14.256.186,23 

 
 

14.761.406,78 

Foundation Teatro 

Carlo Felice of 

Genoa 
9.834.232,19 9.837.101,11 

 
9.371.713,22 

 
8.614.492,17 

Foundation Teatro 

alla Scala of Milan 28.075.559,96 28.341.023,12 26.802.988,38 28.051.276,76 

Foundation Teatro 

San Carlo in 

Naples 
13.120.038,43 13.327.548,88 

 
12.618.043,39 

 
12.899.341,98 

Foundation Teatro 

Massimo of 

Palermo 
16.408.500,87 16.539.551,20 

 
15.498.905,15 

 
14.737.449,67 

Foundation Teatro 

dell’Opera of 

Rome 
19.808.509,35 20.221.384,21 

 
19.053.202,28 

 
18.770.485,06 

Foundation Teatro 

Regio of Turin 13.608.565,80 13.914.489,85 13.117.033,08 14.359.244,95 

Foundation Teatro 

Verdi of Trieste 11.066.293,98 10.679.140,67 9.920.298,48 9.756.296,47 

Foundation Teatro 

La Fenice of 

Venice 
13.986.153,77 14.341.297,64 13.608.875,45 15.179.254,77 

Foundation Arena 

of Verona 14.081.921,56 14.070.774,75 13.554.910,34 12.463.918,18 

Foundation 

Accademia 

Nazionale di Santa 

Cecilia (Rome) 

9.733.729,51 9.825.758,26 9.283.720,22 10.562.670,47 

Foundation Teatro 

Lirico of Cagliari 8.279.151,49 8.192.498,01 7.685.473,47 8.781.670,37 

Foundation 

Petruzzelli e Teatri 

of Bari 
6.503.229,00 7.035.087,18 

 
7.001.471,30 

 
7.017.297,85 

TOTAL 191.576.700,00 193.388.080,0  182.866.319,72  186.865.340,00 
Source: General Directorate for Live Entertainment 
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The transition between 2011 and 2012 marked an increase in contributions, but these 

decreased the following year and finally increased in the last year analysed. The data 

show that those benefiting most from the contributions are mainly the large theatres 

located in northern Italy. Many contributions are given each year to La Scala in Milan, so 

much so that it accounts for about 15 percent of the total.  

Even analysing years after 2014, contributions remain almost unchanged in their 

distribution. In 2016 and 2017, contributions amounted to 182,272,058.30 euros30. 

Consequently, the trend is setting on decreasing funds allocated to opera foundations, 

which are still far more than the funds given to other sectors. The total amount of funds 

was 333.716.856,00 euros, redistributed in different sectors. For the opera sector, in 2017, 

was allocated 54.62 percent of the total, while theatre activities received 20.28 percent, 

music activities 17.39 percent, and dance 3.48 percent. The remaining funds were divided 

among special projects, circus activities, committees and commissions, and the 

performing arts observatory31. But public resources are not infinite and, in the years 

presented, there was a general lessening of money, a trend that seems not to be destined 

to stop. In any cases, it’s clear that the government has privileged the sector in question, 

to the point of asking if it’s really worth investing so many public funds into it.  

Opera foundations also benefit from private funds, although these are usually 

concentrated in the most famous theatres, such as specifically La Scala, which manages 

to attract more sponsors than the others. 

But the largest slice regarding expenses would not consist of productions, but rather 

salaries. The approximately six thousand workers, with their salaries, consume a large 

portion of the funds allocated to opera houses. Instead of trying to reduce staffing, 

productions are compromised, and seasons feature fewer titles. Even though there are 

fewer performances, workers (including artists, whether dancers or musicians) are paid 

the same32. For these reasons, the state is trying to restrain public funding and instead 

 
30 Source: Elaboration by Osservatorio dello Spettacolo on MiBAC data and on ISTAT data.  
FUS report, 2017: https://spettacolo.cultura.gov.it/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/relazione-FUS-2017.pdf  
31 Source: Decree of the Minister of Culture and Tourism of February 21, 2017.  
FUS report, 2017: https://spettacolo.cultura.gov.it/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/relazione-FUS-2017.pdf 
32 Baratta Lidia, Fondazioni liriche, i colabrodo della cultura italiana: 

https://www.linkiesta.it/2013/04/fondazioni-liriche-i-colabrodo-della-cultura-italiana/  

https://spettacolo.cultura.gov.it/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/relazione-FUS-2017.pdf
https://spettacolo.cultura.gov.it/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/relazione-FUS-2017.pdf
https://www.linkiesta.it/2013/04/fondazioni-liriche-i-colabrodo-della-cultura-italiana/


 
35 

 

facilitate private donations. Indeed, the new strategy lies in the “differentiation of funding 

sources” (Cori, 2004). 

It must be remembered that the characteristics of opera, on the same level as aspects of 

services, such as immateriality, non-storability, and contextuality between consumption 

and production, make opera an event impossible to repeat (Cori, 2004). The performance 

is a combination of material and immaterial components, as well as the work of hundreds 

of people who link the two worlds. For this reason, it is not always possible to give up 

some parts, such as the work of set designers, choreographers, or part of the orchestra. 

2.3 The production (and making) of an opera 
 
The opera production included a mobile cast, that is, one that changed with each staging. 

As for the opera program, the “season” system was created, consisting of a schedule that 

provided for the staging of operas on a season-by-season basis, and performances that 

occurred during the carnival period were usually the most anticipated and attended 

(Balestra and Malagutti, 2003). To date, the season system has to come to terms with the 

theatre’s financial availability, as well as the theatre’s own decisions regarding which 

operas to perform (Magri, 2016). For some theatres, representing different operas with 

the season system is too expensive. They decide on programming that includes fewer new 

works and the repetition of established shows, for which they already have the sets and 

the artists are hired. However, this pattern is not fixed; in the following seasons, theatres 

can repeat shows that are part of the repertory and have already been presented in some 

previous seasons (Magri, 2016).  

Artistic production includes the actual performance, coordination of artists and direction, 

and performance. The opera organization may also include, in addition to musicians and 

singers, dancers (or a dance troupe) and actors.  

Once the opera to be performed has been chosen, rehearsals begin. The orchestra performs 

several rehearsals, both with the conductor and with the singers. The latter is chosen in 

the ideation phase among the artists who can also represent the very success of the opera, 

which is why in recent years world-class artists have been selected (Argano, 1996). But 

the singers not only have to heed the conductor's instructions, but above all they are 
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guided by the director. The final interpretation is usually a meeting between the artistic 

and technical decisions of the singer, the director, and the conductor (Magri, 2016).  

In addition to the artists, staging is another central part of the performance. The stage 

layout is the complicated and delicate work of technicians, blacksmiths, painters, and 

decorators. Added to this are also the costumes, lighting, sound and video systems 

(Argano, 1996).  

In recent times, to cope with economic problems, co-productions, that are collaboration 

between theatres to produce operas, have been introduced. However, theatres can also 

collaborate through the rental of some stagings by other theatres (Magri, 2016).  

Some productions are considered “controversial” by critics because of the way the opera 

is represented. But some of these representations may be the key to understanding the 

new meanings we attach to opera, and how we approach stories that seem distant from us 

but are actually familiar (Levin, 2007). 

Concerning innovations and experimentation in opera, critics and spectators tend to be 

more in agreement with changes made to operas by German composers, of which Wagner 

is an example, rather than composers deemed more “conservative,” such as Verdi (Levin, 

2007). While Verdi's operas from a stage point of view tend to always be close to the 

libretto, Wagner's operas are often set in other eras, using costumes and sets reminiscing 

films. An example of this is the performances of the Catalan group La Fura dels Baus33, 

known for its productions based on metropolitan sets, which mix music with noise and 

seek audience involvement. Their operas at the Teatro del Maggio Musicale Fiorentino 

enjoyed success and interest precisely because of their unconventional sets that were 

reminiscent of sci-fi environments. 

 
33 The group, which began work in 1983, is primarily involved in action theatre, tribal, and often using 

circus acrobatics. Although they are more present in drama theatre, they have also staged several operas, 

including different Wagnerian operas at the Maggio Musicale Fiorentino between the years 2007-2009. 

About La Fura dels Baus:  https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/fura-dels-baus-la/ 

https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/fura-dels-baus-la/
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Figure 1 – scene from “Siegfried” performed at Teatro del Maggio Musicale Fiorentino, 

2008, directed by La Fura dels Baus: https://lafura.com/obras/siegfried/  

In contrast, Verdi, although he did not consider himself a great innovator, gave 

prominence to popular elements (such as the chorus) that soon made him beloved by 

audiences (Williams, 2006). His operas were politically engaged and performed in a 

sensitive period of Italian history; an element that solidified his operas as traditional and 

loved by many. However, some directors try their hand at transposing similar works, such 

as the play performed by Vick Graham34, also in the Florentine theatre, which transports 

the story to the 1960s-1970s. The opera is presented in a setting closer to our own, with 

characters in whom it seems easier to mirror because of their modern clothes and 

locations, including a pool party. Macbeth is presented as a politician; the characters 

around him seem more familiar than characters dressed in clothing typical of the era in 

which Shakespeare had set the play would. The visual layout, in these cases, can 

transform the story, giving new life and meaning to operas that, despite the centuries, 

remain among the best known and appreciated. 

 

 
34 Vick Graham was a famous director who was noted for his experimental and innovative works. He 

transformed traditional operas into modern ones, working at some of the most important theatres, 

including La Scala in Milan. 

https://lafura.com/obras/siegfried/
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Figure 2 – scene from “Macbeth”, performed at Teatro del Maggio Musicale Fiorentino, 

2013, directed by Vick Graham:  

https://firenze.repubblica.it/cronaca/2013/06/18/foto/il_machbet_di_verdi_secondo_gra

ham_vick-61359370/1/ 

2.4  New perspectives in Opera 
 
Among the many dilemmas in the world of art, mostly correlated to politics, technology 

seeks its space in opera houses. Technology is increasingly present in the world of opera, 

from the possibility of seeing it from your sofa at home thanks to broadcasts, to the option 

of listening to music in high definition. Digitalisation is therefore a tool increasingly used 

by opera companies. In times when spectators cannot go to the theatre, broadcasting opera 

is one of the solutions to maintain its audience. Although there is still resistance toward 

technology (the general opinion is that live performance is not comparable to a mere 

broadcast), this has been important during the massive theatre closures caused by the 

pandemic. Many theatres (including Italian ones) have had the opportunity to experiment 

with new means of encountering the public, unable to see the opera live (Bellini and 

Raglianti, 2023). 

https://firenze.repubblica.it/cronaca/2013/06/18/foto/il_machbet_di_verdi_secondo_graham_vick-61359370/1/
https://firenze.repubblica.it/cronaca/2013/06/18/foto/il_machbet_di_verdi_secondo_graham_vick-61359370/1/
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It should not be forgotten that some “tools” can in some cases help the performing arts 

sector, or even make a significant difference. Even though there is still resistance, the arts 

sector is moving even closer to marketing, like many non-profit organizations. For some 

institutions, marketing is an opportunity to show the current situation and access new 

opportunities (Fox and Kotler, 1979). Marketing is still seen as an advertising tool, rather 

than a way to perceive the institution differently. Marketing in the artistic sector can lead 

each institution to seek its place within the market, choosing a possible niche sector to be 

competitive. The problem noted by Hoile (2013) lies in the audience that many opera 

houses tend to attract. Many prefer to focus on the audience they already have (loyal 

customers) and are not always able to be more accessible, even though today one of the 

priorities of art is to be open and available to everyone. Marketing is one of the solutions 

that can help us understand which customer segments to pay attention to and attract. 

Innovation in the opera field can also be introduced through the way opera houses present 

themselves to audiences they have not yet managed to attract. Technology is also destined 

to influence demand: users will be able to increasingly personalize their experience by 

choosing what to take part in; it will be possible to participate more directly in the creation 

of art and its promotion will be greater (Brooks and Lowell, 1999). It also seems that the 

public tends to be positively inclined towards innovation, especially in places where 

“risk-taking individuals” are located (Cancellieri and Turrini, 2016).  

Previous studies concentrated on the equilibrium between trying to introduce originality 

and the exploitation of current knowledge and this is revealed to be necessary to prevent 

tradition from condemning itself to obsolescence, especially in contexts in which tradition 

is not retransformed to create new possibilities, as showed in the article “Innovation 

through Tradition: lessons from Innovative Family Businesses and Directions for Future 

Research” (De Massis, Frattini, Kotlar, Messeni-Petruzzelli, Wright, 2016). The authors 

present a new strategy: innovation through tradition. Following this approach, firms can 

use their knowledge gained from the past to obtain new products. This strategy can 

introduce competitive advantages in the innovation process without the need for funds. 

It’s interesting how the authors don’t consider the past as a burden but as a chance to 

innovate. Regarding this topic, the literature confirms that the advantages brought by 

innovation are fundamental for companies, which must balance new skills with those 

already acquired. In the theatrical sector (and more generally in the performing arts 
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sector), two figures usually tend toward different directions: artistic directors are more 

open to new ideas while managing directors prefer a repertoire that ensures the balance 

of the financial situation (Voss, Montoya-Weiss, Voss, 2006).  

The opera sector is not far from this. As mentioned before, the costs of opera are 

increasing and the revenues from the box office are not sufficient in most cases. Some 

attempts have been made, such as the production of new operas, or less-known ones. An 

important analysis regarding the world of performing arts was made by Baumol and 

Bowen (1966), where they introduced “cost disease” and how the performing arts are not 

able to earn enough for their survival. According to their theory, since art is part of the 

stagnant sector, costs will continue to increase (including the cost of salaries of actors, 

dancers, and musicians), while earnings will not rise equally.  

If we take into consideration the creative sector in its entirety, it is usually characterized 

by the presence of some very successful and therefore highly demanded product, which 

tends to monopolize the market (Berg, 2022). Due to this trend, creativity is one of the 

keys to being successful in the market, a theory supported by studies such as that of Berg 

(2022). Innovation is swifter in competitive markets and the presence of a monopoly35 

can influence the rate of progress (Brozen, 1951).   

Following the path of creativity, another concept that can be linked to the world of opera 

is that of atypicality. An atypical product differentiates itself from others and thus attracts 

the public's attention, even if it carries with it the risk that it will not be well received 

(Cutolo and Ferriani, 2023; Caves, 2000). 

Even considering that different audiences have different needs, there is a positive 

predisposition to the atypical. But atypicality not only brings competitive advantages but 

also the possibility of creating one's own identity and distinguishing oneself from other 

suppliers on the market (Cutolo and Ferriani, 2023). The same can be said of individuals, 

who choose atypical career paths, which in some way can attract the attention of a 

possible employer. 

 
35 Opera houses can operate in a monopoly market, since there is usually only few of them in a context. 

There are some cases in which there is only one opera house in a city, making the monopoly stronger in 

that area.  
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As explained, the relationship between innovation and tradition is rather complex. 

Although innovation is not always welcomed positively in cultural contexts, it is certainly 

a powerful tool that can make a difference, attract a greater audience, and allow creativity 

to flourish. As demonstrated by the various data and opinions of scholars presented, opera 

(and more generally the performing arts sector) continues to face challenges, both in terms 

of budget and lack of audience. Therefore, innovating is one of the keys to continuing to 

make art live. 

2.5  Robust and Radical Interpretation Strategy   
 
Still regarding the presence of innovative elements in the opera, we can look at the work 

presented by Cancellieri, Cattani, and Ferriani (2022), who introduced the robust and 

radical interpretation strategy. In particular, robust interpretation refers to the explanation 

of tradition in a way that preserves the core of an opera while changing the visual aspects. 

According to their analysis, changing the essential elements of the opera would reduce 

the possibility of attracting audiences, which tend not to respond well to too radical 

changes. As set out by Cancellieri et al. (2022), the reinterpretation of classical elements 

can be welcomed by the public or seen as disastrous and unnecessary. The term "robust" 

is used to indicate an opera that still presents the core aspects (in particular the music and 

the libretto) but varies in the other features (usually visual elements). This approach may 

be seen as appealing to modern audiences, who appreciate a more diverse range of 

elements in an opera.  

On the other hand, they defined 'radical' interpretations as opera productions that altered 

traditional visual aspects and dramaturgical concepts. Thus, there are noticeable changes 

in the libretto, which can lead to a different outcome in the story and the characters. These 

changes do not seem to be welcomed with the same enthusiasm as works more faithful to 

the original (Cancellieri et al., 2022).  

While season-ticket holders tend to be less accepting of radical interpretations, single-

ticket holders are more appreciative of performances that do not conform to the operatic 

tradition. Single-ticket holders have less experience and, being less familiar with the 

opera performed, do not immediately recognize the possible inconsistencies between a 

traditional and a radical performance (Cancellieri et al., 2022), so they are more likely to 
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accept a performance that diverges from tradition. As pointed out, traditional works 

(considered by the authors to be all works written by composers born before 1881), can 

be modernized through transposition to other epochs, or through the use of abstraction. 

Thus, the temporal, and in some cases also spatial, coordinates of the setting of an opera 

are crucial to understanding whether it is a traditional interpretation or not. Taking these 

aspects into account was therefore helpful in understanding how to classify the works 

considered, adding the possible variables: traditional direction, robust reinterpretation, 

and radical reinterpretation.  

It should not be forgotten that, in addition to these aspects, there are other variables 

influencing the spectator, including the popularity of the director or conductor, and co-

productions (which tend to be more majestic than productions involving only one opera 

house). As pointed out by Cancellieri, Cattani, and Ferriani (2022), these variables may 

vary the intensity of the weight of robust and radical interpretations and thus, the 

popularity or unpopularity of an opera may also be influenced by other parameters.   

The interesting analysis mentions the presence of directors as one of the variables. By 

focusing now on their way of interpreting traditional and non-traditional operas, we can 

better understand how many productions are actually robust, or radical. Before doing so, 

it is useful to present examples of all three possibility to clarify how we can label the 

various reinterpretations in the next chapters.  
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Starting with the traditional performances, we can examine the Marriage of Figaro by the 

director Miller. In this case, the set design of the opera, as well as the costumes, are in 

line with the libretto written by Lorenzo Da Ponte. There are no elements outside the story 

and thus the story is represented as it was intended to. Usually, when thinking about the 

visual arrangement of an opera, this image seems to correspond to the general idea of it. 

 

Figure 3 – scene from “Le nozze di Figaro”, performed at Teatro Regio di Torino, 2004, 

directed by Jonathan Miller. Photo by the archive of the Teatro Regio: 

https://archivi.teatroregio.torino.it/oggetti/?id=6159  

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://archivi.teatroregio.torino.it/oggetti/?id=6159
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We can see an example of robust interpretation with the reinterpretation of the diptych 

“La voix Humaine/Suor Angelica”, directed by Andrea De Rosa in 2016. In this case, the 

opera is jolted forward in time and the setting is minimalist, emphasizing not so much the 

set (grey and composed of few elements), but the performers. The opera is represented 

with essential features, allowing the artists to stand out at the expense of a more grandiose 

set design.  

 

Figure 4 – scene from “Suor Angelica”, performed at Teatro del Maggio Musicale 

Fiorentino, 2016, directed by Andrea De Rosa. Photo by Ramella Giannese.  

 

Another example, this time of radical interpretation, is La Cenerentola by Emma Dante, 

a director known for her unconventional works. The Cinderella fairytale is represented 

here with steampunk elements, references to pop surrealism, and by turning many 

characters into puppets and carillons. The visual elements in this case seem to correspond 

with the general idea of the fairytale, but the pop culture references transform the work 

into a more contemporary product. 



 
45 

 

 

Figure 5 – scene from “La Cenerentola”, performed at Teatro Dell’Opera di Roma, 2016, 

directed by Emma Dante. Photo by Yasuko Kageyama: http://www.emmadante.com/la-

cenerentola-2/  

The examples presented are part of the database (that will be presented and discussed in 

the following chapter) in which all the variables taken into account make it possible to 

determine what kind of interpretation is involved. Later on, this analysis will be crucial 

to understand whether a director tends to make more radical, or more robust works and 

whether the data are congruent with their answers given in the interviews.  

2.6  Fundamental Figures in Opera 
 
Among the fundamental aspects to remember in the operatic field, some professionals in 

the sector take care of putting on the show and contributing to giving life to the music and 

the text. The opera performance is interpreted by means of mainly intangible inputs and 

to the professional figures who provide their knowledge to produce the various elements 

necessary for staging.  

Opera, at its debut, is associated with the “commedia dell'arte”, which saw companies of 

artists perform in rented venues and for a paying audience (Balestra and Malagutti, 2003; 

Bianconi, 1993). The companies, led by a “capocomico,” were structured with a strong 

core, which could be family-run but open to new entrants (to ensure the influx of new 

http://www.emmadante.com/la-cenerentola-2/
http://www.emmadante.com/la-cenerentola-2/
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players and new parts). The term has remained and denotes both the company working to 

produce the show and the artistic pivot (Gallina, 2007). From the 17th century onward, 

the system is shown to be different, with the figure of the impresario making its way into 

the market for musicians and singers. 

The 18th century marks the time when musicians become employees of the courts, 

leaving their place as craftsmen. But soon the synergy between composer and musician 

breaks down, the abstract part of writing music and the concrete part of performing it 

seem increasingly distant (Balestra and Malagutti, 2003). Listening to music has changed 

its form over the centuries, and thus, whereas before the imprint of the composer himself 

was felt necessary, now it is no longer compulsory. The changed relationship with the 

audience has therefore triggered differences that have remained to this day. Also having 

had an impact is the place where performances take place, which creates a distance 

between the singers and musicians and the audience (Balestra and Malagutti, 2003). 

During this period, the theatre became a meeting place for the upper classes and became 

the centre of their social life (Balestra and Malagutti, 2003). In Europe, opera houses were 

still considered the temples of music and places where culture played an absolutely central 

role (McGinnis, 2010).  

The impresario was the glue of the company, a kind of manager who took care of the 

details of the performances, but he also had to know the audience well enough and made 

sure to stage works they liked. 

The impresario, depending on how the opera was received by the audience, could be 

successful (including financially), or booed by the entire audience. There are reports of 

episodes (Rosselli, 1984) in which impresarios were even arrested after a terrible 

performance, or some even decided for suicide. Rosselli (1984) associates the figure of 

the impresario with that of the leading figures in the Hollywood theatre and cinema of the 

1930s, as they usually had a swarm of actors, designers and scriptwriters at their service. 

Rosselli again sees the decline of the impresario in the democratization of audiences and 

the shift of authority to producers. Although impresarios had great relevance until the late 

19th century, their figure was not destined to last.  
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Nowadays, companies still exist, although they have components that are not always 

fixed, often tied to a few months of activity. 

But it was, and still is, the performers who did the opera. Singers' musical performances 

occur not only in splendid theatres, but also in churches, squares, museums and more 

general venues. Therefore, many singers have had to adjust, even early in the history of 

theatre and opera, to perform in ever-changing venues and with moving elements 

(McGinnis, 2010).  

According to Ewans (2016), a singer would not be able to perform his or her character in 

the correct manner without the proper costume and specific makeup. The fundamental 

characteristics of a singer, which are also the ones that need to be paid the most attention 

to, for Ewans (2016) are:  

- The concept of the character. 

- Integration, specifically the match between the director and the singer who must be on 

the same page regarding the music and the lyrics, to unite the two.  

- Gestures, postures, and expressions that the singer must assume that always respond to 

the dictates of the music and text. Interpretation becomes as important as other 

indispensable features, such as memory use. 

Actors must also have the unique ability to convey the text in such a way that it is always 

new and meaningful to the audience, even if it involves words that have already been 

repeated and heard (which is the case in very famous and performed works) (Bogart, 

2001). However, singers are now also required to have excellent stage presence, 

expressiveness of body and face, as well as voice (Ewans, 2016). Singers not only have 

to recite their part by heart, but also possess great influence on the performance and how 

effective or ineffective it is (Clurman, 1974). However, this role was stronger earlier, as 

since 1850 the role of singers has become less important, often relegating them to 

subordinates and their creativity contained (Henson, 2019). 

Directors, who are the main focus of the analysis that will take place later, are another of 

the indispensable parts of the play. Directors usually begin by having experience as actors, 

scene designers, producers, stage managers, and through writing scripts (Clurman, 1974). 

The importance of the director is not easy to discuss, as notes on directing are usually 
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included in librettos. So much so that, according to some, the director should interfere as 

little as possible with the work of the actors/singers and leave them the space to decide 

how to render the performance (Clurman, 1974). Verdi is an example of a composer who 

was also attentive to stage performance, as for the 1847 performance of Macbeth he took 

a personal interest in the performance and staging of his opera. He asked that some scenes 

be staged following a typical London model (Henson, 2019) and also instructed the 

singers. 

2.7  The problem of authenticity 

If we look at music, the discourse on authenticity takes different turns depending on how 

we consider the term. The value of authenticity lies in performing a piece with an 

understanding of past practices (Godlovitch, 2000). A historically and authentically 

accurate performance is only possible through two conditions:  

1. It provides an environment and musical experience similar to that of the past. 

2. We can verify that the environment and experience in question are indeed accurate.  

 But neither of these can really be possible, as we now have a modern perspective that 

differs from past practices, moreover we cannot be certain of how performances actually 

took place, we do not have enough evidence to be certain of recreating them flawlessly 

(Godlovitch, 2000). Thus, not only are we not fully capable of understanding past 

practices, we cannot even know them completely. After all, it seems difficult to be able 

to reproduce the same sounds as centuries ago, considering that we have never heard them 

and have no way of doing so. Hence, we come to the conclusion that ‘authentic re-

creation’ (Godlovitch, 2000) is in fact not possible. 

For scholars such as Kockelmans (2000), it is not possible to express the meaning of 

music in words, so it is not possible to know what the real music of the past was. Although 

he concedes that the history of music has been able to find important information about 

how each work was performed (or composed), words are not able to replace the 

experience of listening (Kockelmans, 2000). Thus, descriptions of the music are useful, 

but do not allow for a thorough understanding of it. Like Godlovitch, Kockelmans also 
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states that searching for authentic performances cannot lead to an actual faithful 

reproduction, as there is not enough information to make this possible. 

While with other art forms it is possible to have an original with which to compare 

possible copies and thus learn to distinguish them, it is not possible to do the same with 

music. Every musician can make interpretative choices that do not correspond to the 

author's intentions (Davies, 1987). One of the conclusions to this dilemma lies in 

accepting that the authenticity of a piece does not depend solely on the instruments used, 

as Beethoven himself would certainly have preferred modern instruments for the 

realization of his works, rather than those present at the time (Dutton, 2003). Instead, one 

must look for the work's implicit meanings and artistic potential (Dutton, 2003). 

The question of authenticity, and its importance, is also related to the value we place on 

objects that cannot be replaced with duplicates. Hood and Bloom (2008) showed how 

duplicates are rarely accepted as substitutes for the original object and not considered to 

have the same economic value. For Dutton (2003), copies are interpreted as lacking the 

work and creativity that gave rise to the real work of art and therefore its value is reduced. 

Besides the story behind an object, it is also the experience that produced it that has value 

(Dutton, 2003). Furthermore, original works are also associated with scarcity, whereas 

many more copies of an object can be created (Cialdini, 1985). In a study conducted by 

Newman and Bloom (2011), it shows how copies of works of art are always considered 

to be less significant than the original, especially in cases where the duplicate was 

intended. Furthermore, it was noted that duplicates of non-art objects were evaluated with 

less negative criticism (Newman and Bloom, 2011). 

But context is also an integral part of the authenticity discourse. A Renaissance work, for 

example, taken out of its original context and exhibited with a white cube display, loses 

part of its authenticity (Feagin, 1995). Authenticity is therefore not only about the actual 

work, but also about the context in which it is placed, the fame of the person who 

produced it, whether it has been in contact with historical figures. In fact, common objects 

can become valuable when they have come into contact with important figures, or a 

protagonist of historical events, as pointed out by Newman and Bloom's study (2011). 

The two scholars give the example of an object that belonged to Elizabeth I, which is 
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considered more valuable than an identical object from the same period, but which did 

not come into contact with the English queen. 

For the performing arts, the discourse becomes even more complex. Although the notes 

are the same, a Mozart concerto may be inauthentic if played on a modern piano, as 

opposed to the forte-piano used at the time, just as a 17th century play is always inaccurate 

if the female roles are actually played by women and not by young men (Dutton, 2003). 

The discourse of authenticity, for scholars such as Dutton (1997, 2003), is important for 

works whose value depends on whether or not they are authentic (or have a commodity 

value). Authenticity thus sets a price on the market and associates a monetary value with 

a work (which usually tends to increase over time), but for arts such as opera, one should 

focus on other aspects. The living critical tradition (Dutton, 2003) is one of the parts that 

make opera authentic, as the process of criticism that accompanies it is an integral part of 

it. Without this criticism, which is usually carried out by people who know opera really 

well, an authentic part of opera would be lost. In this case, the performing arts rely more 

on other aspects, which physical works do not possess, including the connection with the 

audience and critics. 

In recent years, it is also worth noting the existence of two trends in opera houses: an 

increase in authenticity on the part of the orchestra and singers; and the production of 

innovative performances based on more interesting conductors introducing new elements 

(Williams, 2006). For some of the performers involved, such as the singers, it is difficult 

to express their opinion on what is happening on stage, as the direction of the music and 

the stage are considered to be divided (Williams, 2006). While the music more directly 

shows the composer's idea, the visual part of the work must reflect emotions and images 

that can be easily read by the spectator. Although many critics talk about representing the 

opera as it was intended by the composer, this type of representation is no longer possible 

and perhaps never was. It is believed that many composers did not have much to say about 

the performances, as their greatest hope lay in the orchestra's interpretation and that this 

was at least sufficient (Williams, 2006). As far as music is concerned, it is also impossible 

to reproduce the same sound waves that musical instruments generated in the 18th century 

(Williams, 2006), so focusing on this kind of authenticity does not seem appropriate.   
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
3.1 Samples and data collection process 
 
The empirical setting of the study is the Italian opera foundations over a 10-year time 

period, i.e. from 1995 to 2016 (counting 1995 as part of the 1995-1996 opera season, 

since the season system does not take calendar years into account). Most of the works 

analysed are part of the Italian opera culture and tradition, and some very famous titles 

have been performed several times over the years. This echoes the concept of 

standardization of the repertoire, which was discussed above and is also present in the 

theatres analysed. Only the Lyric Symphonic Foundations are included in the analysis, 

with the exception of the Foundation Accademia Nazionale di Santa Cecilia (Rome) 

which does not focus on opera production and is therefore not useful for the analysis. The 

foundations taken into consideration are:  

1. Foundation Teatro Comunale of Bologna 

2. Foundation Teatro del Maggio Musicale Fiorentino (Florence) 

3. Foundation Teatro Carlo Felice of Genoa  

4. Foundation Teatro alla Scala of Milan  

5. Foundation Teatro San Carlo in Naples 

6. Foundation Teatro Massimo of Palermo 

7. Foundation Teatro dell’Opera of Rome  

8. Foundation Teatro Regio of Turin  

9. Foundation Teatro Verdi of Trieste 

10. Foundation Teatro La Fenice of Venice  

11. Foundation Arena of Verona 

12. Foundation Accademia Nazionale di Santa Cecilia (Rome) 

13. Foundation Teatro Lirico of Cagliari 

14. Foundation Petruzzelli e Teatri of Bari 

The analysis started by consulting the Annuari, a specialized magazine published annually 

(EDT/CIDIM Annuari dell'Opera Lirica in Italia), containing cardinal information on the 

operas performed in the main Italian theatres in each season. In addition to knowing the 

artists who have worked on the performance of a given opera, the Annuari collect the 
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reviews of the critics who have attended these operas, thus providing fundamental 

information to understand the directorial choices, the visual layout of the opera and the 

perception of the director's work. They thus present qualitative and quantitative data, 

represented by casts, composers, number of performances, etc.  

Reviews and sources from several Internet sites specializing in opera and live 

performance were used to find information concerning the most recent years. The main 

sites used were GB Opera, OperaClick, L'Ape Musicale, Liricamente.it. These sites 

provided fundamental information for analysing most operas. In addition to using 

technical information and reviews by critics, as many photographs as possible were 

collected of the operas performed. Some photos were taken from the Annuari, others were 

taken from the photo archives of the foundations, and others were taken by professional 

photographers who also collaborate with the above-mentioned sites (an example of this 

is GB Opera, which in addition to comprehensive reviews often provides images of the 

reviewed opera). Thanks to the use of photos and the possible use of films found on the 

web, it was possible to better analyse the visual aspects of the operas and thus understand 

the details concerning costumes, sets, directors' choices related to abstractions, 

transpositions, and so on.  

This information was entered into a database which constitutes one of the most important 

parts of the analysis in this work. The database was previously created for a PRIN project 

and already contained a lot of information that was used for the completion of this work. 

The data that will be mentioned was added to enrich the work already present.  

Information was collected on opera productions from the 1995-1996 season to the 2015-

2016 season. Only operas were considered, thus excluding other productions of classical 

music, ballet, and prose. For each opera included in the database, information on the 

characteristics of the production was collected. To indicate the presence of certain 

variables, i.e. the presence or absence of abstraction, a binary code was used in which a 

value of 1 indicates the presence of an element, while 0 indicates its absence. The total 

number of works analysed is 1905 among the 14 foundations.  

For the following categories, there were no data in the database, so they were included 

for completion. The data gathered on the individual operas are about the presence or  

absence of:  
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- Traditional directorships.  

- Modernizations.  

- Temporal transpositions.  

- Actualisations.  

- Decontextualization. 

- Libretto changes.  

- Technological innovations. 

- References to other genres. 

- Pop references. 

- New productions. 

- Co-productions.  

 

For each opera, fragments of the most significant reviews were then taken, with particular 

attention to those concerning the directorial choices and visual aspects of the opera. 

Thanks to the archived images, the videos found on some operas, the reviews, and the 

information gathered from the archives of the individual theatres, it was thus possible to 

complete a database containing all the necessary information for the following analyses. 

Once as much data as possible on the operas had been collected, a more in-depth analysis 

was then carried out on all the directors in the database, choosing some of them as samples 

and analysing them in more detail.  

However, the analysis of the Annuari, and consequently of the various operas performed, 

was the first step towards understanding the role of directors within the operatic world, 

the true intent of the study. 

In order to analyse the role of directors in opera and how they perceive and subsequently 

introduce innovative elements, various data were collected. In particular:  

- Primary data is represented by interviews conducted directly with some opera directors. 

These interviews were conducted for the PRIN project. 

- Secondary data, i.e. interviews with opera directors published online. The interviews 

taken into account were retrieved from newspapers published online, and from videos on 

various platforms. 
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A total of 33 directors were selected, the data for them consisted of primary data for 7 of 

the total and secondary data for the other 26 of them.  

Information about directors was also gathered based on the areas in which they mainly 

operate. In order to discuss the identity of the directors, they were divided according to 

whether they were insiders (i.e. working in opera) or outsiders (i.e. directors who only 

partly work in opera). Consideration was given to the classification of different fields 

according to their attachment to Highbrow, Middlebrow and Lowbrow arts. In 

particular:  

- In the Highbrow category were entered: opera, drama, ballet, classical music, and 

visual arts. 

- The Middle-Lowbrow category included: cinema, pop music, musical, and television.  

 

Based on their prevailing fields, the director's outsiderness was then indicated, which 

can take the following identities:  

- Opera Highbrow indicates a director who works mainly in the opera field but may 

also work in other artistic fields considered high.  

- Opera Middle-Lowbrow indicates a director who works mainly in the opera field, but 

also in other artistic fields considered more popular.  

- Highbrow to indicate a director who only does opera occasionally, but who also 

works mainly in other artistic fields considered high.  

- Middle-Lowbrow to refer to a director who only does opera occasionally but works 

mainly in other artistic fields considered more popular.  

 

By assigning these labels based on their identity, it is possible to look for a link between 

a director's level of outsiderness and his/her tendency to innovate, or not to innovate. In 

particular, attention was paid to directors who do not usually deal with opera in order to 

understand whether operating in other Middle-Lowbrow fields facilitates the presence 

of robust and radical interpretations. Thus, “opera highbrow” directors are considered 

insiders, as are “opera middle-lowbrow” directors. In contrast, “highbrow” and “middle-

lowbrow” directors are considered outsiders.  
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The 33 directors were examined to identify the categories to which they belong based 

on their identity and how they interpret the relationship between tradition, innovation, 

and authenticity. The creation of these clusters was useful for understanding how 

directors work and whether there are similarities between the solutions adopted by each 

of them. Regarding identity, categories were created to understand the level of 

outsiderness, as explained before.  

In order to better investigate the various clusters, the directors were respectively placed 

in 3 different groups for each aspect analysed. The categories were designed according to 

the:  

- Conception of the relationship between innovation and tradition. 

- Conceptualisation of the relationship between tradition and authenticity. 

- The directors’ perception of their role as custodians of the tradition.  

Just as in the text of Montgomery and Dacin (2020), the directors' roles will be based on 

certain precise characteristics found in different directors who can thus be grouped into a 

broader category.  

In addition to using the information in the database, interviews were conducted to 

understand the insight into opera directing from the directors. The interviews were 

conducted within the framework of the PRIN project, whose Principal Investigator for 

Ca’ Foscari University’s research unit is the professor Giulia Cancellieri. The questions 

were targeted to understand the role of the directors better, how they express themselves 

regarding certain aspects of the opera. Amongst these, the main questions concerned:  

- The definition of innovation and the motivations for directors to innovate. 

- Focus on key words and concepts in discourses on innovation, tradition, and 

authenticity.  

- The role that the directors play, often in reference to the role they themselves feel they 

occupy.  

- The relationship between tradition and innovation.  
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- Their opinion about what authenticity means, what is authentic in opera. 

- The relationship between authenticity and innovation.  

- General discussion about the obstacles and challenges faced during the innovation 

process and what to look out for in the opera world regarding this topic.  

With regard to secondary data, the necessary information was sourced online, either 

through interviews uploaded on YouTube and later transcribed, or interviews made by 

the directors to online newspapers. In order to maintain the same criteria as for the 

primary data, interviews that answered the above-mentioned questions were taken in 

particular consideration. Therefore, the interviews were chosen from the ones that 

focused on aspects of innovation, tradition, and authenticity, thus selecting only those 

passages that actually displayed the data needed for the analysis.   

During the course of the study, particular attention was dedicated to the actual innovations 

bring by the directors, including the concrete way in which directors innovate. Each 

director, according to their personal style, or according to the message they want to 

communicate, chooses different expedients to innovate. Among the novelties that 

directors bring to opera, we can highlight some of these innovations that can be explained 

in more detail with reference to the operatic field: 

- Abstraction: the presence of abstraction transports the opera into a context out of 

time and space, with often unreal elements and special settings (which may be 

minimalist or recall elements of history in a symbolic manner). An example of 

this are some works set in bare locations, where the stage set do not make 

it possible to realize either the era of the story or the place where the narration 

takes place. 

- Transposition: the transposition moves the story to another era, usually distant 

from the one in which the story is set. In particular, many works tend to be set in 

contemporary times, making the work close to the audience, for instance by using 

urban costumes and sets. Through transposition, and modernization, the opera 

takes on connotations that are easier for the audience to interpret and makes the 

story closer and more familiar.  
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- Libretto changes: changes can be apported to the original story. Usually, libretto 

changes are not well received by audiences, as they can disrupt the story and thus 

lose the real narrative. However, libretto changes can be useful to introduce 

novelties, to present well-known stories in a different key and with different 

interpretations. Again, some stories can be performed with variants written by 

other composers. Besides the changes made to the story, there may also be changes 

to the music. A director may decide to cut certain arias that are considered too 

‘boring’, or that do not fit the story he or she wants to tell. In fact, the music and 

the libretto are considered two different languages that are somehow joined 

together (Child, 1921). The libretto is then considered by many scholars as 

literature (Weisstein, 1961), so changing parts within it often triggers criticism 

from those who know and love opera.    

- References to other genres: References to other genres are increasingly present in 

operas and often appreciated by audiences. Indeed, some directors make use of 

elements borrowed from other arts, such as in the production of Ruggero 

Leoncavallo's ‘Pagliacci’, an opera that calls for the use of circus and comedy 

elements. In some cases, however, the addition of elements from outside the 

operatic tradition is viewed negatively, such as the Rigoletto directed by Robert 

Carsen in 2004, which was strongly criticised for making the performance banal 

with a critiqued circus setting. References to the cinema have also become 

numerous, particularly for Wagner's operas, which are often performed with 

elements taken from science fiction films. An example of this was presented in 

the second chapter about the reinterpretation made by the group of La Fura.  

- Technological innovations: Technological innovations are rare in opera, but they 

have nevertheless appeared in some productions over the years. The arrival of 

projections in an opera house was considered a great innovation, of which director 

and set designer Svoboda36 was the initiator. In fact, the director introduced 

projections into opera, which changed the way they were represented and added 

new possibilities to the set design. Another innovation was the surtitling, 

introduced in 1983, which gave spectators the opportunity to read the text during 

 
36 “Le proiezioni di Svoboda”, by Rapaccioni: https://www.teatro.it/recensioni/lucia-di-lammermoor/le-

proiezioni-di-svoboda  

https://www.teatro.it/recensioni/lucia-di-lammermoor/le-proiezioni-di-svoboda
https://www.teatro.it/recensioni/lucia-di-lammermoor/le-proiezioni-di-svoboda
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the performance, although there had already been an attempt in 1949 in France 

(Conti, 2007).  

Afterwards, various visual innovations introduced by the individual directors will be 

presented in depth, showing how in detail the individual artists decide to interpret the 

stories by giving their own version of the reinterpretations. During interviews, directors 

tended to talk about concrete experiences during their careers, filming productions and 

bringing them as examples of their personal style. To understand their role as custodians 

of tradition, it is consequently useful to understand how they use the various elements of 

the reinterpretation. 

3.2 Use of Robust and Radical Interpretation Strategy for the analysis   
 
As already mentioned, extensive use will be made of the robust and radical interpretation 

strategy. In order to carry out the analysis, the labels assigned to the works will be taken 

into consideration, which can be traditional, robust or radical respectively, according to 

the criteria that Cancellieri et al. (2022) identified and discussed above.  

For each of the operas in the database, elements were considered to distinguish between 

traditional, robust and radical works. For example, the presence of abstraction indicates 

that an opera is radical, while the presence only of transposition makes a reinterpretation 

robust. Similarly, changes in the story make a work radical, as the heart of the original 

opera is compromised.  

However, other elements were also taken into account to identify the category to which a 

reinterpretation belongs. These include technical innovation, and possible innovative 

variations of staging. Data on these other variables were already present in the database 

produced by the work of the PRIN project from which much of the data was derived. 

Hence, the labelling of reiterations was already present data that was enriched by the 

inclusion of the other elements.  

To summarise and clarify, the final data that will be used are:  

- data collected and entered into the database. 

- data already in the database that have been enriched.  
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- results that are the product of collected data and data already in the database. 

3.3 Analysis structure 

After presenting the literature that was essential to proceed with the study and 

methodology used for data collection, we can set out some points to follow and explain 

in the next chapter. 

The analysis is structured following 3 basic steps. In the beginning, a descriptive data 

analysis of all directors in the database will be presented. In this first part, the data 

collected via the database will be shown and the data of traditional, robust, and radical 

directors will also be presented. The second step concerns the qualitative analysis, thus 

taking into consideration only the 33 directors analysed in more detail. The last and third 

step involves the mapping of the directors considered in the second step. The criteria on 

which the mapping will be based are:  

- Identity of the directors based on their outsiderness level.  

- Their review of the relationship between tradition and innovation.  

- Their review of the relationship between tradition, authenticity, and innovation.  

There will be presented the differences between the various directors, similarities, and 

possible overlaps between the clusters. These clusters will be created based on the 

information gathered in the methods discussed above.  
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Chapter 4: Results of the analysis 
4.1 Descriptive data  
 
Considering the 1905 works across the 14 foundations, the total number of registered 

directors was 384. Of these directors, 225 are classified as directors in the Opera 

Highbrow category, 9 belong to the Opera Middle-Lowbrow category, 90 are in the 

Highbrow category, and finally, 60 belong to the Middle-Lowbrow category. 

Specialization profiles were assigned according to the prevailing fields of directors. One 

to a maximum of two prevalent fields were selected, which are: actor, ballet, visual 

arts37, cinema, musical, television, circus, classical music38, pop music, musical, opera, 

drama, other39. These areas were then divided between highbrow and middle-lowbrow 

using the criteria presented in the previous chapter. 

 

Figure 5 - Categories of Italian Opera Houses Stage Directors based on their identities. 

 
Revised data from the Opera database updated to 2024. 

 

 
37 Included in this field are visual arts such as painting, sculpture, costume design, and set design.  
38 In the classical music are also included musicians, conductors, and opera singers. 
39 This indicates a specialization profile in different and, above all, niche areas. They are for example 

writers, theatre managers, teachers, and in some rare cases even machinists and electricians. Since their 

prevailing areas are more distant from the performing arts, they were all included in this particular and 

general category.  

59%

2%

23%

16%

Opera Highbrow Opera Middle-Lowbrow Highbrow Middle-Lowbrow
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From the graphical representation and the numbers presented, it is clear that the 

majority of directors deal exclusively with the opera field, while in second place, with 

23%, are directors who deal in other highbrow fields. Thus, it can be seen that directors 

working in areas more distant from opera are less present in opera houses. The 

outsiderness of directors seems to be an important fact, as directors specialized in opera 

are more present.  

In addition to the four main categories, we can investigate the specialization profiles to 

understand which specific areas directors operate and if they have any influence.  

 

 Table 1 - Directors' categories based on their prevailing field. 

Prevailing field N. of directors in the field Total percentage 

ACTOR 8 2,1% 

BALLET 12 3,1% 

BALLET AND VISUAL ARTS 1 0,3% 

CINEMA 27 7% 

CINEMA AND MUSICAL 1 0,3% 

CINEMA AND TELEVISION 11 2,9% 

CLASSICAL MUSIC 12 3,1% 

DRAMA 48 12,5% 

MUSICAL 3 0,8% 

MUSICAL AND CINEMA 1 0,3% 

OPERA 156 40,6% 

OPERA AND BALLET 5 1,3% 

OPERA AND CINEMA 3 0,8% 

OPERA AND CLASSICAL MUSIC 2 0,5% 

OPERA AND DRAMA 52 13,5% 

OPERA AND MUSICAL 3 0,8% 

OPERA AND OTHER 1 0,3% 

OPERA AND TELEVISION 2 0,5% 

OPERA AND VISUAL ARTS 10 2,6% 
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Information gathered personally from the directors' biographies, careers, their productions, and 

works.  

Directors are predominantly from the opera (40,6%), drama (12,5%) and opera/drama 

(13,5%) sectors. As noted above, directors mainly come from the opera sector, or at 

least from the performing arts sector. Directors from other genres such as musicals or 

pop music are much rarer. It could be surprising to find the prevailing field of classical 

music with only 12 directors (14 if we also consider the category opera/classical music), 

representing less than 4% of the total. Thus, although present, directors with 

backgrounds far disconnected from the world of opera (which in this case we can call 

them outsiders to the opera genre), are in the minority.  

 

Table 1.2 – Number of directors who are respectively insiders and outsiders. 

Insiders’ directors Outsiders’ directors 

246 → 64% 138 → 36% 

Information gathered personally from the directors' biographies, careers, their productions, and 

works.  

We can see here the difference between the total of outsiders and insiders. In particular, 

outsiders are all those directors who do not have the label ‘opera’ in Table 1, with the 

exception of directors with the prevailing field ‘Classical music’ assigned, who were 

included as insiders.  

After analysing the prevailing areas, we can display the total number of traditional, 

robust, and radical reinterpretation. On the basis of the works for which there is data on 

the characteristics essential for understanding the label to be assigned to the opera, we 

consider only 1604 works. We therefore leave aside 301 reinterpretations that do not 

contain enough information to be correctly placed within one of the three categories. As 

already emphasized in the previous chapter, robust and radical operas present innovative 

elements and thus signal innovation in opera. Performances in opera are usually 

correlated with traditionalist installations according to several authors (Butler, 2002; 

OTHER 4 1% 

POP MUSIC 5 1,3% 

VISUAL ARTS 17 4,4% 
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Mojžišová, 2012), so one might expect the results to show this tendency. Other scholars 

(Williams, 2006; Levin, 2007; Bellini and Raglianti, 2023), on the other hand, describe 

opera as a genre open to changes and consequently innovations.   

Figure 6 – Number of the reinterpretations included in the database. 

Revised data from the Opera database updated to 2024. 

As for the plays performed, 735 are traditional, while 691 are robust and only 178 are 

radical. The difference between traditional and robust plays, of just 44 operas, shows 

that directors also opted for performances that deviate from tradition. In contrast, radical 

plays are less common. The large number of robust plays, however, suggests that 

directors do not shy away from innovative solutions on the stage. Thus, both tendencies 

seem to be present: although most operas are traditional, almost half are not. 

Furthermore, if we group robust reinterpretation with radical ones, we obtain a total of 

869, which therefore exceeds the traditional works. Accordingly, works with innovative 

elements, both robust and radical, in this case, are more than half.  

The data show how opera is in fact open to new elements that offer audiences the 

possibility of seeing well-known operas from new perspectives and solving, at least in 

part, the problem of stagnating reinterpretations (Martorella, 1977).  

To understand whether there is a correlation between directors' outsiderness and the 

level of innovation, we can look for connections between the category to which 
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directors belong and the number of traditional, robust, and radical works they have 

produced. 

Figure 7 – Number and type of reinterpretations made based on directors’ identity.  

 

Revised data from the Opera database updated to 2024. 

While Opera Highbrow directors seem to show a more or less equal interest in 

traditional (in this case 91) and robust (95) plays, radicals are in the minority (23). The 

same trend can also be observed for directors from Highbrow (36 traditional, 30 robust, 

and only 6 radical) and Middle-Lowbrow (29 traditional, 16 robust, and 7 radical). 

However, Opera Middle-Lowbrow directors prefer radical plays (with a number of 7). 

These data confirm the tendency of directors to stage traditional operas as much as 

robust/radical ones. Once again, if we were to group robust and radical works together, 

the total number of traditional operas, for all categories, is generally lower.  

4.2 Qualitative analysis 

As far as the qualitative analysis is concerned, 33 directors from the database will be 

now taken into consideration and examined. The directors are a representative sample of 

the larger group analysed before, through which we can more closely analyse whether 

the identities of each of them have an impact on the presence of innovation in their 

productions.  
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The directors studied are listed together with their labels indicating the prevailing fields: 

Table 2 - Directors’ identity based on their prevailing fields.  

Director Identity and prevailing field 
Alessio Pizzech Opera and Drama (Opera Highbrow) 

Calixto Bieito Opera (Opera Highbrow) 

Chiara Muti Cinema (Middle-Lowbrow) 

Damiano Michieletto Opera and Drama (Opera Highbrow) 

Daniele Abbado Opera and Drama (Opera Highbrow) 

Davide Livermore Opera and Drama (Opera Highbrow) 

Emma Dante Drama (Highbrow) 

Ferzan Ozpetek Cinema (Middle-Lowbrow) 

Franco Ripa di Meana Opera (Opera Highbrow) 

Franco Zeffirelli Opera and Cinema (Opera Middle-Lowbrow) 

Gianluigi Gelmetti Classical Music (Highbrow) 

Gianni Marras Opera and Musical (Opera Middle-Lowbrow) 

Giorgio Barberio Corsetti Opera and Drama (Opera Highbrow) 

Giorgio Strehler Opera and Drama (Opera Highbrow) 

Giulio Ciabatti Opera (Opera Highbrow) 

Hugo De Ana Opera and Visual Arts (Opera Highbrow) 

Italo Nunziata Opera and Ballet (Opera Highbrow) 

Ivan Stefanutti Opera and Musical (Opera Middle-Lowbrow) 

Jacopo Spirei Opera (Opera Highbrow) 

Jonathan Miller Opera and TV (Opera Middle-Lowbrow) 

Leo Muscato Opera and Drama (Opera Highbrow) 

Luca Ronconi Opera and Drama (Opera Highbrow) 

Mario Martone Opera and Cinema (Opera Middle-Lowbrow) 
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Information gathered personally from the directors' biographies, careers, their productions, and 

works.  

 

Taking the chosen sample, and so only the 33 directors listed above, we can see what 

percentage each identity is composed of. Comparing with the Fig. 5, we can in fact see 

that the sample of directors taken has more directors working in different contexts for 

the purposes of this work. 

 
Figure 8 - Categories of the directors’ sample based on their identity. 

Information gathered personally from the directors' biographies, careers, their productions, and 

works.  

58%

15%

12%

15%

Opera Highbrow Opera Middle-Lowbrow Highbrow Middle-Lowbrow

Paul Curran Opera and Ballet (Opera Highbrow) 

Pier Luigi Pizzi Opera and Visual Arts (Opera Highbrow) 

Robert Carsen Opera and Drama (Opera Highbrow) 

Robert Wilson Opera and Visual Arts (Opera Highbrow) 

Roberto De Simone Classical Music (Highbrow) 

Romeo Castellucci Drama (Highbrow) 

Saverio Marconi Cinema and Musical (Middle-Lowbrow) 

Terry Gilliam Cinema (Middle-Lowbrow) 

Toni Servillo Cinema and Drama (Middle-Lowbrow) 

Vick Graham Opera (Opera Highbrow) 
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The percentages do not deviate too much from those previously presented on the total, 

however, more Opera Middle-Lowbrow and Middle-Lowbrow directors have been 

included in order to gain a better understanding of whether their role, previously 

associated with robust and radical works, actually has an influence on the works 

produced. Hence, the next analysis concerns precisely the number of traditional, robust, 

and radical directorships of the directors considered. 

 
The directors are presented together with the total number of their productions recorded 

in the database during the period under consideration and each of them, according to the 

number of productions, has been assigned a label indicating them as traditional, robust, 

or as a radical director.  

For directors with an equal number of works, such as Emma Dante (with 3 robust and 3 

radical productions), the label chosen is the one that best represents the director's 

general ideology and style. In this way, in cases such as the one described above, the 

answers given by the directors themselves regarding their style were taken into account 

when assigning the label. Again, we take into consideration only directors with 

information regarding the period, and two of them, since there isn’t enough information 

about their productions, are not included in this particular analysis (respectively Alessio 

Pizzech and Jacopo Spirei).  

 

Table 3 - Total operas of the directors' sample divided according to their classification 

as traditional, robust and radical. 
 

Directors Traditional 

reinterpretations 
Robust 

reinterpretations 
Radical 

reinterpretations 
Total 

reinterpretations 
Alessio Pizzech - - - - 

Calixto Bieito 0% 25% 75% 4 

Chiara Muti 33% 33% 33% 3 

Damiano Michieletto 0% 52% 48% 27 

Daniele Abbado 13% 79% 8% 24 

Davide Livermore 18% 59% 23% 22 

Emma Dante 0% 50% 50% 6 

Ferzan Ozpetek 25% 75% 0% 4  
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Franco Ripa di Meana 21% 71% 7% 14 

Franco Zeffirelli 97% 3% 0% 59  

Gianluigi Gelmetti 40% 0% 60% 5  

Gianni Marras 50% 50% 0% 2  

Giorgio Barberio Corsetti 17% 67% 17% 6  

Giorgio Strehler 46% 54% 0% 13 

Giulio Ciabatti 47% 41% 12% 17  

Hugo De Ana 53% 36% 11% 47  

Italo Nunziata 40% 50% 10% 10 

Ivan Stefanutti 44% 44% 11% 9 

Jacopo Spirei - - - - 

Jonathan Miller 57% 38% 5% 21 

Leo Muscato 25% 63% 13% 8  

Luca Ronconi 30% 64% 6% 33  

Mario Martone 53% 42% 5% 19  

Paul Curran 23% 54% 23% 13 

Pier Luigi Pizzi 39% 59% 2% 46  

Robert Carsen 11% 54% 36% 28  

Robert Wilson 0% 88% 13% 8 

Roberto De Simone 60% 32% 8% 25 

Romeo Castellucci 0% 0% 100% 1 

Saverio Marconi 25% 25% 50% 4  

Terry Gilliam 0% 0% 100% 2  

Toni Servillo 67% 17% 17% 6 

Vick Graham 14% 57% 30% 38 

Total  38% 46% 16% 530 

Revised data from the Opera database updated to 2024. 

 

Once the labels to be assigned are clear, we can better frame this data in the light of the 

identities of each director (by examining only 31 of them). The following figure, like 

Fig. 7, shows the total number of operas divided according to their type, to see the 
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possible correlation between the identity of the directors and the genre of the 

reinterpretation. 

 

Figure 9 - Number and type of reinterpretations made based on directors’ identity.  

Revised data from the Opera database updated to 2024. 

 

Robust directors are in greater numbers, while directors more devoted to traditional 

operas, despite the majority of directors coming from the opera world, are fewer. Most 

directors coming from the opera world, or at least working in highbrow contexts, prefer 

robust productions, while traditional and radical are equivalent. These data are not 

obvious: they show how opera directors are actually open to performances that are less 

bound to the dictates of tradition and are open to change. Whereas Middle-Lowbrow 

opera directors seem to tend more towards being traditional, the opposite is true for 

directors who do not come from opera but from other Middle-Lowbrow circles, where 

radical directors are on a par with traditional ones. Highbrow directors, on the other hand, 

prefer radical operas. It can be noted that fields such as Drama and Cinema seem to 

influence towards more radical and robust works.  

However, if we were to look at the total number of productions, would this still indicate 

a preference for robust works/directors?  
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Figure 10 – Number of reinterpretations made by the directors’ sample.  

 

Revised data from the Opera database updated to 2024. 

 

Of the total of 530 productions highlighted, 204 are traditional, while 243 are robust and 

only 83 are radical. The tendency for robust works to be in greater numbers is thus 

confirmed. In total, there are 326 operas with variations from the traditional ones 

compared to 204, so there is a clear majority of works that include some kind of 

innovation. The sample, compared to the total of productions, sees a clear majority of 

robust works, while in the total it was traditional works that  previously took the first 

place. 

All that remains now is to analyse the interviews of the directors and understand how they 

interpret their roles and the concepts of tradition, innovation, and authenticity that have 

already been exposed. 

4.3 Mapping  
 
The sample of 33 directors was used in this phase of the analysis to facilitate the 

identification of categories based on the conceptualization of the relationship between 

innovation and tradition, their conceptualization of the relationship between tradition and 
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authenticity, and the perception of their role as custodians of the tradition of opera. These 

clusters were then linked to identify any similarities, differences, or connections between 

each other. 

4.3.1 Clusters based on innovation and tradition 
 
This first analysis, answers the first research question: how are tradition and innovation 

interpreted by directors, who are regarded as custodians of the operatic tradition? 

Based on the relationship between innovation and tradition, we can identify three distinct 

groups of directors:   

1. GUARDIANS: stage directors who show a deep, even reverential bond to 

tradition and to which they are particularly loyal. They follow the canons 

established by tradition and feel a moral obligation to adhere to all the dictates 

established by it. Moreover, they adhere to what are considered to be the 

fundamental characteristics of opera, which they then try to replicate in attempting 

to remain faithful to the original (or what the author would have wanted). 

Furthermore, they see the opera tradition as a cultural heritage that must be 

preserved and at the same time passed on to new generations. Innovation, 

according to them, must not interfere with the preservation of tradition and must 

therefore be enclosed within the canons of fidelity to the original.   

2. SUBVERTERS: stage directors who are characterized by perspectives that are 

associated with radical and anti-conformist views on the relationship between 

tradition and innovation. Although they recognize the importance, both 

historically and culturally, of tradition, they use it as a starting point to create new 

ideas and follow paths that partly deviate from it. They are not always faithful to 

the original, but instead choose to pursue personal ideas and visions that may go 

against tradition. This category of directors therefore does not care to follow 

tradition but uses it as a starting point and then inserts their own personal visions, 

so that they do not completely deny the importance of the original. Art, and 

therefore opera, is understood as an evolving constant that has to change in order 

to meet the challenge of time and survive. Therefore, change is nothing more than 

a way of preserving the original core but giving it new life.  
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3. MEDIATORS: to the final category belong the stage directors who are exactly 

halfway between Guardians and Subverters. They recognise the importance of 

tradition and try to preserve as much as possible from the original, but do not deny 

innovation as the key to keeping art and artistic creativity alive. Therefore, they 

make choices that tend to be balanced between tradition and innovation, trying to 

harmonize respect for the opera with the possibility of using innovation to change 

at least some aspects of the work. Their priority is therefore in search of a personal 

and creative interpretation that, however, does not deny the starting point and 

takes into account the importance of tradition. In contrast to the Subverters, they 

do not only keep the core of the story intact, but also other aspects that are 

considered fundamental and make changes that, although easily detectable, do not 

excessively disturb the tradition.   

In the following table, significant fragments of the interviews with the directors have been 

included within the categories presented earlier. 

Table 4 

Category 1: Guardians 
A. Ethical and 

aesthetic 

obligation to 

understand and 

adhere strictly 

to the original 

intentions of the 

composer 

A1. “The author must be understood. Then you come up against a 

whole new school of thought, which is that of perversion, inversion 

and taking the text as a pretext. That is, to show that you are a great 

director, and that you know how to do some very curious new effects. 

If you write your own opera, go for it. But if you take over a 

Turandot, you must be very careful to follow what the original author 

wanted. That respect for the author's vision is what brings us to the 

theatre in the first place.”   
 
A2. “I don't like the idea of 'keys of interpretation'. You don't have 

the right to impose your own ideas on the music. The music can't just 

be a background for the director to come up with solutions that are 

detached from the rest.”   
 
A3. “Carmen in the Franco era? How boring. Or that Aida in 

Frankfurt with characters dressed as Tarzan! These are often arrogant 

solutions, better a reasoned direction within the theatrical canons.”  
B. Preservation 

and 

transmission of 

the tradition 

B1. “Let's go back to integralism. I think it's more appropriate to 

inform the public honestly and without letting our personal views get 

in the way. We need to be careful not to chase an easy and ephemeral 

success with easy effects; otherwise, people might think that certain 

effects are legitimate when they're not.” 
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B2. “Every day, I come to terms with the fact that time is passing, 

but I also have to ask myself whether I have done my duty to the 

best of my ability, namely, to spread the love of beauty and truth 

through art.”   
Category 2: Subverters 
C. Emancipation 

and subversion 

of tradition 

C1. “The stage director is like a painter who wants a blank canvas, 

not one that's already been scribbled on. He has to make a tabula rasa 

of everything he thinks he already knows about a given text, and of 

what others have already done. It is clear that the more you know the 

better, but at the same time, after you know it, you must try to forget 

it and be as virginal as possible towards this material. This often 

leads me to ask myself what relationship this material has with my 

life and contemporary times. Why should I work on an opera that 

was written centuries ago? So, the aim isn't to recreate the opera with 

an archaeological approach. It's to grasp what makes it beautiful and 

make it more engaging and powerful on stage.”  
 
C2. “Whoever knows who Cinderella, Medea or Hamlet is, I like to 

explore the myth, undermine it and reinterpret it.” 
  
C3. “Tradition somehow does not exist; it is always a ghost. What 

was going on in the post-war period was completely different, i.e.: 

they were cutting, they were putting together different pieces, they 

were speaking in Italian. It was something that people would be 

horrified at today. There is no tradition in my opinion; it cannot exist 

as I do not understand what to associate it with. To a traditional idea 

of staging? But what is a traditional idea of staging? A visual idea? 

No matter how conservative we may be, taste changes even in 

theatre. The radical innovation would be to rethink the opera text in 

a contemporary function and therefore put your hands back on it, re-

orchestrate it; all things that were done in the opera itself.”                                                
D. Creative 

freedom without 

constraints 

D1. “Theatre is a black box where there is no one who can say ‘no, 

you can't do that’. You can do anything, there is no limit. The limit 

is that what you put in must work with the whole and must serve a 

story. It is useless to put up fences, to put up stakes for creativity. 

You can be involved or you can be detached as an audience, you can 

be fascinated or you can be bored, but in fact there is no rule. This is 

a bit of a problem, but also the beauty of this job, that is, you have to 

create your own rules, you have to create your own language.”  
 
D2. “I don't know what the spirit of the opera is. I'm not the 

composer, and I don't know what Mozart wanted. He's dead. If he 

were here, I'd ask him, but I can't ask him, so I can't say, 'No, those 

notes of Vespina mean this, it must be sung this way here and it must 

be set only this way there'. I invite you to take this material as 

something that is not cemented, although we would like it because 

it's easier to say ‘don't ask me too many questions, that's how it is’. 

To wrap up, I don't think my job is to be at the service of the music 
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because there are many ingredients. So, the best service I can give is 

to be at the service of the audience. That is, I try to propose 

something to the audience that they find challenging. You might like 

it, you might not, you might reject it, you might get really passionate 

about it. But I challenge those who are alive today, not those who are 

resting in peace.”  
Category 3: Mediators 
E. Respect for the 

essence of the 

original work 

E1. “Why take away from Verdi's genius one of the most vehement, 

impetuous, powerful divinations? To give the stagehands time to 

prepare the sumptuous scenic setting for the party in Flora's palace? 

Here we enter into another abuse: which touches on the effort or, if 

you prefer, the excessive preponderance of the scenography in the 

spectacle of opera in music [...]. And [one] is led to wonder if this 

does not [propel], by misfortune, towards the decadence of our 

musical theatre. The decadence of melodramatic musical taste, in our 

opinion, is the exaggerated and exaggeratedly prized search for the 

pictorial spectacle”  
 
E2. “Why reinvent the wheel? What can I add to Bohème that is 

better than what is already there? Performing the opera as prescribed 

by the libretto allows you to focus on the characters and their 

relationships. I believe in directors who believe in stories. If you try 

to overdo Bohème with crazy ideas, you lose the impact of the story. 

Let's not reinvent Shakespeare or Chekhov; there's really no need!”  
F. Balanced 

integration of 

tradition and 

innovation 

F1. “I believe that it is quite essential to introduce innovative 

elements when you are dealing with very, very, very well-known 

operas, precisely Bohème, Traviata, and so on. But when I talk about 

innovation, there is innovation and innovation. For me, innovation is 

not about wanting to shock at all costs, it is the opposite, namely 

trying to excite, trying to give powerful value to things that are 

already there. But often, the things in the opera and the libretto are 

ridiculous to someone with an education today (compared to a 

population from 200 years ago). My goal is to stay as true as I can to 

the opera I'm giving the audience, and to show them what it's really 

about. That means staying coherent with the music, the words, and 

everything else.”  
 
F1. “Updating I will only do with certain works which have been 

conspicuously and vulgarly backdated. I wouldn't change the period 

of La Traviata because it is written in the same period as the 

composer. I wouldn't dream of changing Figaro or Don Giovanni. 

Then you might say, why did you do it to Così fan tutte. Well, Così 

doesn't take place anywhere; there are no social relationships of 

servants and aristocrats as there are in the other operas. Così is an 

abstract thesis on the nature of identity, not fidelity, but identity. And 

although I have done four productions of Così which I have 

conscientiously set in the 18th century I suddenly decided it would 
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be quite interesting if we put it in last Thursday afternoon and see if 

the basic structure is transferable to modern life."  
 

 

 

Below are the directors who have been assigned to the various clusters. 

 
Guardians: Chiara Muti, Franco Zeffirelli, Gianluigi Gelmetti, Giulio Ciabatti, Hugo 

De Ana, Roberto De Simone.  

Subverters: Calixto Bieito, Damiano Michieletto, Emma Dante, Italo Nunziata, Jacopo 

Spirei, Franco Ripa di Meana, Romeo Castellucci, Saverio Marconi, Terry Gilliam.  

Mediators: Alessio Pizzech, Daniele Abbado, Davide Livermore, Ferzan Ozpetek, 

Gianni Marras, Giorgio Barberio Corsetti, Giorgio Strehler, Ivan Stefanutti, Jonathan 

Miller, Leo Muscato, Luca Ronconi, Mario Martone, Paul Curran, Pier Luigi Pizzi, 

Robert Carsen, Robert Wilson, Toni Servillo, Vick Graham.  

 

Figure 11 – Directors’ clusters based on their review of the relationship between 

innovation/tradition.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Results based on data gathered personally from directors' interviews, biographies, and careers.  
 
 
Mediators are the largest group, making up 55%, while Guardians are only 6 and 

account for 18% of the total. These figures show that there are actually more directors 

who, while paying attention to tradition, do not shy away from reinventing and adapting 

it to their personal ideas and creativity.  
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Now, analysing the data we have deduced so far regarding this sample, we can try to 

link the information together.  

The clusters are connected to the type of stage work, whereby Guardians should do 

traditional operas, Mediators should go for robust operas, and finally, Subverters should 

instead choose to stage radical operas. In fact, the descriptions of the clusters follow the 

characteristics presented above regarding the three types of plays. To this, we can also 

add references to the identities to see if this has any influence on the clusters. The 

numbers on the Fig. 12 indicate how directors’ identities are correlated to the identified 

clusters. At the same time, we can take a look at the type of reinterpretation each cluster 

prefer.  

 

 

Figure 12 – Directors’ identities correlated to the clusters of Guardians, Mediators, and 

Subverters. 

 
Results based on data gathered personally from directors' interviews, biographies, and careers.  

 
 

The trend seems to be confirmed, considering that as many as 10 Mediators produce 

robust operas, while Subverters prefer radical ones. Guardians, on the other hand, 

choose traditional works, with one exception that tends towards robust works. In terms 

of identity, we can see that Guardians come from all sectors, with a majority working 
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mainly in opera. Mediators, on the other hand, are mainly from the opera world, and 

Subverters also mostly work in opera. From this, we can therefore conclude that 

Subverters, who bring innovation to opera, are half insiders.  

 

4.3.2 Clusters based on innovation and authenticity 
 
We come to the second research question: how is authenticity understood and interpreted 

by directors? 

Based on the relationship between innovation and authenticity, we can identify three 

distinct groups of directors:   

1. CONFORMISTS: stage directors who choose a perspective in which the 

authenticity of their productions must follow tradition, as established by the 

author. Thus, authenticity for them consists of conforming with tradition, and for 

a work to be authentic, it must follow the ‘rules’ imposed by previous 

performances. The reproduction of the opera is precisely a reproduction, so it must 

conform to the historical and cultural canons of tradition. Respect for tradition is 

central and past conventions must often be relied upon to ensure that they produce 

a work that is respectful of tradition. Their aim is therefore oriented towards 

preserving the work of art, at the expense of creativity and the addition of new 

modern perspectives.  

2. MORALISTS: Moralists are directors oriented towards the moral value of 

authenticity, specifying that one must connect the past with the present so that the 

opera is clear and can be understood by a modern audience. Their task is to make 

the tradition easy for the audience to understand, they have the moral duty to make 

art survive the challenges of time. They are therefore oriented toward the needs of 

the audience and their education, but they do not deny tradition. Instead, they try 

to use new language to make the art alive, adapting the stories so that they are 

transparent. Their intent is not so much to increase earnings through increased 

audience presence (which can be encouraged by the use of easier-to-understand 

language), but instead, authenticity lies in the morals that guide them to make 

choices to ensure the understanding of the opera.  
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3. SIGNATORIES: stage directors who regard authenticity as the artistic 

manifestation of their style and its consistency with their personal originality. 

They do not seek to conform, nor do they seek an underlying moral to their job, 

rather they care about their style and how it is consistent with itself. Their style 

must therefore be recognizable and evident so that it is consistent in all works. 

Their signature must be present in the opera, even if this means shaping the 

artwork to their preference. This can often create contrasts with the traditional 

elements of a work, but the director must remain true to himself/herself. They, too, 

do not deny tradition but put it on the back as they are more focused on adhering 

to their own creativity and artistic vision. The director considers himself/herself, 

in the case of the performance, more important than the author and makes choices 

that are not guided by the past, putting the contemporary at the centre.  

 

Table 5 

Category 1: Conformists 
A. The direction must adapt to the 

music 
A1. “There are intelligent directions and not. 

Well-crafted and not. Respectful of music and 

not.  Music should not be a background for 

personalistic and arbitrary reinterpretations of a 

text.”   
 
A2. “It depends on what the author wanted there 

if he wanted Turandot with that kind of 

instrumental, the kind of voices it's not like you 

can do an intimate staging with grey cloths and 

black clothes and with lights behind that you 

can't see people's faces and the Chinese are 

yellow shadows, I don't know. And you maybe 

have Mao Tse Tung's little red book in your hand. 

You have to do the show that matches that kind 

of sound and it's never enough. To 

counterbalance or with balance the sound when 

you're dealing with a score with that crazy 

sonority you can't then make a visual world that 

doesn't match”   
B. The author's will must be 

followed, and the reinterpretation 

must reflect it 

B1. “That is, going back to Verdi, Verdi wanted 

to do a Traviata with costumes from his time, 

instead he was forced to use costumes from the 

eighteenth century. So what do we do? Are we 

faithful to Verdi who was forced to do the 
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Traviata with eighteenth-century clothes or do we 

try to take up what was the meaning of his 

proposal by taking up what were the ideas he left 

us and maybe even updating the story, there is 

nothing scandalous in this. The problem is that, 

as it were, for me it must all be coherent in the 

end.”   
 
B2: “You have only one duty: to ask yourself 

what Puccini would do today, what he would 

like. Now, it is not an easy discussion. What is 

the author? The author must be understood.”    
Category 2: Moralists 

C. Importance of making the 

message of the opera enjoyable 

to the public 

C1. “So we now confront young people. Whom 

we need to begin again to awaken curiosity. 

Begin to pass on the love for what we've been 

passionate about all our lives.”   
 
C2. “We cannot afford to miss the train that 

brings us closer to the people. Hard-to-

understand, cerebral opera theatre with forced, 

sterile intellectualisms is precisely what I do not 

seek. There must be a “first level” of 

intelligibility that a director absolutely cannot 

bypass.”    
 
C3. “Clarity is another very important thing. I 

think one has to come to the theatre quietly, 

without having to study, in order to enjoy the 

show. A performance, when it becomes difficult 

to decode, it means it doesn't work. You may not 

understand it all, however, the audience must 

have many reading planes and the ability to read 

things; it is a work of art, and as with all works of 

art, everyone has their own interpretation, so you 

have to provide it to them with the ability to 

understand it, to follow it, and also to put your 

own point of view on it.” 
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D. Interpretations are allowed, but 

there is still a connection with 

tradition 
 

D1. “The more I work with singers the more I 

understand that this process of removing barriers 

and veils and encouraging direct personal 

encounter also applies to the audience. 

Everything is already there, already familiar - if 

only it can be liberated.”  
 
D2. “Which doesn't mean doing simple things, 

it's called means doing complicated things too, 

but that they don't go against the libretto, they 

don't go against the opera, because I always start 

from the assumption that the opera who wrote it 

knew very well what he was doing”  
 
 
 
 
 

Category 3: Signatories 
E. Authenticity comes from the 

director's mark and taste 
E1. “Authentic, if we want to identify it as a kind 

of personal prerogative, it becomes like saying 

the sign of a person, the sign of a director. 

Everyone has a different sign, a different way of 

working. It is the personal choices that a director 

makes together with the set designer, together 

with the consumerist, to come up with some 

things rather than others. These are definitely a 

very important sign.”  
 
E2. “There is a tendency to give more substance 

to one's artistic projects and this obviously 

contributes to giving an image that is renewed 

and that however does not lose sight of those 

aspects that have defined a certain style over 

time. Since my first direction I have taken on the 

responsibility of giving a stylistic unity to each 

new project”   
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F. The director changes many 

details of the play to suit his 

style 

F1. “The work is great if every answer is 

immediately undermined by another because all 

are equally valid. If, on the contrary, it tells a pre-

packaged story, it is a limited creation. A good 

job is never finished. Nothing really starts or ends 

everything, instead, participates in a continuous 

motion”  
 
F2. “The rules exist and can also be destroyed 

and rebuilt, remade and even betrayed. The rules 

can be upset. Go against the rules. The method is 

fundamental, and everyone must find their own 

method. You must give the strength to those who 

follow you to create their own method”    
 

Below are the directors who have been assigned to the various roles. 

 

Conformists: Franco Zeffirelli, Gianluigi Gelmetti, Giulio Ciabatti, Toni Servillo, 

Chiara Muti, Roberto De Simone.  

Moralists: Alessio Pizzech, Calixto Bieito, Daniele Abbado, Davide Livermore, Emma 

Dante, Ferzan Ozpetek, Franco Ripa di Meana, Gianni Marras, Giorgio Barberio 

Corsetti, Giorgio Strehler, Hugo De Ana, Ivan Stefanutti, Jacopo Spirei, Luca Ronconi, 

Mario Martone, Paul Curran, Robert Carsen, Vick Graham.  

Signatories: Damiano Michieletto, Italo Nunziata, Jonathan Miller, Leo Muscato, Pier 

Luigi Pizzi, Robert Wilson, Romeo Castellucci, Saverio Marconi, Terry Gilliam. 

The same percentages can also be observed for this cluster, with a majority of Moralists 

(with 55%) and a minority of Conformists (with only 18%). Although the categories can 

be partly associated with the previous ones concerning innovation/tradition, we can see 

that some directors who belong to the Subverters, who therefore tend to present more 

innovative elements, are instead Moralists in this case. Examples are Emma Dante and 

Franco Ripa di Meana. In contrast, almost all Conformists are also Guardians, who are 

characterized by a greater focus on fidelity to the author's libretto and music.  
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Figure 13 - Directors’ clusters based on their review of the relationship between 

innovation and authenticity. 

 

 

 

 

 

Results based on data gathered personally from directors' interviews, biographies, and careers. 

  

As in the previous clusters, we can also associate certain categories with the labels of 

the directors and their identities. For the Signatories, one expects a majority of radical 

works, as they are stage directors who tend to have no problem with distorting works. 

While Conformists should tend towards traditional works. For the Moralists, they are a 

mixed group that may include both directors who prefer to remain faithful to the 

original and directors who produce more daring operas. In fact, in this case, they are 

driven by morality and the desire to make the opera compatible with the modern 

language, so some of them may use a variety of styles, but we tend to expect a majority 

of robust works (that is having only a few deviating elements, but clearly containing the 

original core). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conformists
18%

Moralists
55%

Signatories
27%

Conformists Moralists Signatories



 
83 

 

Figure 14 – Directors’ identities correlated to the clusters of Conformists, Moralists, 

and Signatories. 

 
Results based on data gathered personally from directors' interviews, biographies, and careers.  

 

The Moralists almost entirely concentrate on robust works and come from the opera 

world, with few exceptions. The Signatories are mainly radicals, but at the same time as 

many as 3 produce robust operas and they too come mainly from the opera world. As 

had been guessed, the Conformists almost all prefer traditional operas, but as far as 

identity is concerned, they come from almost all different backgrounds. Although the 

general trend is confirmed, we can see some opposite tendencies, such as a Signatory 

doing traditional works, or a Conformist choosing radical ones. So, even if the majority 

tends in the same direction, there are some directors who stand out for their choices, 

which often do not reflect what they say.  

4.3.3 Clusters based on the directors’ perception of their role as custodians 

of the tradition  
 
Finally, we focus on the third and final research question: what roles do directors take on, 

based on the characteristics that make up their relationship with innovation, tradition, and 

authenticity? 
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Based on their perception of their role as custodians of the tradition and the role of the 

director in the opera, we can identify three distinct groups of directors:   

1. DEFENDER: the stage director sees his/her primary role as that of a defender of 

tradition and in conveying the ‘truth’ of opera. Defender directors have the task of 

avoiding performances outside the operatic canons, they must concentrate on 

staging a performance that presents all the characteristics required by the libretto 

and the author himself. For this reason, the spectator, when viewing the opera, 

must have a clear idea of it, which must therefore not be confused with elements 

outside the tradition. The director must therefore withdraw his/her creativity in 

favour of the author's will, whose work he/she somehow defends. His/her work 

often does not focus so much on how the audience will react to the opera but wants 

to serve the author's interests even at the expense of the spectators.   

2. EDUCATOR: the role of the director is to educate the audience, making them 

familiar with the opera and at the same time helping them to understand it. To do 

this, the director can use different tools, not be repetitive, and be future-oriented. 

The director must also adapt the opera considering the era in which it is performed 

and the audience it is aimed at. Finally, the director feels obliged to bring the 

audience closer to the tradition by making it more contemporary. For this reason, 

the opera must suffer from ‘lightening’, or seek keys to interpretation, so that this 

could be possible. The director gives his/her own reading of the opera, which can 

be either traditional or modern, but always looks at the music and the original. 

The spectator must not be confused, because the aim is to bring the spectator 

closer to the opera and not to alienate him/her by presenting a performance that is 

too abstruse. The performances must be straight, the director is a clarifier of the 

tradition so that it can be understood and passed on. There must be maximum 

clarity and simplicity of expression, i.e. make it clear what is being talked about, 

what is being told, and to whom.  

3. COMMUNICATOR OF MEANING: the stage director must communicate the 

meanings of the opera, through experimentation with the unknown, and the 

emotional connection with the audience. For this, the director is called upon to 

reflect on languages and how best to express the essence of opera. They believe 

they have the task of communicating what they feel, and how they perceive the 
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material, but also in some cases to invent. The director has no problem telling 

stories in a different way, even departing from tradition. The director is not always 

able to make the story immediately understood but still tries to leave something 

behind for the audience to mature after viewing. One of the expedients is to 

eliminate repetitive elements that are considered too distant from the ‘truth’ of the 

work. The director must also ensure that the spectator asks questions, that he/she 

is caught up in the reinterpretation, but also that he/she can understand the music. 

Especially when the spectator is outside the world of the opera, the director has 

the task of introducing him/her to the opera.  

Table 6 

Category 1: Defenders 
G. The director 

must spread the 

truth of opera 

and its 

traditions.  

G1. “Every day I reckon with the passing of time, the aches and 

pains that inevitably come with my age dictate this. But the real 

crux of the matter is to ask myself whether I have done my duty to 

the best of my ability, that of spreading, through art, a love of beauty 

and truth.”   
 
G2. “When I stand in front of a work of art, I don't set myself the 

problem of saying ‘I will please the spectator, I will displease him’, 

that's not it. That is, I will look for a particular look so as not to 

make it trivial, not to make it repetitive, and I will try at the same 

time to focus on what the theme of that work is. I firmly believe 

that the result of an opera must primarily be musical.”   
 
G3. “It means that if the audience comes to the theatre to see Don 

Giovanni, they must go home with an idea of Don Giovanni that is 

that of the person who created it. One cannot destroy history and 

rewrite it by shifting the focus onto oneself and taking it away from 

the opera”  
H. The director 

often sets aside 

his/her own 

vision in favour 

of that of the 

author 

H1. “I never believe that theatre works on a thesis or, rather, if there 

is something I want to tell, at the same time I do not want to 

emphasise it as my own vision, I would like to leave the spectator 

the possibility of glimpsing through some detail, something new, 

something interesting” 
 
H2. “I think it is more appropriate to inform the public, honestly 

and stripped of our personal convictions-preferences. Rather, we 

must be careful, in pursuit of an easy and ephemeral success, to be 

wary of certain winks. Doing so runs the risk of making people 

believe that certain ‘easy effects’ are legitimate.” 
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Category 2: Educators 
I. The director 

must use simple 

language that 

can be 

understood by 

the audience in 

order to convey 

the tradition and 

core of the 

opera. 

I1. “Our choices, our shows, everything we have done, has always 

pushed the spectator to the limits of his or her understanding and 

love, without overstepping certain limits. The shows have always 

been designed so that people could understand and love them. 

Readable on different levels, but ‘simple’, they were very often 

very complex to process.”  
 
I2. “What is written in a text is always contemporary. Regardless of 

when it was written. And so you find a key that can tell the audience 

about it. The director must find a way. The sets and costumes only 

complete a path. To make it contemporary does not mean to 

provoke. But to dialogue.”  
 
I3. “Today there are also other titles being rediscovered from that 

period, but they will never dim the light of these absolute 

foundations, which we have a duty to pass on to young people, as 

part of an education and respect for a cultural heritage that belongs 

not only to Italy and Italians, but to humanity in general. […] There 

is often a conflict between what I want to represent symbolically 

and how I have to convey it in a way that the audience can easily 

understand, I don't want to give brainless performances but more 

direct ones. The audience must feel relaxed. If the space is 

confusing and excessively baroque, this makes the audience lose 

themselves.”                                                
J. Knowledge 

about the opera 

and its 

traditions, but 

the directors 

can add their 

own 

perspectives  

J1. “The performance arises first of all from an absolute knowledge 

of the music, the libretto, the period in which it was written, and the 

composer. I personally believe that one must start from the music, 

from the material one has in one's hands, to define one's own 

reading, which can be traditional or modern, but always at the 

service of the music and the performance. You cannot create a 

performance out of your own personal madness. When it comes to 

musical theatre, the creative process must respect the work itself. 

Nowadays, unfortunately, there is confusion for young people 

approaching opera. It is a time of great confusion that we are 

experiencing, especially in opera performances.”  
 
J2. “The word ‘innovation’ means little to me, ‘understanding’ is 

more important. Depending on the opera that is proposed to me 

(let's not forget that operas are proposed to us directors, we are not 

the ones who decide what to do), after studying it, I try to get in 

tune with the opera and I try to understand if I can actually tell the 

story that is presented in the music. [...] We must never forget that 

the audience must never be bored or annoyed.”  
Category 3: Communicators of meanings 
K. The director 

conveys the 

meaning of the 

K1. “Inspiration is undoubtedly the first step in launching a project, 

which must then also pass through the filter of the reflections that 

arise subsequently, and that all lead to the realization of a certain 
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work through 

personal tools 

and impressions 

result that one wants not to be repetitive, but rather to be different 

each time and that can always add that something extra to this 

evolutionary process. […] There is a big responsibility to do the 

whole show alone, but it is easier because I alone make the 

decisions.”  
 
K2. “In fact, I consider that my role as an artist is to make people 

ask themselves questions: what is it, what does it do, why does it 

do so? The work is great if every answer is immediately 

undermined by another because all are equally valid. If, on the 

contrary, it tells a pre-packaged story, it is a limited creation. A good 

job is never finished. Nothing really starts or ends: everything, 

instead, participates in a continuous motion”  
 
K3. “My work as a director, from the highly complex multi-faceted 

productions challenging the audience to make choices, to the 

austere essential stage worlds encouraging them to fill the empty 

space with imaginative response, always seeks to release the music. 

Through the music’s interaction with meaning and motive I try to 

guide the singers towards identifying with the material in such a 

way that through them it is reborn. The more I work with singers 

the more I understand that this process of removing barriers and 

veils and encouraging direct personal encounter also applies to the 

audience.” 
 
K4 “The main point of innovation is not how to innovate, in my 

opinion, the main point is what we want to communicate and say to 

others in the audience. in my opinion, you can work on one of these, 

to say something to the audience even something new about the 

same work, or discover a new side of the same work.  The most 

beautiful thing with theatre, which very often does not come, is to 

be able to break this kind of diaphragm that exists between the real 

world and the artistic world, that is, the world on stage.” 
L. The public must 

question itself, 

must enter the 

work and come 

into contact 

with it 

L1. “It does not matter, the important thing is that the audience sees 

it because the greatest gift we can give a viewer is not to send him 

home with the knowledge that he knows a little bit more, but 

knowing that he knows a little bit more simply because he has seen 

something, and that he is not aware that he knows; that knowledge 

will come to him later. Those who do theatre are always a little 

‘against the audience’, but in a fertile way. If there is identity, there 

is obviously no communication: when the audience recognizes 

itself too much in what it sees, it can be a substitute for 

communication, which is instead necessary for authentically 

cultural phenomena, where friction is indispensable.”  
 
L2. “My work has always been a work in which at the same time I 

create performances and reflect on the language I am using, and this 

reflection on language and forms also leads to a reflection on the 
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world and it is on the way of expressing the material I am putting 

into play at that moment."  
 

Below are the directors who have been assigned to the various roles. 

 

Defenders: Franco Zeffirelli, Gianluigi Gelmetti, Giulio Ciabatti, Chiara Muti, Roberto 

De Simone.  

Educators: Daniele Abbado, Gianni Marras, Giorgio Strehler, Hugo De Ana, Ivan 

Stefanutti, Robert Carsen, Toni Servillo.  

Communicators of meanings: Alessio Pizzech, Calixto Bieito, Damiano Michieletto, 

Davide Livermore, Emma Dante, Ferzan Ozpetek, Franco Ripa di Meana, Giorgio 

Barberio Corsetti, Italo Nunziata, Jacopo Spirei, Jonathan Miller, Leo Muscato, Luca 

Ronconi, Mario Martone, Paul Curran, Pier Luigi Pizzi, Robert Wilson, Romeo 

Castellucci, Saverio Marconi, Terry Gilliam, Vick Graham. 

 

The situation for this cluster is even more obvious. As many as 21 directors are 

Communicators, a full 64%, while the Defenders category is in the minority with only 5 

directors and a mere 15%. Again, Defenders can be equated with Custodians and 

Conformists, while Educators are similar to Mediators and Moralists. The same is also 

true for Communicators and the remaining clusters. 

 

Figure 15 - Directors’ clusters based on their review of their role as custodians of the 

tradition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Results based on data gathered personally from directors' interviews, biographies, and careers.  
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With such a large number of communicators, we assume that a great number of them will 

be part of all the groups analysed above, particularly with regard to robust and radical 

works. Moreover, all identities will be present. For the Defenders, once again they will 

mainly come from the opera world and will prefer traditional works.  

 

Figure 16 – Directors’ identities correlated to the clusters of Defenders, Educators, and 

Communicators of meaning.  

 

Results based on data gathered personally from directors' interviews, biographies, and careers.  

 

The Defenders are almost all from the expected categories, the directors belonging to this 

cluster in fact prefer traditional productions but are fairly diversified among the identities. 

Communicators are mainly from the opera world and have a majority of robust and radical 

works, with a minority of traditional works (only 2 out of a total of 20). Finally, Educators 

are divided between traditional and robust works. These data show that, despite different 

backgrounds, directors tend to perceive themselves with the characteristics mentioned 

regarding the Communicators cluster. In comparison to the Fig. 12 and Fig. 14 previously 

presented, there is an evident preference for a specific cluster, and for this reason the 

Communicators collect directors with different opinions on reinterpretations, but they are 

almost all insiders.  
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4.4 Confronting the clusters and the visual characteristics of directors’ 

reinterpretations 
 

To cross the variables, let us consider the clusters presented. The various roles assumed 

by the directors can be highlighted together with the other clusters. To do so, we 

highlight the clusters of Guardians, Mediators, and Subverters in order to confront them 

with the remaining six. In the following table, the total number of directors is correlated 

with their presence within a given cluster, indicated by a percentage.  

Table 7 - Cross-reference of directors' roles according to the division by clusters. 

ROLE Guardians Mediators Subverters 

Conformists  5 → 86%  1 → 6% 0 → 0% 

Moralists 1 → 14% 13 → 72% 4 → 44% 

Signatories 0 → 0% 4 → 22% 5 → 56%  

TOTAL 6 → 100% 18 → 100% 9 → 100% 

Defender 5 → 86% 0 → 0% 0 → 0% 

Educators 1 → 14% 6 → 33% 1 → 11% 

Communicators  0 → 0% 12 → 67% 8 → 89% 

TOTAL  6 → 100% 18 → 100% 9 → 100% 

Results based on data gathered personally from directors' interviews, biographies, and careers.  

 

Considering these data, we can observe how directors tend to follow the same path 

when it comes to be strongly firm regarding the role of tradition: Guardians are for the 

most part also Conformists and Defenders. Mediators, on the other hand, are more fluid; 

the majority of them are also Moralists and Communicators, but a minority also belong 

to other clusters. This also shows that directors who are ‘in between’ renewing tradition 

and respecting it, tend more towards more innovative visions. Similarly, Subverters are 

divided between Moralists and Signatories, while the difference is stronger for the last 

three clusters, where Subverters are mainly Communicators. Interestingly, no Subverters 

belong to the more traditionalist clusters (Defenders and Conformists), just as there are 

no Guardians who are also Signatories or Communicators. This shows that, apart from 
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few exceptions, directors tend to view the relationships between tradition, innovation, 

authenticity, and their own role within the operatic field, quite homogeneously.  

We have presented clusters and fragments of interviews of the directors, but in addition 

to examining their testimonies, we can observe how they operate in concrete ways. By 

looking at their work through the material in the database (such as photos and glimpses 

of videos, which were taken into consideration during the completion of the database), 

we can try to outline some of the key features of their work. In particular, we pay more 

attention to the way the directors innovate or generally bring personal elements into their 

performances. Indeed, for the more traditionalist directors (such as the Defenders, or the 

Guardians), innovation is uncommon, but this does not prevent us from finding particular 

parts in their performances. These elements can also help us understand whether there is 

coherence between the way directors talk about their works and principles, and their 

actual productions. Each stage director brings his or her own way of innovating, but in 

doing so often uses gimmicks common to his or her peers in the industry.  Definitely, we 

have noticed that in some cases there may be directors who contradict themselves, 

preferring modern reinterpretations despite the fact that they declare themselves against 

the distortion of the opera. We list the elements of their productions with the clusters 

presented earlier in order to compare them, highlighting the common visual elements 

from every cluster.  

 

Table 8 – Main characteristics of the directors’ reinterpretation based on their cluster. 

Innovation-Tradition Elements of innovation in 

their production 
Explanation and eventual 

exceptions  
Guardians o Simple and 

minimalistic 

scenography  
o Traditional layout  

Guardians usually prefer very 

elementary setting, for the 

stage and the costumes. Some, 

however, can opt for a more 

“grandiose” staging, using 

imponent structures to 

reference antique buildings, 

churches and palaces.  
Mediators o Transposition  

o Actualization 
o Pop references 

The characteristic of Mediators 

is to be in the exact middle 

between simple staging and 

more complex 
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reinterpretations. They usually 

transpose the story in a more 

modern setting, referencing 

some common elements. 
Subverters o Transposition  

o Actualization 
o Abstraction  
o References and use 

of different genres 
o Pop references 

Subverters tend to use 

abstraction and time 

transpositions to deliver a more 

intricate reinterpretation.  

Tradition-Authenticity Elements of innovation in 

their production 
Explanation and eventual 

exceptions  
Conformists o Simple stage 

setting 
o Transposition 
o Minimalism  

Like Guardians, Conformists 

try to adapt to past 

representations, with some few 

exceptions in which the story is 

partly modified and carried out 

in another era. 
Moralists o Focus on the 

performers and on 

the audience 
o Transposition  
o Abstraction  
o Less focus on 

visual aspects 

Moralists make a great use of 

transpositions. Some of them 

tend to seek for a more familiar 

relationship with the public, 

while others stage really simple 

operas with less visual 

“distractions”.  
Signatories o Actualization 

o Pop references 
o Mix of different 

styles and genres 

To deliver their personal style, 

Signatories not only use 

transpositions and pop 

references, but also 

minimalism, radical 

abstraction, elements from 

drama and cinema, and a 

conspicuous group of various 

elements that changes for every 

director. 
Role Elements of innovation in 

their production 
Explanation and eventual 

exceptions  
Defenders o Traditional and 

historical accurate 

structures 
o Few elements on 

the stage 

Defenders, in order to protect 

tradition, also incorporate 

elaborate historical costumes 

and staging, while in 

contraposition others prefer to 

concentrate on the libretto 

keeping the stage simple.    
Educators o Direct and simple 

shows to make the 

audience 

understand 

Educators opt for a mixture of 

simple designs, but also 

variations in the libretto, like 

changes of atmosphere and 
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o Transposition  
o Actualization 
o References to pop 

culture and sci-fi 

including elements outside the 

world of opera.  

Communicators o Elements of media 

culture (references 

to TV and cinema) 
o Abstraction 
o The story is 

“closer” to the 

public 

Communicators use almost 

every element discussed 

before, with focus on 

transpositions and references to 

other genres.  

Data based on directors’ production and sources from videos, photos, interviews, and reviews of 

their work.  

 

The elements identified are only the main ones present in the works of the directors, but 

there are many other expedients used for scenic depicting that have not been mentioned 

because they are rarely used. However, there are some recurring elements that we have 

pointed out. It is not difficult to see how transpositions are the most present elements. 

Transpositions and actualisations are in fact the most common, chosen to help the viewer 

better identify with the story by bringing it closer to modern times (although there are 

transpositions that move the story into the past, or into the future). Abstraction is another 

very common element, which in some cases is associated with minimalism. Abstraction 

and references to popular culture are also the most radical elements, so it is 

understandable why more traditional directors such as Defenders, or Guardians, tend not 

to make use of them. In fact, it can be seen that the most innovative features (such as 

abstraction, transposition, reference to different genres) are introduced by directors who 

have been placed in clusters such as the Signatories, or the Subverters.  

If we compare directors who have had their debut into the opera world a few years ago, 

including Michieletto, who had his debut in 2004, or Dante, whose first opera was in 

2009, with directors who instead had their beginning during the mid-20th century 

(including Zeffirelli and Strehler), we can see how there was a crucial evolution toward 

innovation. New and contemporary directors focus more on abstraction and modern-day 

references, aiming at bringing new elements in on the stage. An example of this was given 

with “La Cenerentola” by Emma Dante, a director that is especially known for her radical 

choices. Other directors who had their debut between 1980-1990 are more interested in 
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producing robust operas and they tend to be intermediaries between traditional visual 

aspects and innovative references.  

Table 9 - Presence of directors for each cluster according to the decade of their debut. 

Decade of debut as an opera’s director Number and percentage of each cluster 

1946-1950 Mediator: 1 → 33% 
Moralist: 1 → 33% 
Educator: 1 → 33% 
 
Total: 3 

1950-1960 Guardian: 1 → 17% 
Mediator: 1 → 17% 
Educator: 1 → 17% 
Conformist: 1 → 17% 
Defender: 1 → 17% 
 
Total: 6 

1960-1970 Mediators: 2 → 29% 
Signatory: 1 → 14% 
Moralist 1: → 14% 
Communicators: 2 → 29% 
 
Total: 6 

1970-1980 Mediators: 2 → 29% 
Moralist: 1 → 14% 
Signatory: 1 → 14% 
Communicators: 2 → 29% 
 
Total: 6 

1980-1990  
Mediator: 1 → 17% 
Moralist: 1 → 17% 
Communicator: 1 → 17% 
Guardian: 1 → 17% 
Conformist: 1 → 17% 
Defender: 1 → 17% 
 
Total: 6 

1990-2000 Mediators: 6 → 22% 
Moralists: 9 → 33% 
Communicators: 6 → 22% 
Guardian: 1 → 4% 
Subverters: 2 → 7% 
Educators: 3 → 12% 
 
Total: 27 
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2000-2012 Guardian: 1 → 3% 
Conformist: 1 → 3% 
Mediators: 3 → 10% 
Defender: 1 → 3% 
Subverters: 6 → 20% 
Moralists: 4 → 13% 
Signatories: 5 → 17% 
Communicators: 8 → 27% 
Educator: 1 → 3% 
 
Total: 31 

Results based on data gathered personally from directors' interviews, biographies, and careers.  

 

As already anticipated, in the years from 1946 to 1980 there is a greater presence of 

directors anchored in tradition, although there is still no shortage of directors who tend 

toward new perspectives. In the last decades, on the other hand, there become more and 

more directors who opt for artistic novelties and prefer to introduce their own style. It is 

important to note, however, that the presence of more radical directors, such as the 

Signatories or Subverters, is mitigated by more mediating directors. Chiara Muti, then, is 

an example of a director who debuts last in the time window analysed (2012), but who is 

part of the more conservative clusters. This underscores, once again, how directors do not 

always follow a definite pattern and there are always directors who tend in directions 

opposite to the majority. 

Considering all the data so far, we can draw some conclusions. Clusters tend to be fairly 

consistent, only a few directors differ in the elements identified and most of them use 

similar techniques. The words of the directors and the works they actually represent are, 

however, in many cases not homogeneous. Some directors are consistent in their answers 

and their works reflect their thoughts and reflections. One example is Franco Zeffirelli, 

who set up traditional operas and, based on his interviews, we can place him in the clusters 

of Guardians, Conformists, and Defenders. In his works, we can observe scenes related 

to the opera tradition, with often grandiose elements that match the tone of the music. 

Zeffirelli was indeed a conservative director, as reflected in his views on innovation, 

authenticity, and his role.  
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Figure 6 – scene from “Don Giovanni”, performed at Teatro Dell’Opera di Roma, 2006, 

directed by Franco Zeffirelli.  
https://archiviostorico.operaroma.it/edizione_opera/don-giovanni-2006/  

Like the previous director, Gianluigi Gelmetti claims to believe in the superiority of the 

author, and respect for the libretto and music, which is why he was included in the same 

clusters as Zeffirelli. However, unlike the previous director, he does not always keep his 

word. We have been able to observe that his operas often contain a radical cut, contrary 

to what he said. This can be observed in his 2005 production of “Così fan tutte”, which 

features transposition and libretto changes. 

 

https://archiviostorico.operaroma.it/edizione_opera/don-giovanni-2006/
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Figure 7 – scene from “Così fan tutte”, performed at Teatro Dell’Opera di Roma, 2005, 

directed by Gianluigi Gelmetti.  
https://archiviostorico.operaroma.it/edizione_opera/cosi-fan-tutte-2005-teatro-

nazionale/  
 

There are also other non-homogenous directors such as Jonathan Miller, Mario Martone, 

and Giorgio Barberio Corsetti. Thus, although directors usually tend to stick to their own 

words, in some cases they deviate from these in favour of productions with opposite 

characteristics.  

4.5 Elements not analysed and possible future research 
 
Opera is a much-analysed art, which several authors write and study about. However, 

there is no particular research on directors. Future studies could therefore focus on aspects 

not analysed here, such as possible differences and similarities between opera, theatre and 

film directors. In fact, the analysis presented does not focus on how directors from 

different directorial fields materially operate on stage, merely analysing how the clusters 

differ. Furthermore, future analyses could investigate which operas are represented based 

on the identity of the director, whether insiders prefer traditional operas, or whether, on 

the contrary, they try to offer unfamiliar ones to the public. Subsequently, it is also 

interesting to investigate how directors from related fields, such as film and theatre, might 

conceive an opera. We have already seen the example of a film director, Zeffirelli, who 

https://archiviostorico.operaroma.it/edizione_opera/cosi-fan-tutte-2005-teatro-nazionale/
https://archiviostorico.operaroma.it/edizione_opera/cosi-fan-tutte-2005-teatro-nazionale/
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used to use monumental and “cinematic” sets.  Therefore, it would be interesting to see if 

this is also a recurring element for other film directors who have not been considered. 

It would also be interesting to see which aspects have increased or decreased over the 

years, whether transpositions have become more frequent, or whether, on the contrary, 

they have decreased. Indeed, understanding how opera is changing over the last ten years 

is certainly a perspective that can lead to clearer analysis regarding the future of this 

world.  

Another topic that has not been addressed is the influence of other artists in opera. There 

was no mention of opera singers, costume designers, set designers and all those who 

behind the scenes are involved in the making of the director's idea, or who in turn give 

fundamental inputs. From the list of directors examined in the quantitative analysis, there 

are in fact directors who started out as singers, or others who were lighting technicians 

(some of them listed in the category “other”). These figures are certainly interesting, as 

they do not (usually) have any knowledge of directing and thus can bring in outside 

elements that could be discussed. Other directors, such as the writer Dario Fo, have 

nothing to do with the world of opera and consequently, they too bring interesting 

variables.  
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Conclusions and final considerations 
 

This analysis has shown that there are strong links between innovation and tradition, 

and the opera sector is increasingly opening up to new stagings and interpretations. 

Directors are certainly promoters of this innovative turn, and as we have observed, most 

of them tend to stage reinterpretations rich in visual elements that were once foreign to 

the world of performance. With the advent and popularity of certain genres, including 

science fiction, it is increasingly common to find works that are projected into other 

worlds, with spaceships, or that take place on the outskirts of a modern-day city. 

Directing knows no bounds, but as we have seen, opera has always been in search of 

new elements (Butler, 2002).  

 

In particular, it is interesting to note that it is the insiders who bring changes to the 

opera. This shows how the industry itself tries to renew itself and adapt to what the 

public demands. There are certainly negative tendencies, towards financial gain, which 

then lead to the problem of standardisation (Martorella, 1977). But the public is also 

interested in change (Cancellieri et al., 2022) and this is certainly a stimulus for 

increasingly diversified directions. Furthermore, we have noticed how even the insiders 

who are most attached to the principles of tradition are capable of opening themselves 

up to more robust reinterpretations. It cannot be ruled out that in the future there will be 

an even more extensive use of technology, which at the moment is increasingly present 

in the work (albeit with certain limitations). If already years ago, in the period between 

2000 and 2010, we noticed an increase in radical directors, we can foresee a further 

increase in the future. It is easy to imagine that, in addition, there will be more and more 

outsiders, or directors who are involved in other fields besides opera. This will lead to a 

definite and further mixing of genres, bringing new visions to the stage. One example is 

one of the directors present in the database, Daniele Finzi Pasca, who has incorporated 

his circus experience into opera productions. From the exposed analysis, we can predict 

this renewed interest in outsiders, who, as we have seen, are increasingly present in 

opera and can certainly bring new formulas to the stage.  

 



 
100 

 

Indeed, more and more film and theatre actors are trying their shot at directing (Toni 

Servillo is an example), but also film directors who bring their own visions to the opera. 

To make an example, while Franco Zeffirelli brought the sensationalism of cinema into 

his works, Ozpetek staged more minimalist operas. This shows that there are no precise 

formula as far as directorial choices are concerned, each director adapts his or her 

personal experience and knowledge to the libretto. Certainly, their role as custodians 

cannot be overlooked, since they play a primary role in the present and future of the 

opera.  

 

But, as has already been said, directors, and artists more generally, are often 

unpredictable. Therefore, it is difficult to ensure precise boundaries regarding their work 

and the thought they instead illustrate. Although for the most part they stand firm in 

their convictions, some directors change their minds and rely on more innovative 

resolutions. But the use of innovations should not be seen as a “betrayal” to the more 

traditionalist ideas exhibited, since it is often a necessary expedient. The presence of 

increasingly modern works is by no means an accident; in fact, the audience must be 

encouraged to return to, or even discover, the opera. To facilitate this, it is necessary to 

provide an continually-new show, in a way that allows loyal viewers to enjoy a show 

that is always original and never stale, but also to bring closer those who have always 

rejected tradition. The history of opera tradition thus interfaces with the discovery of 

innovation, a union that is now vital. But, as many scholars affirm and reiterate, no 

harm is made opera by modernizing it, but we ensure its longevity.  

Art, after all, in order not to die must keep moving through time and space. 
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https://spettacolo.cultura.gov.it/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/relazione-FUS-2017.pdf
https://spettacolo.cultura.gov.it/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/relazione-FUS-2017.pdf
https://spettacolo.cultura.gov.it/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/relazione-FUS-2017.pdf
https://def.finanze.it/DocTribFrontend/getAttoNormativoDetail.do?ACTION=getSommario&id=%7bD0A14C3A-D36D-4BAA-8DC6-5425956861E8%7d
https://def.finanze.it/DocTribFrontend/getAttoNormativoDetail.do?ACTION=getSommario&id=%7bD0A14C3A-D36D-4BAA-8DC6-5425956861E8%7d
https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2016/12/21/16G00242/sg
https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2021/12/31/21G00256/sg
https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:legge:2003-11-11;310
https://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:legge:2003-11-11;310
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Law n. 800, 14 August 1967: 

https://www.edizionieuropee.it/law/html/51/zn88_05_006.html#:~:text=Abrogazioni-

,%C2%A7%2088.5.6%20%2D%20Legge%2014%20agosto%201967%2C%20n.,lirici

%20e%20delle%20attivit%C3%A0%20musicali.&text=Lo%20Stato%20considera%20l

'attivit%C3%A0,e%20sociale%20della%20collettivit%C3%A0%20nazionale.  

Lists of the Foundations: https://www.anfols.it/fondazioni-lirico-sinfoniche/  

Photo from Così fan tutte (directed by Gianluigi Gelmetti): 

https://archiviostorico.operaroma.it/edizione_opera/cosi-fan-tutte-2005-teatro-

nazionale/  

Photo from Don Giovanni (directed by Franco Zeffirelli): 

https://archiviostorico.operaroma.it/edizione_opera/don-giovanni-2006/  

Photo from La Cenerentola (directed by Emma Dante): http://www.emmadante.com/la-

cenerentola-2/ 

Photo from Le nozze di Figaro (directed by Jonathan Miller): 

https://archivi.teatroregio.torino.it/oggetti/?id=6159 

Photo from Macbeth (directed by Vick Graham): 

https://firenze.repubblica.it/cronaca/2013/06/18/foto/il_machbet_di_verdi_secondo_gra

ham_vick-61359370/1/ 

Photo from Siegfried (directed by La Fura dels Baus): 

https://lafura.com/obras/siegfried/ 

The traditional theatres in Italy: https://spettacolo.cultura.gov.it/teatri-di-tradizione/  

WIPO Copyright-Based Industries: 

https://www.wipo.int/wipo_magazine/en/2005/03/article_0012.html 
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Un tempo scrivere i ringraziamenti era la cosa che preferivo di più dopo aver concluso 

un libro e, sebbene questa non sia una delle mie storie, ci sono delle persone a cui sono 

grata per essere giunta fino a qui.  

Devo ringraziare tanto le mie amiche, coinquiline, sorelle e confidenti Anna, Caro e Jo, 

perché sono diventate la mia luce in momenti difficili e mi hanno voluta bene 

nonostante i miei difetti.  

Devo tanto anche alle persone che in questi cinque anni ho incrociato e a quelle con cui 

ho condiviso ricordi che custodisco sempre con me. In particolare penso alla famiglia 

che ho conosciuto in una stradina nella mia amata Bruxelles (fra cui Elyn, Renata, 

Krissy, Mike, Angela e Virginia), ad alcune compagne di corso con cui ho lavorato per 

tanti progetti (in particolare ad Anna, la mia compagna di corso preferita), al mio 

vecchio amico del liceo Andrea, agli attori della compagnia di teatro di Venezia.  

Un pensiero a “Elena”, con cui ho la sventura di condividere (più o meno) il sangue: 

prego affinché tu possa capire il tuo errore e spero di poterti un giorno perdonare.  

Inoltre, ringrazio i miei nonni Carmela, Corrado, Salvatore e Teresa per avermi amata, 

anche se a modo loro, fra terra e cielo. Non ho potuto concludere questa tesi prima della 

fine del tempo di nonno Salvatore, ma spero che, dovunque egli sia, possa essere 

orgoglioso di me.  

Infine, ringrazio i miei genitori per avermi amata più di chiunque altro e a cui devo tutto 

questo.  

 

 

 

P. S. 

A questa tesi ha anche collaborato il mio amato gattino, che mi è stato vicino e ha 

guarito tante ferite. I love you to the moon and back.  

 

☾ 

 


