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Abstract of the Dissertation
Beyond Regietheater:
The Oper Frankfurt Behind the Curtain, 1979 - 2015
by
Cordelia Elizabeth Chenault
Doctor of Philosophy
in
Music
(History and Theory)
Stony Brook University
2016

This dissertation focuses on the Oper Frankfurt, a musical institution that has played an
influential role in the development of operatic staging since the 1980s. Through an examination of
productions staged at the house in two different periods (1979 — 1987 and 2010 — 2015), I pay particular
attention to the ways in which these contemporary stagings contribute to a discourse about recent opera—
particularly in Germany—and what has frequently been called Regietheater. This polemical term, often
translated as “director’s theater,” connotes a provocative, theatrically experimental, even massively re-
envisioned reading of an operatic work, propelled by a visionary stage director. Using a broad analytical
approach that examines not only what David Levin has called the “performance text,” but also the
specific creative context in Frankfurt, I question the utility of that term. Although charismatic directors
like Hans Neuenfels and Ruth Berghaus are important within this history, my analyses make clear that
production texts staged in Frankfurt since the 1980s exhibit a conception of authorship more multiplistic
and collaborative than the director-centric notion taken for granted within music scholarship, the opera
industry, and the media. Furthermore, I demonstrate that the staging trends visible in recent
productions—even the most radical—are not necessarily coupled with a novel conceptual apparatus
advanced by a willful director. As my analyses destabilize the relevance of the Regietheater label, other
meaningful patterns emerge that I argue are more germane to comprehending developments in opera
production since the late 20" century.

My study is divided into two parts that parallel the periods profiled at the opera house: the
“Gielen Era” and the last five years of the present administration. The first portion introduces my
multilayered methodology, then examines radical stagings of the 1980s. The second half explores
productions of the last decade and considers authorial voice, venue, experimentation and aura. In
conclusion, I draw attention beyond a simple notion of Regietheater to more productive questions about
today’s stagings, thus revealing an expansion of the parameters that define the operatic genre.
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Introduction

Let me proceed with my... perhaps most obvious point, namely the distinction
between a critical and a literalist production. Often the distinction is geographic
(Europe vs. the U.S.), but, as I indicated above, I suspect the space separating the
worlds I have in mind is more conceptual. ...Many of the famously radical Wagner
productions of the last twenty years - such as the Chéreau and Kupfer productions
of the Ring - are works from the New Bayreuth, what we might term Wieland's
Bayreuth, while some of the most famously conservative productions - such as
Otto Schenk's 1989 production of the Ring at the Met - are clearly (indeed,
explicitly) an allusion to the Old Bayreuth. ... It is no coincidence that the Old
Bayreuth appears to be alive and well in New York. In recent years, the Met has
established a reputation as a house resolutely opposed to innovative stagings.’
-David Levin, 1997.

The idea for this dissertation was prompted by the fairly simple observation that the
German opera industry has grown vibrant in recent decades, known particularly for radically re-
envisioned stagings that are highly theatrical, critical, experimental, or provocative, and usually
of operas nestled deeply in the operatic canon.” I had initially become aware of such productions

during my own work as a singer, and as a graduate student in musicology, my interest in the

' David Levin, “Reading a Staging/Staging a Reading,” Cambridge Opera Journal 9
(1997): 52.

% The success of German opera in the last three decades can be observed from a wide
variety of sources: from the sheer numbers of new productions listed in the season schedules of
German houses visible on Operabase, a website used by opera professionals to research
business-related information about opera houses, their productions, and the singers and creative
professionals involved in their productions. See http://www.operabase.com/index.cgi?lang=en.
Further evidence in opera blogs such as Parterre-Box or industry publications like Opera News
confirms the impression that German productions lead the industry stylistically.



matter was renewed as [ began to delve more deeply into the scholarly field of opera studies. I
became particularly curious about why so many of the most remarkable opera productions at that
time seemed to come from Germany. Furthermore, I found myself particularly intrigued by
German opera companies, which seemed to thrive at a time when American ones so often
struggled, as well as by the number of provocative, re-envisioned productions on German stages.
My impressions of the contrasting situation for opera production in the two countries have been
echoed by David Levin, who in the late 1990s described precisely that rift between the highly
traditional, naturalist operas productions common in the United States and more critical,
experimental, stagings produced in Germany’s leading houses.” My own desire to better
understand the contrasts between German and American companies eventually formed the
foundation for this dissertation: three years of immersive research and collaborative work at
Oper Frankfurt, the leading opera company in Frankfurt am Main, Germany from 2010 — 2012.
Prior to that time, my research questions had centered both on artistic matters involved in
these “experimental” German productions and also the context and the means by which such
work—which I believe has greatly influenced the global direction of opera production in recent
years—could come into being. The more I observed the industry and read the academic
literature, the more I became convinced that stagings produced in the 1980s at the Oper Frankfurt
had played a major role in solidifying the present direction of the operatic field by regularly
offering audiences reconceptualized versions of canonized operatic works as centerpieces of the

company’s repertoire season after season.

3 In the first two decades of the 21st century, the differences between the German
industry and the US industry have gradually become less distinct, as productions influenced by
the German style are increasingly produced around the globe. This development will be
discussed at length in Chapter Six of this dissertation.
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With that discovery, this dissertation was born, a project with a threefold goal. First and
foremost, the project is a study of an artistic institution; I begin with discussion of how several
noteworthy pieces produced at the Oper Frankfurt from 1979-1986, years during which the house
was led by intendant and conductor Michael Gielen, were brought to the stage. * Afterwards, I
proceed to examine pieces staged at the same opera house under its present administration.
Having looked at work from both periods, I will consider the productions of the two periods
comparatively. As I pursue the question of how opera productions have changed in Frankfurt
since the 1980s, my dissertation creates a profile of the Oper Frankfurt over three decades,
casting the institution as an influential entity within international opera houses at the forefront of
today’s industry. Second, in studying the recent history of this particular company, whose radical
productions have been instrumental to the development of the present direction of the operatic
field, my intention is not only to understand the workings of this house, but also to provide a
deeper understanding of the trend towards experimental stagings in the modern opera industry
often referred to as Regietheater. In service to that goal, I identify a variety of ways in which
opera productions today prioritize innovation, and discuss reasons for that trend. Third, I
prioritize a final objective within these two tasks: I aim to analyze opera stagings more
thoroughly and contextually by incorporating a multiplicity of perspectives on the productions. I
utilize multiple research methods and a broadened analytical apparatus in order to intentionally
widen the view of the analytical object, which I define as the events of the production period as
well as the staged performance. With that choice, I attempt to understand Oper Frankfurt

productions not only as a critical spectator, but also with an awareness of the concrete events that

* Henceforth I will refer to this period as “the Gielen Era,” as it is colloquially known.



shaped their creation, and the idiosyncratic perspectives supplied by those who brought these
new readings to the stage.

Concretely, this study will first discuss a small handful of important productions staged
at the Oper Frankfurt during the Gielen Era, then turn to a comparable set produced in the last
five years. The six chapters of this dissertation will address not only artistic factors of the
productions in performance, but moreover, they will focus on the myriad creative and
administrative decisions that brought these pieces to the stage and profile some of the noteworthy
individuals involved. Of course, socio-historical matters also influence the trajectory and
development of how practical matters unfold, and those will also be addressed in my work. It
would be an oversight to ignore the importance of factors such as Germany’s longstanding
history of radical theater, the struggles between the political left and right within West Germany
during the decade preceding the 1989 fall of the Berlin Wall, the growth of critical theory during
this period (which was not only confined to the academy, but also affected artistic practice,) the
local context and history of Frankfurt am Main, and the ongoing infrastructural adjustments and
fiscal compromises made within the unified country after the former GDR (East Germany) and
FRG (West Germany) were merged back into a single nation after the Wende.

The inclusion of matters related to the creation of a staging alongside analysis of the
performed production makes clearer the links between social and political developments and the
artistic shifts of the period. Discussion of the production period makes it easier to identify the
concrete ways in which broader cultural changes influence practical decision-making within the
production of these experimental stagings. Moreover, informed by this deeply contextual

approach to analysis that addresses both cultural-political history and production-related matters,



my analyses ultimately provide a deeper understanding of radical productions as I identify the
innovative aspects of the Oper Frankfurt’s approach to opera staging in the last three decades.
Relatedly, this detailed case study identifies the ways in which approaches to opera production at
this leading international opera house have grown both more and less risqué over the course of
the past two decades in ways that can also be observed within other international houses.

The topic of radical productions in the late 20"™- and 21%' centuries can scarcely be
addressed without simultaneously discussing the matter of Regietheater. A variety of different
associations accompany the term, all of which are loosely linked to recent stagings considered
provocative, innovative, or experimental, and associated with the idea of a star stage director.
Regietheater 1s thematized polemically, and its discussion permeates the discourse on
contemporary opera productions, found universally in the scholarly, industry, critical, and
popular discussions of today’s craft. At least in part, my study of the Oper Frankfurt aims to
unpack the complicated layers of meaning implicit in term and its relationship to the direction of
stagings since the late 1970s, both in Frankfurt and beyond. As I will discuss at length in Chapter
Six, the topic of Regietheater has become persistent and unavoidable to the extent that
conversations about opera—be they scholarly, critical, or popular—exhibit a tendency to
emphasize directors and their uncommon visions for canonized works. The theme has assumed
centrality within what German musicologist Stephen Mdsch has called the “endless discussion of
tradition and renewal in Musiktheater” in ways that reveal anxiety over the potential destruction
of the canon, and such discussions have become so pervasive that many other interesting points
of analysis are overlooked or omitted—topics like the juxtaposition of contemporary and

historical aesthetics, a growing emphasis on stage technologies, the increasing utilization of



unconventionally configured performance venues, or the expansion of the operatic repertory, all
of which arise in the course of my production analyses in Chapters Two—Five.” Understanding of
the term itself is largely responsible for the problem, as it is usually translated as “director’s
theater.” By emphasizing the figure of the stage director, the terms of discussion are
automatically shifted onto the individuals seen as responsible for the productions. Yet assigning
sole authority for a staging to the stage director is false in any operatic context, as my analyses
will demonstrate, and such ascriptions will be revealed as particularly problematic with respect
to the infamous Frankfurt productions of the 1980s.

The word Regietheater has been used for such assorted purposes in such a wide variety of
contexts that the meaning of the term has become vague and riddled with complexity. Much of
the imprecision and negativity comes from popular and press responses to contemporary
productions, as can be observed in fan blogs or ezines like Parterre-Box, or in the critical
reception, found in feuilleton pages or industry periodicals like Opera News. Such publications
often use the word Regietheater synonymously with “Eurotrash;” both terms are used
interchangeably by critics and opponents to refer to productions that sacrifice or denigrate what
they believe to be the intentions or nobility of the operatic work in order to advance novel ideas
or some (implicitly inappropriate or “vulgar”) directorial agenda.® Although such usage is

common enough to color its usage in the more serious scholarly contexts, more useful meanings

> Stephan Mosch, “Stérung, Verstorung, Zerstérung,” in Angst vor der Zerstorung: Der
Meister Kiinste zwischen Archiv und Erneuerung, eds. Sollich, Risi, Reus, Joris. Theater der Zeit
52. (Berlin: Verlag Theater Der Zeit, 2008), 218

% For examples, see Anne Midgette, “The Age of the Director (V): Bring On the
Eurotrash!™ http://www.andante.com/article/article.cfm?i1d=19168; or “Tosca” at the Séance,”
Patrick Clement James | 12:53 pm | Jan 21, 2016. Parterre Box: http://parterre.com/2016/01/21/
tosca-at-the-seance/#more-43693



of the term exist. While I would generally encourage discussions of contemporary opera
production to move beyond Regietheater altogether, I do feel that the term itself can be used
usefully to refer to stagings constructed in a way that approaches canonized operatic works from
a critical perspective. As musicologist Joy Calico has recently discussed, and as will be discussed
extensively in Chapters Three and Six, these sorts of productions often draw upon the Brechtian-
style dialectics in the style of epic theater in order to educate and provoke thought about
particular themes inherent within (or raised by) that operatic text.” When I espouse the term
within my own analyses, it is with this meaning.

In addition to the emphasis I place on the need to advance musicology beyond the
problematics of most current discussions of Regietheater, it should also be noted that I have
undertaken methodological approaches in this study uncommon for opera studies. The analyses
featured in the latter half of this dissertation have been heavily influenced by my unusual
position of having been immersed in production work at the company, first as a dramaturgical
assistant on the creative team for the Nemirova Ring cycle (discussed in Chapter Four), and later
in stage management. I was offered this opportunity by Malte Krasting, one of the company’s
dramaturgs, after he learned of my interest in the Berghaus Ring; I was first allowed to attend
rehearsals of the Nemirova Rheingold, then later invited to act as Krasting’s dramaturgical
assistant on Die Walkiire, a post that was later extended for the remainder of the Nemirova cycle.
Those experiences would later lead to a second job in stage management working with
supertitles for the company’s broader repertoire. This work alongside the cast, directors,

designers, and administrators provided me with an uncommon awareness of issues that are

7 Joy H. Calico, Brecht at the Opera, (Berkeley & Los Angeles: University of California
Press, 2008



normally quite private. Without such an intimate level of access, many of the factors presented in
this dissertation would have been unknowable.

Relatedly, it is important to recognize that my perspective on the decisions made and
their import is by no means a neutral one; the understandings and analysis to be presented in the
later chapters are influenced by my working relationships with creative professionals at the
house and heavily informed by my own experiences of collaboration on the daily tasks and
decisions involved in preparing a staging. Additionally, for the productions in which I took part
in only a certain aspect of the preparation (such as the Luci mie traditrici featured in Chapter
Five, on which I worked in stage management in only the final days of production and
performance), or in which I did not directly participate (the Berghaus Ring in Chapter Three, or
the Neuenfels Aida or Berghaus Trojaner in Chapter Two,) I relied on oral-history style
interviews as an important source of information. Although the perspectives I rely upon here are
not my own, the information revealed in those interviews is also not neutral due to my own
involvement in the interview process. As such, these dialogues come with similar advantages and
disadvantages to the ideas I acquired through my own work experiences as a participant-observer
at the opera house.

Chapter One provides a largely theoretical discussion of the scholarly issues and
methodological decisions that have prompted my approach. As explained above, since the core
of my dissertation is comprised of analyses of opera productions that investigate both artistic
results and the process of their creation, and also due to my partial reliance on research methods
not customarily utilized within opera studies, this first chapter provides a theoretical framework

from which to understand my approach. Analyses of Oper Frankfurt productions begin in



Chapter Two, which begins with a brief overview of Frankfurt am Main’s artistic history and the
basic socio-political context from which the artistic developments of the Gielen Era can be
understood. This section also introduces the key administrative and creative figures within
Frankfurt in the 1980s, who pivoted the company away from pleasing the conservative local
bourgeoisie and instead began to advance experimental—even provocative—ideas and artistic
techniques. The chapter centers largely on the 1981 staging of Verdi’s Aida (dir. Hans
Neuenfels,) accompanied by additional discussion of the 1983 production of Berlioz’s Le
Troyens (dir. Ruth Berghaus) and the 1979 setting of Janacek’s Janufa (dir. Alfred Kirchner).
By profiling Neuenfels and also introducing two important additional figures,
director/administrator Pamela Rosenberg and dramaturg Klaus Zehelein, this chapter lays the
groundwork for assertions about this period’s long-term importance within the larger global
evolution of stylistic trends in opera production of the last quarter century. Not only was the
work of these three figures important to the pieces profiled within this chapter, but their careers
grew tremendously on an international level in the years that followed, which expanded their
influence far beyond Germany’s Rhein-Main region.

Chapter Three continues the discussion of the Gielen Era as it turns to a larger scale
production, the 1985 — 1987 version of Richard Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibelungen staged by
the East German director Ruth Berghaus. Stagings created under Berghaus’s direction took the
company in provocative new theatrical directions, although they engage political issues less
controversially than the Neuenfels productions. Berghaus’s contributions are especially
important within the context of theatrical history, and these productions cement Gielen-Era

Frankfurt within the lineage of the twentieth-century musico-theatrical avant-garde. In addition,



her frequent appearance as a stage director in 1980s Frankfurt makes her work an important
stylistic anchor for the company, and her approach to staging a recurrent methodology for
production work in the period. Finally, her approach raises again the subject of the Regietheater
discourse: As another “star director” staging opera in radical ways, Berghaus seems to illustrate a
prime example of radical productions led by a strong-minded authorial director in her Ring
productions influenced by Brechtian Epic Theater, Absurdism, and the symbolic use of gesture.
At the same time, however, her collectively oriented approach to several aspects of the staging
process calls into question the notion that the Regisseur/in (director) can be considered the
unique author of the performance text.

Following Chapter Three is a brief section entitled “Interlude,” which presents the major
historical and political events influencing the Oper Frankfurt at the conclusion of the Gielen Era.
As Gielen left the company, a shift in the city’s political leadership occurred, which led to the
redistribution of city arts funding to the opera’s disadvantage. This historical segment serves as a
transition to the second, more contemporary half of this dissertation as it explains how the
political shifts of the late 1980s and early *90s caused organizational adjustments within the
company, including the shift from what is known as a Repertoire season structure to a stricter
Stagione format. The explanation of these functional differences between the company in the
1980s and the house under the present artistic administration sets the stage for Chapter Four. The
first of two chapters to analyze Oper Frankfurt stagings of the present era, this installment
examines the company’s newest productions of Wagner’s Ring, which was led by director Vera
Nemirova and performed from 2010-2012. In particular, this chapter discusses the six-week

rehearsal period of the 2011 Siegfried as it addresses features of the staged production, practical
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matters encountered during rehearsals, and the organization of the creative process. Important
here is that the unusually multiplistic analytical approach I undertake was enabled by my own
role as a dramaturgical collaborator. The high level of detail revealed in my presentation of the
preparations for the opera Siegfried also allows for discussion of administrative goals and the
priorities for mainstage productions, of which the cycle offers a fairly typical example.

Chapter Five shifts the analytical lens away from the Oper Frankfurt mainstage as it
focuses on the company’s contrasting approach to stagings of a more experimental nature, most
of which are performed at a secondary performance space known as the Bockenheimer Depot.
Foregrounded in this chapter is the 2011 staging of Sciarrino’s Luci mie Traditrici, (dir. Christian
Pade) an excellent representative of the contemporary operas often presented in this more
intimate space, a former railway station far removed from the venues more traditionally used for
opera. This production can be taken as radical both because of the musical material and the
unusual ways in which the production interacts with its nontraditional performance space to
create meaning, and with that, projects a very different performance “aura” (to borrow
Benjamin’s term) than productions performed on the mainstage. Interestingly, the company’s
choice to physically separate its repertoire into two different performance spaces on the basis of
theatrical style also foregrounds the fact that differing strains within contemporary operatic
production can be identified, and furthermore, that the technique of channeling the most
experimental work to a secondary venue is an increasingly common technique within the
industry. In the case of the Oper Frankfurt, the addition of a complementary, contrasting theater
run by the same company offers a dualistic approach to incorporating a wider range of artistic

styles: the obvious differences in the construction and history of the spaces allows the company
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increased freedom to mount productions of a more radical nature at the Depot, while the
company can simultaneously continue to present opera in a traditional format on the mainstage.

Chapter Six concludes the dissertation as I compare the approaches to creating
experimental productions within the two distinct historical periods at the Oper Frankfurt, based
on observations already enumerated in the preceding chapters about each period. I particularly
focus on the present-day manifestations of the progressive minded motivation that underlies such
experimentalism, and I discuss the historical precursors of that mindset in the Modernist artistic
movement of the early twentieth century as well as its relationship to notions of German cultural
identity traceable as far back as the late eighteenth century. In further exploration of a major
theme that permeates the entirety of this dissertation, I explore various connotations of what can
be meant when discussing experimental, radical, or progressive opera, and the historical origins
for the growth in opera productions that fit that characterization. I also discuss more deeply the
context of Frankfurt am Main in the 1980s as I explain how this local setting was conducive to
the continued growth of novel, highly critical opera production styles. This focus on the local
context is followed by discussions of the careers of two key Gielen Era figures beyond Frankfurt,
during time spent in Berlin and San Francisco, and in so doing, these arguments eventually turn
the discussion to the notion of Regietheater, its history, and its relevance to work being produced
today, both in and beyond Frankfurt.

This chapter concludes my dissertation with an exploration of the experimental-minded
stylistic, theatrical, musical, and even political developments that have become increasingly
commonplace within contemporary opera productions over the course of the last three decades.

Those observations lead me to question the utility of the Regietheater discourse as I direct
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attention to entirely separate patterns observed within the prior chapters about opera production
in the present day, matters that seem more fruitful for illuminating trends in the contemporary
industry. Following this ending to my written prose, I provide four appendices, transcriptions of
oral history interviews undertaken with Alan Barnes, Malte Krasting, David Levin, and Pamela
Rosenberg, all of whom worked at Oper Frankfurt in a variety of differing capacities between
1979 and 2012. Viewed as a collection, the dialogues recorded here will paint a rich portrait of
the opera house and the productions analyzed in this dissertation; the subjects have informed my
understanding of the stagings discussed in this dissertation while also providing a basis for better

understanding the opera company at the time of each opera’s production.
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Chapter One:
Methodologies & Discourses

The examination of the Oper Frankfurt that I undertake in this dissertation is unusual in at
least two ways. First, the project takes studies from several different scholarly fields as models;
in addition to opera studies and musicology, important influences come from anthropology,
ethnomusicology, performance studies, theater, and philosophy. Second, my research
methodology integrates historical and archival materials, participant-observer research, and oral
history style interviews; together, these comprise a hybrid approach that seems fitting, given my
topic’s intersection with several different disciplinary areas. Before I begin direct analysis of
Oper Frankfurt productions in Chapter Two, this first chapter will clarify the components of the
scholarly context from which I have compiled this amalgam approach.

The introduction has indicated that in two significant respects, my research
methodologies differ from the approaches traditionally used by musicologists, particularly those
who work in opera studies. First, I worked on-site at the Oper Frankfurt from 2010-2012 as a
dramaturgical assistant, which enabled me to participate in the creation of several productions as
I became acquainted with the company firsthand. Second, I embarked on a series of oral history
style interviews with current and former employees of the company. Although these two research
techniques are seldom used in opera studies or musicology, their combination with traditional

archival research proved extraordinarily useful towards one of this dissertation’s major goals: to
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incorporate an analytical apparatus that addresses an opera staging within its creative context.
More specifically, this means including a detailed investigation of the production period in
addition to analysis of a staged performance.

Analysis undertaken in this spirit can reveal increased detail about the production as an
event as it also produces a more multilayered understanding of a staging. Yet such a detailed,
contextual discussion demands analytical consideration of more aspects than can be revealed
solely by a spectator’s perception of the production in performance. Knowledge from a
multiplicity of perspectives must be recounted to produce such a rich analysis; to achieve this,
research into multiple perspectives, from various individuals involved in the staging, must take
place. Furthermore, if the artistic event itself is to be expanded beyond a spectator’s point of
view, it also follows that the definition of the analytical object should be broadened: it seems
logical to undertake an expanded analysis that also considers the how the production was brought
to the stage, the preparatory weeks known to the theatrical community as “the production
period.” In order to enable such a broad analytical apparatus, appropriate research methods need
to be found to provide the expanded content necessary for discussion of the additional elements.

Research methods atypical for musicology have proved invaluable research tools for my
attempts to produce analyses that incorporate discussion of the many “backstage” matters
involved in preparing a production for the stage. Certainly, a great deal of information used for
discussions of the production period emerged through on-site research I accomplished while
immersed in work with the company. In addition to that, however, I also undertook oral history
style interviews with a number of figures from the company, which further enriched the

discussions and provided new perspectives on the house and its stagings. In fact, information
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gained in oral history-style interviews provided me some of the most useful insights about the
Oper Frankfurt stagings. Especially with respect to Gielen Era productions, for which most of the
original rehearsal records had long since been purged, participant accounts were invaluable.

I began to consider the possibility of oral history techniques in earnest while grappling
with some of the frustrations of archival research, and the approach proved extraordinarily
fruitful in light of the missing documents. I was fortunate to meet dance scholar Jeff Friedman
precisely at this point in my research, who happened to be working in Frankfurt during my first
months there. Friedman is an oral historian working in the arts, and he trained me personally in
the method. In several weeks of in-depth study, Friedman and I reviewed the theory and the
practice of conducting oral history interviews, during which time I was able to effectively shape
a methodology for gaining information about the earlier pieces through a number of sources still
working at the opera house. When approached conscientiously, oral histories can prove
invaluable to research on contemporary historical topics, particularly within creative artistic
fields. As art historian Richard Candida Smith has surmised:

Practices of art institutions... have been powerfully affected by government
policies (and cash, or lack of it), even policies ostensibly having nothing to do
with art. A complex interaction of bureaucratic practice, funding sources,
employment patterns, intellectual and aesthetic preferences, and individual talent
led to particular patterns... A study of ideology and culture expressed in
interviews uncovers the various, sometimes contradictory, self-images that artists
might adopt at given times and places during this century. Beyond biographical
and sociological details, interviews provide clues to how creative practice
mediates subjectivity, formal requirements, and collective dispositions. Oral
history in the fine arts can help unravel the ways aesthetic choices, shaped by

personal and institutional self-images, interacted with other aspects of society to
create our cultural inheritance.®

¥ Richard Candida Smith, “Modern Art and Oral History in the United States: A
Revolution Remembered,” in Journal of American History (Sept 1991), 606.
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Oral History as Research Methodology

Interviews in this style offer distinct benefits for those writing contemporary histories,
particularly in artistic disciplines. As described by Donald Ritchie, good oral history interviews
“consist of a well-prepared interviewer questioning an interviewee and recording their exchange

in audio or video format.””

Recordings are transcribed... and placed in a library or archives.”
Dialogue between interviewer and interviewee comprises the core of the process, as critical
questioning from a skilled interviewer can provide increased accountability for the accuracy of
the subject’s storytelling; this format encourages the subject to offer accounts consistent with
established matters of historical record. As a result, sound recordings that lack such dialogue are
not considered sufficient as oral history.'® The accepted oral history format therefore ensures a
certain degree of support for historical facts. Pursued in this way, oral history supports the
writing of traditional diachronic histories despite the fact that evidence for those narratives is
compiled from detailed, synchronic moments recalled and ascribed meaning by individuals."'

According to Daniel Bertaux,

stories about the past are told from the present, from a situation which may have
changed over the years and defines a new relationship to the past. It is this

? Donald A. Ritchie, Doing Oral History: A Practical Guide, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2003), 9.

' For further definitions, see Charles T. Morrisey, “Beyond Oral Evidence: Speaking
(Con)structively about Oral History,” Archival issues 17 (Nov 2, 1992), 89 — 94.

' This observation should not be taken to imply that diachronic histories are superior to
synchronic studies. In fact, the diachronic view of history has been problematized on the basis of
troublesome reliance on binary distinctions of subject/object, continuity/discontinuity,
similarity/dissimilarity. See Richard K. Emmerson,“Dramatic History: On the Diachronic and
Synchronic in the Study of Early English Drama,” in Journal of Medieval and Early Modern
Studies, Winter 2005 35(1): 39-66.
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relationship which underlies the whole story. ... Telling a story about the past is a
way of expressing indirectly a meaning about the present.'?

Moreover, oral history also provides a way to record the voices of participants involved
directly in historical events in order to support a fundamental assertion of the discipline: “that the
individual indeed matters.”"> Oral history intentionally embraces specific, even personal,
perspectives, which makes it particularly useful for research with contemporary figures before
narratives about the recent past have been fully established. In 1773, Samuel Johnson argued for
similar methods when attempting to write contemporary histories; he reasoned that “a man, by
talking with those of different sides who were actors in (an event) and putting down all that he
hears, may in time collect the materials of a good narrative.”'* Similarly, the value of considering
individual experience has been emphasized by Donna Haraway, who has argued for the feminist-
inspired inclusion of “situated knowledge”:
The alternative to relativism is partial, locatable, critical knowledges sustaining
the possibility of webs of connections... relativism is a way of being nowhere
while claiming to be everywhere equally. ...but it is precisely in the politics and
epistemology of partial perspectives that the possibility of sustained, rational...
inquiry rests.

She continues,

Subjectivity is multidimensional; so therefore, is vision. The knowing self is
partial in all its guises, never finished, whole, simply there and original; it is

12 Daniel Bertaux, “Stories as Clues to Sociological Understanding: The Bakers of Paris,”
in Our Common History: The Transformation of Europe, ed. Paul Thompson (London: Pluto
Press, 1982), 98.

13 Ritchie, 127.

' Paul Thompson, “Britain Strikes Back: Two Hundred Years of ‘Oral History,”” Oral
History Association Newsletter 15 (Summer 1981), 4-5.

"> Donna Haraway, “Situated Knowledge: The Science Question in Feminism and the
Privilege of Partial Perspective,” Feminist Studies, 14, 3 (Autumn, 1988), (584.)
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always constructed and stitched together imperfectly, and therefore able to join
with another, to see together without claiming to be another.'®

Like Johnson, Haraway indicates that individual perspectives (whose particular situation is
acknowledged) can be “stitched together” as greater knowledges to create a revised version of
objectivity. Although she does not argue for oral history, directly, her conception of knowledge
is also premised on the necessity of considering many situated perspectives. Viewed in this way,
oral history has the capacity create a holistic view of an event composed of many diverse
positions.
Relatedly, Joan Scott also articulates a similar imperative in her arguments for the
incorporation of experiential evidence:
The evidence of experience works as a foundation providing both a starting point
and a conclusive kind of explanation, beyond which few questions can or need to
be asked. And yet it is precisely the questions... that would enable us to historicize
experience, and to reflect critically on the history we write about it, rather than to
premise our history on it."”
In this passage, Scott, like Haraway and Johnson, takes experience-based evidence
recounted by individual subjects as the starting place for historical work. Each of these
authors indicate the required presence of an additional person—here, the oral historian—
who records, reflects on, and synthesizes the experience-based accounts of the
participants’ highly situated knowledge(s). This valuable evidence provides the material

necessary for the historian to create thoughtful, critical histories that involve the events

recounted.

16 Ibid, 586.

7 Joan W. Scott, “The Evidence of Experience,” Critical Inquiry 17, 4 (Summer 1991),
773 — 797, p. 790.
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Not only do oral histories incorporate the perspectives of individuals, but importantly,
they also offer the advantage of providing a greater inclusiveness—and therefore a perspective
that is more true—by featuring a multiplicity of perspectives. This stems from the fact that strong
oral histories rely on many sources. Not only does this arise because of collaborations of “scholar
and subject” within an oral history interview, but also because of intentional inclusion of voices
that have often been omitted from history. Voices of racial and ethnic minorities so often omitted
from traditional histories have begun to be recorded by many oral historians, and feminist oral
histories now strive to include perspectives of women in areas from which their perspectives
have been omitted in the past.'® And even more generalized efforts at inclusivity benefit study
results; including the voices of players from a variety of perspectives on an event allows for the
creation of an exceptionally thorough picture. As oral historian Donald Richie explains: “Those
at the center of events can well recount their own accomplishments, but those on the periphery
are often better able to make comparisons between the principal actors.”"’

Given that perspectives of individuals form the core of oral history, the discipline relies
heavily on the process of memory, as it is only through recall that an interviewee’s stories can be
extracted and preserved. Even with oral history gradually gaining scholarly acceptance among
traditionally trained historians, the discipline sometimes still encounters skepticism based on the
notion that memory is an unreliable source. Certainly, memory can be selective or self-serving,

yet when the memories of individuals are viewed comparatively, both against the recollections of

other individuals and alongside accepted documentary evidence, oral histories can serve to paint

18 Ritchie, 14.
19 Ritchie, 133.
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a broader—and ultimately more accurate—picture of historical events. Abraham Lincoln’s
official biographers, who distrusted the memories of many of the president’s colleagues, provide
an interesting demonstration of the principle. Despite their exclusion of many accounts of

Lincoln they considered “unsavory,” later historians eventually unearthed supplementary

. . . . 2
resources that corroborated “the stories that Lincoln’s protective secretaries chose to suppress.”’

Even in worst-case scenarios, when oral sources assert flawed viewpoints in contradiction of

clearly documentable fact, their voices provide useful information. They “may not tell you much

about what Stalin was doing, but they are terribly useful in telling you about people’s minds.””'

The academic tendency is to substantiate with objective evidence, by which proponents
mean “documents that remain the same over time even if interpretations of them shift.” Yet

despite the critique of memory.... oral history interviews can be counted as
reliable or unreliable as other research sources. After all, no single piece of data of
any sort should be trusted completely, and all sources need to be tested against
other evidence. ...Scholars have accepted correspondence, diaries, and
autobiographies as legitimate documentation, although their authors may be biased
or incorrect. ...Oral history interviews are often conducted years after the event,
when memories have grown imprecise, but they have the advantage of being
conducted by a trained interviewer who can raise questions and challenge dubious

answers. 22

To counteract the evidence gathered in oral histories from any such criticism, a strong

interviewer is therefore charged to “seek out available material to substantiate both written and

2 Michael Burlingame, ed. An Oral History of Abraham Lincoln: John G. Nicolay’s
Interviews and Essays (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1996), xv — xviii.

*! Alexander Stille, “Prospecting for Truth in the Ore of Memory: Oral History is Gaining
New Respect Through Insights into its Distortions,* New York Times, March 10, 2001.

22 Ritchie, 26 — 27.
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oral evidence.” Indeed, a good deal of the work in oral history is left up to the historian, to “sort
and sift,” to question and juxtapose reports with other sources. The American Historical
Association has created guidelines outlining the professional responsibilities of interviewers, and
it is largely accepted that when the recommendations are followed, evidence gained via interview

can prove historically useful.

Oral History and the Arts

The general arguments in support of oral history summarized thus far apply to
scholarship within many fields, including, of course the study of contemporary artistic subjects.
But beyond those general arguments, the nature of music, theater, and performance makes the
field particularly ripe for oral history work. Jeff Friedman’s work offers important hints to how
oral history can prove especially useful in artistic disciplines. As a performer, his pieces—Ilike
those of the playwrights Eve Ensler (The Vagina Monologues), Moisés Kaufman (The Laramie
Project), and composer Steve Reich (Different Trains)—are drawn from oral histories he has
taken with contemporary figures. His creations are movement based, danced oral histories-
turned-performance art, based on interviews taken as part of the San Francisco Bay Area
LEGACY project, which archives life stories of many local dancers who would eventually
succumb in the wake of the AIDS epidemic. For the creation of performance pieces by artists
such as Friedman, oral histories are most obviously useful as inspirational fodder.

Arts research is also particularly fertile terrain for oral history, due to both the nature of

the subjects and of creative work. Oral histories of artists can be remarkably revealing due to the

23 Ritchie, 123.
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subjects’ highly practiced skills with expressive tasks (both linguistic and physical) that are
fundamental to storytelling.”* Although there could certainly be individual exceptions, I
generally concur with Friedman’s argument that “the dance-trained produce oral narratives of
breath-taking sophistication” due to the tendency to incorporate gestures that arise from
embodied knowledge. [ would also add those trained in the highly kinesthetic fields of music and
theater to this group. Drawing support from Lakoff and Johnson, Friedman explains that

concepts of language can be expanded to include movement and gesture. ...

Precognitive experiences which involve embodied consciousness (near/far,

up/down) provide the foundation for metaphorical cognitive schemas. These

metaphors then channel communicative verbal language as expressions of

embodied knowledge. My work has emerged from the assumption that holders of

specialized embodied knowledge, such as dance community members, provide a

research sample which supports expanded research in this area.”

Friedman continues on to give further support borrowed from historian Alessandro

Portelli. In Friedman’s words, “the discourses of postmodernism suggest that production of

history is a construction” that must be considered a situated “interpretation of what happened”

** Friedman, “Muscle Memory: Performing Embodied Knowledge,” in Art and the
Performance of Memory: Sounds and Gestures of Recollection, (New York: Routledge Chapman
& Hall, 2002), 173.

25 Friedman, 169 — 170.
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rather than “what happened,” itself.? In short, the interpretations that emerge as evidence from
both body language and words—including what Portelli terms the “lack of congruence” between
a subject’s statements and what Rudolph Laban would call “shadow movements”—can reveal
truths beyond the spoken assertions of the subject.”’” In such cases, the body of a practitioner
becomes an interpreter of events, as well-- sometimes even expressing a different interpretation
than the performer would consciously verbalize.

I argue that for theater and opera, it seems particularly appropriate and useful to pursue
oral history interviews, as the performers and designers involved in these practical artistic
disciplines are specialists already accustomed to linking linguistics and habitus in the highly
physical combination of vocalized text, singing, and movement that comprises their daily
creative work. Opera and theater professionals are highly aware of the physicality of their own
particular work in the theater. Be they singer/actors or other creative personnel, performers or

non-performers, music and theater professionals all perform highly trained, skilled tasks in the

261t is certainly not a new notion that a history is a construction of past events, and not
just “what happened.” Leo Treitler, for example, discussed this idea several decades ago in “The
Present as History.” In that article, he considers “what it is to understand something” to be “the
intellectual act of ordering under general concepts... Historians have interpretive concepts that
function in a similar way to organize events in patterns... but also that “placing events under
general concepts is saying that the events may be understood in terms of the concept... but not
that they are that concept.” See Leo Treitler, “The Present as History,” Perspectives of New
Music 7 (2), Spring — Summer 1969, 12. Despite the numerous earlier articulations of this
concept, I refer to Friedman’s version of arguments in this passage, as they are particularly
related to performing oral history with performing artists as subjects. Friedman’s primary
evidence for the constructed nature of knowledge is visible in the interviewee’s body, which
reveals ingrained memories in subconscious gestures—a phenomenon that undoubtedly arises
due to the deep-seated power of embodied knowledge.

*" Friedman, 174, referring to The Death of Luigi Trastulli and Other Stories: Form and
Meaning in Oral History (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1991), 1-26.
“Shadow movements” are secondary, often unintentional gestures and motions that indicate an
emotional response.
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theater and rehearsal hall during design, building, staging, and performance. Their memories of
the event are inextricably linked to the physical work of making theater, which by definition
makes meaning through the bodily interplay of movement, language, and other tasks. As subjects
recall (consciously or subconsciously) their own “muscle memory” in their storytelling,
interviews are bound to reveal in both words and gesture the verbalized and non-verbalized
realities of their own experiences.”® As such, interviews with creative subjects are often rich
sources of verbal expression and physical gesticulation, and can produce especially vivid
narratives. Such a wealth of material multiplies the possibilities for discerning meaning from
their accounts.”” Furthermore, the inclusion of information garnered from the accounts of
practitioners seems fitting, even essential, for the arts. For performance disciplines like art,
theater, dance, or music, whose creators necessarily pursue their craft through a physical
practice, it is certainly important to take embodied knowledge into account alongside more
intellectual explorations that most typically constitute analysis of performances.

In my activities as an oral history interviewer and also in my daily experiences as an
immersed, on-site participant, the ethnographic research I undertook at the Oper Frankfurt has
led me to include knowledge in this study more specifically situated in individual perspectives
than the sources utilized by most opera scholars. A solid case can be made for the usefulness of

such methods for evidence gathering, since these approaches allow a researcher to give voice to a

*® Transcriptions of my interviews can found at the end of this dissertation as Appendices
A-D. When subjects gesticulated in interview, the gesture has been described and inserted in
parentheses. One such example can be found in Appendix B, Alan Barnes Interview 1, page 369.

%% This will be particularly useful in interviews also recorded on video. Incidentally,
where subjects agreed, the oral history interviews undertaken as part of this dissertation were
recorded (and have been archived) on both video and audio, and transcriptions account for
gestures that seem to reveal added complexity within the subject’s account.
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greater multiplicity of perspectives on an operatic production. The amount of knowledge
provided by such research methods is increased exponentially as a wider range of vantage points
are exposed, and for a researcher, such increased detail about a production is extraordinarily
useful. The diversity of investigative tactics provided me a rich collection of diverse information
about each production, a plethora of detail for analytical scrutiny. The advantages of such
research warrant their usage within opera studies, especially when coupled with the issue that
most production analyses address a limited perspective restricted to that of the spectator.

Nonetheless, the approach has brought complexities. Particularly with respect to the
interviews, I was conscious of an ongoing need to simultaneously attempt two parallel tasks:
first, to give voice and credence to the perspectives of interviewees, but second, to intentionally
question their biases and motivations in order to avoid the uncritical acceptance of their
assertions. As I processed interviews and began to work with the information they revealed,
many hours also had to be dedicated to fact-checking matters of public record and to designing
questions for subsequent interviews that would make a subject’s personal priorities and
individualized perspectives clear. Despite my strong desire to include the perspectives of creators
in this study of their work, I have nonetheless tried to avoid purely embracing their perspectives
at face value. Rather, I have attempted to include the subjects’ opinions alongside my own

analyses, in which I have tried to retain a healthy degree of scholarly skepticism.

Scholarly Influences
The high degree of focus I give to the context and preparation of the stagings discussed in

this dissertation reveals an important goal that I prioritize as part of this project: to expand the
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object of scholarly analysis. One of my aims is to examine opera productions through a broader
lens; I define a staging not only as the artistic elements of the interpretation observable in a
performance, but also the manner of preparation and the concerns of collaborators. My work
treats the production process and the events within it as objects of scholarly scrutiny—mnot solely
the stagings in their performed state on some particular day. Such analysis is essentially new for
opera studies, but I believe that despite the aforementioned complexities, it will certainly prove
useful for the field, as it reveals more deeply the context and motivations, and therefore may also
prompt broader conclusions that link a production to its social and historical context, and the
broader artistic movements of which it is a part.

Although such an expansion of the analytical object has not (to my knowledge) been
attempted with respect to opera thus far, such an expansion of the scholarly object is not entirely
unprecedented. In fact, it bears striking similarities to other strains of academic work. One
immediate example is the branch of musicology engaged in “sketch studies,” which undertakes a
similar task with respect to musical compositions. As Joseph Kerman clarified during the
debates over such scholarship during the 1980s, “work on composers’ sketches and drafts is
directed to an understanding of creation, creativity, or compositional process.”” No longer a
controversial, this subset of musicological scholarship primarily examines compositional

revisions of musical works by composers like Beethoven already deeply situated within the

3% Joseph Kerman, “Sketch Studies,” 19th-Century Music 6, no. 2 (1982): 178.
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musical canon.’’ Such work shares obvious similarities with mine. Firstly, in both my study and
sketch studies, “emphasis is shifted” away from a sole emphasis on the studied research

materials, shifting also “onto its methodology.”*

In so doing, the analytical object is expanded:
not only is a particular composition (or production) examined, in its final state, but the process of
its creation is also addressed, and transformations of the piece through adjustments and revision
are acknowledged in the analysis. Secondly, my work shares with sketch studies a desire to
broaden the scope and definition of the subject to be analyzed. Joseph Kerman has defended the
presence and utility of sketch studies within musicology, and he has made a succinct argument
for an expanded definition of analysis that also validates my approach: “if analysis is defined as
narrowly as (Douglas) Johnson, the Schenkerians, and so many other analysts define it, neither
sketches nor musicology nor anything else outside the bare notes on the page have any relevance

to it.”** Sketch studies broaden the definition of the studied musical work by including sketches,

not just the piece in its final state.”* Likewise, my study here broadens the definition of an opera

3! For two examples, see Douglas Johnson, Alan Tyson, & Robert Winter, The Beethoven
Sketchbooks: History, Reconstruction, Inventory, No.4 (University of California Press, Berkeley
and Los Angeles, 1985), or Lewis Lockwood, Beethoven: Studies in the Creative Process
(Harvard University Press, 1992).

32 Kerman, 178.

33 Ibid., 162. The context of this quote is somewhat different from Joseph Kerman’s
polemic, “How We Got into Analysis, and How to Get Out,” Critical Inquiry 7, no. 2 (1980):
311-331. Nonetheless, in both articles, Kerman is similarly concerned with rethinking the utility
of analysis as practiced, and what might better constitute it.

3% Of course, sketch studies also differs from my work, in that it defines the piece as "the
score." Despite a similar valuation given to the creative process in both my work and sketch
studies, this remains a fundamental difference between my work and that musicological subfield.
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production to include not only its final performed incarnation, but also the process of creating the
staging during the production period.*’

Scholars like Clemens Risi and David Levin, whose work intersects with opera studies,
performances studies, and theater, have laid the scholarly groundwork most essential to my
project.’® Levin’s 2007 monograph, Unsettling Opera, initiated a major shift within the field by
taking individual stagings of operas long-entrenched in the operatic canon as his objects of
study.”” His contributions, which are in large part based on his own experiences as a dramaturg,
have been field-changing within opera studies; Levin has convincingly challenged the typical
musicological preoccupation with the operatic Werktreue as the sole object of analytical

attention. He concretely reveals what he calls the “unsettled” nature of opera through analyses of

3> Certainly, there is also a major difference between sketch studies and my approach: our
respective attitudes towards the work. While sketch studies still takes the work as its central
focus—but expands its margins—my dissertation takes what Levin has called the “performance
text” of a production as my analytical object. Nonetheless, the parallel should be clear: My work
also expands the definition of the analyzed piece, only in my case, the “piece” is a production,
and I define it broadly in a way that also includes the preparations, revisions, and “sketched”
versions of the staging that existed during the weeks leading up to the productions premiere, the
point by which it had reached its (more or less) final state.

3% A decade before Levin’s Unsettling Opera was published, the critic Thomas Sutcliffe
had already published a book devoted entirely to discussion of opera productions. His important
book provided a survey of some of the most important radical stagings since 1970s, and was one
of several texts that expanded the perspectives taken by opera studies within the 1990s.
Nonetheless, despite Sutcliffe’s detailed descriptions of many innovative productions, the book
failed to advance theories for understanding and analyzing opera performances. By contrast,
Levin’s later monograph would provide similarly detailed descriptions of productions, but also
provide a lens through which such productions can be analyzed—as “performance texts.” See
Thomas Sutcliffe, Believing in Opera, (Princeton: Princeton University Press,1996.)

37 David Levin, Unsettling Opera (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007.) Note
also that the last chapter, which discusses a production of Alexander Zemlinsky’s Der Konig
Kandaules, provides an analysis of a non-canonized opera. The chapter, however, provides the
same sort of insights as those examining productions of canonized operas.
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a handful of recent, highly critical stagings, and in so doing, he demonstrates the importance of
studying productions.*® Above all, Levin advocates that analytical attention be given to what he
terms “performance texts,” by which he means an opera production. Moreover, his introduction
seems to argue precisely for the work I attempt in this dissertation with his assertion that
“criticism and theory find an outlet in real life... in the pragmatics of work in an opera house.”’
Levin has not been alone in this task. Similar contributions have also come from the
German theater scholar Clemens Risi, whose work has also appeared in English scholarly
publications of the last two decades; he regularly turns an analytical eye to performance
matters.*” A 2011 article by Risi sums up his similar commitment to alternative lenses through
which to study opera performances, and justifies the need to expand such work: “In most cases,
the unique, actual performance is not considered a worthy object of analysis.” Like Levin, Risi
finds a purely “score-oriented approach” lacking, and he attempts to propose “an approach to
theorize the performative dimension of operatic productions.”*' His idea parallels the
performative turn that began within theater in the 1960s, and he echoes points made by Carolyn

Abbate.* Risi agrees with Abbate’s assertion that musicology’s history is “as a hermeneutic

discipline dealing with musical texts and decoding hidden structures and complexities,” but that

3% My characterization of stagings as “critical” should be understood in an exploratory,
analytical sense. I mean that they provide interpretative commentary on the texts.

3 Levin, Unsettling Opera, 33.

* Risi, Clemens, “Swinging signs, representation and presence in operatic performances:
Remarks on Hans Neuenfels, Jossi Wieler, and a new analytical approach,” in Arcadia -
Internationale Zeitschrift Fiir Literaturwissenschaft, 36, 2 (2001)

*! The two passages just quoted both appear in Risi, Clemens, “Opera in Performance—
In Search of New Analytical Approaches,” The Opera Quarterly, 27(2-3): 283.

*2 Carolyn Abbate, “Music—Drastic or Gnostic?” Critical Inquiry 30, no. 3 (2004).
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“performed music (voices and sounds), and not the written score, ...[drive] every musicologist to
engage with music.”* The two share a similar quest to find what Risi calls “a more appropriate
way ...to engage with operatic experiences,” but Risi continues where Abbate stops, attempting
to

grasp [the] specifics of every operatic performance, including the need to

emphasize the ephemerality of a performance and the subjective quality of each

perception.**
In this article, Risi attempts to identify an analytical approach based on the phenomenological—
one that analyzes performance, itself, and which embraces the subjective perspective, for “there
can be no perception, no event, beyond a concrete, bodily relationship between subject and
object.”®
Although my dissertation approaches yet another type of analysis than that of Risi, I am
sympathetic to his ideas, and I am inspired by motivations similar to those that he, Abbate, and
Levin all share: a drive to attempt analysis outside the lines of “linear dramaturgy and the
convincing representation of dramatic characters.”*® Like Risi, I am motivated by a desire to

discuss that which falls “outside the common parameters, ...the peculiarit[ies] of an impossible

genre,” and the moments that are “often the most attractive and most successful parts of an opera

# Abbate, 505, 529. Risi, “Opera in Performance,” 283-294.
* Ibid., 284.

* Ibid., 285. See also Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la Perception, (Paris:
Gallimard, 1945). Recent writings also address voices on stage: Jens Roselt, Phdnomenologie
des Theaters (Miinchen: Fink, 2008), and Bernhard Waldenfels, “Stimme am Leitfaden des
Leibes,* in Medien/Stimmen, ed. Cornelia Epping-Jager and Erika Linz (K6ln: DuMont, 2003),
19 —35.

46 Risi, “Opera in Performance,” 294.
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performance.”’ Interestingly, a number of scholars today seem to share a similar desire to
reconsider the analytical object of opera studies. Perhaps this is because opera speaks to the
concerns of so many artistic and scholarly disciplines. As a multifaceted field ripe for study from
many different perspectives, to decide on the most relevant angle from which to study opera is a
particularly thorny task, and it is similarly difficult to select one aspect of this complex craft to
take as the scholarly object.

The question of what to analyze has been handled in various ways over the last two
centuries. Dating back as far as E.T.A. Hoffmann, early analytical perspectives presented
examinations of what Lydia Goehr calls the Werktreue; that concept takes the understanding of
compositional intent as the highest goal, and the preoccupation would dominate analytical
discussions of music for over 150 years.*® Since the 1980s, scholars from myriad disciplines
have also examined operas as “texts,” or looked at the work from various critical perspectives.*’
But it is only recently that discussion has begun to move away from the critical and textual
studies of the mid-1980s and 1990s. Scholars like Levin and Risi are prominent among these

voices; they advocate the study of productions, for the purpose of understanding the complexities

" Ibid., 294.

*® Lydia Goehr, “Being True to the Work,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism
Vol. 47, No. 1 (Winter, 1989): 55-67

* Carolyn Abbate and Roger Parker, “Introduction: On Analyzing Opera,” in Analyzing
Opera: Verdi and Wagner, ed. Carolyn Abbate and Roger Parker (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1989), 1-24. See also Roland Barthes, “From Work to Text”, in Image, Music,
Text, transl. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill and Wang, 1977). Examples of varying critical
approaches from the 1990s include Edward Said, “The Empire at Work: Verdi’s Aida,” in
Culture and Imperialism (New York: Knopf, 1993), or Susan McClary, Georges Bizet: Carmen
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992.)
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of operatic texts, as layered constellations consisting not only of poetic texts and a musical score,
but also production elements including lighting, costumes, sets, and other design elements.

But the trend towards analysis of productions and performances raises the practical
question of ~ow. Does such work eventually deteriorate into the paradoxically problematic task
of analyzing “live” recordings? And if not, how else might a production be analyzed?® The
arguments for (a simple sort of) phenomenological analysis of performances offered by Risi and
Abbate speak precisely to that question. Each argues for turning analytical attention to the act of
perceiving opera (as a spectator) and therefore acknowledge that such analysis is based on the
subjectivity of the audience. Furthermore, both authors insist that this perspective, this active
engagement of the audience with the production in performance, is a core element of opera and
Musiktheater.”" 1 follow this argument in my own thinking, but I extend it one step further: I
insist that to acknowledge the fundamental importance of the audience’s perceptual subjectivity
quickly also prompts the acknowledgement of the subjectivity of figures usually more considered
“creative” players. The matter may be most poignantly observed where the dramaturg is

concerned, since, as Klaus Zehelein has argued, that figure is a production’s “first spectator.”*

*% For discussion of the demand for “live” opera recordings on video, see Roger Parker,
“Giuseppe Verdi's Don Carlo(s): “Live' on DVD, ” The Opera Quarterly, 26(4) 603-614.

T Risi, “Opera in Performance,” 290. Importantly, while Risi, Abbate, and others work
to include elements that acknowledge the subjectivity of the audience, it must also be
acknowledged that it is essentially impossible to address the topic thoroughly, since there are so
many potential perspectives to be addressed. Nonetheless, I am sympathetic to the desire to
address some such perspectives in analysis, despite the difficulties; to entirely ignore their
presence seems to avoid discussion of an extraordinarily present aspect of performed pieces.

32 Klaus Zehelein, “Dramaturgie und Intendanz: Aus Gespriachen mit Juliane Votteler,” in
Musiktheaterheute: Klaus Zehelein, Dramaturg und Intendant, ed. Juliane Votteler (Hamburg:
Europiische Verlagsanstalt/Rotbuch Verlag, 2000), 34 — 36. Of course, a number of other figures
also play a subjective role within the creation of a production. Consider also the figure of the
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I agree with Risi’s notion that subjectivity needs to be seen as crucial to understanding of a
production (and therefore also included in its analysis); indeed, it is precisely for this reason that
I re-center the analytical object within the chapters of this dissertation. Rather than take Risi’s
approach, which explores opera productions primarily from his own perspective as an audience
member, I deliberately incorporate the situated knowledge of creators and performers directly
into my analyses.

In the field of anthropology, Georgina Born has produced scholarship much more overtly
similar to what I undertake in this dissertation.” Her 1995 ethnography of IRCAM,
Rationalizing Culture, has effectively discussed an important cultural institution, the Institut de
Recherche et Coordination Acoustique/Musique, as well as avant-garde electro-acoustical art
music produced within it. Guided by a scholarly and theoretically grounded approach, Born has
demonstrated how IRCAM is guided by inter-organizational and personal politics, daily
operations, and the larger artistic and philosophical goals espoused by the establishment’s
creative personae. Her own scholarly aims are “simultaneously to give insight into IRCAM, and
to provide a historical analysis of musical modernism and postmodernism.” My study, like hers,
profiles a leading contemporary musical institution, the Oper Frankfurt, as I examine house
operations and analyze the context of events taking place during the production of each staging.
Our studies also share another important commonality: both she and I use institutional study as a

vehicle to discuss a particular branch of contemporary music-making. In my case, I discuss key

video director—an increasingly influential role, given the increasingly common nature of
publishing production videos. See more in Christopher Morris, "Digital Diva: Opera On Video."
The Opera Quarterly 26, no.1 (2010): 96 — 116.

>3 Georgina Born, Rationalizing culture: IRCAM, Boulez, and the Institutionalization of
the Musical Avant-Garde. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995.
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developments within opera production of the last three decades, with special attention given to
stagings often labeled Regietheater or Regieoper. In both of these ways, my dissertation is
closely modelled on Born’s book, particularly in the second half of this dissertation as I discuss
productions I experienced directly while working at the house. But throughout the full
dissertation, I attempt to discuss context and process as well as artistic products as I concretely
show how each staging has been shaped by the concerns of its creators, the manner of its
preparation, and the logistics and business matters coordinated by the company’s artistic
direction. Like the electronic music addressed by Born, the opera productions I present in the
next four chapters bear indelible traces of the people and events that brought them to stage.

As Born’s work shows, my study also shares links with the nearby field of anthropology, as
well as to ethnomusicology. By contrast to musicology, these fields are more often occupied with
discussions of musical cultures and their creative products. The 2010 dissertation of Paul Chaikin
offers a useful example of ethnographic scholarship about contemporary opera in Berlin; he
discusses the three major opera companies (the Deutsche Oper, The Komische Oper, and the
Staatsoper Unter den Linden) informed by his own experiences of the opera community there in
2005-2006. Chaikin demonstrates how the extra-musical context of companies on both the East
and West sides of the city ironically maintains the “antiquated and relatively static tradition” of
opera under the guise of presenting politically charged stagings, often polemically termed
Regietheater. Chaikin indicates that such productions provide challenge history and tradition,
rather than maintaining it. To juxtapose the radical and the traditional, he examines what
Benjamin has termed aura, or the “halo” of “ether and actual context that encircles every work

of art...the marble staircases, the subsidized tickets, the solemn mood in the auditorium,” as well
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as the events and actions of the community of spectators and creators involved in the
performances.”* His approach allows him to consider the origins of several highly polemical
productions created in early 21st century Berlin as he simultaneously paints a vivid, engrossing
picture of those attending and creating opera in that city.

Born and Chaikin provide useful models of how to approach issues that until very recently
remained untouched by musicology. They are not entirely alone in this work, however, as opera
studies of the last decade has also gradually begun to move beyond the former preoccupation
with musical “works” by pursuing analyses of specific productions, and that work has certainly
also prepared the way for what I do in this dissertation.” Nonetheless, even that scholarship
remains prone to a singularity of perspective, and most studies still overlook the creative
perspective and the context of the staging’s production. Furthermore, nearly all exclude
discussions of practical logistics and business, a fact that I attempt to remedy. Setting that matter
aside, however, it is important to recognize the importance of some of these exceptional
contributions, as several such authors have significantly influenced my thinking. One example is
Susan Rutherford, whose 2006 monograph on 19th-century prima donnas discusses how

specificities of stage practice were shaped by singers’ professional interactions with stage

>* Paul Chaikin, Circling Opera in Berlin (PhD Diss., Brown University, 2010), 178-179.
For a presentation of the “halo” concept in art, see Walter Benjamin, “On Hashish.” Translated
by Howard Eiland et al (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006), 58.

>> Such scholarship addresses performative elements, and not just matters inherent in the
texts, themselves, as I address in the next paragraphs. While such contributions can in one sense
be understood as destabilizing the importance of the work as the primary analytical object, it
might also be argued that in essence, focus on productions and performances simply redefines
the notion of “the work™ more broadly, in a way that includes the performative.
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matrons, patrons, impresarios, vocal coaches, and journalists.’® A recent monograph by Karen
Henson also follows the pattern; she profiles four 19th-century opera singers, including the great
Verdi baritone, Victor Maurel, and how their lives and the realities of their careers influenced the
creation of opera at the end of the 19™-century.’” Mary Ann Smart led this scholarly trend in
1994 with her feminist-inspired article reclaiming the “lost” voice of the soprano Rosine Stoltz;
Smart has argued that Donizetti’s collaboration with Stoltz influenced the creation of some of his
most famous characters, and she clearly demonstrates how exchanges between operatic
professionals can concretely influence musical content.”® Each of the studies by Rutherford,
Henson, and Smart provides a wealth of information on singers’ interpersonal exchanges, and
their work has encouraged me to give attention to how the daily practical interactions of
collaborators working in Frankfurt have influenced productions staged there.

Like the authors listed above, David Ranan’s work from the field of public policy has
also been an invaluable resource; his text is particularly useful for discussion of the business-
oriented elements of backstage work at an opera house.” Although far afield from music
scholarship in tone and scope, and therefore significantly different than the other authors who

have influenced my approach, his 2003 survey of opera funding in the UK and Germany

°® Susan Rutherford, The Prima Donna and Opera, 1815-1930 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2006).

371 was fortunate to interact closely with Henson on a regular basis in a 2007 Columbia
University seminar, and her own work greatly shaped my initial conceptualization of this
dissertation. See Karen Henson, Opera Acts: Singers and Performance in the Late Nineteenth
Century, (Cambridge University Press, 2015).

>¥ Mary Ann Smart, “The Lost Voice of Rosine Stoltz” Cambridge Opera Journal, v6
no.1 (1994), 31-50.

> David Ranan, “In Search of a Magic Flute:" The Public Funding of Opera—Dilemmas
and Decision Making. (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2003).
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provides a wealth of information on the history of arts policy and how those matters affect
company operations. Well-researched and clearly presented, Ranan demonstrates a firm grasp of
the socio-political realities of making opera in Germany as well the UK in the late twentieth and
early 21st centuries as he addresses how matters of cultural politics (and especially public
subsidies) have also affected the artistic products created by several opera companies in each
country. While Ranan’s ultimate aims are narrowly focused on the various options for state-
supported arts funding and the consequences of various methods, his study provides clearly-
reasoned and factually-supported arguments about how politics influence matters of business,

which, in turn, influence art.

For Complex Issues, A New Approach

While the matter of precisely what to analyze in opera is particularly complex, I offer my
analytical approach in this dissertation as another possibility. My intent is to provide an addition
to the ongoing dialogue on the matter of what the analytical object in opera might be, and whose
subjectivities should be included in the discussion. By synthesizing elements from the varied
approaches of the scholars mentioned in this chapter, I hope to demonstrate a useful method
through which to examine the essential components of an opera production. Additionally, this
approach will also allow me to perform two more important tasks. My study will provide a
detailed, interpretive portrait of the Oper Frankfurt, one of today’s leading operatic institutions,
and in so doing, I will reach the ultimate aim of this dissertation: to unpack the current notion of
Regietheater as 1 identify dominant features of the experimental productions being created in

opera houses today.
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As already mentioned briefly in the introduction, one particularly important theoretical
undercurrent in today’s opera industry is also visible as a dominant theme in this dissertation: a
certain fixation on the role of the stage director can be observed. Furthermore, a tendency exists
within the press, the creative side of the industry, and even by some scholars to cast that
individual as the visionary and final authority on the production. The trend seems to have arisen
in tandem with the development of stagings usually referred to as Regietheater, which will be
discussed at length in Chapter Six. Yet even as early as Chapter Two, it will become clear that
work produced at Oper Frankfurt during the Gielen Era also exhibits a growing reverence for the
stage director as the driving figure behind the re-envisioned stagings produced for the company’s
audiences.

Although that notion is certainly not unproblematic, I do generally maintain a pattern of
nomenclature in my work that mirrors the trend: like most scholars, I utilize the common
present-day approach to the issue, which identifies productions by opera title and the stage

director.”® Admittedly, this practice ascribes to the director the same sort of authority for the new

5% 1 make an exception to this naming pattern in my discussions in Chapter Five. That
chapter addresses a production of Salvatore Sciarrino’s opera Luci mie traditrici, staged by
Christian Pade. The reason for this departure is the somewhat different nature oft hat chapter—
the issue oft he work itself does play a role in this particular staging, and as a very recent
composition, the work itself will likely be unfamiliar to many readers, and therefore demands
introduction. Furthermore, in this case, the production has been cast as an authoritative reading
of the opera by the composer, himself, who worked closely with Pade and the rest of the creative
team. For this reason, in this unusual situation, the work and the reading are less conceptually
distinct from one another than in the other productions examined in my dissertation.
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“performance text” that has traditionally been reserved for the composers.®' Although I will
show that such ascription can be misleading about the nature of musico-theatrical collaboration, I
have nonetheless decided to maintain the dominant naming pattern, in order to reflect the
increasing importance attributed to the stage director within 20™- and 21%-century opera and the
related emphasis placed on the reconceptualizations of canonized pieces.®” As the term
Regietheater implies, the assumption of directorial authority can be considered a defining feature
of many contemporary productions, and the concept has taken root (for better or worse) in the
various discourses of the contemporary industry.®® Despite the problematics inherent in the
notion of attributing a production’s authorship to a single individual, it is clear that the dominant
present-day production trend is toward new, stage-director led re-envisionings of works in the
operatic canon, particularly in central Europe (although such productions are still met by a

degree of resistance in the United States and Italy.)

%1 Opera productions exhibit a multiplicity of authors, who include composers,
conductors, singers, directors, and designers, the role of the director has grown increasingly
valued in recent decades. I certainly do not wish to be dismissive of other creative roles, yet
recent discourse habitually credits the stage director with the dominant vision of a new
production, and in accordance with the contemporary discourse, I maintain this pattern.

62 1 maintain the pattern partially for the sake of linguistic simplicity and structure when
referring to productions, as it mirrors the modern contemporary pattern. However, I am not
untroubled by the that fact that such attribution is at least partially inaccurate, as many decisions
made in preparing productions—both artistic and logistical—are made by individuals other than
stage directors.

63 My choice here is in line with Rutherford. I value her ideas highly, as they ascribe
power and authorship to singers. But changing historical notions of performance “authorship”
reveal that assigning centrality to singers is more appropriate choice for studies of 19th-century
America or Italy than for analyses of late 20"™- and 21%-century productions. For more discussion
about the changing role of the opera singer, see Susan Leonardi and Rebecca Pope, The Diva’s
Mouth: Body, Voice, Prima Donna Politics (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press,
1996), 116-145 & 205-227.
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My focus on the heightened role of the director in productions of the last three decades
should in no way imply that the trend towards innovative productions had not already been
active for years in German opera prior to the Gielen Era. On the contrary, new directorial
readings of pieces had certainly been staged in both East and West Germany for years, albeit
fairly intermittently, and often with great controversy. *'Indeed, Regietheater has clear and
traceable roots in earlier German spoken drama, and particularly in productions from the 1920s
at Berlin’s Kroll Theater, which featured productions experimenting with turn-of-the-century
ideas of theatrical innovators Max Reinhard, Adolphe Appia, Gordon Craig, and Constantin
Stanislavski.® It is arguably also related to German musical and theatrical innovations of the
Weimar Republic, including the Epic Theater of Bertolt Brecht, and to a lesser extent, that of his

1. The trend can also be observed in German opera of the mid-20"

contemporary, Kurt Weil
century. Wieland Wagner’s austere stagings at Bayreuth just after the Second World War can

also be considered Regietheater; his productions emphasized symbolist psychology and broke

6% Although I offer a brief overview here of several of the major precursors to the
theatrical developments in 1980s Frankfurt, more thorough historical information will be offered
about the local Frankfurt context in Chapter Two; on German theater history (especially in
Berlin) in Chapter Three; and on the historical origins of critically-minded experimentation
within German culture in Chapter Six, which addresses the Modernist cultural turn in the early
20™ century as well as the formation of the modern German identity during the Enlightenment.

55 Philip Gossett, Divas & Scholars: Performing Italian Opera (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 20006), 443- 486.See also David Levin, “Reading a Staging/Staging a Reading,”
47 —71; and Roger Savage, “The Staging of Opera,” in The Oxford Illustrated History of Opera,
ed Roger Parker, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 235- 285.

% Gerd Riendcker, “Zu einigen Erfahrungsfeldern von Ruth Berghaus, ” Musiktheater im
Experiment: Fiinfundzwanzig Aufsdtze (Lukas-Verlag, 2004), 245-260.
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with the established naturalist Wagnerian traditions by then associated with the Third Reich.?’
Walter Felsenstein’s work at the East German Komische Oper from 1956 to 1975 also exhibited
an emphasis on the directorial Konzept, as did later work by Patrice Chéreau: consider his
Marxist-inflected setting of an “Industrial Revolution” Ring at Bayreuth in 1976.°®

Yet where opera and music theatre are concerned, the Regietheater approach seems to have
taken hold in Frankfurt on an institutionalized scale, a fact that will become apparent in the next
two chapters. It is for this reason that I have chosen to examine Oper Frankfurt as an influential,
central example of the trends in the modern industry. Viewed together, the remaining chapters of
this dissertation will indicate that the successes of 1980s Frankfurt encouraged key features of
the company’s productions to spread internationally. In the subsequent decades, productions
exhibiting similar elements would become visible in leading houses across the globe.
Importantly, the current preoccupation with the role of the stage director can be observed in

many such stagings. While a few earlier operatic examples also paved the way for that

67 See Steven Cerf, “Wagner's Ring and German culture: Performances and
Interpretations On and Off Stage,” Inside the Ring: Essays on Wagner's Opera Cycle, ed. John
Louis DiGaetani (Jefferson, NC: McFarland Press, 2006), 133-149.

SWalter Felsenstein, “Walter Felsenstein liber Musiktheater,” Material zum Theater 35
(Berlin: Verband der Theaterschaffenden der DDR Berlin, 1974). See also Jean Jacques Nattiez,
Tétralogies, Wagner, Boulez, Chéreau: Essai sur [’infidélité (Paris: C. Bourgois, 1983); Histoire
d’un “Ring”, Der Ring des Nibelungen, Bayreuth 1976 — 1980, ed. Sylvie de Nussac and
Frangois Regnault (Paris: Robert Laffont, 1980). As evidenced by Chéreau, the phenomenon is
not only German; French and Belgian directors have also played a role, including Patrice
Chéreau and Gerard Mortier. Some American and English directors have also been involved,
including David and Christopher Alden, Robert Wilson, and conductor/impresario/stage director
Sarah Caldwell. Yet the phenomenon arose foremost in Germany. See also Almut Ullrich, Die
'Literaturoper' von 1970-1990: Texte und Tendenzen, Veroffentlichungen zur Musikforschung,
no. 11 (Germany: Noetzel Wilhelmshaven, 1991), and Thomas Sutcliffe, Believing in
Opera (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996).
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development, the increased importance of the director and a preoccupation with new, critical
interpretations of canonized works became deeply ingrained in the fabric of the Frankfurt
company. Opera production throughout Germany has undeniably continued to exhibit these
features since that time, and it has also expanded in the 21* century to the wider operatic
landscape, a fact that I will discuss further in the concluding chapter of this dissertation with
respect to examples such as the San Francisco Opera, the New York City Opera, and the Royal
Opera House at Covent Garden.”

With the methodological, theoretical, and historical underpinnings identified in this chapter
as a starting place, the remainder of this dissertation will undertake examination of the thriving
modern musico-theatrical movement at the Oper Frankfurt, which began during the “Gielen
Era” of the 1980s. Primarily, this profile of the house will be accomplished through analytical
discussions of several notable “performance texts” staged by the company, a task which I begin

in earnest in the following chapter..

% Although NYCO closed due to financial insolvency in 2013, this important American
company re-launched in 2015 and has begun to reassume its former position as one of the
leading US houses to mount critically re-envisioned operatic productions. See Gossett, 443- 486.
See also Rachel Nussbaum, The Kroll Opera and the Politics of Cultural Reform in the Weimar
Republic, (PhD Diss, Cornell University 2005). See David Levin, “Reading a Staging/Staging a
Reading,” 47 — 71; and Roger Savage, “The Staging of Opera,” 235- 285.
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Chapter Two:
Kultur fiir Alle! From Burgertum to the Avant-Garde, 1979- 1987

We did not want to make avant-garde (opera) for the sake of the avant-garde, but because
it was dramaturgically pressing.
~Michael Gielen”

This dissertation takes the period from 1979 — 1990 at the Oper Frankfurt as its starting
point, a time of political upheaval, reform and cultural change within the city of Frankfurt am
Main. In these years, commonly referred to as the “Gielen Era” within local artistic circles, a
nexus of artistic energy coalesced within the city. Furthermore, as new ideas in the operatic
realm intersected with the political climate of the day, the combination proved both explosive
and transformative. Examination of the creative approach undertaken at the opera house during
that decade will quickly reveal the impact of this pivotal era.

One of the most influential houses in Germany in the years before reunification, the Oper
Frankfurt produced a series of noteworthy productions during the 1980s, many of which were
quite provocative. The work of the company’s directors in those years, who included Achim
Freyer, Harry Kupfer, Hans Neuenfels, Ruth Berghaus, Peter Sellars, and Robert Wilson, has

arguably continued to influence productions both in Frankfurt and abroad in the thirty years

since. Oper Frankfurt stagings of this era included primarily re-conceptualized interpretations of

"%«wir wollten nicht Avantgarde machen, weil es Avantgarde ist, sondern wenn es
dramaturgisch zwingend ist.” (Translation mine.) Paul Bartholomai, Das Frankfurter
Museumsorchester: Zwei Jahrhunderte Musik fiir Frankfurt. (Frankfurt am Main:
Musikverlag C.F. Peters, 2002), 104.
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canonized works, but also the premieres of a few new operas, including John Cage’s Europeras
1 & 2, and a number of other twentieth century works. This combination of avant-garde
interpretation and contemporary-themed programming further established Frankfurt as a leading
site at the forefront of the contemporary field. In the course of this chapter, it will become clear
that the new artistic perspectives and theatrical methods integrated into the creative process
during this important time period signaled a sea change within the opera industry, one that will
be traceable during the following decades in stagings produced both at the Oper Frankfurt and
also beyond that company. While the subsequent extensions of the developments appearing in
this period will be examined in the later chapters of this dissertation, this chapter will provide a
basis for understanding the most fundamental matters of longstanding impact propelled by
individuals working at Oper Frankfurt during the Gielen Era, figures whose approaches would
eventually alter the tenor of work produced at the house and beyond in later years. In order to
elicit these points, this dissertation begins with analysis of work brought to stage during this
pivotal era, and identifying key figures involved in that process.

This chapter is primarily concerned with one production from this avant-garde period at
Oper Frankfurt in the early 1980s, Hans Neuenfels’s 1981 Aida (Verdi), with additional
references to Ruth Berghaus’s 1983 Le Troyens (Berlioz) and Alfred Kirchner’s 1979 Janufa

(Janacek).”' Discussion of these pieces will include not only some aspects of the work’s textual

"I'T have chosen these particular productions for a number of reasons. Aida is important
as it allows for discussion about the treatment of Italian opera, as opposed to German, and also
because Neuenfels subsequently became quite prominent beyond Frankfurt. Les Troyens and
Janufa also indicate the collaborative nature of production work in this period and demonstrate
the benefits of Mitsprache, a business approach applied at the house during the period, as it was
applied under different directors. Furthermore, Les Troyens, like the Ring cycle to be discussed
in Chapter Three, was staged by Ruth Berghaus. Her recurring presence at Oper Frankfurt during
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interpretation, but also matters pertaining to the specific productions: my arguments will also
consider how backstage matters and the context of the staging’s preparation influenced its final
shape. As already discussed in the first chapter of this dissertation, implicit in this approach is
that pieces will be analyzed both for artistic elements observable in performance, but also
through a lens that considers the preparation of each staging and the concerns of creative
collaborators during the production period. Approached in this manner, two somewhat
conflicting themes will come into the foreground, threads that will continue to be traced
throughout this dissertation: first, the increasing importance of the stage director as the key
figure to advance individualized, contemporary stagings of canonized works, or Regietheater
productions, and second, a creative approach dominated by a highly-conscious commitment to
ensemble collaboration, in order to produce deep, multilayered readings of operatic texts that

avoid surface-level, generic presentations.

Frankfurt am Main, Burgertum, and the Museumsgesellschaft

The Frankfurt setting is impossible to divorce from discussions of these productions; the
particularities of Frankfurt am Main’s musical history, and moreover, the complex socio-political
situation created by the city’s cultural politics the 1980s, played a large role in the development
of the new tone advanced by the Oper Frankfurt of the Gielen Era. The vibrant and well-

documented history of the company reveals its entrenchment in the social life of the region for

the Gielen Era is another reason for the choice, as is her background: her early years with Brecht
link her directly to the experimental theater of prior decades. Furthermore, her later Frankfurt
collaborations with choreographer William Forsythe further mark her as a figure of interest—her
pieces demonstrate the avant-garde artistic tone of the Gielen Era. See Erika Fischer-Lichte,
“The Theatre Journal Auto/Archive” Theatre Journal 57, no. 3 (October 2005): 557-567.
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over two centuries, and in addition, this publically supported theater is a leader of regional
cultural life. The company is not only financed by the city and considered a public institution, but
it also has great cultural influence over Rhein-Main’s citizens as one of the most visible and
esteemed operatic institutions in both the region and the whole of Germany.”* As such, work
inside this theater is never isolated—it reflects the larger context both of the region, and of the
larger international opera community.

The Oper Frankfurt both is and was one of two primary cultural institutions in Frankfurt,
and the musical half of the city’s main two theatrical stages managed by the umbrella company
known as the Stidtische Biihnen. It shares many resources with the Schauspiel, the city’s main
spoken theatre. The two institutions occupy adjoining halves of the main theater building at
Frankfurt’s Willy-Brandt-Platz near the Main river bank in the center of Frankfurt, just opposite
the city’s famed row of museums in what were formerly the grand historical mansions of the
Sachsenhausen district, and a short walk from important cultural sites such as the former Goethe
residence and the Romarkt, a plaza that as early as the 1780s was used for presenting public
theater and music performances to the city’s citizenry.” Together the two present-day companies
lead the performance branch of the Frankfurter Museumsgesellschaft [ Frankfurt Museum
Society], the word “museum” referencing the literal meaning “of the muses.” This society, which

also includes the city’s extensive network of museums such as the Stidl, was created in the

2 F.M. Stockdale & M.R. Dreyer, The Opera Guide. (London: Collins & Brown, 1990),
340. For more on this topic, see Appendix A, Malte Krasting, Interview #2 with Cordelia
Chenault, June 24, 2010, p. 316-317. Ticket sales only account for about 12-13% of the entire
budget, to a great extent the company is publicly funded.

73 Paul Bartholoméi, Das Frankfurter Museumsorchester. (Frankfurt am Main:
Musikverlag C.F. Peters, 2002), 7-11.
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classical spirit of ancient Greece has aimed to create a thriving artistic life represented by the
nine Greek muses to Frankfurt society since its inception. '* As a cultural network both run by a
diverse board from the Frankfurt citizenry, the institution has been a biirgerlich one for over
three centuries, guided by the mission of providing quality cultural enrichment of the city’s
lively, sizeable, and religiously diverse bourgeoisie.”” The group’s structural organization and
goals contrast significantly with musical institutions dating from similar periods in other major
German cities, where theater and opera was historically funded and controlled by members of
aristocratic courts; the region’s lack of political domination by a wealthy landowner and the
typically associated patronage system distinguishes the history of the cultural industry in
Frankfurt from that of many other major cities. The bourgeois-run tenor of the cultural industry
in the city was (and continues to be) quite fitting for Frankfurt, which has since the 1700s been a
Messestadt, a city whose economy revolved around trade and economic development, and today
is arguably the leading financial center of Europe. As a monied city historically controlled not by
a landed local court, but rather by an eclectic mix of trades- and businesspeople, it seems only
fitting that such an institution would take on the goal of providing rich cultural life to the

region’s citizens.”®

™ http://www.rhein-main-wiki.de/index.php?title=Frankfurter Museumsgesellschaft.
Note particularly the reference to the word “quality” [Qualitdt] in the first line.

7> Since the 1700s, Frankfurt’s citizenry had been exceptionally diverse, featuring a mix
of Catholics, Lutherans, atheists, and Jews living together even far before the mid-20th-century
influx of Turkish immigrants. In a city that has been both a diverse and economically prosperous
environment for centuries, the thriving local cultural life grew independently, neither reliant on
wealthy patrons nor the strictures of any one religious body.

7® For more on the city of Frankfurt’s monied history, see Frankfurt am Main.: Die
Geschichte der Stadt in neun Beitrdgen, Veroffentlichungen der Historischen Kommission der
Stadt Frankfurt am Main, vol. 17. (Frankfurt: Thorbecke Jan Verlag, 1991).
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The network of the Museumsgesellschaft gradually began to take shape within the 1780s,
reaching its current organizational structure by 1808. Today’s Oper and Schauspiel stem from a
similar time, direct descendants of the city’s first public theater, Das Komddienhaus, built in
1782 for the presentation of comedy, tragedy, and opera to the public. The opera’s orchestra,
known officially as Das Frankfurter Museumsorchester, is an institution in its own right, one that
concertizes independently in addition to performing within the framework of opera productions.
The group became a part of the fledgling Museum Society in 1792 as the region’s leading
orchestra, at which point the group permanently relocated to the city from across the river in
neighboring Mainz to assume residency in Frankfurt.”” The orchestra is still considered its own
entity today, a fact that seems to reinforce the historical prioritization of musical concerns over
the dramatic and textual issues in operas presented at the city’s opera house until the late 1970s.
And the present-day orchestra still maintains an extraordinarily high reputation: as current
marketing is quick to purport, the Frankfurter Museumsorchester has just been voted the
“Orchestra of the Year” by the esteemed journal Opernwelt for the third consecutive year.”
Indeed, the presentation of high-quality music has been both a verbalized aim and a source of
pride for the institution and those driving concert life in Frankfurt since the opera’s establishment
and even before; the historically high level of musicianship is evidenced by the musicians who
have most famously led concert life within the city, traceable as far back as Telemann, before the
founding of the Museumsgesellschaft, continuing through Mozart, and the course continues even

through more recent figures such as Paul Hindemith and conductor Georg Solti, up to the present

"7 Bartholomii, 14.

"8 http://www.oper-frankfurt.de/de/page1008.cfm
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day conductor, Sebastian Weigle.”” Dedicated to the notion of “quality” and consistently
supported by Frankfurt’s bourgeoisie, the Museumsgesellschaft prior to the late 1970s was
primarily traditionalist, which within the opera house meant that canonized works were staged
and presented as “museum pieces.”™ Yet the overarching concern seems to have been in service
to promoting perceived musical excellence, rather than due to a closed-minded stance on musical
development. In fact, the history of the organization has also demonstrated fairly progressive
attitudes at times, as can be seen in the Louis Spohr’s encouragement of music by the 19"-
century newcomer, Beethoven, during his years in Frankfurt: the Museum Society of that period
presented each of Beethoven’s symphonies between two and four dozen times apiece from 1817
to 1886.%! Yet the Oper Frankfurt began a slow departure from its overarchingly conservative

bent in 1970 with the election of a new cultural councilor [Kulturdezernant]: Hilmar Hoffman.

Hoffmann and Gielen Arrive
The two productions examined in this chapter were performed in the years of Michael
Gielen’s residency as general music director and intendant of the Frankfurt Opera, an era in

which cultural policies that had been slowly pioneered and prepared by the social democrat

7 Bartholomdi, 13-14, 22-23, 62-63, 96-97.

% Despite some attempts by Donanyi to present theatrical elements matching the high
level of musicianship and to provide the balance of progressive theater and music requested by
the new Kulturdezernant Hoffmann, “Er vermisste im Vorstand ein adequétes Gesprachspartner”
[he lacked an adequate conservation partner in the direction] for such matters, and the theatrical
side of operas during the years of his musical leadership continued to focus on “great voices” but
continue to give little attention to matters of deep theatrical interpretation in the scenic elements.
See Bartholomai, 95-97.

81 Bartholomii, 22-25.
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Hoffmann and the former conductor/intendant, Christoph von Dohnényi, finally came to fruition.
Although ostensibly a governmental figure within the city of Frankfurt, Hoffmann’s career began
in the cultural industry as a director and filmmaker in the cities of Essen and Oberhausen, where
he became politically involved in the beginning of what would later be referred to as the “1968
movement” [68er Bewegung] of social and artistic reforms, also becoming an active proponent
of “New German Film” [“Junger deutscher Film”]. His work in these years was saturated by
Marxist social thought as well as the ideals espoused by the Frankfurter Schule and the affiliated
Frankfurter Institut fiir Sozialforschung, which was formed after the return of Adorno and
Horkheimer to Frankfurt in the 1950s. *> With such idealistic underpinnings, Hoffmann made the
controversial choice to bring Michael Gielen to the Frankfurt Opera in 1977 based on the
conductor’s excellent reputation with the Belgian National Orchestra as well as his specialization
in the presentation of highly complex contemporary works. There was some controversy
surrounding the hire, which Hoffmann quelled by foregrounding the new intendant’s esteemed
stature as music professor, appealing again to the high value attributed to “quality” in the
Frankfurt cultural leadership. Yet the conductor’s earlier work in Brussels had been precisely the
opposite of the conservative stagings to which Frankfurt audiences were accustomed. As the
would-be new conductor characterized his own work:

...I am not the right instrument for the middle-way, the average taste or the usual

delight in the arts... I do not begrudge anyone their relaxation in the evening: but

not necessarily in the theater that I manage; the greater enjoyment is to become
engaged oneself and to follow and feel the puzzle that emanates from the

82 “Kunst als Passion: Hilmar Hoffmann, Prdsident des Goethe-Instituts und
Kulturdezernent: mit Ursula Deutschendorf, Erlebte Geschichte series WDR 5, Westdeutscher
Rundfunk Public Radio. (Cologne, Germany, Sept 4, 2005).
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stage...*

Such declarations of Gielen’s artistic philosophies would foreshadow the tenor of the company’s
creative work during his tenure in Frankfurt. As expected, Gielen’s first few years were
controversial—and if his perfectionistic orchestral demands frustrated some longstanding
instrumentalists, his simultaneous plans to rethink the traditional presentations of canonized
works and to program a higher number of contemporary operas utterly enraged much of Oper
Frankfurt’s traditional-minded audience.

In 1979, in an effort to defend the changing institution and the musico-theatrical goals of
audience education and provocation that both he and Gielen shared, Hoffmann published the
infamous book Kultur fiir Alle: Perspektiven und Modelle [Culture for All: Perspectives and
Models], which provided what would later be seen as one of the most convincing defenses ever
penned calling to make opera anew, to change the art form that he argued had degraded over the
years into an elite, irrelevant institution.** The publication and the public discussion it prompted
seem to have encouraged the shift in Frankfurt audiences which occurred concurrently; a
growing new public of younger citizens, artists, and intellectuals began to attend the opera that
same year, and the publication played an important role in creating an environment of public

support for the theatrical innovation encouraged by conductor/intendant Michael Gielen,

83 «Ich schaffe mir gern selber Zwiénge,” Frankfuter Allegemeine Zeitung, April, 28,1990.

% For a retrospective discussion of the import of Hilmar’s book, see: “Kultur fiir alle,”
Hilmar Hoffmann zum 85. Geburtstag, in Kulturpolitische Mitteilungen. Zeitschrift fiir
Kulturpolitik der Kulturpolitischen Gesellschaft. Heft 130, I11/2010 (Bonn: 2010).
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dramaturg Klaus Zehelein, and the young director-turned-administrator Pamela Rosenberg.*
Though their provocative pieces continued to incite controversy amongst audiences and their
unusual methods brought about mixed successes in the early years (from the standpoint of ticket
sales and audience retention), conservative attacks retreated after a few years, the and the
environment became particularly ripe for the music-theatrical work advanced by the leading
figures in the institution.®® A cult-like following quickly developed for the Oper Frankfurt,
despite—or perhaps because of—its radical politics.

Both politically and philosophically, Hoffmann’s policies were profoundly aligned with
the work of the opera’s leadership in this period, and the two themes that will be foregrounded in
this examination of the 1981 Aida can clearly be considered extensions of his verbalized goals:

1) the staging of traditional works in fresh and intellectually-challenging ways as conceptualized

by innovative contemporary directors, and 2) the goal of integrating the cooperative principles of
Mitbestimmung (later revised to Mitsprache) into the daily business and decision-making process
of the opera.®” The links between Hoffmann’s policy declarations and the artistic contributions of

the period foregrounded in this chapter will become clear in the course of the following analysis.

% For more about the audience shift, which moved from an initial phase of “riotous first
nights” and a “conservative element armed with whistles and football rackets to disrupt the
applause,” before becoming “a new audiences... of enthusiastic devotees,” see Sutcliffe, 381.

%For a lengthy discussion of changes in season organization at Oper Frankfurt as it
moved from a repertoire house to a semi-stagione venue—a hotly-contested administrative issue
at this time—see Ranan,169 & 183-187.

87 Mitbestimmung and Mitsprache will be addressed later in this chapter. The terms may
be translated as “the principle of deciding collectively” and “the principle of collective
discussion.” Both refer to the right of all artists working on a project to give input (at differing
levels) into the creative process. Mitbestimmung is stronger than Mitsprache, as it involves actual
voting rights. Mitsprache conveys the right to speak during decision-making conversations.
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The Infamous Aida

The new production of Giuseppe Verdi’s Aida that premiered on January 31, 1981
immediately provoked great controversy amongst both audiences and critics. The creative team
heading up the work was comprised of a handful of the figures most typically involved at the
opera house during this period: Michael Gielen assumed the role of conductor and musical
director and Klaus Zehelein acted as dramaturg, while stage director Hans Neuenfels led the
development of the new concept, supported by Nina Ritter’s costume designs and Erich
Wonder’s abstract, versatile set.*® Within the industry as well as in scholarly circles, the piece
has come to be taken as one of the quintessential examples of Brechtian-style audience
estrangement to have been set on an operatic stage.

The piece itself contains the essential elements of Verdi’s work as traditionally presented,
omitting nothing from either the original text or the score.*” Yet many visual and theatrical
elements of this staging also reach far beyond typical presentations of the work as they bring in
additional layers that reflect the opera’s composition and performance history, as well. Further
still, the production also features aspects of particular poignancy to its late-twentieth century

German audience. Nonetheless, the plot of Aida did adhere to the nine scenes and the narrative

% Based on this production and others, the (formerly West-) German stage director Hans
Neuenfels may be considered one of the directors most prominently associated with Regietheater
productions. At the time of the this dissertation’s publication, Neuenfels continues to be active as
a stage director, and his most recent stagings continue to draw similar controversy to the 1981
Aida discussed in this chapter.

% The following discussion of the Neuenfels Aida is based on my viewings of the video
recording of the premiere, which is retained by the Oper Frankfurt but not publicly available.
The recording has not been released for public viewing, but at the time of this writing, a copy
was available for review in-house by permission of the administration: Aida, Videoaufzeichnung
der Premiere, 14.5.2011. Stiadtische Biihnen Frankfurt Videoarchiv; DVD.
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details depicted in the Verdian original:

The libretto itself sets Act I in ancient Egypt as the great soldier Radames dreams of
leading forces against the Ethiopians in an upcoming battle. He dreams of his secret beloved,
Aida, the Ethiopian slave serving the Egyptian princess Amneris, who herself is also deeply in
love with the great warrior. Aida, who also happens to be the Ethiopian princess, feels torn
between her own love for Radames and her simultaneous loyalty to her native land. Radames is
officially named commander. Act Il begins after Egypt’s defeat of Ethiopia, as the Egyptian
princess cunningly elicits the truth about Aida’s feelings of love for Radames, then departs to
witness the warrior’s triumphal return. During the ensuing processional, Radames returns with
many Ethiopian slaves, among them Aida’s father, King Amonasro, who manages to hide his
royal identity and plead convincingly for the Ethiopian captives to be freed. The deal requires,
however, that both he and Aida remain prisoner. The act ends as the Egyptian king announces
Radamés’s reward for the victory: he will receive Amneris as his bride.

Act III begins on the eve of the wedding, with Amneris and the high priest Ramfis at
prayer. In the meanwhile, Aida awaits a secret meeting with Radames, and dreams of her
homeland before receiving a surprise visit from her father, who demands that his daughter
uncover the route that Radames will take on the next invasion of Ethiopia. He hides to spy on the
couple as Radames enters, and the young lovers dream of their future together before Aida elicits
the army’s route. Amonasro reveals himself, to the horror of Radames, who realizes what he has
revealed. As Aida and Amonasro attempt to calm him, Ramfis and Amneris exit the temple and
discover the situation, and Radames surrenders to the Egyptian priests as Aida and her father

escape. The start of act IV centers on Radames, who is about to stand trial for his treason and
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believes Aida to be dead. Amneris offers to save his life if he will renounces his love for her
rival, but he refuses. The military commander stands silent as the priests condemn him to death:
he will be buried alive. Amneris pleads in vain for him to be spared, then curses the priests.
Within the enclosed tomb destined to be his final resting place, Radames discovers Aida, who
has hidden herself, determined to share his fate. Finally, as Amneris prays for Radames in the
tomb above, the lovers say farewell to the world together.

With the presentation of this story, the 1981 staging of Aida led by Hans Neuenfels
adhered to the essential storyline and music of Verdi’s score and Antonio Ghislanzoni’s libretto.
But as already mentioned, the straightforward narrative summarized above constitutes a mere
third of the piece reaching the audience—the Konzeption of this particular staging presents a
near-constant coexistence of three different time frames to tell this tragic story of love and war.
As articulated in an official press statement by Oper Frankfurt’s marketing staft in January 1981,
the work used props, costumes, and sets that constantly shift time; the setting bounces between a
gaudy and exoticized ancient Egypt, 19™-century Europe, and 20"™-century Germany:

From the first moment, the concept behind the Frankfurter staging presumes a

relationship between three layers of time: the Egypt of the pharaohs is imagined

through the perspective of the second half of the 19™ century, and the piece is

realized in the year 1981.%°

As such, not only does the piece present the most transparent story layer set in pharoanic Egypt,

but it also exposes blunt and arguably uncomfortable truths about the work’s 19th-century

%0 «“Das Agyptische ist die Sehnsucht!’: Gespriach mit Hans Neuenfels,” Interview
Dietolf Grewe, in Musiktheater Hinweise: Informationen der Frankfurter Oper, Januar/Februar
1981 (Frankfurt: Direktion der Oper Frankfurt,1981), 1. [Die Konzeption der Frankfurter
Inszenierung geht von der Einsicht in die Relation von drei Zeitebenen aus: Das Agypten der
Pharaonen wird aus der Perspektive der zweiten Hélfte des 19. Jahrhunderts zu imaginiert, und
das Stiick ist im Jahre 1981 zu realisieren.]
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performance history. With these layers, the creative team was able to present the humanity and
conflicts of characters set within this fantastic story located in the ancient city of Memphis, but
also to foreground the 19"™-century European fascination with archaeology and its fixation on
distant cultures, as well as to provoke visceral reactions to those elements via visual references of
high emotional significance to the piece’s late twentieth century audience.

Nearly every scene in the opera features either a 19th- or 20™-century set (a twentieth-
century office, a 19th-century opera house itself, a 20th-century boudoir) while simultaneously
utilizing props and characters costumed from entirely different periods. At the opening of Act II,
for example, is set in Amneris’s 19th-century bed chamber, while the princess herself is clothed
in a gown from the mid-20th century. Posed Egyptian chorus members appear as servants, Aida
appears in the garb of simple 19th- or perhaps even 20th-century servant girl, and an interesting
additional chorus member appears within the scene in fine menswear from the mid-19th century
with an old-fashioned camera to take photographs of the scene. This odd collection of
anachronistic visual references may seem jarring, but it also lends a playful and tongue-in-cheek
tone. Together these references seem to suggest the nature of Aida to be more than a simple
narrative; rather, it appears to be a highly constructed opera made for the eyes of Western
audiences, far removed from the ancient Egyptian setting.

Nonetheless, Neuenfels’s work did provide highly emotional depictions of the escalating
tensions between Radames, Aida, Amneris, and Amonasro that propel the narrative. A
conversational interview with Klaus Zehelein and Hans Neuenfels published about the piece in
January 1981 indicates the power behind these aspects of the opera: “At the beginning of the

work period, we established that ... the music possesses an enormous psychological quality,”
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offered Zehelein, and Neuenfels concurred, “it is this psychological dimension that [a director]
must, and can, find in this music. [This aspect] is written in a most clear way within this piece,

and it has a huge allure.””’

In the same anachronistic scene just mentioned, however, the
servants and photographer eventually disappear, leaving Aida and Amneris alone onstage just
prior to their emotionally-fraught clash, in which a particularly spiteful and childish Amneris
teases out Aida’s confession of love for Radames by means of the lie that he has fallen in battle.
In this case, the audience suffers no distractions from this psychologically powerful and arguably
universally moment of personal conflict so artfully depicted by music and text; the relatively
modern dress and context, along with the well-crafted scenework and Personenregie, allow a
timeless quality to emerge in the scene between the romantic rivals as their conflict unfolds
unhindered by thoughts of history, aesthetics, or politics.’*

But it was not only in such situations, when anachronism and stage tricks fell away, that
the emotionally charged nature of Verdi’s storyline emerged. To the contrary, it was often
precisely the controversial fluctuations between time settings in the stage design that worked
wonders for a contemporary audience’s ability to grasp the heightened emotion surrounding the
characters and their plight. The final scene of the opera provides a quintessential example: After

the end of Act IV, scene 1, Radames has been literally mummified in cloth bindings, which

foreshadows his upcoming punishment. Yet the beginning of the next scene finds Radames

1 «“Das Agyptische is die Sehnsucht!’...,” 3. [Beim Beginn der Arbeit an der Oper haben
wir festgestellt, daB ... [die] Musik eine enorme psychologische Qualitit bescheinigt.] [...Das ist
die psychologische Dimension, die man in der Musik finden muf3 und finden kann. Im Stiick ist
das auf die klarste Weise beschrieben und hat einen grof3en Reiz.]

%2 Personenregie is a term used by opera scholars, critics, and those working in the
creative industry to refer, loosely, to work done in order to make the characters and their
relationships or actions believable.
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locked within his twentieth-century office (the tomb), costumed once again in a contemporary
suit and with a humbly but modernly dressed Aida. This shift in setting draws attention away
from the fact that the soldier is being buried alive, shifting attention to the love duet between
Aida and himself. Yet a powerful theatrical effect soon emerges during the scene as it gradually
becomes clear that a smoky gas is filling the room from above, stage right—a slowly rising panic
begins to ensue for the audience with the recognition that the young couple is being gassed.

With this one unmistakable visual effect, in a reference unmistakable to the (still) guilt-laden
German audience who still struggled to reconcile the atrocious genocide committed under the
National Socialist regime during World War II, Radamés’s harsh and unjust condemnation
strikes deeply within the audience psyche. By directly invoking the extraordinarily sensitive
subject of the German collective guilt, the horrific deaths of Radamés and Aida engaged with a
matter deeply sensitive in contemporary Germany. In such moments, it was clear how deeply
Neuenfels, Zehelein, Wonder, Gielen, and the rest of the creators had excavated Verdi’s work,
finding particularly powerful ways to draw out emotionally resonant portrayals of the characters’
respective struggles between love and patriotism: conflicts so intense as to inevitably progress to
the tragic conclusion, in which the lives of Aida and Radames are literally extinguished under the
weight of these conflicts.

Similarly, the interplay of time periods also served to enhance understanding about the
most noteworthy aspects of particular characters. For example, there are marked differences in
the music—and correspondingly, in the characteristics—of the Ethiopian princess, Aida, and the
Egyptian princess, Amneris. Consider, for example, the contrast between the characters: while

Aida’s melodies are traditionally Italianate throughout the opera, the music of Amneris, features
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a particularly “foreign” sound due to the prevalent use of the augmented 2™ interval as well as
the Phyrigian mode, as can be heard at the beginning of the consecration scene. Such musical
exoticism is also apparent in “O Terra, Addio,” in which the melody is built on a dissonant leap
of a major 7™ In the Neuenfels staging, the differences are heightened by the costumes:
Amneris appears in this scene in a gaudy, golden 19th- century style imagining of Egyptian
wedding garb, while Aida continues to wear her 19th- century maid’s frock, which heightens the
contrasts between the music and the character’s conception.

The character contrasts implicit in these costume choices was arguably conscious,
supported by written literature published by the opera house well in advance of the premiere:
nearly two months before the opening, the December/January 1980 Musiktheater Heinweise
presented two short excerpts of articles about the opera designed to whet public appetite for the
tenor of the new staging. The first excerpt demonstrates precisely the struggles and differences
between the two princesses, a reprint of an extensive, well-known extract of Catherine Clément’s
chapter on Aida from the monograph Opera, or the Undoing of Women.’* In that discussion,
Clément argues precisely for this contrast between the two: she argues for an understanding of
Aida as a version of queen Nefertiti, who can be affiliated with the Western, Christian realm due
to her marriage to the monotheistic Akhenaton, even in her ultimate condemnation to a godly

banishment and death. Amneris, on the other hand, serves as a symbol of the exotic due to her

%3 A plethora of literature exists on the exotic music of Amneris and other Egyptians, and
how it is juxtaposed against that of occidental music. For example, see Paul Robinson’s
comments about Amneris and Ramfis, as contrasted by the music of Aida, in Paul Robinson,
Opera, Sex, and other Vital Matters, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002),130-131.

% Catherine Clement, Opera, or the Undoing of Women. (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1988), 115-117.
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obvious parallels to the wildly popular polytheistic queen Hatshepsut, who reigned successfully
with the support and purported blessing of the high priests and the countless Egyptian gods. By
publishing such a direct printed reference to the tensions and contrasts between these two
figures, the opera’s direction simultaneously expresses its conscious foregrounding of the
musical and symbolic contrasts between these two women. The choice of this article foregrounds
the contrasts implicit in the score, which were arguably also operative within the 19th-century

European (read also: Christian) minds of the work’s original creators, performers, and audience.

Reception and Reaction

Although the features of this staging illustrated in my prior explanation of the Neuenfels
reading are all based on understandings of the original score and text, the Neuenfels staging lay
far from most of the earlier presentations of the work. Those have tended to foreground the
splendor of ancient Egypt in gilded depictions, a quintessential exemplar of 19th-century Grand
Opera, with its emphasis on upon exquisite singing, exotic sets, and grandiose spectacle
heightened by the large chorus and corps de ballet. These spectacular elements have at times
been exaggerated to the extent of detraction from the intricate and finely-crafted interplay
between music and text. As Neuenfels himself responded to the question of why so few talented
directors seem interested in taking on Aida as a project:

...1t seems to me to have to do with the fact that this opera is misconstrued on the

basis of a pseudo-natural décor, that is, the Egyptian. People apparently believe
that the plot is only there as a vehicle for the music, and that the story is buried
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underneath its oriental or exotic exterior. >

Despite the production’s atypical and relatively deep approach to character, critical voices also
expressed emphatic support for the way in which the production foregrounded some of the
opera’s most splendid music:

And then comes the remarkable third act, Verdi’s strongest. No more pomp, no

more representational theater, the tragedy intensifies threateningly. The music

becomes true and passionate, the characters are suddenly made of flesh of blood,

they become human. Here Neuenfels bows before Verdi, attempts no more gags,

and rinses 