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Poppea in space: The influence of theatre architecture on recent productions of Monteverdi’s 

L’incoronazione di Poppea 

Gregory Camp, The University of Auckland 

 

 

Abstract 

 The architecture of opera houses and the disposition of their internal space plays an 

important role in audience response, a role hitherto neglected in opera studies in favour of 

abstracted sonic aspects. This article is an examination of the spaces in which three very different 

professional European productions of Claudio Monteverdi’s 1643 opera L’incoronazione di Poppea 

took place, seen within a few months of each other in 2010: Pier Luigi Pizzi’s production at the 

Teatro Real in Madrid; Robert Carsen’s at Glyndebourne; and Dietrich Hilsdorf’s at the Cologne 

Opera. I first explore the relation of the audience to the stage due to the presence or absence of a 

proscenium arch. Both Glyndebourne and Madrid’s Teatro Real are proscenium theatres, though the 

Madrid production attempted to erase the proscenium through the layout of the stage and the 

orchestra. The Cologne production was held not in a purpose-built theatre but in the central hall of a 

former corporate headquarters, a proscenium-less space with the audience seated on two sides of a 

traverse stage. These layouts had different effects on the performances and on the audience’s 

response to them, affording different opportunities to their directors and different processes of 

audience engagement. I then compare the present-day audience’s spatial experience of this opera 

with the way its seventeenth-century audiences may have experienced it, arguing that the changes 

in theatre architecture over the centuries have a significant (and overlooked) impact on our results 

in creating historically informed operatic performances. This examination of the affordances 

offered by space open up the genre of opera to a wider potential range of musicological and 

sociological research. 

 

1 



 

Keywords 

opera 

theatre architecture 

stage direction 

Claudio Monteverdi 

opera houses 

theatrical space 

 

  

2 



 

 

 Operagoers have long known that attending an opera is a multi-sensory experience: the 

audience sees a stage and an auditorium, sits on a chair and experiences an acoustic, but space is 

often neglected in opera studies in favour of abstracted sonic aspects. What follows is an attempt to 

fill that gap through an examination of the buildings in which three very different professional 

European productions of Claudio Monteverdi’s L’incoronazione di Poppea (1643) took place, 

which I saw within a few months of each other in 2010: Pier Luigi Pizzi’s production at the Teatro 

Real in Madrid, conducted by William Christie; Robert Carsen’s at Glyndebourne, conducted by 

Jonathan Cohen; and Dietrich Hilsdorf’s at the Cologne Opera, conducted by Konrad Junghänel.1 

The relation of the audience to the stage due to the presence or absence of a proscenium arch is 

particularly important: both Glyndebourne and Madrid’s Teatro Real are proscenium theatres, 

though the Madrid production attempted to erase the proscenium by reconfiguring the layout of the 

stage and the orchestra. The Cologne production was held not in a purpose-built theatre but in the 

central hall of a former corporate headquarters, a proscenium-less space with the audience seated on 

two sides of a specially built traverse stage. These configurations had different effects on the 

performances and on the audience’s response to them, affording different opportunities to their 

directors and different processes of audience engagement. The present-day audience’s spatial 

experiences of this opera will then be compared with the way its seventeenth-century audiences 

may have experienced it, demonstrating that the changes in theatre architecture over the centuries 

and what that architecture affords to practitioners has a significant (and overlooked) impact on our 

results in creating historically informed operatic performances. 

 The ecological concept of affordance (Gibson [1979] 1986) supplies a useful theoretical 

background in a comparative examination such as this one in that it allows us to ask about the 

musical object called L’incoronazione di Poppea and its receivers at the same time (Clarke 2005). 

The phrase ‘musical object’ may set off alarm bells, but by using it I do not wish to imply that the 

opera is an unchanging ideal object with which practitioners must engage. This ‘object’ is only the 
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vaguest of ontological reckonings, and by discussing Poppea as an object I only mean it as the sum 

of its widely varying instances across its performance history, on only three of which this article 

focuses. To imply otherwise, that Poppea is a rock upon which directors paint their own 

interpretations, would be to fall into the mistakes of Jaussian reception aesthetics that insist upon 

just such an unchanging rock (Jauss 1982). Though it is ever-changing and unfixable, the opera 

does remain an object in the sense that there is a large (but variable) set of notes and words that 

make up a thing called L’incoronazione di Poppea, and it is this thing that an opera company 

commissions a director to direct, hires singers and instrumentalists to perform, and advertises to an 

audience, who then watch the opera in a physical space. Without at least some reification an opera 

house could not function, and the extremes of anti-objectivism lead to a reductio ad absurdam 

where people could not talk about opera at all because terms could have no agreed-upon meaning. 

The Jaussian aesthetic, which sees the work as an ideal object contrasted against the ‘horizon’ of 

the audience’s expectation, asks only about the work’s receivers in a vacuum and takes the work 

itself for granted, while a perspective based on affordance sees the object always as part of a world. 

By asking what Poppea affords to those who engage with it either onstage, backstage, or in the 

auditorium, work and receiver need not be separated. Poppea, as a well-known early opera, can 

afford musicians the chance to make their own attempt at performing a score with an important 

place in the history books; as a complex musical drama it can afford directors an opportunity to 

bring the seventeenth century to a modern audience in many ways; as a source of rounded character 

studies it can afford singer-actors the challenge to convey those characters to an audience, etc. 

 In studies of reception, a traditional approach of linear information-processing often prevails. 

Such a position implies that performers and audiences perceive the operatic object ‘from scratch’, 

to slowly form their response as more information about the object becomes available. Though not 

a study of reception per se, Carolyn Abbate’s In Search of Opera takes such a linear approach: 

performances ‘conveyed the impression that a work was being created at that moment, “before 

one’s eyes,” never seeming to invite comparison between what was being heard and some lurking 
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double, some transcendent work to which they had to measure up’ (2001: xv). An ecological 

perspective recognizes that reception is already partly done before the opera begins, due to pre-

conceived affordances the opera may offer. There is indeed a ‘lurking double’, though this is not the 

transcendent work but rather pre-conceived affordances which influence reception ab initio. Many 

extramusical aspects can affect reception before the audience takes their seats, from the reputations 

of director, conductor or singers to their previous experiences as spectators in a particular opera 

house. The most relevant pre-conceptions for this article are the spatial ones: what the audience 

knows about the opera house before they visit, as well as their experience of it before and during 

the performance. Rather than consisting of a straight trajectory from work to audience, reception is 

better conceived as the interplay of past and present experiences and expectations. Because 

everyone has a conception of what different spaces afford for visual and auditory perception, it is a 

fertile route for the comparative study of operatic productions to take. 

 In Architecture, Actor, and Audience (1993) Iain Mackintosh demonstrates that since the 

seventeenth century, the geometry of theatre architecture has rested on the intersection of two 

circles, one describing the audience’s space (auditorium) and the other the performers’ space 

(stage). The consistency of this basic design over the centuries is remarkable, and it is still used by 

opera house architects today. The exact disposition of the space has changed a great deal, though, 

from the seventeenth-century Venetian theatres (none of which survives) in which Monteverdi’s 

late operas premiered, to the theatres in which they are performed today. In early theatres there was 

a true area of intersection of audience and performer spaces in the overlap of their respective 

circles. In the seventeenth century that space was shared by the singers and the orchestra, both of 

whom entered into the audience’s circle: approximately half of the resulting lozenge-shaped space 

was for the orchestra (usually placed at the same level as the stalls) and the other half was a 

forestage in front of the proscenium arch from which the singers sang (Figure 1).2 Behind the 

proscenium on the stage proper would lie the elaborate stage sets, usually a series of receding flats 

giving a forced perspective, and machines for the appearances of gods or fantastic creatures. Over 
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the next two centuries pictorial idealism came into effect as playwrights and scenographers, 

influenced by Enlightenment and Romantic philosophies of dramatic truth, pushed both performers 

and sets behind the proscenium arch in order to be able to control the entire stage picture, the 

orchestra pit alone now occupying the area of overlap (Figure 2). This had important effects on the 

experience of theatre-going, as singers and actors no longer shared an overlapping space with their 

audience, altering both the psychology of experience in the theatre and the physical acoustic. Where 

seventeenth-century singers were able to communicate directly with an audience because of their 

close proximity to them on the forestage, as evidenced by writings about the singer Anna Renzi and 

other performers (Rosand 1991: 227–37), singers of later centuries were removed from the audience 

behind the imaginary ‘fourth wall’, needing to act in a more stylized way for their performances to 

be ‘read’ from further away and to project their voices more strongly to be heard throughout the 

auditorium (which also grew significantly in size for both artistic and economic reasons).3 

 Performing a seventeenth-century opera in a modern opera house, or even an eighteenth- or 

nineteenth-century one, makes these differences very apparent, and both the stage and music 

directors face significant spatial challenges when they wish to mount an early opera. Earlier in the 

twentieth century, the solution was to transform operas like Monteverdi’s as much as possible into 

works that would fit in newer theatres. The orchestra was enlarged to reflect the performance space 

and the current performance practices, and stagings brought such operas more in line with those of 

the standard repertoire. Nearly all of the productions of Monteverdi’s operas before the 1960s were 

of this kind, most notably their first revivals arranged by Vincent d’Indy, director of Paris’s Schola 

Caontorum, beginning with L’incornoazione di Poppea in 1905. The first practitioner to reduce the 

scoring of early opera to some notion of the ‘original’ was Paul Hindemith with his performance 

edition of Orfeo, begun in the 1940s and realized after World War II at Yale University, though it is 

only in the last few decades that this approach has become standard. More recently, Nikolaus 

Harnoncourt and Rene Jacobs have both greatly enlarged the orchestras and composed new 
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material, though using period instruments (Camp 2012). Today, however, as practitioners attempt 

to perform these operas musically closer to the way they would have been heard in their first 

performances, it is more common to alter the stage to serve the music. The most obvious problem is 

in the size of the orchestra: as Jonathan and Beth Glixon show in Inventing the Business of Opera 

(2006: 222), Venetian orchestras usually consisted only of two harpsichords, one or two theorbos, 

two to five violins and violas, and a bass instrument – small forces compared even to a Mozartian 

orchestra of approximately 36. Venetian opera houses probably seated only a few hundred people 

and the farthest seats were only slightly over 50 feet from the stage, compared to 110 feet at New 

York’s Metropolitan Opera House (Glixon and Glixon 2006: 19). Such a small orchestra would 

have been easily heard in such a space, which was constructed out of resonant wood. These theatres 

were usually large rooms or courtyards in noble houses that were fitted out with boxes and a stage. 

Today’s opera houses often seat upwards of 2000 people, so the sound of a small Venetian band in 

the orchestra pit would be lost in the large volume of the space. An opera house can counter this in 

various ways, such as electronically amplifying the orchestra (very rare), augmenting it with more 

instruments, or changing its location. The Teatro Real and Glyndebourne both enlarged the 

continuo and string sections of the orchestras to approximately seventeen players and raised their 

respective orchestra pits to bring the sound into the auditorium, both houses’ pits being equipped 

with hydraulic lifts for that very purpose. 

 The post-Baroque proscenium-arch style of theatre design has lasted until the present, and 

both the Teatro Real and Glyndebourne have proscenium stages. Because of the large forces 

involved in performing most nineteenth- and twentieth-century operas the singers and orchestra 

must be in constant view of the conductor, and it is only on a proscenium stage that this is feasible 

although the use of video monitors has begun to weaken this necessity (Barron 1993: 299). For 

earlier operas, however, visual communication with a conductor is not always needed because of 

the much smaller orchestra. It is often overlooked that when an opera company produces a 

Monteverdi opera it must somehow convey a musical work written under very different spatial 
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conditions, in addition to the different sociocultural conditions that are more frequently discussed. 

The three recent productions of L’incoronazione di Poppea had very different ways of dealing with 

the presence of the proscenium, which is only the most obvious of these many spatial changes. In 

the Teatro Real, director Pier Luigi Pizzi attempted to render the proscenium invisible by placing 

the orchestra on the same level as the stalls and building a stairway leading up to the stage, which 

was brought slightly forward. Though the set pieces remained behind the proscenium arch, the 

singers often came forward to the forestage or even onto the stairway. This also served to bring the 

sound directly into the auditorium, rather than allowing it to mix above the stage as would be 

normal for later operas with larger performing forces. At Glyndebourne, Robert Carsen employed 

the proscenium in a traditional way as the singers remained behind it and the orchestra pit (other 

than in the opera’s prologue, as we shall see). In Dietrich Hilsdorf’s Cologne production, presented 

in a found space rather than a purpose-built theatre, a traditional proscenium was absent yet the 

audience was faced with a gauze screen behind which the action occurred. Ironically, due to these 

screens this production was the most intensely ‘proscenitized’ of the three. 

 The history of each of the three performance spaces has a bearing on the various decisions 

taken in each one. The history of Madrid’s Teatro Real is one of delays, closures, reopenings and 

renovations. Construction of the theatre commenced during the post-Napoleonic restoration of the 

Spanish monarchy with a commission by Ferdinand VII for architect Isidro Gonzáles Velázquez to 

re-plan the environs of the Palacio Nacional in the city centre. Because of a lack of funds the 

project, particularly the opera house that was to be its centrepiece, was delayed many times but was 

finally completed in 1850 during the reign of the opera-loving Queen Isabela II. The lozenge-

shaped site forced the theatre’s various architects to place the auditorium and stage at its very 

centre, with public and private areas surrounding it. This makes the Teatro Real somewhat different 

from other opera houses of the nineteenth century, like the Opéra Garnier in Paris, where more 

ground space is given to the grand public foyers and lounges than to the backstage (Herrero and de 

Partearroyo 2003: 164). Soon after it was completed various problems with the building’s 
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construction began to be noticed; these were worsened by a fire in 1867 and, in spite of various 

improvements, by 1925 the theatre was deemed to be in danger of immanent collapse and it was 

closed. Decades of governmental indecision followed, until the building was restored and re-

appropriated as a concert hall in 1966. Opera in Madrid was meanwhile performed in the smaller 

Teatro de la Zarzuela. In 1986 the Ministry of Culture decided that Madrid needed a more 

prestigious opera house, so the decision was taken to renovate the entire building. After yet more 

delays, the Teatro Real opened again as an opera house in 1997. The end product is therefore a late 

twentieth-century theatre housed within a nineteenth-century shell. 

 The current opera house represents a modern rationalization of nineteenth-century 

architecture. The goal of the renovation’s architectural team was to open up the ‘maze of tiny, 

prosaic cells’ and create a better flow through the building for both audiences and performers 

(Herrero and de Partearroyo 2003: 174). The basic shape of the auditorium was retained so as not to 

alter its acoustic, but sight-lines and the comfort of the seats were improved to match the high 

standards of twentieth-century audiences (Figure 3). According to the project manager Francisco 

Rodríguez de Partearroyo, there were three options for undertaking the project: either to 

superimpose and differentiate the new architecture from the old, to ‘re-invent history’ and try to 

freeze the building at a particular moment in the past, or to ‘combine the new and existing 

architectures in a harmonious way, while allowing the new to express itself in its own language’ 

(Herrero and de Partearroyo 2003: 177). The third approach was taken, so that unlike the near-

contemporaneous rebuilding of Venice’s La Fenice, rebuilt ‘as it was, where it was’ (Figure 4), or 

the recent renovation of La Scala in Milan, which has an obviously new tower attached to the old 

opera house (Figure 5), the Teatro Real represents an attempt to comment upon and improve the 

original. Rodríguez de Partearroyo claims that the dialogue between past and present should be 

silent, but the finished opera house belies this claim, as a late twentieth-century hand guided by 

postmodern architecture is very much in evidence. The design elements are drawn from the mid-

nineteenth century, but their layout and function have much more to do with current audience 
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practices. All audience members are drawn into the central foyer and all are invited into the various 

galleries and lounges, erasing the social stratification that is so much in evidence in ‘real’ 

nineteenth-century theatres, even those which have been extensively renovated like London’s 

Coliseum (where audience members seated in the upper circles are directed up anonymous and 

claustrophobic staircases). The opera house’s new restaurant provides an example in microcosm of 

the postmodern opera house as a whole: audience members dine together in an oval-shaped room 

surrounded by a colonnade made of dark wood, with deep red walls, a ceiling painted with stars, a 

marble floor and elaborate costumes in display cases. A black marble obelisk stands in the centre 

(Figure 6). The design is linked to that of the foyer, another oval space surrounded by a dark 

colonnade (Figure 7). 

 This space allows the audience to participate in a nineteenth-century fantasy of opera without 

giving up any twenty-first-century comforts. The space is inviting, the seats comfortable, the 

sightlines good and the acoustic consistent. The theatre sends the message that a trip to the opera is 

meant to be a pleasurable, untrying experience, and the productions the company performs are 

usually technologically advanced with aesthetically pleasing sets and costumes. Pier Luigi Pizzi’s 

Poppea is no exception, using the stage’s modern revolve to accommodate large, heavy set pieces, 

and using the opera house’s prestige to employ the best singers and instrumentalists available. Like 

the opera house in which it is staged, the production is comfortable and slick and emphasizes flow 

of set change and character movement, asking fairly little of the audience, qualities emphasized by 

the critical reviews. The reviews, mostly positive, focus on the good singing and orchestra and say 

little about the production; El País mentions only the ‘precise lighting’ (Vela del Campo 2010), and 

the only words Opera News found for it were ‘illuminating’ and ‘original’ (Herrscher 2010). 

 Pizzi’s attempt at erasing the proscenium was successful, as one did feel more a part of the 

performance than is usual in modern opera stagings. The addition of the forestage made a great 

difference visually and acoustically, and it allowed the singers to communicate more directly both 

with the instrumentalists accompanying them and with the audience (Figure 8). Opera News praises 
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this in particular, as does the blog Intermezzo (2010). The audience and spectator spaces were most 

strikingly drawn together at the end of Ottavia’s ‘Addio Roma’, the deposed empress’s distraught 

farewell to Rome, when Ottavia, sung by Anna Bonitatibus, departed down the stairs through the 

orchestra and the stalls to leave by the rear door (Figure 9). Her departure from Rome became a 

departure from the world of the stage and the opera itself. The opera house itself afforded various 

opportunities to Pizzi and his collaborators, and they created a production that matches the space 

very successfully, if also reflecting the comfortable nature of the architecture by offering a mostly 

uncritical perspective on the opera. 

 Another proscenium theatre, Glyndebourne has a long history as a place for opera even 

though the current theatre is quite new, dating from 1994. Glyndebourne could be seen as a modern 

version of a seventeenth- or eighteenth-century court theatre: unlike the Treatro Real, which lies in 

the very centre of Madrid, Glyndebourne’s theatre is attached to a country house in rural Sussex, so 

a trip to Glyndebourne cannot be just a simple evening out as getting there requires advance 

planning, more than a quick subway journey (Figure 10). The audience at the main festival (though 

not for Glyndebourne on Tour performances) is expected to dress in black tie, and the festival 

tickets are among the most expensive in Britain. A 300-seat opera house was built onto the country 

house in the early 1930s by its owners John Christie and his wife Audrey Mildmay. Attendance at 

the summer festival quickly became a musical as well as social requirement and the auditorium was 

soon enlarged to seat 433 (Binney and Runciman 1994: 47). Over the years the balcony was further 

enlarged and the auditorium reconfigured to have a total of 845 seats (Binney and Runciman 1994: 

157). In the late 1980s George Christie, the son of the festival’s founder, decided that a new theatre 

was needed, with better stage machinery and a greater seating capacity, and the current horseshoe-

shaped auditorium opened in 1994. The new theatre, replacing the 1930s rectangular one, is a return 

to the older-style circular design of opera houses (Figure 11). Poppea has an important history at 

Glyndebourne, as the edition Raymond Leppard made for the 1962 festival was one of the opera’s 

earliest large-scale productions in a mildly authenticist version (though its use of heavy string 
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textures and large cuts make it not appear so today). A new production using the same musical 

edition, directed by Peter Hall, was staged in the 1980s and broadcast on television, and Robert 

Carsen’s production debuted in the 2008 season, for the first time at Glyndebourne with a period 

instrument band (the Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment), led by Emmannuelle Haïm. In 

addition to its revival as part of the company’s tour, the production was also performed semi-staged 

with its Glyndebourne cast at the BBC Proms in the Royal Albert Hall in 2008, and Carsen later 

brought the production to the Theater an der Wien in Vienna. 

 Glyndebourne on Tour gives a chance for audiences around England to attend opera, allows 

young singers to gain experience in full-scale opera production, and lets the company reuse its main 

Festival productions. Poppea was restaged by Bruno Ravella, Carsen’s assistant on the original 

festival production, and conducted by Jonathan Cohen, a former assistant to William Christie, 

leading a group of freelance period instrument players. The cast featured some of the same 

performers from the Festival production in larger roles, most notably Lucia Cirillo graduating from 

the small role of Valletto to the protagonist Nerone. The autumn 2010 tour, beginning at 

Glyndebourne itself, travelled to the New Victoria Theatre in Woking, the Milton Keynes Theatre, 

the Norwich Theatre Royal, the Theatre Royal Plymouth and the Regent Theatre in Stoke-on-Trent. 

Though this article focuses on a performance seen at Glyndebourne, because all of the theatres are 

medium-sized proscenium stages the spatial aspect of this Poppea would have been very similar 

throughout the country. Running with Poppea in repertoire were Rossini’s La Cenerentola in Peter 

Hall’s well-known production and Don Giovanni in a production by Jonathan Kent that had 

premiered the previous summer (Glyndebourne on Tour 2010). 

 Though Carsen uses the proscenium in a traditional way (in other words, the theatre affords a 

proscenium-based direction), he finds a unique solution in attaching the audience- and performer-

spaces in his staging of the opera’s allegorical prologue. The characters Virtù (dressed as a nun) and 

Fortuna (in a gold ball gown) begin Carsen’s version of the opera with a spoken argument: Virtù 

sits in the front row of the stalls as if she were a real audience member, and during the sinfonia 
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(overture) Fortuna enters the auditorium as if late, climbing over the patrons seated in the front row. 

When the music stops an argument ensues, as Fortuna claims that Virtù has taken her seat. Their 

spoken English argument blends into the sung Italian of the Prologue, and as they sing they move 

from the stalls to the stage to be joined by Amore, the opera continuing onstage only (Figure 12). 

Though it quickly becomes obvious that the two are not really part of the audience due to the 

actorly delivery of their lines and the spotlight on Fortuna, commencing the action in the audience 

serves to gradually draw attention to the stage, along with Virtù and Fortuna themselves. 

Continuing the notion of linkage between the spaces, Carsen places a large group of actors onstage 

to witness Poppea’s final coronation: this group mirrors the real audience in the theatre, as they are 

dressed in black tie and gowns (during the 2008 Festival performances) or in broad mix of styles 

(during the Tour performances, reflecting the different dress code) (Figure 13). Mirroring the 

audience onstage has become of one Carsen’s signature devices, also used effectively in a 

production of Offenbach’s Les Contes d’Hoffmann for Paris’s Opéra Bastille, which was set in the 

opera house itself, and a production of Lully’s Armide that stages the opera as the dream of a group 

of modern-day tourists at Versailles. By seeing versions of themselves and the space in which they 

are sitting onstage, the audience in sutured in to the opera. 

 In addition to raising the orchestra pit to be almost level with the stalls, Michael Levine’s 

stage designs for Carsen’s production provide another part of the acoustic solution in presenting 

early opera in much larger spaces than it was conceived for. Other than a few set pieces (a bed, a 

table, a bathtub) the set consists entirely of dark red curtains, deployed in various formations to 

indicate changes of scene. The curtains serve to deaden the acoustic of the stage space, allowing 

most of the resonance to occur at the front of the stage and in the auditorium. This helps the singers 

project intricacies of the text that would be lost in a larger, more resonant space, and helps keep the 

orchestra’s sound forward. The curtains also serve an aesthetic function, as they hem the characters 

into the stage space and serve as a metaphor for both imprisonment and, due to their red colour, 

sensuality and the blood of murders and suicides, all paramount to the plot of the opera. The 
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production demonstrates a canny use of the affordances of the opera and of Glyndebourne itself, as 

its solutions successfully serve both practical and aesthetic ends. As per his usual technique, Carsen 

builds his production around his own engagement with the material and the pre-determined aspects 

of space and potential audience expectations. 

 While both the Teatro Real and Glyndebourne were built specifically to house opera, 

Cologne’s massive Gerling-Quartier was built as the corporate headquarters complex for Gerling 

insurance in the 1950s, and it is now being redeveloped for mixed business and residential use 

(Figure 14). Because the Cologne opera house was undergoing extensive renovations, the opera 

company needed to find alternative spaces and the main hall of the Gerling-Quartier emerged as a 

possibility for Poppea. It was far from apparent that the hall could function as a performance space, 

but after consultations with acousticians and architects it was decided that with some modifications 

it could indeed be viable (Oper Köln 2010a). The room has a rounded shape, but the architectural 

team erected temporary walls around the audience, seated on risers on two sides of a central stage, 

to form a smaller irregular rectangle. These walls also helped absorb the sound, which would have 

been too reverberant for opera with only the outer walls. There is a cupola in the centre of the room, 

with the main stage placed directly under it. On either side two runways led offstage, and the 

orchestra was split into two groups next to each runway. As mentioned above, the stage- and 

orchestra-space was separated from the audience spaces by large frames filled in with transparent 

gauze material. The top solid part of the frames also had the practical use as surfaces on which to 

project German supertitles (Figure 15). 

 The press focused strongly on the novelty of the space, and the critics were unanimous in 

finding it a successful re-appropriation. The novel spatial aspect seemed to take the focus away 

from what actually happened on the stage, however, and though the critics praise it they are vague 

in what exactly about it they found successful. The Kölnischer Stadtanzeiger called it a ‘sensational 

evening’ that demonstrated the opera company at its very best, due to the excellent singing and 

effective use of the possibilities of the space. It calls the opera itself ‘a shocking modern chamber 
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play about power, force, and love’ (Oper Köln 2010b). It also liked the novelty of the divided 

space, praising the stereophonic effect of the split orchestra. Rundschau focuses somewhat more on 

the performance, singling out Sandrine Piau and Franco Fagioli for praise for their performances as 

Poppea and Nerone. Stefan Keim for the Westdeutscher Rundfunk focuses on the Gerling-Quartier, 

saying that the grandiosity Hilsdorf brought to the opera in this space ‘would never work in a 

normal opera house’. He also states that this production is ‘the best opera performance for a long 

time in Cologne’ (Oper Köln 2010b). 

 Most critics in the popular press tend not to have specialist knowledge of early opera, and a 

sense of discomfort can be gleaned from the reviews, which focus on seemingly safe aspects of 

criticism, describing the stage and praising the singers. None probes the significant effect of the 

affordances the space offered to the performances or the directorial reading of the opera. First, 

having a split audience means that the spectators can see each other much more clearly than is 

normal in theatres where all face the stage. This gives the performance a stronger sense of 

community, though this is offset by the screens blocking the stage. The split audience also presents 

challenges to stage movement, as action must be played in two directions rather than only one. 

Hilsdorf was successful in his blocking, as neither side of the audience felt favoured or cheated out 

of part of the performance, but splitting the orchestra had a more damaging result, as the two halves 

could not see each other clearly. Junghänel’s conducting was broadcast via video monitors to the 

opposite side, which meant that that side’s players were focused more on the monitors than on the 

stage or on each other. The orchestra here played a role more akin to that in mainstream opera than 

in the other Poppea productions, as a separate accompanying entity rather than as an integral part of 

the drama as it was in Madrid and Glyndebourne. Because of the video mediation, the spatial 

separation, and the resultant lack of focus on the stage, the continuo section was not able to be as 

supple or integrated as one might hope in accompanying this repertoire. This contributes to the 

alienation of the audience (part of Hilsdorf’s wider Brechtian project), whose attention must also be 

split between stage and orchestra. Interestingly, the orchestra in the seventeenth century was very 
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likely split as well, with two small groups of continuo players, but they shared two halves of the 

same space, as Christie’s orchestra did in Madrid, rather than having the stage imposed between 

them. Junghänel missed the opportunity to experiment with this aspect of period performance by 

imposing himself over the whole orchestra; by leading his own half and leaving the others to follow 

the stage and accompany on their own, he could have allowed the orchestra to be more integrated 

into the staging. 

 Hilsdorf attempted to integrate the whole of the Gerling-Quartier into the production, 

extending beyond the performance space of its central hall. Video screens were erected on each side 

of the stage upon which filmed images of other parts of the Gerling-Quartier were projected, mostly 

showing the opera’s characters walking through the hallways and gardens of the complex. Hilsdorf 

states that the power inherent in the architecture (die überhebliche Machtgeste dieser Architektur) 

was the guiding force of his production, so he wanted to bring in as much of the rest of the space as 

possible (Oper Köln 2010a: 55). But unless one knew what the now-empty rooms of the complex 

had been used for, the effect of the video was lost. For example, seeing the emperor Nerone in Hans 

Gerling’s former office could only contribute to his characterization as a modern business leader if 

one knew that the empty room had indeed been the founder’s office. Otherwise, one simply sees 

Nerone in an empty room. 

 These observations make apparent the importance of the programme book to the performance 

as a whole. Though not related directly to the opera building, a programme can condition response 

in much the same way. Though many audience members choose not to purchase or read the whole 

book, the majority at least skim a synopsis of the plot. As with most German opera houses, Cologne 

produces a large programme book that doubles as manifesto and souvenir. A spectator who had 

read the interviews with Hilsdorf and Junghänel in the book would have had a better chance of 

catching on to their directorial choices, and to the way they chose to interpret the affordances 

offered by the new space. Further studies could ask whether the interviews and essays in the 

programme are a part of the production as a whole: is this information paratextual or is it an 
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integrated part of the production? Absent from the Cologne programme, though, was any discussion 

of the most puzzling spatial aspect of Hilsdorf’s production. The director chose to present two of 

the opera’s scenes outside of the main hall, in a gesture towards the increasingly popular genre of 

ambulatory or site-specific theatre. At the end of the first act, the audience was asked in various 

languages to go to either the Küche (kitchen) for a love scene between the servants Valletto and 

Damigella (Figure 16) or to the Venezianischer Saal/Venetian Room for the scene between Nerone 

and his courtier Lucano. The audience was also split by gender, the men asked to go to the kitchen 

and the women to the Venetian Room. Not all chose to obey, and some people went to the wrong 

room or simply rushed to the lobby for a drink. The two scenes were presented simultaneously and 

though neither contributes much to the opera’s story it was unfortunate to have to miss one. The 

scene in the kitchen was performed to a pre-recorded backing track, while a few continuo musicians 

travelled to the Venetian Room to accompany Nerone and Lucano. The separation of the audience 

by gender had no apparent logic, and the use of ambulatory theatre seemed to be only a meaningless 

gimmick. The second half of the opera took place back in the main hall, and the ambulatory section 

of the evening was largely forgotten (none of the reviews even mention it). While opening up opera 

to site-specific theatrical trends is an intriguing prospect, the idea requires more commitment and 

consistency than Hilsdorf gave it. Because of the smaller size of the orchestra and the intimacy of 

the scoring, early opera could be a significant site for experimentation in this genre. The flowing 

spaces of the Gerling-Quartier would seem to afford such a use, but the message was not 

successfully communicated from the director to the audience. There have been fuller 

experimentations in film, with a version of Puccini’s Tosca filmed live in the Roman sites specified 

(the singers using earpieces to allow them to hear the orchestra), and a production of the same 

composer’s Turandot in Beijing’s Forbidden City, but the difficulty of moving both an orchestra 

and an audience around to various spaces during a live performance is a problem in need of more 

reflection. The Cologne Opera evidently saw the experiment of using the Gerling-Quartier as a 

success, as they used a similarly appointed space, the Staatenhaus in the Rheinpark, in the 
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following season for a production of Stockhausen’s Sonntag aus Licht, and have moved their entire 

2015-16 season to the Staatenhaus while the main house is renovated. Though not entirely 

successful, Hilsdorf’s production demonstrates an avenue for future experimentation with 

performing an opera in a space that affords opportunities very different from those of a traditional 

opera house. Because of the small performing forces required for early Venetian opera (a fully 

realized production can be brought off with only a harpsichord and a few string instruments), it 

seems an ideal site for experimentation. 

 So what does all this tell us about performing L’incoronazione di Poppea today, versus 

performing it in the seventeenth century? It is obvious, and it has been much discussed, that our 

social experience of the opera is vastly different from that of a seventeenth-century audience 

because our contexts are different (Rosand 1991; McClary 1991, 2012; Heller 2003). But it goes 

beyond the sociological, as our spatial and acoustic experience and expectations are also different, 

as discussed at the beginning of this article. A brief look at the seventeenth-century response to 

soprano Anna Renzi, who was very famous for singing the role of the deposed empress Ottavia, 

will demonstrate this difference (Figure 17).4 Contemporary responses to Renzi focus on her 

physical acting and her ability to create character through music. In the 1644 commendatory 

volume Le glorie della signora Anna Renzi romana/The Glories of Madame Anna Renzi, Roman 

Giulio Strozzi writes:  

 

The action that gives soul, spirit, and being to things must be governed by movements 

of the body, by gestures, by the face, and by the voice, now raising it, now lowering it, 

becoming angry, then suddenly becoming calm once again; sometimes speaking 

hurriedly, other times slowly, moving the body now in that, now in this direction, 

drawing in the arms, then extending them, laughing, then weeping, now with little, now 

with much agitation of the hands. Our Signora Anna is endowed with such a lifelike 

expression that her responses and discourses do not seem memorised, but rather born 
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that very moment. In sum, she transforms herself completely into the character she is 

playing. […] She masters the stage, understands what she proffers and proffers it so 

clearly that the ears have nothing to desire. She has a fluent tongue, a smooth 

pronunciation, not affected, not too fast, a full, sonorous voice, not harsh, not hoarse, 

which does not offend you with excessive subtlety, and which is born of the 

temperament of the chest and of the throat. […] She has felicitous passages, a lively 

trill, both double and reinforced. […] She silently observes the actions of others, and 

when she must then represent them, aided by her sanguinity (of which she has much), 

and by her bile (which fires her) […] she shows the spirit and valour learned from the 

observations she has made. (adapted from Rosand 2007: 422) 

 

 Perhaps most notable here is that Renzi’s voice itself is only a small part of what makes her 

so compelling for Strozzi. Responses to present-day Ottavias often mention acting, but opera 

criticism now usually centres on the voice. The smaller, more resonant space of a Venetian opera 

house probably contributes to this focus on acting, especially Renzi’s complete transformation ‘into 

the character she is playing’. Taking Strozzi’s essay as a representative example of criticism, the 

voice was not fetishized as much as it is now (Rosand 1991: 227–44, 2007: 238–43). A singer was 

not thrust behind a proscenium arch and across a wide orchestra pit, but rather shared space with an 

audience, who could see her much more closely. Also striking (in 1644) is the power that is granted 

to Renzi as she sings: Strozzi writes that she ‘masters the stage’ and holds the audience in the palm 

of her hand. This power very likely came from the singer’s proximity to the audience. Today it is 

more common for singers to be treated as autonomous sonic objects rather than living bodies 

because they are farther away and because we can hear them rather better than we can see them. In 

many genres of popular music, with their even larger spaces and greater mediation through 
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microphones and loudspeakers, the fetishization is even more apparent because the physical singer 

is so distanced from real spatialization (when listening from the top of a stadium it is impossible to 

tell from the sound alone where the performer is physically located within the space) (Auslander 

2008: 25). 

 The supposedly historically informed approaches to singing roles like Ottavia in the mid-

twentieth century, where clear vocal production emphasizing lack of vibrato and bright tone quality 

was usually the prime focus, look naively uninformed in light of descriptions like this one of Renzi 

(Wistreich 2012). This is changing in present-day operatic performance, though, and the early opera 

movement has played a large part in the change. Singers’ training now focuses on physical acting as 

much as on the voice, as directors and audiences increasingly demand to engage with well-rounded 

characters, and as more operas are broadcast in close-up on television and on cinema screens every 

year. This cinematization of opera is paradoxical: there is an even more indelible ‘fourth wall’ than 

the proscenium because a movie screen is literally a wall, but the use of close-ups and varied 

camera angles seems to lessen the audience’s virtual distance from the singers. 

 Early opera can serve as a way in to a new kind of operatic staging and performing, as 

producing these operas built for more intimate spaces can help practitioners transition to the 

cinematic style in their productions of later operas. This might also explain why early opera has 

become so popular, in Europe if not (yet) in America: the dramaturgy of Monteverdi and his 

contemporaries, based on how the relationships between characters play out rather than the 

development of individual characters through their arias as in later opera seria, lends itself well to 

opera-as-cinema and to spatial intimacy: early opera affords intimacy. The solutions found in 

bringing small-scale opera to larger spaces can be applied to large-scale operas to make them seem 

more intimate. For example, Kaspar Holten’s production of Wagner’s Ring des Nibelungen for the 

Royal Danish Opera employs intimacy of space and intense character relationships in both its mise-

en-scène and in the way it was filmed for DVD, bringing out striking similarities between Wagner’s 

and Monteverdi’s dramaturgy and the affordances offered by their operas. The influence of early 
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opera staging is probably unconscious in Holten’s case, but the solutions found in early opera by 

directors who often work with it are frequently to be found when they stage other kinds of opera 

(Jean-Pierre Ponnelle, Pier Luigi Pizzi and Robert Carsen come to mind). This article has 

demonstrated the importance of the affordances offered by the spaces in which the production and 

reception of opera occurs. We can increase our understanding of opera through the engagement of 

space as an important aspect of operatic production and history. 
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Figure 17: Anna Renzi (http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Anna_Renzi.jpg, accessed 3 

October 2014). 

 

Notes 

 

1 The opera tells the story of the Roman emperor Nero’s intrigues to replace his despised empress 

Octavia with his consort Poppaea. The Madrid and Cologne productions were seen in their initial 

runs (on 18 May 2010 and 3 November 2010, respectively), while Carsen’s was seen (on 26 

October 2010) in a revival staging directed by Bruno Ravella as part of the Glyndebourne on Tour 

season. The Madrid production was released on DVD (Virgin 0709519), as was the first staging in 

2008 of the Glyndebourne production (Decca 0440 074 3339 3 DH 2). The Cologne production was 

not filmed, but excerpts can be seen in a trailer produced by the opera company on YouTube 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l4XR7m1kc_E). As of the present writing (28 April 2016), 

various excerpts from the other two productions can also be found on YouTube. Madrid: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7SJxeoK4x9I; 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YYc_rHlNz7U and Glyndebourne: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZU5X_kbtHp0. 

2 Adapted from Mackintosh, my diagrams are abstracted schematics of the spatial disposition; few 

opera houses had these exact dimensions, and the history of changing attitudes towards the 

proscenium warrants more discussion than can be accommodated in a short article. 

3 It is interesting to note that in present-day spoken theatre the balance has tended to shift back 

towards a shared space, evidenced by the increasingly frequent construction of black box spaces 

that can be configured in various ways, and by the prevalence of thrust stages. The new Royal 

Shakespeare Theatre in Stratford-upon-Avon has a thrust stage, replacing the former proscenium 

stage. Much of the press surrounding the new theatre focused on the fact that it is less like a cinema 
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than the old one, but of course the cinema itself could not have existed without the previous model 

of the pictorializing proscenium arch. 

4 http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Anna_Renzi.jpg. 
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