Badkstage Space: The Place of the Performer Ingdeand Out

Inside and Out:
The Sydney Opaa House

| think it® areal shame because here you
had an opportunity for a beautifully
purpose built opera building that could
aspire to a real height of performance
expectation and perfection [E] and it was
compromised.

James Payne!

In the previous chapter | focussed on the experiences of performers working at the
Belvoir Street Thesatre, consdering how peformers inhebit Belvoir and how the very
povaty of the working conditions there have contributed significantly to wha it
means to be an actor at Belvoir. Likewise, | argued tha the difference in conditions
between the Upgairs and Downdairs theetres is a factor in the way peformers
undestand their postion within the larger field of theetrical performance. Through
the previous chapter | argued tha performersOidentities as performers are formed
through their more or less habitud inhabitationd practices, ther various embodied

interactionswith the specific placesin which they make performance.

! James Payne, interview with author, Sydney, New South Wales, 11 February 2003.
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In this chapter | present a case study of the design, congruction, and subsequent
inhabitation of the Sydney Opera House (SOH), examining practitionasOexperiences
within this mog iconic of performing arts centres.” Perhaps surprisingly, rather than
being the antithesis of Belvoir Street, the SOH has much in common with it. Both
buildings are beset by inadequecies tha necessitate significant compromise and
adaptation amongg the range of practitione's who make use of them. The primary
difference between them is theinternaiondly iconic status of the SOH and theway it
has been discursively postioned as a paradigmatic representation of AudraiaB
cultural sophigtication. Observing the profound impact of the SOH® idiosyncratic
internd environment on practitionas, in this chgpter | argue tha the presence of
fundamental inadequecies in a structure as symbolicaly potent as the SOH is
evidence of a prevailing attitude of anmbivalence amongg Audralians towards theatre
practitione's and the paforming arts. Furthemore, | argue tha practitionasO
somewhat paradoxical expressions of both fondness and didike for the SOH are
evidence of the degree to which they habitudly adgpt to, and accommodae, the

backstage working conditionsthey encounter.

My use of the term QractitioneOin these opening paragraphsis intentiond. In the
previous chapters | have dealt amost exclusvely with peformersOexperiences in
backstage spaces. In this chepter, | broaden tha focus to indude aspects of technical
practitionasOexperiences as well. This reflects the degree of contact | had with
technical practitionas during the fieldwork | carried out at the SOH as well as
providing a greater sense of the extent to which technical practitiona's share many of
the same conditions tha peformers endure. In this chapter | first undeline the
importance of the SOH in Audralia® cultural development before discussing the
fraught condtions unde which the SOH was designed and condructed. |
subsequently utilise Pierre Nora® concept of lieux de mZmoire and Marvin Carlson®
conaept of auntingGo undestand how the building® past might continueto impact
upon the work of practitionas today. Following this | examine three key areas of
practitione experience; firstly, the contrast between the exterior and theinterior of the

SOH; next, practitionesOconaern over blurred boundaies and theterritorial practices

2 For my documentation of the Sydney Opera House, including photographic images and building
plans, see chap. 3, p. 95.
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they engagein; and findly, | describe the need for practitiona's working at the SOH

to adgpt and compromise in order to make the buillding fundion.

By any reckoning, the SOH is oneof the foremog architectural iconsof the twentieth
century and oneof thebusest peforming arts centres in theworld. On average, 1,459
peformances take place each year in the SOH® six internad performance spaces.® As
atourist attraction, over four million people visit the SOH annudly, with jus over a
million annudly attending performances.* During the 20042005finandal year, over
200000 people took pat in pad guided tours of the SOH site. These guided tours
now form the second largest source of the Sydney Opera House Trus@ (SOHT)
commercial revenue® As awork of modernist architecture, the striking appearance of
the SOHG@ rising white shells and heavy podium on Sydney@ Benndong Point are
able to generate a pdpable sense of excitement amongg those who visit it: QI]t is
breathtaking in the mog literal sense of theword, a physcal shod, like beng pushed
in the chest.3 Architect J; m Utzon has frequently been complimented on the unique
suitability of the SOH to the topogphy of its harbourside site. Architectural critic
Phillip Drew described it as CGa building equipped to express its very site.3 In 2003
Jem Utzon was awarded the Pritzker Architecture Prize for his design work. The

citation fromthe Jury stated in part:

There is no doubt that the Sydney Opera House is his masterpiece. It is one of the great
iconic buildings of the twentieth century, an image of great beauty that has become
known throughout the world B a symbol for not only a city, but a whole country and a

continent.®

3 Aslisted in chap. 3, these are the Concert Hall, Opera Theatre, Drama Theatre, Playhouse, The Studio
and the newly renovated and renamed @QJtzon RoomQ(the former Reception Hall). Performances are
also held in the external space of the Opera House Forecourt. In addition to public performances the
SOH also houses avariety of conferences and other corporate and private functions.

* Sydney OperaHouse Trust, GFrom Inspiration to Execution: Sydney OperaHouse Trust Annual
Report 20050(Sydney: Sydney Opera House Trust, 2005), 37.

® Ibid., 25. The Sydney OperaHouse Trust is abody formed in 1961 to manage the Sydney Opera
House. It is charged with Qhe administration, care, control, management and maintenance of the Opera
HouseOand Ghe management and administration of the Sydney Opera House as a theatre, concert hall
and place of assembly to be used as a place for the presentation of any of the branches of the musical,
operatic, dramatic, terpsichorean, visua or auditory arts or as a meeting place in respect of matters of
international, national or local significance.OSydney Opera House Trust Act 1961 (NSW)
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/nsw/consol _act/sohtal961313/ (accessed 14 November 2005).

& Shirley Apthorp, "Facing up to the Past,” Opera, July 2002, 794.

" Philip Drew, Sydney Opera House, J¢rn Utzon (London: Phaidon, 1995), 24.

& QPritzker Architecture Prize Laureate 2003 - J¢rn Utzon,OThe Pritzker Architecture Prize, The Hyatt
Foundation, 2003, http://www.pritzkerprize.com/main.htm (accessed 23 June 2003).
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As a symbol, the SOH not only represents Sydney and Audralia, butalso is symbolic
of the profound changes tha took place in Audralian soaety following the end of
World War Two. Large peforming arts centres are mod often understood as
Qymbolic statement[s] of the importance of the arts to the community,3 and in the
immediate pos-war period, the desire to provide Sydney with an @pera HouseOwas
popubrly perceived as a spur to Australian creativity. John Joseph Cahill, former
premier of New South Wales and the prime political ingigaor of the SOH, stated tha
he wished to provide Gan Opera House in which the best singer's, actors and dancers
might aspire to perform.3° Philip Drew quoks a letter writer to an Audralian
newspaoe in the 1956 who regarded the planned SOH as Gan immortal piece of
architecture to arouse the latent talent of Australian people.3' The programme issued
to commemorate the commencement of the SOH@ condrudion likewise contains
descriptions of the planned complex by various high profile political and cultural
figures as, Ga symbol tha our cultural thoucht is keeping pace with naiond
expandonOas Gessential to the State® cultural growth,0and as Ga great step forward
in the cultural development of AugraliaG? From its inception the SOH has been
discursively implicated in the development of Australia® cultural identity.

At the same time tha the proposi to build an Mpera HouseOgathered momentum,
govenment subsdy for the peforming arts in Audralia began.® The Audralian
Elizabethan Theatre Trug (AETT), established in 1954, was AudraliaB first public

? Harold R. Snedcof, Cultural Facilities in Mixed-Use Development (Washington D.C.: Urban Land
Institute, 1985), 11.

19 Robert Emerson Curtis, A Vision Takes Form: A Graphic Record of the Building of the Sydney
Opera House During Stages One and Two (Sydney: A.H. & A.W. Reed, 1967), 16.

1 Philip Drew, The Masterpiece: J¢rn Utzon: A Secret Life (South Yarra: Hardie Grant Books, 1999),
143.

2 New South Wales Premier's Dept., Sydney Opera House, Bennelong Point, Sydney, 2nd March, 1959
(Sydney: Govt. Pr., 1959). The first quote is by Davis Hughes, then leader of the NSW Country Party,
who in 1966, as NSW Minister for Public Works, oversaw Utzon@ resignation as architect and
departure from the project. The second isby Charles Moses, then General Manager of the Australian
Broadcasting Commission. Thethird is by soprano Gladys Moncrieff.

¥ Richard Fotheringham writes that the decision to build an @pera houseOwas Qaken by the New
South Wales state government independently of, but simultaneously with, the beginnings of the
formalisation of federal government arts patronage. OFotheringham, "Boundary Riders and Claim
Jumpers: The Australian Theatre Industry,” 21.
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funding body for the paforming arts** Aiming to countr an undelying @ultural
cringed anaiond perception that Augralian culture was inferior to tha of Britain and
Europe the AETT was respongble for establishing arts training institutions
providing fundng for Audralian theatrical productions and founding néaiond bdlet
and opaa companies.”® Thevery idea of alandmark performing arts venuefor Sydney
therefore arose out of a more genera pog-war desire for the greater development of
GaiveOAudralian culture. Recently, in announéng the addition of the SOH to the
Nationd Heritage List, the Federal Minister for the Environment and Heritage
Senaor lan Campbdl, reiterated the dominant undestanding tha the SOHG
congdrudion Gnarked the end of Ausgraia@® cultural cringe and put us on the world
stage reveaing a confidence in the internaiond standing of our own heritage and
culture.® Given the widespread undestanding of the SOH as symbolically important
to the development of Audralian culture in general, and to the arts in particular, it is
petinent to andyse how the SOH®& built fabric (within the context of its design,
condruction, and ongong development), might embody the cultural priorities,
aspirations and debates of Audraians

Condructing an Opera House for Sydney

As a built structure the SOH took sixteen years to design and congdrudt, and while it
has now been in continuoususe for over thirty years, the controversies tha marred its
creation continueto affect its use. In this section | briefly discuss the historical factors
tha have led to the creation of the structure tha is in use today."” An historical

14 Philip Parsons and Victoria Chance, eds., Concise Companion to Theatre in Australia (Paddington:
Currency Press, 1997), 31. Before this time there were only examples of ad hoc funding arrangements
and in-kind support from government.

15 Critic A.A. Phillips coined the term Gultural cringe® See A.A. Phillips, The Australian Tradition:
Studiesin a Colonial Culture (Melbourne: F.W. Chesire, 1958), 89-95.

16 Senator the Hon. 1an Campbell, "National Heritage Listing for Sydney Opera House," Media Release
C187/05 (Canberra: Department of Environment and Heritage, 2005).

7 An ever-growing literature exists that documents and analyses the design and construction of the
Sydney OperaHouse. For accounts written at the time, see Michael Baume, The Sydney Opera House
Affair (Melbourne: Thomas Nelson Limited, 1967) and John Y eomans, The Other Taj Mahal: What
Happened to the Sydney Opera House (Camberwell: Longmans Australia, 1968). More recent
publications include three works by Philip Drew: Sydney Opera House, J¢rn Utzon (London: Phaidon,
1995); Utzon and the Sydney Opera House (Sydney: Morgan Publications, 1999); and The
Masterpiece: J¢rn Utzon: A Secret Life. Other recent and noteworthy publications include: Francoise
Fromonot, J¢rn Utzon: The Sydney Opera House, trans. Christopher Thompson (Corte Madera:
Electra/Gingko, 1998); Y uzo Mikami, Utzon's Sphere: Sydney Opera House - How It Was Designed
and Built (Tokyo: Shokokusha Publishing Co., 2001); and Peter Murray, The Saga of the Sydney Opera
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treatment of the SOH is necessary because it recognises tha built structures are not
solid unchanging entities; rather, al buildingschangeand QyrowOwith the passage of
time.® The particulars of such growth provide key indications of the practices,
priorities and intentions of those who use them. To really undestand a building is to
study it temporaly, notjus spatialy.®

Within the context of an increased nationd cultural awareness, and the advent of
govanment subsdy for the arts, the specific decision to build an @peaa housOfor
Sydney arose out of the growing success experienced by the Sydney Symphony
Orchestra. Established as a Qully professiond and permanent bodyGin 1946 by the
early 1950sthe Sydney Symphony possessed an annud public sub<cription tha had
markedly outgrown ther regular concert venue the Sydney Town Hall.° Faced with
this situaion the then condudor of the Symphony, British expdariate Sir Eugene
Goosens, began to publicly state the need for a purpose-built conaert venue in
Sydney. GoossensOproposil for an @pea housQganed political suppot following a
New South Wales state govenment election in 1952# The newly elected Labor
premier, John Joseph Cahill, voiced his suppat for the idea and established a
committee to oversee its planning. Following their ddiberations an interngiond
architectural competition was hdd during 1956,which called for designsfor wha was
termed a Qlationd Opera House.Oln Januay 1957,the design submitted by theyoung
Danish architect, J¢, m Utzon, was announed thewinne. The pand of judges, Inghan
Ashworth, Cobden Parkes, Dr Leslie Martin, and Eero Saarinen, approved of Utzon®
decision to situae the Mgor and Minor Halls (both required in the competition brief)

House: The Dramatic Story of the Design and Construction of the Icon of Modern Australia (L ondon:
Spon Press, 2004).

18 Brand, How Buildings Learn: What Happens after They're Built, 10.

¥ |n the July/August 2005 edition of Architecture Australia, editor Justine Clark comments that the
(phenomenon of the always newOthat seems afeature of architectural periodicals Gs not simply a
construct of the world of publication or architectural photography, it is an effect of the way buildings
are commonly understood in architectural culture.OShe adds that it Qs not easy to shift the paradigm.O
Justine Clark, "Reflection: Time," Architecture Australia 94, no. 4 (2005): 10.

% Curtis, A Vision Takes Form: A Graphic Record of the Building of the Sydney Opera House During
Sages One and Two, 18.

2L Sir Eugene Goossens appears to have been the first person to refer to the proposed venue as an @pera
house.OThis is despite the fact that he clearly intended the venue to be a Gine hallCfor the Sydney
Symphony Orchestra, with the possibility of it serving as adual use venue like the San Francisco War
Memorial Opera House. GoossensOterm @pera houseChas stuck to the building despite the fact that
operais performed only in the smaller of its two main performance space. Eugene Goossens quoted in
Paul Bentley, Orhe Sydney OperaHouse: A Chronology 1606-2009,0in The Wolanski Foundation,
http://www twf.org.au/search/sohstory1.html (accessed 8 January 2003).
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sde by side? The groundbesking naure of Utzon® organic design saw its
condruction divided into three separate stages. Stage | involved the condruction of
thepodium, Stagell theshdls, and Stagelll theinteriors.®

Thepolitical suppot that was a necessity in realising the congruction of the SOH was
aso a singularly problematic influence from the beginning. At Premier Cahill®
ingstence condruction commenced in March 1959, shortly before anothe state
election* This politicaly expedient decision resulted in the podium of the building
being condructed before Utzon had findised his designs for the roof structure.
Congrudtion, therefore, ran ahead of design decisions proving Ca disastroushandicap
to the building program.3® Indesd, when the roof structure proved significantly
heavier than first thought the podium had to have sectionsblasted out of it and extra
reinforcing added. Philip Drew has claimed tha, Gnany of the Opera House® later

problems can be traced to Cahill@ precipitous decision to begin condruction before

2 Amongst the conditions of the competition, the venue requirements read:

Q. There shall be two halls Done large and one small hall. The large hall should seat between
3,000-3,500 persons. The small hall should seat approximately 1,200 persons.
The large hall to be designed for use for the following purposes:
a Symphony Concerts (including organ music and soloists).
b) Large-scale Opera
c) Ballet and Dance.
d) Chora.
€) Pageants and Mass Meetings.

2. The small hall to be designed for use for the following purposes:
a) Dramatic Presentations
b) Intimate Opera
¢) Chamber Music.
d) Concerts and Recitals.
€) Lectures.

The requirements under 1 and 2 above, have been listed in order of priority with respect to the
attention which should be given to their specialised building needs.O
Quoted in James Semple Kerr, Sydney Opera House: An Interim Plan for the Conservation of the
Sydney Opera House and Its Site (Sydney: Sydney Opera House Trust, 1993), 13-14.
%Y eomans, The Other Taj Mahal: What Happened to the Sydney Opera House, 70.
2+ Bent Flyvbjerg cites former New South Wales premier Bob Carr(® account of Cahill@ orders: O
want you to go down to Bennelong Point and make such progress that no one who succeeds me can
stop this going through to completion.OBent Flyvbjerg, "Design by Deception: The Politics of
Megaproject Approval," Harvard Design Magazine Spring/Summer, no. 22 (2005): 54. Cahill may also
have had personal reasons for speeding the commencement of construction. He died of cancer on 22™
October 1959. Drew, Sydney Opera House, J¢rn Utzon, 13.
% Kerr, Sydney Opera House: An Interim Plan for the Conservation of the Sydney Opera House and Its
Site, 18. Following Utzon@ resignation in 1966, Roger Covell wrote that, Qhis compromise between
architectural idealism and political expediency added to the structura difficulties that would normally
be expected in a building of so unprecedented a style and shape.OCovell in Curtis, A Vision Takes
Form: A Graphic Record of the Building of the Sydney Opera House During Stages One and Two, 18.
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the building was fully planned.3° The confuson of design and construction
timetables resulted in rapidly escalating expenditure during the 1960salong with a
growing public perception tha money was being wasted. These perceptions were
exacerbaed by the degree to which the origindly publicised budge had been
intentiondly undeestimated by the Cahill Labor government.*” In addition to this was
theindecision of the variousadvisory committees, whose changes of opinion resulted
in re-designs of various internd spaces, as well as Utzon® own rigorous
determingion for conagptud purty in design. The dday and perception of money
wasting led to tighter controls being placed on Utzon@® investigative design process
and political problems for the Labor govenment. These political problems came to a
head in the 1965state election tha saw the Liberal/Country Party codition win power
with a policy of putting Gome busness common sense into wha is hgppening on
Benndong Point. 3

Theincreasingly tight control exercised by his new political masters frusrated Utzon
to such an extent that in February 1966 after numerous protests, he consdered his
postion untenable and offered his resignaion; the government accepted, and Utzon
left the SOH project and Ausralia. Despite an internaiond campaign to @ring Utzon
Back,Owithin two months of his departure the govanment appointed a pand of
Audraian architects to complete the as yet unbuit Stage Ill. In June 1966, the
Audralian Broadcasting Commission, which administered the Sydney Symphony
Orchestra, produed a bdated list of demands concerned tha Utzon® planned
scheme did not provide either the audience capacity or the acoudics it desired for
orchestral performances. Faced with the threat that the SOH would lose its major
commercia hirer, the pand of architects re-consdered the interior layout of the
building. In Januay 1967, unde consderable political pressure and public scrutiny,
the new panel of architects indituted what they referred to as the @irst Review of
Programme.O This resulted in a complete rearrangement of the fundions of the

% Drew, The Masterpiece: J¢rn Utzon: A Secret Life, 166. However, without Cahill@ political
determination (and manoeuvring) the project itself may never have been realised.

# Originally estimated in 1957 to cost A$7.2 million and take six years to complete, by the time it
opened in 1973, the SOH had cost A$102 million to build and taken sixteen years to build. Peter Hall,
Great Planning Disasters (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1980), 142. Bent Flyvbjerg estimates the
cost overrun at 1,400%, second only to that experienced during the building of the Suez Canal. Bent
Flyvbjerg, Nils Bruzelius, and Werner Rothengatter, Megapr ojects and Risk: An Anatomy of Ambition
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 19.

%Y eomans, The Other Taj Mahal: What Happened to the Sydney Opera House, 120.
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internd venues, a rearrangament tha contravened the origina competition design
brief and led to the greatest escalationsin cos. The Maor Hall, conceived by Utzon
as a dud-purmpo= hdl for both concerts and opeaa, was now designaed as a single-
purpo<e concert venue The Minor Hall, conaeived by Utzon as an intimate venuefor
drama and chambe opeaa, now became the main venue for opea and ballet. This
rearrangament meant tha the areas beneath the Mgjor Hall, origindly intended for the
changing and storage of opeaa sets, were now left stripped of their fundion; the multi-
million dollar cugsom-built stage machinery for these areas was therefore discarded.
In its place the pand inserted a dramathestre, a recording hdl for the orchestra, and a
chamber mudc hdl. Architect Yuzo Mikami, a former employee of Utzon, has
written tha he felt evidence of Qtrong political pressureQin the way the pand Qlid
everything they could to increase the total number of seats available in the building.&°
Mikami has aso heavily criticised the removd of the stage tower from the Mgjor
Hall; herefers to thenow empty Major Hall shdl as Ga skull withoutabrain.3°

The SOH was officially opened on 20" Octobea 1973. James Semple Kerr has noted
tha even after this dae, a continuous process of adaptation and alteration has
occurred: (Right from the beginning the Sydney Opera House Trug started to adapt
spaces, fabric and equipment.G* At onelevel such adaptations are necessary in any
performing arts centre if it is to continue to fundion effectively over any length of
time. The removd of condrucion defects, the indallation of new performance
technology, maintenance and managing the increasing age of the building, a changing
regulatory environment, and changesin the policy direction of the SOHT (particularly
its increasing role as a cultural producer) have all necessitated, or been reflected in,
structural aterations However, wha the continued alterationsto the SOH® internd
performance spaces demondrate mos clearly, paticularly those affecting the Opera

Thestre, are ongoing concernsover ther very fundiondity.®

# Mikami, Utzon's Sphere: Sydney Opera House - How It Was Designed and Built, 136. John Y eomans
estimates that the panel of architects increased the audience capacity of the OperaHouse from
approximately 3,554 under Utzon@ scheme, to 6,550 under the Grirst Review of Programme.O

Y eomans, The Other Taj Mahal: What Happened to the Sydney Opera House, 191.

% Mikami, Utzon's Sphere: Sydney Opera House - How It Was Designed and Built, 136.

31 James Semple K err, Sydney Opera House: A Revised Plan for the Conservation of the Sydney Opera
House and Its Site (Sydney: Sydney Opera House Trust, 2003), 26.

%2 Compared to the numerous accounts of the controversies surrounding the Opera House® design and
construction, there are few that deal with changes made to the building since its officia opening. Of
those that do, Hubble (1983) and Sykes (1993) offer somewhat celebratory accounts and it is useful to
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While the SOH was haled at the time of opening as a brilliant piece of architecture B
Martin Bernhémer of the Los Angdes Times wrote, (T his, withou question, musgt be
the mog daing, the mog dramatic and in many ways the mogs beautiful home
congructed for thelyric and related muses in modern times3® Dand the artists whose
fortuneit was to be involved in the first season reported terrific excitement, disquiet
was also evident in a number of quaters. Ava Hubble® description of preparations
for the opening produdion in the Opera Theatre demongdrates one of a number of
limitations tha quickly became apparent; because of a lack of space in the wings
Orhe 60-strong chotus for the peformance of War and Peace [E] lined up for
rehearsalsin a crocodile tha stretched from thewings down a passageway and flight
of steps into the green roomG* After the opening season Hubble reported tha,
Qurtists, producers and designas continued to complain backstage® The Opera
Thesatre itself is housed in a structure designed to accommodae spoken word thestre,
lacking both adequae wingsand space in the orchestra pit to actudly physcally fit a
full orchestra.® While the wingsin the Opera Theatre are unable to be extended due
to the dimensons of the shdl in which it is housed, the orchestra pit has been
significantly remoddled twice, initially in 1978 (increasing its accommodaion from
about 56 to 66 mugcians) and more recently when its further extenson rendeed the
revolve and two of the Opera Theatre stage lifts permanently inopeable.®” Backstage
access to the Drama Theatre remains inadequae.® The Chamber Music Hall was
conveted first into acinemain 1979and then into a small theatre in 1984.A loading

note that both these publications were produced for the Sydney Opera House Trust. James Semple
Kerr@ 1993 and 2003 conservation reports offers a more straightforward account of the difficulties
faced. Ava Hubble® The Strange Case of Eugene Goossens and Other Tales From the Opera House
(1988) draws on her fifteen years experience as the Press Officer for the SOH and focuses more on the
personalities of administrators and visiting artists. Most recently, the re-engagement of J¢rn Utzon as a
consultant architect has led to two publications intended to guide future maintenance and alterations to
the building. These are Sydney Opera House Trust, Venue | mprovement Plan (Sydney: Sydney Opera
House Trust, 2002); and J¢rn Utzon, Sydney Opera House Utzon Design Principles (Sydney: Sydney
OperaHouse Trust, 2002).

% Martin Bernheimer quoted in Kerr, Sydney Opera House: A Revised Plan for the Conservation of the
Sydney Opera House and Its Site, 25.

3 AvaHubble quoted in Murray, The Saga of the Sydney Opera House: The Dramatic Story of the
Design and Construction of the Icon of Modern Australia, 133.

% AvaHubble, The Strange Case of Eugene Goossens and Other Tales from the Opera House (Sydney:
Collins Publishers, 1988), 261.

% See chap. 3, p. 99 for a description and images of the Opera Theatre orchestra pit.

3" Hubble, The Srrange Case of Eugene Goossens and Other Tales from the Opera House, 261.

% See chap. 3, p 97 for adescription and images of the Drama Theatre® backstage access. See also,
this chap., pp. 270-71.
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dodk and extra dressing roons were added to facilitate its atered fundion. The
Rehearsal and Recording Room inserted bdow the Concert Hall was conveted first
into the Broadwalk Studio in 1986 then into a performing arts library in 1989 and
findly into a peformance space named The Studio in late 19981999. More
genedly, following a programme ingigated by the NSW Public Works Department
in 1988, extra space has been created within the SOH by excavating bdow the

podium.*

As thenature of the alterationsindicate, the fundamental issue affecting the opeation
of the SOH remains the sheer lack of backstage space within the building.
Secondaily, the backstage spaces in existence are hgphazard and inefficient in layout
and often poolly or ingopropriately appointed.* In an attempt to manage the process
of future alteration to the building, the SOHT, on behdf of the NSW State
Government, re-engaged J¢,m Utzon as a design conaultant in 1999to provide a set of
guiding @esign prindples® In an address concerning these prindples, and the
development of an accompanying Venue Improvement Plan, Richard Johnon, an
Augralian architect appointed to liaise with Utzon, noted that in Utzon® origina
plansfor the SOH the ratio of performance and public space to backstage space was
1:3. TheHall, Toddand Littlemore &irst Review of ProgranmeCresulted in aratio of
1:1.9. As a result, stated Johnsn, Qhe building is interndly haemorrhaging 3
Johnon@ evaludion is particularly striking, suggesting a built structure suffering the
effects of trauma. How such trauma mightin turn impact uponthose who work within

thebuilding isthe subject of thefollowing sections

Memory andHauning

Gay McAuley has identified that theatre buildings in the very fabric of ther physcal

existence, are (a very potent means of trangmitting practical knowledge and

% Kerr, Sydney Opera House: A Revised Plan for the Conservation of the Sydney Opera House and Its
Ste, 27.

“0 For instance, as mentioned in chap. 3, the load-in areafor the Drama Theatre is carpeted.

“I These have been published as Utzon, Sydney Opera House Utzon Design Principles.

“2 Richard Johnson, "Sydney Opera House: Utzon's Future Vision” (paper presented at the Faculty of
Architecture Thursday Night L ecture Series, University of Sydney, 9 October 2003).
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peformance traditions@® This is because they Oncorporate within themselves
indications of the practices which they are designed to houe.3* McAuley suggests
tha practitionea's can experience problems when Qhere is too great a distance between
the practice of theatre as predicated by the building and the practices deemed
appropriate to the present by the artists.3° With the SOH, the performance practices
predicated by the building are subgantially more labour intengve and require more
discipline and compromise on the pat of practitionas than thos required in other
large Audralian performing arts centres.

Beyond the practical ramificationsof the building® spatial articulation the individud
and collective memories of practitionas and organisations ensure tha the building®
history remains present in a potent fashion. Even during the early days of the
building® design the processes of memory B both remembering and forgetting Dwere
important. Kerr quotes electrical conaultant Frank Matthewvs who highlighted the
difference in approach between Utzon and the Audralian architectural pand who
replaced him:

Utzon was the sort of person who carried agreat deal of the design in his head and didn@®
always record hisideas in formal ways, so Hall, Todd and Littlemore often had to rely on
people like ourselves who remained on the site to fill in detail and help them fit the

pieces of the puzzle together.*®

Today, a number of individuds working at the SOH have been employed there since
before its officia opening. As one dresser working for Opera Audralia remarked,
Orou gé tha here; people with memories tha go way back.OThese memories are
also experienced and expressed collectively. The moden Audraian opea The Eighth
Wonde, commissionad by Opera Audralia, was written about the SOH and first
performed in the Opera Thegtre in 1995 Its creators, Alan John and Dennis Watkins
interpreted the controversy surrounding Utzon® departure as a batle between idedls
and pragmatics.*’ In oneexchangea character simply called The Maestro states, Orhe

“ McAuley, Space in Performance: Making Meaning in the Theatre, 38.

“bid., 37.

5 Ibid.

“ Kerr, Sydney Opera House: A Revised Plan for the Conservation of the Sydney Opera House and Its
Site, 20.

“" The final chorus of the libretto demonstrates this tension:
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building works/ And the public love it.OTo this the young opeaa singe Alexandra
replies, But itG not what it could have been.(® Within Opera Audralia there is a
pdpable ingitutiond memory that the SOH is notwha it should have been.

According to Edward Casey, memories are Ckept in place.3° Places Bfor ingance, the
SOH P are able to both gather and keep Guch unbodyike entities as thoughs and
memories.(° Indeed, the SOH might best be conddered alieu demZmoire, asite upon
which memory is fixed. Pierre Nora, in voicing his concern ove the disruption
between past and present, a disruption stemming from the lack of memory, states that
in modan western sodeties memory is only foundin lieux de mZmoire, Gnemory
places, OGN which a residud sense of continuity exists.3* Nora describes lieux de
mZmoire as (places, sites, causesOthat are Gnaterial, symbolic, and fundiond.®? The
SOH is such a place. The building® past is constantly re-evoked and remembered
through the medium of practitionesOQyestures and habits, ungpoken craft traditions

intimate physcal knowledge ingrained reminiscences, and spontneous reflexes. G

As is apparent from my account of the SOH, a memory of the traumatic eventsin its
past is very much present in the building today. Marvin Carlson® conaept of
MauntingOsuggests how this might be further undestood. In The Haunied Stge
Carlson outlines how thestre, as a cultural activity, is Qleeply involved with memory
and haunted by repeition3* Approaching theatre from a phenomenological
perspective, Carlson uses the overlapping terms MauntingCand @hoging®to explain
the opeations of memory, repetition and re-enactment tha form a basis for theatrical

(Between earth and sky
1t@ here we live and here we die
And the spirit of man
Istorn between
Istorn between
The earth we know
And the sky weQre seenO
Alan John and Dennis Watkins, The Eighth Wonder: An Opera by Alan John and Dennis Watkins, The
Opera Australasia Libretto Series (Sydney: Pellinor, 1995), 70.
“8 |bid., 67.
“9 Casey, "How to Get from Space to Place in aFairly Short Stretch of Time," 25.
I bid.
I Nora, Arthur Goldhammer, 1.
*2bid., 14.
8 bid., 7.
% Marvin Carlson, The Haunted Sage: The Theatre as Memory Machine (Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 2001), 11.
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activity. Carlson asserts tha theatre buildings themselves are aso (auntedOor
@hoged® Geverything in the thestre, the bodies, the materials utilised, the languaye
the space itself, is now and has always been haunted.3® Thesatre buildings are never
phenomenologically empty, but are OGnade out of something ese.®® It is this
(omething else,Obeit thetheatrical history of a building, or a previousnon-thestrical
use of its structure or its site, tha Chas the potential, often realized, of (leeding
through@ into the present®” Practitiona's who work in the SOH find tha their
inhabitation takes place in a structure where the remembrance of past traumas is

materially present.

Inhabiting the House

The various interna spaces housed within the SOH provide a range of different
working condtions for performers and technical practitiongs. The SOH is an
inaredibly bugy place, with approximately six hunded staff directly employed by the
Sydney Opera House Trug along in addition to which are numerous performers and
technical practitionas brought in by hiring companies. Despite the building®
limitations those who work within it have a special regard for the SOH, a genuine
fondness for it tha stems from the building® unique exterior design and from an
awareness tha the building has afforded an increased level of recognition and respect
to the performing arts in Audraia [See Image9.1]. Actor Kate Fitzparick visited the
SOH construction site during her time as an acting student at NIDA:

Even at that time, undressed and empty, the Opera House was an extraordinary sight. It
had aready come to symbolise our dreams. Anything B greatness B could happen in a
place like this[E] For most of us, the Opera House represented a great leap forward into

the sophisticated world of big time art and culture.*®

Fitzparick has written that even today, OVhenever | visit | always experience a great

sense of excitement, asif | am embarking on a voyage &° One member of the Opera

%5 |bid., 15.

% |bid., 133.

5 Ibid.

%8 Fitzpatrick, "The OperaHouse - Two Decades Back," 104.
I bid., 109.
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Augralia crew described the building to me as Qribrant,Owhile another suggested that
the excitement the SOH generates in people Gencourages people to bring out ther
best.OQ fedl grateful to be working here,Ostated Amelia Farrugia, Qhere( something
very special about this place.(° Some of the facilities receive specia comment
because of ther appaent luxury. Thedressing rooms provided to princpd peformers
in the Opera Theatre offer unimpeded views of Sydney Harbour. Opera princpd
Natalie Jones described the views as Qoretty special,(* while another prindpd,
Michael Lewis, evaluaed them as Qhe best dressing rooms in the worldO purely
because of theview.*

However, this fondnes is tempered by a certain distaste amongs practitionas
towards the SOH. Michael Lewis expressed the mix of affection and distaste clearly:
OtB a great place to work,Ohe stated, (hut it@ a dog of an opea theatre.® In this
section | explore the reasonsfor this attitude examining practitionesQinhabitation of
the SOH in three pats; thefirst deals with the prominent contrast tha exists between
the brilliant exterior of the SOH and its utilitarian interior; the second sets out the
conarns ove boundaies within the SOH and the territoria practices tha
practitiona's engage in; findly, the third section focuses on the overiding need for
both peformers and technical practitionas to compromise and adgpt thar work
practices in order to make the SOH fundion. The observationsthat form the basis of
this section are drawn from fieldwork carried out with Opera Audralia durnng ther
2003 Summer Season, as well as brief time spent with the Audralian Ballet and the
Bell Shakespeare Company.

1. Exterior and Interior

The quditative difference between the exterior of the SOH and its interior is noticed
by amog all practitione's, and is a feature of the building tha has been written about
since before its opening. Stemming from Utzon® origind designs his subsquent
resignéion, and the completion of the building by Hall, Todd and Littlemore, the

 Farrugia, interview.

&1 Jones, interview.

2 Michael Lewis, interview with author, Sydney, New South Wales, 1 March 2003.
8 Lewis, interview.

261



Badkstage Space: The Place of the Performer Ingdeand Out

contrast is an nistoricOfeature of the SOH.* The distinction between the exterior and
theinterior is evident in the differing articulationsof space, the presence and qudity
of the decorative elements used in these spaces, and the aimophee tha can be
discerned. The exterior of the building is the defining factor in the excitement thet is
generated in those who visit or work at the SOH. In conveasations practitiona's have
described it as Qunmistakeable,Oit Gooksgreat,Ois Gwesome,Oand Gexciting Oln her
memoirs, veteran Audralian actor Ruth Crackndl wrote:

As a performer, the joy of arriving at the Sydney Opera House, with its bustle and
excitement and steady magnificence, is only surpassed by leaving at night and taking time
to wander by the seawall. On a moonlit night one could die of excess.*®

By contrast, theinterior of the SOH is a source of almog universal complaint amongsg
practitionas, being described as, @lamn functiond,OQieadening Oand Ghot condudve
to any sort of creativityO[See Image 9.46]. One opeaa prindpa spoke about how
beautiful it appears on the outside, But,Ohe added, CBtep indde and it® jus shit.O
Even those who appreciate the interior point out its utilitarian appearance: Orhe most
beautiful factory in the world,Ocommented onetechnical practitione with adly smile.

Ot® the irony of the building Ostated opea prindpa Grant Smith in a newspaper

interview, Ot really is oneof theiconsof theworld and yet interndly thesenseis of a
mundane place.® Tha the interior appears utilitarian is, however, but one aspect.

Wha is of greater concern is that while the interior of the building appears merely
fundiond, it is actudly ineficient in opeation Patrick Dickson noted tha, Ot seems
very poolly designed backstage " The major concern is a simple lack of physcal

gpace in which to accommodae the suppoting work tha is required to keep
performances, especialy repertory opaa, hgppening. The Opera Theetre in particular

is a Qoressure cookerOin which the crew have no space to move anything or do
anything &°

% Meldrum, interview.

% Cracknell, A Biased Memoir, 241.

% Grant Smith quoted in Shawn Donnan, QLife and Times of an Australian |con,OThe Christian
Science Monitor, 11 August 2000,

http://www.csmonitor.com/atcsmonitor/special s/oly2000/stories/operahouse.html (accessed 25 March
2003).

5" Dickson, interview.

% Jones, interview.
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Practitionas report a common perception tha the interior of the SOH lacks an
appropriately theatrical atmosphere; it doesn®feel like a theatre should. Interestingly,
thisis a perception shared by practitiona's with diametrically oppogd opinionsabout
thebuilding. Both those who express alovefor the building and others, who state tha
they haeit, link these opinionsto the building® Gndugrial Ofeel. Those who view the
interior favourably enjoy its lack of pretension; it simply feels Qike a workspace.3°
Thos who didlike the interior perceive tha it Gaps your energy,C° is Qlepressing,O
and dampens creativity. These differing perceptions are responss to theloading dodk
appearance of the stage door area, the predomnance of bare conaete floors and walls,
and the exposed service conduts and air conditioning vents tha snake across many
ceillings Even in the plushe areas of the SOH, the qudity of finishes is poor and
frequently hgphazard. One Opera Audralia chorus member remarked tha it would be
preferable if Qhere was some contrast between the areas that have to be fundiond

and areas like the greenroom tha could be a bit nicer.G*

While the dressing roons provided for prindpd peformers in the Opera Theatre
possess windows, the majority of the practitiong spaces within the SOH lack any
access to naura light SOHT saff offices and fundion areas occupy the prime
postionsimmediately behind the great expanses of glass along the northern face of
the podium. Along the western face of the podium, small windows provide light to
catering kitchens, and Utzon@® recent addition of a squa portico has opened up the
audience foyersin this part of the building to a view across Circular Quay. However,
for mod theatre practitionas, the only access to naural light, other than by actudly
exiting thebuilding, is either througha narrow band of windows in a corridor adjacent
to the dressing rooms provided for prindpd peformers in the Opera Thegtre, or
through a sole window in the SOH® large greenroom™ The lack of backstage
windows leads to uncanny perceptionsof beng undagroundwhilst within the SOH.
Walking through the corridors one evening | overheard a dancer comment into his

mobile phone Q@n undegroundat the Opera House, so reception® a bit funnyOln

% David Hobson, interview with author, Sydney, New South Wales, 5 March 2003.

70 John Brunato, interview with author, Sydney, New South Wales, 1 March 2003.

" Payne, interview.

2 The area of the greenroom immediately adjacent to the window is a highly sought after position, for
the views across the harbour it affords, the sense of connection to the outside world it provides and the
mobile phone coverage it enables.
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fact, he was standing on a floor some thirty metres abowe sea level. Of course, some
of the performance spaces do in fact involve working undeground: On the Drama
Thestre there youde in thebowels of the earth,Ocommented Dennis Olsen.™

The sene of endoaure felt by many practitione's working within the SOH is
exacerbaed by the long seasons and heavy peformance schedules tha many
companies, especialy Opea Australia and the Audraian Ballet, keep whilst in
Sydney. Thelack of access to natural light correspondswith alack of access to fresh
air and many peformers perceive the building as contributing to the spread of
sickness and the experience of depressed moods Rumours about the poor qudity of
theinternd air supply abound.While | was obsrving the opeaationsof the Audraian
Ballet a physotherapist remarked to me, Q don®know if itG a myth but IQ@e been
told that it takes nine days to recycle the air.OTo this a nearby dancer replied, OQe
heard tha too.OLow lighting and particularly bland internd finishes make many
smaller rooms within the SOH paticularly dreary. Tha these poa interiors are
located in an internaiondly renowned architectural icon, on one of the mog

prestigioussitesin Sydney, only makes them seem worse.

The perception of a marked contrast between exterior and interior can be traced
directly to decisions made during the building® congruction. In his origind designs
for the SOH Utzon established a definite vertical hierarchy within the building,
implying a certain set of sodal relationdips between produers and consumers.
Phillip Drew explains

For Utzon, the Opera House would always be the (ouse of festivals® he distinguished
between, on the one hand, activities taking place in the base, the mechanical parts of the
theatre, the singers and musicians, stage hands and costumers, as well as the large
workshops where al the sets and props were made; and, on the other, the patronsOaress,
the festival side of things where people would move freely without encountering, or even

being aware of these activities.”

Utzon, however, also soughtto establish wha Y uzo Mikami has termed an OntegrityO

between the exterior and theinterior of the building and the audience and practitione

3 Dennis Olsen, Interview with author, Sydney, New South Wales, 16 January 2004.
™ Drew, Sydney Opera House, J¢rn Utzon, 12.
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spaces, whereby each internd space, whether a public foyer, a workshop or a toilet
cubicle, would feel distinctively pat of the oveall design concept.”™ Utzon®
resigndion in early 1966 came a a time when Stage |l of condruction was
approaching completion and Stage |1l was yet to be undetaken. The pand of
Audralian architects assembled to design and congruct Stage |11 of the building was
indructed to minimise any additiond cog increases. To comply with this directive,
they established a Qnierarchy of treatment.G° This ranked the importance of design
and finish in areas of thebuilding thus

exterior and external works;
main auditoria;

other public areas;
administration and artistsCereas;

a > wDnp e

service areas.”’

Thisrankingis still perceived today by practitione's who are unawvare of its existence
other than from what thar own experiences within the building suggest. Indesd, many
perceive that the building was never finished. One of the dressers working for Opera
Audralia expressed such an opinion by indicating with her outstretched arm a
whitewashed conaete wall tha runsparallel to the Opera Thestre princpasOdressing
rooms. Ot@ never been finished,O she remarked, QGill this Tutankhamen® tomb
here.3® In this way, practitionas are haunted by a past prioritisation of building
finishes, the result of (rolitical expediency and architectural compromisesOtha have
led to the SOH being Ga curious mixture of magnificent architecture and ordinary
utilitarian building.G° Tha the magnificent architecture is limited to the public areas
of the building contributes to the perception tha the SOH was Qlesigned for the

audience, not the performers,3° a perception compounde by the large sums of

s Mikami, Utzon's Sphere: Sydney Opera House - How It Was Designed and Built, 145.

6 Kerr, Sydney Opera House: An Interim Plan for the Conservation of the Sydney Opera House and Its
Site, 23.

" peter Hall quoted in Ibid., 24. See also Public Works Department, Sydney Opera House: Anatomy of
Stage Three, Construction and Completion: A General Index (Sydney: Public Works Department,
1973).

"8 Sheila Beames, interview with author, Sydney, New South Wales, 25 February 2003.

" Mikami, Utzon's Sphere: Sydney Opera House - How It Was Designed and Built, 145.

8 Sandra Oldis, interview with author, Sydney, New South Wales, 1 March 2003.
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money tha continue to be directed towards the maintenance and improvement of

exterior and puldic areas®

In the previous chgpter | reported tha mog of the problems and foibles that
performers encounter in practitiona spaces are smply dealt with; complaint is voiced,
but at the same time shortcomingsare expected. Indeed, performers generaly express
apridein thar ability to overcome problems and get thar work done In the SOH, the
opposte isthe case. Precisely because the outside appears so carefully designed, such
a work of sculptural excellence, the indde is bemoaned, appering worse by
compaison. This attitude was evident in one young stage manager who showed me
aroundthe Playhouse. Pointing out some scratches and gaffer tape on the stage that
might be viewed as signsof character in other less prestigious Sydney thestres, she
remarked, On anorma thestre | wouldn®mind. But thisis the Sydney OperaHouse! O

2. Concern over Boundariesand Territorial Practices

In addition to the strong contrast that exists between the exterior and interior of the
SOH, as well as the sheer lack of space, the genera inefficiency of the structure can
be attributed to the lack of clearly established boundaies beween the different
fundionsthat are housed within it. Thevery pemeability of theinternd spacesin the
SOH is reflected in the differing degrees of sodal demarcation tha practitiones
engagge in. Here | examine the expeiences of technica practitionas, before
congdering how the lack of clear boundaies between artistic and non-artistic areas

impacts on peformers.

81 Shirley Apthorp reports that in the ten-year period between 1988 and 1998, A$100 million was spent
on exterior maintenance, particularly on the replacement of roof tiles. Apthorp, "Facing up to the Past,"
796. More recently, the reinstatement of Utzon as a consultant architect has led to the development of a
Venue Improvement Plan to which the New South Wales state government has contributed A$69
million. From Inspiration to Execution: Sydney Opera House Trust Annual Report 2005, 36. Notably,
the two most extensive aterations to date have been the renovation of the Reception Hall (now the
Utzon Room) and the addition of the Western Loggia along the western wall of the podium. Both these
renovations are to exterior or public areas of the SOH. The reluctance to deal with the interior isa
combination of the sheer cost of renovations (estimated at A$700 million) and the amount of disruption
that such work would cause to the continued operation of the building. Arguably, the fact that the
results of any interior renovation would remain largely invisible to the general public is another
contributing factor. The figure of A$700 million is cited in Anne Davies, "It'saWorld Treasure, but
Who Pays to Save It?' Sydney Morning Herald, 21-22 January 2006. Renovations to the Opera Theatre
alone are estimated at over A$300 million. See Valerie Lawson, "Bond Plan to Finance Opera
Rebuilding," Sydney Morning Herald, 3 February 2004; and Valerie Lawson, "Opera Floor Job through
the Roof," Sydney Morning Herald, 2 February 2004.
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The SOH is alarge and complicated building that occupies 1.82 hectares and houss
800 separate spaces within it. In spatial syntax terms, the SOH offers a number of
contrasts. The stage door entrance is the maor point of control within the building.
Manned by uniformed security guads, only those possessing security passes or who
are voudhed for by SOH staff are allowed to pass throughthe stage door. However,
once beyond this, practitionas find themselves in a building tha is surprisingly
shdlow and highly pemeable. As doaumented in Chapter Three, the ground floor
Central Passage and thefirst floor greenroomform centrally located circulatory spines
running the length of the building [See Plans9.a and 9.b]. In spdia syntax terms
these two spaces possess greater @ontrolOthan mog others;, many areas of the
building are mog easily accessed via these two spaces. However, the nework of
corridors and stairwells within the SOH comprise a condgderably @ingyCronfiguration
that offers multiple points of access to mog areas of the building; only in some aress,
around the Drama Theetre in paticular, is the configuration of spaces distinctly
Ginear.OThe predominance of a @ingyCGconfiguration explains the lived experiences
of many practitioneas with the SOH, experiences tha are characterised by a diverse
range of encounters between individuds engaged in very different fundions The
greenroom is postively experienced as the heart of the building, a place of colour,
mixing and soda interaction. Opera chorus membe James Payne described the
greenroom as a place in which Qyou feel] like you are part of a greater thestre
experience.(? It is a space shaed by peformers, technical practitionas,
administration and front of houe staff. Unfortunaely, this is aso the case in the
corridor tha separates the Drama Thestre stage from performersOdressing roons,
creating a distinctly problematic space. Negatively, the permeability of the building,
combined with the large numbers of people working within it, enables the possibility
of theft. Prior to conduding my fieldwork, onepeformer remarked tha the SOH was
Ohotoriousfor thieving.(F During the three morths| spent in the building a number of
technical practitionasCbagswere rifled and valuables stolen.

The permeability of the SOH is largdy managed through both the official and

unofficial divison of the building into various areas of responsibility. Officialy,

8 payne, interview.
8 Carroll, interview.
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individuds employed at the SOH fulfil certain fundionstha entail frequenting set
locations with the building. The locations and the conditions shared by paticular
groups leads to the development of a strong solidarity amongg groups of
adminigtrative staff, front of hous staff, catering staff, and technical staff (further
divided into stage management, stage mechanists (MX), stage electricians (LX) and
fly opeaators) as well as different companies of performers. The boundaies between
these groups both geographic and sodal, are not malicioudy policed, but can create
an air of competitiveness. James Payne commented tha between opea prindpas and
the opera chorusthe divideis nottha great, but Qhe divide between chorus orchestra
and technical staff is huge,Oa situaion he put down to Qlifferent gossip and different
ams.3* Michagl Lewis, too, suggested tha shaed time was a major factor in
cultivating group solidarity: Orou tend to talk to similar people in similar groups
because you finish at the same time.(3® Amongsg the crew in the Opera Thestre |

obsrved the mos pronouned rivaries beween different groupings especialy
between the MX, LX, and flies. Ot& like Sydney versus Melboume Ocommented one
electrician, MX hae LX, prompt-side MX hae off-prompt MX, updage hae
downgage MX [E] flies hae everybodyOOne lighting boad opeator spoke about
the Qiefinite demarcationOthat exists, which Gan be a bit frugrating at times.O
Speaking of the MX he added tha there existed a Gnentality that they own the stage
and welde jus here to make it look pretty.OHe aso addel that there is a Girange
relationship between the tech staff and the admin staffOin that Ohdther really knows
what the other is doing.O Similarly, he reported a gap between the artistic staff

working for the opea company and the technical practitionas. Within the environsof

the Opera Theetre there is a compditive aggressiveness between different groupings
of technical practitiones.

The Gierarchy of treatmentOtha was formulated during the @irst Review of
ProgranmeQis mog acutely reflected in the lack of spaces provided for technical
practitionas, especially thoe employed by the SOHT. While some technical
practitiona's have lodkers and rest areas allocated to them, the MX have only been
officially provided with the greenroom and a smaller @uiet roomO Technical

practitione's complain tha the spaces alocated to them are located in impractical

8 Payne, interview.
8 Lewis, interview.
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areas of the building, or are smply depressing. Theroom dedicated for rest, the Quiet
roomQ) described as GaboxCby oneMX, is small, lacks any windows, possesses blank
uniformly beigewalls and, when | visited, had unused furniture stored in it. The work
undetaken by theMX is physgcally strenuousand usudly conduded in short bursts at
afrendtic pace. They are required to spend many hours of thar long shifts @n call,0
waiting until they are next needed. For these reasonsthey require spaces in which rest
can be obtained. In respon® to the lack of suitable official rest areas, technical
practitiones at the SOH adgpt various spaces for thar own use through naming
and/or rearranging spaces to suit ther needs Most explicitly, the Opera Theatre MX
have conveted an area in the Opera Theatre dod tha lies beneath air conditioning
duds into a permanent crew room dubbel Gleepy HollowO[See Image 9.27]. Other
areas are minimally adapted. | witnessed L X stashing bagsin small spaces behind the
thick structural columns tha project through the greenroomy unfortunaely, it was
from these tha wallets were stolen. In the rear stage right cormner of the flytower a
room serves as a rest area for the fly opeators;, a small piece of tape near the door
dubsit the @rackpot FliesOWard.Oln the greenroom a long centrally located table is
unofficially dubbel (rable Ten.OWhile | could find no onewho could explain to me
the reason for this name, a numbe were able to explain tha Qhe MX don®sit here.O
Ingead, it isatable used by LX and Opera Audralia propscrew.

In the @eeper,Omore remote areas of the SOH, technical practitiona's mark their
spaces with graffitied names, dates and comments. This graffiti reflects the ownership
that the in-house technical practitionas feel towards various areas of the backstage
hirers and performers might come and go, butit isthey who @wnCGhe venueby virtue
of ther congant contact with it and intimate knowledge of it. Graffiti is particularly
prominent in those places tha are frequented only by the crew; one particularly
graffitied pach is a bare conaete suppot beam below the rear of the Opera Thesatre
stage This suppott beam is obscured when the stage lift isin its raised postion, and
only people standing on the lift while it is in operation (or when it has been stoppel
jus bdow the level of the stage) have the oppotunity to mark the conaete. Another
graffitied pach is on a black wall behind the manud fly lines; one has to stretch
between thefly lines to reach it. The graffiti here features names and dates, recording

an unofficia history of past personalities. Scrawled comments aso provide cues for
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practitiones to recall past events and practices. When | asked a fly opeator why
someonehad scrawled, Mon®piss in hereOnear adooronthefly galery hetold me a
story about how the lack of toilets on the fly floor meant tha past fly opeators had
made use of bottles indead. Some graffiti takes the form of safety notices; on one of
the electric lifters someone had scrawled, Ginga's here will disappear.OThe @ome
roomCGfromwhich spotlights are operated, is also particularly graffitied, reflecting the
lack of attention it receives from al but the @omeQ(spotlight) and surtitle opeators
who use it. Here the graffiti is humorous ((Bean seeps with managementQ, with
many of the pieces reflecting the boredom technical practitionas experience as a
prominent part of thar employment. One poem reads

Q.ifed

Why do beds lie so flat?

Why do policemen wear a hat?

Why do fish swim so deep?

And why do dome operators fall asleep?

Stan Marshall

Thelack of clear boundaies between artistic and nonartistic areas of thebuildingisa
significant aspect of practitionasOexperiences within the SOH, and is paticularly
problematic for peformers. Before performances in the Opera Theatre and Conacert
Hall members of the audience use certain areas of the practitione space. The Stage
Door and Central Passage are used for the entry of elderly parons and thos in
wheelchars who are unale to climb the stairs; lifts from the central corridor take
them to the appropriate level above In a smilar vein, the various control roons for
the Opera Theatre can only be reached through the northern foyer areas. Before
performances, at interval, and following performances crew mug walk through the
gahered audience. As one of the lighting desk operators, lan, told me, (Bometimes
|®n not dressed toowell and | stick outlike a sore thurmb.O

The Drama Thestre, The Studio and Playhous spaces are nestled within the western

side of the SOH podium, amongg foyer, bar and administration areas. These venues

(or thar forerunnes) were inserted into the existing fabric of the SOH as part of the
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Frirst Review of Programme.O Actor Peter Carroll has described in detail his
experience of working within these spaces. While Carroll perceives the practitiong
areas of these spaces as generally Qrery poolly designed,(° he has detailed this view
in relation to the Drama Theatre, which he describes as a theatre that has been
Ghovel into another form and E  alowed to stay there. 8 Carroll@ description of
working on a produdion of Romeo and Juliet in the Drama Thestre provides an
ingght into the way the lack of boundaies in the suppot spaces surrounding this
venue are experienced during peformance. In particular, Carroll described the two
complicated routes on offer to him when, a one point during a peformance, he
needed to quickly exit the stage from the prompt side, change cosume, and re-enter
the stage from the opposte prompt side encountering administration and catering

areasin the process:

In Romeo and Juliet | remember E going up to the quick-change, through the door,
down the stairs to stage level, keep going, down another flight of stairs to go under the
stage. Go under the stage. Go up the stairs to stage level. Keep going up two flights of
stairs, out into the central passage on the other side. Through there, past - make sure the
bar staff behind the bar, are working, shut their door if they are - take afew paces to the
other [door]. Open the door; go down the steps to stage level. But that took too long! So,
instead, | had to go out of the dressing room, turn right, go down the central passage,
turn left, at the second door on your right, go into there Dthat® the administration D go
through the office, avoiding all the paperwork, and all that stuff, through another series
of publicity offices, all the way through, to the central passage. Then you are in the bar.
Shut the bar door. Open the other door, go down the other stairs, and youQe just made

it. 88

In the vicinity of the Drama Thesatre this Situaion is exacerbaed by the fact tha
performers wishing to travel between the stage and their dressing rooms mug use the
same passage as both catering and administration staff. Jonahan Biggins has
described the situaion as feeling Qike a case of the tail wagging the dog(® Orou
want to feel you and your cast are the only ones populating tha space,Ohe stated, but

rn matinee days you are trying to concentrate while people in security tags walk to

8 Carroll, interview.

87 Peter Carroll, (paper presented at the Making Theatre Everyday Life Forum, Customs House,
Sydney, 25 September 2002).

8 |bid.

% Jonathan Biggins, interview with author, Sydney, New South Wales, 5 March 2003.
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and fro.OHe recalled ingances of hearing (zaterers throwing bottles in the recycling
binOwhile preparing to enter a paformance.®® While this is easily negotiated in most
circumstances, peformers report tha ther preparation for an entrance can be
unnesessarily interrupted by having to encouner stranges in a general access
passageway whilst en route to the stage Performers have stated tha during matinee
performances this passage can fedl like amajor traffic tharoughfare.®

3. Compromise

To work within the SOH practitionegs mug adgpt to accommodae the specific
idiosyncrasies of the building, making compromises in order to use the building
successfully. All thestrical performance does, of course, entail a certain level of
compromise, as there is no Gdeal Ctheatre in existence. However, the degree to which
compromise is required from performers and technical practitionas is important. In
the Opeaa Thesatre there is a blurring of the semantic distinction between making
compromises to enable a performance to occur, and experiendng tha performance as
conmpromised. For the practitionas who work within the Opera Thestre, significant
compromises are required to peform a bdlet or an opeaa in a theatre origindly

conaeived for intimate dramatic presentations

Annudly, only three companies use the Opea Theatre; Opera Audtralia is in
residence for nine months each year, the Audralian Ballet for two months and the
Sydney Dance Company for the remaining month. For both the bdlet and opeaa
companies the lack of wing space within the theatre significantly restricts ongage
performances. The severe lack of wing space and cramped working environment
foundwithin the Opera Thestre impacts upon both performers and technicians alike
by forcing a greater level of discipline into some of thear work practices and
precluding others.* In particular, al setsfor both bdlet and opera have to be designed

% Biggins, interview.

°t More than one performer has referred to this passageway as resembling @itt Street.OThe actual Pitt
Street is a busy pedestrian shopping mall in Sydney@ Central Business District.

9| n effect, the Opera Theatre has no wings; performers and crew can walk along both sides of the
stage unseen, but all set changes are effected from the rear of the stege area. Similarly, as head of the
Opera Australia props department, Gerard Foley, explained to me one evening, the discipline required
by the Opera Theatre is that Geverything has to be set down to the last E OHere he pointed to a
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with the size restrictions of the Opera Theatre in mind; some are subsquently

redesigned or modified when toured to Melboumeand other locations

Dancers using the Opera Thegtre stage encouner the greatest physical restrictions
For dancers, there is the essential problem that Gyou can® do anything sidestage. (°
Physca preparation for performance is limited to areas elsewhere in the building.
More serioudy than this, however, the lack of wing space impacts directly uponthe
naure of the performance. With no roomto decelerate in the wings dancers mug do
so whilst still ongage One former dancer expressed this situaion by drawing an
andogy with aeroplanes: Ongead of being able to E  sail throughthe air like a great
big Boeing, they [the dancers] look more like a DC3. So they are pulling back al the
time.3* Prindpd dancer Ludinda Dunn commented that the lack of space in the

wings

[Alffects everything; it affects the mechanists, it affects the dancers, it affects how you
exit the stage. Y ou can® run off and keep going into the wings, and if you arein alift you

have to be brought down because of the [lack of] headroom [ See Image 9.64].

Another dancer, Timothy Farrar explained, Or ou have to adapt Dyou literally have to
changewha you do and howyou doit.O

A similar compromise affects opera performances where, as one performer reported,
many artistic decisions are taken solely Qlue to the physca limitations of the
building3® The lack of wing space increases the amount of time it takes to get an
opea chorus on and off the stage and limits the ability for performers to execute
quick changes of cogume. This can result in more than the usud amount of intervals
beng scheduled into opeas. For ingance, Opera Augralia@ 2003 produdion of
Offenbach® Orpheus in the Undaworld contained three acts rather than two because
thelack of roomin the theatre@® wingsmeant that members of the chorus had to retumn
to ther downgairs dressing roons to change cosume; no side stage quick-changes

carefully placed silk scarf laid over the door of anearby props cupboard. Gerard enjoys this discipline,
because, Ot makes doing a props check alot easier.O

% Rachel Rawlins, interview with author, Sydney, New South Wales, 5 December 2002.

9 Colin Peadley, interview with author, Sydney, New South Wales, 5 December 2002.

% Biggins, interview.
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are possible for more than single paformers.*® The care tha performers mus exercise
while negotiating narrow stage entrances and exits, often whilst moving at speed, and
dressed in expangve cogumes can result in more physcally restricted or cautious

ongage performances.

The Opea Thestre® inadequae orchestra pit is the Audralian Opera and Ballet
Orchestra® (AOBOQ®) primary place of performance [See Image 9.41]. The sheer
lack of room in the pit, its ingppropnate design for housng an orchestra, and its
assodated acoudical problems restricts programming choices and forces orchestral
performers to make significant compromises. Within the confines of the pit noise
levels can reach well above eighty-five decibds, which, unde NSW Occupdiond
Hedlth and Safety Regulations conditutes an unsafe working environment. To
ameliorate this, Opera Audralia and the AOBO have adoped a MHearing
Conservation PolicyOtha inditutes a variety of noise control measures. Given tha
any structural changes to the pit itself would require subgantial engineering work, the
measures tha have been adopied indude changes to rodering, seating rotation
amongs mudcians, the separation of players, the erection of perspex sheeting to
isolate the brass section, and the supply of earplugsto orchestra members sitting in
paticularly poor postions The artistic impact of these measures is admitted in the
policy: Ot is recognised that hearing protection measures make playing in tune and
with the correct attention to badance and ensemble more difficult.3” By way of
conftrast, while members of the orchestra are seeking to avoid damageto ther hearing
because of the high noise levels in the pit, the Opera Theatre® dry acoudic has been
criticised from avariety of individuds, describing it as sounding Gs if everything has
been packed in damp cotton wool®® and Oike an expensve stereo system being
played in a44-gdlondrum.&°

For technical practitione's, the compromises and adgptationsneeded to accommodéae

the idiosyncrasies of many of the SOH® performance spaces means thé it is only

% | bid.

9 Australian Opera and Ballet Orchestra Certified Agreement 2002-2005, (Sydney: Media
Entertainment and Arts Alliance, 2005), 85.
http://www.alliance.org.au/docman/task,cat_view/qid,105/dir, DESC/order ,name/limit,5/limitstart,5/
(accessed 19 December 2005).

% Apthorp, "Facing up to the Past,” 795.

% Mark Summerbell quoted in Lawson, "Bond Plan to Finance Opera Rebuilding.”
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because of practitionasOaccumulated embodied knowledgethat performances can be
successfully mounted within them. Q think this building was designed more for its
exterior than its interior fundiondityOmentioned one practitione casudly, (ut we
work within it.O Stage mechanist lan Spence commented tha, Qhere is a body of
accumulated knowledgeltha Gsn® written downOthat enebles the Opera Thestre to
be used. In his opinion, Of you emptied the thestre out and gota company to put on a
show like tha [here Spence made reference to the produdion of Orpheus in the
Undeworld] from scratch, they couldn®do it.OSpence® comments demondrate the
importance of practitionasO experience, knowledge and adaptability in getting
thestres with essentially subdandad suppot spaces to opeaate efficiently.
Interestingly, the degree to which local knowledge is needed also adds a level of
interest to the work tha can be absent when working in other theatres. One stage
supeavisor commented tha the local knowledge required in working at the SOH
provided him with Qyreater satisfaction OOY ou have to relate to people on a degper
level,Ohe stated, adding tha his role involves more active problem solving than in
other theatres. This, for bath technical practitionas and peformers, is another source
of thefondness they feel towardsthe SOH.

The necessity for adaptation that performers encounter within the SOH significantly
informs thar undestandings of wha it is to be a peformer there. In the same
interview tha Michael Lewis, an internaiondly expeienced tenor with Opea
Ausdralia, described the SOH as Qeally, realy limiting,OCa dog of an opera thestre.
1t@ the worst thestre in the world,Othe nature of his attachment to the building was
also strikingly appaent. With the experience of many seasons performing there,
Lewis admitted feeling comfortable with the building. Using the metaphor of
clothing, Lewis described the building as fitting Qike a glove OPerforming there was
Qa bit like putting on your favouite jacket, or wearing your favourite shoes or
something, a glove this place fits after a while.8® That the building Gits,Cthat it can
simultaneoudy be both the worst opeaa thesatre in the world and yet feel like a
favournte item of clothing suggests tha rather than the building fitting Lewis, Lewis
now QitsOthe building. Many of the SOH& shortcomings have become accepted

amongg practitionas because they have unomnsioudy undetaken a multitude of

10 Michael Lewis, interview.
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adjugments B encompassing attitude and embodiment B so as to be able to
successfully work within it. Ther use of the building has become largdy
habitualised; it is now smply an essentia pat of wha they mug do to creste
performances there. Because Ghe show mug go onCes the old saying goes,Ostated
Lewis, Qve are very adept at performing in just about any conditionsG™ As | will
elaborate in the next, and find, chepter, the frequent adgptations performers mug
undetake to make work in a variety of theatres largdy inform thar dominant
discourses of professiondism and worth.

Conduding Remarks

Unlike the Belvoir Street Thestre, a building adegpted to serve as a theetre, the
dominant discourse surrounding the creation of the SOH was tha it would be avenue
to inspire performers. QVhat the Opera House demands remorselesdly, is greatness,O
wrote critic Katherine Brisbane following its opening in 1973' However, wha |

have demongdrated in this chgpter is tha wha this mog prestigious of thestrical

venues demandsis compromise, sugained and pervasive compromise on the part of
the practitionas who mug make it work. Indeed, for practitioneas, the SOH is a
highly ambiguousbuilding, visudly stunning on the outside, and yet, when compared
to many othe performing arts centres, so ill conceived and neglected on the insde

Even its very site on Benndong Point can be read in contrasting terms as both
prestigious and as margina. Orhis site has been a doubke-edge sword,Ocommented
opeaa chorus member Robat Mitchdl, Ot@ out on a point and it continues to
margindise thearts. [E] InAudralia, all these thestres are on themargins G®

For performers, the SOH is a condant reminde tha ther place as perfformers is

contingent, situaed, as it were, between artistic idedls and hard econonic reality.**

198 1 pid.

102 K atherine Brisbane quoted in Raymond Omodei, " The Drama Theatre," Theatre Australia 1976, 30.
193 Robert Mitchell, interview with author, Sydney, New South Wales, 1 March 2003.

1%% The enduring irony of the SOH is that despite its idiosyncrasies, inefficiencies and inadequacies, the
building itself is so iconic, and so greatly loved by theatre practitioners, Sydney residents and tourists
alike that many of the hiring companies who use it are economically tied to it. Opera Australiais acase
in point. Approximately thirty to forty percent of Opera Australia@ audience is generated by the SOH;
Orourists come to see OA perform as they want to experience something in the Sydney Opera House.O
Liz Nield quoted in Christopher Wainwright, GDpera Australia- Where to in 2004?0Arts Hub
Australia, 3 November 2003,
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The SOH is paradoxically regarded by many as a clear marker of the arrival of
Augralian cultural maturity, and by others as Qhe stonearoundthe neck of Ausralian
theatre. 3% Indeed, the SOH is a paradigmatic example of Augralian ambivalence
towards the peforming arts and the postion of peformers, and an example of a
corresponding interest in artistic produd to the neglect of artistic process. Despite the
genuine love felt by many practitionas towards the SOH, at an embodied level of
expeience its workspaces exhibit a curioudy ambiguous attitude towards ther
practical requirements. Working within the famous exterior of the SOH, theatre
practitiona's condantly experience a hauntng reminde tha while their work and
effortisvaued, it isonly valued to alimited extent.

http://www.artshub.com.au/ahaul/news/News.asp?cc=0& | d=50801& ct=feature& SText=operataustrali
a& whichpage=1& pagesize=20 (accessed 22 May 2006). A ccording to former artistic director of Opera
Australia, Simone Y oung, Orhis building is one of the biggest attractions for operain the world, and it
remains our spiritual aswell as our natural home.OSimone Y oung quoted in Apthorp, "Facing up to the
Past," 797. Other flagship arts companies, including the Sydney Theatre Company and the Bell
Shakespeare Company, are in asimilar position. The government subsidy received by the former
stipulates that it use the Drama Theztre, while in the case of the latter, corporate sponsorship all but
requires the use of the iconic venue because it is a place to which sponsors can bring their clients.
Added to thisis the vast amount of government investment that the SOH has received since it was first
publicly proposed in 1954, and continues to receive today.

1% Derek Nicholson quoted in Martin Thomas and James Waites, "Our Living Arts Centres or Notes on
the Breeding of White Elephants," New Theatre Australia, July-August 1989, 7.
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