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La Clemenza di Tito

A first opera for theatre
director Milo Rau, in a
spectacular production:
La Clemenza di Tito
The Grand Théâtre presents La Clemenza di Tito, by
a leading Swiss figure on the European stage: Milo
Rau. In this new, spectacular production, the highly
committed and world-renowned director will rip off
the self-righteous masks of the powerful, not least the
eponymous Titus, performed by Swiss tenor Bernard
Richter. At the piano and conducting the orchestra,
the young Russian Maxim Emelyanychev promises a
sparkling performance of Mozart’s last opera following
Die Entführung aus dem Serail (The Abduction from
the Seraglio), revisited at the GTG last season by Luk
Perceval and Asli Erdogan, which prompted a sharply
divided reaction from the audience and critics. Because
of the coronavirus pandemic, the production will only
be broadcast live on MEZZO Live HD, GTGdigital on
19 February and then on the networks of the video coproducers of RTS, in collaboration with SRF, RSI and
TV5 Monde.
Fake news, alternative facts and the post-truth era...
institutions and elites are being shaken by expressions
of populism. From the capture of the Reichstag to
the Rwandan genocide and the crimes committed
by paedophile Marc Dutroux, Milo Rau draws on both
past and present when planning his productions. In La
Clemenza di Tito, he paints a vitriolic portrait of the
so-called tolerant elites, who turn to art to transform
symbolic violence and inequalities to their advantage
and salve their consciences.
MILO RAU’S FIRST EXPLORATION OF OPERA
Between the struggle for influence, the desire for power,
the eruption of Vesuvius and the Capitol in flames,
Mozart’s last opera combines the personal and the
public. A well-known figure in live theatre and head of
the NTGent, as well as a renowned film director in Europe
and around the world, Milo Rau’s new production is his
first exploration of opera, in response to an invitation
by the general manager of the Grand Théâtre de
Genève, Aviel Cahn. His production is an indictment of
the political and cultural elite of the late 18th century,

which oscillates between the bourgeoisie and the
aristocracy, and is skilled in the art of pardoning itself
for its misdemeanours. References that come to mind
are Pier Paolo Pasolini, the Marxist analysis in Patrice
Chéreau’s interpretation of the Ring and perhaps also
Greta Thunberg, with the production’s sharp criticism of
industrial consumerism and its disastrous environmental
consequences. On stage, the set by Anton Lukas
alternates between the opulent environment of an elite
– somewhere between a palace and an art gallery – and
a post-apocalyptic world that draws on shanty towns, a
refugee camp and the destruction of war. The sense of
voyeurism and the critical gaze will be intensified by the
presence of cameras and a projector, familiar from Milo
Rau’s theatrical work, in a video concept designed by
Moritz van Dungern
AN OUTSTANDING YOUNG CONDUCTOR
In line with a Mozartian musical aesthetic inspired by
authentic performance, following on from Fabio Biondi
last year, the orchestra is led by the young, dynamic
Baroque specialist Maxim Emelyanychev, principal
conductor of the Scottish Chamber Orchestra. This will
be his first time conducting the Orchestre de la Suisse
Romande and an outstanding cast, including the famous
Swiss tenor Bernard Richter, the charismatic Anna
Goryachova (Sesto), who recently sang the title role of La
Cenerentola at the Grand Théâtre, and soprano Serena
Farnocchia, whom audiences in Geneva have previously
heard in Aida, and who on this occasion will perform the
central role of Vitellia.
INTERNATIONAL CO-PRODUCTION
Following the performances in Geneva, this spectacular
production will be travelling to our co-producers,
including the Wiener Festwochen in May 2021 and later,
the Opera Ballet Vlaanderen and the Grand Théâtre de
Luxembourg.
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A conversation with
Milo Rau, director
by Olivier Gurtner

"How do we define the spirit of the
Enlightenment today? That’s the question
I want to explore and illustrate with this
Mozart opera, where art is omnipresent
among the powerful"

Milo Rau



Many authors have developed a theory of theatre,
sometimes making it indigestible and inaccessible.
In an interview on France Culture, you explained that
theatre should be “something my grandmother can
understand”. How do you achieve that?
What interests me is creating a complex performance,
particularly in political and intellectual terms, but also
at a popular and emotional level. I’m not interested in
the intellectual masturbation of the post-modern theatre
or easy aesthetics. Analysing emotions is important in a
post-political context: you only have to look at today’s
populist movements in the United States, Brazil and
France. Faced with an elite that claims it can control its
feelings, I want my theatre to be popular, with emotions
and a message that yes, my grandmother could
understand. For La Clemenza di Tito, I haven’t been
thinking about how to deconstruct the work, but rather
how to transpose it into a contemporary context and
make it accessible for today’s audiences. That doesn’t
necessarily mean turning Titus into Trump or whatever
else.
You are well known for your films, plays and reporting.
This is your first exploration of opera. What message do
you see in the works of Mozart?
La Clemenza di Tito illustrates the emergence of a
post-political, tolerant elite that wants to be part of
the counter-cultural spirit and emphasises the part
that bourgeois art plays in that. In 1791, the opera
(i.e. the work of a composer who was close to the
freemasons, one W.A. Mozart) was exploited by the
elite to legitimise the feudal system using a tolerant
and post-ideological rhetoric, but also to undermine
the credibility of other models of the political system,
classing them as hysterical (Vitellia) or sadomasochistic
(Sesto). The hypocrisy of this illusion of tolerance must
be denounced, since clemency is only possible in an
absolutist regime, just as the pardon is the ultimate
expression of arbitrary power: you only need to look at
the final hours of Trump...
Do you see La Clemenza di Tito as a court, presided over
by Titus?
I see it more as a trial of the bourgeoisie. Titus is
transformed by a failed attempt to assassinate him,
which helps to legitimise his position, based on the
romantic idea of someone who survives an ordeal to
become emperor. In essence, a rite of passage, which
involves facing death. And the middle classes too
believe they face such ordeals, for example in their
dealings with non-European refugees, as if listening to
their painful stories were enough to keep them alive.
Even the most established and sophisticated civilisations
need this relationship to the truth when faced with
death. Ultimately, it’s an approach that is both rational
and emotional, such as you find in the reason of the
Age of Enlightenment, unlike in romanticism and
expressionism.

La Clemenza di Tito

From The Congo Tribunal and The 120 Days of Sodom
to the clemency of the Roman emperor Titus and your
studies with Pierre Bourdieu… isn’t your theatre about
power?
Absolutely. First, you have to examine violence, which is
intrinsically linked to power. Which is more violent – a few
burnt-out cars and insults, or the unhearing dominance
of the elites, which ultimately results in major disasters,
putsches and civil wars, in which ordinary people pay
the highest price? And what part does the artist play in
all this? How can you transform other people’s pain into
art? In La Clemenza di Tito, I want to show that elites
transform their (intimate) emotions into art (which you
can actually buy) and then into a purely commercial
product. Art allows me to explore the dialectic between
these worlds.
Has today’s art been corrupted by contact with power
and money?
The art of the 18th century reflects the spirit of the
Enlightenment and its proactive, optimistic thinking.
Conversely, Romanticism is concerned with resigned,
melancholic, passive contemplation. Ultimately,
classicism is much more modern than romanticism. But
how do we define the spirit of the Enlightenment today?
That’s the question I want to explore and illustrate with
this Mozart opera, where art is omnipresent among the
powerful.
Unlike in the theatre, the world of opera imposes its own
rhythm through the score. How do you deal with that?
Normally, I start with a blank sheet and create the piece
with the artists during rehearsals. Here, we take the
fundamentals of the story and the argument, which is
interesting, but add real, popular characters, who will be
played by extras and actors. I am also delighted to be
working with the conductor Maxim Emelyanychev, a real
artist, who is open to experimentation and trying new
things. In addition, since the score contains numerous
recitatives, we have been able to rework some of its
elements.
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Pictures of
 rehearsal

La Clemenza di Tito
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