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1. BEYOND OPERA

A(lter)A(ction) is a music theatre work composed by Egisto Macchi and dedicated 
to the figure of Antonin Artaud. It debuted at the Teatro Olimpico (Rome), on 15 
June 1966, as a product of the newly founded Compagnia del Teatro Musicale di 
Roma (Music Theatre Company of Rome). The reference to Artaud, alluded to by 
the four protagonists – Aa, soprano; aA, tenor; aa, mime; AA, reciting voice – has 
no biographical or representative intent.2 It exemplifies a creative way of reasoning 
on the linguistic possibilities of the new theatre, and the desecrating and liberating 
force of the artist, hindered by the constituted power. The work had a good 
circulation in the months following premiere, thanks to a revival at the Olimpico 
in Rome in November of the same year, followed by other performances at the 
Teatro Moderno in Grosseto, in 1967, and a further revival in German language at 
the Haus der Kunst in Munich, on 15 and 23 April 1968. Four productions within 
the space of a couple of years, one of which was international, was undoubtedly an 
excellent result, and perhaps it had raised hopes for a more favourable reception in 
the years to follow. Instead, A(lter)A(ction) has never since returned to the theatre 
stage. Even a television version of it, curated by one of the leading directors of 
experimental cinema, Gregory Markopoulos, which was produced in 1968 as a 
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parallel project to the German performances, did not generate a media circulation. 
The video was broadcasted on German television, but its actual incidence cannot 
be reconstructed in the television schedules of the following years. What is certain 
is that until a few years ago, it seemed lost in the archives of Bavarian television.3 
In essence, despite being a relatively recent piece, A(lter)A(ction) ends up posing 
performance problems similar to less experimental works from the nineteenth 
century operatic repertoire, which have long gone into oblivion, interrupted 
thanks to musicological editorial ventures. 

I am aware that juxtaposing a music theatre work with an opera is a risky 
operation. It is risky because of the aesthetic and organisational assumptions 
underlying Compagnia del Teatro Musicale di Roma, under whose aegis A(lter)
A(ction) was conceived.4 During the Roman performances on 15 and 16 June 
1966, an articulate document was published in the programme notes – unsigned, 
but undoubtedly attributable to the group’s creators and promoters: Sylvano 
Bussotti, Domenico Guaccero and Macchi. The choice of the company name on

‘Music theatre’, and not ‘opera’ [served] to emphasise the broad polyvalence of the elements 
that make up the theatrical event: not pre-eminence of sound over speech or of speech over 
speech, or of the visual element over the aural one, but, case by case, pre-eminence and non-
preeminence of one dimension over the other.5

That music theatre functions as a form of reaction to the operatic genre, and 
its artistic and cultural sedimentations is a recurring theme in both the composers’ 
explicit poetic statements and in the critical musicological reception.6 Macchi 
came to music theatre after having focused on a series of problems related to the 
outdated nature of the operatic performance as it was configured during the 19th 
century. In a typewritten text drafted for the presentation of a concert show at the 
Teatro Ateneo (Rome), on 19 April 1964,7 before briefly discussing the pieces that 
were the subject of the scheduled concert, Macchi identifies several critical issues 
related to an opera performance:

1. prevalence of the musical element over the other elements necessary to make theatre, and 
within that:

2. overwhelming predominance of singing over all other elements necessary to make music and 
still within that:

3. The predominance of a particular type of singing (the “bel canto”) alien to all stylisation, only 
aimed at immediate communication, expansion, and often rhetorical forms of expression, 
giving rise to a type of vocality specific to the genre, which almost cancels out the characters 
themselves in order to transform the voices into characters.8
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From this predominance of the musical element, it follows on the one hand 
that ‘the visual element (scene, lights, characters) does not generally achieve an 
autonomous dynamism of its own, remaining on the whole [...] rather static in 
relation to the text-sung-music element’, on the other hand, ‘both the visual and 
the sound element present themselves with characteristics of unidirectionality. 
Action and sound proceed from a single centre located in front of the viewing 
and listening place’.9 Even more interesting is a second text, written in a more 
fragmented and largely handwritten form. In this text too, which begins under the 
title ‘OPERA’, Macchi starts with some historically oriented considerations aimed 
at considering the process of renewal that, starting with Richard Wagner, invests 
music theatre. These considerations stimulate a new horizon of observation: is it 
possible to renew opera performance beyond the medial horizon of the theatrical 
stage? In the contemporary mediascape, Macchi identifies television as the true 
medium capable of surpassing theatre itself. This medium offers numerous 
advantages:

1. possibility of rapid scene changes: a need increasingly felt by the theatre even if never resolved 
[...]

2. possibility of psychological investigation through close-ups: this point is completely excluded 
in theatre

3. the possibility of using real actors on stage and partly etching the work with the method of 
film dubbing (I am not sure)10

Macchi continues his discourse by elaborating some guidelines regarding the 
verbal text used in a work, in which he considers that a ‘linear, rapid, precise action’ 
should be privileged, whose duration should be between 15 and 30 minutes and, 
above all, ‘making the most of TV’s psychological analysis potential, it will be 
necessary to limit the number of lines of the individual characters and the overall 
number of lines of the work, making use of the “silences” whose emotional charge 
will be dissolved by the music and the TV shot’.11 In addition to this, there is the 
importance of exploiting the full potential of the human voice beyond the operatic 
standard, thereby also rehabilitating speech.

Therefore, in Macchi’s perspective, the recognition of the obsolescence of the 
operatic genre sets in motion structural changes that aim to reorganise the entire 
communicative machine and the processes of negotiation with the spectator. 
Abandoning the 19th-century tradition means establishing new ways of using 
materials and production, but also different rules of fruition. Macchi’s ambition 
is clear: it is not just a matter of imagining new compositional paths but of 
placing the institution ‘music theatre’ on a new platform that draws its strength 
from the hybridisation of media. Nevertheless, beyond the undoubted elements 
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of discontinuity, there remain some possible common traces between opera 
and music theatre, starting, often, from the same venues. For instance, Robert 
Adlington recently highlighted the need ‘to be alert to the ambiguities in existing 
terminology, and the lively debates that have existed for over sixty years about 
the boundaries between instrumental music, opera, and music theatre – and, one 
might add, dance, mime, spoken theatre, the popular musical, performance art, 
happenings, and installations as well’.12

2. BACK TO OPERA

For the perspective that I intend to propose in this article, the reference to opera is a 
critical step to address some common questions of a philological and performative 
nature, which I believe can help to enucleate problems and possible solutions 
around the specific case of A(lter)A(ction), not only to possibly inform future 
revivals in modern times but also to initiate a helpful reflection for other works of 
those years. In fact, compared to experimental theatre opera can count on decades 
of publishing initiatives involving all the prominent 19th century composers of 
Italian opera; think of the opera omnia of Gioachino Rossini, Gaetano Donizetti, 
Vincenzo Bellini or Giuseppe Verdi. Initially, critical editions of the most 
essential and popular operas were published, but over time publishing plans also 
involved works that are unknown today, making it possible for operas that were 
never performed in modern times to return to the repertoire.13 The philological 
investigation on Italian opera has not only made scores, which were otherwise 
not readily accessible,14 available except through the transcription of recovered 
autograph materials, but even before that, it has developed certain specificities not 
common to other forms of musical production. Moreover, despite the inevitable 
differences in the formulation of the respective editorial criteria, modulated on 
the composer’s typical uses and graphic habits, philological reflection on Italian 
opera has fine-tuned certain basic theoretical assumptions related to the particular 
textual status of opera. Against the backdrop of A(lter)A(ction) issues, the next 
section is devoted to these principles.

Compared to the critical editing of instrumental music, the critical editing 
of opera entails several problems that can be traced back to two specific aspects 
inherent to the genre. The first deals with its multiple character: the text of an opera 
combines at least one verbal level – the libretto, made up of words to be performed 
and captions relating to the actions – and one musical level – made up of notes, 
but also consisting of the exact verbal text variously manipulated by the composer 
according to his own needs.15 The second aspect concerns the functions of these 
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multiple textualities, i.e. a specific staging realised mainly by singers. As Fabrizio 
Della Seta has pointed out, a principle dear to seventeenth-century Shakespearean 
theatre applies to Italian opera, and especially to nineteenth-century opera:

Opera scholars have by now learnt the principle that, since the 1930s, has revolutionised our 
way of approaching Shakespeare’s texts and, consequently, any theatrical text: the latter does 
not coincide with a concluded and definitive opus, but should be considered as the recording or 
preparation of an event that is constantly renewed over time and that is, more than any other 
form of artistic expression, bound by precise social and economic conditions.16

The close dynamic between text and event at the heart of Italian opera influences 
editorial choices on the one hand, and has performance repercussions on the other. 
In addition to providing performers and scholars with a critically ascertained text, 
which almost always corresponds to the first performance, the most recent editions 
include appendices that bear witness to the performance life of a given opera and 
its textual transformations in line with 19th century performance customs.17 
Critical editions of a work can thus include variants of the author’s readings that 
occurred in subsequent revisions of the work for different performance contexts, 
and the vocal variations prepared by the composer for a particular performer. The 
latter can thus become the basis for new performances in modern times, or at least 
an authoritative historically informed model for the formulation of new variations 
according to the style of the time. Given these considerations, it has become quite 
clear how much the search for a performative authenticity fixed in a definitive 
and stable text, a principle already problematic in the vast field of the performing 
arts, is even more misleading when applied to the realisation on stage of a given 
work. In this regard, Della Seta again recalls the need to keep the dimension of the 
musico-dramatic text – offered by the score – quite distinct from the performance 
text [testo spettacolare], which corresponds to the work that goes on stage, i.e. the 
unrepeatable but documentable event resulting from the combination of acting, 
movement, image and sound.18 The notion of the performance text, borrowed from 
the theatrological studies with a strong semiotic approach of the 1970s-1980s, on 
the one hand helps to clarify the respective fields of pertinence of the investigation, 
which to date has been confined to the musico-dramatic text. On the other it 
extends, in an ideal way, the possibilities of philologically analysing every aspect 
of the performance. In this direction, Lorenzo Mattei hypothesizes that one of the 
most complex challenges of the future will be to extend the principles informing a 
critical edition to everything that concerns the praxis of a specific staging, from set 
design to choreography, from costume design to lighting technology.19

Starting from these theoretical-philological coordinates, we can return to the 
music theatre experience of the 1960s, in particular to A(lter)A(ction), to focus on 
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old and new problems. The joint note issued the day before the debut of A(lter)
A(ction) demonstrates that, at least theoretically, the performance dimension 
constituted a founding part of the creative project, which sought to escape any 
of the operatic-derived pre-eminences. On 14 June 1966, Egisto Macchi, Mario 
Diacono, Daniele Paris, Sergio Tau and Franco Valobra signed a joint declaration 
in which they stated themselves to be effective ‘co-authors’.20 Each artist recognised 
the essential contribution made by the others, with their work, discussion, advice 
and opinions on the staging of the music theatre piece freely but faithfully inspired 
by the life and writings of Artaud, and based on a montage of his texts derived 
mainly, but not only, from the Lettres de Rodez.21 Composer, verbal text supervisor, 
conductor, director and scriptwriter felt the need to make the authorship of a 
result, a meeting point and synthesis of different artistic fields, explicit. Behind 
such a declaration, we can discern not only a claim to multi-authorship in reference 
to the performance, but a questioning of the distinction between dramatic text 
and performance text, mentioned above. A(lter)A(ction)  falls squarely upon 
that horizon of experimentation born within the theatrical workshops of the 
Roman scene, but in any case assimilable to transversal tendencies relating to the 
‘postdramatic’ sphere theorised by Hans-Thies Lehmann at the end of the 1990s.22 
The investigation into theatre after Brecht revealed new hierarchies between the 
visual and the acoustic, alternative relationships between the materials of different 
artistic forms (images, words, sounds, movements), and an increasingly central 
role reserved for new technologies. The dividing line between literary text and 
performance text becomes increasingly marked.

Postdramatic theatre it holds true that the written and/or verbal text transferred onto theatre, 
as well as the ‘text’ of the staging understood in the widest sense (including the performers, 
their ‘paralinguistic’ additions, reductions or deformations of the linguistic material; costumes, 
lighting, space, peculiar temporality, etc.) are all cast into a new light through a changed 
conception of the performance text. [...] it becomes more presence than representation, more 
shared than communicated experience, more process than product, more manifestation than 
signification, more energetic impulse than information.23

Within this framework, the text changes structure and functions in the living 
space of performance. When contemplating a revival of A(lter)A(ction) in modern 
times, it is more complex to define the boundaries of application on a practical 
level, faced with this change of where it is situated on the theoretical horizon. 
If A(lter)A(ction), according to the declarations of 14 June 1966, is the fruit of an 
authorial effort that is substantiated in the tangency of all the artistic components, 
there could be a temptation to attempt its revival through a philological analysis 
of the spectacle itself, from a more or less normative (and conservative) point of 
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view. The paradoxes of such an operation are obvious at the theoretical level. The 
reduction of A(lter)A(ction) to the ‘reproduction’ of an event, however chimerical, 
would contradict the very performative potential underlying the conception and 
articulation of the work. But, even admitting that perspective, the insurmountable 
obstacles that the scholar or performer encounters on the road at a practical level 
are equally problematic. It is, therefore, necessary to better clarify the contours of 
this work’s very brief history on stage and to understand what the surviving sources 
say and, above all, do not say.

3. PERFORMANCE TEXTS

Given the importance attributed to the performance component in the music 
theatre revolution of the 1960s, an ideal starting point for a critical analysis of 
the work could be the audio-visual recording of one of the four stagings of A(lter)
A(ction). However, only a film version of A(lter)A(ction), which  dates back to 
the German performances has survived. At the end of 1967, under the impetus 
of conductor Eberhard Schoener, the Bayerischer Rundfunk, together with the 
Haus der Kunst in Munich initiated a joint project. The two institutions staged 
a series of performances, with the slightly different title (A)lter(A)ction,24 as a 
music theatre work at the Haus der Kunst, and as an experimental film for the 
Bayerischer Rundfunk third program, directed by Markopoulos. The latter was 
an autonomous project conceived for the new medium. Indeed, there no stage 
anymore, the audience disappears, but, above all, Markopoulos modified the 
perception of space through tight montage: ‘a new narrative form through the 
fusion of the classic montage technique with a more abstract system. This system 
involves the use of short film phrases which evoke thought-images’.25

Despite the absence of audio-visual sources for the theatrical versions, it is 
nevertheless possible to reconstruct some critical elements of the stagings, so as to 
highlight the transformations that A(lter)A(ction) underwent during its brief life on 
stage, rather than to subject the performance to a philological study. The analysis 
of the opera’s brief performance history also relieves us of the temptation to pursue 
such a path, which would entail quite a few epistemological problems based on 
the post-dramatic horizon discussed in the previous section. By comparing the 
remaining sources, it is possible to have a clear idea of specific textual mutations, 
and, thus, of the consequent performative repercussions, with each revival. In the 
next paragraph, I would like to show how completely misleading it is to understand 
the above-mentioned authors’ statement from June 1966 in a normative sense.
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3.1 Variable texts

The sources available are mainly held in the FEM of the Cini Foundation, where 
the following are preserved: Macchi’s autograph score, prepared for the 1966 
premiere, under the title Studio per A(lter)A(ction); the subsequent printed version 
published by Bruzzichelli, used for the Italian and German reprises; a selection of 
instrumental parts; programme notes by Domenico Guaccero and Roman Vlad; 
the audio recording of the performance at the Haus der Kunst on 15 April 1968;26 
some notes which, beyond providing perspective on the genesis of the work, help us 
to define the management of the stage space. Besides the materials held in Venice, 
other useful sources include the verbal text published in the journal Marcatrè;27 
four published stage photos from the June 1966 performances;28 unpublished 
stage photos from November 1966 performances preserved at the Accademia 
Filarmonica Romana; the German version of the verbal text, some production 
notes and the German press reviews dossier held at the Historical Archive of 
Bayerisher Rundfunk in Munich.29 

As Alessandro Mastropietro has pointed out, the collation between the musical 
sources preserved in the FEM and the programme notes suggest a margin of 
adaptability to the different venues, offering the possibility to perform A(lter)A(ction) 
in two parts – as happened in the November 1966 revival and the following year in 
Grosseto – or seamlessly – as happened with the Roman premiere in June 1966 and 
German performances in 1968.30 In the two part performances an instrumental 
prelude was played at the beginning of the second part. However, here too, Macchi 
composed two different versions: the first for five string instruments (violin, two 
violas, cello, and double bass) for the Rome performance, and the second for two 
violins, clarinet and bass clarinet, used in Grosseto. In this case, we are therefore 
presented with three performative options, all adopted in the 1960s, which would 
put today performers in front of an easily resolvable choice. 

Other variable aspects deal with the text performed by the reciting voice 
(AA), besides the translation into German adopted for Munich and the television 
project. Indeed, I would like to stress that AA was interpreted in all the Italian 
versions by the American composer Frederic Rzewski, for whom Macchi indicated 
the intonation by using diagrammatic lines. Rzewski was most probably assisted by 
microphone amplification, though not explicitly indicated on the manuscript and 
published scores, this can be inferred from the Marcatrè stage photos. Furthermore, 
these photos show the variability of the transformations in the construction of the 
stage space. The manuscript and printed score, as well as the text published in 
Marcatrè, present a series of fundamental stage captions prescribing the movements 
and gestures to be followed by the performers. Nevertheless, it is impossible to 
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make plausible assumptions on the actual rate of prescriptiveness. Instead, we can 
note the different set designs used in the two Roman performances of 1966, even 
though the author’s reference is still Kounellis. If we compare the photos published 
in Marcatrè and in the catalogue of the Biennale de Paris, corresponding to the 
performances in June, with those held in the archives of the Accademia Filarmonica 
Romana, we can see striking differences in the protagonists’ costumes and in the 
set designs, which originally used a multitude of photographs, newspaper cuttings, 
and symbols, such as the ENI dog (FIGURE 1). 

FIGURE 1. Stage photo from the Roman performances at the Teatro Olimpico (Rome) in June 
1966; published in Cinquième Biennale de Paris. Section Italienne, Musée d’art moderne de 
la Ville de Paris 1967, Rome: Istituto Grafico Tiberino, 1967.

The German theatrical version also shows some changes in the entire scenic 
layout thanks to Costa Pinheiro’s costumes and sets, most likely the same ones 
used in Markopoulos’ video, and the stage direction by Tatjana Massine – daughter 
of the choreographer Leonide Massine – which disrupted the traditional form of 
spectatorship between the hall and the stage. Some handwritten sketches and the 
stage photos published in the press reviews, both held in the historical archive 
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of the Bayerischen Rundfunk, present a completely different management of the 
Haus der Kunst space.31 

FIGURE 2. Sketch of the set for the German performances at the Haus der kunst in 1968. 
Historisches Archiv des Bayerischen Rundfunks (Munich), Nr. FS/8215.

The FIGURE 2 reproduces a sketch of the set, where the audience sat in the centre 
of the hall on 200 swivel chairs while the performers moved around on four 
platforms. A(lter)A(ction) – comprehensibly defined by the production staff as a 
Kammeroper32 – enveloped the spectators and bombarded them like a boxer in 
the middle of the ring, as Mastropietro has argued through a powerful analogy.33

3.2. Missing texts

So far, we have examined certain performative variables indicating the possibilities 
for staging A(lter)A(ction) depending on the context. Through exegesis of the 
sources, possible paths have emerged: the ones evidenced by prescriptive sources 
– those ascribable to authorial intentionality, such as the score and production 
notes – and the descriptive ones – those derived from the actual performances, 
such as the photos and press reviews. Some more difficult questions still need to 
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be discussed, related to the degree of openness of the musical text envisaged by 
Macchi himself and the lack of particular texts, now lost.

Since A(lter)A(ction) is an experimental work from the 1960s produced by 
one of the founders of the Associazione Nuova Consonanza and a future member 
of the Improvisation Group Nuova Consonanza, it is not surprising to find 
some improvisational sections. For example, at score number 54, a generic ‘15’’ 
improvisation’ involving two groups of percussion instruments is prescribed. 
Subsequently, there is also an improvisation which accompanies the work’s climax: 
the drugs dance (score numbers 96-105), where all the dancers give a liberating 
performance of increasing intensity, which interrupts the continuous musico-
dramatic changes seen up to this point. During this section several musical layers, 
based on preexisting recordings and instrumental improvisations, progressively 
saturate the sound scene. The improvised section relies on page 105 of the printed 
score. Unfortunately, this page is now lost, but it is legitimate to assume that it 
contained some more precise indications, suggesting a free improvisation based on 
a set of specific musical structures. In fact, among A(lter)A(ction)’s instrumental 
parts there are nine glossy sheets for the two piano-keyboards, the two percussion 
instruments and the double bass, which present a series of staves enclosed in boxes 
to be performed without a precise order (FIGURE 3). Today performers could develop 
a historically informed improvisation based on these indications and through the 
testimonies of some of the protagonists of the 1960s, such as Walter Branchi, John 
Heinemann, or Alvin Curran.34

More complex is the interpretation of a whole series of materials connected 
to the mass media system that occupies a vital role in the musico-dramaturgical 
structure of the work. The issue is multifaceted because it not only confronts us with 
more substantial gaps, but also activates problems of a symbolic and technological 
order that require radical choices to be made. Without going into a dramaturgical 
analysis of A(lter)A(ction), I would like to emphasise how much the work intends 
to represent the violence and oppression exercised by different subjects to the 
detriment of the voiceless entity of the mime (aa) on several levels. This horizon 
includes the characters of the doctor-priest, and the policemen [carabinieri], but, 
above all, it includes two forms of mass media, such as television and popular 
music. 

A television troupe with a stormtrooper journalist is always on the scene and 
somehow justifies a moment with a solid metalinguistic mark that concludes the 
work. After the drugs dance section, a curtain descends, and the audience in the 
auditorium, together with the actors/singers on stage, watches a projection which, 
in turn, can be interpreted as the result of the recording of the TV crew filming on 
stage during the performance. Unfortunately, no source of this footage seems to 
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remain. The testimonies of the time suggest that footage of five to six minutes of 
the performance, recorded during rehearsals, was projected at that point in order to 
reconstruct a visual synthesis of the entire performance on the screen through the 
filter of the troupe. This is the solution also followed by Markopoulos’ television 
version. The ‘broadcast’ was then torn apart by the body of a mime that pierced 
the screen, bringing everything back to the initial magmatic state prescribed by the 
first page in the score. Making a new video does not constitute an obstacle within 
these coordinates. 

FIGURE 3. Glossy sheet of the double bass part corresponding to page 105 of A(lter)A(ction) 
score. Fondo Egisto Macchi, Fondazione Giorgio Cini (Venice).
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Two musical elements also refer to the mediascape of the 1960s: the interventions 
of a beat orchestra, consisting of two electric guitars, an electric bass, a Hammond 
organ and drums, on stage, which improvises freely on a series of rhythmic modules 
characteristic of popular music of the time, such as the shake, surf or boogie; and 
some recordings fixed on disc and magnetic tape, played at different speeds which 
are used throughout the work and, in particular, during the above mentioned drug 
scene, unfortunately all lost. In this last respect, the Bavarian television recording 
is of little help in understanding the possible content of these materials. Indeed, it 
needs to be clarified whether they were used or whether the final mix makes them 
imperceptible. Thus, how can we reconstruct these missing soundtracks? I argue 
that there can be two ways forward, which should each follow a systemic approach 
to the entire work. If one chooses to retain the beat orchestra and dance forms 
of the 1960s, it would be preferable to select a whole series of sound materials 
from that period, which could also imply the use of the sound and audio-visual 
device technologies of that period: staging A(lter)A(ction) essentially as a historical 
object, to be performed according to a technonostalgic perspective that places 
the spectator in a field of symbolic forces characteristic of a particular historical 
season.35 At the same time, in order to re-propose the critical discourse of A(lter)
A(ction), one could consider updating the work’s media structure according to the 
technological devices and soundscape of the contemporary era. It is not a question 
of establishing hierarchies between musical genres, relegating popular music to 
a piece that can be modified at will, as opposed to the sacredness of art music. 
Instead, it is a matter of recomposing the logic of the work and trying to revive 
those sound elements, which are not the result of a creative output but are objects 
that speak of a precise historical moment.

4. TOWARDS NEW TRADITIONS 

Having reached the end of this itinerary, I would like to return one last time 
to opera. As has become clear in the preceding paragraphs, in this article I have 
not sought to provide precise solutions to problems that lie beyond musicological 
competence and responsibility. Several decades of philological studies applied to 
Italian opera have shown that the role of musicologists is not to provide an armored 
text, to always be interpreted the same way at every performance, but rather to put 
a performer in a position to make his or her own, more or less, legitimate choices, 
with full knowledge of the historical evidence.36 It is no coincidence that Della Seta 
notes that 
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It is not wrong to contaminate different versions of Don Carlos; it is not wrong to interpolate 
in the aria of madness from Lucia di Lammermoor (1835), a cadence known to have been 
introduced around 1860; it is not wrong to perform the infamous high C (the so-called ‘Do di 
petto’), not written by Verdi, at the end of ‘Di quella pira’. On the other hand, it is wrong to 
always and only perform that contaminated version, to always interpolate that cadence and not 
another, always to perform that note as well as never to perform it, basing oneself on a mythical 
Author’s Will or an equally hypostatic Tradition.37

There is, however, a substantial difference that makes the task easier for 
philologists and performers in the case of 19th-century Italian opera, and makes 
it more risky and slippery for those who want to try their hand at re-proposing 
music theatre works. Italian opera can rely on decades of studies and sources that 
have clarified the functions of the musico-dramatic text within a standardised 
production system, which allowed interpolations by the performer within fairly 
precise coordinates. On the contrary, for music theatre, not only do we have to face 
new textual and performative problems connected to the post-dramatic horizon, 
but we have to try to solve them without the support of a sedimented tradition 
that can help us understand the legitimate ways of dealing with fluid texts and the 
gaps in the sources. 

In this regard, recent trends developed by reenactment studies could help us to 
look at these gaps from another perspective. Besides reconstruction practices based 
on textual evidence, reenactment practices could offer possible paths to re-perform 
and transform A(lter)A(ction), freeing performers from any chimerical research of 
authenticity or fidelity to the work. Through the lens of reenactment, productive 
tension between past and present becomes the priority of a performance, finding 
new ways to establish a dialogue with contemporary audiences, and, therefore, 
creating new meanings.38 Only by plunging again into materials of that creative 
season, performance after performance, will it be possible to contemplate the 
efficacy of potential paths and inaugurate new traditions for the future.
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