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ABSTRACT - The high cost of opera productions is the first of a triad of
existential problems that haunted and still haunts the genre until today,
and it correlates directly with the third one. The second problem is a
problem of the present: the loss of cultural capital value. The third problem
is Baumol's law or Baumol's cost disease. Opera did not adapt to the mass
production evolution. Unfortunately, the virus impacts more severely
people with comorbidities. As we showed, the Opera has three. With Sars-
Cov-2 in play, the interruption of the concerts and representations put
operas in difficulty, everywhere.
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MOTTO:
Money, money, money, Must be funny, in the rich man’s’ world.
ABBA

Bankruptcy, four years of ensuing civil war. This was the price to pay for the
opera Orfeo by Luigi Rossi, presented in Paris on March 2, 1647. The reckless
spending of about 5% of the annual royal revenue was the last straw in the
eyes of the discontent larger public and several noble factions.

The prime minister, Cardinal Mazarin, was investing heavily in art
and culture, driven by the desire to project power. The Opera Luigi Rossi
wrote for the occasion had a length of six hours, and two hundred people
were working only on the scenery. The price was estimated at 300,000 écus,
but Mazarin's detractors said it had cost 550,0001. That meant 1,625,000

! BLAZE, Francois-Henri-Joseph. Théatres lyriques de Paris. in L'Opéra Italien de 1548 a
1856, Morris et Comp., Paris, 1856, pag. 64-71.
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livres tournois, and knowing that one livre tournois was 0.618 grams of gold;
we can estimate the production budget at around 53 million EUR at a
53EUR/g gold price.2 Mazarin's ambition proved to be a bridge too far, the
final straw that rose a revolt that will endure for four years: La Fronde.

ORIGINS

To connect this event to the present and the problems the Opera faces, we
have to look at its sources.

First, we must address the misconception that art is a natural product
growing upon human society like grass or trees growing on the land.
Especially for the Opera, this is not so. Opera was an artificial product and an
expensive one, reserved for the very few rich who could afford it. Until 1637,
when the Teatro di San Cassiano opened in Venice, operas were composed
exclusively for the nobility of the highest rank: kings, queens, dukes, princes,
and princesses. The occasions were mainly weddings and carnivals.

Let's review just a few.

Balet comique de la royne3

This opera precursor was presented in Paris on October 15, 1581, for
the marriage between the Duke of Joyeuse and the king's (Henry III) sister-
in-law. It was most likely ordered by the queen dowager, Catherine de
Medici. It already had embedded a few parameters we'll find in all the
operas or ballets of that time:

- Its price was enormous, and hundreds of people were involved in the
production.

- Itwas intended to project an image of power and stability. In this
case, it achieved the opposite. The civil and religious wars were still
ongoing, the infamous Night of Saint-Bartholomew was still haunting
the memories.

- The main sponsor, the dowager queen, participated directly. She and
her retinue danced in the ballet, dressed as dryads.

2RAVEAU, Paul. Le pouvoir d’achat de I'argent et le pouvoir d’achat de la Livre tournois en
Poitou, du régne de Louis XI a celui de Louis XIII. Journal de la société statistique de Paris,
tome 65 (1924), p. 392-394.

3 BLAZE, Francois-Henri-Joseph. Théatres lyriques de Paris. in L'Opéra Italien de 1548 a
1856, Morris et Comp., Paris, 1856, pag. 26,57, 110, 173.
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- The main message suggested that happiness can be achieved by the
people only under the benevolent reign of their rulers. This is an
omnipresent motif for the next two hundred years.

Ercole Amante*

Fifteen years after I'Orfeo, in 1662, the Opera Ercole Amante by
Francesco Cavalli was presented in Paris to celebrate Louis XIV's marriage.
Le Thédtre des Tuileries (also known as Salle des Machines) was built
especially for the event, with thousands of workers involved. Estimates of
the seating capacity are between 4000 and 8000 places and the period
sources tell of floating stages able to hold up to one hundred persons. Due to
the size of the project, the presentation was delayed and took place two
years after the marriage. The king danced a critical part and had his artist
lodge. We have to remember that before he retired from public dancing, in
his early thirties, Louis XIV danced sixty roles in ballets, with as many as
15.000 spectators seeing him for one production. The budget for this
enterprise is hard to be estimated, and sources vary, but we know that only
the fee of the architect Gaspare Vignarini was 18.000 livres tournois, the
equivalent of half a million euros. In our opinion, the expenses must have
surpassed those of 1'Orfeo, and to this date, Ercole Amante can be considered
the most expensive Opera ever produced.

In 1637 the first public opera theatre appeared in Venice. Social
psychology has various terms representing how culture spreads in society,
but two of those, identification and imitation, concern our subject. Their
definition is brilliantly resumed in a popular song composed by Renato
Carosone, with lyrics by Nicola "Nisa" Salerno:

"Tu vuo far 'Americano”
Tu vuo' fa' ll'americano
'Mericano, 'mericano

Tu abball’ o' rocchenroll
Tu giochi a baseball

Ma gli soldi p' e’ Camel
Chitelida?

La borsetta di mamma'’

4 BLAZE, Francois-Henri-Joseph. Théatres lyriques de Paris. in L'Opéra Italien de 1548 a
1856, Morris et Comp., Paris, 1856, pag. 74-76.
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Step by step, through imitation, identification, and emulation, the
Opera spread to the lower classes. The princes imitated the kings, the dukes
imitated the princes, the counts imitated the dukes, the bourgeoisie imitated
the nobility. But the Opera was still anchored in the rich men's world. Fast
forward in Handel's times, a good seat at one of his operas costed an
equivalent of 400 euros. Entrepreneur-artists like Handel were rolling sums
which would be in the millions, now, and a star like the castrato Senesino
had salaries of in the equivalent of half a million euros per year. Soon
enough, the first cracks began to appear. Opera was hardly profitable but
necessitated much money. The kings, princes, and dukes had a lot more
resources than private investors. Handel and the other producers had ups
and downs, but operas always ended in bankruptcies in the end.>

THREE MAIN PROBLEMS OF THE OPERA INHERITED FROM ITS ORIGINS

The high cost of opera productions is the first of a triad of existential
problems that haunted and still haunts the genre until today, and it
correlates directly with the third one, which we'll present in a little while.

The second problem is a problem of the present: the loss of cultural
capital value. There are very few princes and princesses to emulate
nowadays, and those few listen to Sir Elton John. The cultural and social
pressure from the upper layers downwards collapsed with the two World
Wars and their aftermath. Empires disappeared, communism and nazism
rose and fell, society's culture became driven not by the rich but by the
masses, and the general public no longer perceive the Opera as a must-go
place to achieve social status. We live now in an atomized cultural world
characterized by cultural omnivorousness. Society's evolution put an equal
sign between The Beatles and Beethoven.

The third problem is Baumol's law or Baumol's cost disease. Opera
did not adapt to the mass production evolution. An opera needs the same
amount of effort to produce now as it did in the past, but with increasing
costs and diminishing revenues. It still needs musicians in the orchestra,
voices, costumes, and stage settings. Yet, the musicians have to be paid more
(taxes, health insurance, pensions), the revenue is less (because no many
people want to spend a few hundred euros for a ticket), and the props are

5 MILHOUS, Judith. Opera finances in London, 1674-1738. Journal of the American
Musicological Society. Washington D.C, 1984, p. 567-592.
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still mainly cardboard, wood, and foam. The musicians' and singers' training
takes a lot of time and money, and the few soloists that can sing a difficult
part are not entirely representative physically of the roles of the 16 years
girls or muscled heroes they represent. All this while, people can go to a
Disney movie, sit in a comfortable chair with a box of popcorn and a coke,
and look at young, slim, good-looking actors singing in Dolby 3D Surround
and CGI effects. For the larger public, the competition between a Disney song
anyone could learn to sing in less than a year, and an opera aria that needs
16 years or more of hard musical training, is won hands-on by the song.

ENTERS COVID 2019
Unfortunately, the virus impacts more severely people with
comorbidities. As we showed, the Opera has three. With Sars-Cov-2 in play,
the interruption of the concerts and representations put operas in difficulty,
everywhere. An excellent article published in the New York Times on June
19, 2020, by Joshua Barone, presents the dire situation of The Met (New
York Metropolitan Opera)é. I will summarize:
- two musicians succumbed to the virus
- suspended salaries since the end of March, at least for this year
- some musicians had to relocate with family (parents and other
relatives) in or out of the U.S.A.
- some musicians began training for other jobs, non-musical ones
- the high budget of over 300 million USD7 and the high payroll (let's
remember why: Baumol's cost disease) does not allow the institution
to apply for help from the government
- around 15% of jobs will be cut through retirement or other means
before the end of the year
- 2020 is expected to be the worse in its history, with a loss of about
100 million USD. It will be interesting to see how this will compare
with 2013 when The Met had declared bankruptcy. For now, the Met
altogether canceled the 2020-2021 season. Meanwhile, the online
recitals it started (with 20 USD tickets) had succeeded in attracting
tens of thousands of attendees and will continue.

® https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/19/arts/music/met-opera-orchestra-jobs.html
accesat pe 15.05.2021.

7 https://www.metopera.org/about/annual-reports/ accesat pe 15.04.2021.
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Now let us observe and analyze the financial reports of a few operas
from Europe.

In 2019, L'Opéra national de Paris had a budget of about 230 million
EURS, the Royal Opera House of London one of about 131 million GBP?, the
National Opera of Bucharest one of about 78 million RON10 (ca. 16 million
EUR). To simplify things, from now on, we'll name these institutions by the
name of their city: London, Paris, and Bucharest.

Paris has a 56% own revenue, London 75%, Bucharest 7.5%. Paris
had a net loss of 6.83 million EUR in 2018 and 12.51 EUR in 2019. London had
a profit of 6.5 GBP, but that profit represents only 4.6% of the total budget. It
is a meager profit. For comparison, Disney's live-action remake of The Beauty
and the Beast had cost 300 million USD and got a ratio of 1.8 or more in
revenue, after taxes, grossing over 1.000.000.000 USD. That's the difference
between having Baumol's cost disease or not. And finally, Bucharest had 0
losses; the amount of money spent equals the amount of total revenue.

In this context, the Bucharest National Opera has an unexpected
advantage: its budget is so low that the state can maintain financing without
much pressure. It is hard to imagine there will be no impact at all, but at
least for a little while, it will not be dramatic.

POSSIBLE REMEDIES

Two main thinking directions can be applied.

The first is a cynical one and is about fighting the Baumol's cost
disease. Remedies are well known. Reducing costs, for instance. Paris spends
about 66% of its money on payrolls (salary and fees), London 63% (it
disguises it by naming it "performance, learning, and outreach"), Bucharest
80%. Reducing personnel costs is one of the first measures a private
company would take by firing people and decreasing salaries. As we write
this, the Met proposed a 30% cut in wages, reduced the health insurance and
the number of choir members by about 8%, and demonstrations and

8 https://www.operadeparis.fr/en/lopera-de-paris/annual-report accesat pe
15.04.2021.

% https://static.roh.org.uk/about/annual-review/pdfs/Annual-Report-2017-
2018.pdf?_ga=2.62845803.677041380.1598869810-97586773.1598869810.

10 http://operanb.ro/despre-noi/informatii-de-interes-public/bugetul-onb-la-12-07-
2019/accesat pe 15.04.2021.
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protests are ongoing. A few significant orchestras in the U.S. already
accepted a reduction in wages of about 25%.11

In countries with other specifics, like Romania, repertoire opera, with
permanently hired singers and stage directors is, of course, less prodigal with
money, and the pandemic showed that representations could be held in the
open air, without, or with very few stage settings. Online concerts started to
emerge, but there is still a long way to go in this direction.

The second approach is less cynical but necessitates a better
understanding of what Opera is now and what Opera is not. Let's start with
what it's not:

The Opera is not a commercial enterprise. The state has to
understand that it is impossible for such art institutions to self-sustain
themselves.

The Opera is no avant-garde art. There are no more riots in the
streets caused by Verdi's operas or Stravinski's ballets. Whomever stage-
director would work on a production, its view on the world will make no
impact whatsoever on society. London has 600.000 Facebook fans, Paris
300.000, Bucharest 47.000. Adele has 62.000.000. Adele's "cultural
appropriation” of a hairstyle makes the news; opera stage directors’
philosophy on the world does not.

What IS Opera, then?

In my opinion, a living museum of art and emotions, a national cultural
institution. And yes, it can still be a stage for new works and new composers, as
long as those don't expect to revolutionize the world and have their mindsets in
reality. It can educate present and future generations and deserves a financial
investment without expecting financial but cultural returns.

CONCLUSION

There is a general feeling of unbelief in the intellectual milieu about
the problems of the Opera. Some see the full house and don't realize that
tickets are a tiny part of the revenue. Some hope that the cultural capital is
still present and that the state will always sponsor operas out of national
pride. Maybe. But if not addressed, these problems will not go away. Will the
state have the same will to pay for operas in ten, twenty, fifty, or one
hundred years? This is a significant subject of thinking, and what kind of

Uhttps://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2021/06,/08 /meto-j08.html accesat pe 10.06.2021.
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structural change the Opera needs to do to remain in play as a living genre
remains to be seen.
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