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Interior of La Scala Opera, Milan in the 19 century

How did theatres shift from city stages to hidden stages?

Auditorium of Teatro alla ScalaAncient Greek Theatre of Epidaurus

11

Milan Studio Youp van Terheijden |  3



THEATRE AND CITIES

Timgad, 100 AD (Carlson, 1988)

Introduction
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Theatre of Dionysus, Athens

11

Milan Studio Youp van Terheijden |  5



Teatro alla Scala (1778), Milan
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Palais Granier (1875), Paris
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Carlson, M. (1988). The Theatre as Civic Monument.

ANCIENT GREEK MODERN

EVOLUTION OF THE THEATRE
Introduction
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SOCIETY AND OPERA

Interior of Teatro San Cassiano, ca. 1637

Introduction
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Interior of Teatro alla Scala, ca. 1830

SOCIETY AND OPERA
Introduction
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Interior of La Scala Opera, Milan in the 19 century

“By the late eighteenth century and in the nineteenth century the opera played a preeminent 
role in the cultural life of Europe. [...] The opera house became the meeting place of all classes 

in society” 
(Zelechow, 1993, p. 262).

OPERA AS MEETING 
PLACE FOR ALL

(Zelechow, 1993, p. 262).
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THE CHANGE OF OPERA

Audience at Metropolitan Opera, ca. 1890

Introduction
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Audience at Teatro alla Scalla, 1933

THE CHANGE OF OPERA
Introduction
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OPERA AS 
‘HIGH CULTURE’ 

(Storey, 2003, p. 12)

“[...] it did not become unpopular; rather it was made unpopular. It was actively appropriated 
from its popular audience by elite social groups determined to situate it as the crowning glory of 

their culture – so-called ‘high culture’.” 
(Storey, 2003, p. 12)
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33%

12%

7%

participating in any cultural activity at least once a year
(% of population aged 16 and over)

ATTENDING CULTURAL ACTIVITIE IN EUROPE
participating in any cultural activity at least once a year

(% of population aged 16 and over)

ATTENDING CULTURAL ACTIVITIES IN ITALY

OPERA TODAY

Culture Statistics, Eurostat (2022)

Introduction
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100%

+58%

-19%

OPERA 1%

THEATRE 49%

OTHER 50%

+100%

-100%

pop concerts

theatre

ATTENDANCE AT LIVE PERFORMANCES IN ITALY
increase and decrease in attendance of live performances in Italy

(difference between 2018 and 2022)
breakdown of the total of live performances in Italy, 2022

(% of total 180.000)

BREAKDOWN OF LIVE PERFORMANCES IN ITALY

Minicifre della Cultura, Ministero della Cultura (2023) 

OPERA TODAY
Introduction
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Inauguration of the 2022-2023 opera and ballet season of Teatro alla Scala, 2022

OPERA TODAY
Introduction
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“[...]FROM ENTERTAINMENT 
ENJOYED BY THE MANY INTO 

CULTURE TO BE APPRECIATED 
BY THE FEW.” 

(Storey, 2003, p. 12)
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Vienna State Opera, Vienna
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Palais Granier, Paris
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Teatro alla Scala, Milan
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WHERE IS THE OPERA?

Milan Studio Youp van Terheijden |  22
11

complex projects



Auditorium of Palais Granier, Paris
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Auditorium of Teatro alla Scala, Milan
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OPERA IS HIDDEN
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Snøhetta, Oslo Opera House (Oslo,2007)
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Snøhetta, Oslo Opera House (Oslo,2007)
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OMA, Casa da Musica (Porto, 2005)
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OMA, Casa da Musica (Porto, 2005)
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‘INSIDE’ OPERA
Introduction
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‘INSIDE-OUT’ OPERA
Introduction
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Street performance in front of Centre Pompidou, Paris

WHAT IF?
Introduction
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WHAT IF?

Milan Studio Youp van Terheijden |  33
11

complex projects



Milan Studio Youp van Terheijden |  34
11

complex projects



Milan Studio Youp van Terheijden |  35
11

complex projects



THE OPERA BECOMES PART OF 
THE PUBLIC SPACE? 
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Auditorium of Teatro alla Scala, Milan
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Backstage of Teatro alla Scala, Milan
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Auditorium of Teatro alla Scala, Milan

“FOURTH WALL”
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Opera Andrea Chénier, Teatro alla Scala, 2020
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“People are craving experience—
they are desperate for experience”

(Lambert, 2012, p. 38)
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OPERA AS MODERN PERFORMANCE
Introduction
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WHAT IF?
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RESEARCH QUESTION

How can the architecture of an opera house reposition the 
cultural relevance of opera in contemporary society?

Introduction
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DESIGN BRIEF
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ACADEMIA ALLA SCALATEATRO ALLA SCALA FILARMONICA DELLA SCALAMUSEO TEATRALE ALLA SCALA

STATE OF 
ITALY

PROVINCES 
LOMBARDY

CITY OF 
MILAN

FONDAZIONE TEATRO ALLA SCALA DI MILANO

CLIENT
Design brief
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ACADEMIA ALLA SCALATEATRO ALLA SCALA FILARMONICA DELLA SCALAMUSEO TEATRALE ALLA SCALA

STATE OF 
ITALY

PROVINCES 
LOMBARDY

CITY OF 
MILAN

FONDAZIONE TEATRO ALLA SCALA DI MILANO

CLIENT
Design brief
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OCCUPANCY RATE
Total occupancy rate /year

100%

92% 93%
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productions

PRODUCTION AND PERFORMANCES
Total number of productions and performances /year

250

199
208

48 50

34 32 28 31

154

172

72 73
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20
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Design brief

STATISTICS OF SCALA

Fondazione Teatro alla Scala di Milano. (2024). BILANCIO 2023.
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Design brief

THE SCALE OF SCALA

L M S

La Scala, a world-renowned opera 
producer, is the global heart of opera, 
bringing its productions worldwide.

La Scala, Italy’s opera capital, hosts 
and produces the most operas in the 
country each year.

La Scala is an integral part of Milan’s 
history and culture.

International National Milan
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INDUSTRIES OF MILAN

CARS FASHION DESIGN

Design brief
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INDUSTRIES OF MILAN

CARS FASHION DESIGN

Design brief

OPERA

11
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TEATRO ALLA SCALA
Design brief
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CITY CENTRE
Design brief
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500m
 

HISTORICAL CONNECTION
Design brief

Milan Studio 58
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Duomo di MilanoDuomo di Milano

Galleria Vittorio Emanuele IIGalleria Vittorio Emanuele II
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500m
 

M1

M3

M1

M3

PUBLIC TRANSPORT
Design brief
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Gallerie d’ItaliaGallerie d’Italia

Piazza della ScalaPiazza della Scala

Palazzo MarinoPalazzo Marino

TEATRO ALLA SCALATEATRO ALLA SCALA

Galleria Vittorio Emanuele IIGalleria Vittorio Emanuele II

PLOT INFORMATION
Design brief
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EXISTING ACCESSIBILTY
Design brief
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PLOT INFORMATION
Design brief
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7780 m2

PLOT INFORMATION
Design brief
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PUSHING THE PLOT BOUNDARY
Design brief
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12800 m2

PLOT INFORMATION
Design brief
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STAGE AUDIENCE

AUDIENCE

STAGE

STAGE

AUDIENCE

THEATRE CONFIGURATION

Bowman, N. A. (1964). The Ideal Theatre: Emerging tendencies in its architecture.

Design brief

CENTRAL THEATRE PERIPHERAL THEATREPROSCENIUM THEATRE

Non-linear Non-linearLinear

Milan Studio 67
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OPERA CONFIGURATION

Bowman, N. A. (1964). The Ideal Theatre: Emerging tendencies in its architecture.

Design brief

STAGE AUDIENCE

AUDIENCE

STAGE

STAGE

AUDIENCE

CENTRAL THEATRE PERIPHERAL THEATREPROSCENIUM THEATRE

Non-linear Non-linearLinear
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STAGE AUDIENCE

NEW OPERA EXPERIENCE
Design brief

Bowman, N. A. (1964). The Ideal Theatre: Emerging tendencies in its architecture.

TRUST STAGE OPEN STAGE

Non-Linear Non-linear
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OMA, Faena Forum (Miami 2022)

NEW OPERA EXPERIENCE
Design brief
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NEW CAPACITY EXISTING CAPACITY 

1500 seats2000 seats

NEW CAPACITY
Design brief
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Public flow

Public amenities

Public support

Aditorium

Stage

Bakstage

Changing room

Rehearsal room

Office

Logistics

MuseumFlytower

Stage lift

Grid

Building tech

TOTAL SIZE
31.000 m2

FRONT OF HOUSE
6.200 m2

HOUSE
6.200 m2

BACK OF HOUSE
15.500 m2

OTHER
775 m2

TECHNICAL
2.325 m2

PROGRAM SIZE
Design brief
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OPERATORS

ARTISTS

OFFICE WORKERS

AUDIENCE

BACK OF HOUSEFRONT OF HOUSE

Public flow

Office

Logistics

Rehearsal room

Dressing room

Building tech

Grid

Stage lift

Flytower

Public amenities

A
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Public support

MuseumPUBLIC

PROGRAM RELATION
Design brief
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HEALTH
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AIRPORTAIRPORT

COURTHOUSECOURTHOUSE

OPERAHOUSEOPERAHOUSE

HOSPITALHOSPITAL

UNIVERSITYUNIVERSITY

MUSEUMMUSEUM

TRAIN STATIONTRAIN STATION

LIBRARYLIBRARY
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Social Health

M

ental H
ealth
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Health

World Health Organization (WHO), 1948

HEALTH
Design brief

“HEALTH IS A STATE OF COMPLETE PHYSICAL, MENTAL, AND SOCIAL WELL-BEING.”
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HEALTH AND SPATIAL CONTEXT
Design brief

“How can the design and planning of public spaces in Milan 
be optimised to enhance physical and mental health for its 

residents?”
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Bodies and Building Milan

HEALTH

PASSAGE

PIAZZA

PA
TI

O
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PATIOPASSAGEPIAZZAHEALTH BELT

DESIGN IMPLEMENTATIONS

LXL M S

Design brief
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CONCEPT

Milan Studio 81
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FRONT
OF

HOUSE
HOUSE

BACK
OF 

HOUSE

TYPICAL THEATRE
the programme organisation characteristic of conventional theatres
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HOUSE
FRONT

OF
HOUSE

BACK
OF 

HOUSE

TYPICAL THEATRE
create a separation between front-of-house and back-of-house (public and non-public)
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HOUSE
FRONT

OF
HOUSE

BACK
OF 

HOUSE

TYPICAL THEATRE
it hides the core programme from the outside
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0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24

THEATRE PROGRAM TIMETABLE
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HOUSEFoH BoH

NEW APPROACH
‘cutting up’ the programme
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FRONTOFHOUSE

HOUSE
BACKOFHOUSE

NEW APPROACH
to engage the public space inside the theatre
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NEW APPROACH
the project plot divided by the road axis
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FR
ONT 
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HOUSE

BACK

OF H
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NEW APPROACH
program blocks projected on site
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NEW APPROACH
defining other axes to position the volume within the current urban context
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NEW APPROACH
the new building volume

11
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+27m

+24m

+20m

+28m

+26m

+18m

+27m

+27m

NEW APPROACH
match the new building volume to the height of the existing urban context
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NEW APPROACH
introducing public ‘cuts’ in building volume
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NEW APPROACH
program projected onto the building

11
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IMPLEMENTATION

Milan Studio 96
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ENTRANCE / PUBLIC STAGEENTRANCE / PUBLIC STAGE
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POLISHED CONCRETE TILES WHITE MONTORFANO GRANITE

pavement within building boundaries existing pavement

MATERIALS
Implementation
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ENTRANCEENTRANCE

FOYERFOYER

MUSEUMMUSEUM
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PUBLIC STAGEPUBLIC STAGE

MAIN AUDITORIUMMAIN AUDITORIUM

REHEARSEL STAGEREHEARSEL STAGE
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DRESSING ROOMSDRESSING ROOMS

TECHNICAL SUPPORTTECHNICAL SUPPORT

BUILDING TECHBUILDING TECH

LOGISTICSLOGISTICS

REHEARSEL ROOMSREHEARSEL ROOMS
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CERAMIC SQUARE SLABS CERAMIC COLOR POLISHED ALUMINIUM

MATERIALS
Implementation
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L-2

L-1

L+0

L+1

L+2

L+3

L+4

L+5

foyer
cloakroom
bar
main auditorium
logistics

entrance
foyer

main auditorium

main auditroium
museum
office

museum
office

technical support
storrage

rehearsel stage
office
rehearsel rooms
dressing rooms

office
rehearsel rooms

rehearsel rooms
dressing rooms

dressing rooms
staff kitchen

staff & artist bar + canteen
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Implementation
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LIFT TO STREET 
FOR DISABLED
LIFT TO STREET 
FOR DISABLED
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Implementation
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LIFT TO STREET 
FOR DISABLED
LIFT TO STREET 
FOR DISABLED
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Implementation
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CONCRETE WALLS & FLOOR POLISHED ALUMINIUM PERFORATED GRAY-VEINED WHITE MARBLE

MATERIALS
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Implementation
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Implementation
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STORAGE

L+2
Implementation
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CONCRETE WALLS & FLOOR POLISHED ALUMINIUM PERFORATED CURTAINS

Implementation

MATERIALS
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DEVELOPMENT

Milan Studio 134
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1m
1:25 | A3
LOD 1:5

0.25m

50
0

80
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0
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0

30
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20
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80
0

40
0

OPEN FACADE

SEMI OPEN FACADE

CLOSED FACADE (OFFICE)

CLOSED FACADE

FACADE
Development
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FACADE
Development
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TERRART®-BAGUETTE, NBK
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Tingbjerg Library, Cobe, Copenhagen Denmark
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+26450

+22450

+18450

+10450

+6450

RF

L +5

L +4

L +2

L+1

FACADE
Development
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DETAIL
Development

11
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STRUCTURE
Development
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STRUCTURE
Development

CONCRETE CORES
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STRUCTURE

CONCRETE COLUMNS

Development
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STRUCTURE

LARGE STEEL TRUSSES

Development
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STRUCTURE

PRIMARY STEEL STRUCTURE

Development
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STRUCTURE

SECUNDARY STEEL STRUCTURE

Development
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STRUCTURE

TOTAL STRUCTURE

Development
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SUSTAINABILITY
Development

11

Milan Studio Youp van Terheijden |  152



SUSTAINABILITY

UNDERGROUND

Development

the ground as thermal mass for a stable indoor climate year-round
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SUSTAINABILITY

HEAT-ABSORBING FACADE

Development

the ceramic facade absorbs heat, becoming a thermal shield for the entire building
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SUSTAINABILITY

WATER REUSE
rainwater collection and reuse within the building

Development
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Emergency overflowEmergency overflow

Emergency overflowEmergency overflow
ShowersShowers

SinksSinks

FilterFilter

FilterFilter

FilterFilter Grey water tank Grey water tank 

fresh water top-upfresh water top-up

Blue roof
3400 m2
Blue roof
3400 m2

ToiletsToilets CleaningCleaning

Milan average rainfall
945 L / m² roof = 945L x 3400m2 = 3.213.000L

BLUE SYSTEM
Development
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SUSTAINABILITY

ENERGY PRODUCTION
generating and storing solar energy to increase the building’s self-sufficiency

Development
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Solar roof
3400 m2
Solar roof
3400 m2

Milan average rainfall
170Wp/m² = 170Wp x 1200m2 = 204.000Wp

Building electric gridBuilding electric grid

Charge controlerCharge controler

BatteryBattery

Electric gridElectric grid

InverterInverter

ENERGY SYSTEM
Development
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B.2

A.3

B.3B.1
A.1

B.4

B.5

A.4

A.5

A.6

A.7 A.7

A.6 A.6

SUSTAINABILITY

CLIMATE ZONES

Development

different climate zones provide the right conditions for each function
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SUSTAINABILITY

CLIMATE
heat from the halls is reused, while each climate zone functions independently, supported by seasonal heat and cold storage
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CONCLUSION
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How can the architecture of an opera house reposition the 
cultural relevance of opera in contemporary society?
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HOUSEFoH BoH
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FRONTOFHOUSE

HOUSE
BACKOFHOUSE
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PIAZZA PASSAGE PATIO
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OMA, Faena Forum (Miami 2022)
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PUBLIC 
STAGE

REHEARSEL
STAGE

TRADITIONAL
STAGE
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Europa riconosciuta
Antonio Salieri

OPENING OPERA
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Thank you.
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