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Site-Specific Opera: A Re-imagined Magic Flute as a Catalyst to the Narration of Fort Daspoortrand Heritage

Project Description: This dissertation intended to bring awareness to the cultural and historical value of the Fort Daspoortrand ruin, 

through the introduction of a temporary, site-specific opera. The opera as a catalyst aims to serve as an initial event to illuminate 

the beauty and drama of this old military ruin. The performance will encourage and enhance the appreciation of the fort, after which, 

if successful, another developer would be able to contribute more permanent function to the site. 
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awareness for the needs for preservation of the site. The design intends to take the audience on a constructed journey of site and 

opera, revealing the opera and architecture throughout the performance.
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With the current upsurge of a technological era, there is an underlying global threat to the cultural development of theatre, especially 

opera. Therefore, there is a need for a paradigm shift that will re-imagine and transcend opera into the 21st century. 

Site-specific opera merges the potential of theatrical entertainment and the value of an existing site. Both the location and the 

performance have the ability to remove the audience from their lives and submerge them in a fantasy or created reality. With the 

focal approach being the interpretation of the Magic Flute Opera at a site-specific location, a concept of cultural heritage awareness 

is revealed. With this in mind, the preservation extends into a consideration of the existing site. The site, Fort Daspoortrand, is 

currently in a state of physical degradation, and the decay of heritage and cultural fabric is prominent. Thus, the potential for 

preservation and cultural celebration arises.

It is proposed that through a site-specific opera performance of William Kentridge’s adaptation of The Magic Flute by Mozart, a sense 

of awareness can be created for both the site and a South African interpretation of opera. The opera will catalyse the awareness of 

the site, and the scenography will act as a vehicle to bring site and opera together in a visual and spatial experience.  Through the 

merging of opera and site, the heritage and cultural significance of both entities will be explored, allowing the opportunity for life to 

be breathed back into both the fort and opera in general. 

The design intention of this project is to bring awareness to the existing fabric of the site, as well as the dramatic opportunities 

that the site naturally presents. In this way, the physical and cultural decay of both Fort Daspoortrand and opera are brought to the 

public’s attention. The intention in this creation of site awareness is to promote an afterlife for the site, by exposing its character 

in an attempt to ignite future development at the site once the opera has finished. Through combining opera and site, the audience 

will be exposed to the beauty of the site and the cultural richness of opera simultaneously. The temporary design intervention 

aims to strategically link the themes of The Magic Flute with the characteristics of the site to explore the relationship between 

narrative, fort and opera. Emphasis is placed on how to take the audience on a winding and intertwining journey of the site during 

the performance of the opera adaptation. The fluidity and natural progression of the audience through the site will ultimately create 

a reflective and emotive understanding of The Magic Flute’s theme of the journey from darkness to light.

Abstract 
Met die huidige oplewing van ‘n tegnologiese era is daar ‘n onderliggende globale bedreiging tot die kulturele ontwikkeling van teater, 

veral in die ontwikkeling van opera. Daarom is daar ‘n behoefte vir ‘n paradigmaskuif wat opera sal her-verbeel en oorbrug tot in die 

21ste eeu.

Terrein-gedrewe (“site-specific”) opera bring die potensiaal van teatervermaak en die waarde van ‘n bestaande terrein byeen. 

Beide die ligging en die optrede het die vermoë om die gehoor van hul daaglikse lewens te verwyder en hulle te onderdompel in 

‘n fantasiewêreld, ‘n geskepte realiteit. Met die benadering wat fokus op die vertolking van “Die Towerfluit” in ‘n terrein-bepaalde 

toepassing, is die bewustheid van kulturele erfenis as konsep aan die lig gebring. Die bewaring van die bestaande terrein val dan ook 

in hierdie fokus area van kulturele erfenis. By die terrein, Fort Daspoortrand, wat tans fisiese agteruitgang beleef, is die verval van 

erfenis en kulturele materiaal prominent. Daar bestaan dus die potensiaal vir bewaring en ‘n viering van die kulturele geskiedenis 

van die plek.

Die voorstel is dat deur middel van ‘n terrein-gedrewe opera opvoering van William Kentridge se vertolking van Die Towerfluit, 

geskryf deur Mozart, ‘n bewustheid geskep kan word vir beide die terrein en die Suid-Afrikaanse benadering tot opera. Die opera sal 

belangstelling in die terrein aanwakker, en scenografie sal dien as tussenganger om deur middel van ‘n visuele en ruimtelike ervaring 

die terrein en opera aan mekaar te verbind. Deur die opera en terrein saam te smelt, sal die erfenis en kulturele betekenis van albei 

elemente onderoek word, wat ‘n geleentheid skep om nuwe lewe in beide die fort en opera aan te wakker.

Die ontwerpsdoel van hierdie projek is om bewustheid te skep van die terrein se bestaande toestand, sowel as die dramatiese 

geleenthede wat die terrein natuurlik voortbring. Op hierdie manier word die fisiese en kulturele agteruitgang van Fort Daspoortrand 

en opera tot die openbaar onthul. Die voorneme in die skep van terrein-bewustheid is om ‘n lewe na die ingryping te bewerkstellig, 

deur sy karakters te onthul in ‘n poging om nuwe ontwikkeling by die terrein aan te vuur wanneer die opera voltooi is. Deur die opera 

en die terrein te kombineer, word die gehoor blootgestel aan beide die prag van die terrein en die kulturele waarde van opera. Die 

tydelike ontwerpingryping streef daarna om die temas van Die Towerfluit met die karaktereienskappe van die terrein strategies te 

verbind, en die verhouding tussen die verhaal, fort, en opera te ondersoek. Klem word geplaas op hoe die gehoor op ‘n kronkelende 

en verwewende reis van die terrein geneem word gedurende die uitvoering van die verwerkde opera. Die vloeibaarheid en natuurlike 

voortgang van die gehoor deur die terrein bewerkstellig ‘n besinnende en emosionele begrip van Die Towerfluit se tema van die reis 

van donker na lig.

Samevatting
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Glossary of Terminology 
The following terms have been defined specifically for the 

context of this dissertation, to clarify the intended meaning 

by the author.

Abstraction is a term used to explain the reconstruction of 

one’s thoughts in a symbolic and graphical manner, typically 

the use of metaphorical and representative imagery 

Audience participation are the interactions which takes 

place between the audience and the environment, this can 

be influenced through the design.

Back projection is a form of projection in which the projector 

is placed behind the screen as opposed to in front of the 

screen

Concept is a non-tangible development of an idea.

Created space refers to the smaller areas within the 

environment which have been specifically considered and 

manipulated for this project.

Cultural fabric is the physical material which makes up 

an object, this refers to something of historical or cultural 

significance.

Cyclorama the largest single piece of scenery in the theatre, 

this dyed material is draped in an arched form “to encircle and 

partially enclose the scene to form the back ground” (W. Oren 

Parker and Harvey K. Smith 1979:196).

Dramaturgy is “the theory and practice of dramatic 

composition.” (Google online dictionary, 2017)

Drapery material can be made from various materials, these 

fabrics are gathered and hung from a support structure, they 

are flexible and dynamic for the performance. 

Drops are large pieces of decorated material which hang 

on battens and are dropped down into the stage area, the 

bottom batten ensures the fabric hangs flat and straight. 

Escapism is the psychological and emotional removal from 

one’s everyday life, achieved through a created hyper-reality 

and fantasies where the spectators are encouraged to 

explore and use their imaginations. 

Fourth wall is the term used to describe the metaphorical 

barrier between the audience and the actor. Typically, it 

is a physical separation, in the terms of a raised stage or 

orchestra pitch division. 

Heritage awareness is the creation or emphasis on the 

existing historical fabric, be it cultural or physical 

Immersive theatre is a theatre form which identifies the 

audience as a co-actor in the production, this concept was 

defined by research Gareth White (2012).

Stage-lighting instruments “any device employed on 

the stage to hold a lamp in correct position, to direct and 

often shape the output of light, and to hold color media in 

the resulting beam” (W. Oren Parker and Harvey K. Smith 

1979:444).

Theatre forms refers the diverse types of theatre 

performance which have been created over time, for 

example, experimental theatre, improvisational theatre and 

site-specific theatre

Theatre movement is the development of the non-typical 

theatre whereby its structure and idea contradicts the 

origins and formalisation of the traditional theatre.

Explaining the content Structure
The structure of this dissertation varies from the typical 

structures. To assist in clarity and understanding, the 

following explanation gives reason for the content order. 

Chapter 1 - Theoretical Context 

To understand the research proposal decisions, it is first 

important to give a contextual background to the study 

direction. A fascination triggered the initial interest with the 

theatre, and how it has developed over time. The chapter 

shows an investigation of the theatre origins, cultural 

diversity in theatre, changes in stage configurations, the 

invention of multiple theatre forms, and opera. Opera and 

site-specific theatre make up the main focus of this project. 

Chapter 2 – Research Proposal   

The research proposal lays out the intentions and points of 

discovery which will be addressed through the dissertation. 

The problem statement grows from the decline of opera 

identified in Chapter 1 after which the research questions, 

aims, objectives, methods and limitations are explored. 

Chapter 3 – Physical Context

Having identified site-specific theatre as the dissertation 

focus, a site needed to be selected. Chapter 3 is a site 

analysis, which focuses on the specific and carefully selected 

points of interest around the site. The heritage value of the 

selected site plays a key role in the design development.

Chapter 4 – Theoretical Premise

The main theory investigation is the focus of this chapter. 

Through the chapter, the research question is unpacked and 

argued. The open-air nature of the project challenges the 

typical interior expectations. However, the significance of 

the project is supported and validated in the content. The 

chapter builds the reader's understanding of site-specific 

theatre, the interior architecture relevance, and what is to be 

expected in the design. 

Chapter 5 – Precedent studies 

The three identified precedent studies, explore the use of 

lighting, sensory experience, projection, and performance. 

These existing works have helped to inform the design 

and the consideration of how to effectively use light and 

projection to layer meaning. 

Chapter 6 – The Magic Flute

The chapter gives the reader a general overview of the Magic 

Flute opera, introducing them to the characters, themes 

and environments of the narrative. The chapter consists of 

a film study of the 1991 version of the Magic Flute at the 

MET Opera House. Throughout the chapter, an introduction 

to William Kentridge's 2001 version, and visuals are explored.  

Chapter 7 – Concept, Design and 

Technical Considerations 

This chapter is divided into two main parts: the initial 

concept development and design and technical.  The general 

programming, design, and circulation of the site is addressed, 

after which each scene is unpacked. Each scene's design 

and technicals aspects are addressed. This helps the reader 

follow the progression of each scene without the confusion 

of flipping through the book. 

Chapter 8 – Conclusion 

The closing chapter of the book reiterates the development 

of the project, ensuring the research question is answered 

and the intention resolved. 


