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The challenge of our opera

CHRONOS PARÀDOXOS is to

create a new piece of art that

surpasses the conventional 

developing process of a 

traditional opera.

The structure of this opera has

been inspired by the fi rst 

European example of “theatrical” 

discussion of civil and political 

issues: the Greek Tragedy. The 

libretto consists of European 

poetry, from Aeschylus to 

Szymborska, and it describes

some of the dramatic moments

that brought to the decision of

creating a United Europe.

This opera was funded by 

the EU, EACEA (Educational, 

Audiovisual & CultureExecutive 

Agency) in partnership with 

Fyme (Fundaciòn Yehudi 

Menuhin España - Spain) and 

EAN (Eu Art Network - Austria).

sculpture by Igor Mitoraj 
Basilica di Santa Maria degli Angeli e dei Martiri - Roma
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The title comes from a line by Polish poet Wislawa Szymborska, 
whose poetic opera is the carrying structure of the new opera 
of well-known Venetian composer Maria Gabriella Zen.
The libretto, based on the structure of “The Persians” by 
Aeschylus, is an example that illustrates the complexities and 
harmony of European culture.
Through the original versions of European poets’ works, 
spectators will be able to enjoy an opera which represents 
some of the most important European languages: alongside 
performing in ancient Greek and Latin, the singers will sing 
of the sorrowful memories of the past in German, Spanish, 
Polish, Italian, Portuguese, English, French, Hungarian and 
Sephardic Jewish.
Europe’s History and Tradition are clearly the inspiration, as 
the subjects are key moments of Europe’s turbulent past 
(from the Spanish Civil War to the Second World War and 
the Holocaust) which gave rise to the long lasting peace that 
Europe’s citizens enjoy in this present day.
The original texts of the poems, which are sung by twelve 
singers both solo and in choir, and their translation into the 
local language, will be projected on two screens on the apron 
stage.
Ten dancers (two soloists, four women and four men), will 
provide a visual representation of the plot. A large central screen 
will host the scenographic ideas relating to contemporary art. 
The costumes will be very simple and the diff erent historical 
periods will be represented by accessories.

After reading the opera, Professor Mario Messinis wrote 
this note: “In the new opera “CHRONOS PARÀDOXOS”, the 
structure of the classical tragedy loses every archaic feature: 
it becomes the architectural pillar which gives way to the 
present which is represented by the striking kaleidoscope of 
poetry, witness of the dramatic tensions of our times. The 
voices of the singers evoke mythical remoteness, but the 
tissue of the symphonic web is current and very sophisticated. 
Altogether the new opera “CHRONOS PARÀDOXOS” is rich 
in fascinating poetical intensity”.

The musical aim of “CHRONOS PARÀDOXOS” is quite innovative, 
almost a challenge: the objective is to recreate the poetical 
suggestions of “live electronics” solely through the acoustic use of 
voices and instruments. The composition wants to create a sort of 
“contemporary” dialogue between instruments and voices using a 
new way to obtain sounds from the historical instruments. In order 
to do so, several highly unique techniques of notation and sound-
production were experimented, such as:

 using percussions as “sound-producing bodies” which build 
sound-layers; the “melodic” instruments (e.g. reeds) can then 
be superimposed on this base and develop new sound-layers;

 combining tuned and “pitchless” percussions (e.g. Timpani with 
Cymbals);

 extensively using semitones and quartertones as well as a 
variable pitch; this leads to a method of “pitch-class-series”, 
which combines pitch serialism, tonality and counterpoint in 
an original way.

All these aspects can be refl ected in the use of the orchestral 
instruments in order to add a completely new level of innovation 
to contemporary music.
 

 

Choosing the structure of the Greek Tragedy has been a very 
important musical challenge, since opera was born during the 
Renaissance with the sole purpose of reproducing the ancient 
Greek Tragedy, a performance made of poetry, music and dance.
In “CHRONOS PARÀDOXOS” the use of the ancient structure also 
takes on an expressive meaning: the Parodos, the three Stasimos 
and the Epilogue are mostly choral pieces during which dancing 
always takes place. Generally they are the most “communicative” 
and “expressive” parts of the opera. The Prologue and the four 
Episodes are musically much more complex, and created 
with musical material from the great European tradition (Bach, 
Beethoven, Mussorgsky, Berg and even melodies from two songs 
by García Lorca).

musical aspects of the Opera

structural aspects of the Composition
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Dance School - Rehearsals in Extremadura (Spain)

The Ballet
2 Flutes (also piccolo and bass fl ute)
2 Oboes (also English horn)
2 B Clarinets (2nd also Bass Clarinet)
2 Bassoons

2 F Horns
2 B Trumpets
1 Trombone
1 Tuba

Piano/Celesta
Harp

4 Percussionists

Strings (12/10/8/6/4)

instruments

12 singers:
- 2 sopranos
- 2 mezzo-sopranos
- 2 contraltos
- 2 tenors
- 2 baritones
- 2 basses

The Soloists are also in the Chorus

singers

10 Dancers
(2 soloists, 4 men and 4 women)

dancers
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link to libretto and score:

She started her training in Composition under Wolfango Dalla 
Vecchia and continued under Franco Donatoni at the “Chigiana” 
Music Academy in Siena during the Summer Specialization Courses 
in 1982 and1983.
In 1986, the chamber opera she wrote for her fi nal Composition 
Degree “The Love of Don Perlimplín and Belisa in the Garden” based 
on a text by Garcia Lorca, was among the fi nalists at the Karl Maria 
von Weber Composition Competition in Dresden.
In March 1993, the Arditti String Quartet played her “Liederkreis” at 
“La Fenice” Opera Theatre.
In November 1993 her composition “Salmi” for Solo Sopranos 
was included among the fi nalists of the Olympia International 
Composition Competition in Athens.
In October 2003 she represented Italy at the 3rd Workshop for EU 
artists, organized by the European Parliament in Oslip (Austria). Her 
composition “In der Wueste” (In the Desert) for one Soprano, one 
Alto and three Percussionists was played during the fi nal concert 
and recorded by the ORF. “In der Wueste” was performed again on 
the 8th October 2004 to inaugurate the new “Sala Rossi” room at 
“La Fenice” Opera House in Venice.
In Spring 2004, together with ten other European Composers, 
she was chosen to write “11-Eleven”, a suite of 11 short pieces 
to commemorate the victims of terrorism and to inaugurate the 
enlargement of Europe (Eleventh fragment - Finale: “Pax Luminosa 
Pax”), also played at the inauguration of the “Sala Rossi”, on the 8th 
October 2004 and recorded in December 2004 by the PSE of the 
EU parliament.
She has collaborated on a regular basis since 1988 with theatre 
directors Gianfranco de Bosio, Bepi Morassi, Damiano Michieletto, 
Carlo Cecchi and the Venice-based ‘Teatro a l’Avogaria’, writing 
incidental music for various texts which range in style from Italian 
Renaissance Comedies to Samuel Beckett’s “Waiting for Godot”. In 
1989 she was awarded the Orion New Musical Proposals Prize by 

Maria Gabriella
Zen



Gianfranco de Bosio is one of the greatest Italian theatre, cinema, 
television and grand opera directors of the 20th century and is still 
currently active.
At present he teaches Performing and Visual Arts at IULM University 
in Milan and Acting in Venetian dialects at the “Piccolo Teatro” School 
in Milan.
With his shows, he brought Renaissance playwright/actor Angelo 
Beolco, better known as Il Ruzzante, on the international scene; 
he produced Brecht’s fi rst post-war productions in Italy and staged 
hundreds of works by playwrights such as Aeschylus, Shakespeare, 
Machiavelli, Calderón de la Barca, Molière, Goldoni, Alfi eri, Chekhov, 
Shaw, Pirandello and the modernists (Svevo, Sartre, Moravia, etc.). 
Very famous is his production of “If This Is a Man” by Primo Levi which 
included fi fty actors from all European countries. 
His fi lm “The Terrorist” is considered to be a classic in terms of fi lms 
dedicated to the Resistance; “Moses the Lawgiver” with Burt Lancaster 
was Italian public TV broadcaster RAI’s fi rst big production in English, 
scripted by Anthony Burgess and fi lmed entirely in Israel. 
He has directed grand operas all over the world, such as those by 
Monteverdi, Haendel, Salieri, Mozart, Rossini, Donizetti, Wagner’s 
tetralogy, Gounod, Massenet, Puccini and many contemporary 
composers. 
He focuses especially on Verdi and has directed many of his works 
such as Oberto Count of San Bonifacio, Nabucco, Ernani, Traviata, 
The Troubadour, A Masked Ball, Don Carlos, Aida, Othello and 
Falstaff .
He has directed over twenty productions of Nabucco and Aida both 
in Italy and abroad, as well as their television and fi lm adaptations. 
He produced the fi lm version of Puccini’s Tosca, which starred 
Placido Domingo, Raina Kabaivanska and Sherrill Milnes and was 
fi lmed entirely at the locations indicated by the composer.
He has fi lmed the complete versions of La Traviata and Rigoletto in 
Educational videos produced by the International Institute for Opera 
and Poetry, founded by UNESCO in Verona.
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RAI-Radio 3 for her work on Carlo Goldoni’s “Le Baruff e Chiozzotte”,, 
directed by Gianfranco de Bosio (10 Variations for string quartet).
Her incidental music has featured in Marco Polo’s Il Milione (Venezia, 
Teatro Fondamenta Nuove, 2006) and Virgil’s Le Bucoliche (Mantova, 
FestivaLetteratura, 2007), directed by M. de Bosio. Both of these 
performances received great acclaim and have been recognized as 
examples of a new approach to interpreting classic masterpieces. 
In 2008 the Regione Veneto released a DVD of Marco Polo’s Il 
Milione.
In October 2008 she ran a master-class entitled “Studio su Orlando” 
which focussed on the composition of incidental music for theatrical 
plays and was organized by La Biennale di Venezia as part of the 
“Mediterraneo” International Theatre Workshop. The theme of the 
class was the composition of music for Virginia Woolf’s Orlando.  
The world première of “Orlando” took place at the 40° Biennale 
International Theatre Festival, on the 22nd February 2009.
In November 2008 “I Pomeriggi Musicali”- the Orchestra conducted 
by Stanley Dodds - performed “Ultime rime d’amore”, based on 
Gaspara Stampa’s Canzoniere for Bartolomeo Zen (1551-54) at the 
Dal Verme Theatre in Milan.
In January 2010 her video melologue “Il Regno dei Fanes” (with 
video by Margot Galante Garrone) - written for soprano, fl ute/bass 
fl ute and percussion - met with great success at La Fenice Opera 
House.
In February 2010 she received a commission from the International 
Festival of Contemporary Music of La Biennale di Venezia and is 
currently composing music for female chorus, percussion and 
organ for the production “Don Giovanni, variazioni sul mito”. The 
world Première will take place at Palazzo Pisani on the 23rd of 
September 2010.



d
e
si

g
n

@
h

u
la

h
o

o
p

.e
u

The International Institute for Opera and 

Poetry (I.I.O.P.) was founded in Verona 

in 1996 by Federico Mayor, Director-

General of UNESCO, in collaboration 

with Verona city council and the Arena 

Foundation. The Institute has organised 

many poetry events: Rap Festivals, 

Nabokov, Pushkin, Mario Luzi, Poetry 

and Music for the New Europe, Yevgeny 

Yevtushenko, medieval songs of praise, 

José Saramago, African women poets 

and Spanish poets. 

The Institute’s main activity is organising 

international singing competitions. 

Since 1997, the following competitions 

have taken place: 

La Bohème, Falstaff , The Queen of 

Spades, in collaboration with the 

Bolshoi theatre in Moscow, Don Juan, 

The Legend of Orpheus, Turandot and, 

once again in 2009, La Bohème; Aida is 

currently in preparation.
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and Poetry

International Institute for Opera and Poetry
Biblioteca Civica - Via Cappello 43 - 37121 Verona - Italy
tel. 045 8079777 - iiop@comune.verona.it 


