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SYNOFSIS

This production is set in the present; the following
events unfold in an interrogation room on a military
base. Before the opera’s story begins, the military
officer Tarquinius is taken into custody after being
accused of raping fellow officer and wife of Collatinus,
Lucretia.

What follows is an investigation into that accusation.

The Male and Female Choruses lead the investigation
and record testimonies of several witnesses. Tarquin-
ius and two generals, Collatinus and Junius, are first
brought in to reenact the events of the night of the
alleged rape. The men explain they were drinking
and arguing about the infidelity of women, then are
dismissed.

The Choruses usher in Lucretia and her close friends,
Bianca and Lucia, and ask the three to reenact their
actions of that same night, in which they were at
home, waiting for Collatinus to return safely.

Following the two sets of testimonies, the Choruses
bring Tarquinius and Lucretia together, hoping the
tension between them to divulges further evidence
relating to the rape. Tarquinius proceeds to torment
Lucretia, reminding her of exactly what happened be-
tween them on the night in question. Tarquinius then
leaves Lucretia, who falls asleep, exhausted.

The following morning, Bianca and Lucia enter to
check on Lucretia. They discover that Tarquinius has
abused her in the interrogation room. Collatinus and
Junius return shortly after, knowing that Tarquinius
has vanished and something is awry. Collatinus’ ar-
rival is too painful for Lucretia to bear; and she kills
herself, leaving the investigators, the Male and Female
Choruses, to come to terms with the events they have
witnessed.
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DIRECTOR'S NOTE

In an odd way, the act of rape perpetrated against
Lucretia in this opera is not the story’s central event.
There is little suspense in whether or not a rape will
occur, as the opera’s title alone tells us what is going to
happen. Indeed, in the libretto, the rape doesn’t even
take place onstage.

The main event of the opera comes before and after
the rape: how events could lead to such a horrid act,
how we try and make sense of such an act after the
fact, and how we try (or don’t try) to make sure it
never happens again.

With this approach, coupled with the distinctly
military setting (after all, Britten wrote the opera just
three years after the end of the Second World War),

[ began my research by watching a harrowing docu-
mentary called The Invisible War. This film from 2012
investigates the prevalence of rape in the military:
why so many rapes happen, why they go unreported,
and why the higher-ups do nothing to stop them. In
that context, I realized that there was nothing in the
text which suggested that Lucretia -- married to a mili-
tary officer -- couldn’t in fact be one herself.

The Male and Female Choruses are perhaps the most
problematic figures of Britten’s opera, especially the
way in which they remain outside the action as a con-
duit between the characters and the audience. One
way to keep them outside of the action, but to have
them retain a stake in what happens in the story, was
to make them investigators: part military police, part
documentarians.

Ultimately, the opera is not only an investigation to the
events of the night in question, but also an investiga-
tion into how such events happen, how rapes continue
to remain unreported, and what our role is as humans
and citizens -- military or not -- to work against such
crimes being committed in the future.
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