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“We went to the Opera, where comedies and other plays 
are represented in recitative music,  by the most excellent 
musicians, vocal and instrumental ,  with variety of scenes 
painted and contrived with no less art of perspective, and 
machines for f lying in the air ,  and other wonderful mo-
tions; taken together,  i t  is  one of the most magnificent 
and expensive diversions the wit of man can invent.” 

John Evelyn describing his experiences at a Venetian 
theatre in 1645 (I :  202) 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Opening Scene 

I am opening the door by the personnel’s entrance to the opera house. I pass an operator 
room and a security desk while heading towards the elevators. The elevator doors open, I 
walk in, look up, and see a man wearing a blue bathrobe and slippers; his face is covered 
with bright blue make-up. The man steps out on the fifth floor where the chorus mem-
bers and soloists have their dressing rooms. I continue to the next floor up and leave my 
coat and computer at the producers’ office. A production assistant is lying on a sofa, 
watching the performance from the stage on a TV monitor.  

While I am on my way to the main rehearsal studio I almost collide with the general di-
rector, who is wearing a dark blue suit. I pass a lobby with two racks full of children’s 
costumes, tidily arranged under nameplates with instructions on the board saying: 1) No 
make-up, 2) Flower on the right side of the head. I take a few steps up to the fifth floor 
where several racks of wigs are standing outside a hairdressing room. I say hello to a 
couple of people watching television in the lobby and watch how the chorus members 
come from the stage to change their colourful oriental clothes for other costumes need in 
the following scenes of the opera.  

In the main rehearsal studio, a rehearsal is about to start. The room is 20 by 20 metres 
and two of the walls are covered by mirrors. There are marking tapes here and there on 
the floor, a grand piano in the corner on the left, tables, music stands, and chairs, pillars, 
and swords next to the walls. The director, two assisting directors, the rehearsal pianist, 
producer, repertory stage manager, prompter, five soloists and the conductor are ready to 
begin the rehearsal. I sit in the right corner of the room trying to capture the dynamics 
between the participants who are constantly on the move, talk simultaneously, and amaz-
ingly seem to understand each other from only half a word. Just before the rehearsal be-
gins, the producer calls to the props department and asks for a longer band for a soloist’s 
pendant. He also informs the director that one large piece of the set will be ready in the 
afternoon. The director comments: 

“I have heard that it [the piece of set] has been reduced by one metre although we 
talked about 20 centimetres. I guess for some technical reasons.”  

One of the soloists arrives at that point. She is late because the fitting of her costume 
took longer than she had expected. The director gets furious and yells: 

“This kind of thing just cannot happen!”  

A hush descends on the room. 
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The director manages to change the atmosphere quickly and starts directing a scene by 
first looking for the soloists’ positions and leaving the details for later. The director is 
concerned about the motion on the stage and how the soloists should bind their move-
ments to the music. Suddenly, two stage technicians enter the studio, bringing several 
pieces of the set, which are assembled immediately. Meanwhile the soloists are gathered 
around the grand piano and practice the music with the conductor and the rehearsal pi-
anist. The director and stage technicians are finished with the set and the rehearsal con-
tinues. Although the director has an overall vision of the performance, the various possi-
bilities are often decided collectively: 

Assisting director: “What if he [the character] goes behind the rock?” 

Soloist: “That might work.” 

Director: “Yes, it would be better…This comes only by doing.” 

Conductor: “This is all about seeking alternatives, you know.” 

Director: “Yes it is, and we will find the right one among those alternatives.” 

In the meantime, the choreographer arrives. She shows some hand movements to the 
soloists and gives them tips about how they should arrange themselves as a group in a 
scene (rather in a curved than in a straight line). The prompter helps the soloists by sing-
ing out the first word of the phrases, one beat before a soloist gets to the particular 
phrase. The rehearsal is interrupted again when a person from the costume department 
enters the studio carrying capes for the soloists. The director seems to be surrounded by 
a large number of artistic, administrative and technical professionals who all make this 
puzzle of opera productions work. Three hours later the rehearsal ends and it is time for 
me to put my notebook away and go see what else is going on in the house. 

Art and Management – A Key Hybrid 

This study is about opera and the inherent contradictions in cultural organizations. 

The contradictions refer here to the two conflicting logics of art and business that 

govern practices in the field of cultural production. Arts and business organizations 

have been traditionally relegated to nearly opposite worlds. Their goals, needs, and 

timelines have usually been different, with art having the goal of human and aesthetic 

development and business aiming at economic and material growth. In addition, 

while beauty, inspiration, skill, creativity, emotions, and aesthetic experience have 

traditionally been related to arts and aesthetics (Hanfling, 1992), order, coordination, 

authority, and control have characterized business practices (Strati, 2000).  

When art is brought into management it brings a critical counter force to the tradi-

tional command and control type of management practices. An increasing number of 

studies have been conducted to explore the possible connections and valuable in-

sights between art and management. This type of research highlights the complexities 
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of organizational life and goes beyond the rational and functional side of organiza-

tions. For instance, studies on the aesthetics of organizations have explored the pos-

sibilities for collaboration between the contradictory worlds (Strati, 1992, 1999; 

Gagliardi, 1996; Sköld, 2008). In addition, art has provided several metaphors for 

examining organizational life such as theatre (e.g., Meisiek, 2004; Clark and 

Mangham, 2004), dance (Atkinson, 2008), and jazz (e.g., Hatch, 1999; Humphreys, 

Brown, and Hatch, 2003; Barrett, 2000). A recent special issue on ‘Leadership as Art’ 

in Leadership (2010, vol 6, nr 3) is an impressive collection of studies examining the 

complex practices of leadership through an artistic and aesthetic understanding of 

the leader-follower relationship. In addition, Darso (2004) considers art a catalyst for 

organizational change and strategic transformation. These and other studies indicate 

that collaboration between art and management or art and economy more broadly 

can exploit both sides and thus bring something valuable to both business and cul-

tural organizations. Koivunen (2009b: 26) argues that “we should not try to fix our 

ideas about art and economy but let them freely interact with one another and create 

new and exciting combinations, even hybrids.” 

What happens when management is brought into art? Management is inevitably in-

volved when connecting art and audiences, whether in terms of a concert, theatre 

play, book, opera performance or any other type of artistic creation. A sub-discipline 

of management and organization studies called ‘arts management’ examines the 

management of arts organizations. According to Chong (2010), arts management is 

interested in how to better understand the management of creativity and innovation 

in complex knowledge flows between cultural production and consumption. These 

flows are, however, challenged by the conflicting logics of art and management oper-

ating in the field of cultural production, which govern practices in cultural organiza-

tions (Bourdieu, 1992). Bourdieu calls the field of cultural production the ‘economic 

world revised’ based on ‘loser wins’ logics. Thus the challenge of bringing manage-

ment into art is that art is considered to be inherently against management and not 

the other way around. This leads to struggle among the organizational members of 

cultural organizations as they balance between the conflicting logics.  

The paradoxical co-existence of conflicting logics has been studied both in traditional 

cultural organizations such as symphony orchestras and theatres as well as in organi-

zations such as video game, media and film production companies that are currently 

considered representatives of creative industries. Lampel, Lant and Shamsie (2000) 

argue that a ‘balancing act’ is required between contradictory practices of artistic val-

ues and mass entertainment, product differentiation and market innovation, demand 

analysis and market construction, vertical integration and flexible specialization, and 

individual inspiration and creative systems. The paradoxes have been coupled with 

different methods such as optimal distinctiveness between artistic differentiation and 

audience appealing goals in film production (Alvarez et al., 2005), idiosyncratic man-

agement practices rather than standardized solutions in theatre management (Eikhof 
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and Haunschild, 2007) or a hybrid form of project governance that integrates decen-

tralised production with tight requirements regarding time and space in the video 

game industry (Cohendet and Simon, 2007). However, fewer empirical studies have 

been conducted in the opera organization context. To go beyond either-or thinking on 

the paradoxical organizational context (DeFillippi, Grabher, and Jones, 2007) and to 

explore ‘logic blending’ (Glynn and Lounsbury, 2005) in the opera organization con-

text, this study aims at examining how the organizational members of an opera house 

construct views on their organization in dialogic meaning-making processes. 

Opera as an Organization 

Opera performances of today can be described in the same manner as John Evelyn 

did in 17th century Venice; they have remained magnificent spectacles combining mu-

sic, drama and visual effects. This also adds to the complexity of the organization and 

management practices in opera houses when all the different practices have to be co-

ordinated and brought together by the first night. I once attended a back stage tour of 

the Royal Opera House in London where the guide compared opera productions to 

IKEA furniture; in the same way as the famous furniture has to be assembled, opera 

performances are put together from different pieces involving various professional 

groups from shoemakers to sopranos and props designers to percussionists. Tight 

schedules, dozens of upcoming productions, increased international cooperation, and 

global competition combined with scarce financial resources make opera houses a 

complex though interesting context for organization studies. 

The term opera may refer to various things. Bereson (2002: 14) describes opera as 

follows:

1) ‘An opera’, which refers to the performed composite musical work. 

2) ‘The opera’, which refers to the social connotation of the venue, the people at-

tending it, and the different behaviour and traditions of going to ‘the opera’. 

3) ‘Opera’, which refers to an operatic institution and “is the extended meaning 

encompassing the first two elements of ‘performance’ and ‘experience’ as well 

as including its political meaning, where ‘opera’ becomes an arena of civic 

performance.”

However, these three understandings attached to opera do not include what is par-

ticularly central to this study: ‘an opera organization’. In general, I agree with 

Parker’s definition of an organization; it can be considered “a contested process, a 

continually shifting set of claims and counter claims, and there is no place or time 

from which it can be finally captured and presented as fact” (Parker, 2007: 78). Or-

ganization in the study is seen as a construction, a continuous process of organizing 

and disorganizing and not merely as a set of individuals or a formal structure of the 
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organization (Strati, 2000). In an opera organization a wide variety of professionals 

must manage and organize in order to stage operatic performances. Work in opera 

organizations is usually organized through several parallel productions, which differ 

from ‘an opera’ as the opera productions also include the visual and dramatic inter-

pretation and manifestation of the musical work of ‘an opera’.  

Practices in the field of cultural production have been studied from different view-

points more extensively in symphony orchestra and theatre contexts than in opera 

houses although a few studies examining opera from an organization and manage-

ment point of view exist. Martorella’s (1984) sociology of opera is one of the first 

studies focusing on the everyday work of opera houses. Auvinen (2000) examines the 

formal organizational structures of opera houses by comparing five different opera 

houses in Europe. Wetterström (2001) takes a historical view on the management of 

the Royal Swedish Opera by exploring its institutionalization and governing proc-

esses and Atkinson (2006) presents a sociological view of the Welch National Opera 

and how the different organizational aspects are performed for the various stake-

holders. In order to provide a deeper knowledge of the internal dynamics of contem-

porary opera organizations this thesis takes an interpretative view to examine the 

ways organizational members construct and make sense of their organization. Hence, 

in the thesis an opera organization is examined through the lenses of organizational 

identity construction.  

Lenses of Organizational Identity Construction 

Cultural organizations can be conceptualized as hybrids that embody two or more 

identities at the same time (Albert and Whetten, 1985; Glynn, 2000). These multiple 

identities are perceived internally as inviolate (nothing can be compromised in any of 

them), incompatible (conflict is inevitable), and indispensable (no identity can be 

eliminated) (Albert and Adams, 2002). Nowadays, public organizations have even 

been described as pluralistic contexts (Denis, Langley, and Rouleau, 2007) in which 

the organizational members (not only the management) struggle with contradictory 

logics and inherently conflicting values. Organizational identities and in particular 

the processes of organizational identity construction provide a useful approach to ex-

amine the contradictory logics and the hybrid ground of cultural organizations.  

In the thesis I take an interpretative rather than a functionalist view of organizational 

identities. I therefore emphasise the discursive processes through which the different 

versions of an organization are constructed among the organizational members 

(Alvesson and Empson, 2008). Motion and Leitch (2002) argue that organizational 

identity is not just a reflection or expression of distinctive characteristics but a com-

plex process of discourse production, power relations, negotiation and possible com-

promise about what may be known about an organization. Hence, I do not approach 
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organizational identity as a coherent entity created, maintained and transformed 

mainly by the management of an organization, but as a contested, fragmented and 

continuous process of different views on what the organization might mean to its 

members (e.g., Hatch and Schultz, 2002; Brown, 2006; Clegg, Rhodes, and Kornber-

ger, 2007; Ybema, 2010).  

The processes of organizational identity construction involve various relational as-

pects. Relationality in organizational identity research has traditionally followed 

Brewer and Gardner’s (1996) view in which they distinguish between individual, 

group and collective/organizational level identities. The relational level of identity 

focuses on a person’s role relationships and in what way the person defines him or 

herself in terms of the role relationship (Sluss and Ashforth, 2007). However, from 

the interpretive approach to organizational identity construction relationality has 

been seen in much wider terms. It does not merely refer to concrete relationships be-

tween persons, but to a wider consideration of the various discursive resources the 

organizational members may refer to while making sense of their organization. Ac-

tors in increasingly mobile organizations are involved in multiple intra- and inter-

organizational relations, which call for ‘shifting circles of identification’ (Ellis and 

Ybema, 2010). This means that the meaning-making processes of the organizational 

members happen in a dialogue between social actors and institutions, between self 

and others, between the inside and outside of the organization, or between the past 

and present (Ybema et al., 2009). Ybema et al. (2009) argue that identity construc-

tion is a “dynamic interplay between internal strivings and external prescriptions, 

between self-presentation and labelling by others, between achievement and ascrip-

tion and between regulation and resistance” (p. 301). Thus, the processes of organiza-

tional identity construction can be seen as happening ‘in between’ the various actors, 

positions, professional groups, other organizations in the field or between past and 

present understandings of the organization, which will be here examined in the con-

text of an opera organization. 

Research topics such as leadership (e.g., Koivunen, 2003, 2007; Soila-Wadman, 

2003; Sauer, 2005) and strategy (Maitlis, 2005; Maitlis and Lawrence, 2003) have 

been examined in the context of cultural organizations, but fewer studies have been 

conducted from the perspective of organizational identity. Opera houses as hybrid 

organizations provide an interesting context for exploring the processes of organiza-

tional identity construction because of the large variety of professional groups, a 

normative-utilitarian foundation (artistic excellence versus economic utility), and a 

complex networking production system. Hence, I concur with the argument that the 

ways in which cultural organizations structure, cope with and respond to the different 

versions of organizational identities have implications for the well-being of the whole 

organization (Pratt and Foreman, 2000).   



9

Aim of the Study 

The overall aim of the thesis is to examine the processes of organizational identity 

construction in the context of a cultural organization. This means that the focus is not 

on the outcomes or functions of certain organizational identities, but on the ways in 

which the organizational members describe and relate to their organization. Based on 

the view of organizational identities taken in the thesis, the processes do not happen 

in a vacuum but are influenced by different organizational, political and economic 

aspects in the field of cultural production.  

With this aim in mind, the study seeks to contribute to the discussion on organiza-

tional identity construction in cultural organizations in general and in opera organi-

zations in particular. The following questions are considered central for the study: 1) 

how is the opera organization constructed by the organizational members, 2) how do 

the members draw on different logics when relating to their organization, and 3) 

what are the elements that characterize the relational processes of organizational 

identity construction in an opera organization? 

Overview of the Study 

This is an ethnographic study conducted in the Finnish National Opera. I followed 

two different opera production processes during 15 months of fieldwork. In addition 

to observations, I conducted 43 semi-structured interviews, collected various organ-

izational documents and media clippings, took photographs and had informal discus-

sions with the organizational members in different situations. Rather long involve-

ment with the field have provided a broad understanding of the organization in ques-

tion and the opportunity to focus on different relational processes in detail. Hence, 

the study is able to provide a ‘thick’ description (Geertz, 1973) of the everyday life of 

an opera organization in general and of organizational identity construction in par-

ticular.

Based on the empirical analysis of the data, the study argues that the construction of 

an opera organization as the ‘house’ involved not only the two conflicting logics of art 

and economy, but also the logic of a national institution. Secondly, the study suggests 

that organizational identities are constructed through processes related to the dia-

logics of positions, work and management practices. The dialogics involve various 

struggles through which the organizational members find themselves between the 

different organizational aspects. The struggles were related to interaction between 

people (e.g., visiting ‘stars’ versus an ensemble), but also beyond the relationships 

between individuals (e.g., ‘Finnishness’ versus internationalization). Thirdly, the 

study argues that a struggle between different elements is a general mode of relation 

in cultural organizations and therefore an inherent and enduring aspect in the organ-

izational identity construction. However, the space of ‘being in between’ involves the 
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different aspects and resources on which the organizational members may draw when 

constructing views on their organization in dialogical processes. The resources are 

shaped by the particular situations and thus subject to change. The study also high-

lights both the enabling and constraining elements in the dialogical identity construc-

tion in the context of cultural organizations, which present the struggle in a more 

generative light. 

The motivation for choosing an opera organization for the study comes partly from 

my personal interest and previous profession as a musician and piano teacher. I 

graduated in music pedagogy from the conservatory of music and I have worked for 

several years as a piano teacher and a church musician. I became, however, interested 

in the organizing and management aspects in the context of cultural organizations 

and therefore took another degree in management studies. As a researcher I cannot 

escape my previous experiences, but I can reflect on how they might have affected the 

research process. First, although passion for the research subject has motivated me 

throughout the study, I have sometimes caught myself out in less critical interpreta-

tions as I have been captured by the magic of the operatic world and by admiration 

for the different professionals working in the opera house. Secondly, my background 

has provided knowledge of arts and music in particular, which has helped me to fol-

low the language in the field and thus to discuss the subject matter with the artistic 

personnel. Finally, related to the second point, because of my background in music, I 

might have taken some aspects in the field for granted  

The study was conducted in 2006-2007. During that time the organizational situation 

in the Finnish National Opera changed a lot and the time period turned out to be spe-

cific in the history of the organization. The time period was characterized in particu-

lar by some fundamental changes in the way the organization operates, which were 

due to the financial difficulties faced by the opera house. First, the ministry of educa-

tion, as the main source of funding for the opera house, interfered by appointing a 

new board for the organization. For instance, the personnel do not have the right to 

vote in the new board. Secondly, the dual leadership model in which the general di-

rector had the overall economic and artistic responsibility was abandoned. In the new 

model the responsibility is divided between the general director and the opera respec-

tive ballet directors. Besides these key changes some lesser ones have also been car-

ried out, in particular concerning the formal structuring of the organization. This 

means that the empirical material generated for this study needs to be seen in rela-

tion to the specificity of the time period. Since then, major changes have happened in 

the organization. 
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Outline of the Thesis 

The thesis comprises three parts and nine chapters. Part I, including chapters 1 to 5, 

provides descriptions of the theoretical approach, methodological considerations, 

and presentation of the context of the study. Chapter 2 focuses on the actors, prac-

tices and characteristics of the field of cultural production, and makes use of 

Bourdieu’s theoretization of the contradictory logics of the field. Chapter 3 examines 

identities and organizations, highlighting in particular the discursive negotiation over 

what the organization means to the organizational members. Chapter 4 describes the 

epistemological and methodological views and presents the ethnographic approach 

together with the means of generating, analyzing and presenting the empirical mate-

rial. Finally, Chapter 5 introduces the context of the operatic world, the historical de-

velopment of opera productions and how opera productions started in Finland. The 

chapter also presents facts and figures on the Finnish National Opera and an outline 

of opera production processes, thus providing an introduction to the following em-

pirical part. 

Part II focuses on the empirical analysis of the research data, and includes chapter 6 

and 7 as well as three ‘tales from the field’ sections. Chapter six focuses on the de-

scriptions through the organizational members relate to the Finnish National Opera 

as an art institution, organization, and a production process. Chapter seven explores 

beyond the core elements of the ‘house’ by presenting how the organizational mem-

bers describe the processes of being in between and how they struggle within the dif-

ferent identity related aspects.  

The aim of the ‘tales from the field’ sections is to provide snapshots of the practices 

observed during the ethnographic fieldwork. The first tale, ouverture, provides an 

overview of an opera production process and the relations involved: what happens in 

the very beginning of the production process; how the artistic vision is materialized in 

sets, costumes, props, make-up, lighting and the like; and how the opera’s visual and 

imaginary vision is mediated from the creative team to the performers and further to 

the audience. Intermezzo and cadenza, the second and third tales, provide a nar-

rower view of the various relational processes of organizational identity construction 

in the opera organization context. 

Finally, Part III concludes the study by discussing notions on the theoretical, meth-

odological and managerial implications of the findings. This is followed by the limita-

tions of the study and suggestions for further studies. 
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PART I 

The first part of the thesis presents the theoretical ap-
proach, methodological  considerations and introduction to 
the context of opera productions. The thesis draws on two 
theoretical  discussions presented in chapters two and 
three. Firstly,  theories on cultural production provide a 
way to examine the characterist ics of the actors and prac-
tices in the art f ield. Secondly, theories on organizational 
identit ies are presented focusing in particular on the in-
terpretative view on the topic. Chapter four focuses on 
the methodological approach taken in the study, discusses 
the ontological and epistemological approaches and de-
scribes the processes of this ethnographic study. Finally,  
chapter f ive provides an introduction to Part II by exam-
ining the historical development of opera productions in 
general and in Finland in particular.   
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2 IN THE FIELD OF CULTURAL 
PRODUCTION

This chapter explores the characterist ics of the field of 
cultural production, which is the context for identity con-
struction in the thesis.  First ,  the chapter defines cultural  
products and describes how practices are organized while 
these products are being produced. Second, Bourdieu’s 
theoretisation of the field of cultural production is pre-
sented to examine the contradictions inherent in produc-
tions in which aesthetic qualities have tradit ionally been 
valued over uti l i tarian ones. Finally,  the chapter discusses 
the dynamic relationship between the two logics and how 
they are intertwined in the field of cultural production.  

The ‘business of opera’, even in 17th century Venice, involved theatre owners, inves-

tors, guarantors, cashiers, impresarios, and protectors. The impresarios’ task was to 

commission operatic works, rent a theatre, and employ singers, conductors, musi-

cians and other artists and artisans, while at the same time generate incomes from 

nobles and ticket sales (Glixon and Glixon, 2006). In the following extract, a letter, 

written by a nobleman to an impresario in charge of opera productions in Venice in 

1662/63, several relations and (management) practices are presented: 

Gerolemo Barberi…obligates and guarantees…to the Most Illustrious and Rever-
end Signor Abbot Vettor Grimani the rent from all of the pachi of that theatre, 
and all of the money from the collection box that will be received every night at 
the door, and this until said Most Illustrious and Reverend Signor Grimani will 
be completely reimbursed for that which might be necessary to spend in payment 
of the musicians, dancers, and instrumentalists, and for the operas that they are 
obliged to present this year. All of this money from the pachi and from the en-
trance fees must be placed in deposit in a collection box that will remain in care 
of Signor Carlo Morande [the cashier of the company]…Once the said expenses 
of the singers, dancers and instrumentalists have been satisfied for all of the time 
during which they shall perform, the remainder will belong to the said Signor 
Gerolimo. (Presented in Glixon and Glixon, 2006: 15) 

The extract above illustrates the organizational and managerial side of opera produc-

tions, which has traditionally been considered the opposite of art making. The dis-

tinction between art and economy, art and commerce, or art and entertainment has a 

long history, and the dichotomised thinking seems to continue even in the contempo-
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rary economy. For instance, trends in New Public Management (see e.g., McLaughlin 

et al., 2002) and requests for more efficient modes of production have aroused dis-

cussions on the conflicting ground of cultural organizations. In addition, the recent 

development of a ‘culture economy’ (e.g., Florida, 2002; du Gay and Pryke, 2002) 

and cultural industries (e.g., Caves, 2000; Hesmondhalgh, 2002) has further con-

tributed to the debate. This debate, however, tends to focus more on the macro level 

analysis of the aesthetization and culturalization of products and services in the con-

temporary economy (du Gay, 1997) whereas this research aims to examine the inter-

nal processes of cultural organizations. 

An important reference point in the continuum of the dichotomy of art and economy 

is already found in Adorno and Horkheimer’s theoretization on the subject from the 

1940s. These two key figures of the Frankfurt School took a critical stance on the in-

creasing rationalization and commercialization of art. They introduced the concept of 

a ‘culture industry’, which aimed to awaken people to see the incremental loss of het-

erogeneity, spontaneity and autonomy of high art in favour of the calculation, ma-

chinery and efficacy of mass culture. The starting point for Adorno and Horkheimer 

was that culture is ideally stated in artworks that are created with exceptional forms 

of human creativity. Art also has a special mission: to take a critical view of other ar-

eas of life and provide a counterbalance to them. However, art loses its critical capac-

ity when it is transformed into a commodity. This transformation means that art and 

business collapse to form a culture industry where “the sensuous moment of art 

transforms itself under the eyes of mass culture into the measurement, comparison 

and assessment of physical phenomena” (Adorno, 1991: 87). 

Although Adorno makes a clear distinction between ‘high’ and ‘low’ art, the distinc-

tion has become increasingly blurred, particularly in the 21st century when the crea-

tive industries have attracted interest both nationally and internationally1. Creative 

industries have also been increasingly explored in the discipline of management and 

organization studies as creativity and innovativeness have been considered a key fac-

tor for the survival of organizations in the contemporary economy (e.g., Koivunen 

and Rehn, 2009). What has not changed, however, is the inherent struggle between 

creative/artistic practices and rational/management practices.  

The struggle between the conflicting ‘worlds’ has been examined, for instance, by Pi-

erre Bourdieu. His concept of the ‘field of cultural production’ is built around a rela-

tional system in which art and its producers do not exist independently of the institu-

tional framework that authorizes, enables, empowers and legitimizes cultural prod-

ucts and productions. Thus, cultural products are created through social relations 

1 Creative industries have been defined slightly differently in different countries (see e.g., Mandl et al., 
2006). For example, in Finland the terms ‘creative industries’ (‘luovat toimialat’) and culture industries 
(‘kulttuuriteollisuus’) refer more to private sector organizations (or networks of them) whereas ‘culture 
sector’ (‘kulttuuriala’) usually refers to public sector organizations working with the traditional forms of 
art (Wilenius, 2004).  
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that enable and maintain the system of cultural production. The relations can be both 

visible interactions as well as invisible structural relations between the social posi-

tions of individuals, groups or institutions. These positions are anchored in the dif-

ferent forms of capitals operating within the field. (Bourdieu, 1992, 1993) Bourdieu 

(1998) defines the field as 

“A structured social space, a field of forces, a force field. It contains people who 
dominate and people who are dominated. Constant, permanent relationships of 
inequality operate inside this space, which at the same time becomes a space in 
which the various actors struggle for the transformation or preservation of the 
field. All the individuals in this universe bring to the competition all the (relative) 
power at their disposal. It is this power that defines their position in the field 
and, as a result, their strategies.” (Bourdieu, 1998: 40-41) 

The field of cultural production has its own norms for both the production and the 

consumption of its products2. Art is the product of an artistic intention, which asserts 

the primacy of the mode of representation over the object of representation. In other 

words, art objects have to be perceived aesthetically, i.e., in terms of form rather than 

function. In the field of cultural production cultural and symbolic capital has tradi-

tionally been valued over economic capital, which according to Bourdieu, creates con-

tinuous clashes and competition within the field. (Bourdieu, 1992, 1993) Therefore, 

cultural production is not the site of a coherence-seeking intention but involves proc-

esses of permanent conflict. However, this conflict and the struggle between art and 

economy are seen more as unifying and generative principles of the system instead of 

an all too negative conception. 

I focus next on the work practices of cultural production and what characterizes its 

products and modes of production. I also examine in more detail the contradictory 

foundation of cultural production by drawing on Bourdieu’s concept of the field in 

relation to cultural production. The intertwining of artistic and economic logics is a 

central aspect of cultural productions and cultural organizations; it influences their 

relations and practices. In the thesis, the conflicting logics of the field of cultural pro-

duction provide a particular context for organizational identity construction, a topic 

that will be examined further in the following chapters. 

Producing Cultural Products 

On Cultural Products  

Cultural products can be defined in a broad sense if culture can be found everywhere 

and in everything. In the thesis, however, I will narrow this definition to include 

2 This thesis does not focus on the consumption side of cultural production and thus excludes, for in-
stance, Bourdieu’s theories on taste. 



16

merely cultural products that are produced in the core artistic field connected to mu-

sical, dramatic, motional, visual, or other types of artistic expression3. In general, cul-

tural products can take material or non-material form and are directed at consumers 

for whom they usually perform an aesthetic or expressive, rather than a merely utili-

tarian function4. The symbolic and aesthetic values emphasized in cultural products 

indicate that these products are valued for their meaning and consumed in an act of 

interpretation in a certain time and place. (Hirsch, 1972; Lampel, Lant, and Shamsie, 

2000) In acts of interpretation, cultural products can be approached from different 

perspectives such as the aesthetic, artistic, economic, moral, cognitive and social 

(Belk, 1986). Becker (2006: 23) argues that “there are only the many occasions on 

which a work appears or is performed or read or viewed, each of which can be differ-

ent from all the others”. Hence, the different views on cultural products and the dif-

ferent interpretations of them depend on the spatial and temporal events that frame 

the way cultural products are experienced and understood, not only by audiences, but 

also by the producers of these products. 

Bourdieu (1993) distinguishes between material and symbolic production, which to-

gether create the value of a cultural product. This makes cultural production complex 

because the cultural product is not only an example of individual creativity or some 

general artistry, but becomes an expression of the field as a whole. Bourdieu’s theo-

ries on the field of cultural production not only take into consideration cultural prod-

ucts that are relationally created within the space of available possibilities and within 

the historical development of such possibilities, but also the producers of these works 

(Bourdieu, 1992, 1993). Thus, this view acknowledges that cultural products cannot 

be separated from the economic processes and the forms of organization, but neither 

can they be reduced to a question of economic issues only (du Gay, 1997). 

In the thesis I draw on a relational understanding of cultural products, which instead 

of highlighting the individual creators is interested in the social and contextual (e.g., 

economic) aspects that frame cultural productions and the network of its producers 

(Danto, 1964; Dickie, 1974; Becker, 1974, 1982; Bourdieu, 1993, 1992; Ranciere, 

2004; Guillet de Monthoux, 2004). From this perspective, a central aspect is the in-

teraction between a cultural product, producers (artistic, technical and administrative 

participants involved in the processes through which cultural products are produced) 

and the audience (consumers and the public in general; critics and the media in gen-

eral).

3 Taalas and Toivonen (2006) make a distinction between the ‘core art field‘ (‘ydintaideala’), ‘cultural 
sector’ (‘kulttuuritoimiala’) and ‘creative industries’ (‘luova sektori’). In accordance with this distinction, 
the thesis focuses on the cultural products produced in the core artistic field. 
4 Cultural products, in particular the industrial production of them, can also be approached from a view 
that focuses on the aesthetization of goods and services in general (e.g., Sköld, 2008). This represents, 
however, a more consumption oriented view on cultural products, which is not the focus of the thesis.  
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Becker (1974, 1982) calls the network of different actors an ‘art world’, which can be 

seen as an “organized world of artistic activity, which constrains the range of choices 

and provides motives for making one or another of them” (Becker, 2006: 26). Becker 

(1982) argues for the sociological approach to art by describing that all the actors in a 

network are essential to the accomplishment of a cultural product. Artists are in-

volved in the network in the same way as any others, and they are dependent on the 

cooperative links that provide a frame for the possibilities of outcomes. Hirsch 

(2000: 356) argues as follows: “From actors, musicians, and writers; through studios, 

labels, and publishers, to videocassettes, movie theatres, record stores, and booksell-

ers (in stores or via the Internet) – cultural products flow”. Thus, the cultural prod-

ucts can be seen as being produced through an ‘industry system’ in which different 

organizational actors are interconnected and interdependent from each other (Di-

Maggio and Hirsch, 1976; Lawrence and Phillips, 2002). In the study I focus in par-

ticular on the processes of producing operatic performances and the organizational 

and institutional context that frame the practices of cultural production.  

Ways of Organizing Cultural Productions  

Work in the field of cultural production is often organized in temporally limited pro-

jects (Goodman and Goodman, 1972, 1976; Soila-Wadman, 2003; Lindgren and 

Packendorff, 2007). The reasons for organizing cultural productions in projects can 

derive from the characteristics of the tasks involved; they are often considered com-

plex, unique, significantly important to the organization, and defined in terms of spe-

cific goals to be achieved in a certain time frame (Goodman and Goodman, 1976). The 

project-based work of cultural productions requires sensitivity to the desire, visions 

and improvisation (Lindqvist, 2007), mutual trust of the production participants 

(Soila-Wadman, 2003), and skilful engagement of various resources, not only me-

chanically but also aesthetically (Johansson, 2008). According to Johansson (2008) 

this contributes to the successful functioning of an organization or an event. Fur-

thermore, what characterize work in these projects are loyalty and professionalism, 

high ambitions and responsibility, as well as the complete dedication of the partici-

pants (Lindgren and Packendorff, 2007). In addition, the level of ambiguity is usually 

high because the goals, time schedules, financial issues, and team members are often 

subject to change (Soila-Wadman, 2003). On the other hand, strong emotional in-

volvement (e.g., Sauer, 2005) and intrinsic motivation (e.g., Eikhof and Haunschild, 

2007) are strong, which make the participants willing to engage in one project after 

another. 

Collective practices and collective expertise are also highlighted in many studies on 

cultural production. Collective expertise refers to work practices in which knowledge 

is constructed, shared, monitored, and connected through a collective of people (Par-

viainen, 2006; Koivunen, 2009a). Marotto, Roos, and Victor (2007) explored ‘peak 
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performances’ in the symphony orchestra context. They argue that individual virtuos-

ity becomes collective in a group through a reflexive process in which participants are 

transformed by their personal peak performance. This ‘collective virtuosity’ refers to 

an aesthetic experience on the collective level, a certain state of flow in which the 

sense of time is lost. During collective virtuosity, participants interact with one an-

other on cognitive, social and aesthetic levels, which contribute to a form of knowl-

edge that is more than the sum of the participants’ individual knowledge basis.  

Some studies also argue that the cultural productions tend to have an inner and usu-

ally small core of participants whereas outside the core, in the so-called periphery, 

people possess different special skills, resources and capital relevant to the field. The 

inner core of the networks is more involved with the practices requiring creativity and 

artistic ability while the requirements for artistic visions and innovation diffuse to the 

peripheries of a network. (Caves, 2000; Jones, 1996; Blair, 2001) The division be-

tween the core and periphery of cultural production has been, for instance, investi-

gated on the labour market level resulting in a dualistic understanding of employ-

ment relations in the field of cultural production (see e.g., Christopherson and Stor-

per, 1989 for film industry). This may, however, provide a narrow picture of the orga-

nizing in the field of cultural production since the work in the field is done through a 

variety of employment across the different cultural segments (e.g., actors work in an 

opera production) or within the segments (e.g., an opera singer works as a producer 

in an opera production). 

Another kind of distinction has been made between work in established art institu-

tions and in independent artistic productions in the field. In performing arts organi-

zations such as opera houses it is increasingly common to employ artists for individ-

ual productions. Such production-based employment is often found through personal 

contacts and connections in the field. Blair (2001) argues that in the film industry 

there is a complex movement between the production groups because of the uncer-

tain industry environment, the instability of the production sector, and the frequency 

of changes in production timetables. Similar characteristics can also be found in 

other types of cultural production. For example, in an opera production some soloists 

may be employed full-time in the ensemble and others are employed by a specific 

production.

Organizational Conditions for Cultural Production 

Cultural organizations became of interest for economists much earlier than for re-

searchers in the discipline of management and organization studies. The 1980s can 

be seen as a turning point when the number of studies on different types of cultural 

organizations started to increase. Researchers of management and organization be-

came interested in examining the internal factors of cultural organizations including 

organizational culture (e.g., Voss, Cable, and Voss, 2000), organizational resources 
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(e.g., Johansson, 2008), leadership (e.g., Koivunen, 2003; Soila-Wadman, 2003; 

Sauer, 2005; Stenström, 2000), strategy (e.g., Maitlis and Lawrence, 2003), profes-

sional identity (e.g., Glynn, 2000), interorganizational relations (e.g., Atkinson, 

2006; Maitlis, 2005; Köping, 2003), and institutional conditions (e.g., Agid and 

Tarondeau, 2007; Wetterström, 2002; Auvinen, 2000). In the following table I have 

summarized some of the characteristics of cultural organizations in the field of cul-

tural production.  

Characterizing aspects Selected references
Organizational
values

- Focus on artistic creativity, imagination 
and independence 

- Prosocial values highlighted (e.g., 
community access, education and in-
volvement)

Voss, Cable, and Voss, 
2000 

Structural     
characteristics

- Structural differentiation of profession-
als depends on the size of the organiza-
tion

- Relatively low number of administra-
tive staff 

- Project-based work combined with 
more formal organizational elements 

DiMaggio and Hirsch, 
1976; Auvinen, 2000 

Strategic deci-
sion-making 

- Diffuse power between artistic and ad-
ministrative management 

- Relatively low number of middle man-
agers

- Selection of board members many 
times connected to political orientation 

DiMaggio, 1986; 
Glynn, 2000; Maitlis, 
2005 ; Maitlis and 
Lawrence, 2003  

Career character-
istics

- Limited opportunities for vertical ad-
vancement

Blair, 2001 

Financial issues - Labour intensive work 
- Challenge of cost disease 
- Unpredictable demand 
- Government involvement in finances 
- Difficulty of measuring success and 

quality of intangible products and ser-
vices 

Baumol and Bowen, 
1966; Lampel et al., 
2000 

Leadership - Challenges of building trust between 
artistic and administrative personnel 

- Strong emotional involvement of organ-
izational members 

- Aesthetic leadership practices high-
lighted (e.g., need for auditive leader-
ship culture) 

Reid and Karambayya, 
2009; Koivunen, 
2003, 2007; Sauer, 
2005; Soila-Wadman, 
2003 

Relation to envi-
ronment 

- Accountable for different instances 
such as financier, sponsors, and public 
in general 

- Involvement of volunteers 
- Political interventions possible 
- Open to public scrutiny and review 

DiMaggio and Powell, 
1983; Wetterström, 
2001

Figure 1 Some characterizing aspects of cultural organizations. 
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According to Peterson and Anand (2004), three types of organizational structures in 

the field of cultural production can be seen as typical: First, bureaucratic work with a 

clear-cut division of labour and multi-layered power structure aims to support the 

continuity of the organization. Second, the entrepreneurial structure without a clear 

division of labour and heavy hierarchical power structure helps to achieve more 

short-term success. Finally, the third organizational form is characterized as a varie-

gated form, which makes use of the potential flexibility of the bureaucratic form, but 

mixes that with short-term contracts with different actors involved in the cultural 

production. It seems that the large cultural institutions have traditionally been char-

acterized as the first type of organizational structure, but which are increasingly 

forced to move towards the variegated form in order to increase flexibility and re-

sponsiveness to the changing environment. For example in the broadcasting industry, 

Barnat and Starkey (1994) found an increased dependence on joint ventures and 

more diversified forms of productions that are enabled in different technological in-

novations such as broadcasts through satellite and the Internet. In the same manner, 

opera houses have developed different ways of cooperation by renting or selling opera 

productions to each other and co-producing operatic works with other opera houses. 

The production of cultural products usually involves work activities that require a 

high level of creativity. The creative processes of cultural productions are likely to be 

informal and highly variable, but they must often be connected to a more bureau-

cratic production and distribution system. These systems aim at protecting and sup-

porting the more individualistic values of artists while at the same time working to 

buffer more conventional, formalized organizations from a high level of uncertainty 

(Scott, 2006). This organizational framework for cultural productions varies from 

small independent productions to large institutions and from temporary projects to 

established ‘production houses’ (the historical development and institutionalization 

of opera productions is described in more detail in chapter 5). 

Central to the organizational conditions of cultural production is how to combine 

ambiguity and dynamism in practices that are challenged by unpredictable demand 

and ill-defined production processes (Lampel, Lant, and Shamsie, 2000). On the de-

mand side, cultural organizations try to shape consumer preferences by applying new 

methods of distribution, marketing and promotion, and on the supply side, organiza-

tions aim to develop new ways of managing creative resources. This is one of the 

main managerial challenges in cultural organizations; in other words, finding a bal-

ance between the creative and commercial imperatives. This central contradiction in 

the field of cultural production is examined next in more detail by drawing on 

Bourdieu’s notions of the different logics and capitals operating within the field of 

cultural production. 
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Contradictory Logics of Cultural Production 

Artistic and Economic Logics 

Bourdieu’s theoretization on cultural production is built on the idea of contradictory 

logics and ideological values such as artistic excellence and economic utilization. The 

economic logic of practice can be characterized by market orientation, which sets ex-

ternal constraints and demands (e.g., economic and political) on various forms of cul-

tural production. In contrast, the artistic logic of practice is characterized by the de-

sire to produce art for art’s sake involving both the specific interests of the actors 

(e.g., stylistic) and more socially oriented aims to produce cultural products 

(Bourdieu, 1993, 1992). Bourdieu highlights that ‘l’art pour l’art’ is not only ‘for art’, 

but at the same time it is essentially against economic thinking.  

To understand the different logics of the field of cultural production more broadly I 

will discuss their relation to social practices in general and to the forms of power 

(capitals) in particular. According to Bourdieu (1977, 1990), individuals produce so-

cial practices that are driven by particular logics determining the norms, values and 

implicit laws in a field. These in turn define what kinds of capitals are valued in the 

field. Bourdieu (1993) distinguishes two forms of capital that are particularly impor-

tant in the field of cultural production. First, symbolic capital refers to a degree of ac-

cumulated prestige, celebrity, consecration or honour, and is founded on the dialogics 

of knowledge and recognition. For example in opera houses, knowledge and recogni-

tion in music concerns an individual’s musical competence measured in relation to a 

specific ‘operatic market’. Such musical competence can be evaluated, for example, 

through the number of leading roles performed in the Metropolitan Opera or placing 

in the Cardiff Singer of the World competition. Second, cultural capital concerns 

forms of cultural knowledge, competences or dispositions. These two kinds of capital 

are not reducible to economic capital, which means that legitimacy in the field of cul-

tural production is based on the possession of cultural and symbolic capital instead of 

economic or political.  

The field of cultural production is structured by the distribution of available positions 

such as art for art’s sake vs. social art, consecrated artist vs. striving artist, and opera 

vs. symphony, and by the characteristics of the agents occupying the positions. The 

dynamic of the field is based on the struggles between these positions, a struggle of-

ten expressed in the conflict between the orthodoxy of established traditions and the 

challenging new modes of cultural practices, manifested as position-takings. These 

position-takings may refer to the ‘space of creative works’ or to internal (e.g., stylistic) 

and external (e.g., political) positioning. Conflicts between the different position-

takings create particular manifestations of the structure of the positions in the field. 

Hence, the struggle is not only between two individuals, but rather is inscribed in the 
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broader conflict between orthodoxy and heresy, which constitutes the central dynam-

ics in the field of cultural production. (Bourdieu, 1992, 1993) 

Artistic and economic logics have been examined in the different organizational con-

texts. Lampel, Lant and Shamsie’s (2000) study opens up the artistic and economic 

logics in the theatre and opera organizations where the logics seem to appear in five 

polar opposites. The first opposite is found between the artistic and entertainment 

value of the products and services these organizations produce. High entertainment 

value can attract audiences more widely and thus add to the market success and eco-

nomic values. However, in that case the artistic values of organizational members and 

larger community may be abandoned. The second opposite is found between the 

product differentiation and market innovation. Lampel, Lant and Shamsie argue that 

cultural organizations try to create novel products, but which are not totally fighting 

against the existing artistic and aesthetic conventions. On the other hand, new cul-

tural products are expected to break new ground, push the existing limits of artistic 

conventions and gradually expanding or even changing the market. The third oppo-

site refers to an ambiguous success factor. On the one hand, cultural products or ser-

vices may become successful because they correspond to consumers’ needs and de-

sires. On the other hand, cultural goods may become successful when the criteria 

against which they are evaluated are created. The fourth opposite refers to a drive for 

high integration in internal and external practices of an organization in order to in-

crease coordination and control in the value chain. However, this has to be balanced 

with flexible specialization to ensure concentration on core activities and know-how. 

The final opposite, according to Lampel, Lant and Shamsie, refers to the debate be-

tween individual and collective creativity, i.e., whether creative value is provided by 

an individual or by the system as a whole.  

Delmestri, Montanari and Usai’s (2005) study in the film industry suggests that the 

two conflicting logics have an influence on the relations and the networking systems. 

First, the vertical relations are more common between the production personnel (e.g., 

producers and technical staff) and the people who manufacture, market and sell the 

cultural products with the aim of securing financial durability. Second, horizontal re-

lations are used by artistic personnel because they are more interested in artistic 

merit than in economic success or organizational advancement. Artistic merit adds to 

their cultural and symbolic capital and confirms their position and autonomy in the 

field of cultural production. 

Restricted and Large-Scale Productions – The Economic World Re-
versed

Artistic and economic logics are also illustrated in the opposition between two sub-

fields of cultural production: the sub-fields of restricted and large-scale production 

(Bourdieu, 1992). The field of restricted production, also including operatic produc-
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tions, concerns so-called ‘serious’ or ‘high’ art. In this sub-field the stakes of competi-

tion between agents are mainly symbolic, and involve prestige, consecration and ar-

tistic celebrity. Furthermore, economic profit is usually denied and the hierarchy of 

authority is based on different forms of symbolic profit. This game is a systematic in-

version of the normal operating principles of economies and business enterprises. 

That is why Bourdieu (1993) argues that the field of cultural production is like an 

economic world based on a ‘winner loses’ logic, since economic success may signal a 

barrier to specific consecration and symbolic power. For instance, film directors or 

other members of the artistic crew of a film production may receive numerous awards 

regardless of how well they have met the financial constraints (Lantz, 2005). 

The sub-field of large-scale production refers to mass or popular culture. This sub-

field is sustained by the cultural industry at large, which aims mainly at economic 

gain. However, the sub-field of large-scale production borrows from the restricted 

field of production to renew itself. Bourdieu mentions television, film production, ra-

dio, and mass-produced literature, but a more recent conceptualization of the cul-

tural industry also includes newer fields such as advertising, the game industry, fash-

ion, and architecture (see e.g., Creative Economy Report, 2008). In the following fig-

ure the two sub-fields of cultural production are placed within the broader social 

space and the field of power. 
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CE+  
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Social space

Field of power

Field of cultural production

Subfield of small-scale production

CE Capital - economic

CC Capital - cultural

CSs Capital – symbolic, specific

AUTON+ High degree of autonomy

AUTON- Low degree of autonomy

Social space

Field of power

Field of cultural production

Subfield of small-scale production

CE Capital - economic

CC Capital - cultural

CSs Capital – symbolic, specific

AUTON+ High degree of autonomy

AUTON- Low degree of autonomy

Figure 2 The field of cultural production in the field of power and in the social space.5

The field of cultural production is constituted so that the autonomous pole based on 

symbolic capital is marked positively while the opposite pole, based on subordination 

to the demands of economic capital, is marked negatively. Between these poles is a 

range of cultural practices that combine the two principles in various degrees. 

Bourdieu refers to two principles of hierarchization, which constitute struggles in the 

field: the heteronymous principle based on external factors, and the autonomous 

principle based on specific interests. This means that the cultural capital pole of the 

field of cultural production also refers to the internal demands.  

Cultural capital and positions within the field are acquired through the accumulated 

experiences within the same field. That is why the other ‘players’ entering the field of 

cultural production may find it difficult to legitimate their actions in the field. For in-

stance, if an administrative director comes from the business field to the field of cul-

tural production his or her experiences as such may not be given much appreciation 

or weight. According to Bourdieu (1993), to enter a field and to play the game, an 

agent has to have knowledge, skill, or talent to be accepted as a legitimate player in 

the specific field. Entering the field of cultural production involves an attempt to use 

the knowledge in the best possible way, which would add to the agent’s capital. This 

means that no one enters, for example, the operatic field to perform a part in an op-

era badly or to receive bad reviews. On the other hand, the heteronymous principle 

based on external factors means that almost anybody entering the field of cultural 

production from the outside can perform tasks that are not directly related to the core 

artistic practices of cultural production.

Lantz (2005) examines the positions of film directors and film producers, and how 

their positions relate to the cultural and economic capital. Lantz argues that the con-

struction of directors and producers is rather different, directors being positioned as 

emotional persons who have something interesting to tell and whose work is not cen-

tred on routine matters. Directors are admired and they clearly possess the highest 

status of the film crew. The director and other crewmembers in film productions, ex-

cept the producers, are positioned as ‘creative’ rather than ‘humdrum’ workers 

(Caves, 2000). Lantz says that despite the fact that the producer is officially in charge 

of the film production and the whole team, the professional superiority of the director 

is emphasized. The producer is constructed as “cynical, dishonest and aggressive, a 

5 Source: Bourdieu, 1992: 124. 
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person who does not always trust other people’s expertise” (Lantz, 2007: 64). This is 

in line with how Chiapello (1994, presented in Castañer, 1997) presents the differ-

ences between the characteristics of artistic and managerial tasks and the people who 

represent them: 

Artistic Managerial

Task features Risk Calculation 

Innovation Standardisation 

Exploration Exploitation 

Low value if it can be planned High value if it can be planned 

Cannot be absolutely assessed Everything can be measured 

Money is not the only measure Money is the universal measure 

Characteristics of 
actors

Sensitive Judicious 

Intuitive Rational 

Bohemian Conformist 

 Unpredictable Predictable 

Table 1 Contradictions between artistic and managerial actors.6

The table above presents how the traditional differences between the artistic and 

managerial practices and characteristics are constituted. More recent studies on cul-

tural organizations have focused to open up these conflicting (and stereotypical) con-

structions. Koivunen (2003, 2007) identifies four discourses in the symphony orches-

tra context: Art as against business, dislike of authority, heroic leadership, and shared 

leadership. The first discourse, ‘art against business’, reflects the traditional dichot-

omy between art and business and creates a distinction between the two camps, mu-

sicians and managers. A central aspect in this discourse is that the separation is made 

in particular between the musicians and the others and not the other way round. The 

second discourse, ‘dislike of authority’, reflects how the participants of symphony or-

chestras construct power relations and positions of authority. Here the conductor is 

placed in the management camp and thus opposite to the musicians. However, this 

discourse involves some contradictory elements as the musicians recognize authority 

at the same time as necessary but negative. The two last discourses on ‘heroic leader-

ship’ and ‘shared leadership’ identified by Koivunen further illustrate some of the 

contradictory elements of cultural productions. On the one hand, participants in 

symphony orchestras search for strong leaders, for individuals with extraordinary 

leadership qualities. These leaders are then given authority. On the other hand, more 

shared leadership is sought; such leadership values cooperation and collective in-

volvement, for example, in various administrative tasks. Furthermore, as Koivunen 

(2007) presents the discourse on art as against business can be seen as contradictory 

6 Slightly modified from Chiapello (1994), presented in Castañer (1997: 390). 
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to the discourse on shared leadership as the latter is built on the idea of collective and 

cooperative efforts in contrast to the clear separation between the musicians and the 

others.

Next, I discuss in more detail how the two contradictory logics are increasingly seen 

as intertwined in the practices of cultural production instead of the total separation 

between them. 

Intertwined Logics of Cultural Production 

When the artistic practices become professionalized they usually become increasingly 

driven by the economic logic. This is because the various comparisons and measure-

ments become inevitable when the artistic practices are connected to markets (Eikhof 

and Haunschild, 2007). At this point the accumulation of cultural capital, driven by 

the artistic logic, and accumulation of economic capital, driven by the economic logic, 

become inevitable intertwined in the cultural productions (Bourdieu, 1993). This 

means that the interplay between different kinds of capital and logic needs to be bal-

anced because in professional cultural organizations the artistic logic cannot be em-

phasized at the expense of economic logic, or the other way round. Thus, le Theule 

and Fronda (2005) argue that the cultural organizations exist at the crossroads of 

management and creation issues. 

The dualism of artistic and economic logics or between creation and rationalization 

require balancing to be intertwined in cultural productions. It is not like you can 

choose only one of the logics as a ground for the practices in cultural organization, 

but the intertwining of two contradictory logics is inevitable. Alvarez et al. (2005) ex-

plore the balancing act between the contradictory logics through a concept of optimal 

distinctiveness. Optimal distinctiveness refers to the practices in which artistic pres-

sures for distinctiveness that seek an exclusive artwork are balanced against business 

pressures for profit that seek an inclusive (audience-appealing) artwork. In cultural 

productions, artists need both inclusion to obtain resources and differentiation to at-

tain recognition for the artworks they produce. Alvarez et al. have examined this in 

the film industry and argue that optimally distinctive film directors reconcile the 

need for artistic differentiation and audience appeal. They also argue that shielding 

differentiation requires not only uncoupling from established systems, but also estab-

lishing individual structures and conventions of how artwork is made and who is in-

cluded in one’s art world (Becker, 1982). Since individual reputation is earned by 

each artist’s way of playing out the artistic logic of practice, this logic plays a crucial 

role in positioning oneself in the field (Eikhof and Haunschild, 2007). Alvarez et al.’s 

study shows that relational and structural control mechanisms are needed to com-

pensate for the decoupling and to maintain inclusion in the field despite differentia-

tion.
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In the context of visual art, Lindqvist (2003, 2007) uses the metaphor of Eros and 

Apollo to describe the dualism of playful and creative practices that are balanced with 

coordination and by controlling the unpredictability of creativity. Whereas Eros 

represents the creative force driven by inspiration, desire, courage and destruction, 

Apollo enforces restriction, feasibility and predictability. The balancing act of these 

two, the pas-de-deux of Eros and Apollo, involves joint efforts of creative and struc-

turing activities. For instance, when organizing an exhibition, sensitivity to desire and 

vision is needed together with an ability to translate the visions into a physical setting 

by engaging and structuring the necessary resources. 

DeFillippi, Grabher and Jones (2007) argue that four different paradoxes are in-

volved in the cultural productions when balancing between creative and other work: 

the difference paradox, distance paradox, globalization paradox and identity paradox. 

Coping with the difference paradox involves, for example, finding unexpected solu-

tions instead of the same previously used reactions to different organizational issues 

(Eikhof and Haunschild, 2007). The distance paradox can also be seen in a hybrid 

organizational structure in which different resources are imposed but the various 

production practices are decentralized (Cohendet and Simon, 2007). The globaliza-

tion paradox refers to the aspects of distinguishing and maintaining different prac-

tices and competencies while taking part in cooperation with other actors in the field 

(Gander, Haberberg, and Reipl, 2007). Finally, the identity paradox may, for exam-

ple, refer to constructing professional identity by drawing on individual characteris-

tics and roles as well as collective networks of different participants and practices 

(Svejenova, Mazza, and Planella, 2007). 

I conclude the chapter by presenting how Guillet de Monthoux, Gustafsson, and 

Sjöstrand (2007) distinguish between three different ‘fields’ of organizations: the 

management, administration and aesthetic fields. The management field is interested 

in the material aspects and is characterized as precise and accurate. This field is con-

cerned about projects and management methods, and is future-oriented and deter-

mined to achieve the set goals. The administration field is particularly interesting for 

opera houses as it is the field for institutions. Putting values on the traditions and 

regulation of actions are some aspects that characterize the administration field. Fi-

nally, the aesthetic field refers to a place beyond rational calculation and strict con-

sensus; it is the place “where one experiences the intensity of becoming a timeless 

presence separating past and future” (Guillet de Monthoux et al., 2007: 267). The 

aesthetic field is connected to the two other fields as it is defined by what the other 

two are not. Thus, it acts as a bridge between the management and administration 

fields, and as Guillet de Monthoux et al. argues, the aesthetic field’s “definitional 

vagueness, this in-between position, leaves this aesthetic field utterly vulnerable” 

(ibid, p. 268). 
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The studies presented above contribute to the discussion of the social and organiza-

tional side of art. Many of these studies have been conducted in the symphony or-

chestra and theatre contexts whereas opera productions and opera houses have 

gained less attention. In addition, there is more to be learned from the artistic and 

economic dichotomy, the central dualism related to cultural production. The aim of 

this thesis is to go beyond the dichotomy, in particular through the lenses of organ-

izational identity construction. Identity theories have been widely used in manage-

ment and organization studies lately, but the conceptualizations have seldom been 

applied in studies on cultural production. In the next chapter, I will examine theories 

related to organizational identity construction and focus on the view applied in this 

study. 
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3 IDENTITIES AND ORGANIZATIONS 

The aim of the chapter is to explore identit ies in an organ-
izational context and to provide an overview of the re-
search on organizational identity.  In this  study organiza-
tional identit ies are seen as relationally constructed 
through discursive practices, highlighting in particular the 
processual and contextual nature of organizational identity 
construction. In addition to this,  the chapter presents as-
pects related to hybrid and professional identit ies.   

Identity is a widely used concept that has generated a range of studies across disci-

plines such as the social sciences, psychology, and philosophy. Each discipline has 

traditionally put emphasis on different approaches and this has contributed to a great 

variation in terminology and the level of analysis used. In organization studies, iden-

tities have become an increasingly popular research topic that has contributed to var-

ied exploration of organizational life in many ways. Since the path-breaking study on 

organizational identity by Stuart Albert and David A. Whetten in 1985, various phi-

losophical, theoretical and methodological approaches have been applied in studies 

on the subject matter. The different approaches to the topic have moved between the 

monolithic and multiple identities as well as between the essentialist and constructed 

(or discursive) approaches to identities (Alvesson, Ashcraft, and Thomas, 2008). 

However, as Parker (2007) reminds it is not like earlier identities were solid and 

nowadays they are fluid. Rather it means that when the complexity of organizing has 

increased in the contemporary economy, the resources for organizational identity 

construction have become more diverse. 

Various attempts to make sense of the ambiguous concept of organizational identity 

have resulted in separating functionalist, interpretative, and postmodern/critical per-

spectives (Gioia, 1998; Alvesson et al., 2008). The functionalist approach to organiza-

tional identity has tended to conceptualize identity as something that people or or-

ganizations have, a certain essence that provides the ‘true self’ of an organization. A 

basic assumption in this view is that organizations have identities that influence how 

individuals interpret issues and how they behave towards them (Dutton and 

Dukerich, 1991). Alvesson, Ashcraft and Thomas (2008) describe that these more 

technical interests have generated research on how identity and identification may 

influence the variety of managerial outcomes and thus potentially the improved or-

ganizational effectiveness.  
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Several functionalistic studies on organizational identities have taken social identity 

theory as their starting point (Tajfel and Turner, 1986), seeing organizational identity 

as created through cognitive processes in which individuals classify themselves into 

various social categories (e.g., nationality, gender, political affiliation, work group) 

and perceive belongingness to a group classification through social identification. Or-

ganizational identification has been defined as a specific form of social identification 

where individuals define themselves in terms of their membership in a particular or-

ganization in terms of a person’s sense of oneness or belongingness with it (Ashforth 

and Mael, 1989; Dutton, Dukerich, and Harquail, 1994; Pratt and Rafaeli, 1997; Hogg 

and Terry, 2000; Foreman and Whetten, 2002; Hogg, Abrams, Otten, and Hinkle, 

2004; Kreiner, Hollensbe, and Sheep, 2006). From this approach organizational 

identity is defined as a more or less shared and collective sense of who we are as an 

organization, “a member’s beliefs about the distinctive, central, and enduring attrib-

utes of the organization” (Dutton, Dukerich, and Harquail, 1994: 244).  

Also, research on organizational identification has recently gone beyond the merely 

positive identification with an organization where organizational members indicate 

‘oneness’ with the organization. For example, research beyond organizational identi-

fication has acknowledged that organizational identification can also be created 

through disidentification (Elsbach and Bhattacharya, 2001), ambivalent identifica-

tion (Elsbach, 1999), or neutral identification (Kreiner and Ashforth, 2004). The 

functionalist assumptions still remain and the processual, contextual and socially 

constructed views are not highlighted – the aspects that characterize an interpretive 

approach to organizational identities. 

In general, interpretive organization studies have focused on topics such as organiza-

tional culture, symbolism, and aesthetics, in particular highlighting process-based 

theorizing and ‘narrated’ organizational realities (Hatch and Yanow, 2003). Interpre-

tive studies on organizational identities are interested in the meanings people attach 

to their organization – meanings that are socially and symbolically constructed 

(Alvesson, 2003). From this research tradition emphasis has been put, for example, 

on the involvement of both the internal and external stakeholders of organizations in 

the continuous processes of organizational identity construction (Hatch and Schultz, 

1997, 2002; Ravasi and Schultz, 2006; Schultz, Hatch, and Larsen, 2002; Gioia, 

Schultz, and Corley, 2000).  

The third category of research on organizational identity has been called the post-

modern or critical tradition. While functionalist studies tend to treat identity as 

something that people or organizations have, postmodern and critical views question 

the existence of essentially rational and coherent identity, and highlight the complex 

and contradictory character of multiple identities (Gioia, 1998; Alvesson et al., 2008). 

This research tradition recognizes that people draw on various sources when forming 

their identities (e.g., gender, age, occupation, religion, ethnicity, nationality, organ-
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izational membership, etc.), which may overlap and support each other, but which 

can also be in tension and unable to coexist (Collinson, 2003, 2006).  

Interpretative as well as the postmodern and critical approaches highlight the role of 

language in the processes of organizational identity construction. Organizational 

members make sense of their organization through discursive practices that also in-

clude various symbolic resources (e.g., physical devices of an organization such as 

logo, building, or dress) than linguistic alone. The critical tradition in particular ac-

knowledges that identities are constructed through power relations and how the 

power relations constrain organizational members and their actions (Alvesson et al., 

2008). Critical studies on organizational identities have focused, for instance, on how 

the managerial regimes subordinate organizational members (e.g., Alvesson, 2001; 

Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; Kärreman and Alvesson, 2004; Laine and Vaara, 2007; 

Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003; Collinson, 2006; Meriläinen et al., 2004).  

In this thesis, I highlight the socially constructed meanings of an organization, which 

are continuously negotiated in various discursive practices among the organizational 

members. In addition to the linguistic and social constructions, organizational identi-

ties are influenced and possibly transformed by the relationships an organization has 

with its wider social environment (Glynn and Abzug, 2002; Czarniawska, 2000). In 

this thesis organizational identities are further understood as processes in which or-

ganizational members relate different and sometimes contradictory meanings to their 

organization. These processes thus lead to different versions of organizational identi-

ties, which are always constructed in relation to somebody or something. I therefore 

approach organizational identities as emerging from the ongoing interaction between 

multiple and potentially contradictory identities creating a dynamic and dialectic 

struggle between being and becoming (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002; Clegg et al., 2007). 

Next, the approach to organizational identities applied in this study is described in 

more detail. 

Towards a Relational Understanding of Organiza-
tional Identities  

A traditional conception of organizational identity in which the members distinguish 

their organization from others and stick to these relatively enduring beliefs has been 

challenged by more interpretatively inclined researchers. From an interpretative ap-

proach organizational identities can be seen in terms of inter-subjective realities con-

structed through negotiations of meanings among the organizational members 

(Clegg, Rhodes, and Kornberger, 2007). Meanings refer here to the values, beliefs, 

and/or feelings an artefact represents beyond the non-symbolic (literal) references 

(Yanow, 2003). Organizational members may relate multiple meanings to their or-

ganization, some of which are shared and some of which are contradictory. Hence, 
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different variations of the shared meanings can exist simultaneously in the organiza-

tion (Golden-Bible and Rao, 1997; Hatch and Schultz, 2002). In addition, Alvesson 

(2003) argues that the organizational members may not have fixed meanings related 

to the organization, but they can take temporary views on a particular issue and also 

express uncertainty concerning the meanings. These meaning-making processes are 

shaped and influenced by the relations organizational members have with each other 

and the relations they have to their organization and its broader environment.  

The relational understanding of organizational identity construction applied in the 

study highlights the dynamic interplay between organizational members, the inter-

twining of individual and collective identities, and the role of language in the proc-

esses of organizational identity construction. Next, these three aspects are described 

in more detail. 

Dynamic Interplay between Organizational Members 

Interaction and the inter-subjective relations in the continuous processes of organiza-

tional identity construction are highlighted in the study. From this historically and 

culturally sensitive approach to understanding organizations (Hassard and Parker, 

1994; Hatch and Cunliffe, 2006) organizational identities emerge out of negotiation 

and shared practices of sense making (Weick, 1995) in a net of relationships (Gergen, 

1994). These nets of relationships are not stable but multiple and constantly take new 

shapes. From this view there is no such a thing as ‘true self’ because the self is treated 

as a construction that is negotiated and performed in conversations within the organ-

izational practices. In these negotiations organizational members draw on both their 

past and present interactions. (Czarniawska, 2000)

Ravasi and Schultz (2006) emphasize the dynamic interplay between organizational 

members by arguing that organizational identities arise from both sense making and 

sense giving processes through which organizational members “periodically recon-

struct shared understandings and revise formal claims of what their organization is 

and stands for” (p. 436). Hence, the processes of identity construction can be seen 

working in-between the forces that seek to define stable identities and those that 

challenge the existing views (Bourdieu, 1977, 1990; Clegg, Rhodes and Kornberger, 

2007). Parker (2007: 78-79) argues: 

“Organizational identifications are hence not a democratic, stable outcome of 
multiple claims, but a continuing process of articulating contested versions of 
what the organization should be doing, who it should be responsible to and who 
does what for what sort of reward. The sense members make of their organiza-
tion…is therefore bounded by the context of these more pervasive, yet still con-
tingent, divisions – between men and women, the old and the young, managers 
and workers, professionals and administrators and so on.” 
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Clegg, Rhodes, and Kornberger’s (2007) notion on the multiple identities that create 

the dynamic and dialectic struggle between being and becoming indicates that the 

identity process on the one hand is continuously changing, but on the other there are 

also elements that are more static or moving slowly.  

Between Individual and Collective Identities 

Different levels of analysis in research on organizational identities have been taken 

over the years and the distinction between individual (personal) and collective (so-

cial) identities has been a common ground. There have also been attempts, however, 

to explore the inter-subjective level of identities. For instance, Brewer and Gardner 

(1996) base identities on a notion that individuals tend to define themselves in terms 

of their engagement in relationships with others and with larger social groups. They 

distinguish between individual, interpersonal and collective identities based on the 

personal, relational, and collective self-conceptions. The following table summarizes 

the different levels of identities as presented by Brewer and Gardner: 

Level of 
analysis

Self-
concept 

Basis of self-
evaluation 

Frame of reference Basic social 
motivation 

Individual Personal Traits Interpersonal compari-
son

Self-interest 

Interpersonal Relational Roles Reflection Other’s benefit 

Group Collective Group proto-
type

Intergroup comparison Collective wel-
fare

Table 2 Levels of representation of the self.7

However, the distinction between individual and collective identities is inherently 

ambiguous because they are many times blurred and overlapping in organizational 

practices (Collinson, 2006). Sluss and Ashford (2007, 2008) argue that the research 

on organizational identities has usually focused either on the individual or the collec-

tive levels, and the interpersonal level in organizational context has been mostly ig-

nored. Sluss and Ashforth (2007) in their study draw from a view that individuals are 

interdependent of each other, and argue that organizational identities derive from 

interpersonal comparisons (individual level identity), role-related relationships (in-

terpersonal level identity), and intergroup comparisons (collective level identity). 

Sluss and Ashforth argue that the relational identity approach provides an integrative 

construct that can help to integrate the different levels of identities.  

Hatch and Schultz (1997, 2002) have examined beyond the interpersonal level of or-

ganizational identity construction. Their integrative model is built on the relational 

view and highlights a multi-stakeholder involvement in the processes of organiza-

7 Source: Brewer and Gardner, 1996: 85. 
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tional identity construction. According to the model organizational identities are con-

structed through comparing and contrasting processes in relation to the organiza-

tion’s internal culture and organization’s external image. Organizational culture pro-

vides symbols for organizational members to reflect on the different aspects of their 

organization whereas the images held by others provide a ‘mirror’ for organizational 

identity construction. 

In Hatch and Schultz’s (2002) model the organizational identity is constructed in the 

interaction between these internal and external views, which involve four different 

processes: mirroring, reflecting, expressing and impressing. In the mirroring process 

organizational identity is first mirrored in the images of external stakeholders (e.g., 

media, community, and financer) and then reflected by the organizational members. 

This reflecting process involves interpretations of the images held by the external 

stakeholders in relation to the existing organizational self-definitions. Hatch and 

Schultz argue that “when this happens, identity is reinforced or changed through the 

process of reflecting on identity in relation to deep cultural values and assumptions 

that are activated by the reflection process” (2002: 1000). The third process, express-

ing cultural understandings through identity claims refers to the ways organizational 

members talk about themselves as an organization. These claims refer to any kind of 

text whether expressed in a talk, writings or in artefacts. These organization’s internal 

processes may contribute to impressing others outside the organization, which can 

even provide more influential results than the conscious attempts to create projected 

image for an organization through, for instance, impression management.  

Although the need for more integrated views on organizational identities is acknowl-

edged, few studies have examined and described these relational processes in detail. 

For example, Sluss and Ashforth’s (2007) study overlooks language and language use 

in the relational identity construction, which make the conceptualization of organiza-

tional identities rather fixed and static. In this thesis language is seen as central to 

organizational identity construction and the focus is on different relations identified 

in the empirical data instead of taking individual/collective or internal/external life of 

an organization as a starting point.  

The Role of Language in Organizational Identity Construction 

Interpretative and critical approaches to organizational identities reject a representa-

tional view of language and see language as a way of constructing phenomena rather 

than mirroring social reality or people’s mental states (Shotter and Gergen 1989). Or-

ganizational identities are therefore seen as constructions produced in and through 

acts of ‘languaging’ rather than merely cognitively held beliefs (Sveningsson and 

Alvesson 2003; Hardy, Lawrence, and Grant 2005; Clegg, Rhodes, and Kornberger 

2007; Kärreman and Alvesson 2001, 2004; Humphreys and Brown 2002b; Laine and 

Vaara 2007). This means that organizational members engage in discursive practices 
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that produce and reproduce different versions of organizational identities over time 

through different types of texts. These texts do not merely refer to language and lan-

guage use, but also to other symbolic aspects such as organizational artefacts (see 

e.g., Paalumäki, 2004).  

When understanding organizational identities as discursively constructed phenom-

ena the dynamic nature of these discursive practices make distinctions such as collec-

tive and individual identities unnecessarily restrictive. This means that from a rela-

tional understanding of organizational identities it would be possible to look at the 

both levels without making a clear separation between them. Alvesson (2003) argues 

that in the same manner it may also be useful to include other traditionally exclu-

sionary contradictions such as: 

“…patterns and ambiguity, trends and variation, order and fragmentation, regu-
larities and disorder…may be necessary in order to promote understandings of 
specific groups, settings and events in ways that are fair and interesting…” (p. 12) 

Relational aspects in organizational identity construction have also been considered 

through the notions on dialogue (Beech, 2008). Dialogue in this context means that 

the meanings related to an organization are negotiated through dialogical relations in 

which utterances are always related to other utterances and the speaker. Two differ-

ent sides can be distinguished in a dialogue: centripetal and centrifugal. The ‘cen-

tripetal’ side of the dialogue is integrating and organizing, whereas the ‘centrifugal’ 

side is disrupting and disorganizing. (Bakhtin, 1981, 1984) 

Beech (2008) examines the dialogical relations involved in identity construction in a 

theatre. Beech suggests that the meanings related to the organization were con-

structed through utterances connected to the external discourses (e.g., art versus 

commerce) as well as to more individual level identities (e.g., being the father of the 

organization, having a relationship with the artists, and being a leader). According to 

Beech, the different aspects of identities contain a scale of tensions (e.g., between 

good and bad) in meaning making, and the identity construction happens in the 

arena of combinations of the positions taken regarding the tensions. In addition, 

Beech argues that the dialogic identity construction in theatres involves emotions 

such as fear, excitement, embarrassment and desire to avoid conflicts. These emo-

tional attachments and detachments influence the meanings related to the organiza-

tion and thus the versions constructed of organizational identities. 

Multiple Sources of Organizational identity Construction 

Organizational members discursively construct organizational identities in relation to 

different resources. These resources can refer, for instance, to the dresses and uni-

forms worn in an organization (Pratt and Rafaeli, 1997; Humphreys and Brown, 

2002a), the physical settings of an organization (Gagliardi, 1996; Strati, 1999; Brown 
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and Humphreys, 2006), traditions of the organization and the nostalgic stories about 

its past (Brown and Humphreys, 2002), national culture (Vaara et al., 2008), stake-

holders’ view (Fiol, 2001) and the image they hold (Hatch and Schultz, 2002), or the 

professions of organizational members (Glynn, 2000). 

First, various physical aspects such as specific clothing and place can facilitate the 

discursive practices around organizational identities. Humphreys and Brown (2002a) 

argue that dress can serve an important symbolic resource for organizational identity 

construction and increase understanding of the dialogical nature of these processes. 

It can also be linked to some core aspects of various professions such as in hospitals 

(Pratt and Rafaeli, 1997) and in airlines (Soenen, Monin, and Rouzies, 2007). Artists 

have also traditionally been connected with a certain style of clothing. The ‘artistic 

style’ has, among other things, referred to bohemian or extravagant clothing, which 

emphasizes certain freedom of thinking and being in opposition to the superficial and 

commercial trends (Eikhof and Haunschild, 2006).  

The physical setting of an organization may provide durability, organize social inter-

action and symbolize intangible norms, memories and values (Gupta and Ferguson, 

1997; Gieryn, 2000). Brown and Humphreys (2006) argue that the physical setting 

can also provide a discursive resource to organizational members to negotiate ver-

sions of organizational identities. These discursive practices involve negotiations over 

shared and/or contested understandings of the organizational place and are influ-

enced by hierarchical positions of organizational members.  

Many arts organization are considered to be both architecturally important and cul-

turally, nationally and internationally significant places. For example, the Sidney op-

era house, the Guggenheim museum in Spain and the Walt Disney Hall in Los Ange-

les embody multiple meanings beyond the organizational setting. Opera houses in 

particular have been seen as politically and institutionally important and often at-

tached to the ruling class of the society (Bereson, 2002). The physical building of op-

era houses also shapes the interaction between organizational members as the differ-

ent professional groups work in certain places. This refers, for instance, to the dis-

tinctive rehearsal studios for chorus, orchestra, and soloists, as well as workshops 

and offices for technical and administrative personnel. The stage area is shared by the 

artistic and technical members but not necessarily by the administrative staff. Parker 

(2007) argues that through this kind of spatial resource organizational members 

make distinctions between ‘us’ and ‘them’, which refer to the geographic and/or de-

partmental dividing (‘them over there, us over here’).  

Second, the geographical division can also be seen in terms of national culture, which 

serves another source for identity construction in organizations. Vaara, Tienari and 

Irrmann’s (2007) study present a Nordic organization in which the organizational 

members use organization, nation and international/global-specific resources in their 

discursive practices. A sense of nationalism and ‘Nordic identity’ seems to play an 
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important role in constructing authenticity, distinctiveness, self-esteem and future-

orientation for the organization.  

Third, temporal and generational division in terms of age and/or historical dividing 

(‘them from that time, us from this time’) may act as a source for organizational iden-

tity construction (Parker, 2007). Organizational members sometimes create emo-

tional bonds and attachment to a certain place or time period of their organization, 

which may turn into nostalgia. Nostalgia refers to a ‘warm feeling of yearning and 

longing’ for a particular time (Gabriel, 1993; Ybema, 2004). Gabriel (1993) points out 

that within organizations nostalgia refers usually to various changes concerning, for 

example, the move to a new building, the introduction of new technology, new prod-

ucts, a corporate take-over, or a new managerial regime. Nostalgia constitutes a re-

source that helps to maintain a collective sense of socio-historic continuity, and 

which may defend individuals and groups against anxiety and ambiguity (Brown and 

Humpreys, 2002). In that way nostalgia also plays a role in shaping the processes of 

organizational identity construction. Brown and Humphreys (2006) argue that the 

collectively shared nostalgia provides access to a heritage resource in the form of sets 

of values and ways of life associated with and articulated through emotions, memo-

ries, and imagination.  

Next in the chapter I discuss the theories related to identity construction in the plu-

ralistic organizational context. These theories involve notions of hybrid and profes-

sional identities, which are relevant in particular in cultural organizations. 

Organizational Identities in Pluralistic Contexts 

Hybrid Identities 

The identities of cultural organizations can be characterized as hybrid (or ideo-

graphic). This means that these organizations involve contradictory identity elements 

that coexist within the organizations. A hybrid organizational context refers to the 

organizations that embody two or more identities at the same time (Albert and Whet-

ten, 1985; Glynn, 2000). These multiple identities are perceived internally as invio-

late (nothing about each can be compromised), incompatible (conflict is inevitable), 

and indispensable (no identity can be eliminated) (Albert and Adams, 2002). More 

recent research on public organizations argues that these organizations actually in-

volve a pluralistic context where the management and organizational members strug-

gle with the diffuse power, diverse objectives, knowledge-based work, contradictory 

logics and inherent conflicting values (Denis, et al. 2007). Denis et al. argue that with 

diffuse power and knowledge-based work pluralistic organizations often provide a 

broad scope for individual action. On the other hand, the request for autonomy can 

also act as a constraint for integrated organizational practices. In cultural organiza-
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tions diffuse power refers, for example, to the intertwined conflicting logics that are 

usually represented by two different managers (e.g., opera director and general direc-

tor) who provide certain autonomy for these actors but may also hinder collaboration 

to some extent. This is usually connected to the hybrid organizational structure of 

performing arts organizations in particular, where the practices are distinguished be-

tween the project-based work and the line organization. While artistic and technical 

work in these organizations is done within temporary production groups, the line or-

ganization provides various supporting functions such as marketing, press, account-

ing, and HR.  

In general, hybrids can be seen as formed by contradictions, for instance, the simul-

taneous desire for both division and union, or duality of creation and destruction. 

“…hybridity is usually confined to a negative position…It highlights the opportu-
nities and risks of multiple attachments. If the ambiguities and contradiction of 
hybridity are immediately categorized as problems that demand instant clarifica-
tion and definitive resolution, then this will diminish the space for understand-
ing. Hybridity has been too easily neutralized by political discourses that seek ei-
ther to exaggerate its creative potential or to simplify its conceptual range…If hy-
brids are shorn of their ambivalence then this will not only create a false sense of 
harmony but also preserve the original fear of difference. The identity of hybrids 
is structured by ambivalence.” (Papastergiadis, 2005: 59-60) 

Papastergiadis (2005) points out that hybridity is not a utopian space beyond 

boundaries, dichotomies or structures of identity, but involves continuous re-

negotiations within and between these identities, which can transform an under-

standing of the different sides of hybrids. In the 21st century hybrids of various kinds 

seem to be one characteristic of the times. In the contemporary economy the trend 

has been to move from the distinctive division of labour towards hybrid tasks, which 

require multi-professional skills. Work tasks require the ability to be creative and 

logical, emotional and rational, conceptual ‘thinkers’ and practical ‘doers’ at the same 

time.

Professional Identities in Pluralistic Contexts 

Professional identity can be seen as an individual’s self-definition as a member of a 

profession (Ibarra, 1999; Chreim et al., 2007). Parker (2007) identifies professional 

or occupational division, which refers to the vocational differences in organizations 

(‘them who do that, us who do this’) and which influence the organizational identity 

construction. In line with this, Glynn (2000) demonstrates in her study on a sym-

phony orchestra that an organization’s identity may not be grounded simply in organ-

izational images of what is central, enduring, and distinctive (Albert and Whetten, 

1985), but may also incorporate the identity dynamics of professional and occupa-

tional groups. Glynn (2000) explains that in symphony orchestras musicians enact 

the normative identity (put more emphasis on artistic quality) and administration 
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enact the utilitarian identity (put more emphasis on economic values). Glynn argues 

that the complexity of identities in symphony orchestras is further challenged by the 

existence of various professional groups: 

“Musicians have a professional identity as performance artists and union mem-
bers...orchestra executives are somewhat unprofessionalized, lacking certifica-
tion (but seeking it), and trying to combine both business skills and artistic train-
ing, since many are former musicians. For board members, the symphony board 
is largely a secondary affiliate, following after their primary occupation.” (Glynn, 
2000: 287) 

Studies on professionals in the creative organizations have presented various aspects 

concerning the hybrid organizational identities. Boyle (2004) examines professional 

musicians in a police band and how they deal with the hybrid identities between mu-

sician and police officer. On the one hand their work is as in any professional band, 

but on the other, they have to act according to the strict regulation with regarding to 

the dress, deportment and behaviour towards the community members and the fel-

low officers.  

Hackley and Kover’s (2007) study in an advertising agency illuminate how organiza-

tional members negotiate the complexities and contradictions in their professional 

role resulting in the state of inherent instability. The creative and liberal culture of 

the artistic employees has been contrasted to the bureaucratic and scientific culture 

of the ‘suits’ and their management practice. Hackley and Kover argue that the bu-

reaucratic system of judgment in advertising agencies may try to disempower creative 

employees. The creative employees then try to resolve it by drawing on the idealized 

realm of legitimate creativity. Hackley and Kover argue that in some cases the tension 

can be institutionalized as a taken-for-granted resource for professional identities 

that serve the interests of both parties.  

Architects have been another group of creative employees whose struggles over iden-

tities have been studied. Cohen et al. (2005) present three discourses that character-

ise the work of architects. First, architects describe themselves as creative endeav-

ours. Through this discourse they differentiate between architects who have aesthetic 

sensibility and skills from other actors in the construction industry. Second, archi-

tects construct their work as business activity by highlighting financial management, 

technical know-how and market sensitivity. The authors note that the creative and 

business discourses seem to work in a kind of hierarchical tension, which shape the 

position of an architect; “within the creative discourse the architect was constructed 

as ‘god-like’…in contrast, the business discourse frames relationships very differently. 

Notably, architects are further down in the pecking order, certainly subordinate to 

the client and often competing with the contractor for control and influence.” (Cohen 

et al., 2005: 787). Third and final discourse frames architecture as a public service 

and the architect as a public servant. Here social values are highlighted by seeing the 
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goal of architecture to enhance the quality of people’s lives. Hence, architecture is not 

only situated within a certain cultural and economic setting but also embedded in po-

litical contexts. 

Occupational expertise in cultural organizations is many times achieved through a 

kind of ‘shop floor’ education and apprenticeship. The professionalization of man-

agement in cultural organizations has a long history but the development of the idea 

of professional art managers is still far from the stage in private for-profit organiza-

tions. A move from ‘administrators’ to ‘managers’ is going on slowly, which concern 

the other parts of public sector as well (e.g., Parker, 2007; du Gay, 1997). In cultural 

organization the employees might not have a similar kind of identification with the 

organization as they can have with their profession (Pratt et al., 2006). This means 

that a person relates more strongly to membership in a certain professional group 

than to membership in an organization.  

Concluding on the Theoretical Guidelines 

As presented in the chapter 1, the aim of this study is to explore and increase under-

standing on the processes of organizational identity construction in the context of op-

era production. In more detail I focus on how the organizational members of a na-

tional opera attach meanings to their organization through discursive practices in the 

field that is premised on the struggling logics between art and economy. In the chap-

ter I have argued that cultural organizations involve a hybrid or even pluralistic con-

text in which the organizational members struggle with diffuse power, diverse objec-

tives, contradictory logics and inherent conflicting values (Denis, et al. 2007). This 

also shapes organizational identity construction, and is particularly interesting to ex-

plore in the opera production setting because of the large variety of professional 

groups, normative-utilitarian foundation (artistic excellence versus economic utility), 

complex networking production system, and a request for collaborative management 

practices to balance between the conflicting logics of art and economy. 

Bourdieu’s theorizing of ‘the field of cultural production’ is applied in the study in or-

der to examine the conflicting ground of cultural production. According to Bourdieu 

(1993, 1992), the field of cultural production is structured by the distribution of avail-

able positions in the field and by the characteristics of agents occupying them. The 

dynamics of the field are based on struggles between these positions, struggles that 

are often expressed in clashes between the accepted view of established traditions 

and the challenges of new modes of cultural practice. Bourdieu’s concept of the field 

of cultural production provides a way to understand the characteristics of the con-

flicting logics and the historical relations between the positions in the field, knowl-

edge that is further used to examine the processes of organizational identity construc-

tion.
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Gioia et al. (2000: 64) argue that organizational identity is “a potentially precarious 

and unstable notion, frequently up for redefinition and revision by organization 

members”. The approach to organizational identities applied in the thesis draws from 

interpretive and critical instead of strictly functionalistic views. I understand organ-

izational identities as constructions, which emerge from dialogical processes in which 

the organizational members attach meanings to their organization by drawing on dif-

ferent discursive and other symbolic resources available in the organization. Some of 

the resources can be mutually reinforcing while others may be in tension (Collinson, 

2003, 2006). For instance, Thomas and Linstead (2002) present how middle manag-

ers in their study draw on various sources such as being an expert, committed, differ-

ent from others, and working in the public sector. 

In cultural organizations people draw on resources that may often be subject to 

struggles because of the conflicting logics of art and economy operating in the field of 

cultural production. For instance, Glynn (2000) argues that musicians enact an artis-

tic identity and managers enact an economic identity and conflicts arise when these 

contradictory identities try to secure their positions. The aim of this thesis is not, 

however, to identify what kind of identities certain professional or occupational 

groups claim to possess in the opera production context, but to examine and describe 

the relational processes in which organizational identities are constructed. In the 

study the relational refers to the visible relationships between organizational mem-

bers but also to other relations such as the historical and structural relations in the 

art field (Bourdieu, 1992). In the following figure, I conclude on the theoretical guide-

lines applied in the thesis. 
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Figure 3 Theoretical guidelines of the study. 

The next chapter describes the methodological choices taken in the study. The chap-

ter provides an epistemological discussion on the dialogical processes and a descrip-

tion of the ethnographic methodology and research process. 
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4 METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The chapter focuses on the ontological ,  epistemological  
and methodological foundations of the research. First ,  the 
chapter discusses views on studying relational processes in 
organizations, relations that always happen in a context.  
In the thesis organizations are conceptualized beyond the 
tradit ional dichotomies between agency-structure and mi-
cro-macro by moving towards dialogic interaction in or-
ganizational practices. Furthermore, the chapter describes 
the ethnographic research process – a sort of ethnography 
of ethnography. 

Studying Relational Processes in Context 

In the study my interest lies in particular in the dialogic nature of art making as well 

as in the multiple relations beyond the organizational micro processes. The research 

is therefore based on a relational perspective, which means that the social world is 

not seen to consist primarily of static substances, but instead of dynamic, unfolding 

relations (e.g., Emirbayer, 1997; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992; Dachler and Hosk-

ing, 1995; Shotter, 2008). Ontologically, this perspective derives from social con-

structionism (Berger and Luckmann, 1966), which focuses on how meanings are cre-

ated between people in their embodied, relationally-responsive dialogue, seeing 

themselves as part of the process of constructing meanings (Bakhtin, 1981; Cunliffe, 

2003; Cunliffe and Shotter, 2006). However, this dialogic process does not happen in 

a vacuum, but in collectively organized temporal and spatial contexts (Emirbayer, 

1997). For this study it means that although I focus on the opera production proc-

esses where individuals interact and perform through various discursive practices, 

these meaning-making processes cannot be separated from the wider organizational, 

historical and political contexts.  

There is not only one ‘relational theory’, but rather different ‘relational thinkers’ that 

share the same stratified ontology. The relational perspective is thus neither a theory 

nor a method in itself, but an epistemological approach through which various social 

theories and methods have been developed (Emirbayer, 1997). Firstly, I examine the 

relational view on dichotomies, such as person and world, and the interdependence 

of human beings. Secondly, I turn to the meaning-making activities in an inter-

subjective dialogue and consider dialogism a mode of relation.  
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Beyond Dichotomies – Exploring the Space in Between 

A unifying core of the ‘relational thinkers’ is that they try to overcome different di-

chotomies deriving from a ‘substantialist’ view that divides the world into isolated 

entities (Emirbayer, 1997; Osterlund and Carlile, 2005). For instance, Bourdieu’s 

view on the social refuses to establish a sharp distinction between the external and 

the internal, the conscious and the unconscious, or the bodily and the discursive. 

Bourdieu also opposes methodological individualism, which put emphasis either on 

structure or agent, system or actor, the collective or the individual (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant, 1992). This has been an important starting point for the study as I have 

approached the opera with respect to the practices employed there instead of from 

the formal organizational structure or a certain employee group such as top manage-

ment.  

According to Emirbayer (1997), the point of departure of the substantialist view is 

that substances of various kinds (things, beings, essences) constitute the fundamental 

units of scientific inquiries. The substantialist approach treats the characteristics at-

tached to people or social groups as forces independent of the relationships in which 

they act and exist, neglecting their social, historical and political contexts. In contrast, 

the relational perspective derives from a view that people involved in an interaction 

derive meanings from the changing conditions of situations. This dynamic, unfolding 

process thus becomes the primary unit of analysis rather than the elements them-

selves. Practice from the relational view is seen as a space for the production and re-

production of relations. (Emirbayer, 1997)  

The relational perspective in organization studies recognizes that organizations do 

not somehow float in a neutral environment but instead influence and are influenced 

by the world around them. From a relational perspective, it is therefore possible to 

study the inter-subjective and interdependent nature of organizational life. Under-

standing organizational practices involving different events, activities and utterances 

requires an appreciation of the overall organizational context. Organizational context 

refers here to the dynamic processes of organizational culture, people, resources, 

purposes, earlier events, and future expectations that constitute the temporal and 

spatial background for a particular situation. (Evered and Louis, 1981) 

Interestingly, several studies on cultural organizations have taken a relational per-

spective (see e.g., Koivunen, 2003; Köping, 2003; Soila-Wadman, 2003). In addition, 

these studies include participative methods that put emphasis on the everyday prac-

tices, whether in symphony orchestras or film productions. This indicates that the 

relational perspective is considered an appropriate approach for examining the net-

worked and processual realities of cultural productions. However, what is highlighted 

in this study are both the interpersonal and the structural relations needed to con-
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struct further understandings of the dialogic nature of practices in the field of cultural 

production.

Dialogical Meaning-making as a Mode of Relation 

As already noted in the previous chapter, language use is central to the meaning-

making processes in dialogical relationships with others (Bakhtin, 1984). According 

to Bakhtin, people are always engaged in meaning-making acts as they continuously 

try to make sense of what is happening around them. Cunliffe (2003) says that people 

construct meanings as they talk and listen to their own voices and those of others as 

they try to figure out who they are, what they should do or say, and how they should 

relate with others.  

Dialogue in Bakhtin’s terms is a philosophical and aesthetical concept that forms a 

mode of being (Belova, 2007) and an epistemology that seeks to grasp social life 

through language use (Holquist, 2002). Bakhtin’s notion of dialogue is concerned 

with how language simultaneously constructs and reflects the relationship between 

individuals in certain settings. In addition, dialogue is an ongoing and open process, 

which include ambiguities and changes but which is never finished: “Nothing is ever 

completed, no word is final, there are no ultimate explanations that everyone, with-

out exception, will accept as exhausting all possibilities” (Clark and Holquist, 1984: 

347).

Within a dialogue people relate inter-subjectively to one another through utterances. 

This process can be seen as a continuing polyphony where voices and participants 

change constantly (Hazen, 1993). De Cock and Chia (2001) argue that people are 

never free to impose their intentions, but have to mediate them through the inten-

tions of others. Intersubjectivity in a dialogue can be further illuminated through the 

process of idea generation as described by Bakhtin (1984: 71-72): 

“An idea does not live in one person’s isolated consciousness – if it remains there 
it degenerates and dies. And idea begins to live, i.e. to take shape, to develop, to 
find and renew its verbal expression, and to give birth to new ideas only when it 
enters into genuine dialogical relationships with other, foreign, ideas. Human 
thought becomes genuine thought, embodied in the voice of another person, that 
is, in the consciousness of another person as expressed in his word…the idea…is 
not a subjective individual-psychological formulation with a “permanent resi-
dence” in a person’s head; no, the idea is inter-individual and inter-subjective. 
The sphere of its existence is not the individual consciousness, but the dialogical 
intercourse between consciousnesses.” 

Dialogue is thus a central element in relational meaning-making, but the structure of 

a dialogical process is defined in terms of polyphony. According to Bakhtin, the con-

cept of polyphony refers to a multi-voiced social structure where each ‘voice’ has an 

independent role in the unity of an event. However, some voices will always be louder 
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than others and that is why Bakhtin emphasizes tensions (both internal and exter-

nal), power struggles and silence as inherent aspects of dialogical meaning-making 

(Belova, 2007). Hence, in a dialogue meanings emerge in a constant struggle between 

my voice/your voice, my sense/your sense (Cunliffe, 2002; Belova, 2007). From this 

view, language is seen as originating in social struggle, coloured by the history of its 

use and is always evaluative and ideological (Bakhtin, 1981). 

To examine the processes of dialogical identity construction I have applied an ethno-

graphic methodology. I now turn to describing how the actual study was conducted, 

starting from the process of negotiating access to the organization, continuing with 

the descriptions of generating empirical material, and finally, presenting how the ma-

terial was analyzed and written into an ethnography.

Doing and Writing Organizational Ethnography 

Ethnography as an Activity 

Organizational ethnography aims to uncover and describe the ways in which people 

in particular work settings come to understand, account for, take action, and other-

wise manage their day-to-day situations (Van Maanen, 1979). This means that eth-

nography is strongly connected to fieldwork activity (the ‘doing’ of ethnography) 

when the researcher enters an organization, gets to know the people, participates in 

the daily routines, develops ongoing relations with the people, and observes what is 

going on there. Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995: 2) describe: 

“The ethnographer seeks a deeper immersion in others’ worlds in order to grasp 
what they experience as meaningful and important…in this way immersion gives 
the fieldworker access to the fluidity of others’ lives and enhances her sensitivity 
to interaction and process.”  

Ethnography as a method includes basically the same data collection modes as does 

the broader field of qualitative research. However, unlike other qualitative research-

ers, ethnographers contend that there are no rules as such, and that the way to do 

ethnography is to get out and “learn by going” (Geertz, 1995: 133). Usually an open 

mind, personal involvement and interaction with the everyday practices of people in 

the field are highlighted. The aim of ethnographic research is not to find answers to a 

pre-formulated theoretical framework but rather to “find ‘right questions’ in the field, 

by following your nose” (Bate, 1997: 1152). This means that an ethnographer comes to 

‘know’ the social world, not only through evidence and reason, but also through his or 

her senses and imagination. 

Ethnography can also be seen as an act of sense making. Ethnography entails a kind 

of frame of mind or a paradigm, which means learning to ‘think culturally’ about a 

society or organization (Bate, 1997). Organizational ethnography is interested in the 
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‘living history’ (Malinowski, 1945) of an organization, thinking and behaviour that 

continue to live on, and shape the present in various rituals, myths, stories, and an-

ecdotes. The appreciation of context is a central thesis in ethnographic research be-

cause the knowledge of context makes practices in organizational life sensible. While 

being in the field, the ethnographer tries to make sense of the organizational (infor-

mal) processes with coexisting (competing) meanings of different actors without 

avoiding or reducing complexity and tensions.  

Sense making activity in ethnographic research is closely connected to its narrative 

representation, i.e., the product of ethnography. Ethnography as a rhetoric style 

means that an ethnographic account is something more than reporting what has been 

observed in the field. Bate (1997: 1153) argues: 

“Ethnography is art, science, and craft rolled into one. As artists we seek to cap-
ture experiences in images and representations which symbolize reality; in this 
regard, expression is more important than precision. As scientists, we are data 
hunter-gatherers who go out and collect information, analyze it, and forge it into 
testable hypothesis and theories. And as craftsmen and women we are writers 
who write; issues of style and a pride in good writing are paramount, not because 
of any misplaced literary ambition, but because the very materials of theory mak-
ing are words, phrases, and sentences. Forms of theory and forms of discourse 
are inseparable.” 

I also want to highlight the personal and emotional engagement of a researcher dur-

ing an ethnographic research process. For example, Humphreys, Brown and Hatch 

(2003) present parallels between an ethnographer and performing jazz musicians 

because both are involved in fundamentally creative, exploratory and interpretive so-

cial activities. In that light, ethnographers are engaged in a dual quest for self-identity 

and empathy in collective actions in which the ethnographer’s identity is discursively 

and creatively negotiated. The discovery of the self becomes thus an integral aspect of 

discovering the ‘other’. 

Ethnography as a Text 

“Theory is a matter of words, not worlds; of maps, not territories; of representa-
tion, not realities. As much as we might like to believe that hard fact and cold 
logic will support our claims and carry the day, there is no escape from rhetoric: 
from the informal, hidden arguments carried in texts, to the figures of speech, 
the metaphors, the tropes and the appeals to good sense or tradition or authority 
made by writers to support their claims.” (Van Maanen, 1995: 134) 

In the ethnographic research process, writing can be seen as a process through which 

experiences are translated into a piece of text. It is a key phase in ethnographic stud-

ies as the style of text becomes an important aspect in representing the field.  

Van Maanen (1988) makes a distinction between three kinds of writing styles, the re-

alist, confessional and impressionist, which also indicate the position of an ethnogra-
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pher. In a realist tale the ethnographer is absent from the analysis and aims at pre-

senting the ‘realist’ view of what was observed in the field. According to Van Maanen, 

the realist tale is a dispassionate, neutral third-person voice focusing on the sayings, 

doings, and supposed thinking of the people studied. Materials are also organized ac-

cording to topics and problems relevant to the fieldworker’s conceptual and discipli-

nary interests. Within confessional writing, the ethnographer infiltrates the text per-

sonally and can thus present her/his emotional reactions, difficulties and unexpected 

occurrences experienced in the field. Personalized style in confessional tales aims at 

building intimacy with readers, developing a personal character, portraying trials, 

and representing a field within which the ethnographer is ‘hanging around’. However, 

these confessions are usually separated from ethnography itself (in appendixes or in 

separate texts). Also, the only point of view being represented in confessional tales is 

that of the fieldworker.  

Finally, impressionist tales can be understood using a metaphor of impressionist 

painting, which is set out to capture a worldly scene in a special instant or moment of 

time. The work is figurative, although at the same time it conveys a highly personal-

ized perspective and provides a participatory sense for the reader. Impressionist writ-

ing consists of stories that are not about what happens, but about what rarely hap-

pens, presenting the doing of fieldwork. If the standards for the realist tales are more 

disciplinary, the standards for the impressionist tales are literary; “unusual phras-

ings, fresh allusions, rich language, cognitive and emotional stimulation, puns, and 

quick jolts to the imagination are all characteristic of the good tale” (Van Maanen, 

1988: 106). However, impressionist tales still represent a subgenre of ethnographic 

writing and they are usually enclosed within realist or confessional tales. 

Boundaries between the three kinds of tales presented above have become more 

mixed and new writing styles have emerged, as the presentation of ethnographic 

fieldwork has become increasingly acknowledged as a creative effort. According to 

Van Maanen (1988), cultural representations are increasingly seeing as open and as 

subjects for debate by fieldworkers and informants. Hammersley (1992) calls for ‘in-

sightful descriptions’ meaning that the aim of ethnographic description is to present 

phenomena in new and revealing ways. Hence, an ethnographic account of an organi-

zation can neither be storytelling nor a confessional travelogue of what the researcher 

has experienced during his or her ‘fieldtrip’. My writing style in this thesis combines 

both confessional and impressionist elements, but first and foremost the style in my 

fieldwork representations is dialogic and polyphonic. This means that I try to take 

into account and bring up the multiple perspectives and voices that are involved in 

the opera production processes. However, I recognize that these ‘voices’ do not speak 

on their own, but rather through me as a researcher who has made choices about how 

to interpret them and about which interview and other extracts to present as evidence 

in the text.  
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Towards a Polyphonic Representation 

According to Bakhtin (1981), monologic tales employ a consistent and homogeneous 

representational style and express a dominant authorial voice, whereas polyphonic 

texts express heterogeneous voices and interactive styles. Monologic texts emanates 

from only one legitimate position, that of the author, who has the prerogative to de-

termine the development of the story and to single-handedly ‘define the reality’ (Be-

lova, 2007). In contrast to monologic tales, polyphonic texts represent plurality, di-

versity and paradoxical interactions that are ultimately unresolved. According to Bate 

(1997), polyphony is well suited to organizations, which are by their very nature plu-

ralistic and multi-vocal, and made up of a rich diversity of intersecting dialogics, idi-

oms and professional jargons. 

Polyphonic texts include usually extensive quotations and detailed descriptions of 

everyday events, combining various genres, textual surfaces and voices. Polyphony 

can also be achieved by weakening the author’s role by spreading authorship around 

(Martin, 1995). In polyphonic writing the relationship between researcher and re-

searched is dialogical, but also the relationship between the researcher and the audi-

ence becomes important (Gergen and Gergen, 2002; Belova, 2007). In the thesis I 

have tried to combine a different style of writing, combining academic genre with 

more a prosaic way of expressing my experiences in the field.

Reflexivity in Ethnographic Account 

“In the very best of ethnographic accounts, the text becomes a window rather 
than a page.” (Bate, 1997: 1163) 

As I have discussed earlier, the researcher, the method, and the data are not separate 

entities but reflexively interdependent and interconnected. Thus, the interpretation 

and representation of data is a reflexive exercise through which meanings are made 

rather than found. According to Mauther and Doucet (2003), the ‘reflexive turn’ in 

social sciences argues for demystification of the theoretically and empirically based 

knowledge construction process, and recognizes the partial, provisional and perspec-

tival nature of knowledge claims. Researchers using qualitative methods are used to 

reflecting on their data collection and analysis, but reflexivity should also be extended 

to the writing process, since it is neither neutral nor straightforward.  

In the presentation of fieldwork, writing oneself into a story as a character provokes 

reflexivity because one must consciously make choices about how to represent oneself 

in relation to the work. According to Garfinkel (1967), constitutive reflexivity thus 

refers to the relationship between the acts of representation and the reality to which 

they refer. The interdependence between a representation and its phenomenon con-

stitutes reflexivity just as both representation and object are reflexively constituted. 

This hermeneutic process means that the sense of what is represented is achieved by 
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drawing on its representation at the same time as the sense of the representation is 

worked out by considering the phenomenon represented (Woolgar, 1988).  

My personal reflection on the writing process has raised several questions about 

which voices were enhanced, which silenced, and which voices actually ended up in 

this ethnographic account. For example, did I romanticize certain voices because of 

my personal background as a musician or was it the opposite? Did I let women ‘talk’ 

more because of my gender? Did I concentrate on relations to excess and neglect the 

individuals’ personal qualities because of my ontological and epistemological as-

sumptions? In what way did my academic discipline, management and organization 

studies shape the voices heard and presented? These questions were part of the re-

flection about how my age, gender, class, academic and personal biographies, emo-

tional responses to my respondents and the interpersonal relationships affected not 

only the collection and analysis of empirical data, but also the ‘final’ written story of 

the fieldwork.  

In the next section, I will describe how I entered the field after long negotiations and 

how I collected my empirical material during the participative observations. I have 

decided to provide a rather detailed description of the negotiation process and time 

spent in the field in order to reflect on my position as a participative ‘professional 

stranger’ (Agar, 1980) in the organization.  

Generating and Analyzing Empirical Material

Entering the Field 

Fortunately, I started preparing for my fieldwork in the early stages of my doctoral 

studies because negotiating for access took longer than I had expected. My plan was 

to carry out fieldwork in the Finnish National Opera, which is the only opera house in 

Finland. I therefore wanted to prepare myself well and think carefully, for instance, 

about who would be a suitable person to contact first in the organization. I wanted to 

talk to an executive director who would be open to new ideas and find my research 

interesting and worth conducting. I admit that I had pre-assumptions of the Finnish 

National Opera as a hierarchical and slightly cliquish organization, where I might 

face some resistance towards me as a female researcher from a business school, 

wanting to observe their organizational and managerial practices. I started by con-

ducting eight preliminary interviews with opera stage directors (mostly freelancers) 

in order to obtain some general information about opera production processes. These 

interviews also gave me an opportunity to hear about upcoming opera productions in 

Finland, in case I did not gain access to the Finnish National Opera.  

At first, I was mainly interested in creativity and how large-scale creative processes, 

like opera productions, are managed. I also pondered whether I should focus on 
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‘leadership’ or ‘management’ concepts. I was interested in the leader and leadership 

qualities that influence the creative production process. At that point, an opera direc-

tor represented for me the individual hero who has a central role in creating new vis-

ual aspects but who also engenders an environment for the whole opera production 

group where they feel free to express themselves. These thoughts were probably in-

fluenced by the interviews with directors, and it was interesting how my views 

changed during the fieldwork. Fieldwork helped me to set the director and his or her 

creation of the “world” into a context. During the fieldwork I also started to rethink 

the ‘leadership’ and ‘management’ concepts, moving gradually towards management 

practices instead of leadership qualities. It was, however, not until midway into my 

fieldwork that I started to concentrate on organizational identity aspects. 

The first person I contacted in the Finnish National Opera was the technical director 

and it was in late August 2005 when I first met him in his office. For an hour and a 

half we talked about my research topic and what it would mean to the organization. 

The technical director was positive about the research and he talked openly about his 

views on the organization, what had been done recently and what kind of develop-

ment plans he had for the future. He saw that my research would also benefit the or-

ganization and he promised to talk to other executive directors concerning access. 

After the meeting I sent him an email where I described my research in more detail, 

and emphasized my background in both classical music and business studies. I also 

made it clear that the organization would not incur any expenses to the. 

Two weeks later, I had a meeting with the production director. I explained my re-

search, focusing in particular on the data collecting methods, observations and inter-

views. I also gave him my CV and he thought that it was good that I had done “a vari-

ety of things” in my life. I explained that the most interesting option for me would be 

to follow one or two opera productions from the beginning to the end, including the 

meetings and rehearsals for those opera productions. However, the production direc-

tor was concerned about how my observations would work out in practice and 

whether my presence would disturb the sensitive artistic process “when you write 

things down in your black notebook”. On the other hand, he thought the research 

would be important and could benefit the opera house as well. The production direc-

tor promised to talk to the producers because, in practice, they would be my contacts 

and provide information about upcoming meetings and rehearsals. He also promised 

to talk to the other executive directors so “that everybody would be informed about 

the research”. In late September, I received an email from the technical director: 

“Hi, I discussed the subject with other [executive] directors, and it is ok, as long 
as it does not cause any expenses or does not disturb our work. We can arrange 
the practicalities later. I sent a copy of this email to our personnel officer who 
will take part in arranging the practicalities.” 
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In October 2005 I discussed the practicalities with the technical director and person-

nel officer. They suggested two different opera productions, which would most 

probably accept my presence. The personnel officer promised to put this issue on the 

agenda of the next executive directors’ meeting. About two weeks later I received an 

email from the personnel officer stating that the production director had approved 

the two suggested opera productions. The personnel officer also asked me to send a 

more detailed description of the aim, method and schedule of the research “in a con-

crete and clear form, which would open up even to us ‘uninitiated’. She added that “If 

you just could send these papers it would make it easier for the executive directors to 

approve the proposal”. Once again I sent a research plan, this time in Finnish.  

When I did not hear anything from the personnel officer for a month I contacted the 

production director and asked if we could arrange a meeting before Christmas. This 

time I had a meeting with the production director, producer and the stage director of 

an opera production, which I would hopefully observe in some point. This meeting 

turned out to be the most peculiar of them all. The production director and the stage 

director mainly talked to each other, leaving me and the producer almost out of the 

conversation. They talked about the organization in general, about its production 

processes, meetings around them, the meaning of the producers and department 

managers for the process, and how every production team has its own working habits. 

After a while, the conversation turned towards research in general. I had brought 

with me some of the recent doctoral thesis on cultural organizations. The stage direc-

tor commented that nowadays researchers are mainly interested in discourses. The 

production director riffled through the pages of the book and commented that there 

were no numbers in the text. At that moment I was, to put it mildly, confused because 

I had no longer had any idea about the purpose of the meeting. Afterwards, I was 

fairly confident that I would not gain access to the Finnish National Opera.  

However, in the beginning of January 2006 I had a meeting with the producer where 

he handed me a rehearsal schedule for the first opera production I was finally allowed 

to observe. I also filled in a form to receive a magnet key for the personnel entrance, 

and later on, the producer gave me a tour of the opera house. At the end of the 

meeting he welcomed me to follow the weekly “programme” meetings on Thursday 

morning starting on 12th January at 9.30. After four meetings, several emails and 

different versions of my research plan I finally had a date when I could start my 

fieldwork. And after all, this negotiation process offered me a personal experience of 

the organization’s ‘discussing culture’ as also stated by the personnel officer in an 

interview:

“…in particular with the artistic personnel you have to negotiate and renegotiate 
and discuss all over again…[we are] a discussing community, nothing goes 
through just like that…” 
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In the Field 

The first opera production I observed started in January 2006 and the other in April 

2006. I ended my fieldwork in April 2007. During the 15-month fieldwork I had more 

intensive observation periods such as during the rehearsals when I spent 10 to 12 

hours a day in the opera house, and periods when I visited the organization two or 

three times a week observing various meetings and conducting interviews.  

For reasons of anonymity, I do not specify which two opera productions I observed. 

Although I believe that the spirit and genre of an operatic work (e.g., drama or comic) 

may have an effect at least on the atmosphere of rehearsals, from the theoretical 

point of view taken in this study, it has not had a major influence. I assume that, for 

example, in the case of leadership studies this should be taken into account more 

carefully. However, it is worth mentioning that both of the opera productions I ob-

served were the Finnish National Opera’s own productions, which means that they 

were not rented or co-produced together with other opera houses.  

Being Part without Participating 

My first day in the field was a shock. I was totally in panic and I just thought that I am 

not going to understand anything about this organization. There were so many peo-

ple, a huge rambling building and different things going on at the same time that I 

felt quite desperate. Fortunately, the producer, my contact person in the organiza-

tion, was very helpful and provided me with schedules for upcoming rehearsals and 

meetings concerning the particular opera productions I observed. The second shock, 

although a positive one, was experienced during the first rehearsals when a mezzo-

soprano started to sing; I realized that I had the privilege of listening to such beauti-

ful singing every day.  

I usually arrived between 9 and 10 in the morning, left my coat and computer in the 

producers’ office, and went to the staff restaurant to buy coffee and make some ob-

servations there. Almost everybody in the organization went to the staff restaurant 

many times a day, so it was a good place to get to know people. Rehearsals started at 

11 am in the main rehearsal studio, in the Almi Hall (the smaller auditorium), or on 

the main stage. The artistic personnel (soloists, choir, and orchestra) had a two-part 

working day; they rehearsed from 11 am to 2.30 pm and again in the evening from 7 

pm to 10 pm (a rehearsal or a performance). Although the administrative staff and 

part of the technical personnel worked normal office hours, for instance the stage de-

partment worked in shifts because they were needed all day long, first in the rehears-

als and then during performances in the evenings.  

In the main rehearsal studio in particular I felt that I was part of the rehearsal situa-

tion. On the one hand, I had more intimate contact with participants, and from a very 
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practical point of view, I heard everything people said in that room. For example, in 

the main stage where I sat in the auditorium, I occasionally had difficulties in hearing 

what people were discussing on stage. On the other hand, I felt more relaxed during 

stage rehearsals because I could concentrate more on my observations and not be 

part of the situation. It was surprising, or I had not prepared myself for it, that I 

would have such close interaction with the people during their everyday practices in 

the organization.  

After the very first rehearsal I wrote in my ethnographic diary: “It is totally impossi-

ble to be just a fly on the wall because the researcher affects the situations just by be-

ing there. These situations feel a bit odd because, on the one hand, you are an insider 

in those interactive situations and, on the other hand, an outsider…I think that the 

researcher should not try to stay outside the situations because it may disturb other’s 

communication and interaction even more than being normally present and react 

normally to different things”. Most of the time I sat in the rehearsal studio or the 

main auditorium mostly writing in my white notebook about what was happening 

around me, but also laughing at tenor jokes or at the funny ideas soloists tried when 

they were tired or wanted to lighten the atmosphere.  

I also realized that there is at least one crucial difference between doing ethnography 

in performing arts organizations and in other types of organizations, namely the way 

many of the practices are concretely on the stage, ready to be observed. The artistic 

personnel in particular are also used to being watched, which means that probably 

most of them did not even notice me. Hence, notions on stage metaphors, front and 

back stages (Goffman, 1959) or the theatre metaphor altogether (see e.g., Meisiek, 

2004) felt strange to me when observing them concretely.   

Continuous Negotiation of Access 

During the fieldwork, I noticed that I had to renegotiate for access over and over 

again even if I had permission to do research in the organization. Every time I wanted 

to observe a new meeting I asked for permission. I was usually allowed to observe 

meetings concerning productions in the short or long run, but I was not permitted to 

attend some meetings where broader organizational issues (e.g., lay-offs) were dis-

cussed. Furthermore, I interviewed department managers before I observed people 

and practices in their department. For example, I asked the head of hair and make-up 

department whether it was all right to go and observe the hairdressers and make-up 

artists at work. The head of department gave me permission but advised me not to 

observe the first two dress rehearsals because “they are usually a bit chaotic”. When I 

later entered the make-up room the make-up artists had already heard from their de-

partment manager that “somebody would come and observe what they are doing”. In 

that way I avoided unpleasant situations where employees and their manager did not 
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know the person walking around in their department and writing something down in 

her notebook. I would at least be suspicious of that kind of behaviour.  

And some of the employees did get suspicious. The first incident happened three 

weeks after I had started my fieldwork. During a stage rehearsal two choir members 

walked into the auditorium where I was observing and sat next to me, one on my 

right and the other on my left. They first told me about their work, how they had been 

practicing the operatic work, how it was to work with the rehearsal pianists, and how 

the opera directors differ from each other. After a while they started asking about my 

research, about who sponsored my work and whether the research would be done 

only for the doctoral thesis and business school purposes. I explained that my fund-

ing comes from different external and independent foundations and that my research 

had not been commissioned by anyone. This was, however, the most explicit inten-

tion to ask about my aims and interests. On the whole, the organizational members 

approved my presence in the organization; some people saw me as a resource and I 

ended up in commenting on written exercises in one person’s management training, 

discussing from time to time my views on opera productions with a director, or being 

a ‘semi-therapist’ to whom people could talk about various things. For instance, a 

lighting designer of the second opera production that I followed used to come and sit 

next to me for a minute or two before the morning rehearsals. After some serious 

swearing about various acute things in the production he ended up on a positive note 

(probably more for himself than for me) that “…but it will be ready for the first night. 

It always is.” Nevertheless, probably the most memorably question was asked by a 

person from the lighting department: “Are you really writing a doctoral thesis about 

our work?” 

Taking Notes in the Field 

I mainly used a notebook to record my observations in the field. In addition, I had 

permission to take photographs, which I did occasionally to remember more clearly 

some of the events (in particular during the rehearsals) and to record the develop-

ment of the opera production process. I often found writing field notes uncomfortable 

because I was not sure how the people would react to it in different situations. Some-

times I got comments that “you just keep writing” or questions like “what have you 

written now?” but I got use to it and so did the people whom I was observing. 

When I was not observing or interviewing I usually sat in the producers’ office writing 

my ethnographic diary. One of the producers kindly offered me one third of his desk; 

the line marked with red tape. I thus separated the field notes from my ethnographic 

diary, which consisted of more coherent stories of the observed events and my per-

sonal reactions to those. For example, I wrote down how I had experienced the situa-

tion, what had been surprising for me or what was different compared to the other 

events I had already seen.  



56

However, my field note texts are inevitably selective. As Emerson, Fretz and Shaw 

(1995, 2001) point out, the ethnographer writes about certain things that seem ‘sig-

nificant’, ignoring and hence ‘leaving out’ other matters that do not seem significant. 

Field notes are selective in what they do include, since they inevitably present or 

frame the events and objects written about in particular ways, hence ‘missing’ other 

ways that events might have been presented or framed. The events and situations I 

observed in the opera house involved usually several people talking simultaneously 

and moving around whether in rehearsal studio, on stage or in workshops. I thus had 

to make decisions about what to observe, although I suppose that my concentration 

was sometimes directed more unconsciously than consciously.  

Summary of the Data Generated 

The rehearsal situations differed from the formal meetings where usually administra-

tive personnel and department managers discussed about issues concerning the 

schedules and budgets of opera productions. I participated in the weekly ‘programme 

meeting’ where production director, artistic planning manager, department manag-

ers, producers, choir masters, and assisting directors, altogether about 30 people, 

went through the following week’s schedule concerning the upcoming performances, 

rehearsals, and other events organized in the house. Aim was to make sure that every 

event has a place and if there were any changes to the schedule these could be dis-

cussed and announced at the meeting. I also observed a biweekly ‘list meeting’ where 

department managers and producers talked through a list of issues in current pro-

ductions that needed to be discussed and coordinated across the departments. A 

‘workshop meeting’ was organized once a month, the technical director acting as 

chairperson. There the departmental managers and producers discussed the opera 

and ballet productions in a two-year timeframe. Questions about budgets (estimates 

and realizations), the current status of planning for them, and any issues that had 

arisen were on the agenda. In addition to these meetings, I attended three learning 

sessions organized for the technical personnel and an information session about the 

producers’ role in managing opera and ballet productions. I also went to see opera 

and ballet performances of the Finnish National Opera at least bi-weekly and at-

tended various events organized for the audience such as introductions to opera or 

ballet performances, introductions to first nights, and ‘ask the soloists’ events after 

some performances.  

During the fieldwork, I conducted 34 interviews with executive directors (58), de-

partment managers (13), artistic managers (6), musicians (3), other administrative 

personnel (2), and other technical personnel (4). All of the interviews were semi-

structured, which meant that I had themes and ready-made questions in front of me 

but I usually did not follow the list exactly; rather let the interviewees speak more 

8 The production director was interviewed twice. 
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freely about their work, their role in the opera production process and relationships 

inside the organization, and only guided the conversation every now and then. When 

I had obtained some basic knowledge of opera productions it was easier for me to 

turn the question-answer discussion towards a more freely flowing dialogue. Many 

times the interviewees also showed me concretely what they were doing (e.g., a light-

ing designer showing how computerized 3D-modelling of lights is done). 

In addition to observations and interviews, I collected various organizational docu-

ments, which are specified in the following table. What are not included in the table 

are the several informal discussions with large number of people working full-time or 

visiting the National Opera. These discussions were nevertheless central to my learn-

ing process regarding organizational practices and relations.  

Quality of the empirical material Quantity and time frame 

Participant observations in two opera productions: 

� Opera production nr. 1 

� Opera production nr. 2 

Totally 15 months 

January 2006 – March 2006 

April 2006 – May 2007 

Semi-structured interviews 

� Preliminary interviews with opera directors 

� Interviews in the Finnish National Opera 

� Interview with a local opera producer 

Totally 43 

8

34

1

Field notes and Documents  

� Field notes 

� Ethnographic diary 

� Annual reports of the Finnish National Opera 

� Production schedules (season/weekly) 

� Personnel magazine of the Finnish National Opera 

� Season programmes 

� Opera magazine for the National Opera’s customers 

� Newspaper clippings concerning the Finnish National 
Opera and opera news in general 

� Other documents (e.g., job descriptions, opera 
librettos, internal documents) 

Totally app. 4000 pages 

800 pages 

120

1978-2008 

January 2006 – April 2007 

December 2005 – April 2007 

2005-2009 

2005-2009 

2004-2009 

Table 3 Summary of the empirical data generated for the research. 

Analyzing the Empirical Material

A central aspect in ethnographic analysis is to know what patterns are available in 

what contexts, and how, where and when they come into play (Hymes, 1962). All eth-

nographic analyses are thus in a sense concerned with discovering cultural and lin-

guistic patterns and key events. On the one hand, the researcher aims at capturing 

the meanings the organizational members attach to their actions, and on the other, 

what they say about the community in that particular context. On a very practical 

level this meant asking a question like ‘what is this an example of’ from my empirical 
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material, whether it was a text (written in my field notes, said in an interview or 

stated in a document), or some other symbolic element that I observed in the organi-

zation. According to Geertz (1973), any interpretation is a second or third order con-

struction. This means that an ethnographer interprets what she or he observes, ex-

periences, or was told by others, recording this cultural data in field notes, and con-

sciously as much as unconsciously let it settle against the meaning structures within 

her or his own imaginings. The imagination is thus considered an important element 

in the interpretation of ethnographic data.  

In general, every ethnographic account is limited insofar as it derives from a partial 

perspective. Thus, I am not able to provide a ‘complete story’ of the Finnish National 

Opera. I have chosen to focus on certain aspects of the opera house (i.e., practices re-

lated to opera production processes), decided to examine it from a certain theoretical 

perspective (i.e., organizational identity construction) and sought to examine the op-

era organization in its wider historical and socio-political context (i.e., the field of cul-

tural production). Rosen (1991) argues that an ethnographic account is also as much 

a product of the time and context in which it was written as of any purported ‘truth’ of 

interpretation. My interpretations are based on the empirical material gathered 

mainly during 2006 and 2007, which was a special time period. A lot has happened 

in the Finnish National Opera since then, in particular in the management structure. 

In that sense it is important to remember that the descriptions provided in the thesis 

are tied to a certain period in the Finnish National Opera’s history.  

I now turn into a description of the analysis and interpretation process in more detail. 

Although the field notes can be seen as texts in the manner of other written docu-

ments, it is hard to analyze them exactly the same way as, for example, interview 

transcriptions. I consider the field note texts to be inevitably different because they 

often awaken various visual images, emotions, and feelings from the situations in 

which they were written. My role as a researcher may also have been different in the 

observation situation and in the interviews.  

Making Sense of Observations 

Usually the qualitative researcher starts making sense of the research site immedi-

ately after making contact with the organization and/or its members. In my case, the 

sense-making process proceeded in three phases. When I first entered the field I felt 

overwhelmed by all the things to be observed and recorded. This made me detach 

myself from the complexities of the organization for a while and concentrate first on 

the opera production process on a more general level. I focused on finding out who 

took part in the opera production processes, what are their roles and tasks in them 

and how these people relate to each other. I simply focused on describing the places, 

objects, events, time frames, actors, acts and activities during the opera production 

process. This helped me to take the next step towards a more detailed analysis of the 



59

dynamics, fragmentations, and contradictions in and around opera production proc-

esses and the relations involved in them. This also affected my observations in the 

field, which became more clearly focused on the meaning making processes, how 

people describe their work and the organization as well as how they describe other 

and others’ work. This lead to the third phase during which I started to identify pat-

terns related to the way organizational members construct different versions of or-

ganizational identities. Again, this influenced my further observations in the field. In 

the following, I describe how the various texts generated during the fieldwork were 

analyzed.

Analyzing Texts 

The analytic method applied to the texts generated during the fieldwork can be called 

a multi-stage inductive approach. Texts refer here to different kinds of written and 

spoken texts generated in the interviews and in the field notes, and formal organiza-

tional documents and newspaper articles gathered during the study. I carried out the 

data analysis in three main stages. First, I started the empirical analysis by a close 

reading of the texts and identifying parts in which the organizational members de-

scribe aspects related to organizational identity construction. I used the NVivo soft-

ware, which is designed in particular for coding qualitative research data. This first-

order coding (Van Maanen, 1979) or what Strauss and Corbin (1990) describe as open 

coding, aims “breaking-down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing and categoriz-

ing data” (p. 61). The NVivo software helped me to reduce the raw data into different 

categories, but at this first stage I did not merely code aspects related to organiza-

tional identity but wanted to have a broader look at the data. The first stage of analy-

sis resulted in categories such as creativity, organizational positions, managerial 

practices, personal work history, and the relationship to opera as an art form and the 

dialogue between the 1) individuals, 2) departments, 3) the organization and its envi-

ronment. Categories related more closely to organizational identity construction in-

cluded topics such as position-, profession-, spatial-, generational-, and departmen-

tal-based identity construction. Finally, the open coding resulted in categories based 

on the descriptions of various struggles experienced by the organizational members 

(struggles were not explicitly asked in the interviews). These were categorised into 

groups of ‘artistic versus economic logics’, ‘artistic versus technical requirements’, 

‘creativity versus rationality’, ‘elitist versus popular culture’, and ‘old system versus 

new system’. 

The second stage of the data analysis had two parts, focusing now mainly on the as-

pects related to organizational identity identified in the previous stage. In the first 

part, I identified descriptions in which the organizational members clearly state views 

on their organization. This resulted in three categories: ‘the institution’, ‘the organiza-

tion’ and ‘the opera production processes. In the second part, I started to analyze the 
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more multifaceted ways of describing the organization, the processes involved in it 

and the relations and positions through which these processes were described. I re-

duced the data into four rather broad categories in which the topics of descriptions 

were related to the relations and organizational identity construction. One category 

included the various relations described in the opera production system. The three 

remaining categories included processes of organizational identity construction de-

scribed through position, work practices, and profession/professionalism.  

The second stage of data analysis resulted in a variety of descriptions of struggles in 

which the participants discuss being in between the various organizational aspects. In 

the following table some of the first-order concepts and the representative quotations 

are presented to illustrate the second stage of the data analysis. 

First-Order Concepts Representative Quotations 

In between the artists and
others 

“An opera director easily becomes a bit like a garbage can in
this machinery but everything is forgiven because he is an art-
ist.” (A director in an interview) 

In between the artistic 
ambitions and organiza-
tional resources 

“Naturally the set designers want everything to be perfect and 
so do we. But we have to create the best possible outcome with 
the chips that have been given to us.” (Head of painting work-
shop in an interview) 

 “I had so little time for this production and I would have liked
to work these animal figures much further.” (Props designer in 
the field notes) 

In between the artistic 
choices and technical pos-
sibilities 

“…a way back then [the set designer] and [the director] pre-
sented the visual image of the piece, but it has changed in this 
technical mill in the course of time in order to make it work 
down there in our area.” (Head of stage department in an in-
terview)

In between the ‘old’ and
‘new’ production manners 

“Some of the productions are like this, they are produced in the
older style: started a long time ago but changes come up all the 
time…schedules, budget and the whole balloon just grows.” 
(Head of painting workshop in an interview) 

In between the artists and
the administrators 

“Mainly the administrative managers and others who push for 
the money from our ideological point of view think mostly of 
the bureaucracy…they think that taking 10 out of the chorus 
affects nothing. It is a pretty hard text.” (Chorus member in an 
interview) 

In between the creation
and implementation 

“Traditionally our department has not been a design-
department, but a manufacturing department.” (Head of hair 
and make-up department in an interview) 

In between the artistic and
administrative working 
cultures  

“The administration can never be artistic because everything
would get muddled up; the administration has to be strict in a 
way.” (Director in an interview)  

Table 4 Summary of the stage two in the data analysis. 
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The third stage of the data analysis focused on creating second-order themes based 

on the struggles identified in the previous stage. There seemed to be a link between 

the struggles and the three-part construction of the organization (institution, organi-

zation, opera production process) although the struggles overlap between these cate-

gories. For example, many of the struggles were related to the contradictory mean-

ings attached to the ‘organization’ and the ‘production processes. In this stage I first 

identified ten different themes that refer to processes of organizational identity con-

struction, which were further organized into the three types of dialogics.  

Generating and analyzing ethnographic data involves usually inductive processes, 

and all of these processes may be difficult to explain explicitly afterwards. Also, vali-

dating ethnographic data may, at least for more positivistically inclined scholars, 

seem insufficient. In this study I have used two types of validation methods: triangu-

lation and validation through research participants. Firstly, triangulation in this 

study refers to the different manners through which the data have been generated. 

Combining observations, interviews, documents and photographs provides different 

sources of data through the findings of the study are constructed. Secondly, I vali-

dated the research based on the response of a research participant. In general, the 

participants’ agreement on the research findings can be seen as a validation of them. I 

had asked an organizational member of the Finnish National Opera to read and 

comment on the written outcome of the study. After reading the study, I had a meet-

ing with the person for one and a half hours during which I first explained the main 

results of the study and asked explicitly about the anonymity issues, factual errors 

and possible copyright issues related to the photographs. The person corrected some 

technical terms I had used in the text and asked me to add some more information 

about the specific time period of the study. In general, this person was interested in 

the study and seemed to agree with the findings. 

Critical Reflections on the Research Process 

This research itself has been a dialogical process, based on the idea that research is 

meaning-making, a fluid, emergent process open to the negotiated interpretations of 

its many participants (i.e., polyphony) and situated in the context and point of en-

actment (i.e., synchronic) (Cunliffe, 2003). This research can further be characterized 

as a reflexive journey of coming-to-know (Schön, 1983) in which I as a researcher did 

not stand outside the meaning-making situations but inside, in transaction with my 

informants. I thus do not claim that I present the objective ‘truth’ about opera pro-

duction and the culture around it. Rather my aim has been to understand the phe-

nomenon from the inside and provide a ‘thick’ description (Geertz, 1973) of it. 

In ethnographic research informants are active subjects. Thus representing the ‘other’ 

in an ethnographic account requires reflexivity on the inter-subjective relationships 
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with informants and their role in shaping the relationship. Informants might have, 

for instance, “bargained” with each other for a better representation of their action in 

public as well as in the written text (Michalowski, 1996). On the other hand, the re-

searcher has authority over the representation of an ethnographic account, and that 

is why I have tried to be aware of the influence and purposes of different kinds of re-

lationships (e.g., personal and political) that I have built during the fieldwork.  

During the fieldwork, my business school background caused confusion every now 

and then both for my informants and myself. Several people assumed that I was do-

ing my research in the humanities like musicology. One of the soloists was terrified 

when she heard about my business school connection. She almost yelled at me that 

“Then you don’t see the wonderful reactions of the audience and the feedback we re-

ceive from them!” I usually did not emphasize my background either in business 

studies or in classical music. Sometimes I had to explain that by studying an opera 

house and its production processes I could ‘merge’ both of my interests – manage-

ment studies and art. However, I noticed that having two professional identities from 

such different disciplines caused a personal struggle between the fields of art and 

business. On the other hand, this ‘dual’ position might have helped me to understand 

more concretely how these everyday practices of cultural organizations and their 

managers involve an inherent conflict between aesthetic and economic interests and 

identities. 

The empirical data gathered for this study are from a time period when there were 

various changes in management of the organization. This has most probably had an 

influence on the content of the data. For example, the organizational members may 

have had a need to make sense of their organization more than normally and these 

sense-making processes may have been more negatively slanted than at some other 

times. On the other hand, this type of time period provided rather unique data from 

an important period in the Finnish National Opera’s history. 

My description in the book is written but also read in certain period of time and for 

certain purposes. In that sense, ethnographic texts can be seen as allegorical presen-

tations at the level of its content (what it says about cultures and their histories) and 

of its form (what is implied by its mode of textualization). Allegory draws special at-

tention to the narrative character of cultural representation, to the stories built into 

the representational process itself. It also breaks down the seamless quality of cul-

tural description by adding a temporal aspect to the process of reading. This means 

that one level of meaning in a text will always generate other levels that make sense, 

allegorically, for someone else. Ethnographers do not therefore provide an account 

that is the story, but a story among other stories. (Clifford, 1986) I also see that sto-

ries of cultures, whether written as realist, confessional or impressionist tales, remain 

unfinished, which makes knowing and interpreting culture an open-ended process, or 

a never-ending story, as Van Maanen (1988) puts it.  
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Ethnography has sometimes been criticized on the grounds that the data and findings 

it produces are ‘subjective’, mere idiosyncratic impressions that cannot provide a 

solid foundation for rigorous scientific analysis. Gergen and Gergen (2002) argue 

that the ethnographic research method has typically failed to inform or have implica-

tions for any existing dialogue or conceptual issues of intellectual or societal impor-

tance. The result can be that there is no future that is implied by the presentation be-

yond that directly given. However, the new modes of ethnographic representations, 

such as polyphonic accounts, can help to create new realities as the domain of expres-

sion is enriched. 

On the other hand, polyphonic representation has also been criticized because it 

might be seen as a utopian project in its demand to make all voices equally audible. It 

might namely mean that none of the voices will be heard. For instance, Czarniawska 

(1999) questions the extent of true polyphony by arguing that since the author’s voice 

is always more privileged than that of the researched, a dialogue on an equal footing 

between them is unlikely to happen. Although I have tried to give voice to different 

perspectives in my text, I realize that I inevitably have more hegemony over my rep-

resentation than the informants. However, even if all the voices are not present in the 

ethnographic text, the idea of polyphony challenges and commits the researcher to 

moving away from the third person hegemonic voice towards including the co-

constructors of the story in the written account.  
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5 OPERA IN THE FIELD OF CULTURAL 
PRODUCTION

This chapter provides a context for opera productions and 
builds up to a further theoretical  and analytical examina-
tion of the empirical material .  It f irst presents a brief re-
view of the development of opera productions, highlight-
ing tradit ions in managing opera productions and develop-
ing the opera field. Second, i t  describes some milestones 
in the Finnish National Opera’s history as well  as some 
facts and f igures about the opera house. Finally,  i t  pro-
vides an overview of an opera production prior to the em-
pirical analysis that fol lows in Part II.  

An opera is a multi-media art form including music, drama, visual elements and (of-

ten) dance; it is also a complex spectacle to organize and manage. But focusing 

merely on performances in opera arenas ignores some crucial relations. As Bereson 

(2002) argues, opera cannot be separated from its institutional context, which plays 

an important role in both enabling and constraining its practices. Thus, the visual 

components of opera, its dramatic structure, and the institutional constraints on its 

production systems frame the ‘operatic theatre’ as a cultural, social, political and ma-

terial phenomenon (Bianconi and Pestelli, 1998). The everyday practices of opera 

productions confront daily struggles with aesthetic, technical, political, legal, and fi-

nancial issues, which need to be understood in a broader historical context. 

Traditionally, the history of opera has been concerned with composers and their op-

era compositions. However, the history of opera can also be seen as the history of a 

dynamic system of intertwined relations involved in the production of operatic works. 

I conceptualize opera as a cultural product created through different social relations 

that happen in a certain economic and political context. Operas as cultural products 

are aesthetic events in which musical and literary texts form one part. However, the 

aesthetic events of opera are not to be understood as independent phases of produc-

tion, distribution and consumption, but as interrelated processes where the different 

players – creator, supporter, educator and receiver (see e.g. Guillet de Monthoux, 

2004) – are connected and circulated.  

Opera has generated many historical accounts, in particular within academic disci-

plines such as musicology (e.g. Savolainen, 1999), history (e.g. Grout and Williams, 
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2003), and sociology (Martorella, 1982; Evans, 1999; Atkinson, 2006) (for an exten-

sive review see Johnson, 2007). However, opera’s history from the management 

point of view has generated less attention, and only a handful of research on opera 

has been conducted within organization and management studies (see for exception, 

Wetterström, 2001; Auvinen, 2000). My aim here is not to be a musicologist, art his-

torian or even an art sociologist, but to examine the development of opera production 

from the perspective of organization and management in order to provide a historical 

context for the further examination of opera productions and the processes of organ-

izational identity construction involved in them.  

A Short History of Early Opera Productions 

From Courtly Spectacles to Commercial Opera

Opera emerged in the early 17th century Italian courts, places of residence where sov-

ereigns exercised power, and places of long-standing traditions and attitudes regard-

ing spectacles. The overall aim of the organizational procedures, economic systems, 

and ideological scope were the same for opera as for all courtly spectacles: lavish pro-

ductions using elaborate scenery made of materials of the highest quality; employ-

ment of court personnel from carpenters to poets and music directors; and the inten-

tion of celebrating the generosity of the sovereign, who was the promoter and ideo-

logical “director” of the spectacle, thus reaffirming his power. Hence, the enormous 

monetary expenditures involved in the productions were calculated in terms of politi-

cal and diplomatic affirmation rather than as economics profits. 

A pretentious display of wealth was one of the primary aims of court spectacles. This 

made them extremely expensive. The sovereign also allotted funds for the purchase of 

raw materials (textiles, wood, paint, and the like) and for employing artisans and art-

ists for technical and artistic purposes. Such persons - singers, engineers, craftsmen, 

musicians, scene designers, set painters, costume designers, dressmakers, and the 

like - were permanent court personnel for whom operatic spectacle differed from 

their routine duties only by its complexity and elaborateness. Operatic spectacles thus 

demanded neither professional specialization of them nor offered any additional re-

wards. However, highly skilled performers were sometimes recruited from outside 

the court and paid handsomely, which naturally caused resentment among the sala-

ried court personnel. (Piperno, 1998) 

For VIPs Only 

The entire concept of a ‘public’ for whom an operatic work was produced was extra-

neous to courtly opera. Opera spectacles were performed to a carefully selected audi-

ence, who attended by invitation and out of social obligation, and was seated in the 



66

hall in a manner that reflected the social hierarchy. The spectacles were by definition 

private and exclusive, and they were appreciated all the more for being unique and 

unrepeatable, only being performed once. Spectators in courtly operas were culti-

vated persons of high social rank, and probably for that reason seen as capable of re-

ceiving, interpreting, and ratifying the ideological and political signals that were 

woven into the opera performances. The most important spectator of all, however, to 

whom the spectacle was principally directed, was the sovereign himself. Other people 

functioned mainly as a decorative frame for the festive ceremonies. In addition, the 

spectators’ enjoyment was only secondary since every performance was officially a 

success. The audience did not become the principal target of opera performances un-

til the opera ceased being an emanation of power, and when the spectators who paid 

for their tickets became part of the economic system of opera performances later in 

the seventeenth century. (Piperno, 1998; Rosselli, 1984) 

However, not every city had a court, which led to the development of opera spectacles 

as an integral part of mixed and composite entertainments – music, drama, dance, 

singing, magical scenic effects, and so forth – organized by civic leaders and nobles. 

These spectacles emphasized less the ideological and self-congratulatory elements in 

opera, and they ultimately came to be considered a form of civic entertainment. They 

were also open to a public of mixed social classes, and the performances became re-

producible rather than unique. This also affected the status of an opera spectacle: it 

became an autonomous and individual form of spectacle and musical theatre, requir-

ing particular systems of production and realization. (Piperno, 1998)  

Expansion and Specialization of the Operatic Field 

After the 1650s collaborative efforts between the court theatre and professional 

commercial troupes increased. For instance, the viceroys might finance or acquire 

productions through the impresario system and win public approval for sponsoring 

them. The practice of holding the first opera performance in court theatres and then 

moving it to commercial theatres became more common, with viceroys also providing 

financial aid to the commercial performances (Piperno, 1998; Glixon and Glixon, 

2006). This was an early example of government participation in the administration 

of city theatres in the form of both guidance and financial subsidy, which became a 

standard practice later in the eighteenth century.  

Travelling troupes of singers and technicians had a significant influence on the devel-

opment of local opera traditions outside the courts in the 1650s. These troupes ar-

rived in a city with a show ready to be performed, and either they rented space in 

which to offer paid performances, handling the administrative details themselves, or 

they engaged the owner of a theatre, who took care of selling tickets. Travelling opera 

companies influenced the development of local operatic traditions and many perma-

nent opera houses were founded after the appearance and the residence of these 
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troupes. However, this effect on local opera traditions was counterproductive for the 

troupes themselves: the proliferation and prosperity of permanent local institutions 

managed by an impresario and the establishment of fixed theatrical circuits capable 

of recycling the repertory led to the decline of the itinerant companies. Travelling op-

era troupes represented an intermediate phase in the process of gradual specializa-

tion of the opera production system. From the unique performance of court opera (a 

spectacle put on by court personnel who had other functions) it moved towards pro-

fessional personnel operating in the free market. (Piperno, 1998, 2007)  

However, the specialization of opera professionals did not take place until the eight-

eenth century. Before that, people involved in opera usually had two professional ca-

reers because the title and the post of virtuoso or maestro di cappella to a sovereign 

was more an embellishment, representing only a nominal protection rather than a 

guaranteed regular salary. For instance, librettists were often lawyers, secretaries or 

government functionaries, physicians or architects. Scene designers were also archi-

tects or engineers, and singers and composers might be in the service of a private per-

son or church. Impresarios used to draw on earnings from another professional activ-

ity as the financial base for their impresarial initiatives. It was also common that peo-

ple who happened to have a fixed post in a theatre, whether in the orchestra, work-

shops or stage techniques, tried to pass their jobs to a relative thereby creating dynas-

ties of dancers, singers, musicians, and other theatrical professions. (Rosselli, 1984, 

1998)

Particularly in Italy, many patrician families became involved in theatre ownership, 

management, and operatic productions as a source of both revenue and social pres-

tige. Also, academic associations got involved in the production of operatic spectacles. 

They succeeded in creating a managerial system – theatre administration by an asso-

ciation – that was halfway between the court system and commercial opera. They 

aimed at combining the social and cultural prestige of court opera with the organiza-

tional and financial criteria of commercial management. Opera put on by a society or 

an academy involved the production of works chosen by a group of promoters (mem-

bers of an academy or a citizen committee) who jointly financed the spectacle and 

usually directly managed the venture. Though not as splendid and rich as those at 

court, the productions had ambitions in that direction: the prestige of a sovereign 

may not been at stake, but there was still that of an honoured committee of citizens or 

academicians. Although paid admission did open up the theatre to a larger audience, 

performances were not as openly public as in commercial theatres because they were 

aimed at the enjoyment of the group that had promoted and financed them and also 

absorbed any losses. (Piperno, 1998; Rosselli, 1984) 
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Opera under Impresarial Management

Unlike the association-administrated opera house, the theatre under impresarial 

management aimed first and foremost at making money. Impresarios might have 

worked on their own or put their experience at the service of a court, civic group, so-

ciety or an academy while remaining an independent contractor, functioning as ad-

ministrator and director of the spectacles. These impresarios were lawyers, scene de-

signers, librettists, singers, composers, painters, aristocrats or even princes and sov-

ereigns, which meant that putting on operatic spectacles was only a ‘second job’ for 

them. This meant that the structure of the impresarial system was unstable and made 

operatic ventures uncertain and destined to fail, resulting occasionally in the impre-

sario’s personal bankruptcy. In spite of that, the impresarial system of opera man-

agement lived for two and a half centuries, which indicates that there were also other 

than the economical incentives involved. (Rosselli, 1984; Piperno, 1998; Glixon and 

Glixon, 2006) 

Managing the Risky Business 

The impresario was typically a man of little capital and no real estate9. In practice, 

this meant that the first task for an impresario was to rent a theatre. Next, he tried to 

cast the best singers available and negotiate over their fees, including travel and lodg-

ing expenses. As the singers were the main attraction of a spectacle there was always 

a danger that a competing impresario would make a better offer. Once the cast was 

set, the impresario engaged the house librettist to prepare the text of the drama. 

Next, the composer wrote the score, creating music around the vocal characteristics 

of the cast that had already been engaged. For the actual production itself, the largest 

budget items comprised the materials for stage sets, lighting, and goods for scenery 

and costumes. Normally, the impresario did not have enough cash to pay for these 

materials or participants in advance, which meant that he had to encourage the audi-

ence to rent their boxes for a season in advance. (Rosselli, 1984; Piperno, 1998; 

Glixon and Glixon, 2006)  

As producing operatic spectacles was a risky business, caution in organizational and 

managerial tactics was required from the impresarios. This included recycling scen-

ery and music, i.e., resetting the same libretto to new music tailored to the cast that 

had already been engaged. A house composer might have reworked an old score or 

put together a pasticcio – a composite of music from several composers’ settings of 

the libretto and sometimes even including music intended for other operas. Other 

managerial tactics were creating circuits to enable a production to tour from one op-

9 Although the impresarios were typically men there were still few female impresarios. For instance, 
Frances Brooke managed the King’s Theatre in London in the 1770s (Woodfield, 2001), and Italian 
singer Faustina Bordoni worked as an impresario in the Teatro San Cassiano in Venice in the 1720s 
(Piperno, 1998).  
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era house to another and carefully choosing theatrical offerings that would fit the 

taste of the public and beat the competition. Impresarial theatre management was 

thus based on making use of a production more than once, on the circulation of li-

brettos, music and personnel, on enlarging the audience for opera, and on rising fash-

ion for going to the opera house. In order to attract an audience, impresarios concen-

trated on striking sets and stage machines, made sure that libretto referred to local 

traditions (in Venice, for instance, it was tactful to mention the city’s mythical Trojan 

origins), and always tried to offer something new for the audience to experience. 

However, the most important part of the spectacles was the singers. Their hold on the 

audience was immediate, and their contribution determined the success or failure of 

a production. On the other hand, leading singers were the impresarios’ greatest fi-

nancial burden (Piperno, 1998; Rosselli, 1984). Piperno (1998) mentions that in the 

eighteenth century singers were paid between two and ten times more than compos-

ers, and up to one hundred times what the orchestra musicians received. The fees for 

the two lead singers might have accounted for a half of the impresario’s budget. 

Joint Management Efforts 

In opera houses the unit of management was essentially an individual impresario, 

although he or she might have been surrounded by a group of dependent relatives 

and assistants. Nonetheless, there existed two forms of collective management that 

excluded professional impresario. The first was a joint-stock association of noblemen, 

and the second, the opera management run collectively by the musicians and artists 

(on occasion by the stage staff). Failure to attract a professional impresario or an im-

presario’s bankruptcy was the usual reason why the artists set up a collective man-

agement. There might even have been 50 shareholders in this management form, al-

though as a rule it was limited to one season and was intended to make the best of a 

bad job. (Rosselli, 1984)  

Joint management involving professional impresario basically took two forms, ac-

cording to Rosselli (1984). One was the partnership or series of interlocking partner-

ships, with unlimited liability. The other one was the limited liability company whose 

shares might be promoted and sold to members of the public. A partnership might 

bring together a well-known singer, who invested his or her savings, and an impresa-

rio who needed capital for a deposit of caution money. A more disreputable practiced 

involved giving a young singer a share in the management instead of a fee. Such a 

partnership ran for the season in which the singer appeared. Partnerships among im-

presarios aimed at a run of several seasons, occasionally in more than one city. They 

were meant to unite complementary interests: one man’s costumes, another man’s 

contracts with artists, a third man’s local connections or expertise. 
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Not Forgetting the Composer 

During the latter half of the eighteenth century, composers became more important 

and began to play a more central role in the success of opera performances. As com-

posers gained greater authority, the earlier practice of resetting the same text disap-

peared. This meant that the individual scores began to circulate more frequently and 

over a longer period. The composer’s reputation and contribution became increas-

ingly important to the overall structure of the performance as the music was no 

longer seen as the work of a ‘technician’ specialized in putting musical scores to-

gether. The composer was seen as a professional whose contribution was personal-

ized, unique and original (Piperno, 1998).  

In the nineteenth century, the composer could not only dictate the terms, but also act 

as an autonomous artist. Verdi was the first well-known composer to receive a com-

mission for an Italian opera without having a specific theatre or singers in mind. It 

was again Verdi who was first able to demand that his works should be performed as 

written, without the transpositions and interpolations that had been common earlier. 

Verdi was also the first composer not to have direct dealings with the impresario. 

(Rosselli, 1998) 

When the importance of composers increased, music publishers also became central 

from the opera houses’ viewpoint. Publishers launched operatic works, decided where 

operas were to be performed; controlled casting; supplied set and costume designs; 

and often directed the production, if not in person then by issuing detailed produc-

tion books. Publishers began to commission scores and act as go-betweens for com-

posers and impresarios. What was new for the era was the publishers’ ability to dic-

tate to impresarios (Rosselli, 1984, 1998). Publishers sought proprietary rights to 

musical manuscripts, buying up the musical holdings in the archives of the opera 

houses, buying back scores owned by impresarios, or drawing up contracts directly 

with composers. When repertory opera became the rule, publishers played a deter-

mining role as mediators for public taste, focusing on a limited range of operas des-

tined to last and making full use of the sizable store of works that they owned. This 

induced resistance, for instance among the impresarios and the press, who accused 

publishers of creating a ‘monopoly’ by scheduling operas for which the publishers 

held the rights, thus shutting out the competition. Furthermore, there was resistance 

towards the high rental fees of theatre venues, and theatre managements were forced 

to put on ‘out-of-date’ operas. Furthermore, no publicity was given to composers who 

had once been famous, and the commercial interest of the publishing houses dictated 

artistic choices to qualified judges (e.g., conductors). (Nicolodi, 1998)  
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Institutionalization of Opera Productions 

During the eighteenth century, opera houses became increasingly institutionalized 

and recognized by governments. The eighteenth century (Italian) opera house was by 

definition a civic institution, not only because of its government subsidies and its as-

sociative management, but also because its complex operational mechanisms offered 

opportunities for steady employment to local people, both for skilled professionals 

and unskilled labour. Also, the financial structure was less improvised, less random 

and less approximate than in the seventeenth century. Although opera management 

was never a flourishing financial success, nor was daily life in the opera houses with-

out incidents and tumult, there were still fewer cases of financial ruin and personal 

bankruptcy among impresarios than in the previous century. Piperno (1998, 2007) 

argues that the increased number of opera houses was both an indication and a result 

of the growth of bourgeois social strata that saw the opera house as a symbol of pres-

tige, hegemony, and wealth. Such groups furthered the productivity of opera houses, 

financed their administration, and in general adopted opera as a way of confirming 

their new status and power, prerogatives that once had belonged to the aristocracy 

(Bereson, 2006). The impresario became more of an administrator, a professional 

whose job was to mediate between the managers of the opera house and the person-

nel who put on the performances. Such tasks resemble those of professional produc-

ers in contemporary opera productions. 

Gambling, Divas and Political Power 

Rosselli (1984, 1998) points out two elements – business and hierarchy – that char-

acterized opera from the late eighteenth century through most of the nineteenth. Op-

era was regarded as business because of the industrial manner in which operatic 

spectacles were put on. It also stimulated trade and tourism, as well as the circulation 

of money by giving employment not only to theatre people but also to ancillary trades 

(see also Piperno, 2007). On the other hand, opera displayed the hierarchical struc-

ture of society and the ascendancy of the upper class. In addition, there were hierar-

chies of theatres, of areas within the theatre, of audiences, of seasons, and of genres. 

For instance, opera seria was ranked higher than opera buffa10. There was a tendency 

for opera seria to cost more to put on than the sentimental opera semiseria, which in 

turn cost more than comic opera buffa. This was because opera seria was understood 

to demand lavish and historically accurate sets and costumes, the most expensive 

singers, a larger chorus, and more extras. However, not only did the three kinds of 

operas form a hierarchy, they all “stood a little higher than spoken plays, which in 

10 Opera seria refers to a serious opera style. The representatives of the style are often called ‘grand op-
eras’. Opera buffa refers to a comic opera style, which often includes some spoken parts between the 
singing (Grout and Williams, 2003).  



72

turn stood higher than equestrian spectacle, acrobats, demonstrations of animal 

magnetism, and so on down to performing monkeys” (Rosselli, 1984: 40). 

From the 1870s onward artistic trends increased the inherent risks of all aspects of 

opera production and raised costs. Grand opera in four acts with dancers, large cho-

ruses, and elaborate scene effects required a larger chorus and orchestra, and more 

historically accurate productions. The biggest budget item continued to be the sing-

ers, who increasingly relied on agents to seek contracts for them. The hierarchy of 

singers included two categories, the stars and the secondary role singers. The stars 

added to their fame by performing abroad, by not deigning to attend rehearsals of 

operatic revivals (usually consulting privately with the conductor to set tempos), by 

refusing to wear their stage costumes at dress rehearsals, and by cultivating outbursts 

of temperament and superstitious rituals. (Nicolodi, 1998)  

Although the cost of opera productions steadily rose during the nineteenth century, 

ticket prices could not be raised accordingly; this meant that more subsidies were 

needed. In some cities, other theatres had to pay 10 or 20 per cent of their takings to 

the leading opera house, which was understandably an unpopular system. The other 

form of subsidy was the gambling monopoly granted to the impresarios of opera 

houses. As centres of social life, opera houses became the venue for upper class gam-

bling, and it was part of the impresario’s work to organize the gambling, provide 

cards and dice, and collect the profits. This had an effect also on ticket pricing: any-

one entering the opera house paid admission to enter the building to visit friends, 

gamble, or see an opera performance. In addition, visitors paid separately to enter the 

orchestra or stall area, and again separately for a numbered seat. This practice was, 

however, changed when the gambling monopoly was abolished in 1814, leaving opera 

houses to fight over governmental subsidies. (Rosselli, 1984)  

Through the system of governmental subsides interference by the authorities also be-

came more common in opera houses. There were, for example, variations of the 

three-tier model of ruler, supervisory board and owner’s association that affected the 

operational practices. The ruler might have been chosen the subjects of operas, ap-

proved librettos, or even demanded fewer arias and more concerted pieces. The 

ruler’s ministers, especially the ministers of interior, police and finance, were also 

likely to be involved in various decisions. Next in the hierarchy was a supervisory 

board that had one member assigned to each theatre, with a paid inspector to do the 

daily work. On the next tier down, the owners’ association was a group of theatre 

proprietors and box-holders, which appointed an executive committee to the opera 

house. (Rosselli, 1998, 1984)  

The supervisory board’s responsibility was to reinforce discipline at rehearsals; settle 

from the start any questions of relative status among soloists; see that soloists were 

punctual; regulate access to the stage and behaviour on it; enforce fire precautions; 

ensure the cleanliness, decency, and historical accuracy of the costumes; require cer-
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tificates for any absence on medical grounds; fight off sloppiness in performances; 

look out for immoral conduct; approve all posters and printed announcements; and 

call on the government’s armed forces to arrest any theatre personnel who were in-

subordinate during the performance. These activities were also typical for the execu-

tives of the box holders’ associations as well, and often all, the supervisory authority, 

owners and impresario, dealt with the same matters. (Roselli, 1984, 1998)  

Towards an Industry? 

In the mid-nineteenth century, the number of productions of new operatic works de-

creased. The opera industry produced more and more performances of fewer and 

fewer works. Up to the late eighteenth century operas were by definition new works. 

For example, at La Scala in Milan, the decade with the highest number of new crea-

tions was 1831-40, with thirty-eight new operas. By the 1860s new creations were 

down to one or two a year. Rosselli (1998) argues that the slackening of creativity in 

opera productions had something to do with the spread of a new kind of opera house, 

a large, unsubsidized house that brought low-priced opera and ballet to a wider audi-

ence. Also, open-air arenas were built to give daytime performances, which were gen-

erally understood to appeal to a lower social class than late evening performances. 

For instance, in Naples the Teatro La Fenice put on daytime and evening perform-

ances, twice-daily Normas, with two companies singing alternately.  

In the end of nineteenth century impresarios faced serious problems. Music publish-

ers had won power over impresarios by taking over opera house ownership and de-

manding higher rents. They were also at the mercy of the city councils, which might 

or might not provide subsidies and seldom delivered them on time. Impresarios also 

had to deal with administrative commissions and city governments that dictated 

harsh contract terms, made heavy demands, and gave them little margin for personal 

initiative. As a result the impresarios lost autonomy and were generally regarded with 

mistrust. (Nicolodi, 1998) 

In the beginning of the twentieth century, the trend toward ‘rationalizing’ the work at 

opera houses took place in parallel with the industrialization in European societies. 

Some opera houses were also restructured in a more political direction. For example, 

La Scala was designed to serve as a model for other theatres where the members of 

the opera house’s administrative council were named by the ministries of National 

Education and of Corporations, and the president of council was chosen by the prime 

minister. Impresarios gave way to ‘superintendents’ who served as both general di-

rectors and artistic directors of theatrical institutions. Their major financial concerns 

were the cost of overtime and the high fees of the star singers. Various solutions for 

the unstable financial situation were search for in order to cut the expenses. For in-

stance, funding permanent companies, putting on simplified productions with a re-

turn to painted backdrops, paying greater attention to the dramatic elements in op-
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era, producing chamber opera, and attempting to modify union regulations that set 

various limits to the production system (Nicolodi, 1998) were some of the solutions. 

The opera production process had thus become the result of a complex and carefully 

articulated cooperative effort involving a variety of different elements and forces, 

each one of which could affect the final result in a significant way (Piperno, 1998).  

The Finnish National Opera 

The chapter continues with a description of the Finnish National Opera’s historical 

development – from occasional opera performances to more institutionalized pro-

ductions in their own opera house. Furthermore, I will present some facts and figures 

of the Finnish National Opera and beyond in order to provide a picture of opera as a 

non-profit organization and as a field. The final part of the chapter concentrates on 

the everyday practices of putting on operatic performances.  

Early History of the Finnish National Opera 

The first operas were performed by troupes that came to Finland in the 1760s, al-

though more frequent visits, particularly from Germany, Sweden and the Baltic 

Countries, did not start until the 1820s. The first opera production in Helsinki, which 

was performed with local participants, was Rossini’s The Barber of Seville in 1849. 

The next important landmark in Finland’s opera history was a premier of The Hunt of 

King Charles, the first Finnish opera composed by Frederic Pacius in 1852. Institu-

tionalization of domestic opera productions began in 1873 when a Finnish-speaking 

opera department was established as part of a theatre. The opera department 

achieved more interest than the spoken drama in only five years. At the same time, 

however, the expenses of opera department were twice as large as those of the theatre 

department and its revenues did not even cover expenses. Help for this unsustainable 

economic situation was sought from a merger with the Swedish-speaking opera de-

partment in the Swedish Theatre and also by converting the relief association into a 

limited company. Despite these efforts the Finnish opera department had to close 

down its operations in 1879. (Savolainen, 1999)  

Thirty years later, in 1911, the first independent opera institution was founded in Hel-

sinki by pianist and impresario Edvard Fazer together with the world-famous opera 

singer Aino Ackté. In the beginning the company was called the ‘Domestic Opera’ but 

soon the name was changed to the ‘Finnish Opera’. In the 1950s the Finnish National 

Opera became an independent foundation when also the name ‘Finnish National Op-

era’ was adopted, with opera director Alfons Almi as the main initiator (Savolainen, 

1999; Lehmuksela, 1988).

In 1918, the Finnish Opera had taken up residence in an old Russian theatre known 

as the Alexander Theatre in Helsinki. It was meant to be a temporary venue for opera 
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performances as an opera house was to be built in the near future. However, after 

various colourful political phases the new opera house was not finished until 1993. 

An Era of the New House 

The first and only opera house in Finland was a long and drawn-out project. It had 

both supporters and detractors, within the Finnish parliament, in the art field, and 

among the citizens. Sometimes the site for the opera house was already designated, 

sometimes even designs and construction plans were ready for the house, but some-

thing always came up, the site was given to some other institution or money could not 

be found for the project. There were always other building projects, schools, hospitals 

and civil service departments that were more urgent than an opera house.  

Hence, in the beginning of 1950s, artists of the Finnish National Opera established a 

foundation and organized a national fund-raising campaign: “Donate money for our 

construction fund! Build a new opera house with us!” (presented in Kemppinen, 

1993: 20). Finnish composer Jean Sibelius became one of the benefactors of the fund-

raising campaign and the relief association started to organize fund-raising events 

with help of influential persons from Finland’s political and business elites. The relief 

association of the Finnish National Opera hoped that the inauguration of the new op-

era house could be held in November 29, 1973. However, the new opera house on 

Töölönlahti Bay was not inaugurated until 20 years later (Kemppinen, 1993).  

Finally, at the beginning of the 1993 fall season, the whole personnel of the Finnish 

National Opera worked under the same roof for the very first time. The opening 

ceremonies for the new opera house were a big event and one month before the open-

ing week all efforts and concentration were focused on the intensive rehearsal period. 

Employees were ready to work day and night in order to make all the pieces work per-

fectly for a new Finnish opera Kullervo, composed by Aulis Sallinen for this special 

occasion (Kemppinen, 1993). The ‘cream’ of Finnish society was present when the 

National Opera’s general director made his opening speech on November 30, 1993: 

“Mr President of the Republic, Mrs Minister of Culture, honoured guests. 

Today, right now, Finland’s first opera house starts playing. Today we together 
receive a gift that has been given to us. We accept this gift with great gratitude, 
gratitude towards all those people who embarked on the opera house project and 
those who finished it. 

The flame of art can never fade in this house. It has to be filled with joy, beauty, 
and experiences. This house will tell people day after day, year after year about 
individual creativity, about creative art’s eternal and overarching power to unite 
cultural differences. This house will tell about the glory of Finnish cultural 
achievements and communicates about the country with lively spirit and a future 
because of its strong culture. 

Today is the day that we have awaited for 75 years.”  
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The move to the new house influenced various organizational practices; the number 

of personnel had to be increased from less than 400 to nearly 600 full-time employ-

ees. But not only the number of people had to be increased, but opera and ballet pro-

ductions also had to be renewed to fit a bigger stage. 1994 was the first whole year in 

the new opera house, and the general director reflected on it as follows:  

“The move from the Alexander Theatre to the new opera house on Töölönlahti 
Bay was long and demanding. We have succeeded in increasing our personnel to 
the extent required to work in the new house. Now, after we have worked here in 
the new house for a whole year we can see the results – execution of opera art in 
its total breadth, ready for new challenges…we have had < full house every eve-
ning, a full house of enthusiastic spectators. As we know, our visitors feel at 
home in our house, they feel welcome in a house where interaction works. That is 
also why they come back…The visits [from other opera houses] convinced us all 
of the wonderful opportunities our new house provides for experienced and pro-
fessional art workers. We are only at the beginning. The future ahead of us ap-
pears so bright.” (General director, annual report, 1994) 

In 1995, the administrative director stated in the annual report that efforts to adjust 

the organization’s size to the planned artistic activities had continued. The increase in 

personnel naturally increased labour costs. Expenditures also increased because of 

the growing number of visiting artists. In the new opera house, the National Opera’s 

own soloists accounted for only 60-65 per cent of the cast for opera productions. Fur-

thermore, investments in classical repertoire and the maintenance cost of the build-

ing continued to increase total expenditures. In addition, collaborative opera and bal-

let productions with other the European opera houses started in 1996, which posed 

further challenges to the organization.  

The year 2000 started with a strike of technical staff. Stage personnel were dissatis-

fied with their holidays and working shifts. Performances were conducted as concer-

tante versions, which meant the loss of over 6000 spectators and affected the yearly 

result. A new strike in 2004 lasted over a month but the performances were carried 

out almost in the original versions with the help of supervisors. The general working 

atmosphere was poor, and for example, self-evaluations and feedback sessions after 

premiers were introduced as part of the solution. 

In 2003, the general director wrote as follow in the annual report: “The financial 

threats that have overshadowed our artistic success are finally gone. 2003 was in 

every sense a successful year.” However, 2004 was no longer so successful, and in 

2005 the Finnish National Opera ran up the biggest deficit in its entire history. Fluc-

tuations between budget deficits and surpluses, a lack of trust between the top man-

agement and employees, and other organizational issues came to a head in February 

2007. The principal conductor resigned in protest against the lack of communication 

between the directors, and particularly against the administrative director who pro-

posed cutting the six-day production week by one day and performances by20 per 
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cent in order to reduce expenses. At that point, the Ministry of Education had to in-

tervene by appointing new members to the National Opera’s board. Furthermore, be-

cause of the deficits in previous years, the entire personnel had to be laid off for two 

months. Employees, particularly the artistic personnel, felt that these efforts were an 

attack against opera and ballet as art forms:  

“The situation in this opera house reflects also, in a way, the general condition of 
Finland’s opera culture…we fear for this art form.” (a soloist in an interview) 

This study was in fact conducted during this period. 

The Finnish National Opera in Facts and Figures 

The main actors involved in opera productions are presented in the following figure. 
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Figure 4 The actors involved in opera production processes.11

In 2006 there were 585 full-time employees in the Finnish National Opera. This in-

cluded 356 artistic and 176 technical employees as well as 64 persons working in the 

production, administration and marketing departments. In addition to the salaried 

personnel, opera productions involve over a thousand external employees annually 

including, for example, visiting soloists, designers and directors, actors needed for 

spoken characters, the children’s choir, and dancers. The following chart and table 

present in more detail the division of personnel in the year of this research. 

11 Situation in 2006 in the Finnish National Opera. Ballet department is not included. 
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Figure 5 The number of personnel in the Finnish National Opera in 2006.12

In 2006, 262 913 spectators attended the Finnish National Opera’s 368 perform-

ances. The following figure compares the total number of performances and with the 

number of opera performances. The figure shows that there have been relatively large 

changes in the number of performances during those twelve years. For instance, the 

total number of performances varied from 264 (1996) to 401 (2000), and the propor-

tion of opera performances ranged between 31 (2005) and 65 per cent (1999). 

12 Source: Annual report of the Finnish National Opera 2006. 
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Figure 6 The number of opera and all performances 1994-2008.13

Although the number of performances has increased in general the capacity utiliza-

tion rate has decreased from over 90 per cent to less than 80 per cent. The glow of the 

new opera house gradually waned after 1994 and the lowest utilization rate (71%) was 

recorded in 2005.  
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Figure 7 Capacity utilization rates of the performances 1994-2008.  

In 2006 the total operating expenditure was 45.8 million euro; 83 per cent were per-

sonnel costs and only 5 per cent production costs. Between 1994 and 2006 expendi-

ture rose but the figure shows that at least since 2002 governmental subsidies have 

kept up with operational expenditure.  

13 The figures presented in the chapter are based on information in the Finnish National Opera’s annual 
reports from 1994 to 2008. Year 1994 was the first whole year in the new opera house and that is why 
the numbers before 1994 are not included in the comparison. In 2007 there was a major renovation of 
the main hall of the Finnish National Opera, which influenced the length of the season and therefore to 
the number of performances.
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Figure 8 Operating expenditure and the amount of subsidies granted 1994-2008.  

On the other hand, the fluctuations in yearly results have been rather extensive since 

2002 as shown in the following figure. However, this is not unusual in the opera field 

and similar figures can be drawn from other opera houses’ results (see e.g., the an-

nual report 2005-2006 of Metropolitan opera, p. 19).  
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Figure 9 Yearly results 1994-2008.  

In order to provide a wider illustration of the opera field, the following table presents 

the number of performances, income and expenditure during 2006 in five different 

opera houses. The table shows the difference between some of the largest opera 

houses in the world (ROH, Opéra, MET) and the two Nordic opera houses both in 

terms of incomes and percentage of self-financing. However, the number of (opera) 

performances in these Nordic opera houses is rather similar compared with those of 

larger opera houses. 
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The Finnish 

National

Opera 

(Helsinki) 

Kungliga

Operan

(Stockholm)

The Royal 

Opera

House

(London)

Opéra

National     

de Paris 

Metropoli-

tan Opera    

(New York)

Number of 

opera per-

formances 

141 163 152 175 228 

Total number 

of perform-

ances 

368 321 520 448 309 

Total income 45,5 M€ 45,46 M€ 110,4 M€ 170,87 M€ 89,06 M€ 

Box-office

income   

(proposition 

of the total 

income) 

7,9 M€  

(17 %) 

5,8 M€ 

(13 %) 

41,3 M€ 

(37 %) 

45,3 M€ 

(27 %) 

57,4 M€ 

(64 %) 

Total expen-

diture
45,8 M€ 45,45 M€ 110,37 M€ 167,19 M€ 153,77 M€ 

Expenditure    

covered by

subsidies 

79 % 81 % 31 % 57 % 40 % 

Table 5 Comparison between five different opera houses.14

Outline of an Opera Production Process 

Opera houses can be characterized as production-based organizations as they involve 

several parallel opera production processes throughout the seasons. Usually the top 

management of an opera house have a five-year planning cycle and the more concrete 

planning and production of a particular opera production start about two years be-

fore the first night. I illustrate an approximate time line of an opera production proc-

ess in the following figure, which also provides an introduction to the following tales 

from the field and other empirical analysis in Part II. 

14 Source: Annual reports of the respective opera houses, 2006. 
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Figure 10 Illustration of an opera production process. 

Conclusions

The production of operatic works is an example of cooperative creative practices in-

volving the joint activity of a number of people and their interdependent social rela-

tions. An opera production process is characterized by time pressure and working ac-

cording to the loose visions of directors, designers, and choreographers. Certain op-

erating procedures remain the same from production to production, but some insecu-

rity and uncertainty about the final outcome remain in this creative process, making 

the work exciting for the employees but at the same time causing stress. Since the 

creative team (director, set designer, costume designer, lighting designer, and chore-

ographer if dance is included in the performance) is different in every production, it 

brings its own manners, styles, and identities to the production process, which also 

has an impact on management practices along the way.  

This chapter provided a description of the historical and organizational context for 

the empirical analysis presented in Part II. First, the description included historical 

information about putting on operatic works and how the opera productions devel-

oped from unique courtly spectacles put on by non-specialized court personnel to-

wards public enactments performed by professionals operating in the free market. 
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My intention in the chapter has been to introduce the organizational side of the opera 

organization but also to place it in the wider context of the operatic field.  

The chapter showed that opera houses and companies have faced similar problems, 

particularly economic ones, throughout their history. Moreover, the hegemony of 

‘stars’, political involvement in managerial practices, and long careers in the same 

opera house have venerable traditions. The opera organizations of today continue to 

incorporate a wide variety of professional groups, a normative-utilitarian foundation 

(artistic excellence versus economic utility), and a complex networking production 

system, which provides the context for inherent contradictions and continuously ne-

gotiated interests and identities.  
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PART II 

The second part of the thesis focuses on the analysis and 
results of empirical material  gathered for the research. 
Part II includes three chapters that describe the various 
dialogical aspects of organizational identity construction. 
In addit ion to the three chapters,  part II includes sections 
on ‘tales from the field’ ,  which provide another look at  
the way participants relate to each other and to their or-
ganization. Ouverture ,  the first of these accounts, functions 
as an introduction to the world of opera productions and 
highlights some of the dynamics between the organiza-
tional groups. Intermezzo,  the second account, focuses on a 
number of struggles experienced by the participants,  and 
final ly Cadenza  presents some additional aspects contribut-
ing to organizational  identity construction in an opera or-
ganization. 



85

6 OUVERTURE – Tales from the field 1 

Describing the processes of opera production and the relations involved in it is a chal-
lenging task. Various actors and practices were introduced shortly in the previous chap-
ter, but an ethnographic account of these processes requires more detailed descriptions 
in order to provide lively scenes of the life of an opera organization. In the first tale we 
will follow an opera production process from the artistic, technical and administrative 
point of view. 

‘We Haven’t Quite Yet Resolved the Opening and Closing Scenes…’ 

“Welcome to the presentation of this opera production! I have the pleasure to intro-
duce…” 

The general director introduces the director, set, costume, and lighting designers, chore-
ographer as well as the soloists. I am observing an introductory meeting of an opera pro-
duction in which about 40 people, including the general director, technical director, and 
production director, department managers, assisting directors, rehearsal pianist, producer, 
soloists and a few choir members have gathered in a rehearsal room on the sixth floor to 
hear the artistic decisions made by the creative team. 

The general director seems to be excited about the production and he tries to create an 
informal atmosphere by speaking well of the director and his latest work. The director 
takes the floor and starts describing his approach to the operatic work: 

“The general idea has already been decided although many things are still open.”  

He continues: 

“I am a man of the theatre, and that is why the content, the story, is my starting point. I 
make the dramaturgical decisions through the content of a text. What I have been 
thinking is why should we do this operatic work today? What are the topics in this piece 
that touch us right now? I have already discussed [this] with the press department and 
we came up with the main theme for the production: ‘The time for a change has 
come’.”  

The director describes some of the differences compared with the previous interpretation 
of the same opera thirty years ago. I am surprised how well people seem to remember 
previous opera productions. I often hear people talking in particular about how odd 
some of the previous interpretations of the operatic work had been.  

The director continues by explaining how the chorus and dancers are going to reflect and 
carry the story in his direction of the opera. The interpretation involves 13 different 
‘stage images’ in which the moving walls and trees are part of the scenes, supporting the 
elementary drama on the stage. The choreographer in turn explains the function of the 



86

eight dancers in the performance; how they reflect the main characters although they are 
not just people living in the village; rather “some kind of forces from the after-world” as 
he describes it. The set designer takes the floor next and goes through the 13 stage im-
ages; what happens visually in the scenes, and how the sets are changed after each scene. 
She shows computer graphics of the scene pictures, but reminds her audience as follows: 

“We haven’t quite yet resolved the opening and closing scenes, so let’s keep guessing 
for awhile…” 

Then it is time for the lighting and costume designers to present their visions and 
sketches. The lighting designer presents an Excel table where he has specified the stage 
images of every scene, front and back canvases (tulle), content and format of the projec-
tion images, and so forth. He also poses “a gentle wish for 10 standing floodlights” 
whereupon the head of the stage department asks with a smile on his face whether this 
was an order or a wish. The costume designer explains that all the lights and shadows are 
painted on the costumes as shown on a piece of fabric that she has brought with her. She 
also explains that the soloists will have two or three costume changes during a perform-
ance while the choir members will have only one.  

Although the meeting is drawing to a close, there is still some time for questions from 
the audience: How does the director help a spectator to understand all the underlying 
meanings of the opera? Do the characters die on the stage or offstage? How is the direc-
tor going to highlight some of the main characters in the opera?  

‘You Start With a Clean Slate and the Sky is the Limit…’ 

Planning for the opera production started long before the described introductory meet-
ing held in September. As I am interested in the way organizational members cope with 
the contradictory ground of opera houses, I ask the director in an interview to explain 
how he starts planning for an opera production. He explains it as follows: 

“The least difficult part is the beginning of an opera production process because you 
start with a clean slate and the sky is the limit, and when you eventually get the realities r 
in the process, then it becomes hard, or harder at least. However, I start the whole 
planning with my feet on the ground, meaning that I do not start planning anything too 
grandiose. I think it is important to know how much resources can be allocated to sets, 
costumes and other materials in order to make a decision on the genre of the produc-
tion.”  

I decide to ask the same question from the set designer. She explains that it all started in 
June when she accepted an offer from the Finnish National Opera...  

“…and the planning started immediately after that. I bought the music on CD and 
started listening to it, but it did not open up very easily for me at first. I started to work 
with the set designs, keeping in mind that the first deadlines were in six months.” 

The set designer continues: 
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“They gave me the organization chart and the schedules of when things had to be ready. 
This was somewhere in November or something, and at that time we also agreed that I 
would present a scale-model sketch in April. This put me to the test because I also had 
other things going on at the same time…I worked mainly by myself during the follow-
ing summer. We had few meetings with the director and I felt that there was quite a lot 
of pressure to make the decisions. I had to puzzle out the vision of the setting very 
soon, which felt quite harsh towards the director …But then the sketching phase took a 
couple of months, and when we came up with the sketches they were pretty much the 
ones presented in September in the introductory meeting.” 

I am observing the meeting in which the set designer presented her outlines and the 
scale-model sketches. On the 24th of April at 2.30 pm the ‘design delivery’ meeting (or 
‘scale model presentation’) starts in a meeting room next to the staff restaurant on the 
fourth floor. The aim is to discuss the technical details of the sets: Are you sure that the 
inclination of the floor construction is not too steep for the dancers? What is the size of 
the projection slides? Do we need to put a dance carpet on the floor? How many props 
are needed? How easy would it be to take the production on tour? How can we make the 
wooden elements move smoothly on the stage? How many costumes are there in all?  

The set designer seems a little nervous because the scale-model is expected to be quite 
precise this time. Afterwards in an interview with her she explains as follows: 

”There were a lot of men sitting and evaluating the model from their specialty: wood, 
metal, and constructions of course, but also from the stage, surface treatment, and 
props point of view. I thought that it was very good to think through all the problem-
atic points beforehand.” 

‘It Has to Fit into a Truck’ 

When an opera ‘goes into production’ the head technical designer turns the set designer’s 
sketches and scale-models into technical drawings from which the set and painting work-
shops start manufacturing them. The key practical requirements for the set elements are 
that they have to fit into the stage area (even with the other sets in the season’s perform-
ances), but also into a truck for storage. Obviously it should be possible to mount the set 
elements and then take them down e fair fast and also be safe for the people working on 
the stage. The head technical designer explains that he usually interacts closely with the 
set designers: 

“The set designer was making a scale model upstairs and I visited him once in a 
while…in one of the settings there was a wall that comes down from the ceiling, and I 
noticed that our hoists can handle only 1000 or 500 kg. So, the wall was too heavy to lift 
up with our smaller lifters, of which we have four, and besides, they are in certain places 
on the stage. This is how it goes. I discuss with the set designer and ask whether the set 
elements will fit into a truck, or why walls have to be built from a certain number of 
pieces. Then the set designer draws models for every scene in the opera and from there 
I can start drawing the houses and other things. This is done, however, in constant in-
teraction with the set and painting workshops. We discuss things like whether the house 
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is going to be built of plywood and how it is going to be painted, what kind of windows, 
is light coming out of the windows or not, and so forth.” 

I quite often visit the set and painting workshops where the head of the department tells 
similar kinds of stories (talking of how an ethnographer chooses what to observe – I just 
love the smell of fresh wood). The departmental manager describes how the director and 
set designer wanted ‘rocks’ that would cover both sides of the stage. The problem was 
that there were only lighter hoists available and they could not lift a wall made of stone; 
“But I suggested that we could use another kind of material and paint it to look exactly 
like a rock,” says the manager. Here are some pictures from the set and painting work-
shops: 

Picture 1 Set elements prepared for the set and the painting workshops.

In the same manner, the costume designer works with the costume department and usu-
ally also with the make-up and hairdressing department. The work starts from the cos-
tume designer’s sketches, which are usually more or less accurate. The sketches below 
were placed on the wall of the costume workshop. 

Picture 2 Costume designer’s sketches for an opera production.

From her perspective, the head of the costume workshop describes how an opera pro-
duction process usually starts. First she looks at the sketches with her colleagues and tries 
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to understand the costume designer’s vision of the costumes and start thinking of possi-
ble fabrics and other materials to execute the vision. The departmental manager ponders 
the different ways of working with the designers: 

“Some of the costume designers used to give us a clear idea of what they want but other 
designers may just say that they want ‘something light’ or ‘something heavy’. Then we 
try to go through the different possibilities together and choose from them. But some-
times it is nice when the costume designer knows exactly what she or he wants because 
it helps a lot to do our job. On the other hand, sometimes it is wonderful if the costume 
designer gives [me] an opportunity to use my own inventiveness and creativity. And if 
this creates something new, it is great that we end up creating new possibilities of proc-
essing or painting fabrics, how to make cotton look like birch bark or leather, and that 
kind of innovations.” 

 In addition to the artistic and technical practices involved in the opera production proc-
esses several administrative efforts are taken to manage and organize it all “on time and 
within the budget”, as a director explained in an interview.  

‘Next We’ll Go Through the Next Yellow Week 

I am observing my first weekly ‘programme meeting’ where the production director, ar-
tistic planning manager, departmental managers, producers, choir masters, and assisting 
directors, altogether about 30 people, go through the following week’s schedule concern-
ing the up-coming performances, rehearsals, and other events organized in the opera 
house. The aim is to make sure that every event has a place and to discuss changes in the 
schedules.  

I sit in the auditorium, feeling confused because I may have taken someone else’s place. 
An assistant from the production department acts as chairperson and opens the meeting. 
The following week is checked day by day and place by place, starting from the main hall: 
what performances, who are the soloists, who conducts, and who supervises the per-
formances. Next the stage rehearsals are discussed: what opera/ballet productions, first 
or second cast, with or without costumes and make-up, whether the orchestra or a pian-
ist plays the music, and what happens after the performance in terms of taking down the 
sets. All this information is gathered in a table available for all those present at the meet-
ing. I have some difficulty reading the table at first and I ask the producer to help me. 
“Ok, let’s have a reading rehearsal”, he says, and we go through the schedule, which 
looks like this: 
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Wednesday

PERFORMANCES

19:00 JEVGENI ONEGIN 15. 

     [names of the soloists] 

     Conductor: [-] 

     Supervisor: [-] 

     Prompter: [-] 

     Duration: 3 h, 1 interval 

     (last performance) 

STAGE REHEARSALS 

9- Technique/AK 

(8- Lighting) 

11:30-14:30 ANNA KARENINA 

Preparatory dress rehearsal 

Sets, lights, costumes on every-

one, make-up: Anna, Vronski, 

Karenin, Kitty, Dolly, Betsy 

(photography)

CD/piano + Conductor 

-24 Technique/JEV, unloading 

The Almi Hall 

11:00-15:00 THE RED LINE 

          [dir.], [ass.directors] 

         [names of the soloists]  

         I / 4 

15:30-18:30 CARMEN 

          Inspection of extras   

19:00-22:00 THE RED LINE 

          [dir.], [ass. directors] 

          [names of the soloists] 

21+      [name of a soloist] 

          I / 1-3A  

5.080 Main rehearsal 

studio

11:00-15:00 THE QUEEN OF  

SPADES 

         [dir.], [ass. directors]           

         [names of the soloists] 

11:30+   [name of a soloist] 

13+      [names of the soloists] 

19:00-22:00 PATAROUVA 

         [dir.], [ass. directors]           

         [name of a soloist] 

20+      [name of a soloist] 

         III / 1,2 

5.078 Small rehearsal 

studio

15:00-16:00 CARMEN, extras 

16:05-17:30 Gymnastics 

6.072 Main rehearsal 

room

14:30-15:45 Fitness boxing 

5.033 Rehearsal room 2 5.099 Rehearsal room 3

17:00-19:00 Reserved for the 

soloists in the evening’s per-

formance

5.122 Rehearsal room 4

17:00-19:00 Reserved for the 

soloists in the evening’s per-

formance

6.070 Rehearsal room 5 5.074 Choir rehearsal hall

11:00-14:30 CHOIR 

THE RED LINE            THE 

QUEEN OF SPADES/ 

Choir+orchestra 

19:00 CHOIR 

     JEVGENI ONEGIN/perf. 

Orchestra rehearsal hall 

Orchestra: 

11:00-14:30 Choir 
6.071 Rehearsal room 6

Table 6 Schedule for a Wednesday.15

15 The schedules for the ballet department are not included. 
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I feel a bit stressed because it is impossible to catch everything people say or do. From 
time to time I also feel uncomfortable when people occasionally look at what I write or 
more specifically when I choose to write something down. Nevertheless, all the rehearsal 
and performing facilities are checked in detail for the upcoming week, but also for two 
weeks from now (already ‘yellow weeks’ meaning that they are printed on yellow paper) 
and the week in six week’s time (still ‘white’).  

During the meeting people announce corrections and additions, ask if there is a bigger 
room available, or how many people are coming to see the upcoming dress rehearsal (if it 
is over 200, a fireman is required to follow the performance). A person from the 
marketing department asks what the exact total time for an opera performance is. They 
would like to inform customers that the performance is less than four and a half hours, 
which was the initial estimate. Namely, 

“The customers prefer to hear that it is about four hours rather than over four hours.” 

The head of the stage department reminds us that the sets have to be taken down after 
the performances, in particular when the stage is covered with water. He also announces 
certain stage rehearsals and the extent to which the stage technicians have time to build 
up the sets for these rehearsals. The meeting takes half an hour, the chairperson wishes 
us a good day and most of the people leave the room. 

I choose to stay and observe how the producer and the head of hair and make-up de-
partment settle the schedule for wig fittings. After that I follow the producer to a short 
meeting with the head of the stage department in his office on the fourth floor. They talk 
for twenty minutes or so about the rehearsal schedules of an opera production that is 
being co-produced with another opera house in Europe: 

“2-3 weeks in the rehearsal studio with piano, 7-9 rehearsals on the stage with piano, 
5+1 dress rehearsals with orchestra, and then out.” 

I am not sure that I understood this ‘opera talk’, but fortunately I can often ask the pro-
ducer afterwards about what these things mean in practice. 

‘It Has to Clink When it Falls on the Floor’ 

The actual rehearsal period is about to start in a few days and I am observing a technical 
meeting in the main rehearsal studio. The director, producer, technical manager, storage 
manager, the head of the props department and the props designer discuss the sets and 
props that are needed during the rehearsal period. The main rehearsal studio is 20 by 20 
meters; two of the walls are covered by mirrors, the floor is marked with tapes, a grand 
piano is in the corner on the left, tables, music stands, chairs, sound reproduction equip-
ment, screens of different sizes, boxes, pillars, and swords are placed next to the walls. I 
sit on a chair a few metres from the others. 

The director starts explaining what kind of set elements he wants in the rehearsal studio 
in order to provide a feeling of the actual sets to the soloists. The technical manager leafs 
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through the pages of 31 different scene images. The director makes a comment that there 
is no lifter in these images and he would even like to have one built in the rehearsal stu-
dio. He also wants flying equipment to be installed in the ceiling (these two requests, 
however, are dropped later because they would have taken too much effort). The group 
walks around the rehearsal studio and discusses the places of different set elements. The 
director points out the following: 

“It is important to mark the sidelines of the stage area on the floor, and the two large 
‘stones’ should be placed in the left corner from the first rehearsal.” 

The director also provides a list of props needed in different scenes to the head of the 
props department. They discuss what could be found from storage (but which are defi-
nitely not used in the other performances of the season!). The director asks about a prop 
– a dagger: 

“Why is it made of wood although I particularly said that it has to clink when it falls to 
the floor?” 

In contrast to the dagger the swords are not used for hitting anything. For the props de-
partment this means that a wider range of materials can be considered. Some other ob-
jects are also discussed because of their high prices, and cheaper options are sought. Fi-
nally, the director wants flowers for a scene, but points out that the flower species should 
be ones that blossom at the same time, “otherwise someone from the audience will 
comment on it”. A few choir members will also carry long sticks in a scene, but the sticks 
“should not be identical in any circumstances!” he stresses.  

‘Let’s All Work Hard!’ 

The premier of the opera production is in March, and today, seven weeks before the first 
night, the rehearsal period is starting. The time is 10.45 in the morning and the first re-
hearsal starts at 11 am in the main rehearsal studio. In this studio, which looks more like 
a huge dance studio, tables and chairs are organized in a U-shape layout, the scale model 
of the sets is placed in the middle, and the sketches of costumes are spread out on the 
tables. This is the first time that all the soloists of this production are gathered together. 
They discuss whether the director is going to determine their seating in the rehearsal stu-
dio or whether they can choose their seats freely. The director does not decide and peo-
ple sit down wherever they want after saying hello to their friends. There are altogether 
about 40 people in the room: the soloists, director, set and costume designers, two assist-
ing directors, assistants to the set and costume designers, and producer. The participants 
are not introduced, so I assume that they know each other from previous productions or 
other occasions.  

In this first rehearsal the director introduces the operatic work, how he has interpreted 
the libretto and the music, and how he is going to direct it. The director introduces the 
scale model and how the ‘world’ of the opera is going to look on the stage. He wants the 
soloists to read the text first without singing it. While the soloists speak the lines the di-
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rector describes how the scenes will look, and assistants rebuild the scale model accord-
ing to the description. The first and second casts take turns in reading and after a while 
the casts seem to be mixed. After reading the whole libretto the director finishes the re-
hearsal and motivates people: ‘Let’s all work hard!’ The soloists stay in the room for a 
while and look at drawings of the costumes. They are particularly interested in how their 
own character is going to look. Suddenly the director looks at me and realizes that he 
forgot to introduce me: 

“Oh, our professor, I forgot to introduce you to the others. Maybe it is because I want 
to forget that you are here.” 

Nice start I think quietly.  

 ‘Is the Sword still in its Scabbard?’ 

The rehearsals continue intensively during the whole seven-week period, from Monday 
to Friday 11am to 3pm and again in the evening 7 to 10pm. On Saturdays there is only 
one rehearsal from 11 am to 2.30 pm. On this Saturday I am observing a rehearsal in the 
main rehearsal studio with the director, one assisting director, conductor, rehearsal pian-
ist, prompter, and two soloists. They discuss the text in the libretto and try to make it 
sound like more proper Finnish. A soloist starts singing a scene, the director comments 
and gives more details about the positions in the scene. The soloist asks how he should 
move in the different situations: Is the sword still in the scabbard, should I already get 
moving at this point, where do I stop, do I knock on the door, and so forth  

The director reminds us that there should also be some kind of reality on stage, meaning 
that the soloist will not sing ‘where I have been thrown into?’ before he or she has first 
looked around. The soloist wants to practice the scene many times to get it into his ‘feet’. 
The director asks the soloist to have warmer thoughts about his loved one in order to 
have a softer voice: 

“Lift up your eyes. You see her in front of you even if she is not physically there.”  

The other soloist asks about the sets and from where she will enter the stage. Once in a 
while the conductor briefs the rehearsal pianist as he would give feedback to the whole 
orchestra, for example: “Make a longer breathing here”. The rehearsal pianist usually 
sings the chorus parts when the chorus is not taking part in the rehearsals. At one point 
the conductor steps in and explains that this is the most difficult scene in the opera 
because there are approximately 40 cadenzas and you should not sing every one of them 
alike– “if you do it will stop dead”. He continues:  

“In this kind of recital a soloist has to compose or rhythm the text anew. The music 
needs a long pause here – it makes it more effective – because sometimes a word leads 
the music. And be aware of the d-letters in the text, you have to prepare them. Hm, 
could this be slower?” 
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The props department has sent a face mask (already a third version of it) needed in a 
scene but it is still too tight and presses against the soloist’s face. The assisting director 
promises to talk to the props designer once again. The dancers and the choreographer 
enter the room and start practicing a scene in which a soloist and the dancers (the ‘girls’ 
as they are called) are together on stage. The conductor and the rehearsal pianist leave the 
studio and the dancers continue practicing with the CD. The director and choreographer 
discuss the movements; where the dancers come from, how much space they can use 
from the stage area, and in general how the dancers’ movements are in tune with the 
director’s vision. Despite some differences in thinking, the director and choreographer 
reach a consensus, although it seems that the choreographer adjusts her views to the 
director’s more often than the other way round. 

‘Your Body Shouldn’t Look Dead!’ 

It is only three weeks to the first night and the production group starts rehearsing on the 
stage. It is a big change for all participants, but also for me. First of all, I feel more re-
laxed in sitting in the main hall where I farther from the performers, director and other 
people. I can focus merely on my observations and I am not part of the rehearsal situa-
tion in the same way as in the rehearsal studio. Secondly, even more people are coming 
and going during the stage rehearsals, which make the multiple relations involved in op-
era productions more visible. What a luxury for an ethnographer to observe people liter-
ally on stage. 

On that very morning, the director, assisting directors, producer, conductor, set designer, 
assistant to r the set designer, technical manager, rehearsal pianist, repertory stage man-
ager, prompter, stage technicians, production assistant, props technicians, and soloists are 
all gathered on the stage. The set workshop has managed to build the inclined floor con-
struction, but it happens to be the only piece of the set that is in its place. The director 
looks energetic and somehow more artistic than earlier (maybe because of the scarf he’s 
wearing). He has the following to say: 

“Ok, let’s start the rehearsal. Good morning, good beginning of the week, and so 
forth.” 

The director and the assisting directors sit in the auditorium on the seventh row where 
the sound department has installed a table, monitor and microphone to communicate 
with the people on the stage and the repertory stage manager, who sits in the left corner 
of the stage in a small cubicle. The soloists’ main coach visits the rehearsal once in a 
while to make certain that the singing is not out of tune. 

One of the covers comes to sit next to me during the rehearsal. He covers a soloist, but 
he has not been promised any of the performances and he has not yet rehearsed the part 
with the director. He explains that he learns the part by making notes to the score, and 
he believes that he will also eventually get some stage time. He comments that some of 
the conductors note faults in the singing already in the beginning of a rehearsal period, 
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though the more experienced conductors give space for learning ‘feet first’. He says that 
the singers usually like to learn the movements first and after that start polishing their 
musical interpretation. 

The dancers rehearse their scenes during the break. The choreographer says that the in-
clined floor “is not as bad as it looks”, although I guess that it does not make the dancing 
any easier. At 2.30 pm sharp, when the rehearsal is scheduled to finish, the stage techni-
cians start taking the sets down while the soloists are still singing on stage. The director 
gets furious: 

“Can’t I finish the scene in peace?! See you in the evening!” 

The director leaves the stage area looking extremely angry. 

In the evening, the director wants to speak with the soloists because the things he has 
said in the rehearsal studio have not been transferred to the acting and singing on stage:  

“You have to make notes during the rehearsals in order to remember what I have said 
about the movements and other things. The most important thing is reaction; that you 
would react with your whole body to what the others say or do. Your body cannot look 
dead! It comes through if you are not truly thinking what the others are saying. I have 
tried to give space for you soloists to search for and create your own characters without 
directing all the little details.”  

He looks serious and continues: 

“The other thing is that when we are on the stage it is like being in some sort of a mar-
ketplace; there is so much noise – for instance stage technicians and choir members are 
talking – so it is almost impossible to concentrate on singing. You have a right to tell 
them to shut up. It is your art [that will be] performed on stage!” 

‘Not Too Accented Tat-ta Tat-ta’ 

The three main artistic groups in opera productions, soloists, choir, and orchestra, join 
the process in the different stages. The soloists start practicing the music and their parts 
with a rehearsal pianist approximately six months or even two or three years before the 
actual rehearsal period, depending on the operatic work. They may also have joint re-
hearsals with the other soloists in the same scenes. This means that the music is practiced 
before the director takes part in the process, and usually the soloists know the music by 
heart from the first directing rehearsal, which is not the case, for instance, in theatre re-
hearsals. The chorus starts rehearsing the operas 2-3 months prior to the first nights, de-
pending, however, on the operatic work in question (if the opera is already in the chorus’ 
repertoire or if it is new). Usually the directors take part in one of the first chorus re-
hearsals and describe their role in the production.  

The orchestra is actually the last group of the performing artists to join an opera produc-
tion process; they start practicing the music approximately three weeks before the first 
night. Prior to that, the first leader of the orchestra and the principals of different in-
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strumental groups have received the sheet music from the music librarians and marked 
bowings in to the score. This means that the music librarians have already ordered the 
score of the opera, and made changes to it according to the director’s instructions. Music 
librarians have also made the required changes such as added or deleted the cuts, inserted 
excerpts from secondary sources, transposed arias into keys more comfortable for spe-
cific singers, or as in the case of an opera production, written the new translation into the 
score. That translation is then copied for all the participants in the production. The music 
librarians kindly explained this to me when I visited the music library one day. They 
pointed out the following: 

“Our work requires extensive knowledge about music and we music librarians usually 
have a degree in music performance or musicology. This is quite a unique profession.” 

Orchestra rehearsals differ from directing rehearsals in that people are not moving 
around and there are no additional persons in the room (except me). Two weeks before 
the first night there is a ‘Sitzprobe’ where the soloists rehearse with the orchestra for the 
first time. During this rehearsal the soloists sing through the music with the orchestra 
without having to think about the movements on stage. All the orchestra musicians are in 
their places in the orchestra rehearsal hall a few minutes before 11 am when the 1st leader 
gives an ‘a’ for others to tune their instruments. Everything is ready for the conductor to 
arrive and start the rehearsal at 11 o’clock sharp. 

“Okay, it is [the name of the opera]. Let’s go through the whole piece. And for the solo-
ists – try to be ready on your own spots in order to avoid unnecessary interruptions.”  

The soloists sit behind the orchestra, and when it is their turn to sing an aria or a recita-
tive they stand up. The main coach of the soloists is present in the rehearsal and listens 
carefully to determine whether the soloists are singing in tune. The conductor provides 
very short comments to the musicians and the soloists like the following:  

“Remember, not too accented tat-ta tat-ta but more like pap-pa pap-pa…If you [a solo-
ist] could hold the last phrase a little longer so I can beat a good tempo during the 
phrase. Remember the text – emphasize the consonants.” 

This particular orchestra rehearsal flows smoothly without many interruptions. I am 
guessing that maybe it is because the conductor has already trained the orchestra for a 
week and the musicians are familiar with the particular operatic work. 

‘Bases and Sopranos to That Corner Over There, Tenors and Altos Stay 
Here’ 

Three weeks before the first-night the chorus of 60 singers take part in the directing re-
hearsals. The producer welcomes them and tells about some security issues on the stage, 
for instance, where the stage lift is placed and when the lifter is down there is a nine-
metre drop. After that the director takes the lead and introduces the conductor and the 
rehearsal pianist. He tells about the production, the ‘world’ he has created and the differ-
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ent symbols used in it. The costume designer is also present and tells about the chorus 
members’ costumes and wigs. The director continues:  

“Ok, let’s start working. First, I’ll divide you into two groups: Bases and sopranos to 
that corner over there, tenors and altos stay here.” 

The director tells the chorus members what they do in the scene. He does not discuss the 
alternatives as he is used to doing with the soloists, but rather gives more direct instruc-
tions about what to do and where to stand. The conductor starts conducting the music 
and the chorus members sing their parts. The choirmaster sits behind the conductor and 
listens, for instance, to the balance of the different tones of voices and checks that the 
singing is in tune. The director is not satisfied with the performing and shouts: 

“Act! Now you’re just talking! Cut! Cut!”  

A soloist asks the director whether he can make contact with a female chorus member 
next to him during the scene. The director says that it is ok. 

At the backstage the stage technicians stay ready to help the director if he wants to move 
set elements during the rehearsals. On the left side of the stage, two props technicians sit 
at the props table and hand over props to the soloists on their way to the stage. They fol-
low the list of scenes where all the props are listed and know exactly which props to give 
to which performers.  

Figure 11 Props technicians working on the left side of the stage area. 

On three Sundays before the first night, the stage, lighting and sound departments work 
with the diverse technical aspects concerning the opera production as it heads towards its 
premier. On this Sunday the director, set, lighting, and projection designers, technical 
manager, producer, and about 15 stage technicians are present testing all the set combi-
nations, programming the lighting moments for each scene, and making decisions con-
cerning the projection images to be used in several scenes. Six people are sitting on the 
seventh row of the auditorium: the repertory stage manager, assistant director, director, 
projection designer, lighting designer, and assisting lighting designer. I am making my 
notes a few rows behind them. The assisting lighting designer talks constantly into a mi-
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crophone that is connected to the lighting operator who is sitting in a small room behind 
the seats in the stalls programs the lighting moments on the computer.  

 

Picture 3 Lighting operator programming the lighting moments for an opera.

At the same the repertory stage manager makes notes on the score in order to mark the 
exact places when something happens during a performance, whether it is a change in the 
lighting moment, a special effect like a thunderstorm, a performer lifted up, or something 
similar.  

‘I Cannot Raise My Hands in This Costume!’ 

About two weeks before the first-night there is a preparatory main rehearsal where the 
whole opera is performed without any interruptions for the first time. Most elements of 
the sets, lights, projections and costumes are ready. The main coach, production director, 
and many of the departmental managers are following the rehearsal. The soloists and the 
chorus members comment on their costumes and most of them seem to be excited about 
their look. One of the chorus members notices that she cannot raise her hands in the 
costume, and the costume maintenance assistants have to make some changes to the 
dress. The hairdressers and make-up artists are taking pictures of the performers’ wigs 
and make-up to see how it all looks on the stage and if some changes have to be consid-
ered. In my opinion the director looks rather nervous, but expresses his satisfaction with 
the first act in spite of everything. 

During the intermission, a cleaner sweeps the floor, the stage technicians change the sets, 
and an assistant to the costume designer repairs a costume. During the second act, the 
director interrupts the rehearsal once. He is angry and yells: 

“Why is this piece of set not on the stage although I have seen it ready in the painting 
workshop?!” 

The director does not consent to continue before the particular piece is brought to the 
stage. When the second act is finished, the conductor says to the director that he does 
not like any sound effects during the music. For example, the wind machine made too 
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much noise during a scene. In addition, the conductor was not entirely sure when he was 
supposed to start the music in some scenes: Is it when the lifter starts going down or 
when it is already down? Or is it when the soloist starts walking or when he lifts his 
sword? 

‘Here You See a Badly Behaving Artist’ 

I find the make-up room quite an exciting place and a good place to observe soloists be-
fore the performance. The work of the make-up artists also seems interesting, as they are, 
together with hairdressers and dressers, the soloists’ last contacts before entering the 
stage. This creates a special atmosphere to the room; some soloists release their nervous-
ness and stress by talking much, telling suggestive jokes or just sitting still, eyes closed, 
and letting the make-up artist do her job quietly. The make-up artists say that the soloists 
already start acting out their characters in the make-up room: “When we make a young 
person to look old, it is interesting how this person then walks out of the room very 
slowly and round shouldered.” 

Picture 4 A make-up artist preparing a soloist for an opera performance.

The first dress rehearsal is a week before the first-night. This is the first time the orches-
tra plays the music instead of a pianist. Although the soloists have rehearsed with the or-
chestra in Sitzprobe (singing the music without acting), this is the first time they sing and 
act on the stage with the orchestra. A photographer takes pictures for the programme, 
which is prepared by the press department. In this main rehearsal some audience is al-
lowed to follow the performance. After the performance the soloists gather on the stage 
and some of them take off the wigs. The head of hair and make-up department whispers 
to me when sitting in the auditorium: “Here you see a badly behaving artist”, and points 
out a wig that has been thrown to the floor.  

On the first-night the conductor takes clearly the leading role in the last rehearsals while 
the director follows the rehearsals without any comments during the performance. The 
lighting designer has still a lot to do but he is confident that everything will be ready on 
Friday in the premier “because it always will” as he says. In the main rehearsal on Tues-
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day, a TV group is shooting a short take for the newscast, and a press conference is or-
ganized after the rehearsal. 

The first dress rehearsal is a week before the first-night. This is the first time the orches-
tra plays the music instead of a pianist. Although the soloists have rehearsed with the or-
chestra in Sitzprobe (singing the music without acting), this is the first time they sing and 
act on the stage with the orchestra. A photographer takes pictures for the programme, 
which is prepared by the press department. In this main rehearsal some audience is al-
lowed to follow the performance. After the performance the soloists gather on the stage 
and some of them take off their wigs. The head of the hair and make-up department 
whispers to me when sitting in the auditorium: “Here you see a badly behaving artist”, 
and points out a wig that has been thrown on the floor.  

On the first-night the conductor clearly takes the leading role in the last rehearsals while 
the director follows the rehearsals without any comments during the performance. The 
lighting designer still has a lot to do but he is confident that everything will be ready on 
Friday for the premier “because it always is” as he says. In the main rehearsal on Tues-
day, a TV group is shooting a short take for the newscast, and a press conference is or-
ganized after the rehearsal. 

‘We Don’t Have Time for This! (Perkele)’ 

When the first night is getting closer the stress level of the production participants seems 
to rise. Some of them look really tired, in particular the director. The stress and anxiety 
are handled in many respects by humour and the caring environment. Things such as 
saunas, gym and massaging chairs for the artists as well as the food is served until late in 
the evening in the staff restaurant contribute to that. On the other hand, the relaxed and 
caring atmosphere is also created and maintained largely by the producers, but also by 
others. For instance, technical personnel may call each other ‘dear’ or ‘darling’, which is 
not typical at all in the Finnish context. 

Producers are crucial for the practical organizing of opera productions. In an interview 
the production director describes producers as ‘the father or mother of a production’, 
and one of the producers once in the field called him ‘the chief of a tribe’. I am observing 
a rehearsal in the main hall when the producer takes a seat next to me and asks me, just 
for fun, to manage the evening’s rehearsal. He says that it is very easy; I should just use 
one, or all if necessary, of the five different responses to the director’s requests, no mat-
ter what he asks. Just in case I do not remember them, the producer writes the responses 
in my notebook: 

1. We don’t have time for this! (perkele) 

2. Come on! 

3. It has been like that every time. 

4. Could you please make a decision?! 
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5. I don’t think that any time would do. 

Later in the field I also observe another kind of occasion, which illustrates that humour is 
an important part of the management style of the Finnish National Opera. I am walking 
around in the costume workshop one day and pass by office of the head of the depart-
ment. The office is full of piles of fabrics, sketches, and bands, all mixed into a bright 
colourful collage of different materials. Just outside the office I notice a ‘head’ as shown 
in the figure below.  

Picture 5 ‘The head of the costume workshop’. 

The head of the department explains that if there is a title called ‘head of the costume 
workshop’ on her business card then the head should also be found somewhere in the 
department. She had dug through the storage and luckily found a suitable ‘head’. She put 
a name tag on it and placed it outside her office. 

‘I Would Like to Thank…’ 

It’s finally the first night. I arrive at the opera house two hours before the actual per-
formance. Somehow the atmosphere feels different when I walk through the corridors. 
Or is it just because of my own excitement at seeing the first performance of the opera 
production I have observed? The creative team and the production department are toast-
ing to a successful production process, and then it is time for the producer to change his 
jeans for black tie. I somehow sense the intensive concentration backstage, the sudden 
silence that is different from the previous days of the week.  

The soloists go to make-up according to the schedule, hairdressers put on their wigs and 
the dressers help them to put on the costumes. The stage technicians build up the set for 
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the first scene, and the props technicians make sure that all the props are in order on the 
table. Over 200 people are getting ready for the first performance of this new opera pro-
duction. 

The performance is sold out. Many of the department managers are following the per-
formance together with the general, technical, production and administrative directors. 
The members of the creative team also sit among the audience. The performance starts 
and I certainly feel different than in a normal night at the opera. For example, I know the 
libretto by heart. I think that all the participants perform excellently, and after the per-
formance the whole creative team goes to the stage to thank the audience. Suddenly I feel 
sad because the first intensive observation period is over. I totally agree with the notion 
that you fall in love with the productions you take part in. 

After all the first night performances there is the first night party, which I also have an 
opportunity to observe. In the beginning of the ‘official’ part the general director (stand-
ing on a chair) introduces all the soloists and the creative team, and acknowledges almost 
all the departments for yet another successful opera production; “he always manages to 
forget some departments”, replied a member of the organizational personnel when I was 
asked about the party earlier this week.  

The creative team leaves the organization after the first night and the conductor, techni-
cal and repertory stage managers take responsibility for the remaining performances. Not 
even the producer has responsibility for the opera production after its premier. 

‘The Production Got Bigger Along the Way…’ 

One more meeting concerning the particular opera production is left. I am observing the 
evaluation meeting of the opera production and approximately 20 people are gathered in 
the chorus’ rehearsal studio at 3pm. The departmental managers, technical manager, pro-
ducer and general director’s assistant are sitting in the auditorium, the general director 
acting as chair. I search for the director and the set and costume designers but none one 
of them is present. The general director begins by explaining why the opera was pro-
duced in the first place. For instance, the FNO needed an opera that would attract fami-
lies in particular. Secondly, the operatic work is a classic, which is relatively easy to place 
together with the other operas and ballets in the seasonal planning. 

The technical director comments that the production became bigger than was originally 
planned. This means that it now requires a lot of space from the stage area and would 
therefore be less easily revived later. The technical director also explains that the set de-
signer never delivered the final scale model of the sets, which complicated planning in 
the technical departments (e.g., budgeting and ordering materials) and execution of the 
work (e.g., finding a suitable painting technique for a set element). Furthermore, the 
technical director describes difficulties with the stage lifters during the rehearsal period 
and performances. This also caused extra work for the safety officer; the licence applica-
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tion process for the underage performers taking part in a ‘flying’ scene required quite an 
effort. 

The head of the props department explains that the number of props in this production 
is large, which employed personnel also from the other departments, such as the set and 
costume workshops. According to the head of costume department, cooperation with 
the costume designer worked well despite late decisions concerning costume details. The 
head of the lighting department in turn explains that cooperation with the lighting de-
signer worked smoothly, the designs were ready on time, and “the rush did not come un-
til the end of the production process”. Computer-based 3D-designing of lights was pi-
loted in this opera production, and the experiences were positive: lighting designs now 
require less expensive stage time because the lighting moments can be simulated on 
computer before the actual stage and dress rehearsals.  

Next, the producer says that a positive thing was that a debutant soloist received enough 
rehearsal time. He also thanks the main coach for an excellent orientation to the new 
conductor who replaced the principal conductor after the latter had a sudden heart attack 
and underwent an operation just two days before the first night. 

The general director asks the chorus master the following: 

“Let’s move on to the chorus and orchestra. How do you feel about the production?”  

She says: 

“We could have had more cooperation with the technical departments because we 
would have liked more influence on security issues and how they were resolved in the 
end.” 

People start discussing the security risks, how these risks increase in a hurry, and where 
the line between artistic decisions and security risks actually goes. Aspects such as the 
responsibilities of the director and the technical manager and the importance of detailed 
plans from the creative team are touched upon in the conversation. 

Next, the press manager explains that the opera has been received favourably in the me-
dia, and the critics were mainly positive. The marketing manager criticizes the set de-
signer’s ‘pre-picture’, which was not the best possible from the marketing point of view. 
The marketing manager continues: 

“All in all, the opera sells well and I am glad that we could arrange the two extra mati-
nee performances on short notice. Some spectators have given feedback though that it 
is occasionally hard to hear what the singers say although the opera is performed in 
Finnish.”  

This topic raises more general discussion, but in the end they decide not to add Finnish 
subtitles to the subtitle device. 

The head of costume maintenance was not happy with the schedules. She explains that 
some of the costumes were not completed until the first night week, which caused prob-
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lems for costume maintenance. For instance, there was not enough time for the final 
changes needed to make the costumes fit the performers perfectly. She adds: 

“We all know that the performers’ concentration might be disturbed if they do not 
know how their costumes are going to fit.” 

At the end of meeting the general director says that the opera production caused a 
budget deficit mainly because of the extra expenses for the visiting conductor who had to 
be called for help because of the unfortunate condition of the initial conductor. He also 
asks about another opera production planned for next autumn, and in particular, how 
many costumes are needed. The technical director explains that the maximum number of 
costumes that can be realistically made is 220. At the moment the costume designer has 
designed 11 costumes for the soloists but she has been advised to reduce the number to 
9 per soloist. The technical director continues that in case of double casting the number 
of costumes has to be cut down even more. The artistic planning manager decides to 
step into the conversation: 

“There are only covers, not double casting. And the covers are not being promised any 
of the performances.” 

The meeting ends and the people get back to work as they are already engaged in several 
other coming opera productions. I pack my pencil and notebook in my bag and leave to 
arrange a couple of interviews. 
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7 CONSTRUCTING THE ‘HOUSE’  

The chapter focuses on how the organizational members 
of the Finnish National Opera (FNO) construct organiza-
tional identit ies in relation to opera as an institutional or-
ganization and a production process. First ,  the chapter 
presents how the organizational  members relate to opera 
as an ‘ insti tution’ by drawing on its art ist ic and national 
missions, ‘Finnishness’ ,  and the differences compared 
with other cultural institutions in the field. Second, the 
chapter i l lustrates how the organizational members de-
scribe the FNO as an ‘organization’ by drawing on the 
formal structure, managerial ism, and administrative work. 
Final ly,  the chapter presents the third aspect related to the 
opera house: the opera production process. Related to 
these descriptions the organizational members draw on 
the artist ic and technical practices, the complexity of the 
process and the uniqueness of the outcome. 

Many things surprised me during the fieldwork, but probably the first and the last 

thing that caught my attention was the use of the term ‘house’ in the organizational 

members’ talk. First I thought that the ‘house’ is just short for the ‘opera house’, or 

that it mainly refers to the physical building of the National Opera. The building has 

importance for the people working in the Finnish National Opera as there are two dif-

ferent eras as described in chapter 5: time in the ‘old house’ and time in the ‘new 

house’. The meanings organizational members relate to the ‘house’ go, however, be-

yond the physical and temporal usage of the places. Hence, the ‘house’ can be consid-

ered an important aspect for understanding organizational identity construction in 

the opera house context.  

The tales described in Ouverture provide an overview of the practices and relations 

involved in an opera house. In this chapter I describe in more detail how the organ-

izational members of the Finnish National Opera construct meanings related to the 

‘house’. Thus, the various institutional, managerial and professional processes em-

bedded in the tales are examined more explicitly in the chapter. 
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Pride in the Opera as an Institution

Working for the Artistic and National Missions of the ‘House’ 

The Finnish National Opera (FNO) as a national art institution has a mission to 

maintain and develop opera art as well as to serve the whole country by providing op-

era and ballet performances. For instance, the marketing manager views this as the 

core of the FNO: 

“In short, the mission of this house is to produce high quality art for the Finnish 
people. This is why the house exists and all the strategies are built around that in 
order to do our basic task.”

High artistic quality in the context of ‘our basic task’ is emphasized throughout the 

‘house’ in corridors, meetings and speeches, from top management to people working 

in the different artistic, technical and administrative departments. The ‘basic task’ is 

something that provides consistency to the otherwise ambiguous and fragmented 

practices of opera productions. ‘We should always remember our basic task’ has be-

come like a mantra that the management of the FNO repeats on different occasions in 

order to create unity between the different organizational groups. The general direc-

tor wrote the following in an internal newsletter of the FNO (February 2006: 2): 

“Within these everyday processes we have to remind ourselves that the audience 
means everything to us. We do this valuable work for the audience. Opera and 
ballet performances provide well-being and health, and our existence is crystal-
lized in these performances. Backstage all the departments do their parts, but the 
audience sees and hears only the artists of that evening. Many of the foreign vis-
iting artists thank us for our skills and ability to co-operate, so let us keep on this 
track in which we respect our own and visiting artists!” 

Commitment to the artistic mission of the opera house is strong, not only because of 

the organizational members’ interest in art in general, but more importantly because 

of their sincere passion for opera art in particular. The marketing manager describes 

it like this: 

“What unites the personnel of this house, more than in any other art institution I 
have worked for, is love for the art form. If you ask the people who work here 
why they work here, they do not say that because of the nice salary, but because 
of their sincere love for opera and ballet, for these art forms. I think it is a very 
beautiful thought, and it works very well in this house.” 

For example, the orchestra musicians have chosen to play in an opera orchestra in-

stead of symphony orchestras. A musician explains that “this is a great art form to 

work with; art with a capital ‘a’. Every night”. The organizational members do not 

merely work for the mission and vision of the organization, but for the artistic mis-

sion of the opera as an institution. This is a central aspect that shapes the organiza-
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tional identity dynamics in the opera house, which is illustrated in the following 

quote from an interview with the financial manager of the FNO: 

“The identity of this house is very strongly formed around high artistic quality. 
All 600 of us think that we are here to produce opera of a very high quality. We 
also have to ensure that opera art will continue to be of high quality and lively 
even in the future.”  

The artistic mission obliges the house to develop opera art not only within the na-

tional opera context but also more broadly within the art field. A soloist captures this 

as follows: “This art form also has purposes other than entertainment only”. The re-

sponsibility for developing the art form is realized, for example, by commissioning 

new operatic works or inviting more experimental productions to be performed in the 

smaller stages of the opera house.  

Finding the right balance between the new operatic works (or renewals of operatic 

classics) and more traditional interpretations of classical works is hard, and the sea-

sonal programmes seem to be discussed frequently by the organizational members. 

This does not only mean judgments about the chosen operatic works but also about 

the chosen creative teams. As a national art institution the FNO is expected to pro-

vide both classical works that are directed to wider audiences but also more experi-

mental performances to renew opera art, and as a soloist phrased it: “to enlighten 

people”.

The ‘Finnishness’ of the Opera House 

Finland has a long tradition of producing conductors and opera singers for interna-

tional arenas. A small country like Finland has world-famous conductors such as Esa-

Pekka Salonen and Sakari Oramo, and opera singers like Karita Mattila, Soile 

Isokoski, Juha Uusitalo and Matti Salminen, just to mention a few. One of the leading 

contemporary opera composers, Kaija Saariaho, also comes from Finland. Success on 

the world’s opera stages is recognized in the FNO and it seems to be connected with 

the national mission of the ‘house’ but also to ‘Finnishness’ of the Finnish National 

Opera. The head of the chorus and orchestra department describes it as follows: 

“there is also this international aspect meaning that Finland is an important opera 

country and should remain as such”. The participants feel that the FNO as a national 

opera institution has to partake actively in the mission of maintaining this kind of 

view, but it may also be connected with the processes of national identity construc-

tion. The individual opera stars, but also the FNO as a national institution, serve as 

flagships of Finland in particular towards the international guests and visitors. The 

general director of the FNO draws on this in an article in the internal newsletter (Sep-

tember 2006: 2): 

“The Presidency of the Council of the European Union will put Finland in the 
spotlight in the fall. Also there are a lot of foreign spectators visiting us at the op-
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era and to them Finland presents itself as a country for artistic democracy in 
which everybody can go and see opera and ballet performances for the price of a 
movie ticket…During my visits to different opera festivals this summer I heard in 
so many languages that Finland is nowadays known as the opera country. In the 
world the national opera and its personnel are well respected…One of the foreign 
creative teams admired our calm efficiency and knowledge a lot. In the European 
opera houses’ audience development colloquium in Tallinn, all said enviously 
that it must be easy for us because we have such a progressive and future ori-
ented house.” 

The members of the Finnish National Opera frequently acknowledge and express dif-

ferences between opera houses, whether located in Europe or in North America. They 

mainly emphasize two aspects: The national differences in the way of organizing op-

era productions, and the ‘Finnishness’ of opera productions in the FNO. Concerning 

the first aspect, the organizational members seem to agree that the organizing man-

ners of opera productions have been influenced by the Central European opera 

houses, in particular the German ones. The production director explains that “The 

organizing models are from Germany rather than from Anglo-Saxon traditions or 

from the United States”. Thus, the geographical traditions between opera houses be-

come an important characteristic the organizational members relate to and distin-

guish their ‘house’ with them.  

The second aspect relates to the ‘Finnishness’ of opera productions, and to how the 

organizational members draw on Finnish national culture and Finnish nature in par-

ticular. This is illuminated by how the press manager describes both of these aspects: 

“A successful production in the Finnish National Opera also reflects something 
about Finnish culture, so it is not only a production that you are able to see in 
any house in the world, the same soloists singing, the same direction…but the 
uniqueness, which has been the mainstay of Finnish operatic history, should not 
be forgotten. The same goes for the ensemble style of working, which has been 
the achievement of our strong group of soloists. I don’t mean that we shouldn’t 
welcome visitors but it has something to do with the spirit we have in this house, 
which is transmitted to the visitors as well. We appreciate that the soloists do not 
come a day before the performance and jump into the production, which happen 
in many places…but that we make and create together, then it becomes some-
thing totally different.” 

The press manager describes the ensemble-style of working, which is perceived as 

something unique to the Finnish National Opera. The ‘ensemble’ was also often men-

tioned during my fieldwork and the organizational members seem to be proud of 

their collaborative spirit in the ‘house’. The can be connected with characteristics of 

Finnish culture, which were described by the head of the costume workshop in an in-

terview with her. According to her, visiting costume designers are often suspicious at 

the Finnish way of working; “I think we have this Finnish high work morale, which 

amazes them,” she explains.  
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Uniqueness of the Opera House in Relation to Other Art Institu-
tions

The Finnish National Opera is the only opera house in Finland. Operatic works are 

also produced and performed in other parts of the country, but not on the same scale 

and frequency as in the permanent opera house in the capital of Finland. For in-

stance, there are several opera troupes and local opera companies in Finland, which 

have an important role in developing the art form, providing valuable experiences to 

the young opera singers and providing opportunities for local people to see opera per-

formances outside the metropolitan area. Although local opera companies are not 

opera houses, organizations and institutions in the same manner as the FNO, they 

can be seen as an institutionalized way of producing operatic works.  

Being the only opera house of the country seems to provide a resource for the organ-

izational identity construction. The organizational members acknowledge that it cre-

ates a cliquish circle of people working in the opera house. Nearly all the soloists in 

Finland know each other and they have to compete for the same opera roles. In addi-

tion, the Finnish National Opera employs the only permanent professional chorus in 

Finland, which on the one hand, raises the status of the chorus, but on the other 

hand, leaves it without a point of comparison in Finland. There are a large number of 

amateur choirs and the chorus members of the FNO do not want to be identified with 

those. That is why the chorus members were very strict about the terms they were 

called. Instead of being called ‘choristers’ they wanted to be called ‘chorus mem-

bers’16.

A few identification points in Finland seem to reflect on the organizational identity 

construction even more broadly, thereby making the organizational members relate 

to other opera houses outside Finland. These opera houses are often described in an 

admiring tone; how they are bigger in terms of the number of employees, and the size 

and number of opera productions, technical facilities, star soloists and directors, and 

so forth. This seems to be the case in particular when the members describe the best 

known opera houses in the world such as La Scala in Milan and the Metropolitan Op-

era in New York. This reflects a clear hierarchy between the opera houses in the field 

of cultural production. In the following quote from an interview with the head of cos-

tume workshop this is highlighted in the way she emphasizes the comparison with La 

Scala:

“An Italian lady who costumed a ballet for us…she was suspicious at first – as 
quite many visiting designers are when they come here to the edge of the Arctic 
Ocean – about what we can do, where we order our fabrics and things like that. 
She was surprised when we said that we regularly order fabrics from Germany, 
as do the other opera houses in Europe. Usually they warm up to our working 
habits quite fast when they realize that things are taken care of and even very 

16 In Finnish the ‘chorister’ is translated ‘kuorolainen’ and the ‘chorus member’ ‘kuoron jäsen’. 
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well. Then they might praise us by saying that ‘it feels the same as it would at La 
Scala!’.” 

I also observed this kind of international comparison during a day in the field when I 

sat in a make-up studio listening to a soloist’s description of his gig in a German op-

era house. He tells other soloists about the opera production and the way it was di-

rected. The other soloists are seemingly interested in hearing who else was singing in 

the production and whether the audience liked the performance. Also, the make-up 

artists ask about the type of masks the performers had. 

The organizational members also draw on a common classification of opera houses 

(and theatres) between repertory and block theatres. The Finnish National Opera is a 

repertory theatre, meaning that during the daytime they rehearse a piece that is dif-

ferent from the one performed in the evening. In particular, the technical personnel 

highlight the challenges of this type of ‘house’ because the stage time has to be di-

vided between rehearsals and the performances, and mostly a performance every 

evening is different from the one that is rehearsed during the day. This makes the op-

era production process in repertory theatres more challenging because block theatres 

(or ‘stagiones’), such as Folkoperan in Stockholm or theatres on Broadway, have 

more time to build up the sets and lighting, which do not have to be taken down after 

every performance because the same production is performed for a longer period, 

usually for months or even years.  

In addition to the international comparison between the opera houses, the organiza-

tional members construct their ‘house’ in relation to other art institutions in Finland, 

in particular to other performing art institutions such as theatres and symphony or-

chestras. For instance, the opera house is distinguished from symphony orchestras in 

terms of the number of personnel and the length of performances and the performing 

periods. The orchestra musicians tend to highlight the differences between work in 

symphony and opera orchestras as many of them have worked in both. In the follow-

ing quote an orchestra musician describes his view of how the opera houses differ 

from symphony orchestras: 

“This is very different from symphony orchestras. I mean the whole world being 
and playing here…the whole process, and even the learning process is different. 
Someone said that the opera is like a marathon run because the operatic works 
are so long. When we have it [an opera performance] for the first time you don’t 
necessarily absorb everything if you have just jumped into it…when it comes for 
the second time then you learn more of it, ‘oh, there is an upbeat. I forgot it last 
time’. If you think of symphony music the pieces are short. You learn them in a 
week pretty well…and then they are performed again after five years or so. It is 
different.”

Another type of performing art organization – a theatre – is mentioned many times 

in describing the FNO. However, now the participants highlight the larger number of 

employees and the larger scale of the FNO productions. The participants feel proud of 
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working in the biggest institution in the Finnish art field; “We are a professional 

community, a professional institution and quite good as that,” describes the head of 

the chorus and orchestra department. The head of the lighting department and a 

safety officer interviewed continue in a similar manner: 

“This is a large institution compared to theatres. This is the largest in Finland 
calculated by the number of personnel. It means that the productions are also on 
a different level. I know because I used to work in a theatre before I came 
here…in theatres everybody has to do a bit of everything and you have to put it 
all together with a very small group of people…our lighting department has al-
most the same number of people as the whole technical personnel in a theatre.”

“This is a large workplace and we have so many people here who can be em-
ployed only by us in Finland…it is hard to compare the production proc-
esses…the only ones we can be compared with to some extent are the other thea-
tres…the City Theatre and the National Theatre…the work and the productions 
go on in a similar manner, although the theatre plays are much smaller scale 
productions…it feels like the whole personnel fits in to your hand in a theatre but 
we have armfuls of people.” 

So far in the chapter I have described the processes through which the ‘house’ has 

been constructed as an institution. The organizational members have given meanings 

to the ‘house’ by drawing on the artistic and national missions, the ‘Finnishness’ of 

the institution, and the different ways of comparing the Finnish National Opera with 

other actors in the field of cultural production. In the following part of the chapter I 

will focus on the processes of constructing the ‘house’ as an organization and later as 

a cultural production. 

(Un)relating to Opera as an Organization 

In the beginning of my fieldwork and interviews I tended to use the term ‘organiza-

tion’ without thinking that it might be understood differently or that even negative 

meanings might be attached to the term. ‘Organization’ had become a concept that I 

– doing research within organization studies – take for granted and perceive as an 

exciting and certainly a positive construct. As I have described earlier, and which can 

be seen in the previous quotes, the participants use the term ‘house’ in their descrip-

tion in places where I would probably have used the term ‘organization’. Not until I 

asked in the interviews ‘how would you describe your organization?’ did I realize that 

there is at least one other interpretation of the figurative meaning of ‘house’. The 

‘house’ seems not to equal the ‘organization’ for the members of the Finnish National 

Opera because ‘organization’ represents something dull, hierarchical and rational for 

them. The ‘organization’ deals with issues such as money, marketing and manage-

ment whereas the FNO as an art institution exists for the higher purposes through 

which the artistic and national missions are fulfilled. A member of the chorus de-

scribes it in the following way: 
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“I see this as an art institution, which has an identity and a clear purpose, aim 
and goal; a national structure, which refers to a need to exist. So, I don’t see this 
as an organization at all, how an organization works in general. I see this house 
as the only opera house in Finland... an institution.” 

In general, the ‘organization’ is perceived as a heavy and hierarchical structure, which 

is reflected in various metaphors used by the organizational members. Metaphors 

such as ‘factory’, ‘elephant’, ‘ship’, ‘cake’, ‘well-oiled machine’, and ‘mechanism’ mir-

ror the rationality, punctuality, and formality of the ‘organization’. Most of the mem-

bers perceive the organization as something ‘out there’, although there are differences 

between the various personnel groups. To make some rough distinctions between 

these groups, the artistic and technical personnel seem to perceive the ‘organization’ 

more strongly as a dull structure and want to distance themselves from it more 

clearly than the administrative personnel. On the other hand, it seems that the de-

partmental managers, whether in artistic, technical or administrative departments 

describe the ‘organization’ in relatively similar terms.  

The Organization as a Hierarchical Structure 

As an organization, the Finnish National Opera is described mainly as conservative, 

old-fashioned and sluggish, “a sort of an elephant” as one departmental manager il-

lustrates. The participants make connections with the traditional industrial factories 

in which work is organized in a strict hierarchy and people work with their clearly de-

fined tasks. A manager of a technical department understands the ‘organization’ as a 

hierarchical structure by saying that “if you have some issues you know immediately 

who to talk to…you know how the interaction arrows go…here we come to the fact 

that you have to know the organization and the process.” This person relates the or-

ganization to the arrows and boxes used in the traditional organization charts, repre-

senting the hierarchical relations between organizational positions.  

A set designer explains how she “cannot describe it [the organization] as a whole be-

cause there are so many people above the workshop floor I know nothing about”. 

Thus, the ‘organization’ is perceived as a contrast to the artistic work done in the 

workshops during an opera production process. The ‘organization’ is somewhere out 

there involving different institutions and management levels. For instance, an orches-

tra musician uses the metaphor of a ‘cake’ with several layers: 

“Starting from the board of trustees, going down to the board and directors and 
down to the heads of departments…it is quite an organization, a big cake in a 
way. There are decision-makers of all kinds.”  

Many of the departmental managers mention a distinction between the organization 

and the opera production process, which is described in more detail in the following 

chapter. I also noticed this distinction during the fieldwork, that the ‘line organiza-

tion’ is the structure involving the hierarchical positions of employees and the organ-
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izational functions that should support the actual production process. A soloist ex-

plains how it is opera art itself that provides the strength and motivation to do the 

job; ‘everybody fights for that, and we would like to see the organization give it more 

support.’ A director continues by describing the organization in a similar way: 

“This organization is box-like: There is the general director and then come the 
subordinates and the like. The production [process], however, goes horizontally 
through the organization. It flows forward and tries to bypass the obstacles. If 
there are difficult people on the way I don’t care a bit about them. I just pass 
them from above or below, wherever I can, because there is no time to take into 
account everybody’s ego. I do not respect those egos that try to say ‘no’ at any 
point only because their position in the organization enables it. I have tried to 
avoid that by talking directly to the heads of the workshops.”

The general director describes the same kind of structure, that through the organiza-

tional structure the opera production processes proceed from department to depart-

ment. He says in an interview that the “line organization has to be strong enough to 

handle the clashes with a production process”. If the opera production process is too 

harmonious it might mean that the best possible artistic quality is not achieved. 

The Organization as a Well-oiled Machine 

The ‘organization’ also refers to a systematic and rational way of working, a ‘well-

oiled machine’, which is contrasted to creative and artistic ways of working. The par-

ticipants emphasize that the size and the structure of the organization have an effect 

on the way the organization works. They compare the Finnish National Opera with 

smaller cultural productions, which usually work without a formal structure because 

the group exists only to produce a particular performance. Three different directors 

describe how they perceive the ‘organization’ by referring to the size and the working 

manners: 

“It has a very strong influence if you have either a small group of people or a 
huge house that just keeps rolling on its own and you just have to jump into it…it 
has fixed dates, fixed times and you have to do it within those.” 

“Small productions are more flexible; if you have two or three performers you 
can change everything one and a half weeks before the first night…but this kind 
of structure makes people stiff, absolutely, it includes the whole hierarchy, 
sluggishness, and stiffness. I argue that people who work here for a long time 
have the same [sluggishness] in their minds and moods.”

“I was thrown right away into that death trap, into the National Opera…I was 
thrown into that madhouse…The organization is so steady and well-oiled that 
everything works even if they don’t have a director in the first place. They would 
fix it anyhow because they have assisting directors and others who make it all 
happen in the end.” 
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The administrative personnel also notes the sluggishness and gradual segmentation 

of the organization. Many of the administrators acknowledge that the traditions in 

the way opera houses have operated throughout history influence how operas are 

produced today. The head of the orchestra and chorus department says that the 

changes are part of his everyday life in the opera house, but if the changes refer to 

some structural changes in the organization he has not experienced them during 

those 30 years of work in the FNO. The press manager describes it as follows: 

“Over the years – and this is probably typical for large organizations – when you 
have a certain task and there is a certain person taking care of the task it might 
be that the person cannot handle the task in the first place, or the task changes 
and the person cannot change along it. In this type of organization the hard part 
of the task is easily taken away and given to some other person…It is like putting 
plasters on top of the old ones until we reach the point when everything should 
be thrown into the garbage can and start building over from scratch – probably 
more strongly from the process point of view.” 

These constructions of the ‘organization’ as a hierarchical machine relate to the type 

of work practices in the FNO. In the following, the organizational members draw 

more on the aspects related to the type of organizational space.  

The Organization as a Play Ground 

In addition to descriptions of a hierarchical structure and rational machine, the par-

ticipants describe the organization as a ‘play ground’. This refers to the kind of opera 

house that only provides the physical space and facilities for the use of performing 

artists, creative teams, and the personnel manufacturing the technical aspects of op-

era productions. A director thinks that this is a growing trend in the opera field: 

“This [organization] is going to the direction where everything is done by visiting 
artists. I also think that the ensemble of soloists is getting smaller and only these 
large corporations such as choir and orchestra remain. It becomes just a play 
ground.” 

In the ‘play ground’ the visiting artists would mainly produce the actual content of 

opera productions. The visiting artists participating in different opera productions do 

not, however, seem to view themselves as belonging to the FNO. “It belongs to this 

house’s social structure that they do not identify themselves as belonging to the 

house,” describes a visiting director in an interview. Even the director who is em-

ployed full-time by the Finnish National Opera does not feel that he belongs to the 

organization. He says that he has an office in the house but he could work at home as 

well. Other visiting directors explained that they feel a stronger belongingness to the 

group of people they are working with during the opera production processes. In that 

sense they identify more with the opera as an artistic production and with people par-

ticipating in it than with the formal organization as such. 
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In conclusion, the organizational members of the Finnish National Opera seem to 

make a distinction between the ‘institution’ and ‘organization’. The ‘organization’ was 

described in more negative terms whereas the ‘institution’ was seen as something 

prestigious and valuable. In the field of cultural production, which Bourdieu calls the 

economic world reversed, hierarchical and bureaucratic structure representing the 

rational and machine-like thinking are considered negative. The chapter continues 

with the third aspect related to the construction of the ‘house’: an opera production 

process. In general, more positive views are attached to it, but the processes involved 

in this construction are more influenced by positions in the art field. 

The Centrality and Speciality of Opera as a Cul-
tural Production 

In this part of the chapter, the focus is shifted towards the artistic, technical and ad-

ministrative practices, thus describing processes of organizational identity construc-

tion in relation to opera as a cultural production. In these descriptions the partici-

pants draw on the complexity of opera productions, the uniqueness of the outcome, 

and the ambiguity of positions when producing operatic works. In general, the par-

ticipants describe opera productions as a ‘world of their own’ incorporating ‘special 

knowledge that cannot be found anywhere else’ in which ‘conflicts come with the ter-

ritory’, and people feel ‘everlasting love’ for the outcome, to use their own expres-

sions. The organizational members emphasize the multiple elements of an opera pro-

duction process and how it is made up of various pieces prepared by some twenty de-

partments. The metaphors such as ‘puzzle’, ‘Lego house’, ‘pack of cards’, and ‘con-

struction site’ are used to describe the variety of elements involved in opera produc-

tions. In the first ‘tales from the field’ section some of the pieces of this puzzle were 

illustrated.  

Secondly, the participants perceive the uniqueness of the outcome, the innovative-

ness of the product and the quality of an opera performance as important. They em-

phasize that the outcomes of opera productions processes differentiate them from 

industrial production outside the art field. However, if the opera productions are to 

be treated as unique and innovative they also have to differ from each other. Al-

though certain elements of opera productions are fixed, the creative teams and visit-

ing soloists bring along changes and new ideas to the productions and performances. 

According to the participants, this is why opera productions should not be treated as 

mass productions. 

Thirdly, professionalism and specialized expertise are central resources for the par-

ticipants’ identity construction in relation to the opera production processes. A de-

partmental manager says: “We work with people and everything we produce here is 

made by people. You cannot automate the core process.” The artistic, technical and 

administrative personnel draw on their various professions, special knowledge, skills, 



116

talent and creative thinking to construct notions on opera production processes. This 

leads to the fourth aspect, which tackles the question of the variety of positions avail-

able in an opera production process, positions that are not merely based on the for-

mal organizational hierarchy, but also on the particular operatic work, artistic ability, 

and symbolic capital generated in the field. 

Puzzling Out the Centrality of Opera Productions 

The members of the Finnish National Opera emphasize the complexity of opera pro-

ductions in terms of the variety of different professionals and the variety of artistic 

elements (music, drama, dance, visual designs). The participants perceive opera pro-

ductions as a ‘world of their own’, compete for the centrality of their group or artistic 

elements, and create distinctions between the professional groups, for instance, 

through the amount of time they are connected to an opera production process.  

16 different collective labour agreements in the FNO partly illustrate the multiple 

professions and professionals in the organization. Different professional groups seem 

to create organizational cliques; I observed this, for instance, in the staff restaurant. 

However, the ‘workers’, ‘officers’ and ‘artists’, as described by a personnel officer in 

the following quote, are united by the experience of working for the same goal, for the 

same opera performances. The variety of professional groups from sopranos to shoe 

makers is perceived as central to the FNO, but also as a unique element which en-

riches the work place and of which the participants are proud. 

“If you think that this is a community of 600 people, and half of them are artists, 
which really make this a world of its own. There are the technical departments, 
which means ‘workers’, and their way of thinking comes from there. Then there 
is the administration, which means ‘officers’. When we bring this equation to-
gether there are days when we are all close to losing our nerve. But every now 
and then you realize why you really want to work here: It is because of these peo-
ple.”

The level of education also varies both between the participants and between the de-

partments. The production director explains in an interview that “there are so many 

different actors in the house, from doctors and professors; I mean highly educated 

people, to totally uneducated people who in principle work for the same performance 

at the different departments.” Although the whole personnel work towards the same 

goal, that is a high quality performance, the work within these groups of technical, 

artistic and administrative personnel varies.  

Opera houses have often regarded as places of disagreement and turmoil. The mem-

bers of the FNO are well aware of assumptions of this kind and during the observa-

tions I got the impression that they are fed up with public opinion. The marketing 

manager in an interview describes the variety of professional groups in the following 

way:
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“We have many big blocks such as orchestra, technique, chorus, soloists, admini-
stration, and making all these work together is not an easy task...little storms are 
part of the identity as well as disagreements about things. It would be weird if 
600 people working here, 1600 during a year if we count the freelancers and all, 
would not have any. I think that everybody in this house has strong opinions 
what should be done and by whom. It is somehow part of the arts institutions 
and the artistic and cultural field in general, so this is the way it is.” 

The phrase ‘this is the way it is’ is often used by the organizational members, for ex-

ample, to explain that disagreements are normal as in any other organization, but 

also that there is no need to make them a bigger issue than they are.  

A Sense of Centrality – Constructing the Core of Opera 

Opera productions differ from other productions in the performing arts in terms of 

the variety of artistic elements. This ‘multi-art production’ including musical, dra-

matic, visual, and dancing elements adds to the complexity of operatic productions. 

On the other hand, the artistic and other professionals representing these different 

art forms in the opera house draw on various aesthetic styles influenced by their dif-

ferent traditions. The artistic personnel have developed their styles through years of 

learning and performing their profession, but in the same manner the technical and 

administrative personnel have learned to value certain artistic choices and elements 

over others. The head of the hair and make-up department describes it in an inter-

view:

“When we create these characters the director has one opinion, the costume de-
signer has another, and the employees of our department have their opinions. 
The artist also has an opinion and even his or her colleagues have their opin-
ions…It is about synchronizing all these opinions.” 

As an opera production proceeds the artistic and technical elements are gathered to-

gether in those last few stage rehearsals. For instance, I witnessed how a soloist re-

hearsed with only one shoe on because the other one was still unfinished on the 

shoemaker’s table. A set designer describes how the different elements besides the 

sets seem to come from nowhere in the end of production period. For her it appears 

that artistic groups such as orchestra and chorus rehearse “somewhere in the quiet-

ness” and then the different elements are just united on the stage prior to the first 

night:

“It is somehow strange that the orchestra comes so suddenly. It just rolls up 
there among the [production] group one and a half weeks before the first night. 
There are so many different components - you don’t even realize it. They re-
hearse somewhere in silence, and then they just come and we put it all together.”

Although the organizational members acknowledge and value their diverse organiza-

tional life and everybody’s contribution to the final opera performances, the sense of 

centrality of one’s own element is strong. They seem even to compete for the central 
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status of their department, group and/or profession. A repertory stage manager who 

manages the technical elements during the performances describes it as follows:  

“From the work point of view we are very central figures – bosses of the whole 
event. Everything goes through us, according to our actions and according to our 
planning…There are soloists and conductors who cannot enter the stage before 
meeting us first. There is some speechless connection between us.” 

We were having this interview in a corner of the staff restaurant of the Finnish Na-

tional Opera, and during the interview the repertory stage manager notices his col-

league’s voice calling for soloists to the stage where a rehearsal is starting. He com-

ments to me that “that is where we are central; our voice is heard throughout the 

house.”

A few days after the interview described above I meet two music librarians working in 

the national opera’s music library. During the half an hour or so I spent in the library 

I hear a similar kind of story about being the central element of an opera production 

process:

“We have a central position in the opera and ballet productions because the 
whole process starts from here. We order the score and prepare it according to 
the directors and choreographers’ instructions, and you need to be professionally 
educated in music to be able to do that.”

The music librarians refer to professional education in music as a prerequisite to 

their job. Music as a central and the most essential core is highlighted (although 

many times indirectly) in particular by the orchestra musicians. In an interview with 

an orchestra musician he emphasizes the importance of music in opera productions. 

At the same time he also highlights the importance of the orchestra although he ac-

knowledges that it is only one element among many others in the opera house. The 

musician describes how music is the core of operatic works, which indirectly means 

that the orchestra is the core of opera productions and performances. Not even the 

soloists are that important because they “just sing their own short pieces”. The re-

peated mantras such as ‘we are all here for the same performance’ and ‘we are all im-

portant for the success of performances’ seem like unspoken contracts that are collec-

tively maintained in order to handle the dynamics between the various artistic ele-

ments and professional groups involved in the opera production processes. 

The head of the chorus and orchestra department explains that it is the people work-

ing in the administration who in particular manage the dynamics between the par-

ticipants contributing to different artistic elements. The departmental manager illus-

trates the dynamics from his viewpoint by highlighting how the different artistic 

groups compete for the centrality of opera as a cultural production: 

“First of all, there are soloists who think that ‘I am the opera and everything 
around me is only to support the core thing’. Then there is a choir that thinks: 
‘we are the opera, we create the lovely musical mass, and by the way, we are ac-
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tually as good as the soloists but we haven’t been discovered yet’. Then there is 
an orchestra that thinks that ‘we are the opera, we create the actual musical tex-
ture, and we are the ones who play the piece from the beginning to an end while 
soloists and choir bring some nice extra colour to it’. Then there are the technical 
departments. They think that ‘we are not artists, we just do our job’. The admini-
stration then tries to arbitrate between these different pieces, running with an oil 
can, oiling the wheels and hoping that everything will work out.”

In the quote above the administration is portrayed as a calm employee group in the 

opera house, which does not take part in the competition for centrality as the artistic 

personnel do. On the other hand, the interviewee constructs a central role for the 

administration as a mediating and negotiating function that keeps the puzzle to-

gether. 

The technical manager states the following in an interview: “The further you are from 

the stage the more useless you are in the opera”, which provide another view on the 

ambiguity of different elements in opera productions. This means that the organiza-

tional members distinguish themselves and their department from others in terms of 

the spatial and temporal distance to the artistic practices of an opera production, re-

ferring in particular to the work done in the stage area. The press manager describes 

the distance in an interview in the following way: 

“We take part in an [opera] production process much earlier than the marketing 
department. We also stay more closely to the production and the creative team 
than the marketing ever does. Sometimes it can be that the marketing [depart-
ment] does not even meet the director. He or she can walk on the corridors but 
they [employees of the marketing department] might not know who he is…at 
least they don’t have any discussions with the director or choreographer, which is 
a bit strange. We are the channel that provides the substance for the marketing 
department.” 

As a conclusion, the organizational members of the opera house draw on the dynam-

ics between different professional groups and various artistic elements to construct a 

view of opera as a cultural production. Another kind of resource involved in these 

processes of organizational identity construction is described next: first, how emo-

tional involvement with the opera productions helps to identify with them, and sec-

ond, how the organizational members draw on their specialized expertise in describ-

ing opera productions. 

Everybody Loves Opera, Right? 

The organizational members of the opera house seem to build specific connections 

with the particular operatic works and productions they are working on. This does 

not merely refer to the artistic personnel; most of the people working in the house are 

somehow interested in opera. The press department’s task is to prepare a short ver-

sion of the libretto for the various departments because they are interested in know-

ing the story; what happens in the opera, what kinds of characters and how many dif-
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ferent scenes there are. For instance, the personnel working in the set and painting 

workshops are interested to know what a set element is used for instead of just manu-

facturing it. Thus, the operatic works and the stories of them are not insignificant to 

the production participants. 

Most of the members of the FNO have some special connection to opera as an art 

form, which is usually described with strong expressions in which a deep emotional 

bond with opera art is highlighted. I hear the organizational members describing 

their relation to opera as ‘everlasting love’, ‘a long marriage’, and ‘one of the greatest 

passions of their life since school age’. The production director encapsulates this by 

saying that “there are people here who really love opera; it is their life and they 

couldn’t think of doing anything else but this”. In line with this notion the head of the 

stage department describes his relation to opera: 

“I enjoy enormously when I have the opportunity to follow the rehearsals and 
performances…it feels good to be here, and if you really like the job – that you 
are not here only for the money, I think this is magnificent. It is awesome to 
work in this kind of house…although I don’t have any theoretical knowledge to 
discuss the essence of opera art at any higher level, but I do enjoy it.” 

The head of the stage department says that the meaningfulness of the work does not 

primarily come from the salary, which is also the view of the press manager in an in-

terview:

“I love this. I was almost born on the opera stage… both my parents worked at 
the opera…this is not only a job…you do not just come here from nine to four, 
you just cannot do that…I attended a training programme years ago and I was 
the only one from a cultural organization. All the others came from Nokia and 
UPM and the like, and I felt a bit jealous at first. But then I thought that if the op-
tion would be to…communicate about new toilet paper…It is the content that 
means something and that is why I have wanted to stay here.” 

Directors in particular create a special relationship with the operatic works they are 

directing or are going to direct. Opera productions are long processes for the direc-

tors and the relationship with operatic works may turn into a very personal one. A 

director tells about her inner dialogue with an operatic work she has been asked to 

direct. This dialogue involves the composer and his or her musical tradition, musical 

structure as well as the story and the role characters of a particular operatic work: 

“They may say that you are going to direct this piece in two or three year’s time. 
If the subject is not totally detestable, you will always find some personal sur-
faces to identify with the piece. After awhile you may notice that you start build-
ing on some things that feel important to you…When they chose me to direct an 
opera I felt like the whole operatic work would have approached me and not only 
the production group. This is a good example because I opened myself to it [the 
operatic work] and I felt like it would have touched or called me: ‘Direct me 
now!’ Little by little my own viewpoint on the opera became clearer…I noticed 
that there was one important aspect that has happened already before the story 
of the opera begins. There has been a violent quarrel between the two main solo-
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ists. The whole story starts from that and this was the thing that somehow hit 
me.”

Although many of the participants relate positively to opera, all of them do not have 

an equally whole-hearted relationship with it. Few of the participants do not have a 

specific relation to opera art in particular, but their interest in the arts is more wide-

ranging as expressed by one of the managers in the technical departments in an in-

terview:

“I would say that I am omnivorous in terms of all the art forms. I do not have the 
great passion for opera in particular but my interest in the arts is wider…I am a 
handicraftsman, an expert in that. I used also to be an expert in visual art, but 
now I am not either one of them. I just look at what other people are doing…but I 
have a wide interest in arts and aesthetics, and everything that makes me feel 
good.” 

After stating this, the interviewee looks at me and adds: “I probably said the wrong 

sentence here!” This last sentence is an interesting sign of a strong discourse on ‘op-

era lovers’ in the opera house. It seems that being nearly mad about opera is seen as 

an implicit expectation, a strong emotional involvement that is taken for granted.  

Another departmental manager explains that her relationship with the opera art is 

relatively neutral. She views a distinction between the insider opera lovers and less 

passionate spectators. The passionate opera lovers appreciate even the most difficult 

and the longest operatic works while many of the spectators do not share the same 

criteria for an enjoyable evening at the opera.  

“I would say it [the relationship with opera] is neutral. I am not a passionate op-
era lover; I have not come to this house because of my love for opera…I like the 
old classics in particular when they are executed in a way that respects the his-
tory of particular operatic works. I do not like so much, for instance, the very 
modern version of the Magic Flute. I felt disappointed after the perform-
ance…but as I said my relationship with opera is neutral. I feel that I am like a 
‘man in the street’, which means that I am not enchanted by the opera so that 
opera would be the most wonderful thing. We have those people as well who 
think that opera is the most important thing in the world, but in my life opera is 
not the most important thing in the world.” 

The participants always seem to have some relationship to opera and operatic works, 

but what makes the relationship so special for many are the experiences related to the 

particular opera production processes. The head of lighting department describes it 

as follows: 

“I have hung around this house for 31 years and I have seen this and that. There 
are good quality performances, and the music and opera are their own world. I 
don’t know much about music, except as a listener, and that you cannot rip the 
sheet music apart. Over the years I have followed many operatic works, classics 
and stuff, so I know when I hear a piece from the radio that this is from this and 
that opera. It is not, however, the music itself but my own memories and mental 
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pictures about the production process, what we did during the process and so 
forth.”

The relation to opera art can also be contradictory as perceived by the production di-

rector. On the one hand, he has a genuine passion for the art form, but on the other 

hand, he acknowledges the unattainable perfection of opera productions and 

performances:

“On the one hand it is deep, but on the other hand, it is somehow sceptical…I 
have some sort of a love-hate-relationship. This world – these voices and this 
beauty – is something that I cannot live without…However, I have seen that 
these products and productions could have become so much more. We are al-
ways in the eternal halfway…It is like reaching for the end of a rainbow, which is 
impossible. Nothing is ever enough. Nothing is ever good enough. There is al-
ways hope for the better whether in the outcome or in the process. That is why 
the relationship is so contradictory.” 

Emotional involvement is one central aspect the participants refer to when describing 

opera as a cultural production. Another important aspect the organizational members 

highlight is the specialized expertise involved in opera productions, which I turn next 

to.

Specialized Expertise and the Sense of Uniqueness 

I visit a jeweller in her small office. The room is full of pearls, stresses, bands and 

lace, each assorted in different boxes and organized to straight lines on the shelves. 

On another corridor a shoemaker is making a moccasin type of shoe for a soloist. 

Outside his room there are a number of ballet shoes glued on paperboard illustrating 

how a ballet shoe is made stage by stage. I also visit a milliner who says that many 

times visiting costume designers do not even know that there is a milliner in the 

house. A milliner is able to design costumes that are made of fabrics of specific col-

ours, patination or prints. In the crowd scenes this makes it possible, for instance, to 

have costumes of different shades of the same colour, which bring depth and variety 

to the aesthetics of the stage image.  

On another day I observe a props designer who is making hoes and spades of wood. 

To look like real tools the props designer paints the top of them with a mix made of 

glue, gypsum and black paint to coat the wood fibres. After that the tools are sanded, 

polished, and stained and covered with lacquer. Suddenly the props designer drops a 

champagne glass on the floor, which naturally breaks immediately. He reassures me 

by saying that it was a fake glass made of acrylic. He has created the material because 

the ready-made fake glasses made of sugar are too expensive. These and other special 

knowledge are often emphasized by the participants when they describe the FNO, in-

cluding the general director in his opening writing in an internal newsletter (Decem-

ber 2005: 3): 
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“Visitors who used to visit all the large opera houses in the world have been posi-
tively surprised by our professional know-how. Many have said that our employ-
ees are exceptionally committed and really professional. Politicians and private 
sector managers have agreed; they have marvelled at the passion, atmosphere 
and commitment to the work, which can be seen everywhere in the house. Each 
and every one of us represents the house, and it is magnificent to see that every-
where we understand to be proud of our work and the whole house.” 

The members of the FNO highlight the unique expertise they have in their organiza-

tion; expertise that is something very unique in particular in the Finnish context. As I 

described earlier this is the only opera house in Finland, which means that the FNO is 

perceived as a place where only the most skilful experts are hired. A manager of an 

administrative department describes it as follows: 

“This house is full of people who know what they are doing. Singers are expert in 
their field; they are the best in Finland, big time. Dancers are experts in their 
field; they are Finland’s top dancers. The choir is the only professional choir in 
Finland and in that chorus there are absolutely some of the best chorus singers in 
Finland. The orchestra is of high repute, one of the best in Finland. Technical 
departments are proud of their expertise, and for instance, there are multi-
talented dressmakers and knowledge in the costume workshop, which other sew-
ers do not have elsewhere in Finland. Not to speak of the set workshop or the 
painting workshop. It is full of experts. And this is why it would also be so impor-
tant for the managers to have expertise.” 

In general, people working for opera productions in the FNO get excited about the 

challenging productions. Demanding productions provide an opportunity to chal-

lenge themselves and to learn new things whether it concerns singing, playing, sew-

ing or painting. The head of the painting workshop describes this:  

“We quite seldom have an opportunity to do such exceptional productions in a 
row. What we made used to be incredible but now we do it all the time. Let’s take 
a painted image of a velvet curtain, for example. When I heard about it I made a 
quick decision that I will arrange enough production time for that, and we would 
make it as every 100-year-old opera house has. So that we would also have that 
kind of curtain 100 years from now. It has been painted as skilfully as we can at 
this point. It might be that we can do it better in the future, but we can make a 
new one after 20 years.” 

The organizational members seem to be proud of the massive production system of 

the national opera. It is not just any kind of mixed group that tries to prepare an op-

era performance out of chaos. It is a system that is trained to handle the large and 

complex opera productions, a special system that exists only in opera houses. The 

head of the hair and make-up department explains that in some opera productions 

there might be a total of 90 chorus members including extra chorus in addition to the 

20 soloists. She continues: 

“This means that there are 100 different kinds of wigs. Not necessarily only ep-
och wigs but all kinds of weird things as well. Not any kind of system could han-
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dle it. The National Theatre manages with its own personnel but the number of 
soloists is small and the chorus is small there.”  

The expertise of the participants is also highlighted by visiting artists such as direc-

tors and visual designers. A set designer explains that she was positively surprised by 

how “amazingly good the employees they have here are”. It made working easy for 

her when her set designs were taken care of by the various technical departments who 

then took responsibility for realizing them. The set designer says that a lot of profes-

sionals have been attracted by the Finnish National Opera’s large amount of technical 

knowledge regarding theatre. 

Traditionally, there has been a low employee turnover in the FNO and one reason for 

that is the highly specialized skills and expertise of employees. It is not unusual to 

have a 30-year long career in the organization, and a few have even worked over 40 

years for the opera house. The organizational members have special knowledge, 

which is fully made use of only in opera houses. The head of the hair and make-up 

department explains that her employees are very skilful in making ballet chignons 

even for short hair. Thus, expertise is connected to how professions are practiced in 

this specific context, and the national opera cannot afford to lose these specialized 

people, as was pointed out by the personnel officer.  

Being Special by Being Different 

In an interview the personnel officer uses the expression ‘a world of its own’, which 

refers to the variety of work tasks, creative although delicate organizational culture, 

and the sense of uniqueness of these tasks and culture. The personnel officer also re-

fers to the artistic personnel, which seems to make the ultimate difference. But it is 

not merely the artists – singers, musicians and dancers – who make the participants 

perceive their organization as ‘a world of its own’. It refers more broadly to the sense 

of unique work and the variety of skills required to make an opera performance hap-

pen. The head of the hair and make-up department talks about a special ‘theatre 

touch’. This means, for instance, that it is not the same to work as a hairdresser in a 

hair salon as it is to work in an opera house: “You may easily think that any hair-

dresser would do here. But no, because this is totally a world of its own.” In a similar 

manner the head of the stage department explains that an opera production is the 

kind of ‘mill’ that screens out the most suitable people: “Hence it is not obvious that 

all skilful persons get along here. This place requires a certain type of employee,” he 

adds in the interview. The phrase ‘this is a world of its own’ was often repeated in the 

field and thus seems to constitute another important resource for organizational 

identity construction in the opera house. 

Orchestra musicians explain that it is different to play in the opera orchestra, playing 

the operatic works instead of symphony music in symphony orchestras. A musician 

highlights that being a part of the larger system is different from being the ‘main star’ 
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of a performance. When I interviewed him he described some characteristics of opera 

orchestra musicians in the following way: 

“You can get feedback from the nearest supervisor…or conductor…or from the 
person sitting next to you…after the first night performance the management 
gives thanks to the orchestra on behalf of the house…but others in the organiza-
tion do not give you feedback. And I don’t think that we would even need it that 
much. It is then a different thing if some individuals need it; that you need feed-
back every day about the normal work you do. I don’t know any other workplace 
where they would congratulate you every day about doing a great job; ‘very nice, 
come again tomorrow!’ It then depends on the individuals how much they need 
it. But if someone needs feedback all the time I don’t think she or he would be 
working here at the first place. Or then he has some problems.”

After pondering these characteristics the musician concludes: “We are more like a 

part of the big system and not the main star. If you need that then you would proba-

bly work at a symphony orchestra.” 

In a similar manner, a conductor describes that conducting opera and conducting a 

symphony orchestra are two different professions. He says that conducting opera also 

requires knowledge about the direction of an operatic work. For instance, a conductor 

has to know where to look when giving signals to soloists performing on the stage. 

Another difference is that the learning process is longer than in symphony orchestras 

because opera production processes first include a rehearsal period and after that a 

performing period with several performances. The learning process continues even 

when the opera is repeated during the upcoming seasons. 

Being in the Core by Knowing the Operatic Content 

Director: “I ordered an oriental sword for [a role character] but this is not how I 
want it to be. I’ll have to go and discuss about it.” 

Assisting director: “Yes, and I don’t understand how it is possible that they ha-
ven’t even brought us a rope to hang oneself although there is that kind of scene 
in the opera. You have to ask for everything!”  

Director: “I had a meeting with the props department specifically because of this 
– that they would know what we need in every particular scene. Now they have 
brought us props that we don’t even need in the rehearsal studio!” 

The short conversation above from the beginning of a rehearsal, which I observed in 

the rehearsal studio, illustrates the specific knowledge required in the Finnish Na-

tional Opera. This knowledge does not only refer to the technical features and details, 

but also to knowledge about the content of operatic works – the story, characters, 

length of a particular operatic work, and the like.  

Directors and assisting directors naturally know the music and libretto inside out, 

and therefore they may also require the same intensity in the subject matter from 
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other participants involved in the production. A lot of effort has been put on that 

there would be information available for all the participants. In practice it is the re-

sponsibility of departmental managers to provide information about the particular 

operatic works under production. The head of the painting workshop describes:  

“At this point the folder of [an opera] is still quite empty. There are only some 
pictures of the scale model…I will put an abstract of the plot here…what happens 
in the opera…this is then put forward to the actual practices at the department to 
those who are interested in it. Some of the employees do their job extremely well 
but are not so interested in what happens in the opera. However, at our depart-
ment it is very important for most of the employees to know how the things they 
are making relate to the whole. What is it used for, like is somebody hiding be-
hind the stone, or what. Then you may notice that the stone is too small for a per-
former to be able to hide behind it.” 

In another technical department there is an employee who has been involved in the 

opera since she was 9 years old and knows most of the operatic works inside out. This 

knowledge have been useful on many occasions, for example, in an opera production 

where the employee realized early enough that the change of a costume is not going 

to work in the time available for the change. Thus, knowing the operatic work helps to 

ask detailed questions about the set, costume and lighting designers, which they 

might not have remembered to tell or even thought of beforehand. In this particular 

case knowing the content of the opera also made the employee an important source of 

valuable knowledge for the creative team that is considered as the core of opera pro-

ductions.

In conclusion, the top management of the opera house needs extensive knowledge of 

the operatic works in order to budget for the productions, the marketing department 

has to know the ‘product’ they are selling, and the ushers cannot work without know-

ing anything about the evening’s performance. I also wrote in my notes during the 

first day in the field that the producer knows the libretto amazingly well, and later I 

witnessed a producer watching a DVD of an opera in order to get to know the story. 

Thus, knowing the content of an operatic work becomes an important resource for 

the organizational members in the processes of constructing identities around opera 

as a cultural production.  

In this chapter I have described how the members of the Finnish National Opera de-

scribe opera as a cultural production. When describing the opera production proc-

esses they draw from different sources such as a variety of professional groups and 

artistic elements, emotional involvement attached to the operatic works and produc-

tions, and the specialized expertise required. In the following chapters I will illustrate 

how the different resources for organizational identity construction may also be con-

tradictory, therefore making the organizational members struggle between different 

contradictory sources. 
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8 INTERMEZZO – Tales from the Field 2 
 

Putting on operatic works can be described as an ‘art of puzzling’ when organizing all the 
work required producing an opera performance. Coordination of this work is essential 
and that is why various meetings take place outside the rehearsals studios. In this Inter-
mezzo17 I will describe two meetings, one training session among the technical personnel, 
and another concerning the producers’ role in managing opera productions. These de-
scriptions from the field are followed by tales from the rehearsal situation. All these 
snapshots provide an additional view on relations in the opera house, but also show 
some of the struggles through which the organizational members construct views of their 
work and organization. 

‘Is Everybody Aware of What the Multi-Skilled Work Means?’ 

Shoemaker, dyer, dressmaker, machine operator, painter, carpenter, costume mainte-
nance assistant, props technician, jeweller, lighting operator, hairdresser, and sound tech-
nician are some of the professionals working in the technical departments of the Finnish 
National Opera. In line with the development of opera productions, the specialization of 
different occupations has increased in the opera houses as I described in chapter 4. Re-
cently, however, increased demand for efficiency even in opera houses has forced them 
to redefine the occupational separation. In the Finnish National Opera the management 
created a ‘multi-skilled work’ programme to respond to the new demands. The pro-
gramme mainly concerns the technical personnel and it is introduced in several training 
sessions led by the technical director. 

In an afternoon I am observing one of the sessions in the main rehearsal room in the 
sixth floor. I must look confused because the technical director asks whether I knew 
where I had come. Actually I was not sure about whether the meeting would be useful, 
interesting or at least entertaining, but I took a chance. In fact, the meeting turns out to 
be a very interesting one in particular from the relational point of view when 26 technical 
professionals and 8 departmental managers take part in the first two-hour training ses-
sion on ‘multi-skilled’ work. Actually, I immediately knew that the meeting is going to be 
an interesting one when an employee enters the room, takes a seat at one of the five ta-
bles and whispers: 

“This mumbo jumbo again…” 

Soon the technical director opens the sessions by asking: 

17 Intermezzo as a musical term refers to a composition that is usually fitted between other musical and 
often more dramatic entities. Opera intermezzo in particular is a comic operatic interlude between the 
scenes in opera seria providing comic relief and dramatic contrast to the tone of the more serious opera 
around them. (Grout, 2003) 
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“Is everybody aware of what the multi-skilled work means?” 

Nearly everyone in the room shakes their heads and the technical director starts describ-
ing it as follows: 

“Multi-skilled work is about widening the job descriptions in a way that people would 
also be able to work outside their usual tasks and departments. In practice this means 
that a dressmaker could sometimes work as a dyer or a stage technician could learn to 
do some tasks that are traditionally belonged to the lighting department. Of course, 
these kinds of things require education of some sort. In addition, these other tasks 
could be done only when your own workload allows it. We have already had practices 
of these kinds between the set and painting workshops, and now we are trying to ex-
pand it to other departments as well. During this session I would like you to think in 
groups what benefits as well as problems, or obstacles, multi-skilled work might have 
when applied in practice.” 

I sit at a table of six people chosen randomly, and listen to how they discuss multi-skilled 
work during the session. These six people represent different technical departments, and 
I explicitly asked if they would allow me to observe their conversation. When this has 
been agreed they start discussing: 

“Because this organization is like this: We have the top management, middle manage-
ment, subordinates and subordinates’ subordinate. Then the [production] process goes 
through the different departments. We need more interaction between these two.” 

“I think too that we should concentrate more on producing the [operatic] works and 
what serves the pieces.” 

“It feels that this has already been decided somewhere up there and then they just ask 
our opinions about something we don’t even understand.” 

“Yes. What’s the point in all this?” 

“I guess they want to cut the number of employees.” 

“But they have told us that it will be done only through retirement.” 

“This multi-skilled work is somehow disconnected.” 

“And we already have a lot of co-operation, co-operation that is based on common 
sense.” 

“That’s true. It works naturally. We don’t need some new organization for that.” 

“Yes. Doesn’t the management know that we already are multiply skilled workers?” 

“No, they don’t know because they are up there, so they don’t know what we are do-
ing.” 

“In my opinion this is done only for underpinning the system and it doesn’t serve the 
pieces or the creative teams at all!”  

“Right. It doesn’t serve the process or contribute to making the performance a really 
good one.” 
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“I think it is ok if somebody wants to learn a new profession, but is the house paying 
extra for that?” 

“I don’t know. We should ask about that.” 

“On the other hand, this whole organizational structure is so deep in our heads. We are 
roadies and we can’t just leave that behind us and go somewhere else.” 

“Yes, and here we also come to the safety matters. When you don’t know the task well 
enough you might make mistakes. Work routines create safety and safety at work be-
comes before anything.” 

“At the moment it feels that everybody doesn’t know what the others do in other de-
partments. But the question is does the basic work suffer because of this?” 

The group starts writing down some pros and cons concerning multi-skilled work. When 
all the groups are ready it is time for presenting the results to the others, and in particular 
to the departmental managers who have sat quietly at their own table throughout the ses-
sion. In general, the employees are concerned about the purpose of multi-skilled work 
and how it is planned to realize in practice: Is the purpose to decrease the number of 
personnel? Are people expected to work longer hours in the future? Why does the ‘multi-
skilled’ work concern only the technical departments and not the whole house? How are 
we supposed to do the other departments’ work when there is not even enough time to 
do our own work? Will the house pay something extra for the multi-skilled workers? Are 
there any previous experiences from other opera houses? 

The five groups also present some positive aspects regarding multi-skilled work, for in-
stance, the opportunity to learn more about each other’s work. This kind of system might 
help to lower departmental boundaries. The general discussion goes on: 

“It’s hard to appreciate other’s work if you don’t know what they are doing.” 

“On the other hand, this frightens me a little bit because I wouldn’t like to take away 
anyone’s job by becoming a multiple-skilled worker.” 

“Yes, can it be that these multiple-skilled workers will little by little whittle away the jobs 
from those who don’t have an opportunity to become one? So, is this going to be a 
mess or a mercy?” 

One of the employees reminds that in small theatres this is a common thing because 
there is no other way to handle the workload with such a small amount of employees. To 
the question of experiences from other opera houses the technical director answers as 
follows: 

“The houses are so different from each other. I would say that the larger the houses the 
more specific are the job descriptions. In smaller houses they have more of this kind of 
multiple-skilled working manners. I would say that in other big houses this is still on the 
level of talking. It means that we are on the cutting edge in this matter.” 

The technical director sees that multi-skilled work provides also a way to get new respon-
sibilities and new content to the jobs. In the opera houses it is difficult to ascend the ca-
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reer ladder, but at least it could be possible to expand one’s professionalism horizontally. 
An employee comments as follows: 

“This is quite a factory at the moment, so it is good if we manage to get more variety to 
our jobs.” 

The technical director concludes: 

“This is an opportunity to make things more efficiently by finding new ways to carry 
out the work tasks. We should remember that we are here for the productions. Each 
and everyone. We are not here for the departments but to make the performances.” 

‘Compared with Producers in Hollywood…’ 

At another occasion I am observing a seminar that is organized by the production de-
partment for discussing the changing role of producers in the Finnish National Opera. 
Approximately 30 people consisting mainly of the departmental managers, take part in 
the seminar in the chorus’ rehearsal hall on the fifth floor. The production director acts 
as chair and he starts the seminar by explaining the changing tasks and responsibilities of 
producers. The producers, with the help of a production assistant, have prepared a 
Power Point presentation for this seminar, which is actually the first and the only time I 
see Power Point used during my fieldwork. In a slide some of the producers’ responsibili-
ties are listed: 

� The producer takes part in the process of establishing an opera production s/he 
is responsible for, and manages the work of the production group as well as co-
ordinates the cooperation and the flow of information between the production 
groups and departments. 

� The producer is responsible for pulling the budget information together and fol-
lowing it. 

� The producer is responsible for calling the following meetings concerning 
his/her productions: Establishment meeting, technical meetings, introductory 
meeting 

� The producer takes part in the following meetings: Planning committee meeting, 
programme meeting, production meeting, workshop meeting, list meeting (as a 
chair) 

The production director relates that the whole system of producers has been under de-
velopment since the days of the ‘old house’. In the beginning, opera directors had re-
sponsibility for all the practicalities outside the rehearsal studio such as making schedules 
for the rehearsals, rescheduling in cases of illnesses, and informing soloists and other per-
formers about such things. After the production assistants were invented, the opera di-
rectors were able to focus on directing only. The production director continues that 
nowadays producers are more like ‘production managers’ with overall responsibility for 
opera productions throughout the production cycles from the first establishment meeting 
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to the first night. The production director goes even further by saying that the producers 
could be seen as the ‘owners of the productions’. Actually, I have heard this debate ear-
lier during the fieldwork: Who owns an opera production? Is it the director of a particu-
lar production, the whole creative team together, the Finnish National Opera or the pro-
ducers, the ‘fathers and mothers of a production’? The debate is not about legal rights. 
Rather it appears as a struggle over the complexity of organizing opera productions and 
the ambiguous positions involved in them.  

Regardless of the debate, the producer is a central figure concerning the opera produc-
tions. The production director uses an example of the film industry and film producers in 
Hollywood. Film producers tend to have all the power over the productions and the de-
cisions made concerning the films. The production director describes this as an extreme 
case, which could not be applied to an opera house as such. This is mainly because in 
“opera houses there are many more artistic and other groups to be included in the deci-
sion-making”. At this point the production director encourages others to take part in the 
discussion and asks if somebody has heard about or experienced different production 
manners.  

The technical director starts the discussion by asking if they should have a list of partici-
pants in the seminar. A paper is circulated and everybody writes their name on it, includ-
ing me. People join in the discussion by taking up issues such as the production sched-
ules and how they should be coordinated in the house. A person from the costume 
workshop adds: 

“It is also important to know the names of the soloist well in advance because it makes 
planning easier in the departments.”  

The press manager agrees on the issue. A manager from a technical department takes up 
the budgeting aspect of opera productions:  

“The producer should also have overall control over the technical aspects as well as the 
control of budget” 

This is commented on by another departmental manager: 

“And most importantly, the budget should be specific to a production.” 

The production director explains that in the future producers are going to gather the 
budget information from the departments and control how they manage to stay within 
the given financial frames. The financial manager is concerned whether the producers 
willable to do that in practice, and more importantly, to coordinate it with the financial 
department. The financial manager adds the following: 

“There are at least two major issues in the way: the use of terminology and a lack of an 
appropriate system for controlling the budget.”  

This is seen as a serious issue. Even more broadly, there should be a better system of 
budgeting; a system that can be shared by several users in the various departments. The 
production director tries to explain that the intention is not to take away the overall re-
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sponsibility for financial issues from the financial department. Instead, the producers 
would help the financial department in their task of following the budget and updating 
budget information to the budgeting system. The production director reminds us that 
there is a difference between allocating and budgeting for the resources. It is the top 
management of the Finnish National Opera who decide how much can be allocated to 
which productions - whether an opera production can be categorized as a large, middle, 
or small-size production.  

The technical director is concerned about who follows the time schedules and that the 
various (technical) aspects of opera productions are ready on time. This arouses a general 
discussion on how the producer and the top management should put more pressure on 
creative teams in order to get the artistic decisions on time. This issue is connected to the 
question of how to make creative teams work together already before their arrival at the 
house. People from the technical departments discuss the issue: 

“It is very important to stick with the things that have been agreed upon in the estab-
lishment meeting.” 

“The problem is that the soloists are not budgeted in these meetings, which can cause 
some unpleasant surprises later in the process.” 

“It would also help if the persons in creative teams are already known in the establish-
ment meetings.” 

“Yes, and the lighting designer could be involved even earlier in the process.” 

The discussion is interrupted by the press manager: 

“Now this whole discussion has gone quite technical. Could we move on?” 

The press manager comments that the slides have also been prepared too much from the 
technical departments’ viewpoint leaving out other important aspects such as marketing 
and the press. 

At the end of the meeting some examples from other opera houses such as the Royal 
Opera House in London (or ‘Covent Garden’ as they call it) are taken up and the role of 
producers there. It seems that even if the intention of the meeting is good, the roles and 
the responsibilities of producers still remain quite unclear for many working in the vari-
ous departments.  

I now move on to the tales from the rehearsal studios and describe some of the situa-
tions, relations and struggles experiences by these participants. 

 ‘I Can Take it as Long as I Have Freedom to do Gigs Elsewhere’ 

In five minutes a rehearsal is about to start on the stage. I sit somewhere in the middle of 
the auditorium when the lighting designer who is visiting this opera production sits down 
next to me. Now that the first night is getting closer and closer he has made it a habit to 
talk to me about how things are working out. Usually he just curses and ends up saying 
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(more to himself than to me) that the performance will be ready by the first night. Today 
the lighting designer describes it as follows: 

“Most of the time I work as the head of a lighting department in [a] theatre. Yeah, I am 
a fucking civil servant. But I can take it as long as I have freedom to do gigs elsewhere. 
Here I can concentrate only on designing lighting, being little like an artist. But on the 
other hand it is nice to know that you get your salary every month...” 

In another occasion, during a stage rehearsal one of the actresses performing in the opera 
production sits next to me. The actress tells how the large institutional theatres where she 
used to work remind her of a hospital:  

“Some way there is the same clinical feeling. They keep cleaning and polishing the floor 
all the time. Even the size of the organization creates that kind of an atmosphere.” 

She also mentions the ‘headstone contracts’, which refer to the lifelong employment con-
tracts of the artistic personnel in the large public art institutions such as the Finnish Na-
tional Opera. On the one hand these contracts provide security, but on the other hand, 
they cause situations in which some of the artists do not participate in the productions. 
This means that from time to time these artists end up doing nothing, which frustrates 
many. The actress wonders about the following: 

“Who would want the security if you have nothing to do every now and then. I finally 
decided to become a freelancer!” 

‘If There Would Be One Artist the Restaurant Will Be Open’ 

One Saturday morning I observe a rehearsal on the stage. When a highly prominent solo-
ist with a long and successful career enters the rehearsal studio, the other participants 
become quiet, say hello to the ‘star’ soloist and politely ask how he is doing. The director 
has even had a separate discussion with the soloist before the beginning of rehearsal pe-
riod. The director wanted to be sure that his vision of the direction does not clash too 
much with that of the soloist. In addition, I notice that in the rehearsal situations a well-
respected soloist is called by his own name instead of by the name of role character, 
which is usually the case with other soloists.  

The lighting designer sits next to me again and talks about the prominent soloist in the 
production:  

“I have huge respect for him because at sixty he still has the energy to work as profes-
sionally as always, without making any fuss over it. He is just doing his work well, and 
on the other hand, this is just a job like any other.”  

Then the lighting designer complains about the staff restaurant, which is not open on 
Saturdays: 

“I cannot understand why the restaurant isn’t open although the technical personnel are 
working. But if there would be one artist it will certainly be open.”  
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During the rehearsal the administrative director comes to follow the actions in the re-
hearsal studio for few minutes. The administrative director stands beside the repertory 
stage managers in his grey suit, legs a bit apart, and hands in his pockets. Nobody pays 
attentions or says even hello to him (or vice verse). Later I observe that this is not the 
case when the production or technical directors visit the rehearsal studios.  

‘In Operas the Music Determines the Tempo and the Length of Lines’ 

In the first two or three rehearsals the director tries to stop the music in the middle of a 
scene by shouting several times ‘thank you’ or ‘cut’, first directly to the soloists and then 
to the rehearsal pianist. Gradually the director learns that if he wants to cut the scene he 
has to say it to the conductor who then gives a sign to the soloists and the pianist. More 
accurately in this opera production it is an assisting conductor who conducts the rehears-
als at the rehearsal studio as the principal conductor is going to take over the rehearsals 
on the stage closer to the first night. Today the principal conductor is observing the re-
hearsal but he only follows the score while the assisting conductor conducts the music. 
Once and awhile the principal conductor makes comments to the assisting conductor 
and explains how he should conduct certain bars. The principal conductor also asks the 
rehearsal pianist to highlight some nuances as he is going to do with the orchestra. This 
helps the soloists to get used to it. 

Some operatic works include characters that are spoken roles. Usually actors from other 
theatres do gigs in the opera house to perform these roles. In this particular opera pro-
duction there are two actors. In their first rehearsal the actors have some difficulties to 
stay in rhythm because they are not used to time their speech according to music. The 
conductor tries to beat the rhythm very clearly and when it does not help they try a met-
ronome, which ticks the beat. When the actors both see and hear the rhythm, the 
speeches become easier to recite.  

During a break I talk to an actor who explains some differences between opera and thea-
tre productions. The actor says that the rehearsal period is longer in theatres and the 
whole timing issue is different. In a play the timing is based on the actor’s interpretation, 
how he or she decides to highlight and stress the words or to rhythm the sentences and 
breaks between them. This is very different from opera: 

“In operas the music determines the tempo and the length of lines.”  

The actor continues that for her it seems odd that everybody is not present when re-
hearsing the scenes. Only the soloists of the particular scenes are present. She adds: 

“And not even those singers come at the same time, but they arrive just before their 
own scenes are rehearsed. Then they leave after that. In a theatre we search for the 
movements together. We discuss and make decisions together. Things are changed all 
the way to the first night evening. Here the director and the assisting directors tell the 
performers what they are supposed to do, although the director used to give some space 
for the soloists to find their style and interpretation.” 
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After the break the actors take the initiative in a scene in a way that I have not seen ear-
lier among the singers. The actor says to the director: 

“We change our places during the scene in order to create movement. It looks nice 
when there is some movement going on.”  

The director agrees with the actor. He seems to give more space to the actors to impro-
vise and search for their movements. I notice also this difference when the dancers re-
hearse their scenes. The choreographer discusses a lot with the dancers and they consider 
together the different options for movements and positions. The dancers make a lot of 
suggestions as well as express clearly their opinions about the others’ ideas. In the case of 
singers the director usually gives more clear and thought-out instructions accompanied 
with some ‘acting to the front’.  

‘Why Won’t the Dancers Do the Singing Parts as Well?!’ 

Dance has a major role in the opera production I am observing today. A soloist has not 
earlier rehearsed the particular scene in which the dancers have a lively choreography. 
The soloist gets annoyed by the dancers’ movements and stops singing in the middle of 
the scene: 

“I am irritated because I don’t know how the dancers are supposed to move during the 
scene. Could somebody explain that to me first?!”  

The assisting director goes through the scene with the soloist by explaining what the 
dancers are doing during the scene. The director has made an effort to connect the danc-
ers closely to the dramatic storyline of the opera. He says to the dancers: 

“If you could turn your attention and eyes to the [soloist] over there so that the dance 
would become part of the scene’s atmosphere more strongly.”  

Gradually the singers and dancers get used to each other’s presence and manage to create 
a more coherent interpretation of the scene.  

In the same evening the chorus takes part in the rehearsal and I notice the same kind of 
irritation among the chorus members. First of all, they have to wait an hour until their 
scenes are rehearsed, and when the latter part of the rehearsal begins, the assisting direc-
tor asks the repertory stage manager to announce throughout the house that the chorus 
members are free to go “except the 12 chosen ones”. During the other half of the re-
hearsal, a scene including the chorus, dancers and a couple of soloists is rehearsed. The 
chorus members seem distracted by the dancers’ movements because they dance very 
close to them. The dancers may also represent a threat to the singers, which awakens dis-
cussions on the importance of different artistic groups in the opera direction. A chorus 
member says: 

“Why won’t the dancers do the singing part as well?! We could then just stand here.” 
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The irritation continues even in the next rehearsal. It is a Saturday morning at 11am and 
the stage rehearsal begins with the chorus, dancers, orchestra, soloists and other produc-
tion participants. This time they start the opera from the beginning, the conductor mak-
ing comments on the orchestra and soloists once in a while. The scenes in which the 
chorus is taking part are not in the beginning of the opera and they have to wait quite a 
long time until their scene is rehearsed. When the conductor finally gets to these scenes 
they rehearse for a short period of time, performing situations from here and there. 
Some of the chorus members become furious about all the waiting and then getting only 
a little time for the actual rehearsal: 

“I don’t understand why we have been asked to come here and just ‘play’. I want to ask 
the choirmaster to complain about this to the conductor. We don’t like it when our 
scenes are not rehearsed!” 

The conductor responds: 

“There is only one person here who can decide how a rehearsal is structured, and that is 
me. I decide what has been rehearsed in which rehearsals. You never know beforehand 
how a particular rehearsal is going to proceed. Only during the rehearsal do you know 
which scenes we have to practice more than others. So, now stop all the grousing! I 
cannot put up with you asking this kind of question in that tone. The chorus has its 
working hours from 11 am to 2 pm just like anybody else!”  

The conductor leaves the stage area and the chorus members continue the discussion: 

“We just would have liked to know beforehand what scenes are rehearsed on Saturday. 
And by the way, why do we have to do the scene with all those falling grains? Why ha-
ven’t they had the dancers do that scene? No, we have to do the dirty work!” 

The director continues with the soloists. He wants them to concentrate more on the text 
when singing: 

“Let the text lead your movements.”  

Actually, the director tells me in the interview that he would like to do the opposite and 
move against the music because he thinks that it might create some interesting dynamics 
on stage. However, it turns out to be hard for many of the soloists because they have in-
ternalized the way in which the movements are set according to the music. This is against 
the traditional way of directing operatic works in which the movements follow the 
rhythm, tempo and emotions of the music.  
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9 THE DIALOGICAL PROCESSES OF 
ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTITY 

CONSTRUCTION

The chapter aims to open up the dialogical processes 
through which organizational identit ies are discursively 
constructed in the opera house under study. While chapter 
6 presented an analysis  of data in which the organizational 
members describe rather dist inctive aspects related to 
their organization, this  chapter examines more closely the 
variety and complexity of the processes related to organ-
izational identity.  Hence, chapter 7 focuses on how the 
participants find themselves ‘being in between’ the differ-
ent relational aspects such as between artists and others,  
between production processes and the l ine organization or 
between public and private management.  

When I heard an interviewee using the expression ‘being between a rock and a hard 

place’ for the first time I did not pay much attention to it. When exactly the same ex-

pression was then repeated in many interviews and conversations I started to look at 

it more closely. I thought that these expressions are a way to construct organizational 

identities even if they are more indirect than those presented earlier. Although the 

organizational members used the same wording – ‘being in between a rock and a 

hard place’18 – the meanings they attached to the expression seem to differ according 

to the actors’ tasks and positions. In general, participants in managerial positions 

tend to struggle between cultural production and the institution and between cultural 

production and the organization. Themes that are repeated include aspects between 

public and private management, the difference between Finnish opera productions 

and rented or co-produced productions, and aspects related to cultural production 

aimed at satisfying the art field or the consumer markets. 

Whereas top management seems to be struggling mostly with the aspects described 

above, middle management, that is the different departmental managers of the Fin-

nish National Opera, describe being in between the line organization and an opera 

production process. They try to cope with the differences between the artistic and 

administrative working cultures, between the creative teams and organizational 

18 In Finnish the expression is called ‘puun ja kuoren välissä’ and the direct translation of the expression 
would be ‘in between the tree and the bark’. 
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boundaries and also with the perceived distinction between the artistic personnel and 

others. Thirdly, this chapter describes how the artistic personnel struggle between 

their artistic practice, institutional mission and the organization. At a more detailed 

level, I found contradictory relations to the work itself, to the art form, and to the 

other representatives of that profession. These processes related to organizational 

identity are organized under three different dialogics: position, work practices and 

management practices. 

Dialogics of Positions 

The dialogics of positions refer to the ambiguity of positions in the opera production 

context. More specifically, these dialogics include struggles between the visiting ‘star’ 

performers and the organizational members and between the artistic and other per-

sonnel groups. 

The Cult of Divas

The processes of organizational identity construction among the artistic personnel 

seem to be partly related to their ambiguous positions. These positions, defined by 

the art field with respect to the organizational structure, form important dialogics 

through which organizational identities are constructed in the opera house context. 

The dialogics involve relations such as visiting prominent artists and ensemble (solo-

ists belonging to the organization), soloists and chorus members, or the first and sec-

ond casts of soloists. To better understand these, I will now examine the positions 

among the artistic personnel more closely. 

A director describes in an interview that an opera production is like a box where you 

have several balls of various sizes, and “every ball has to find its place in the box, but 

if one ball becomes so big that it does not fit into the box, it starts breaking the other 

balls”. The pecking order among the artists is strict, and based on their place in that 

order a director, for example, might be able to define the production elements start-

ing from the soloists and conductor to the set, costume and lighting designers. An-

other director describes the positions of opera singers in the following way: 

“The [production] group’s internal hierarchies are very strong, particularly in the 
opera world. There are singers who have performed in the Metropolitan Opera. 
Then come the singers from the Finnish National Opera, and after that a local 
‘queen’ and ‘king’. The singers in the chorus come next, but it also matters if you 
sing in the front or back of the chorus. In addition, different vocal registers, col-
oratura and lyric sopranos, etc., have their own hierarchical positions…all these 
hierarchies require eternal negotiations and zigzagging in order to achieve some 
collaboration.” 

The ambiguous positions between the artistic personnel in the opera house reflect the 

value and importance of horizontal relations in the field. I use a programme leaflet 
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from The Hunt of King Charles, which had its premiere at the Finnish National Op-

era in 2007 to illustrate the different positions among the artistic personnel in an op-

era production. 

Figure 12 The first page of programme leaflet of The Hunt of King Charles19.

The composer, operatic work and librettist are mentioned first, followed by the con-

ductor of the first night, the director, and the set, costume and lighting designers. If 

an opera performance includes dance, the choreographer is usually listed after the 

other artistic directors and designers. The chorus and the orchestra of the Finnish 

National Opera come before the list soloists. The soloists are listed from the leading 

roles (the first cast mentioned before the second cast) down to the unnamed charac-

ters (e.g., people in a market place) that are usually performed by the chorus mem-

bers. Their task is usually to perform as a group without highlighting the individual 

chorus members. A director explains in an interview that in his direction the chorus 

did not have a vitally important role as the role of chorus arises from the content of 

the operatic work; “the chorus’s role was stylized in a way that the individuals are not 

highlighted, and are instead people living in a village”.  

The chorus members express that they appreciate directors who also dedicate time to 

the scenic acts of chorus. Often (but not always) the directors meet the chorus mem-

19 This extract from a programme leaflet is not related to the opera productions observed for the re-
search.
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bers before the rehearsal period and talk about the direction and the chorus’s role in 

it. During a rehearsal period when the chorus took part in the rehearsals for the first 

time, the director let the assisting director direct the scene. This was a disappoint-

ment for the chorus members as described by the director in an interview: 

“We had agreed that [the assisting director] would direct the scenes with the 
chorus. This turned out to be an interesting psychological thing because [the as-
sisting director] started the first rehearsal. And that was a mistake. I noticed it 
immediately. I think that [the assisting director] started it very well, but then I 
told the chorus that we have made a decision that [the assisting director] takes 
care of directing the chorus. I sensed a little ‘aha, we are directed by the assisting 
director instead of the director’. I noticed it right away…but when I turned to the 
chorus once again I gained their trust. It could have ended in a catastrophe.” 

Usually opera productions involve two casts of soloists, and interestingly the two op-

era productions observed for the study provide different views on the positions be-

tween the casts. The first opera production mainly involved soloists from the FNO’s 

own ensemble and a couple of young visiting soloists. The first and the second casts 

were defined, but the director diffused the boundaries between the casts by mixing 

the members during the rehearsals. The second opera production included several 

prominent artists in the creative team and among the soloists. However, the most 

famous soloist was assigned to the second cast due to the general director’s decision, 

which aimed to show respect and appreciation for the opera house’s own ensemble of 

soloists. During the rehearsal period the director did not mix the casts although he 

tried to give the same amount of time for rehearsals to both casts. Sometimes direc-

tors may only direct the first cast, leaving the second cast to rehearse with the assist-

ing directors. A soloist belonging to the national opera’s own ensemble describes the 

struggles between the casts: 

“Being in the first or second cast really matters – it [determines whether] you 
sing in the premier or not. At least it has an influence in the case of leading roles. 
I usually sing in the second cast but now this was an exception, and I noticed the 
difference. Partly because it is a different thing for yourself, and it makes the 
procedures easier for you even though everything is distributed equally [between 
the casts]…there is so much hegemony around the premier. In our case all the 
ads included pictures of the second cast and we just had to take it. It was a bit 
odd that the house markets the visiting artists although we would really need it 
because nobody ever talks about us. It is a decision made in this house and you 
cannot influence it. Think if you would be in the second cast and singing in the 
premier but all the marketing, posters and ads are created around the first cast. 
It is a fact that has an effect.” 

Many times opera singers begin by singing opera buffa, for instance, those composed 

by Mozart and Rossini20. Later, when their voices develop and they have more stage 

experiences, they tend to move on to more ‘serious’ works, for instance, by Puccini 

20 See e.g., Grout (2003). However, this does not mean that all the operas composed by Mozart and Ros-
sini are opera buffa, i.e. comic operas. 
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and Verdi. Finally, opera singers may end up singing Wagner if they have a certain 

type of voice and stage presence. Being called a ‘Wagner-singer’ is perceived as a sig-

nificant compliment for an opera singer.  

As a large art institution, the Finnish National Opera has the resources needed to 

bring internationally recognized artists to Finland, which might be more difficult for 

smaller independent opera companies. The star performers usually attract an audi-

ence, but the artistic personnel in the organization seem to have a more reserved atti-

tude towards them. The artistic personnel of the Finnish National Opera often say 

that their organization is turning into a ‘star theatre’ with extensive use of visiting – 

and often foreign – soloists, directors, conductors, choreographers, and set, costume 

and lighting designers. A member of the artistic personnel explains that the “foreign 

directors require the best singers and the national opera throws a red carpet out for 

visiting directors”.  

On the other hand, performing or directing in other opera houses, particularly in the 

most respected ones, adds to the prestige of the artist, but also to that of the Finnish 

National Opera. The positions of the genres of operatic works also have an influence 

on the respect accorded to opera singers. The soloists often struggle between gigs in 

foreign opera houses, which would increase their symbolic capital in the art field, and 

full-time employment in the Finnish National Opera’s ensemble, towards which they 

feel an obligation. 

In conclusion, the processes of organizational identity construction in the opera 

house context are related to the dialogics of ambiguous positions in terms of the vari-

ous discursive resources. In the study these resources refer to other artistic partici-

pants in an opera production in general, but also to the (foreign) prominent visiting 

artists, to the role characters, to the casts in these productions, and to the type of op-

eratic works. 

Ruling Artists, Serving Departments

The quote below from an interview with a personnel officer encapsulates the relation-

ship between the artistic and other personnel in the opera house: 

“Artistic personnel always put their work first, so that is priority here. Those who 
work on the stage or in the pit come before anything else. That’s just the way it 
is.”

The personnel of the opera house seem to construct their position in particular in re-

lation to the artistic personnel, which are seen as positioned at the core of opera pro-

ductions. As the head of the chorus and orchestra department explains in the follow-

ing quote, the technical and administrative personnel’s task is to serve and support 

the artistic work: 
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“First of all, there are soloists who think that ‘I am the opera and everything 
around me only supports the core’. Then there is the chorus who thinks: ‘we are 
the opera, we create the lovely musical mass, and by the way, we actually sing as 
well as the soloists but we haven’t been discovered yet’. Then there is the orches-
tra who thinks ‘we are the opera, we create the actual musical texture, and we are 
the ones who play the piece from the beginning to end while the soloists and cho-
rus bring some nice extra colour to it’. Then there are the technical departments. 
They think that ‘we are not artists, we just do our job’. Then the administration 
tries to arbitrate between these different pieces, running with an oil can, oiling 
the wheels and hoping that everything will work out.” 

The administration takes care of the different practicalities to ensure that everything 

will run smoothly for the artists. Thus, these others – the administrative and partly 

also the technical personnel – seem to raise the artists onto a podium and often de-

scribe their position as a supporting one. For example, the production director ex-

plains that if they manage to plan the ten-month playing season well, “it will release 

the artists’ energies to focus merely on what is essential, meaning the performance on 

the stage”. The head of the hair and make-up department explains the various tasks 

in a similar manner: “It is important that a dancer or a singer feels secure on the 

stage; that they would not have to think that their heads are ‘falling down’. It is really 

important that the artists feel at home on the stage.” Hence, the concern for artists is 

strong among the administrative and technical personnel, which was also described 

by the head of stage department. He explains that all the work on the stage has to be 

done in very dense spaces, which may become problematic in particular during the 

wintertime when there are a lot of viruses around. The departmental manager con-

tinues: “If a virus suddenly attacks 5-10 guys can get sick. Of course you cannot work 

if you are sick because then the artists might get sick as well.”  

On the other hand, there are also contradictory processes through which the adminis-

trative and technical personnel describe their position in relation to artists. These 

personnel groups sometimes seem to struggle with the thinking in favour of the art-

ists because they may not always show respect towards the administrative and tech-

nical personnel. Many of the members of administrative and technical personnel say 

that they often have to explain to the artistic personnel what they are doing and why 

their work also matters. For example, the personnel officer relates a common joke in 

which a soloist asked the following: ‘how many administrators are needed who just 

pass dust on their chairs?’ In an interview with a director he describes, however, that 

the relationship between artists and other personnel groups is not so straightforward 

from the artists’ point of view, but also includes contradictory elements. In the follow-

ing quote the director on the one hand states that the administration does not care 

about the artistic personnel, and on the other, describes how administration cannot 

be ‘artistic’, but must work in a logical, rational and organized way: 

“Due to the fact that this is not primarily an office but we work according to an 
important rule saying that this place should serve nothing but the performance 
on stage. Everybody here should serve that purpose but sometimes they [admini-
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stration] become so independent and important that they do not serve anything, 
they just are…All the producers and superintendents I have met…sometimes the 
way they stand to their work, how they belittle artists. That is absolutely insulting 
and makes me feel sad. In those situations you just have to concentrate on your 
job because quite seldom there is a situation when you are able to say: ‘I don’t 
take this’ or ‘I don’t care’. On the other hand, I understand that there is always 
money behind it all…the administration can never be artistic. Otherwise every-
thing would be a mess. The administration has to be strict in a way.” 

It seems that in the opera house the expectations of individual artists are often in 

conflict with the more collective and organizational expectations and needs that are 

usually represented by the administrative and technical personnel. This forms a cen-

tral struggle when balancing between organizational and individual needs. As an ex-

ample, the head of the chorus and orchestra department describes how visiting con-

ductors are usually very humble persons and are usually willing to cooperate with the 

organization, but sometimes they may have agreed to gigs all over the world and try 

to reorganize the schedules of the Finnish National Opera according to their personal 

timetables.

In a situation that I observed in the make-up studio, I heard about a conflict concern-

ing the technical personnel. Two make-up artists are putting make-up on a soloist’s 

face while explaining that they have to be psychologists of a sort in order to cope with 

the different emotions and temperaments of artists. As they see it, every artist reacts 

differently to stress and anxiety prior to performances, and the make-up artists are 

expected to adjust their ways of working and talking accordingly. This causes a strug-

gle between the sensitive consideration for the artists and consideration for their own 

working environment. A make-up artist describes how artists sometimes forget that 

“this is our workplace as well and that is why we should also get a proper working en-

vironment to concentrate on our own work”.  

To conclude shortly, the technical and administrative personnel seem to enact a sup-

porting position for what is understood to be the core of opera houses: the perform-

ance on stage. This causes conflict in particular in relation to the processes in which 

the organizational members draw on the discursive resources such as the core func-

tion of the organization, appreciation of one’s work, and individual versus organiza-

tional expectations. Next, I will turn to the managerial positions of the organization 

and describe organizational identity processes related in particular to the confusion 

over artistic and administrative supervision. 

Confusion over Supervision

Managerial positions in arts organizations are not as straightforward as in other types 

of organizations mainly because of the dualism between artistic and economic logic. 

This is reflected in particular in the confusion over artistic and administrative super-

vision in the opera house; the creative team supervises the artistic content of opera 

productions and the organizational managers the administrative and technical con-
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tent of the line organization. In an interview with an orchestra musician, I asked 

about his supervisor, and he pondered the question: 

“Hmm. A good question, but not an easy one to answer because there are so 
many different layers. Let us think of an orchestra rehearsal first. In principle, 
my nearest supervisor is the principal of our instrumental group, but on the 
other hand, the conductor is also my boss. Furthermore, even the head of the or-
chestra and chorus department is my boss. So, what do we mean by a supervisor? 
In the performance situation, is my boss the one who supervises the perform-
ance, or is it still the principal player of our instrumental group? I think it is not 
because the answer depends on the situation. For example, if we have an issue 
that requires intervention by the employer my boss cannot be my principal 
player. Neither can the conductor be since he is just visiting us. In that situation 
the boss would be the supervisor of the performance. He or she can be anyone 
from the top management group. In that sense it can also be the ballet director. 
This is an interesting question and I don’t think it is clear to any of us…It is clear 
in the actual work situation but as a question it is somehow difficult.” 

The head of orchestra and chorus department distinguish two different levels of su-

pervision from the orchestra point of view. He calls these levels as ‘lines’. First, the 

‘administrative line’ involves the general director, the head of the orchestra and cho-

rus department, and the subordinates. Second, the ‘artistic line’ refers to the general 

director, general music director, first leader, principal musicians, and other orchestra 

musicians.

“Through both of these lines there should be flows of command and care. The 
administrative line is responsible for planning, scheduling, and all issues con-
cerning employment and making people feel good. That they have lighting and 
heating, the right music in front of them, and they are in the right place at the 
right moment, not needing to walk around the house asking if somebody knows 
something. On the contrary, the artistic line controls the artistic quality and en-
sures that the orchestra rehearses enough, the sheet music is available early 
enough including all the requested notes and bowings…If everything is not going 
well the conductor, the first leader and the principals should step in. If the prin-
cipal cannot do anything about it then the first leader steps in and if the first 
leader cannot do it then the conductor steps in.” 

In the following figure the two different lines of supervision are presented. The figure 

shows how the soloists, orchestra musicians, chorus members, dancers and technical 

employees, are supervised on the one hand by the members of creative teams and on 

the other by the ‘artistic supervisors’, departmental managers and top management21.

The ‘artistic supervisors’ including the producers, assisting directors, rehearsal pian-

ists, chorus masters, and repertory stage managers are positioned between the line 

organization and the production process participants, but they do not have a formal 

supervisory position in relation to the artistic personnel. The opera house is organ-

ized as a matrix structure, which influences the ambiguous relations of supervision in 

the organization. However, it is worth mentioning that in some productions the rela-

21 In Finnish the ‘artistic supervisors’ are called ‘taiteelliset esimiehet’. 
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tions may be even more complex and happen in different order as presented in the 

figure.

ARTISTIC
SUPERVISION

ADMINISTRATIVE�
SUPERVISION
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organization’

Conductor

Director

Designers

Choreographer

Orchestra�musicians

Soloists
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Dancers

Technical� employees

Departmental
managers

Top�
management

Assisting�
directors

Producers

Rehearsal�
pianists

Chorus�masters

Repertory�stage�
managers

Technical�
managers

Figure 13 Artistic and administrative lines of supervision. 

Related to the ‘artistic line’ of management, the relation between directors and con-

ductors is often described as taboo. Some directors work with the same conductors 

for years, which help to build cooperation that is mutually rewarding. In some cases, 

particularly if the conductor takes part very late in a production process, the relation-

ship may become problematic. A director describes a struggle with conductors with 

whom he has not had a long and cooperative relationship: 

“It is important that the conductor is involved in the production and that the co-
operation works already from the beginning in order to ensure that we are in the 
same track concerning the production. The conductor can intentionally or unin-
tentionally pull the rug from under the production if he or she does not care 
about what we are trying to achieve there.”  

The position between directors and conductors is transformed in the course of an op-

era production process. Time-wise, the director is usually more closely involved with 

a particular production than the conductor at the beginning of the process. The posi-

tions change, however, close to the first night and afterwards when the conductor 

takes more of a leader position in the main rehearsals and in the performances that 

follow. In the following extract from my field notes I will present an illustration of the 

transformation as observed in the rehearsal situations. The picture shows that the 
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conductor literally comes between the performers and the director as the first night 

approaches:

Figure 14 An extract from the field notes.22

The upper part of the drawing presents a rehearsal situation from 3 to 4 weeks before 

the first night while the lower part illustrates how the positions of the artistic supervi-

sion changes approximately two weeks before the first night when the orchestra par-

takes in the rehearsals. These relations between the different positions involved in the 

opera productions set a condition for organizational identity construction.  

Dialogics of Work Practices 

The dialogics of work practices refer here to the processes of organizational identity 

construction in which the organizational members relate to the distinction between 

an opera production process and the line organization, the unique and at the same 

time normal work done in the Finnish National Opera, and the music as the ruling 

artistic element. 

22 English translation of the figure can be found in the appendix 1. 
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Struggle over Matrix  

Organizational members of the different personnel groups describe being in between 

the opera production processes and the line organization. The line organization is 

viewed as massive machinery with a heavy bureaucratic structure whereas the opera 

production process provides an opportunity to focus on one production at a time. In 

general, the organizational members of the Finnish National Opera are of the opinion 

that more interaction between the two is needed to decrease the distinction between 

them. Next, I will describe the struggles related to the matrix organizational structure 

experiences by the artistic, technical and administrative personnel. 

The Horror of Opera: Struggles of the Artistic Personnel 

A director, involved merely in the opera production process side of the organization, 

describes how he views and handles the struggle between the production processes 

and the line organization: 

“This organization is box-like: There is the general director and then come the 
subordinates and the like. The production [process], however, goes horizontally 
through the organization. It flows forward and tries to bypass the obstacles. If 
there are difficult people on the way I don’t care a bit about them. I just pass 
them from above or below, wherever I can, because there is no time to take into 
account everybody’s ego. I do not respect those egos that try to say ‘no’ at any 
point only because their position in the organization enables it. I have tried to 
avoid that by talking directly to the heads of workshops.” 

For directors, being between the opera production process and the line organization 

is even a scary and overwhelming experience to handle despite all the excitement of 

their work: 

“This is like a ship that is hard as hell – I mean that when a large ship starts to go 
off course it requires a bloody big effort to turn it. And the more it goes off the 
course the more rude is the corrective action…[This causes] the horror of direct-
ing or something, that you would run the ship aground … It is a terrible situation 
when you have to do things that you don’t want to, but you just cannot influence 
it anymore. At that moment you have incapacitated yourself. This is the horror of 
opera in a way.” 

Another director describes the fears of working in a large art institution like an opera 

house:

“I didn’t quite laugh aloud but it was a confusing contact…somehow it felt very 
distant…then I started to listen to the music, got to know the libretto and started 
to think about it as an opportunity…of course it felt like a huge project, big and 
scary in a way. Then I talked to a few people about it…and they all said that just 
go and do it; take up the gauntlet…my starting point was all the time that I want 
[a particular set designer] with me. A certain security…then I asked basic things 
about the process…the answer was that this is an art form where you have to be 
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well prepared…because this is such a large house and organization. When I 
hadn’t made any preparations, all these things on the stage felt like tough re-
quirements.”

When the director had become accustomed to the idea of directing the opera the next 

frightening event in the process was an ‘introductory meeting’ in which his ideas were 

presented to the rest of the participants. The director describes how such events are 

exciting because you imagine that they are and ‘when you think that it is a large house 

and a large number of people’. During the production process the director had several 

discussions with the assisting director, who reassured him that all the pre-planning 

was on time. Some fears were also dispelled because of the costume designer’s ‘in-

sider’ knowledge of the FNO as she is a full-time employee of the house. She knows 

the organizational structure and how opera productions are supposed to proceed in 

the house; “somehow it made me feel secure, that you know the process is proceeding 

safely,” says the director. 

A set designer describes the distinction between the opera organization and opera 

production, in particular regarding the costumes of their production. The set designer 

describes it in an interview: 

“The costume part of the production was a little surprising because we used to 
have more active dialogue in that area. I guess it is part of this kind of large opera 
organization. It is like they [costumes] are brought to the stage when they have a 
deadline. It was a bit confusing that we just went to see the sketches without talk-
ing face to face about the costumes before that. But it has something to do with 
this huge organization because they are doing so many different things at the 
same time. Then they [costumes] came, we looked at them, commented, and they 
did what they could in a week.” 

Not only the size of the organization but also the size of the stage area combined with 

the tight production schedules caused anxiety for the set designer: 

“It [the stage] felt so big. On the other hand, we had a technical test day, which 
was a wonderful opportunity…all the sets were on stage for a couple of hours and 
we were able to see them built up before the rehearsal period begun. It was a 
great relief because it was not like seeing them on stage only a week and a half 
before the first night. So we were able to stay calm and think that it would work 
out alright.” 

As the members of creative teams usually create a personal relation to the operatic 

works and to specific particular productions of them, the struggles presented above 

are also related to very personal and often emotional experiences of work practices. 

The directors in particular talk about their fears and anxieties during the production 

process. Many of these fears were related to struggle with the line organization. Next, 

I will move on to describing how the technical and administrative personnel experi-

ence the struggle between the line organization and the opera productions processes. 
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Between the Creative Teams and the Organization: Struggles of the 
Technical Personnel 

From the perspective of the technical personnel on the one hand there are the crea-

tive teams, aiming to achieve the highest possible artistic quality no matter how many 

hours it takes, and on the other, the constraining and enabling factors of the line or-

ganization that determines another frame for their work. In a concrete situation this 

might mean that a technical employee has to bend to the working hours of the crea-

tive teams. The head of the costume department describes being between the em-

ployees of her department, who basically work from nine to five, and the creative 

teams, who do not count their working hours. The departmental manager says that 

she tries to balance between the two groups to ensure that the employees are satisfied 

and “stay mentally healthy from one opera production to another”. 

A manager in a technical department emphasizes that the opera production processes 

are like projects that proceed in a certain manner and have their own budgets and 

schedules. “However,” she continues, “when planning these processes we have not 

thought enough about the balance between the organization and this [production] 

process”. For her, the struggle between the opera productions and the line organiza-

tion becomes visible, for instance, in budgeting. On the one hand, there is a budget 

for various organizational functions such as HRM practices. On the other, there is a 

budget for opera productions, which include various variable costs such as materials 

and extra persons needed in the performances.  

Scheduling of opera productions is a common topic for the technical personnel in the 

opera house. The head of the hair and make-up department explains that there is 

continuous struggle conflict with the members of the chorus because of their collec-

tive labour agreement, which states that work begins a half an hour before the per-

formances start. This means that the hair and make-up department has little time to 

prepare the chorus members. 

Furthermore, the head of the make-up and hair department explains that the line or-

ganization is often very late in sending the names of extras for a particular opera pro-

duction. She has to struggle to get information, in particular in opera productions 

that include several costume changes during a performance. In addition, for opera 

productions that involve many different characters the head of the make-up and hair 

department has to order wigs from a supplier outside the FNO; “Then they ask about 

the measures [of the wigs] all the time…if there is a director in the creative team who 

wants to decide independently on all the details in the scenes and doesn’t believe that 

the decisions could be done together with the chorus or someone else, you have to 

explain this to people working for the company.” 

The dualistic structure and the struggles related to this matrix type of organizational 

structure are important aspects in the organizational identity construction as they 

seem to influence the distinctions made, for example, between the ‘designing’ and 
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‘manufacturing’ departments. The head of the hair and make-up department de-

scribes her department as more like a manufacturing department than a department 

that designs something completely new. She makes a distinction between the em-

ployees and departments that create something new and those who actually ‘do the 

work’.

Between ‘Owning’ and Administrating Opera Productions: Struggles of 
the Administrative Personnel 

Although the artistic and technical personnel’s struggles are often related to the con-

straints of the line organization, the administrative personnel’s struggles with the ma-

trix structure seem to be more related to the ignorance from the opera production 

side. The financial manager explains how the “voice of the financial department is not 

heard enough on the opera production side”. She continues that traditionally the 

work between the artistic productions and the organizational functions has been dis-

tributed so that a certain group of people tries to solve all the issues concerning a par-

ticular opera production. Instead of letting the professionals in certain issues help out 

in these matters, the production group wants to ‘own’ the opera production and to 

take care of all the aspects related to the budgeting and not letting, for instance, the 

financial department work on such issues. 

The administrative personnel often feel like they are ‘between a rock and a hard 

place’, in particular when they have to implement decisions made by the top man-

agement regarding aspects they have not been able to influence, or when they work 

with the creative teams. For the personnel officer being between a rock and a hard 

place refers to the position between the members of the department and the top 

management. The personnel officer says that it is hard to prepare and report 

organizational matters that are in your professional area of responsibilities but which 

you cannot make decisions about.  

A producer describes a situation in which he felt like being in between two members 

of the creative team. In an opera production the costume designer would not have 

wanted an overweight assistant (usually called ‘extras’) to perform on the stage, but 

in the director’s opinion it would not have been fair to exclude the person from the 

opera production. The director asked the producer’s opinion on the issue who de-

cided to take the side of the overweight assistant although from a clearly aesthetic 

point of view the solution would have been different. 

In conclusion, at least three kinds of struggles were identified among the administra-

tive personnel: exclusion from the opera productions and a lack of professional ap-

preciation, the decisions made by the top management and possibility to influence 

them, and thirdly, decisions related to aesthetic versus humanistic values. Next, I will 

present two other aspects related to the dialogics of work practices in the field of cul-



151

tural production: unique and at the same time normal work and music as the ruling 

practice.

Unique Normal Work

The Finnish National Opera is perceived as a unique institution, “a world of its own”. 

As a workplace the FNO is described as unique in the sense that nobody outside the 

opera house can possibly understand their way of working. The head of the chorus 

and orchestra department says that you have to understand the “peculiarity of the 

house”. The personnel officer describes it as follows in an interview: “Big storms, 

waves and turmoil come and go, which may appear incomprehensible from the out-

side. But it’s part of our way of life here”.  

In addition to the emphasized positive peculiarity and the uniqueness of the opera 

house, some contradictions can be found in the organizational members’ descrip-

tions. In an interview with the general music director, he first describes the Finnish 

National Opera as a unique workplace. He emphasizes the heterogeneity of the pro-

fessionals who, despite all the complexity, are able to aspire to the same high quality 

in performance: 

“This is an exceptionally interesting workplace, and there aren’t many of these 
kinds of organizations where you have so many representatives of different pro-
fessions and expertise. If you think that under our roof we have painters and 
shoemakers, sopranos, violinists and dancers, dyers and milliners, all the possi-
ble, and the administrators. In this light it is an interesting workplace…for me 
this is the most impressive and the most magnificent thing in opera houses…and 
then we all work for the shared mission…to offer audiences as powerful and 
touching performance as possible. So, we all work for that same goal. It is quite 
exceptional if you think that we are such a heterogeneous group.” 

As the interview proceeds, the general music director describes another view of the 

organization. Now, he describes the organization as any other in particular when the 

question turns into the management of complex art organizations. 

“This workplace is similar to any other…we have different professionals who 
have slightly different needs, but on the other hand, we are all committed to 
make good performances…the professional pride…is high, and on the other 
hand, it is much more easier to manage that kind of people instead of individuals 
who just come to work…we have our challenges and benefits…but in the end this 
workplace is no stranger than any other; the same kind of people who have e 
similar kinds of needs and life conditions. So, we deal with the same kind of is-
sues as any other workplace does.” 

These contradictory perceptions of the Finnish National Opera are also described by 

the head of the chorus and orchestra department. He says that the principal players 

in the orchestra think that they have been chosen to play as well as they can, and not 

to administer their instrumental groups. He adds that “it is the same in every orches-

tra so we are not any exception or outrage in this issue”. On the other hand, an or-
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chestra musician often uses the terms ‘normal’ and ‘normal work’, for instance, when 

he describes how the orchestra musicians do not need feedback on “the normal work 

you do; I don’t know any other workplace where they would congratulate you because 

you just made it again today”.  

The terms ‘play’ and ‘playfulness’ are often used by the organizational members to 

describe work in the opera house. The technical director describes how the line or-

ganization provides the boundaries of a ‘playground’ in which the production partici-

pants have space to create the opera performances. An orchestra musician explains 

that if there were over 20 performances of the same operatic work in a row and not a 

different work almost every night, playing in the orchestra would “be more like 

work”. The musician’s notions about the ‘play’ above can be understood as something 

not that serious but more like fun. This type of ‘play’ can be contrasted to what the 

production director says in an interview. He ponders his work in the opera house and 

thinks that he cannot see himself switching jobs because he is “no longer qualified for 

any real work”. These ‘real jobs’ seem to refer to work outside the art field. 

The Centrality of Music 

Music is usually seen as the most central part of the operatic works, and therefore 

also the central artistic element in opera productions. A set designer, representing the 

visual and dramatic elements in the production, comments that “what is central here: 

the music, the singer, and how the music is performed”. An orchestra musician inter-

viewed also highlights the centrality of music, and at the same time emphasizes the 

centrality of the orchestra in opera productions: 

“I think what is essential here is that the whole opera is created around the score. 
It is the only thing that exists in the first place when we start planning a produc-
tion. The sheet music already exists so it is built around the music. We cannot 
put them in the order of what is the most important here, only that it is built on it 
[the music]. Before it there are no sets, lights, or direction. They are all built on 
the top of the music. The music exists before anything else. I have thought of it 
like this that it is the playing and singing, which is the core, and around which 
the whole package is created. Then the sets bring some spice on top of it. So, it is 
the music that is the core. Of course, the role of the orchestra is important in it 
because we play all the time and the singers just sing their own short pieces. But 
without the others there is no opera so we are not a unique unit in any case here. 
We are all unique in a way. We need all of them. On the other hand, it is possible 
to make a small opera with just a few set elements, but even then we need an or-
chestra. So, in that sense it is significant.” 

Dance and dancers are also involved in some form or the other in many opera pro-

ductions, which was also the case in the two opera productions observed for this re-

search. In the first production the dance scenes were placed during the overture and 

intermezzos, and to bring extra movement to some of the scenes. In the second pro-

duction the director wanted dance to have a more central meaning in the dramatic 
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course of the opera. In the following quote the director describes the relation between 

the musicians and dancer:  

“Fortunately we managed to negotiate so that dancers got an opportunity to work 
for two weeks beforehand…[it is] a huge decision about having dancers in the 
production and if we would have started the work just then, it would have taken 
a lot of time. That would have frustrated the soloists all the way. I noticed that it 
was close even now. I know that using dancers in the opera performances is quite 
a big question, like ‘aren’t we enough?’.” 

This notion of ‘aren’t we enough?’ reflects the struggle between different art forms 

involved in the opera productions. The music has traditionally been seen as the most 

central element in opera performances, but the number of different elements – from 

dance to circus tricks or from fantasy costumes to special technical effects – have in-

creased over the decades (Martorella, 1982). This seems to also have an effect on the 

identity dynamics between the organizational members of an opera house. 

When the set designer started designing sets for the particular opera production she 

first struggled between the music and libretto of the operatic work. She was used to 

working in theatres where the music does not define the duration of scenes so strictly. 

She explains this as follows: 

“I realized that I had designed something that does not fit into the music at all. 
Little by little I understood that, oh no, I cannot create my own intermezzos here 
and there because it is the music that delimits the time available…it was a bit 
weird that we started the whole thing quite lightly, that we didn’t understand it 
already in the beginning. We have used to approach a play from the dramatur-
gical point of view, but here we couldn’t do it because it is the music that sets the 
boundaries. Time and rhythm wise.” 

A director interviewed describes how he wanted to direct some scenes somehow 

against the natural rhythm of music. Usually the director makes soloists to move ac-

cording to music, but here the director wanted to achieve more dynamic atmosphere 

for a scene. However, this turned out to be more difficult for the soloists than ex-

pected because they have been used to doing it another way. The director describes it 

in the following way:  

“I noticed that when I searched for certain rhythmical motions during the last 
aria – that the movements would be fast and rhythmically unsymmetrical – it 
was really hard to get it into the feet of the performers. And you notice that it still 
is in the performances because it is so much against the music. But when it 
works, it works bloody well.” 

Thus, the processes of organizational identity construction in the Finnish National 

Opera involve discursive resources such as music – the ruling practice. In the thesis 

this has presented as a key element in the dialogics of work practices together with 

the notions of work as unique and at the same time as ordinary. Finally, this section 

presented how the organizational members of the opera house struggle between the 
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work practices related to the line organization respective to the opera production 

processes.

Dialogics of Management Practices 

The dialogics of management practices refer in particular to the struggles described 

by the top and departmental managers of the opera house. These struggles relate to 

relations between the public and private management styles, between the artistic and 

administrative working cultures, between the Finnish opera production with national 

flavour and rented production, and finally, between the consumer markets and the 

art field. 

Public/Private Management  

During the fieldwork, various aspects of New Public Management (see e.g., McLaugh-

lin et al., 2002) such as increased efficiency were discussed in the Finnish National 

Opera. For instance, the top management of the FNO was trying to renew some of the 

processes related to the ways operatic works are produced. As described earlier, they 

often drew from the film industry and other opera houses, but also from private sec-

tor organizations. The top management discussed aspects such as production-specific 

budgeting, the matrix-type of organizational structure, and clear strategic goals that 

were all under development in the organization. In general, the systematization of 

different operations was seen as a solution to increase the effective use of organiza-

tional resources. The administrative director writes as follows in an internal newslet-

ter of the Finnish National Opera (May 2006: 4): 

“The most important task is to develop and improve the different processes con-
cerning the planning of repertoires, productions, budgeting, and the systems of 
monitoring and reporting finances…The planning period should be extended 
from two to five years. In order to attract audiences in breadth we should listen 
to them more carefully. In addition, the results of audience research should be 
utilized more efficiently. In order to keep expenses under control we have to ra-
tionalize the work and adjust the number of personnel to the current financial 
situation.”

The top management seem to have a contradictory relationship to private sector or-

ganizations and the way they are run. On the one hand, this results in a feeling of in-

feriority in relation to private management. For instance, the production director 

says that “we are aware that there are things that could be organized more efficiently 

here, but we have not been able to do that yet”. The administrative director, who has 

also worked in the private sector, expresses slight disappointment towards the opera 

organization: “We have tried to develop the organization, but it has proceeded more 

slowly than I expected”. On the other hand, the general director explains that along-

side these demands for efficiency there is a demand for sincere care for the artists: 

“Sometimes it feels like you should be more of a father or a mother figure who would 
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take care of the artists and put plasters on their wounds…this also has to include a 

humane way of working.” 

Examples from the private sector organizations and management are also drawn pro-

vided by the middle managers representing different technical and administrative 

departments of the FNO. The head of the chorus and orchestra department talks, for 

instance, about the huge options of private listed companies to their top manage-

ment, and what could be done with those large sums in the culture sector. Another 

departmental manager says that they are under the spotlight and they have to per-

form well not only in terms of the artistic and technical aspects but also economically; 

otherwise “a butcher from the outside, who doesn’t have any consideration for what 

we do, will come along”. Doing economically well is both a sensitive and an 

ideological issue even for the management of the opera house. Hence, increased 

demand for the systems and principles of private management causes a crucial 

struggle related to the organizational identity construction. 

The struggles involving the top and middle managers can also be explored through 

the terms they use and the way they react to being in between public and private 

management practices. As the opera productions are large and complex processes 

requiring large amounts of coordination, the processes need to involve highly struc-

tural and systemic elements to be able to manage them. In opera productions the 

managers have to balance between the elements related to the private and public sec-

tors; the creative and artistic processes are balanced with the rational and systematic 

ones. The production director describes this in an interview:  

“On the one hand, this is a kind of factory with all those long-term plans and 
dozens of forthcoming productions – this is like a well-oiled machine. But at the 
same time there is this aspect of craftsmanship and creativity. This is the last 
craftsmen’s bastion where different impulses can be taken into considera-
tion…what happens today shouldn’t be determined one year before but it [the 
opera production process] should remain dynamic and be partly an atelier type 
of work...Because we are aiming at high quality opera performances the produc-
tion process has to be creative from the very beginning to the very end. It means 
that you have to tolerate the idea that changes are possible…this kind of ad hoc 
lifestyle is part of our organizational life here even if the schedules are usually 
tight and plans are detailed. So, there has to be some space for creativity, but of 
course on a scale that wouldn’t rock the boat too much.” 

The terms such as well-oiled machine and factory are used many times by the partici-

pants, as I described earlier. Yet, it is interesting how the managers explicitly point 

out that these terms might not be appropriate in the art institution context. For ex-

ample, the marketing manager has the following to say: “I think, although it may 

sound bad, art institution is the right term to describe this house because this is like a 

factory”. This expression ‘although it may sound bad’ provides a perspective on this 

conflict between what is seen as totally normal in the private management context, 
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but relatively inappropriate in the cultural production context. The head of the light-

ing department expressed it in an interview: 

“You are not supposed to use the term factory here, but on the other hand, it is 
the same kind of process although our outcome is very special and different from 
others…We are like a sausage factory – and somebody will always say that this is 
not a sausage factory – and our sausage is the performance, but we do not always 
produce the same ‘sininen lenkki’23 [type of sausage]…it varies and it is seasoned 
differently…This is its own field and its own world.” 

Many of the top and middle managers use the terms traditionally linked to private 

sector and industry-type of work, but somehow the ‘rules of the game’ (Bourdieu, 

1992) do not allow these participants to openly talk with this kind of language. The 

administrative director in particular describes how he has been surprised because “it 

is not appropriate, for instance, to talk about business plans in the opera context”. 

The Production of ‘Finnishness’

Demands for the increased efficiency and rationalization of opera productions have 

forced the management of opera houses to search for new ways to produce operas 

with fewer resources. Nowadays it is common to rent entire opera productions from 

other opera houses or to co-produce an operatic work with another opera house. The 

savings gained from renting an opera production instead of producing it from the be-

ginning vary because the costs related to the adjustments of the productions vary. 

This means that the different opera productions do not automatically fit on the stage 

of the Finnish National Opera and some adjustments have to be made. This compli-

cates decisions on which opera productions are wise to rent or buy from the economic 

point of view. 

There are also other aspects involved in these decisions besides purely economic 

ones. The press manager describes her contradictory relation to opera productions 

that are rented or co-produced with other opera house in the following way: 

“We have these co-productions- and rented productions and it is reasonable 
from the economic and resource point of view but I don’t really like them. The 
reason why I don’t like them is that they are just ‘Eurotrash’. I would rather 
see…for example, the Queen of Spades, which had a mixed reception because it 
was a modernized version…but the creative team had a strong vision which they 
believed in and which partly worked extremely well and partly not quite, but it is 
much better than those that try to please everybody.” 

The head of the costume workshop describes how they have examined opportunities 

for outsourcing, for instance, in terms of finding subcontractors to manufacture some 

costumes or parts of them. She raises the question of whether an opera production 

can be called ‘Finnish’ if some of the work related to it has been done somewhere else: 

23 ‘Sininen lenkki’ (‘blue sausage’) is the name of a popular Finnish sausage brand, which has a very neu-
tral flavour. 
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“Can we call some opera as the production of the Finnish National Opera if it has 
been manufactured, for example, in Tallinn? Can we market it as the Finnish Na-
tional Opera’s opera production if the costumes have been sewn somewhere else? 
If I think myself I am so proud of what we make in our costume workshop, about 
the costumes we deliver to the stage. I want to see costumes of the best possible 
quality on the stage and not just any costumes that can be scraped up from 
somewhere in the world. So, there is a dilemma about what is more important: to 
produce the best possible quality for the performances or to survive?” 

Again these kinds of management decisions seem also relate to identity dynamics of 

the organization. The participants describe these rented or co-produced opera pro-

ductions ambiguously. They admit that these are important in order to secure the fi-

nancial balance and that there would be no capacity to produce all the seven opera 

premiers in a season by themselves, but the co-productions may also appear as a 

threat towards the already fragmented organizational identities.  

Translating between the Two Worlds 

The head of the chorus and orchestra department perceives what he calls – a struggle 

between the artistic and administrative cultures in the Finnish National Opera. He 

describes it as follows: 

“The difficulty of this middle level in the organization is that we are between a 
rock and a hard place. We are translators between the two different cultures. On 
the one hand there is this artistic culture where they require certain freedom. 
They also take part in all kinds of discussions like why this is here although it 
would be better to place it there, whether it is a question about a chair, other art-
ist, or a rehearsal and whether it should be on Wednesday or Friday. On the 
other hand, there is the top management and administrative cultures, which you 
then have to translate for the artists, like what do scarce resources mean. But 
also to translate things to the administration, to the language of administration, 
that some particular production requires this and that. If somebody from the 
administration asks why we need so many musicians we have to be able to ex-
plain it to them; that it is the general director who by choosing an operatic work 
also decides on the number of musicians. You also have to be able to explain to 
the orchestra who the hell has schedule a rehearsal on Saturday morning. That it 
is because all the other slots were already taken, and because we also have other 
people working in here besides the orchestra. I would personally schedule the 
rehearsals whenever it would best suit the orchestra. But the thing is that the 
chorus is taken on Monday and the soloists have another rehearsal on Friday. On 
Thursday there is nothing ready yet, and because the performances are when 
they are the only possible time for that particular rehearsal is on Saturday morn-
ing. It really helps when you explain it like this so that they do not think that it is 
just some bureaucrat who wants to torment them.” 

The financial manager describes how she has been struggling with the artistic and 

economic skills of organizational members. The departmental manager says that she 

has faced some difficulties in discussions with various organizational members be-
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cause most of them are not familiar with the terms and concepts used in economics 

and financial accounting: 

“The terms that the financial managers work with every day may not be familiar 
to others. I have to find ways to explain – or sometimes draw – so that the others 
understand. This is not the way it works in the business world, so this is the dif-
ference. If you have even a slightly more difficult financial calculation and try to 
get others to understand the calculation, it is more challenging here than in a 
private company…If a person on the opposite side does not know anything about 
economics you cannot just throw at it them. These are things that are gained 
through education and you grow into them. They do not happen overnight.” 

For an employee in the technical, artistic or administrative departments it might 

sometimes be difficult to identify where the delays or other issues stem from. The 

head of a technical department describes his experiences about being between a rock 

and a hard place. He explains how he informed his department about a delayed plan-

ning stage of an opera production. He had trouble getting the information from the 

creative team, which “caused uncertainty and ‘turmoil’ among the departmental 

members”. He says that “you have to think what you communicate because it can 

have strange consequences like ‘can’t the managers make decisions”.  

The head of the costume department also expresses the feeling of being between a 

rock and a hard place, which relates to being between the administrative and artistic 

cultures. The departmental manager explains that on the one hand there is a seasonal 

plan for every year prepared by the top management, which indicates the productions 

and performances during the seasons as well as the budget dedicated to particular 

productions. The departmental managers plan how the productions are staffed inside 

this frame. On the other hand, there is the artistic planning of opera and ballet pro-

ductions for which creative teams are responsible. The head of the costume depart-

ment describes how the creative teams usually have grand visions about how they 

want to interpret and visually arrange a particular operatic work on stage. She points 

out that “when we have finished a production and can hardly move our hands, a fresh 

creative team is ready, enters the room and says ‘ok, let’s start working’.” 

Customers, Competition and the ‘Creatives’ 

Some departments in the FNO, in particular the press and marketing departments, 

are concerned about the consumers and how the decisions made by the top manage-

ment (concerning the seasonal planning) and the creative teams (concerning the ar-

tistic choices made in particular opera productions) affect the consumers. The mar-

keting manager says that she has not been involved enough in planning for the sea-

sonal programmes. Rather she has received ready-made decisions about upcoming 

opera and ballet works. She continues: 

“This house is still quite production-oriented meaning that they don’t listen to 
what marketing has to say. If I have something to say concerning the days and 



159

times of the performances, or any other aspects concerning productions there is 
no way for me to get my view across. This is not a very customer-oriented way of 
working.”

The marketing manager seems to be in between these orientations, between the artis-

tic choices made concerning the productions and the choices made to sell and market 

them. According to the marketing manager, it is difficult to highlight one or two of 

the soloists, in particular if they are visiting artists and do not belong to the ensemble 

of the Finnish National Opera. Highlighting visiting soloists over their own soloists 

would result in a “long line outside my door and all our own soloists would come and 

complain about it”. 

The marketing manager also feels like being between a rock and a hard place in terms 

of the decisions made on artistic issues and customer-oriented decisions. The market-

ing manager explains that somebody in the house has to take the side of the consum-

ers, but she feels that she does not have sufficient say inside the house to make the 

voice of the customer heard. The financial manager shares this view: 

“I think this is a bit contradictory that we do not understand the competitive 
situation. This art form competes with the theatres, movies, sports, and televi-
sion. Generally speaking we compete for people’s leisure time…so it is not only 
the high artistic quality we should be after although we cannot forget that either. 
We cannot provide anything crappy, but it is not the only point here. Not all peo-
ple probably think that six hours of Die Walküre are the most important thing.”

For the press manager being in between a rock and a hard place means the position 

between the top management and the customers. She describes how the top man-

agement may provide seasonal plans that are not always the best possible from the 

customers’ point of view. If the voice of the press department were heard when plan-

ning the upcoming season they would advise thinking about when performances are 

scheduled during a season; “For instance, modern dance performances would sell 

better in May than in October”. In the same manner, the marketing manager de-

scribes how their department perceives being between the organization and the ex-

pectations of customers: 

“Because this mechanism is so huge that you have to make planning well in ad-
vance. It means that we don’t have opportunities to react as fast to the wishes 
from our customers as we would like to…if we notice that some performances sell 
more than we had planned we just cannot add performances because the whole 
mechanism is already tied up with other things.” 

The press manager tells also about being between the media and the artistic person-

nel. She feels that the artistic personnel sometimes think that the press department 

leaks information about the artists and productions in the Finnish National Opera to 

the press. Sometimes this means that the marketing department does not get all the 

information about the productions. 
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Conclusions

In the empirical part of the thesis I have described various processes involved in the 

organizational identity construction in the opera house context. First, I presented the 

more collective-level constructions of the organizational members of the Finnish Na-

tional Opera. In the processes of constructing the ‘house’ the organizational members 

draw on the institution, organization and opera production process related aspects. 

Chapter 7 provided a more complex view on the processes of dialogical identity con-

struction. In chapter I have described how the organizational members struggle with 

various contradictory aspects. These conflicts were presented in terms of three kinds 

of dialogics related to the positions, work and management practices in the opera or-

ganization. In addition to these more traditional representations of the empirical 

data, Part II included three ‘tales from the field’ sections. These snapshots from the 

field provided another look at the dynamic relations and practices in the opera or-

ganization.
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10    CADENZA – Tales from the field 3
 

‘In Comparison with Opera Houses in Central Europe this is a Paradise’ 

In a corner of the fifth floor the chorus members have their dressing rooms as well as a 
small kitchen where they can make coffee and socialize between rehearsals and perform-
ances. On a table in the kitchen area there is also a folder of clippings to which the press 
department regularly adds news and articles related to the Finnish National Opera. I used 
to read the file every once in a while, and today I find two new articles, one about two 
soloists in an opera production and another in which the general director is interviewed. 
The general director says in the article (Suomen Kuvalehti, 9/2006): 

“We have a good atmosphere here. The rehearsals are run smoothly and effectively. The 
house is clean and the food is good. In comparison with opera houses in Central 
Europe this is a paradise. Everything works well here. We get this feedback from every-
body.”  

Further in the article the general director also explains how well his house is managed. 
The basis for his leadership is to think out the consequences of decisions as far into the 
future as possible and lead with the facts. In order to do so, the general director collects 
real-time information about the schedules, cost-estimations, and situation documents. He 
adds: 

“The information is supposed to be collected beforehand rather than afterwards.” 

I am confused because what is said in the article seems quite contradictory to the situa-
tion inside the opera house; at the same time when the general director describes the op-
era house as a paradise, information has been given out to the employees that all of them 
are going to be laid-off for two months over a one-year period.  

‘The Performance Will Start at 7.10 pm. We Apologise for the Situation.’ 

A year passes and the situation in the opera house has not settled down. On the contrary, 
the atmosphere becomes increasingly heated when the general music director submits his 
resignation to the board. This is a shock in particular to the members of the chorus and 
the orchestra because the general music director has taken, among other things, the ad-
ministrative responsibilities seriously. Hence, they perceive that the voice of the chorus 
and the orchestra has been heard more clearly at the top management level. The chorus 
and orchestra members discuss how they are going to react to the situation; their reaction 
should not be perceived too negatively either inside or outside the house. 
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The whole house whispers. The employees of the staff restaurant also talk about the res-
ignation of the general music director.  

I go to the evening’s rehearsal as usual, but before it starts the soloists ask the director if 
they can go and see what will happen on the stage regarding the chorus and the orchestra 
members’ plans. Due to the situation, these members have planned some sort of protest 
at the beginning of the evening’s performance. I decide to follow the soloists into the 
stage area and watch from a monitor how the two members of the chorus walk to the 
stage and explain to the audience that the members of the chorus and orchestra are going 
to withdraw to their dressing rooms, and that consequently the performance will start 10 
minutes late: 

“We are sorry for the resignation [of the general music director] and that is why we 
withdraw to our rooms. The performance will start at 7.10pm. We apologise for the 
situation.” 

The audience gives its support by applauding. After ten minutes the performance contin-
ues normally and we get back to the rehearsal studio. The rehearsal is conducted without 
any further interruptions, but during the break the assisting director, a few soloists and 
the prompter discuss the situation while others watch the television news where the gen-
eral music director’s resignation is the leading story. 

‘I Hope This Won’t Tear Us Apart.’ 

The next day the chorus members take part in the rehearsal, but before it starts the shop 
steward for the chorus explains about the last night’s protest and related legal issues. The 
steward explains that the protest was not directed against the collective labour agree-
ments, and their intention is not to go on strike or anything like that; “it was just a spon-
taneous protest”. He continues: 

“The audience supported the protest and the chorus masters were totally behind it. 
We’ll see if the house wants to take any action due to the incident. I have also heard that 
the protest didn’t get all the chorus members’ approval. I hope that this won’t tear us 
apart. It would be the last thing we need in this situation.” 

The next day is not any quieter. The rehearsal I observe that morning is interrupted be-
cause the organizational members are planning a more extensive protest outside the op-
era house. I am observing how approximately 200 members of the house gather in the 
lobby, open their banderols and placards, and walk out chanting. Some15 journalists 
from various newspapers and broadcasting companies record with their video cameras, 
take notes and pictures, and conduct short interviews with the employees. After 10 min-
utes the organizational members go inside and continue working while the stewards stay 
in the lobby to answer journalists’ questions. It seems that the journalists are mainly in-
terested in the more scandalous issues such as: Should [the general music director] be-
come the general director of the FNO?; Should the current top management team resign 
altogether?; Should the administrative structure be changed in a way that the general and 
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administrative directors would be controlled by the ‘CEO’ type of director?; Why did the 
ticket sales drop?; How is the 5-day production week going to affect activities?; and How 
is the top management taking part in the layoffs?  

Picture 6 Journalists interviewing shop stewards of the opera house.

The media pays a lot of attention to these incidents. Shortly after the protests a leading 
article in the main Finnish newspaper Helsingin Sanomat is entitled as follows: 

“The game at the opera must be whistled off” (24.2.2007) 

The next day the main article in the culture section of the same newspaper begins with 
the following: 

“The opera waits for its saviour” (25.2.2007)  

On the same day there is also a letter to the editor that demands the following: 

“The state should support film productions instead of opera”. 

After one month the Finnish weekly business journal Talouselämä states the following on 
its cover: 

“The end – the irresponsible use of money in art institutions has come to its end” 
(23.3.2007) 

A few days later there is a long article in Helsingin Sanomat about the general director of 
the Copenhagen National Opera who recently began his work in the opera house. The 
heading says the following: 

“Budget holds and audience loves” (25.3.2007) 
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‘...Not Only Art for Art’s Sake...’ 

In the Finnish National Opera’s customer magazine (2/2007) the general director 

commits himself to the lively public debate: 

“When society finances art and art institutions, it is clear that their meaning and neces-
sity are generally debated. It is not enough that the public money is used only to pro-
duce art for art’s sake, but art institutions have to have a special place in the large ma-
chinery of society...art is experienced together, which provides new knowledge about 
yourself and the world – that is one of the meanings of art in society. Another meaning, 
which is often forgotten, is to maintain and develop special knowledge. Before there can 
be any singing, dancing or playing on the stage, many professionals are needed who rep-
resent the level of artistry that has to be created for years and years...” 

The focus of the general director’s speech was clearly directed towards the positive 

aspects related to the ‘house’: creativeness, the high level of professionalism, and 

touching social experiences provided for the audiences. Hence, art, organization and 

institution are closely related to each other in the context of an opera house, but the 

relation is dynamic and subject to continues dialogue. 
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PART III 

Building on the empirical data in Part II,  the third part of 
the thesis focuses on a discussion in connection with the 
theoretical approach presented in chapters two and three.  
Part III provides insights into questions such as how the 
participants in the work of an opera house construct or-
ganizational identit ies and what kind of resources they 
draw on during the dialogical processes of identity con-
struction. In this f inal part,  conclusions regarding the 
theoretical ,  methodological and empirical contributions of 
the study are also made. Finally,  some managerial  implica-
tions are drawn concerning the cultural organizations and 
business corporations.  
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11 DISCUSSION

An overall aim of the thesis has been to examine practices in the field of cultural pro-

duction through the processes of organizational identity construction. This approach 

has provided an interesting view in particular on the complexities and inherent con-

tradictions of everyday practices in the context of an opera house. I have been inter-

ested in questions such as how the opera organization is constructed by the organiza-

tional members, how the members draw on different logics when relating to their or-

ganization, and finally, what kind of elements characterize processes of organiza-

tional identity construction in an opera organization. In the thesis I have analyzed the 

processes in which the organizational members draw on various discursive resources 

in constructing versions of their organization. Answers to these questions help us to 

understand the nature of organizational life in a hybrid organizational context such 

as an opera house. This may, provide a better understanding of the management is-

sues of cultural organizations. 

Epistemological starting points in the study have been that everything is part of a 

greater whole and that there is constant interaction between meanings (Bakhtin, 

1981). The focus in the study has been the cultural production that happens in the 

institutional context of the Finnish National Opera. This means that I have focused 

on the everyday organizing practices of opera productions instead of on the formal 

organizational structure, and examined how the participants attach meanings to and 

construct versions of the opera organization. The starting point had methodological 

consequences and also influenced empirical analysis of the research data. I believe 

that this view contributed to a better grasp of the complexity of the field of cultural 

production and increased understanding of its everyday practices, which are gov-

erned by conflicting logics. In addition, I have drawn on theories on cultural produc-

tion on the one hand, and theories on organizational identities on the other, to in-

crease understanding of cultural organizations in general and opera houses in par-

ticular.

In this chapter I will discuss the main findings of the study in relation to the theoreti-

cal perspectives presented in chapters two and three. First, I will summarize how the 

participants of the Finnish National Opera construct the ‘house’ in terms of the insti-

tution, organization and production. Second, the three dialogics identified from the 

empirical analysis are discussed process and conclusions are drawn from them. 

Third, I propose that organizational identities are constructed in dialogical processes, 

which involve interplay between dialogue and conflict. These processes may lead to a 

more generative mode of relation in cultural organizations. 
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The Opera House Triad 

The organizational members construct the Finnish National Opera as the ‘house’, 

which we in the field of management and organization studies would prefer to call an 

‘organization’. The term ‘house’ is used even more broadly in the cultural field and it 

refers in general to a collective unity of professionals aiming to produce cultural 

products and/or services. In the opera organization context the house refers to a cer-

tain construction. As I described earlier in chapter six, the ‘house’ is constructed as a 

combination of an institution, organization and a production process. This is illus-

trated in the following figure: 

THE ‘HOUSE’

Institution Organization Production Process

Space for national and
field specific practices

Space for management
and administrative 
practices

Space for artistic and 
technical practices

Figure 15 Construction of the Finnish National Opera as the ‘house’. 

The institutional aspect of the ‘house’ can be described as a space of national and cul-

tural heritage, and this space is generally shared and accepted by the members of the 

Finnish National Opera. The organizational aspect of the ‘house’ is constructed as the 

space for management and administrative practices, whereas the ‘production process’ 

is the space for artistic and technical practices. However, everyday practices in the 

Finnish National Opera and those who carry them out may not be so clear-cut, in par-

ticular between the ‘organization’ and the ‘production process’; some of the adminis-

trative personnel say that they are merely part of the ‘organization’, while others view 

themselves as part of the both. In the same manner the technical personnel, in par-

ticular the departmental managers, view themselves as part of both the ‘organization’ 

and the ‘production process’. In the following table the different meanings attached 

to the ‘house’ are described in more detail. 
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Characteristics of 
the space  

Participants in-
volved

Meanings attached 

Institution National and cul-
tural heritage 

The art form 

All the organizational 
members 

The public in general 

Nationalism; obliga-
tion, quality, protection 

Organization Bureaucracy 

Line organization 

The management 

The administration 
personnel

Managerialism; deci-
sion-making, hierarchy, 
obstacles, place (the 
‘walls’) 

Production proc-
ess

Flow of simultane-
ous opera produc-
tions 

The artistic and tech-
nical personnel 

Professionalism; con-
tent production, artistic 
elements, creativity, 
emotions 

Table 7 Meanings attached to the triad of ‘house’. 

As an art institution, the Finnish National Opera is responsible for maintaining and 

developing the opera as an art form, and here the FNO is closer to the opera produc-

tion processes than to the management and administrative part of the ‘house’. The 

link between the ‘production process’ and the ‘institution’ as a national and cultural 

heritage was described in particular by the artistic personnel more often than the re-

lation between the ‘organization’ and the ‘institution’. The technical personnel seem 

then to emphasize the link between the ‘production process’ and the ‘organization’. 

However, both the artistic and technical personnel describe the ‘organization’ partly 

as a place where the visiting artists produce and perform the actual artistic content. 

In this way the ‘organization’ refers to a playground, an empty shell that is a space to 

which outsiders bring creative content. Hence, the place related to the ‘organization’ 

is very different from the place related to the opera house as a national and cultural 

heritage. In her study on lawyers, Winroth (1999) explains that organizing refers to 

administration of the firm, while and the task was called management. In the lawyers’ 

talk, management was related mainly to solutions of practical problems. In the same 

manner as in the opera house, the lawyers coped with the issue by compartmentalis-

ing, for instance, by highlighting that management is only intended for administra-

tion, not for the production of services.  

The three-part construction of the Finnish National Opera can also be seen in the 

light what Guillet de Monthoux, Gustafsson and Sjöstrand (2007) call the triads of 

the administrative, management and aesthetic fields. They argue that all the three 

fields should be in flow and no single field should dominate the others. This means 

that “project management, institutional regulation, and aesthetic sensibility must co-

habit in mutual respect” (p. 271). Thus, the three aspects involved in the construction 

of the ‘house’ are not distinct and separate, but overlapping and in continuous inter-

action with each other. 
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The production side, or the practices related to the ‘core’ of organizations, has been 

connected to professionalism in law firms (e.g., Winroth, 1999), consulting firms 

(e.g., Alvesson, 2001), advertising agencies (e.g., Moeran, 2009), hospitals (e.g., Pratt 

and Rafaeli, 1997), universities (e.g., Garcia and Hardy, 2007), and in cultural organi-

zations (e.g., Glynn, 2000; Lindgren and Packendorff, 2007). For example, Glynn’s 

(2000) study on a symphony orchestra proposes that the musicians have a profes-

sional identity as performing artists, which by definition provides them with a legiti-

mate position in the field of cultural production (Bourdieu, 1993). Administrators in 

cultural organizations have not traditionally had the same kind of formal education 

for their profession. Formal education in arts management did not start until the 

1970s, which means that the institutionalization of the profession will still take some 

time. On the other hand, the professions representing the economic pole in the field 

of cultural production may never reach the same level of legitimization as the profes-

sions and practices related to the artistic pole.  

This is something central for cultural organizations that the meaning of professional-

ism is not connected to organizing and management practices. It was interesting to 

note that although the ‘house’ is a construction negotiated between the organizational 

members, it is also given agency in the members’ talk. Notions such as ‘the house has 

decided’ or ‘we should ask the house’ were often used in the opera house. The ‘house’ 

described in the organizational members’ talk as an entity can also serve the purpose 

of legitimization of the managerial and administrative personnel and thus overcome 

the distinctive and conflicting logics by blending them into an entity called ‘house’. 

This also raises a question of the dynamic nature of organizational identity construc-

tion. The three elements of ‘house’ seem to form a rather static or slowly transform-

ing part of the organizational identity processes in the Finnish National Opera. The 

essentialist claims about the ‘house’ defend the view that the processes of organiza-

tional identity construction involve elements that can be understood as stabilized 

moments in continuous processes of identity construction and reconstruction (Ybema 

et al., 2009). In line with Ybema et al.’s notions, the ‘house’ can be seen as a dialogical 

entity, which is “’fabricated through discourse, ‘staged’ through performance and ‘fic-

tionalized’ through text” (p. 305). In addition to the essentialist claims about organi-

zation, the organizational members are involved in the dialogical processes with each 

other and within themselves. In the Finnish National Opera these processes seem to 

be more diverse and subject to change and conflict (Clegg, Rhodes, and Kornberger, 

2007). Hence, I consider how the participants of the Finnish National Opera attach 

meanings to the ‘house’ as only one aspect of the dialogical processes. The other as-

pects, as described in the empirical part of the thesis, involve more complex and mul-

tifaceted processes, and are discussed next. 
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From Dualism to Dialogics

The field of cultural production has traditionally been understood as governed by two 

contradictory logics of practices: artistic and economic logics. This means that the 

hybrid context of cultural organizations involves two simultaneous systems that value 

the forms of capital operating within the field differently (Bourdieu, 1992). In the 

study the practices involved in the construction of ‘production process’ seem to be led 

more by the artistic logic whereas the practices connected to the construction of ‘or-

ganization’ are more clearly governed by the economic logic. However, based on the 

empirical analysis of the study, the artistic personnel of the Finnish National Opera 

do not merely draw on the artistic logic and the administrative personnel merely on 

the economic in constructing organizational identities (cf. Glynn, 2000). Instead 

there seems to be a constant ‘blending of logics’ between the two (Glynn and Louns-

bury 2005). One of the theoretical implications of the study has therefore been to 

provide a ‘thick’ description of the processes in which organizational members draw 

from the different logics.  

Based on the empirical analysis the study also suggests that instead of the two logics 

of art and economy, there seems to be an additional logic that influences the proc-

esses of organizational identity construction. This is called the logic of a national in-

stitution. The logic of a national institution in the study refers to the social structures 

that involve processes of organized and established procedures (Jepperson, 1991) 

transmitted by various routines, rules and artefacts through symbolic and relational 

systems (Scott, 2001). The logic of a national institution is not merely constructed 

inside a physical organization such as the Finnish National Opera, but at the level of a 

field (DiMaggio, 1991). The national mission and the national purpose of the opera 

house are influenced by the history of the art form in general and the historical devel-

opment of opera productions in particular. As described in chapter five, opera was 

invented in courts by noblemen and sovereigns, and the opera houses have had close 

contact with the political life of states ever since (Bereson, 2002, see also Wetter-

ström 2001). The logic of a national institution is constructed through the notions of 

national mission of the Finnish National Opera and the national purpose of the opera 

houses as developed in the operatic field. This logic may be something specific to the 

opera context, but its possible existence has not usually been considered in studies of 

cultural organizations. 

The logic of a national institution identified in the study seems to involve all three 

forms of capital: cultural, economic, and symbolic. As a national institution, the Fin-

nish National Opera has more or less secure state financing, but the money has to be 

used responsibly. In addition, the national opera house is committed to maintain and 

renew the art form, though it also serves as a symbol for civilized society. The exis-

tence of the logic of a national institution was implicitly stated in a study of the field 

of architecture. This is in line with Cohen et al.’s (2005) study, which contends that 

architecture is constructed through three types of activity based on three different 



171

logics: 1) creative endeavour, 2) business activity, and 3) public service. In addition to 

the creative and business activity, architecture as a public service is described as be-

ing for the good of the public, the architect thus being seen as a public servant. The 

customer within this logic becomes the public, and the goal of architecture is to en-

hance the quality of people’s lives instead of merely aesthetic and/or monetary val-

ues. 

The logic of a national institution is a central resource for the organizational mem-

bers of the Finnish National Opera and it seems to be valued throughout the organi-

zation and across the different personnel groups. It is constructed as a balancing ele-

ment, a shared and common ground between the ‘organization’ and the ‘production 

process’. Wetterström (2001) describes how the historical constitution of opera as an 

institution is an important aspect in the continuity of practical arrangements of opera 

productions. On the other hand, an opera house is able to fulfil its national and artis-

tic missions when the artistic, economic and institutional aspects are balanced.  

In the study, the processes of organizational identity and blending of the three logics 

are presented in terms of three types of dialogics. In the study I have applied an in-

terpretive view of organizational identities, which highlights the dialogical processes 

in which the organizational members attach meanings and negotiate views on their 

organization. These views are constructed during organizational practices in which 

organizational members attach meanings to their organization. The meanings are al-

ways negotiated in dialogue among the organizational members in a specific tempo-

ral-spatial context (Bakhtin, 1981). Maybin (2001: 67) concludes Bakhtin’s view on 

language “as originating in social struggle, coloured by the history of its use, always 

evaluative and highly ideological.” In the field of cultural production, struggle is em-

bedded in social situations as the members draw on the simultaneously existing and 

often conflicting logics. The struggles experienced by the organizational members of 

the opera house have been a focus of the empirical analysis of the study in order to 

examine the dialogical identity processes beyond the identity claims.  

The view on organizational identities applied in the study has aimed to examine the 

processes instead of the products of identity construction and thus provided a view 

on the complexity of these processes (Ainsworth and Hardy, 2004). Hence, the view 

provides an opportunity to see organizations in the act of ‘becoming’ instead of being 

‘finished’ and fixed unitary entities (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002). In the following table 

the three dialogics identified in the study are summarized, followed by a discussion of 

each one separately: 
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Participants The logic of art The logic of 
economy  

The logic of 
national institu-
tion 

Key struggles 

Dialogics of Positions 
Artists (visiting 
and ensemble), 
technical and 
administrative 
personnel 

Positions among 
artists in rela-
tion to the art 
field 

Positions be-
tween artists 
and other or-
ganizational 
members in re-
lation to the 
core (e.g., per-
forming) 

Positions of 
technical and 
administrative 
personnel in 
relation to sup-
porting func-
tions (e.g., mar-
keting) 

Positions of the 
organizational 
members in re-
lation to multi-
skilled profes-
sionalism in-
stead of narrow 
division of la-
bour 

Positions of en-
semble and free-
lancers 

Visiting ‘stars’ 
versus ensemble 

Artists versus 
other personnel 
groups 

Artistic versus 
administrative 
supervision  

Freelancers ver-
sus full-time 
employment 

Dialogics of Work Practices 
Artistic, techni-
cal and adminis-
trative person-
nel, members of 
creative teams 

Emphasis on 
opera produc-
tion process 

Emphasis on the 
uniqueness of 
opera produc-
tions  

Competition for 
identification 
with the opera 
productions 

Emphasis on 
line organiza-
tion  

Emphasis on the 
sameness of the 
organization 

Emphasis on 
matrix organiza-
tional structure 

Emphasis on 
uniqueness of 
the institution in 
the art field 

Practices related 
to line organiza-
tion versus op-
era production 
process  

Practices related 
to music versus 
other artistic 
elements  

Uniqueness ver-
sus sameness of 
work practices 

Dialogics of Management Practices 
Top manage-
ment and the 
managers of 
technical and 
administrative 
departments 

Care for the ar-
tistic personnel 

Emphasis on 
creativity and 
artistic working 
culture  

Emphasis on the 
development of 
opera as an art 
form 

Care for the or-
ganizational 
processes 

Emphasis on 
practicalities 

Emphasis on 
international 
cooperation 

Emphasis on the 
demand of con-
sumers 

Emphasis on 
accessibility 

Emphasis on 
national spirit 

Emphasis on the 
long-term de-
velopment 

 

Public versus 
private man-
agement  

‘Finnishness’ 
versus Interna-
tionalization  

Artistic versus 
administrative 
working cul-
tures 

Consumer ver-
sus expert mar-
kets 

Table 8 Dialogics of organizational identity construction. 
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Dialogics of Positions 

The first dialogics, the dialogics of positions, refer to the processes of organizational 

identity construction in which the organizational members of the opera house do not 

only construct positions in relation to each other but also in relation to the art field 

more broadly. According to Bourdieu (1992, 1993), the field of cultural production is 

structured by the distribution of available positions such as consecrated artists versus 

striving artists, opera versus symphony, or art for art’s sake versus social art. The first 

struggle of the dialogics of positions concerns the strong star cult present in the oper-

atic field. The Finnish National Opera is described as a ‘star theatre’ aiming to attract 

large audiences and the media’s attention. On the one hand, the artists belonging to 

the ensemble of the Finnish National Opera relate to visiting ‘star’ performers with 

high respect, but on the other hand, the ‘star’ performers are seen as ruling the opera 

productions. In the empirical analysis of the study the visiting prominent artists be-

came a resource for the organizational identity construction when the artists of the 

FNO’s ensemble constructed themselves in relation to the organization by taking a 

critical stance on the visiting prominent soloists, conductors, directors, or other per-

formers.

During an opera production process the artistic personnel may find the line organiza-

tion constraining, which can partly be explained by what Delmestri et al. (2005) call 

horizontal and vertical relations. The artistic personnel are more used to working 

with the horizontal relations because of their larger interest in symbolic and cultural 

capitals that define the merits in the field of cultural production. Hence, advancement 

in the organizational hierarchy may not be the main reason for aiming for the best 

possible performance. For the technical and administrative personnel the vertical re-

lations may appear more important as the formal organizational hierarchy deter-

mines their everyday work practices. This can have an effect on the differences in how 

the different personnel groups attach meanings to the Finnish National Opera.  

The dialogics of positions are embedded in the conflicts between the lone bohemian 

artist, working mainly for the heroistic and individualistic field of art (Eikhof and 

Haunschild, 2006), and the artist working in an art institution under certain organ-

izational and institutional constraints. The freelance status of artists is often appreci-

ated in the field as it means that you are able to support yourself with temporary pro-

jects and productions. Although freelance jobs may be insecure, they provide a cer-

tain freedom in selecting and carrying out artistic work. In contrast to the permanent 

jobs in established art institutions such as the Finnish National Opera that provide 

greater job security, there are also certain structures and procedures that cannot be 

easily influenced. This struggle between freelance and full-time employment may in-

fluence the level of identification with the organization as artistic freedom is often 

valued over job security. I consider this a central difference between cultural organi-

zations and other types of organizations. For example, Empson (2004) argues that in 

accounting firms a clearly defined, shared and positively understood organizational 
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identity can provide a focus for member identification in an insecure employment 

context and foster group cohesion within a diffuse power structure. However, in cul-

tural organizations this might not be as straightforward because the organizational 

identity construction involves conflicts between ambiguous positions determined by 

both the art field and the organization. This means that the organizational members 

of the opera house may draw mainly on the meanings related to their profession in-

stead of the organization, which become more like an arena or an administrative con-

text for carrying out professional work (Alvesson and Empson, 2008). 

Another struggle involved in the dialogics of positions is connected to how the techni-

cal and administrative personnel often construct themselves as something supportive 

to the artistic personnel, but still as highly professional. By constructing views on 

their positions as professional groups, the organizational members make distinctions 

between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Parker, 2007). For example, the technical personnel, work-

ing in particular in the stage area, make distinctions through various symbolic ele-

ments such as similar black outfits, tattooed arms and long hair. Many of the techni-

cal employees also belong to the club of motorists of the Finnish National Opera. The 

possibility of drawing on certain professional groups was, however, challenged by the 

notions of multi-skilled professionalism in the opera house. The idea was introduced 

in particular to the technical personnel, who were critical of it. The shift from a 

clearly defined professional area to a multi-skilled employee might mean that the 

technical personnel need to ‘reconstruct’ their professional position in the organiza-

tion (Chreim, Williams, and Hinings, 2007). 

The dialogics of positions are not distinct organizational identity processes, but also 

embedded in the two other dialogics presented in the study. I have, however, wanted 

to highlight the relevance of the positions to the organizational identity construction 

affected by logics of the field of cultural production, which makes the meanings re-

lated to different positions more complex in opera houses. This indicates that the 

processes of organizational identity construction do not happen in isolation, but are 

influenced by various processes in the environment. 

Dialogics of Work Practices 

Alvesson and Empson (2008) contend that employees of consulting firms define 

themselves not only in terms of ‘we are what we know’ but also ‘we are what we do’. 

The work processes and practices in Alvesson and Empson’s study were one of the 

key dimensions or themes that organizational members draw upon in the processes 

of organizational identity construction. In the consultancy firms the dimensions were 

rather unified whereas in the opera house the dimensions seem to be more split and 

contradictory. In the opera house context I identified conflict between the line or-

ganization and the opera production process, between practices related to the music 
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and other artistic elements, and between the uniqueness and sameness of work prac-

tices.

The first two struggles can be seen as related to the distinction between the core and 

periphery of the organization (Caves, 2000; Cattani and Ferriani, 2008). The core 

involves employees in the ‘production process’ while the ‘organization’ is considered 

more as a periphery. In other words, the creative content of opera productions is cre-

ated in the production processes while the line organization involves more ‘ordinary’ 

administrative practices. The technical personnel constructed the ‘core’ through the 

physical closeness of their work practices to the stage area while the artistic personnel 

constructed it through competition for the title of key artistic group (‘we are the op-

era’). In general, the administrative personnel constructed themselves as not taking 

part in the production process, but as working instead with the supportive functions. 

This can also be described through valuation of the aesthetic over the utilitarian func-

tion of cultural products, which can be seen as a result of structural relations, but 

which also has an effect on interpersonal relations in the opera house.  

This can be partly connected to the way opera productions are organized as separate 

projects. The creative project-based work in which the new and exciting artistic con-

tent is often created by prominent artists is contrasted to the supporting work done 

by more anonymous participants of the line organization. On the other hand, 

Townley, Beech and McKinley (2009) argue that the distinction between the core and 

periphery is altogether too simplistic, although at least in the opera house context it 

seems to be an important resource through which the organizational members con-

struct their organization. 

Making a distinction between the core creative practices of opera productions and 

their more management and ‘business’ side can be seen as a way to cope with the dif-

fuse power that is one of the central characteristics of pluralistic organizations (Denis 

et al., 2007). In the opera house context this means, for instance, that the artistic di-

rector is responsible for an opera production while the general director is responsible 

for the line organization. In the Finnish National Opera producers are the ones who 

then mediate and negotiate between these two units (Auvinen, 2000). Figure 13 on 

page 147 suggests, however, that there are also other ‘artistic supervisors’ such as 

technical manager, repertory stage manager and assisting directors who mediate be-

tween the units.

The second struggle relates to the distinction between the practices related to music 

such as visual designs, dramatic aspects, or dance that are often described as secon-

dary to the opera productions. The artistic participants who are involved with the 

musical practices (soloists, chorus and orchestra members) position themselves in 

relation to each other and at the same time compete for the identification with the 

‘core’ of the opera house. In this respect opera houses differ from other performing 

art organizations such as symphony orchestras and dance companies because they 
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involve work practices related to multiple artistic elements. The influence of the dif-

ferent artistic elements on how they organize work practices and relations in cultural 

organizations has not previously been addressed. 

The third struggle between the uniqueness and sameness of work practices is charac-

terized more as a person’s internal dialogue than a dialogue between two people 

(Bakhtin, 1981; Beech, 2008). Beech (2008) argues that the dimensions or themes 

people draw on in the processes of identity construction contain “a tension of mean-

ing and identities are constructed by a combination of the positions on the tensions” 

(p. 66). These ‘meaning-giving tensions’ are placed along the spectra in which the po-

sitions on the tensions are shifting. In the Finnish National Opera the positions on 

the tensions shifted between the descriptions of work as unique and normal. On the 

one hand, the organizational members seem to respond to the meanings related to 

opera houses as elite and high-art institutions. On the other hand, they seem to re-

spond to meanings related to the ordinary work of people representing traditional 

occupations such as musicians, accountants, seamstresses and carpenters. Work in 

the Finnish National Opera is constructed as something special, but at the same the 

excitement and pride of working in the ‘house’ has to be defended and often re-

strained. For example, a member of the technical personnel said in a television inter-

view that “we are not just drinking champagne here every day, but making great per-

formances”. Throughout history, opera houses as national heritages have provided 

glory and legitimation to powerful people celebrating war victories and visits of the 

important heads of nations. Bereson (2002: 15) argues that “governments treat state 

opera houses as monumental constructs which serve to legitimise, through the use of 

ceremony and ritual, the power of the state”. This was also seen in the Finnish Na-

tional Opera Finnish where the Parliament of Finland celebrated its 100 anniversary. 

Although this kind of event contributes to maintaining the elitist status of opera 

houses, the organizational members of opera houses have limited space to influence 

this image as long as there are external actors who want to preserve that kind of 

status for opera houses. However, the status forms a key struggle related to work 

practices inside the opera house. 

The struggles between freelance and full-time employment included in the dialogics 

of positions can be characterized as internal dialogues and similar elements relate to 

the struggles between the public and private management styles as well as between 

‘Finnishness’ and internationalization. These conflicts are included in the dialogics of 

management practices, which are discussed next. 

Dialogics of Management Practices 

The dialogics of management practices involve identity struggles related to the con-

flicting demands of managing cultural productions, continuous negotiations between 

the different working cultures of the artistic and other personnel groups, challenging 
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demands to preserve the national spirit, but at the same time to increase interna-

tional cooperation, and finally, balancing between the customer-orientation and the 

demands from the art field and its experts.  

Thomas and Davies (2005) consider New Public Management (NPM) as an identity 

project of employees in the public sector. In the processes of identity construction, 

the employees may draw on notions of being strategic, effective, aggressive and avail-

able throughout, having leadership skills, and aiming for a strong performance cul-

ture. In the Finnish National Opera NPM seem to be the cause of one of the key 

struggles among the management of the opera house. The empirical analysis of the 

study indicates management practices in the opera house are not constructed as 

something clear cut and straightforward, but involve complexity and contradiction in 

the same manner as in the other work practices (e.g., artistic or technical). In fact, the 

management even seem to describe resistance to demands for increased productivity, 

as also examined by Thomas and Davies. This means that the management of the 

Finnish National Opera does not merely draw on economic logic, but also on the lo-

gics of art and a national institution. The processes of drawing on the logic of a na-

tional institution and highlighting in particular the ‘Finnishness’ of opera productions 

instead of the need for co-productions and rented productions can be seen as ways 

for management to resist the demands of New Public Management. 

In Thomas and Linstead’s (2002) study, middle managers construct organizational 

identities through the notions of being an expert, being different, being in the public 

sector, and being committed. The study shows that the managers draw from different 

sources in the processes of organizational identity construction (see also Sveningsson 

and Alvesson, 2003). The middle management of the opera house draw, for instance, 

on working with a factory type of work although the ‘product’ is described as some-

thing different and unique. They also draw on the notions of being translators and 

being not only experts, but Finnish experts. Finally, the management struggles in-

volve constructions of being conscious about the competitive situation that also con-

siders the art field. In that sense the management of the opera house draws on the 

notion of being the ‘voice’ of a customer. 

The media have traditionally taken a negative view of opera houses in general and 

opera house management in particular. Critics and other reporting about the Finnish 

National Opera during its financially hard times were not based only on aesthetic cri-

teria but also included other types of evaluations concerning the management of the 

organization in particular. Glynn and Lounsbury (2005) argue the same in a sym-

phony orchestra and how the content of reviews during a strike also included an as-

sessment of ticket sales and the overall economic condition of the orchestra. 

This can mean that aesthetic and economic criteria have become further blurred and 

cultural organizations are not no longer evaluated merely against the artistic values, 

but increasingly against economic, social and political values as well. Saarilammi 
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(2007) provides a look at various narratives and counter-narratives that present art-

ists in a more fragmented light. The traditional godlike storylines that highlight the 

mysterious and prophetical supermen of the field of art have been called into ques-

tion by the storylines of strangers, divas, explorers, young rebels, global trendsetters, 

modern Renaissance princes, and postmodern image builders. Saarilammi argues 

that high art is no longer sacred, but mixed with global trends in food, clothing and 

the entertainment industry, thus expanding the diversity of discursive positioning in 

the field of cultural production. 

Generative Struggle – A Mode of Relation in Dia-
logical Identity Construction 

In the thesis I have taken a relational view, in particular applying the Bakhtinian ap-

proach to dialogical meaning-making, which has facilitated an examination that goes 

beyond the dualism of strictly separated opposing poles such as art and economy. 

Hence, this study can be seen as contributing to the research tradition that draws on 

a relational view of organizations (see e.g., Hosking, Dachler, and Gergen, 1995; Koi-

vunen, 2003, 2007; Köping, 2003; Soila-Wadman, 2003). The relational view ap-

plied in the study does not merely refer to the immanent relationships between or-

ganizational members, but also to various structural relations such as those deter-

mined by the formal organizational hierarchy or positions determined by the art field. 

According to Bourdieu (1992), these structural relations in the institutional frame-

work of an opera house authorize, enable, empower and legitimize cultural products 

and productions.  

In particular, the thesis contributes to discussion on dualistic thinking and the para-

doxical practices of cultural organizations by drawing on an idea of productive strug-

gle. Productive struggle refers in general to a mode of relation in which both facilitat-

ing and constraining elements are present. In more detail, the productivity in the 

mode of relation refers to the generative interaction between dialogue and struggle. 

The processes of dialogical identity construction, which in the opera house were iden-

tified as the dialogics of positions, institutional structures and managerial practices, 

involved various tensional meaning-making processes among the organizational 

members. For instance, when the stage directors attached meanings to the Finnish 

National Opera they drew simultaneously on discursive sources that both facilitated 

and constrained their work and creative freedom. An illustration of the productive 

struggle in the processes of dialogical identity construction is presented in the follow-

ing figure: 
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Figure 16 The generative nature of struggle in the processes of dialogical identity construc-

tion. 

Some conceptualizations on dialogue have considered it merely as a positive process, 

which creates novelty (Bohm, 1996) and with which conflict is reduced (Hawes, 

1999). In the illustration above I have sought to highlight the facilitating and imped-

ing modes of interaction. However, this does not mean that dialogue is always con-

nected to ‘good’ and struggle necessarily to something undesirable or ‘bad’. Gergen, 

Gergen, and Barrett (2004) describe how the outcome of a dialogue may vary de-

pending on the viewpoint, the outcome may be judged differently depending on the 

possible consequences later, and also, it may be seen as simultaneously both positive 

and negative.  

Dialogical identity processes can be seen as Cunliffe (2001: 361) defines them: “a way 

of being-in-relation-to-others”. This indicates that the dialogical identity processes 

are embodied in and influence the ways people react to each other, whether physi-

cally present or in an internal dialogue (Bakhtin, 1981; Beech, 2008). In addition, 

Beech (2008) argues that identity is a process, which is simultaneously an outcome of 

dialogue and an input. Based on the empirical analysis of the thesis, the productive 

struggle as a mode of relation in cultural organizations emphasizes the continuous 

process of being in between. This may then have further influence on the processes of 

dialogical identity construction when the organizational members engage with each 

other and draw on a “cacophony of discursive sources” (Ybema et al., 2009: 299). As I 

have written earlier the discursive sources do not merely include written or spoken 

language but also various organizational artefacts and symbolic elements. For in-

stance, picture 5 on page 101 can be seen as a non-linguistic discursive source. It is a 

picture of ‘the head of the costume workshop’ that the head of the costume workshop 

placed outside her office. The ‘head’ was part of her identity construction as the head 

of the department, but at the same time it represented a struggle with a new organ-

izational structuring, which meant that all the heads of departments became adminis-
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trative positions. The work of the head of the costume workshop had previously in-

cluded mostly artistic tasks related to costume designing and she had seen herself 

more as a designer than an administrator. 

Generative dialogue has been defined by Gergen, Gergen, and Barrett (2004: 45) as 

something that “brings into being a mutually satisfying and effective organization”. 

They see generative dialogue as depending on the continuous generation of differ-

ences because meanings are attained through words and utterances in a dialogue by 

differentiating them from other words and utterances. Gergen et al. do not say that 

disagreements in a dialogue are fundamentally destructive and negative, but that they 

are to be considered in relation to the context and the situational conditions of the 

dialogue. In the context of the field of cultural production in general and opera or-

ganizations in particular I would see that the fundamentally conflicting ground for 

dialogical identity construction creates clashes and disagreements among organiza-

tional members, but at the same time may enable novel ideas and productive collabo-

ration. Townley and Beech (2010) also contend that the dualism between creativity 

and management need not be considered so antithetical. For example, Cohendet and 

Simon (2007) argue that videogame companies can take advantages of localized crea-

tive clusters to realize creative products while also aiming at revenues and global 

market shares. However, this co-existence of hierarchies and communities of experts 

involves a continuous dialogue between the division of work and the division of 

knowledge.

In the thesis I have presented processes of dialogical identity construction in which 

the organizational members draw on sources facilitated and constrained by institu-

tional, organizational, interpersonal and intrapersonal relations. An institutional-

level productive struggle was found, for instance, between the horizontal and vertical 

relations, which refer to the various hierarchical structures. In the opera house some 

organizational members who have an interest in vertical advancement inside the or-

ganization and others (usually artists) who have a greater interest in advancement in 

relation to their peers in the art field. On the organizational level, for instance, the 

division between opera production process, led by the creative teams and the line or-

ganization and managed by the executive directors and departmental managers, pro-

vides an organizational structure that both facilitates and constrains practices in the 

organization. A productive struggle on the interpersonal level was found, for example, 

between artistic and other personnel or the visiting artists and artists in the ensem-

ble. Finally, some struggles were more intrapersonal rather than between two or 

more people. For instance, in an internal dialogue organizational members of the op-

era house draw on the uniqueness of work practices (‘none of the outsiders can un-

derstand what is happening inside the house’), and at the same time draw on the 

sameness of their work and organization (‘this is the same kind of a work place as any 

other’). Regarding all these struggles the facilitating and constraining pole depends 

on the situation, the persons involved, and their mutual relations and reactions. 
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In conclusion, the generative nature of struggles may help to address the productive 

mode of contradictory relations instead of the all too negative conceptualizing of the 

conflicting logics of cultural organizations (Le Theule and Fronda, 2005). From the 

Bourdieuan perspective, struggle has been defined as rather deterministic, embedded 

in social structures. According to the Bakhtinian ideas of language, communicative 

actions also originate in struggle between the opposing forces of centralization and 

diversification. However, both views also acknowledge the generative and productive 

side of social meaning-making processes. Maybin (2001: 66) describes: 

“At any point in time, one or other tendency may be dominant, but it will always 
be pulled back by the forces working in the opposite direction. It is this tension 
between the centre and the margins, between the standard and diversity and be-
tween dominant knowledge and everyday experience which keeps language alive, 
preventing it from ossifying and losing meaning potential in an over-rigid au-
thoritative discourse at one extreme, or fragmenting to the point where meaning 
disintegrates and communication becomes impossible, at the other.”  

In the thesis I have examined the processes of dialogical identity construction, which 

have provided a valuable view on the fundamentals of cultural organizations. The 

paradoxical nature of these organizations operating in the field of cultural produc-

tion, which involve contradictory base for organizing, have been described through 

various processes in which the organizational members attach meanings to their 

work. I have argued that in these processes the members of the opera organization 

draw on different contradictory sources, which seem, however, to involve a produc-

tive element. In the next and final chapter I will distinguish the theoretical, methodo-

logical and managerial implications of the study in more detail and draw further con-

clusions.
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12 CONCLUSIONS

The final chapter of the thesis presents conclusions re-
garding the theoretical ,  methodological  and empirical im-
plications of the study.  In addition, some managerial  im-
plications have been outl ined in relation to cultural or-
ganizations and to public and private sector organizations. 
Finally,  the chapter presents some of the l imitations of 
the study and makes suggestions for further studies.  

Contribution of the Study 

I started this ethnographic research with a broad and open question: ‘what happens 

before the first night of an opera production?’ During the process the questions have 

become more focused, as I directed my attention to certain aspects that led to a par-

ticular reading and account of the organization under study. Thus, the research has 

been conducted through a number of relations and the result of it, a written ethnog-

raphy, is also going to be interpreted in a relational manner. As Bakhtin (1984: 110) 

points out: 

“Truth is not born nor is it to be found inside the head of an individual person, it 
is born between people collectively searching for truth, in the process of their 
dialogic interaction.” (Italics in original) 

The overall aim of the thesis has been to examine the processes of dialogical identity 

construction in the context of a cultural organization. The cultural organization in the 

study has been an opera house, the Finnish National Opera, to be precise. Ethno-

graphic methodology was chosen to explore questions such as ‘How is the opera or-

ganization constructed by its members?’ ‘How do the members draw on different 

sources when relating to their organization?’ and finally, ‘What are the elements that 

characterize the processes of dialogical identity construction in the opera organiza-

tion?’ Answers to these questions are discussed next when considering the theoreti-

cal, methodological and managerial implications of the study. 

This study can be called interdisciplinary as it draws on two different theoretical dis-

cussions. On the one hand, the study makes use of theories on cultural production to 

understand the contextual factors of cultural organizations. On the other hand, the 

study draws on theories of organizational identity construction with a particular em-

phasis on a dialogical approach to identities. This type of ‘collection’ of different theo-

ries and even disciplines is common in particular in management and organization 
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studies that take an interpretive or a critical perspective. In the field of arts manage-

ment the interdisciplinary starting point can be considered something inherent and 

even a matter of course. 

Theoretical Implications 

In addition to the ‘thick’ description of the processes of dialogical identity construc-

tion in the opera house context I have distinguished four main theoretical implica-

tions in the study: 1) Instead of two contradictory logics, organizational members of 

an opera organization also draw on a third logic: the logic of a national institution, 2) 

the organizational members of an opera organization attach meanings to their or-

ganization through dialogical processes related to the dialogics of positions, organiza-

tional practices and management practices, 3) in the processes of dialogical identity 

construction the organizational members draw on sources that are both facilitating 

and constraining, and finally, 4) the mode of relation in the dialogical identity con-

struction seem to be a productive struggle, which can also be considered as a source 

of renewal. Next, these implications are described in more detail. 

According to the first theoretical implication, instead of the logics of art and econ-

omy, there seems to be an additional logic, the logic of a national institution. This 

logic brings into the discussion the institutional dimension of cultural organizations, 

which is central particularly in the opera organization context. In the Finnish Na-

tional Opera the various aspects related to the ‘house’ demonstrate the importance of 

the institutional dimension. The triad of the ‘house’ – a construction that is formed 

through the ‘institution’, ‘organization’ and ‘production process’ – are both distinctive 

and overlapping. The logic of a national institution is often neglected in studies on the 

internal life of cultural organizations although their role, meaning and missions are 

usually closely connected to the broader functioning of societies. 

The second implication, which refers to the different dialogical processes identified 

from the empirical material, highlights the processual nature of organizational identi-

ties, which are influenced by the specific context in which they take place. Processual-

ity in organization studies has been discussed by various scholars, for instance, in 

terms of organizing (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002), organizational discourse (Koivunen, 

2007), change (e.g., Beech and Johnson, 2005) and identities (e.g., Sveningsson and 

Alvesson, 2003). The processuality of organizational identity construction can be 

analyzed in texts, but observational data and a longer involvement with the field have 

enabled an examination of the dialogical processes from multiple angles and a better 

understanding of the mode of relations involved in them. In this study processuality 

was observed in the ways the organizational members attach meaning to their organi-

zation by drawing on different dialogical relations to, for example, visiting artists, 

other personnel groups, different artistic elements, and national aspects of opera 

productions. However, the processuality of organizational identities does not neces-

sarily mean that the identities or the meaning-making processes through which they 
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are constructed are always in flux or fluid. Instead, some of the sources may be seen 

as more or less stable or even fixed. What is important is the ways they are used in 

particular situations, which are influenced by the relations and reactions of the par-

ticipants in those situations (Parker, 2007; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003). Hence, 

this adds to the knowledge on the ways the organizations in the field of cultural pro-

duction on the one hand construct their ‘being’, but which on the other hand is com-

plemented with the construction of ‘becoming’, which renews and transforms social 

relations and practices in the organization (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002). 

The processes of dialogical identity construction identified in the opera organization 

also suggest how the organizational members draw on multiple sources that involve 

both individual and collective level aspects. In the study I have described how the 

members draw on institutional, organizational, interpersonal and intrapersonal 

sources, which contributes to a more integrative view of organizational identity con-

struction. These processes have involved various sources such as the physical place of 

the opera house, nostalgia for the ‘old house’, the ‘Finnishness’ of the organization, 

and elitist notions on opera houses often taken by the media. For example, the or-

ganization’s internal newsletter was one of the important channels for the top man-

agement to communicate and influence how the organizational members see the or-

ganization and identify with it (cf. Alvesson and Wilmott, 2002).  

Thirdly, the study suggests that in the processes of dialogical identity construction 

organizational members draw on sources that are both facilitating and constraining. 

This is linked to the fourth implication, according to which the mode of relation in 

these processes can be characterizes as a productive struggle, which can be further 

considered a source of renewal and creativity. The study argues that the hybrid 

sources for organizational identity construction may not be seen as tensional merely 

in a negative sense, but can also be approached from a productive and generative per-

spective as Bourdieu (1992, 1993) suggests. In the Finnish National Opera the inter-

personal and structural relations are renewed through tensions and contradictions in 

the dialogical relations.  

The hybrid sources for organizational identity construction might be even a trend in 

private organizations as well. For instance, the increased demand for the creative and 

aesthetic aspects in private companies, public/private management tensions in public 

sector organizations, and the increasingly interdisciplinary studies in the academia 

might have an effect on the way organizational members in these contexts relate to 

their organizations. Taalas (2009) talks about a ‘creative hybrid economy’ in which 

production and consumption, work and leisure and the private and public sectors are 

increasingly understood as dynamic forces that will influence organizations and or-

ganizing in the future. However, it remains to be seeing whether the tensions provide 

a similar kind of productive mode of relation as in cultural organizations that are al-

ready operating in fundamentally contradictory fields. 
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Methodological Implications 

The meaning and the use of organizational ethnography is broadened from its mean-

ing and use in anthropology. In the anthropological research tradition an ethnogra-

pher is involved with the field for an extended period of time, usually at least a year 

while in the management and organization studies the time period varies from a cou-

ple of months or even few weeks to longer periods. Hence, long fieldwork periods or 

‘full’ ethnographies are not so common. For this thesis I had an opportunity to engage 

with the field for a longer period of time. This enabled a close examination of differ-

ent aspects of the opera house, which provided a rather broad understanding of the 

organization. As opera houses are fairly unexplored as organizations, these kinds of 

descriptive and more explorative studies are important in particular when the con-

texts are complex as in this case. 

The role of theory in ethnographic research is a debated subject. In this study I have 

approach theory slightly differently during the different phases. First I entered the 

field with a rather broad question in mind: ‘What happens before the first night in an 

opera house?’ As I had an opportunity to spend an extended time in the field I was 

able to begin with a broader view on the practices during the opera productions proc-

esses. Later during the fieldwork in the Finnish National Opera I found it useful to 

take a more theoretically oriented view on these practices, which helped me to organ-

ize my sense making processes in the field. Hence, I would argue that it is possible to 

have both an ethnographic ‘mind-set’ and provide theoretically insightful accounts of 

the field. 

Ethnographic studies have traditionally aimed to understand the cultural aspects 

whether within nations, local communities or organizations. In management and or-

ganization studies the trend seems to be moving towards studying organizational 

identities instead of organizational cultures (Alvesson, 2003). One reason for this 

might be that identities in organizational context are seen as more approachable for a 

researcher. Organizational identity construction also provides an opportunity to take 

a processual view on organizational life and ethnographic methodology in particular 

provides a good foundation for that. For me it was possible to focus on the ‘organiz-

ing’ instead of the static understanding of ‘organization’, which means that I was able 

to engage in various practices and meet different actors throughout the organization. 

Some additional insights to the ethnographic research tradition could be highlighted 

in here. Firstly, it was interesting how I had to renegotiate access throughout the 

fieldwork. Even if the primary negotiation process was long and demanding, I needed 

to ask for permission to attend new occasions and meetings. The continuous negotia-

tion of access was also related to the processes of building trust with the organiza-

tional members. This is something very crucial because if the members cannot trust 

the researcher, you will not have access to the organization. Secondly, I would point 

out that observing people and practices in the field cannot be done totally as an out-
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sider. In the different situations the researcher is inevitably part of the group because 

the other participants sense the researcher’s presence even if he or she would not say 

anything. In that sense I would not make a distinction between participative and non-

participative ethnographic research, only that there are different levels of participa-

tion.

Managerial Implications 

As a large public cultural organization, the Finnish National Opera provides a good 

case for generalization to other cultural organizations because it includes most of the 

elements relevant for other types of cultural organizations such as theatres and sym-

phony orchestras. Hence, the study can provide valuable insights into management of 

another type of cultural organizations, in particular how the organizational members 

may cope, for instance, with the notions on professionalism.  

In the opera house the professional identities play an important role as the artistic 

and technical personnel in particular draw on their profession and professionalism. 

The administrative personnel seem to draw more on the various organizational as-

pects such as departmental and organizational positions. This is, however, something 

that may be changing in the future as art administration and management develops 

into a legitimate profession of its own. Winroth (1999) in her study on the identities 

and profession of lawyers argues that lawyers previously identified more with their 

profession, but along with the increased ‘managerialization’ of their field they have 

started to identify more with the organization as the external legitimating of an indi-

vidual was increasingly done through the company name he or she was working for. 

Opera houses themselves have also become increasingly important in the art field. 

Some opera houses have become well-known brands such as the Metropolitan Opera 

in New York (the MET), La Scala in Milan, and the Royal Opera House (the ROH or 

often called Covent Garden) in London. Performing in these highly respected opera 

houses in art field adds to an artist’s symbolic and cultural capital, but also to that of 

their ‘home’ opera house (Bourdieu, 1992, 1993). This might indicate that the artistic 

personnel of the high prestigious opera houses identify more strongly with their or-

ganization, which may help management to better commit the artistic personnel. 

Another managerial implication for arts managers is the knowledge of how the organ-

izational members construct their organization through the notions of institution, 

organization and production process. The management of cultural organizations in 

general and of opera houses in particular could make use of this more explicitly, for 

instance, by influencing the way ‘organization’, that is the space of management and 

administrative practices, is described through professionalism. In addition, as the 

‘institution’, a place for the national and cultural heritage of an opera house, seems to 

be a shared and generally accepted space of the house, it might provide a useful 

managerial tool to facilitate cooperation between the members of the ‘organization’ 

and the ‘production process’. Although the management of an opera house has to bal-
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ance between all the three aspects of the organization, the heritage, administration 

and artistic processes, the institutional aspects of the ‘house’ may be used to argue for 

different aspects related to organization and production process such as seasonal 

planning.

Growing demands for the cost-efficiency of operations even in opera houses have 

forced them to find ways to save resources while still keeping up the tradition of pro-

ducing grandiose operatic spectacles. Cooperation between the organizations and not 

only between the artistic participants has become more common. This kind of coop-

eration includes renting or selling opera productions between opera houses and joint 

production of operatic works together with other opera houses. The thesis provides 

valuable insights on how organizational members relate to these new types of produc-

tions. A distinction has been made between Finnish opera productions and the ones 

that are rented, bought, or co-produced with other opera houses in Europe or else-

where. Most of the participants describe the rented and jointly produced opera pro-

ductions with negative connotations because sometimes they may require the same 

amount of work as the productions that are produced from the beginning by the FNO. 

The rented or jointly produced opera productions are described as less innovative 

and less unique than those produced by the Finnish National Opera. This is interest-

ing because cooperation between the organizations is not appreciated in the same 

way as cooperation between the artists of different opera houses. Cooperation be-

tween the organizations is often seen as a top-down practice initiated by the man-

agement and done for managerial purposes such as cutting the costs of producing op-

eratic works. 

The study also provides insights into organizations outside the field of cultural pro-

duction in terms of notions on fragmented organizational identities. The descriptions 

in the thesis of the variegated ways in which organizational members may construct 

versions of organizational identities provide a view on the complexity of organiza-

tional identity construction processes. From a functionalist viewpoint, organizational 

identity can be created, manifested, and transformed, in other words controlled and 

managed, throughout the organization. However, in contemporary working life peo-

ple can have very different backgrounds, people make professional career changes, 

work and private life may become more blurred, and often work tasks require both 

rational and creative thinking, in particular in knowledge-intensive firms. This means 

that organizational members interpret the manifested organizational identity differ-

ently and in this process they may draw on different hybrids depending on their pri-

vate, professional and other social relations inside or outside their organization. It is 

valuable for managers to acknowledge that different versions of the ‘official’ organiza-

tional identity manifested by the top management may be present. In order to man-

age these different versions of organizational identities, or at least cope with them, 

management needs to become familiar with the processes involved. 
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Related to the arguments above this study provides also insights to managing creative 

processes in organizations. The detailed descriptions of opera production processes 

can be useful for managers, for instance, in terms of humour in leadership (see an 

example of the producer on page 100), aesthetic leadership (see, for example, a pic-

ture on page 101), and managing the balance between rational and artistic practices 

(see, for example, a quote from an interview with the production director on page 

155). These and other examples in the thesis provide an alternative view on the 

managerial issues related to organizational creativity. Cooperation in the opera pro-

ductions happens because nobody is able to perform an entire opera by themselves, 

and because the participants have a strong commitment to and emotional involve-

ment in what they are doing. Love and passion for the work, not only within the artis-

tic personnel but also more broadly in the organization enable collaboration between 

the various participants. This is something that the business corporations might want 

to learn from. 

Limitations of the Study 

The main limitations of the study can be presented in terms of the context and meth-

odology. First, the opera house context can partly be seen as a limitation of the study 

as its generalizability to other types of organizations may be limited. As a large public 

performing arts organization, the Finnish National Opera can be considered a specific 

context that involves a certain kind of product, processes and institutional environ-

ment. The generalizability to other cultural organizations, in particular to the small 

independent productions in the field, can be restricted and national differences be-

tween the opera houses may appear. On the other hand, one of the aims of the study 

has been to focus on this rather unexplored type of organization cultural organiza-

tions at least to the extent of performing arts with public and national status.  

Second, every methodology includes some limiting factors as does also the ethno-

graphic approach chosen for the study. The aim of the research has not been to test 

and explain certain specific predetermined cause-effect relations but to explore and 

describe certain processes related to complex organizational identity in the field of 

cultural production. In ethnographic studies the reflexivity of the researcher is an im-

portant aspect concerning the validity of research. In the thesis I have tried to reflect 

on the research process explicitly in the text, both discussing the issues related to it 

and including some reflective thoughts to the tales of the field sections in Part II. I am 

aware that I have always chosen to observe something, and I cannot even be aware of 

everything that has been left unobserved. In addition, usually in ethnographic studies 

a large amount of data is generated during the fieldwork, but everything of that data 

is not been explicitly included in the thesis. This means that although the time spent 

in the field has contributed to the understanding of the organization under study, the 

empirical data have been analyzed and interpreted from a certain theoretical view-

point, which in this case is organizational identity construction. 
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Third, my background as a musician might have affected the quality of the empirical 

data. This means that I might have taken some aspects for granted without paying 

attention to them, in particular concerning the work of the artistic personnel of the 

opera house. This refers both to language use and the practices observed. On the 

other hand, my background could have helped me to ask certain important things re-

lated to these people’s work. Also, an ability to use both management- and art-related 

languages might have helped to build trusting relationships in the field. 

Finally, the context of this study, a large national institution and the only opera house 

of the country, established certain constraining and enabling factors for the processes 

of organizational identity construction. The enabling characters of the institutional 

context relate, for instance, to the larger resources available for the opera produc-

tions, the concentration of professionals and thus a large amount of expertise, a 

strong national spirit among the organizational members, and the prestige of working 

in the only opera house of the country. Alongside these enabling aspects the national 

opera context may also involve some constraining characteristics related to the strong 

political connections between the state and the national opera, relatively little space 

for real avant-garde type of opera productions, and the elitists notions attached to the 

opera houses. Such aspects seem to have an effect on the internal identity dynamics 

of the organization. Some of these processes have been described in the thesis, al-

though this has not been the main focus of the study. 

Recommendations for Future Studies 

Interest in research in the field of cultural production has increased in the discipline 

of management and organization studies. I consider management and organization 

studies in this field as important for their own sake, but these studies may also reveal 

some valuable insights into other types of fields. More research is needed, for in-

stance, on cultural organizations in order to gain deeper knowledge and understand-

ing of this specific context. In particular, research conducted from the interpretative 

and critical views is called for as the research within art management is mainly done 

from a functionalist point of view. Even if this type of research is also important it 

often fails to describe the complexity of organizational practices and the social rela-

tions involved in them. 

The logic of a national institution introduced in the study raises a question of whether 

this logic is specific to the opera context. It may be that the logic is most clearly ob-

servable in the opera productions as their historical development has been closely 

related to states and governments. Whether the logic is also constructed in other 

types of cultural organization in the field of, for example, dance and theatre could be 

a topic for future studies. In particular an examination of how the logic is con-

structed, and through what kind of discursive practices and for what kind of pur-

poses, would be useful. 
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The field of cultural production as is a central part of the creative industries and thus 

makes it an important and topical subject in the contemporary economy. There could 

be more research comparing various types of actors and organizations. This would 

produce valuable knowledge on the creative industry as a whole and provide insights 

for other types of industries trying to renew and cope with creative processes. 

Closing Scene 

I am sitting in the rehearsal studio waiting for a rehearsal to begin. The stage technicians 
have already put up the sets, the soloists are talking to the director, the producer is walk-
ing around, the repertory stage managers take their seats behind a table, ready to make 
marks on their scores. Also, the assisting conductor sets himself on the podium and 
opens the score. Everything seems to be ready for the rehearsal.  

But then something happens that I had not witnessed earlier: the rehearsal pianist is late. 
The producer tries to call him. No answer. The repertory stage manager tries to call him. 
No answer. People start asking whether there are other pianists in the house or if the 
repertory stage manager could play because he has a degree in music performance. He 
refuses to do so.  

This episode arouses a struggle inside me: Should I step out and take a seat behind the 
piano or should I hold on to my role as researcher? I am a professional pianist and I have 
played through the score of the opera a few times at home, so I would probably manage 
the playing part. But how would people react if I suddenly jumped from the role of re-
searcher to that of pianist? How would it change interaction with them afterwards? I no-
tice that I am somewhat tempted by the idea of becoming one of them, at least for a 
moment. I try to remind myself that I am a researcher now and my job is to observe the 
situation in the field and make notes on what happens. But should I still say that I could 
play?  

Then the producer informs everybody that she had just spoken to the rehearsal pianist, 
and he has promised to come in ten minutes. I am partly relieved that the decision was 
made for me, because I certainly felt like being in between. 
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APPENDIX 2 Interview Outline 

The semi-structured interviews were conducted around four different themes: Back-
ground, job description/work practices, relation to other employees and organiza-
tional departments and descriptions of the organization. Some questions were ap-
plied according to the organizational position of interviewee (for example, whether 
she/he was part of the top management, departmental manager, member of the crea-
tive team, artistic, technical, or administrative personnel). 

 

Background 

� How long have you worked for the Finnish National Opera? 

� How did you end up working in the Finnish National Opera? 

 

Job description/Work practices 

� Could you describe your work? What are your responsibilities in the organi-
zation? Who are your subordinates/who is your supervisor?  

� How has your work tasks changed over the years? Did you work in the old 
opera house as well? 

� Could you describe how the opera production X progressed? In what way 
you took part in the opera production process? Did you experience any sur-
prises during the opera production process X? Was there any differences 
compared to other opera productions in the Finnish National Opera? 

�  Do you feel like being part of the opera production processes or the line or-
ganization? Or is it even possible to make that kind of distinction? 

 

Relations in the organization 

� Could you please describe the relations inside your department/among the 
soloists/orchestra musicians/chorus members, etc.? 

� Who are the people you work with during an opera production process? 

� Could you please describe the relations between your department and other 
departments in the organization? What kind of everyday tasks these relations 
involve and with whom? Please, feel free to illustrate this with an example if 
you wish. 

� How would you describe the relations in general in the organization? 

� Do you work with the creative teams and other visiting/temporal employ-
ees? 

� Do you get feedback of your work and from whom? 

� Do you follow what the critics write about the opera productions of the Fin-
nish National Opera? If yes, how do you feel about reviews? Do these reviews 
affect your work in some way? 
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� What is your relation to opera as an art form? [This question was usually 
asked in the end of interviews] 

 

Descriptions of the organization 

� How would you describe this organization? 

� How is this organization different from other cultural organizations/other 
types of organizations? 

� How would you describe your role in the organization? 

� Do you feel like belonging to this organization? 

� About management: What are the challenges in managing an opera house? 

� In cultural organizations the conflict between art and economy is something 
very inherent. Have you experienced this in your work? If yes, in what kind 
of situations? 

� How would you describe the Finnish National Opera’s strategy? 

� About creativity: Do you emphasize creativity somehow in the organization? 

� How would you see the future of the Finnish National Opera? What would 
be your vision for the organization? 

� Do you want to add something? 
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APPENDIX 3 Interview extracts in Finnish  

Extract 1: Interview with employee A 

TV: Millä tavoin sä yleensä osallistut näihin oopperaproduktioihin? 
 
A: No tuota niin työturvallisuus on semmoinen alue, et sitä niinku harva oikeestaan on kiinnostunut 
siitä ja tuota niin täytyy niinku ymmärtää niinku isot lait, mitä siinä on työturvallisuuslaki, työterveys-
huoltolaki ja niin niin työsuojelun valvontalait ja lait lasten ja nuorten suojelusta, et siellä on useita lake-
ja sitten jotka menee vähän limittäin ja samaan suuntaan. Sit on tää sukupuolten välinen tasa-arvo ja 
mitäköhän kaikkee niitä nyt oiskaan, mut kuitenkin niin sitten tää niinku.. mun mielestä niin tutustua 
siihen teokseen heti alun perin siis sillä taval, et mä pyrin menemään aina niihin pienoismalli esittelyi-
hin, että siinä sitten kuitenkin ne ohjaaja ja lavastaja usein kertoo sen, et mitä siinä teoksessa tapahtuu ja 
sit siitä vaan lähtee haarukoimaan sitä, et mitä se tarkoittaa turvallisuuden kannalta, et millä tavalla 
käytetään lattianostimia tai kattonostimia tai muita erityisiä efektejä, onko lapsia, onko elämiä, onko 
isoja kuoroja ja sitten niin, et sitten siitä se tarkentuu et ensin me tehdään näitten teoksien riskien arvi-
ointi. Me tehdään semmoisella oikein omalla sapluunalla sitä ja käytännössä se nyt tehdään niinku tässä 
vaiheessa enempi niinku oopperateoksista ja välillä me tehdään se puoltoista vuotta aiemmin ja välillä 
me tehdään se melkein vaan kuukautta aiemmin, se riippuu vähän et onks se joku yhteistuotanto tai 
onks se joku vuokrattu jostain, onko se sit semmoinen, joka itse luodaan ja tehdään ja sitten, et kuinka 
mittavat ne ratkaisut on, mut kuitenkin niin että niin yhdessä tekijätiimi se tarkoittaa lähinnä teknistä 
tekijätiimiä, tekninen suunnittelija ja vastaava näyttämömestari ja sitten huollon edustaja on usein kans-
sa, et miten toi koneisto taipuu siihen, niin ne on mukana ja sitten työsuojeluvaltuutettu ja minä käy-
dään sitten läpi ja ehkä verstaitten päällikkö niin että käydään läpi sitä, et minkä näköiseksi se teos tulee 
ja miten me niinku ratkaistaan niitä asioita, et sehän elää, se on todella prosessi, joka elää [nauraa] niit-
ten teosten tuotanto. Siinä suunnittelussakin niin, niin niin katotaan niitä tiettyjä riskejä ja meidän hen-
kilökunta niinku noi näyttämömestarit ne niinku tietää, et mitä on lupa ees yrittää ja mitä ei voi yrittää 
ja sitten niin tässä suhtaudutaan niinku talona työnantajana, työpaikkana niinku tiukasti sillä tavalla, et 
ei voi ottaa liikaa riskejä, koska tää on julkista toimintaa, se on näyttämöllä, se on yleisön esissä ei voi 
tehdä siellä ihan taikka sitten ainakin, et se turvallisuus pitää huolehtia tavalla tai toisella se on tiukka 
harjoittelu taikka sitten tarkat asemat tai sit jotakin muita ratkaisui siellä takana, jota yleisö ei ees nää. 
Mutta et kuitenkin se, se riskien arviointi tehdään ja sitten me tehdään teoksien turvatarkastukset niin-
ku kaikille teoksille lähestulkoon kaikille, et ei ehkä ihan pienimmille, jotka tuolla Alminsalin puolella 
ovat, niin niin sillä tavalla, et siinä on sitten taitelijoitten ja niitten yhteistyötoimijoitten edustajat muka-
na näyttämöllä, pidetään se sitten silloin kun sitä teosta on kokonaisuudessaan jo harjoiteltu siellä näyt-
tämöllä, et suurin piirtein kaikki on mukana ja siinä sitten katsotaan ja arvioidaan sitten, et mitä voidaan 
tehdä turvallisuuden parantamiseks. Ehkä nyt tälleinkin vois sanoo [naurua]. Että siinä pitää koko ajan 
seurata mun mielestä mukana tätä ohjelmistoa ja katsoa, miten nää limittyy ja miten työvuorot menee ja 
muuta…  
 
TV: Onks sillä mielestäsi vaikutusta, että Kansallisooppera on Suomen ainoa oopperatalo? 
 
A: Hyvin mahdollista joo ja väärin verrataan muihin maihin, tai no väärin ja väärin, mut et on vaikeam-
pi verrata suoraan, koska niin jos esimerkiksi niinku mä oon yrittänyt katsoo joskus työtapaturmista 
taikka vakuutuskäytännöistä ja jossain tämmöisten asioitten hoitamisessa niin näitä malleja, niin yhteis-
kunnat on äärettömän erilaisia, jopa Pohjoismaat keskenänsä ja sitten kun mennään Saksaan niin kai-
kennäköiset sairaskassasysteemit on ihan erilaiset ja sitten vielä paljon pidemmälle mennään sit jossain 
Italiassa, Ranskassa ja me ollaan siinäkin vasta Euroopan tasolla, että niin niin on niinku, hankalampi 
verrata, et tietysti taiteellista tulosta ja se musiikki ja näyttämöllepano, visuaalisuus niin sehän on katot-
tavissa ja sitä voidaan verrata, mut tulokset on erilaisia, mut sitä tuotantoprosessia, et millä sitten saa-
daan missäkin maassa sen maan olosuhteitten mukaisesti, niin sillä tavalla musta vähän vaikeempi ver-
rata ja sitten tietysti niin toi kustannuspuoli ja rahoituspohjat niin se on sitten taas ihan oma, oma iso 
asiansa, et meillä on julkista rahoitusta ja me ollaan valtion talo ja meillä on perustehtävä ja me ollaan 
ainut talo ja meidän täytyy tehdä ne, mutta niin niin sitte taas joku, no Metropolitan ainakin niin siellä 
on hirmu paljon lahjoitusten varassa ja julkinen rahoitus on aivan pielessä ja niin poispäin. Sillain niin 
tietysti olis kiva, et vois verrata Suomessa johonkin, ainut mihin me voidaan jossakin määrin vertautua, 
niin on toiset teatterit sitten, et onhan meillä kuitenkin kokopäiväteattereita, Kaupunginteatteri, Kansal-
listeatteri, Lahden Teatteri, Oulun ja näitä muita, et niistä kuitenkin se työ ja tuotanto menee samalla 
tavalla, vaikka teatteriesityksen tekeminen on usein huomattavan paljon suppeempaa ja vähempää niin, 
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nii musta se on aivan häkellyttävää kun katsoo esimerkiksi Helsingin Kaupunginteatterissa nyt näin täs 
viimeisimmäks ton, no mikä se on mikä tosta Stalinista tää Mestariluokka, niin neljä miestä, neljä näytte-
lijää on lavalla ne on koko aika, ei ketään muuta näy, et sit jos siellä on takana jokunen tekniikan hoitaja, 
mut niinku musta tuntuu, et niillä ois samat roolivaatteet päällä, et ei niinku mee puvustajilta aikaa, ei 
pukuhuollolta ei, ei oo mitään pukutiloja, niinku helppo hoitaa, et tuntuu et se on kämmenellä koko se 
näyttämön väki siihen et meillä on aivan isot sylilliset näitä kun ihmisiä saattaa olla niinku pari sataa 
siellä samaa esitystä pyörittämässä, iso kuoro, iso orkesteri, solistit, tanssiavustajia, tekniikkaa kaikki. 
Niin siihen nähen niin se on niinku, tää niinku vaatii tää erilaisuus, erilaatuisuus niin on niin vaikee ja 
sitten vielä tietysti jos aatellaan et Savonlinnaan vertais. Okei, oopperateosta voi verrata, mut et niilläkin 
on tosi tiukkaa, kun ne esittää siellä museossa. Eihän näyttämöö voi rakentaa loputtomiin ja ne on ul-
koilmassa ja niin poispäin, et se on niin toisenlaista.  

Extract 2: Interview with employee B 

TV: Minkälaisia haasteita sä näet oopperatuotantojen johtamisessa? 
 
B: …Kun se on prosessi niin sehän tarkottaa tavallaan, otetaan nyt joku esimerkki että kun jonkun teh-
tävän, tehtävä tarvitaan että se tehdään vaikka seittemästä kahdeksaan aamulla jotta ne jotka taas sit 
kaheksasta jatkaa voi jatkaa mutta niin kauan kun tää tiimi B jatkaa niin tää tiimi A pitää odotella jotta 
se pääsee vasta sen jälkeen sitten tekemään sitä omaansa, niin sillä lailla tietysti sitten tulee sitä joutoai-
kaa ja luppoaikaa jollon on aika paljon ihmisiä töissä. Ja siinä hukkaantuu sitten sitä työaikaa. Paljon on 
mietitty sitten tämmöstä tiimiosaamista ja tiimiyttämistä tuolla tekniikassakin, että koko henkilökunta 
niin osais tehtäviä, työtehtäviä aika laajalla alueella ja että se peruskoulutus olis tarpeeks monipuolinen 
niin että valoja, lavasteita, tarpeistoo, kaikkee vois käsitellä siinä tiimiyhteisössä ja ei oo väliä kuka hei-
tetään nyt sitten mihinkin tehtävään. No ehkä teoskohtasesti on ettei nyt voi tehdä mitä tahansa, pitää 
tietää mitä tekee mutta vois nyt kuvitella että henkilö A niin yhdessä teoksessa nyt niin toimii näyttä-
mömiehenä, seuraavassa produktiossa se voi olla valopuolella ja kolmannessa vaikka tarpeistossa, jos 
nyt tällä lailla kuvataan sitä jolloin se yks tiimi on vastuussa kaikesta siitä mitä siellä näyttämöllä tapah-
tuu jolloin tämmöstä osasto-organisoinnista johtuvaa niin tyhjäkäyntiä ei sitten olis niin paljon. Tän ta-
pasia ajatuksia on ja tätä on nyt kyllä joissakin oopperataloissa niin kokeiltu jo ihan käytännössäkin. 
 
TV: Muun muassa..? 
 
B: Muun muassa Kööpenhamina on tätä kokeillu ja me on sieltä niitä kokemuksia sitten niin kerätty että 
miten ne ovat siellä sen kanssa pärjänny. Ne on ollu kai aika tyytyväisiä kuitenkin siihen. Joskin tietysti 
koska se osaamisen alue on aika laaja. Jos me mennään tonne näyttämölle ja katsotaan mitä siellä sitten 
on eri tehtävissä tuolla näyttämötekniikassa osattava niin se on aika paljon asioita. Kyllä siellä Köpik-
sessäkin niin varmaan niin on että ne jotka on ollu näyttämömiehiä tiimeissä niin enemmän tahtoo te-
hdä niitä näyttämötöitä kuin jotakin muuta, että kyllä se semmosen muutoksen saaminen, syvällinen 
muutoksen saaminen niin ottaa varmaan yhden sukupolven että se menee läpi. Et se ei tapahdu niin 
hetkessä. Mutta muuten organisaatio kaikkineen, vaikka se on funktionaalinen niin nää eri 
työyhteenliittymät, siis nää erilaiset kokoukset, palaverit joissa se tieto kerätään aikajanalla oikeeaikas-
esti niin se on aika tiukka. Siis mää väittäisin, että meillä on aika hyvä tää suunnittelukoneisto että jos 
meillä on vaan tarpeellinen määrä tietoja ja tehtyjä päätöksiä meidän ohjelmistosta ja noista tiimeistä 
ketkä niitä vetää niin kyllä me pystytään tekemään niin ihan hyvää työtä niin tonne tulevaisuuteen. 
Meillä on aika hyvin rasvattu kone siihen. Ja mä väittäisin että kyllä me nyt ainakin kaks asiaa osataan, 
toi laulaminen ja soittaminen ja tanssiminen ja sitten toisaalta kyllä tää suunnittelu ja tää tuottaminen-
kin. Ei oo yhtä ainutta ensi-iltaa tarvinnu niin sen takia peruuttaa. Muutama näytös 30 vuoden aikana 
ollaan jouduttu peruuttamaan jonkun virhearvion takia mutta sekin on ihan minimaalista. Et jos nyt 
sillä mittarilla katsoo niin tää on ollu kyllä ihan menestyksellistä tää suunnittelu. 
 
TV: Kyllä kahden päivän jälkeen mitä mä oon täällä ollu niin toiminta vaikuttaa varsin kurinalaiselta. 
 
B: Joo kyl se on kurinalaista, ainakin nyt siihen pyritään että se ei oo mitä tahansa vaan että niille kaikil-
le tekemisille niin löytyy tausta ja syy ja esimerkiks sitä turhaa steppaamista tietysti yritetään hirveesti 
välttää. Vaikka tietysti tässä ei siitä pääse mihinkään että samaan aikaan kun tässä on tämmönen teh-
dasmainen näkymä tai ilmasto olemassa tän pitkän tähtäyksen ja kymmenien tulevien tuotantojen takia. 
siis se tulee väistämättä, että kaiken on toimittava niin kun tehtaassa. Se on tuotantokone joka toimii. 
Samalla kuitenkin tähän liittyy tämmönen tietynlainen käsityöläisyys ja tämmönen luovuuden aspekti. 
Tää on tämmönen viimenen käsityöläisten itse kropallaan tekevien ihmisten linnake, jossa semmonen 
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impulsiivisuus ja hetkenkin impulssit niin pitäis kyetä sitten ottamaan huomioon ettei sitä kaikkee mitä 
tänä päivänä tapahtuu niin oo määrätty vuotta aikasemmin vaan että se ois kuitenkin elävää. Että täm-
mönen ateljeemainen näkökulma niin mahtus myöskin sen tehdasmaisen valmistamisen sinne lomiin. Ja 
sitten vaan jotenkin kauhun tasapaino sille että mikä niistä.. Ihan tommonen ateljeemainen niin kokeilu 
ja puuhastelu niin ei käy. Täytyy olla myöskin niitä jotka tekee isoja sarjoja ja sieltä tuutista tulee nope-
esti sadoille ihmisille pukuja ja lavasteita. Et ei se voi olla sitä ateljeehommaakaan, mutta tietyllä lailla 
sitä semmostakin niin tarvii. Mutta me yritetään sitten pitää siitä huoli et ne kokeilut ja muut niin tapah-
tus siellä sen produktion elinkaaren alkupäässä ettei niitä tuotais sinne viimesille viikoille, koska siellä 
sitten käy kello itte asiassa minuutteja ja sekunteja. Kun sitä lähdetään kahta vuotta aikasemmin teke-
mään sitä juttua niin sitä vois kuvailla niin että aikaa on sillon, aika käy kuukausina. Riittää kun kuuka-
uden sisällä on jotakin tai kahden kuukauden, siis aikajänne on semmonen. Sitten kun tullaan sinne 
vuoteen ja pitää ruveta tulemaan jo pienoismalleja ja muuta niin sitten puhutaan viikoista, se menee 
viikoiksi se aika siellä. Ja sitten kun tullaan sinne ohjausperiodin lähelle ja jo kun musiikkia ruvetaan 
tekemään niin sitten puhutaan päivistä. Sitten puhutaan tunneista siellä viittä viikkoo aikasemmin, en-
nen ensi-iltaa ja sitten joskus niin taistellaan minuuteista kun ollaan pääharjotuksissa että riittääkö joku 
työaika johonkin ja ollaanko valmiita niin se on ihan siis minuutti, joskus ihan melkein sekuntipeliäkin, 
on meillä semmosiakin ollu että katotaan ihan että loppuuko se nyt sekuntia yli vai alle sen määräajan. 
Koska sitten taas jos se menee yli sen määräajan niin sieltä laukee heti ylitöitä ja monia muita velvolli-
suuksia tulee sen mukaan eli kyllä se tommonen tiivistyvä on tää aikasykli. Ja tietysti se ateljeemainen, 
semmonen puuhastelu, kokeilu kaikki niin jos se on sillon siellä kun on kuukausia aikaa niin se ei hait-
taa, täällä toisessa päässä se on katastrofi. 

Extract 3: Interview with employee C 

TV: Miten sä kuvailisit tätä organisaatiota? 
 
C: Koko organisaatiota? 
 
TV: Niin. 
 
C: Mä oikeestaan lähtisin siitä, siitä niinkä että.. Siis mikä on olennaista. Kun koko siis homma on raken-
tuu, koko ooppera rakentuu mun mielestä partituurin ympärille. Et se on se mikä ensimmäisenä, tai se 
on olemassa ainoastaan siinä vaiheessa kun ruvetaan tekeen jotain suunnitelmaa. Ja siitä on nuotit elik-
kä kyllä se siihen musiikin ympärille rakentuu. Että jos miettii niin mikä on tärkein, niin sitä ei voi aset-
taa tärkeysjärjestykseen muuten muutako siihen se rakentuu. Että ennen sitä ei oo lavoja, lavasteita, ei 
oo valoja, ei oo, ei oo ohjausta. Ne kaikki luodaan siihen päälle. Mut se musiikki on. Että sillä lailla mä 
niinkö ehkä jäsennän itelle sen että.. Et se on se niinkö soitto, laulu on se niinkö se mihin se.. Se paketti 
tavallaan mihin, minkä ympärille luodaan, tää talo on luotu. Ja ne ajat tekee sitten sen sisällön tai sen se, 
kulissit tai miten se nyt sanotaan se mausteen siihen päälle. Et kyllä se musiikki on se olennainen kui-
tenkin. Ja toki orkesterin rooli on siinä sit iso koska me soitetaan koko ajan ja laulajat laulaa vain omat 
pikku pätkänsä. Mutta ilman muitahan ei ois myöskään oopperaa et ei me ollaan mitenkään ainutlaa-
tuinen yksikkö pelkästään täällä. Et kaikki on ainutlaatusia tavallaan. Kaikkia tarvitaan. Että toki voi-
daan tehä pienemmällä lavasteilla joku pieni ooppera. Mut siltikin tarvitaan orkesteria et on se sillain 
merkittävä. Voidaan tehä ilman lavasteitakin ooppera, niin ku se ei oo nyt ihan ooppera mutta kuiten-
kin että esitys saadaan jollakin lailla läpi. Sanosko että kaikkia tarvitaan. 
 
TV: Miten sä kuvailisit sitten omaa rooliasi tässä organisaatiossa? 
 
C: Soittajan roolia? 
 
TV: Niin. 
 
C: No se on yksi, yksi kontrabassoryhmän vara- tai toinen varaäänenjohtaja kontrabassoryhmässä elikkä 
pienenä hippusena meressä kuitenkin. Mutta oman pienen hierarkian keskivaiheella. Että meitä oman 
ryhmän hierarkian keskivaiheilla niin.. Tokihan se on ihan, ihan omalla laillaan toki tärkeekin juttu. 
Mutta onhan se, me ollaan vaan yks osa koneistoa että en mä nyt sitä rupee mitenkään nostamaan omaa 
roolia mitenkään hyvin merkittäväksi. Että johtuen ehkä soittimestakin. Että jos olisin konserttimestari 
niin ehkä katsoisin himpun merkittävämmäksi koska soittasin ne kuuluvat soolot sieltä joka päivä. Mut-
ta kontrabasson varaäänenjohtajan rooli on soittaa silloin tällöin ne soolot ja muulloin olla ryhmän, 
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ryhmän siellä mukana vaan että. Tärkeä pohjaelementti mutta ei, ei ei ehkä sen enempää kuitenkaan. 
Kukin pysyy omassa roolissaan.  
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