
29 April 2024

POLITECNICO DI TORINO
Repository ISTITUZIONALE

Conservation, transformation, and enhancement of classical theatres and amphitheatres / Romeo, Emanuele; Morezzi,
Emanuele; Rudiero, Riccardo. - In: RIVISTA ITALIANA DI ACUSTICA. - ISSN 0393-1110. - ELETTRONICO. -
47:1(2023), pp. 13-20. [10.3280/ria1-2023oa14864]

Original

Conservation, transformation, and enhancement of classical theatres and amphitheatres

Publisher:

Published
DOI:10.3280/ria1-2023oa14864

Terms of use:

Publisher copyright

(Article begins on next page)

This article is made available under terms and conditions as specified in the  corresponding bibliographic description in
the repository

Availability:
This version is available at: 11583/2980150 since: 2023-11-22T10:59:55Z

FrancoAngeli



13 | Rivista Italiana di Acustica v. 47, n. 1, 2023 Contributo invitato/Invited contribution

conditions of sound waves [2]. And it was precisely the re-
discovery of the Vitruvian text that led many Renaissance 
architects to examine the acoustic aspect of theatres. Andrea 
Palladio, Vincenzo Scamozzi and Pirro Ligorio, for example, 
took their cue from the Roman treatise writer’s indications 
to analyse sound propagation in ancient performance build-
ings, publishing these studies in their works [3]. However, all 
these analyses had only a theoretical implication, as the res-
toration of ancient forms in multi-layered buildings was of no 
interest at the time. And while this hindered (and still hinders, 
to some extent) the analysis of the typological characteris-
tics of the original configuration of theatres and amphithea-
tres, it allowed their survival by integrating them continuously 
in urban and territorial activities. The relationship between 
ancient buildings, new architecture, urban environments, 
or landscape contexts has lasted over centuries. Following 
changes in their in-use destination, theatres were used for 
handcrafting or agricultural activities or were converted into 
households. Aside from subsequent adaptations to modern 
urban fabrics, these functions stayed unchanged until – with 
the rediscovery of antiquity – archaeological excavations and 
restoration interventions compromised their secular stratifi-
cations [4]. In many cases, the tendency has been (and still is) 
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1 | Introduction

The classical architectural heritage is a significant presence 
in Italy, Europe, and other Mediterranean countries. Over 
time, it has been subjected to strongly diverse phenomena, 
which have led to its abandonment, use continuity, transfor-
mation, or disintegration [1]. In particular, theatres, follow-
ing destructive events or interruption of use, have reached 
a state of ruin after transformations, re-functionalization, 
repairs from several types of damages, restoration and adap-
tations to new stylistic canons.

For this reason, they are among the buildings that, in 
their successive formal and structural changes, have most 
strongly modified their founding status: from places in which 
words and music resonated, they have become containers for 
other activities, in which acoustics no longer plays a role. At-
tention to this precise characteristic was instead central for 
the ancient architects, who had to design and realise them. 
For example, in his De Architectura, Vitruvius devoted a great 
deal of space to the acoustics of Greek and Roman thea-
tres, suggesting the best form for sound to spread correctly. 
This was also thanks to the aid of bronze vases, which, when 
appropriately placed, could have improved the propagation 
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categories: buildings located in archaeological sites; formally 
recognizable buildings, located in urban areas; buildings that, 
despite being still present in cities and territories, can only be 
identified through small traces, or are incorporated into mod-
ern buildings or complex urban fabrics, through modifications 
that, while preserving archaeological monuments, have lim-
ited their architectural interest by hiding their classical typo-
logical features; finally, still poorly examined buildings that 
are located in landscape contexts. These latter have a vari-
able conservation state, are often abandoned, and are rarely 
the object of cultural enhancement strategies [8]. This dis-
tinction is essential, as until now artifacts in archaeological 
areas, or in urban centers when evident and tourism-attrac-
tive, have received a much wider interest. The present and 
past cultural conditions have been suggesting – too often 
– recovery or (stylistic) restoration interventions to remove 
additions and revert to the original appearance of the monu-
ment: however, this has led to the loss of the historical traces 
accumulated on these buildings over time. The presence of 
stratified elements has not been subjected yet to a recogni-
tion process, especially because of the lack of suitable tools 
for the comprehension of the underlying secular stratifica-
tion processes [9]. This framework is compounded by the 
execution of badly conceived works of ‘functional actualiza-
tion’, which have mostly overlooked investigation actions and 
conservation practices, proposing valorization strategies ex-
clusively aimed at immediate returns in terms of economic 
efficiency and tourism.

The interest in the protection of the cultural heritage in 
Italy, Europe, and extra-European countries, and the launch 
of initiatives for the restoration of the archaeological her-
itage [10], require an improvement in the knowledge tools 
of this heritage, and strategies for conservation and cultural 
development for sustainable fruition project. This latter has 
been encouraged more than 50 years ago by the Franceschini 
Commission [11], and more recently reiterated by the Siracusa 
Charter in 2004 [12]. This also requires total respect for the 
transformation dynamics that have always guaranteed a close 
relationship between theatrical building, city, and landscape, 
in addition to the awareness that valorization could also be 
performed by letting nature ‘use’ the archaeological ruin for 
the sublimation of a specific urban or landscape context.

Here, then, are some methodological reflections for the 
reading of such archaeological heritage, aimed at suggesting 
tools for the analysis of transformation processes, for the 
verification of the current state of preservation, and, finally, 
for the proposal of appropriate strategies of culturally sus-
tainable promotion [13].

As is well known, some areas of the Italian, European, 
and Mediterranean basin countries have been the subject, 
in recent years, of studies that have sometimes served as a 
starting point for projects for the enhancement of the wide-
spread archaeological heritage [14]. Starting from the exist-
ing literature [15], the research, presented here briefly, aims 
to include, within such programs, also theaters and amphi-
theaters, for which only in rare cases has interest been found 

to resurface ancient structures at the expense of the authen-
ticity of artifacts and contexts, thus clashing with the goal of 
preservation.

Very often, such occurrences take place due to tourism-
economic needs, which press for the theatres to be restored 
to their form and function so that they can once again host 
performance events. Notwithstanding these motivations and 
recording this trend, several international charters have been 
at pains to balance conservation and use, advocating multi-
disciplinary investigations to achieve a satisfactory result (e.g. 
Siracusa Charter, 2004) (Fig. 1). In this sense, acoustics has 
also returned to play a central role: studies have flourished in 
this regard, mainly concerning the original behaviour of these 
structures [5]. However, from a practical point of view, these 
works struggle to find a concrete application in the reuse of 
buildings because, in the re-functioning for contemporary per-
formance activities, it is preferred to insert modern technolog-
ical apparatuses rather than reintroduce classical amplification 
devices, albeit with modern forms and materials [6].

With this in mind, the article will present the results of re-
search aimed at the conservation of ancient theatres and am-
phitheatres, understood in their multi-layeredness, suggesting 
strategies for their knowledge and compatible enhancement 
from both an architectural and a landscape point of view. The 
latter aspect is essential since sometimes the landscape even 
represented a natural scene for theatrical representations [7].

Fig. 1 – The stage front of the theatre in Orange 
with the new roof to contain all the installations necessary 

for cultural performances
La fronte scenica del teatro di Orange con la nuova copertura 

a cui è affidato il compito di contenere tutti gli impianti necessari 
alle rappresentazioni culturali

2 | Commemorative value and present-day value 
in ancient classical theatres

Ancient theatrical architectures can be categorized accord-
ing to three factors: the historical vicissitudes that have al-
lowed their conservation, their use over history, and their 
appreciation in the past. Hence, they can be divided into four 
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to the most recent documents attesting to the interest of 
preservation bodies in the play and theater buildings.

It is then necessary to draw up a historical record of the 
factories with the identification of transformations due to 
functional adaptations, pointing out the elements belonging 
to older additions and denouncing the incongruous ones of 
more recent insertion [17]. Consequently, to accelerate the 
processes of protection, it is necessary to check the regu-
latory status and the existence of constraints extended to 
the same, to the urban context or surrounding landscape or 
to the elements of later stratification. In such a case, one 
should start by consulting cadastral data, both in terms 
of the ownership of the properties built above the old play 
and entertainment buildings and verifying the permanence 
of the building type whose plan form has a distinct radial 
pattern. This points to another analysis: the reading of ur-
ban land registers that indicate the permanence of ancient 
traces or structures [18], evident or latent, and the interpre-
tation of toponymy.

In addition, for those theaters that still have residen-
tial use, an analysis of contemporary uses is indispensable, 
aimed at studying the compatibility between the preserva-
tion of the buildings, protection of the landscape, and cur-
rent function [19]. Therefore it is necessary to draft thematic 
tables on the state of conservation of the buildings and the 
identification and cataloging of any artifacts preserved at 
museum facilities and traceable to the buildings examined to 
facilitate their understanding. Finally, it would be desirable to 
draw up a charter of methodological guidelines to define both 
tools and priorities in knowledge processes, as well as con-
servation and enhancement actions that provide for planned 
maintenance, consolidation, and restoration of artifacts as 
well as plans for the cultural enhancement of urban and land-
scape contexts.

Through such a knowledge process, results could be 
achieved that are respectful of the cultural value of this cate-
gory of assets, attentive also to the preservation of materials 
and construction elements, the permanence of distributional 
and functional characteristics, the relationship with the ter-
ritorial and landscape context, and the relationship with cur-
rent socio-cultural realities [20]. However, even at the regula-
tory level, protection, preservation, and enhancement should 
be more intertwined. At the same time, there is an increasing 
tendency to divide them, as if protection and preservation 
were matters of culture, while enhancement of a business to 
be delegated to local authorities and administrations. Ancient 
theaters should be managed with expertise and foresight and 
in the knowledge that their most significant value lies not so 
much in the possibility of being transformed or even distort-
ed but in need to continue to be manifestos of culture. Only 
in this way can classical performing arts buildings, through 
their transformations and reconfigurations, renew and re-
inforce their interrelationships with the land and landscape, 
becoming points of accumulation of the memory of centuries, 
of historical events, and the economic and social processes 
of a people or an entire society (Fig. 2).

in the context in which they are located. On the contrary, en-
hancements for tourism have often resulted in the devasta-
tion of the landscape and the isolation of the monument with 
its consequent desertification.

The study requires a complex knowledge process that, 
starting from the monument’s origins, considers all the 
stages of its history, including the most recent ones, that is, 
those that have created that surprising symbiosis between 
human life and the continuous regeneration of nature.

In summary, the primary operations are the identification 
and cataloging of the recreational and performing arts build-
ings; the interpretation of literary and epigraphic sources; 
the reading of cartographic, graphic, iconographic, and pho-
tographic evidence; the direct reading of the stratifications 
and the analysis of the state of conservation of the buildings; 
the planning of interventions aimed at the preservation of 
the examined assets; and the identification of possible en-
hancement strategies extended to the urban contexts and 
the landscape in which theaters and amphitheaters are in-
serted. The changing-of-function process should be started 
just after all these actions.

First, it is necessary to locate in the territory, through 
topographical maps, all known buildings comprising mainly 
those later stratified complexes. Such an investigation must 
begin with identifying cities of Greek or Roman foundations 
within which there must have been performing arts buildings. 
In many cases, these cities coincide with present-day urban 
settlements, albeit with conspicuous transformations and re-
shaping; in others, they are ancient settlements abandoned 
over the centuries and resurfaced only after archaeological 
excavation campaigns. In both contexts, the study of sources 
helps recognize what today appears not so evident but ex-
ceedingly latent. One of the investigation tools is the inter-
pretation of literary and epigraphic evidence and the read-
ing of the most recent scientific publications, interrelating 
their respective findings. Unfortunately, this last point has 
not yet become a regular habit, highlighting the inadequacy of 
a little interdisciplinary approach. At the same time, the col-
laboration between archaeologists, topographers, and archi-
tects could facilitate the identification of traces of a classical 
building even in the absence of specific evidence [16]. Con-
versely, even in the absence of overt traces, the presence of 
epigraphic references would make it possible to identify ar-
chaeological sites that belonged to theaters and amphitheat-
ers, legitimizing excavation and survey campaigns. In this 
sense, the study of cartographic, graphic and iconographic 
sources is undoubtedly helpful, as they allow us to read the 
history of the buildings by providing indications of their use 
after their decommissioning; however, the identification of 
latent traces should be accompanied by the cataloging of the 
spolia present in urban contexts. The study of documentary 
sources must be accompanied by verifying existing graphic 
documentation, both current and reference to the 19th and 
20th centuries. Starting from that period one can find a cer-
tain amount of drawings and graphic material produced to 
support the first actions of protection and preservation, up 
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served as a starting point for valorization projects on the dif-
fuse archaeological heritage. However, this has been rarely 
supported by an interest in the landscape or urban context 
of the artifacts; instead, tourism-driven valorization projects 
have often led to landscape devastation and monument iso-
lation, resulting in its desertification. Indeed, the study of a 
monument requires a complex knowledge process, starting 
from its origins and entailing all its historical stages, includ-
ing the most recent ones, which have produced a surpris-
ing ‘symbiosis’ between human life and natural regeneration 
[24]. Hence, the main operations are: the individuation and 
cataloging of the heritage; the interpretation of the literary 
and epigraphic sources [25]; the consultation of cartographic, 
graphical, iconographic, and photographic records; the direct 
analysis of stratifications and the analysis of the conservation 
state of the buildings; the planning of interventions aimed at 
the conservation of the examined artifacts; the individuation 
of possible enhancement strategies extended to the urban 
contexts and the landscape where the ancient places of per-
formance are located [26].

In this perspective, the discipline of architectural res-
toration represents a potential coordination system for the 
activities aimed at the re-functionalization and enhancement 
of the heritage. It can combine the fundamental study of 
archival and documental sources with the technique of build-
ing design and regulatory retrofit, hence coordinating trans-
formations and ensuring a sustainable reconversion of the 
heritage. In fact, sustainability is not only related to the char-
acteristics of the architectural work (soil consumption, mate-
rial choices, programmed management criteria, …) but also to 
the cultural dimension, including social and communicational 
aspects. Transforming the ruins of Roman theatres into new, 
efficient places, yet preserving the historical value of the 
archaeological space and ground, appears to be the funda-
mental challenge of our time for the conscious conservation 
of the built heritage (Fig. 3).

Fig. 3 – The Roman amphitheatre in Trier during the erection
of the stage equipment necessary for staging musical performances

L’anfiteatro romano di Treviri durante l’allestimento
delle attrezzature sceniche necessarie per lo svolgimento 

degli spettacoli musicali

Fig. 2 – The stage front of the theatre in Arles with the discrete 
contemporary installations to allow cultural events to take place

La fronte scenica del teatro di Arles con le discrete istallazioni 
contemporanee per consentire lo svolgimento

delle manifestazioni culturali

3 | From the abandonment of ruins to sustainable 
reuse

In the framework of interventions on archaeological artifacts, 
especially on theatrical structures from the Roman age, one of 
the key items is the full understanding of the intrinsic mean-
ing of the ruins, of their symbolic and semiotic value, in ad-
dition to their tangible characteristics, which are the object 
of physical modifications. The re-functionalization of an ar-
chaeological ruin implies a new conceptual and interpreta-
tive paradigm, which is an integral part of a multi-disciplinary 
transformation project. As highlighted above, ruins recall void, 
absence, gap, silence, and have a deeply strong relationship 
with the past [21]. Ruins must be intended as architectures 
on the theme of silence, and that is the reason why for schol-
ars, researchers, and artists these contexts and remains have 
originated important reflections, which have influenced West-
ern artistic, literary, and architectural culture in the last centu-
ries. Probably for this characteristic and unicity, architectural 
ruins are a rich and invaluable heritage, whose conservation 
is frail and exposed to many threats: when transformed into 
a ruin, a building loses its function and shifts from being ar-
chitecture to being a memory, a monument, and a simulacrum 
of the past [22]. The transition from an abandoned ruin to a 
restored building, with a new design, valid acoustic perfor-
mance, and regulatory compliance cannot be implemented 
through the conversion of a single theatrical architecture; 
instead, it requires the semantic transformation of the sur-
rounding landscape and context. In this perspective, the re-
functionalization of the heritage can be performed only in a 
shared multi-disciplinarity and trans-disciplinarity, which al-
lows a mutation of the historical context under careful super-
vision aimed at the conservation of archaeological and cultural 
ground [23]. Notably, some areas of the Italian, European and 
Mediterranean heritage have been the object of studies that 
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deed, suppose it is true that “taking care of the visitability of 
a site […] means allowing the usability of its most significant 
spaces and, above all, encouraging an overall view of it” [36]. 
In that case, it may be essential and strategic to make only a 
portion of it accessible, i.e., the most neuralgic for its under-
standing. However, this portion does not necessarily have to 
be identified with the theater or amphitheater, even though 
they are very often the best accessible, pertain to the sphere 
of familiarity of a generalist audience, and thus are easily in-
terpreted in their unity, which moreover has a “topical value, 
as an emblem of the Ancient” [37], and therefore arouses 
considerable fascination. The same desire that, moreover, in-
volves “geographically and culturally distant populations” who 
“through identification with ancient Greece and Rome see […] 
realized membership in the cultural elite of old Europe” [38]. 
And precisely this last aspect that opens up further questions 
that, in an increasingly interconnected world, are certainly 
not secondary: what theory(s) should one appeal to to set up 
a project for the preservation and enhancement of theaters 
and amphitheaters falling on multiple continents [39]?

Having briefly clarified what might be considered dyscra-
sias between preservation and enhancement but, conversely, 
reiterating the assumption that enjoying a building means 
ensuring its maintenance, the question arises as to whether 
it is essential to bring all ancient theaters back into such ef-
ficiency as to make them usable again.

Since the three Charters pursue this goal, are they anti-
thetical to the criteria of restoration? Definitely not. Indeed, 
they have deeply influenced the cultural climate, fostering an 
in-depth technical analysis of every aspect of ancient places 
of performance. In particular, the Siracusa Charter provides 
well-founded support to the whole methodology of data ac-
quisition and improved comprehension of these architectural 
organisms and contains useful management suggestions. 
However, not all ancient places of performance should receive 
the application of these directives, simply because not all 
of them are compatible with transformation. Or rather, they 
could be, but they would be turned into mere simulacra of 
design hypotheses.

The fulfillment of the transversal validity of the Charter 
requires clarifying that use is not an absolute postulate, but 
only one of the possible paths: probably, this path can be 
chosen only for a limited number of buildings. Different sce-
narios should be envisaged for all the others, in compliance 
with the indicated procedure: these could range from simple 
structural reinforcement to partial reconstruction, making 
them understandable but not usable, or even to the conser-
vation of their collapsed state, with simple safety interven-
tions [40]. In all these cases, as suggested in the Valletta 
Convention, there could be a more intense focus on virtual 
reconstructions, through shared scientific modalities, using 
the results of research activities also for communicational 
purposes [41]. If this were not to occur, the undoubtable 
critical validity of the Siracusa Charter would keep being hin-
dered. It would end up being a checklist for the achievement 
of good results, yet perceived as univocal. This should not 

4 | The Charters on the ancient places 
of performance, across conservation and reuse

In addition to the abovementioned feature, another peculiar 
characteristic of ancient places of performance is the specific 
focus received by the International Charters, where the gen-
eral strategies for the conservation of the cultural heritage 
are intertwined with more the cogent guidelines for archaeo-
logical artifacts. The Segesta Declaration (1995), the Verona 
Charter (1997), and the Siracusa Charter (2004), despite not 
having a doctrinal nature, have become the reference docu-
ments for the compatible and sustainable use of theatres 
and amphitheatres, and have influenced many European and 
Mediterranean cultural strategies in this field.

They follow the European Convention on the Protection 
of the Archaeological Heritage (Valletta, 1992), adopted by 
the European Council, which had a mainly socio-political pur-
pose, that is to fortify European identity also through the 
development of the heritage [27]. The pursuit of this goal has 
triggered the activation of many knowledge projects on this 
theme, in relation to the acoustic performance or the geo-
metric and material configuration of buildings [28]. Moreover, 
it supported the restoration of the original in-use destination 
of many theatres, opening them to events and performances.

This approach, directed preponderantly toward utiliza-
tion, risks overshadowing actual archaeological studies and 
interventions that seek to preserve ancient ruins in their 
state and authenticity [29]. However, this should come as 
no surprise, when in the work of constructing the Siracusa 
Charter, the authors stated that the “theoretical basis of ref-
erence” could be summarized in the formula “knowledge for 
reuse” [30], with the significant risk of ferrying these archi-
tectural-archaeological assets into a sphere of critical aprior-
ism. And all this even though it is clearly stated within it that 
reuse should adhere to the minimum intervention and be 
commensurate with the state of conservation, while practice 
often seems geared toward not considering this as a limita-
tion, giving rise to substantial additions that lead to highly 
criticized and criticizable and, unfortunately, often irreversible 
results [31]. In this way, various theaters and amphitheaters 
are abstracted and extracted from their present and pro-
jected beyond it, evaluated mainly in the susceptibility to 
become (or instead, to return to be) something else, prefer-
ring an imaginary to reality [32]. Indeed, from this point of 
view, it is almost impossible, or at least challenging, to make 
them remain in a state other than that of functional effi-
ciency [33], which also brings a substantial return in the im-
age for the owning or managing entities [34]. And it is also for 
this reason that, often, theaters and amphitheaters succeed 
in catalyzing resources to reactivate performance-oriented 
use, at the risk of causing other buildings or sectors of the 
city that are equally important but, perhaps, not similarly 
appealing to tourist influx to be overlooked. And such an oc-
currence may also jar with an increasingly focal need in the 
architectural heritage field, namely that accessibility that is 
as cross-cutting and all-encompassing as possible [35]. In-
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Conclusioni

Alla luce della metodologia relativa alla conoscenza, conservazione 
e valorizzazione dei teatri e degli anfiteatri antichi, del peculiare 
status di rudere in cui possono versare, e considerando le carte 
internazionali che si occupano del loro utilizzo, riteniamo in con-
clusione che questo sia il momento di ridiscutere il destino degli 
antichi luoghi di spettacolo.

Tuttavia, l’oggetto del dibattito non deve essere “come” in-
tervenire per preservarli e utilizzarli al meglio, ma “perché” farlo. 
Quasi trent’anni di restauri guidati da Dichiarazioni e Carte hanno 
certamente prodotto spunti di riflessione in tal senso, insieme con 
i risultati delle ricerche in questo campo.

Tuttavia, questi ultimi devono essere criticamente intercon-
nessi, portando a un confronto transdisciplinare – non solo multi-
disciplinare – basato su una visione complessa, globale e, soprat-
tutto, inclusiva della conoscenza.
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della pedana scenica necessaria per lo svolgimento 

delle manifestazioni musicali
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