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BACKGROUNDER 

60 Years of Opera Australia 
2016 Anniversary Year 
- 
 

 OA’s first performance was on 21 July, 1956 at the Theatre Royal in Adelaide. The opera was The Marriage of 

Figaro by Mozart. 

 During its history, OA has had three names - the Australia Elizabethan Theatre Trust (1956), The Australian 

Opera (1970) and finally Opera Australia (1996). 

 Many people confuse the Sydney Opera House with Opera Australia, however in reality OA didn’t perform 

there until 17 years after the company’s formation. 

 OA’s history is also intrinsically linked with Victoria. In 1977 Victoria State Opera (VSO) was established as a 

successor to the Victorian Opera Company. In 1984 the VSO got its home theatre in the State Theatre, Arts 

Centre Melbourne, which continues to be OA’s Victorian home to this day. On OA’s 40th anniversary in 1996, 

the VSO and AO merged to formally become the Opera Australia we know now, with offices in both Sydney 

and Melbourne. The then Artistic Director of VSO Lindy Hume was appointed Artistic Director of Oz Opera, 

keeping the opera touring tradition alive which was born back in 1959. (Oz Opera has also since been 

absorbed into the OA brand, with regional and school tours continuing). 

 This year industry website Bachtrack announced (a) that OA is the third busiest opera company in the world, 

also with the third busiest opera performer (Ben Rasheed). This level of success is impressive when you 

consider unlike European opera companies who have seasonal breaks, OA never closes.  

 OA’s success is despite trends overseas which have seen many orchestras and opera houses unfortunately 

close. This result is particularly encouraging when you consider OA is more reliant on ticket sales for its 

success than houses in Europe and the USA. 

 As Australia’s largest performing arts company, OA’s 2014 Revenue was $107 million, with 65% of that ($70 

million) earned sales revenue (such as ticket sales). Less than a quarter (23%) of revenue came from 

government grants. 

 This is in stark contrast to opera houses around the world who rely on a much higher degree of subsidy e.g. 

Australian Barrie Kosky of Berlin’s Komische Oper noted 87% of that company’s budget was subsidy (b). 

 In 2015 OA staged a total of 771 performances, including 213 opera performances, 17 festival performances 

of new Australian work The Rabbits by Kate Miller-Heidke, 384 schools performances, 157 musical 

performances and delivered its first made-for-television work The Divorce for the ABC (watched by 1.1 million 

people).  

a https://bachtrack.com/classical-music-statistics-2015 

b http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/booksandarts/barrie-kosky,-snakecharmer/5710536 

Key Dates 

For the purposes of simplicity, Australia Elizabethan Theatre Trust and The Australian Opera are all referred to as “OA” 

in the below. 

 1956 – OA’s first performances are four Mozart operas in Adelaide, Brisbane, Melbourne and Sydney, timed 

with the bicentennial of Mozart’s birthday. They prove a huge hit with local audiences, pleased to see local 

productions with local singers.  

 1959 – OA’s first regional tour. 

 1965 – Interest in the fledgling company hit an all-time high when the company presented the Sutherland-

Williamson International Grand Opera Company with Joan Sutherland, Richard Bonynge and distinguished 

artists from Australia and abroad. 

 1967 - The first Elizabethan Trust Orchestra was established 

 1973 – The first performance in the Sydney Opera House (Prokofiev's War and Peace, conducted by Edward 

Downes) 

 1975 - Joan Sutherland performs with OA for the first time in The Tales of Hoffman 

 1976 - Richard Bonynge (Musical Director) led the company on its first overseas tour to New Zealand with 

Verdi's Rigoletto and Janáček's Jenůfa, the latter conducted by Georg Tintner.  

 1982 - The ABC and OA present their first live simulcast (Strauss' Die Fledermaus), reaching an audience of 

more than 2 million. 

 1982 – The first Opera in the Domain, which continues today. 

https://bachtrack.com/classical-music-statistics-2015
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/booksandarts/barrie-kosky,-snakecharmer/5710536
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 1983 - The appearance of Luciano Pavarotti and Joan Sutherland at the Sydney Opera House proves a huge 

financial windfall for the company. 

 1984 – State Theatre, Arts Centre Melbourne becomes VSO / OA’s Victorian home. 

 1984 – Moffatt Oxenbould becomes Artistic Director. 

 1984 – The Young Artist Program is established which has gone on to deliver many of OA’s current stars 

including Nicole Car, Taryn Fiebig, Sian Pendry, Jane Ede, Hyeseoung Kwon, Natalie Aroyan, Julie Lea 

Goodwin, Andrew Jones, Warwick Fyfe, Eva Kong, Anna Dowsley, Stacey Alleaume, Samuel Dundas, 

Benjamin Rasheed, John Longmuir, Jonathan Abernethy as well as artist that have gone onto acclaim in other 

fields, such as Sam Roberts-Smith of The Ten Tenors and cabaret star Ali McGregor. 

 1985 – OA’s Sydney office moves to the Opera Centre in Surry Hills which includes a full costume and set 

building facility. 

 1990 – Joan Sutherland retires. 

 1991 – The Australian Opera and Ballet Orchestra (AOBO) is formed. Up until that point, the AOBO (and 

its Melbourne cousin Orchestra Victoria) were known as The Elizabethan Sydney Orchestra and The 

Elizabethan Melbourne Orchestra respectively, established by the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust in the 

mid-1960s. 

 1993 – The Australian Opera and Ballet Orchestra becomes a subsidiary of OA 

 1994 – OA’s A Midsummer Night's Dream at the Edinburgh International Arts Festival becomes the company’s 

first performance outside of Australasia. The Baz Luhrmann production of La Bohème is screened over more 

than 300 North American television stations. 

 1996 – VSO and AO merge to form OA. Also the first time the seasonal programming system was created – 

two seasons each in Sydney and Melbourne (which continues to this day). 

 1999 – Artistic Director Moffatt Oxenbould retires, with Simone Young taking over the role fully in 2001. 

 2001 – World premiere of Batavia by Richard Mills and Peter Goldsworthy. 

 2004 – Premiere of new Australian work Madeline Lee. 

 2005 – Richard Hickox becomes Artistic Director. 

 2006 – ABC / OA reality show Operatunity Oz discovers David Parkin who is now an OA principal artist. 

 2007 – The first Mazda Opera in the Bowl (Sidney Myer Music Bowl), which continues today. 

 2009 – Lyndon Terracini becomes Artistic Director. 

 2010 – New Australian work Bliss premiers, going on to be nominated for best recording in the 2015 

International Opera Awards and touring to the Edinburgh International Festival. 

 2012 – The first Handa Opera on Sydney Harbour (La Traviata)  

 2013 – The first The Ring Cycle (Melbourne) 

 2015 – Handa Opera on Sydney Harbour’s cinema recording becomes the highest grossing recorded Aida in 

the UK and Ireland on record and the sixth highest grossing opera screened in 2015. 

 2015 – OA’s first made-for-TV Australian opera, The Divorce, is watched by 1.1 million people. 

 2015 – New work The Rabbits by Kate Miller-Heidke premieres, proving to be a box office and critical hit, 

including a nomination for best world premiere by The International Opera Awards. 

 2016 – OA’s 60th anniversary year with a return of The Ring Cycle in Melbourne (Nov / Dec) and Sydney 

Opera House - The Opera in Sydney to be performed on the steps of its namesake (Oct / Nov), marking the 

first time the Sydney Opera House itself has been used as an opera stage. 

Document is correct up to April 2016.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Melbourne
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orchestra_Victoria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Australian_Elizabethan_Theatre_Trust

