
 
 

 
 

Senza Sangue and Bluebeard’s Castle Synopsis 
 
Senza Sangue  
 
Péter Eötvös’ psychothriller-opera Senza Sangue (Without Blood) was created to be 
paired with Bluebeard’s Castle. The opera takes place in a country locked in civil 
war, based on the popular novel of the same name by Italian author Alessandro 
Baricco.  
 
Nina escapes the murderers of her brother and father. One of the attackers, Pedro, 
notices her while she hides, but saves her life by not alerting his peers. Decades 
later the two meet in a small shop. The recognition terrifies the man. His accomplices 
are long dead, but the circumstances of their deaths were unclear - will he be next?  
 
The original text of the novel was shaped by Eötvös’ constant creative partner and 
wife, Mari Mezei. She has created a libretto that has the cross-examination and 
mutual understanding of trauma in its main focus. The opera begins with the meeting 
of the two main characters and with flashbacks of the murders. The viewer does not 
know whether Nina is actually behind the deaths of the man’s accomplices, nor what 
her next step is going to be. 
 
Bluebeard’s Castle  
 
Bluebeard’s Castle (1911) Béla Bartók’s only one-act opera had its premiere in 1918 
at the Opera House in Budapest, but only after its remake twenty years later was it 
really considered a true success.  
 
The opera has folklore and balladic roots. Bluebeard takes his new wife, Judith, to 
his castle. The woman had heard foreboding rumors of this dark place, but she 
follows her husband trustingly. Arriving to the castle she finds seven secret doors 
and her intent to unearth the mysteries of the castle carries a symbolic meaning. 
What she truly wants to know are the hidden secrets of her new husband’s soul. 
Bluebeard is aware that his love’s curiosity will lead to tragedy and bring eternal 
loneliness for them both, so he pleads her not to open the closed doors. Judith does 
not obey his request. When the three previous wives of Bluebeard emerge from 
behind the last, most guarded door, there is no way of turning back. She has to enter 
the seventh room and become a part of his past. 
 
THE CONNECTION BETWEEN SENZA SANGUE AND BLUEBEARD’S CASTLE 
(BY LÁSZLÓ TIHANYI) 
 
The relationship between man and woman occupies a prominent place among the 
evergreen topics of opera. From today’s core opera repertoire Bartók’s Bluebeard 
was probably the first to present this relationship as simplfied as possible, focusing 
only on one single encounter between a man and a woman. Though the main 
characters’ fate is intertwined regardless of space and time, their story is saturated 
with symbols and clues of Bartók’s times to be deciphered: a past that needs to be 
disclosed, a present that needs to be under- stood, and a future that needs to be  



 
 

 
 
imagined as the follow-up of the first two. Love is not a goal but a means by which 
the real goal can be achieved: redemption, the understanding and acceptance of 
one’s fate and overcoming it. Péter Eötvös’ opera is based on Alessandro Baricco’s 
2012 novel, Senza Sangue. It is also a story of a single dramatic encounter between 
a man and a woman.  
 
The opera’s most relevant cross-reference to Bluebeard is having a female main 
character for whom the exploration of the past and the clarification of events of the 
past is essential. However, while in Bartók’s opera the man himself and his past is 
the secret to be discovered, in Senza Sangue it is the female character who is 
mysterious, who needs redemption and whose fate needs to be understood. Both 
operas take place in unidentified locations with symbolic meanings, and while 
Bluebeard’s castle is not realistic as it is a symbol in itself, specifying the unnamed 
South-American country in Eötvös’ work – as painful as it is – can be easily done.  
Senza Sangue has one more important feature that makes it similar to Bartók’s 
opera: it is also an opera of secrets and ambiguities, just like Bluebeard’s Castle. 
This puts the composer in quite the same position: his music has to say what cannot 
be said, and his music shall stress the unthinkable – even if it is unbearable.  
However, the two stories have a different ending: Bluebeard’s Castle is covered in 
eternal darkness while the characters of Senza Sangue are facing an open road 
leading them towards the light at the end of their lives.  
 
Senza Sangue and Bluebeard’s Castle will be performed at Hackney Empire on 
Tue 19 Sep.  
 
 


