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INTRODUCTION  

Theorizing Opera as Hypermedium 

 

The present study is, generally speaking, an enquiry into contemporary encounters 

between opera and the media. My main objects of interest are contemporary operas 

on both stage and screen (and in between); yet, conceptualizing opera as 

hypermedium allows for addressing issues that are also pertinent to aspects of 

contemporary productions of historical works, as well as pieces of new music 

theatre.1 While my understanding of opera as hypermedium closely relates to the 

theory of intermediality that deals with the use film, video and digital technologies 

in theatre and performance, the concept of hypermediacy that I draw on helps me to 

go beyond the limits of the theatrical context, and to situate my discussion of 

contemporary operatic practices within a discursive field that is both broader and 

more specific. Developed within media theory, hypermediacy may be aligned with 

other concepts proposed to articulate alternatives to what has been perceived as the 

dominant modes of representation in Western media. Theorizing opera as 

hypermedium makes it possible to examine the ways in which opera participates in 

this larger artistic and theoretical discourse on the politics of representation and 

perception. 

 The concept of hypermediacy that has served as the starting point for my 

considerations was formulated by media theorists Jay David Bolter and Richard 

Grusin in their influential book Remediation: Understanding New Media (1999). For 

them, hypermediacy is one part of the double logic of remediation, according to 

which new media present themselves as refashioned and improved versions of older 

media. The other part of the logic is “transparent immediacy,” driven by the desire to 

get beyond mediation, to let “the medium itself . . . disappear and leave us in the 

presence of the thing represented” (6). By contrast, hypermediacy is characterized by 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 While there are obvious overlaps with contemporary opera, the term “new music theatre” 
has been associated with music-theatrical forms conceived of in protest against traditional 
opera, or “outside the physical and esthetic precincts of opera” (Salzman and Desi 2008, 6). 
Such works are often considered more experimental, and are designed on a smaller scale, for 
alternative performance spaces. 
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the acknowledgement of the processes of mediation and enjoyment of the opacity of 

media: 

 

In digital technology, as often in the earlier history of Western representation, 

hypermediacy expresses itself as multiplicity. If the logic of immediacy leads one either 

to erase or to render automatic the act of representation, the logic of hypermediacy 

acknowledges multiple acts of representation and makes them visible. Where 

immediacy suggests a unified visual space, contemporary hypermediacy offers a 

heterogeneous space, in which representation is conceived not as a window on to the 

world, but rather as ‘windowed’ itself—with windows that open on to other 

representations or other media. The logic of hypermediacy multiplies the signs of 

mediation and in this way tries to reproduce the rich sensorium of human experience. 

On the other hand, hypermediacy can operate even in a single and apparently unified 

medium, particularly when the illusion of realistic representation is somehow 

stretched or altogether ruptured. . . . In every manifestation, hypermediacy makes us 

aware of the medium or media and (in sometimes subtle and sometimes obvious ways) 

reminds us of our desire for immediacy. (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 33-34)!
!

I will be returning to aspects of this definition in the course of this introduction. At 

this point, let me just note that while the “windowed” effect described by Bolter and 

Grusin may evoke the use of projection screens in contemporary opera productions, 

the notion of stretching or rupture of illusionistic representation implicates opera 

more generally, and especially its medium of song. 

 Although primarily developed in relation to new media, Bolter and Grusin’s 

concept of hypermediacy has resonated in theorizations of intermediality in theatre 

and performance (Chapple and Kattenbelt 2006).2 While Bolter and Grusin 

emphasize the interplay of hypermediacy and transparent immediacy, they also 

endow hypermediacy with a critical potential vis-à-vis the representational media 

that strive for transparency, and theatre theory has paralleled this by pointing up the 

media-conscious and critical aspect of intermediality. Thus, Greg Giesekam (2007) 

has proposed a distinction between “intermedia” and what he, somewhat 

unfortunately, calls “multimedia.” In Giesekam’s usage, the term “multimedia” 

applies to performances that are otherwise built around traditional understandings 

of the role of text and the creation of character. The media are integrated here into 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 On intermediality in theatre and performance see also, for example, Bay-Cheng et al. (2010), 
and Schläder and Weber (2010). See also Dixon (2007) on digital performance. 
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the overall scenography or mise-en-scène, serving to “enhance the telling of a central 

tale” and helping to create illusionistic effects (12). In these instances, “there is little 

challenge to the ideological assumptions which underpin dominant representational 

conventions” (10). By contrast, intermedial performances overthrow the notions of 

unity of plot and character, often telling multiple stories or no stories. They 

incorporate the media so that “neither the live material nor the recorded material 

would make much sense without the other,” and invite reflection upon the nature 

and methods of the incorporated media (8). Furthermore, intermediality in the 

theatre is characterized by a multiplicity of media, genres and styles, and by its 

collagist and citational practices—as Giesekam notes, intermedial performances often 

draw on easily recognizable genres from popular culture. It is with this more 

narrowly defined understanding of intermediality, which assumes a more critical 

approach to the use of media in the theatre that I will engage in this study. 

 I center my discussion of opera as hypermedium around three case studies: the 

operas Rosa and Writing to Vermeer premiered in De Nederlandse Opera in 

Amsterdam in 1994 and 1999 respectively, and a film version of the opera Rosa made 

in 1999 for Dutch television.3 They are all products of collaboration between Dutch 

composer Louis Andriessen and British filmmaker Peter Greenaway,4 and all three 

epitomize the features through which intermediality and hypermediacy have been 

defined. The two staged operas layer representations in different media, employing 

projections of text, still and moving images on multiple screens along with the 

theatrical action. The film is literally “windowed,” with frames within frames and 

layered images and texts showing simultaneously various aspects of the stage action, 

often with the singers placed within close-up insets. All three draw attention to their 

employment of media and reflect on their acts of representation. Rosa thematizes the 

use of film within opera through the title figure of a composer who writes music for 

Hollywood Westerns. The stage version and the film version of the opera do not 

simply employ film on stage or put opera on screen: they are both about the 

relationship between opera and film. Writing to Vermeer revolves around paintings of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 The film version has the subtitle “The Death of a Composer,” as does a CD recording of the 
opera that appeared in 2000 by Nonesuch. In 1994 the opera was premiered under the title 
Rosa: A Horse Drama. De Nederlandse Opera (The Dutch Opera) has since been renamed De 
Nationale Opera (The Dutch National Opera or the DNO). 
4 Peter Greenaway is the author of the operas’ librettos and of their overall visual conception, 
and director of the film version of Rosa. For the stage, he co-directed the operas with Saskia 
Boddeke. Writing to Vermeer features electronic music inserts by Dutch composer Michel van 
der Aa. 
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the eponymous Dutch artist, which are projected, deconstructed and reenacted both 

on screen and on stage. Both operas complicate their storytelling and the depiction of 

their characters. Rosa presents a convoluted detective story with multiple levels that 

mutually undermine one another, and where the protagonists keep transforming 

into new characters. In Writing to Vermeer, there is very little by way of a plot. The 

action consists of women writing letters (mirroring the women from Vermeer’s 

paintings), and the three main singing protagonists are multiplied with dancers. Both 

operas are highly citational: while Writing to Vermeer appropriates well-known 

cultural artifacts (Vermeer’s paintings), Rosa draws on popular genres of the Western 

and the whodunit, to mention but the most obvious references. Since both operas are 

about the media they incorporate, they clearly would not make much sense without 

them.   

The operas are notable not only for engaging with past and present cultural 

practices, but they may also be said to converse with the theoretical discourses of 

scholarship. In this sense, they may be understood as “theoretical objects,” a term 

that has been used to indicate that works of art and cultural objects can “think” or 

“theorize” in their own right and by their own means.5 It has become a commonplace 

to maintain that opera demands an interdisciplinary approach, and in this study, I 

draw on texts from musicology and opera studies, theatre and performance studies, 

film studies, literary and cultural theory, visual studies and sound studies. Due to 

the disciplinary variety, the texts are not always in direct communication with one 

another. In this situation, it has proved particularly productive to anchor my 

theoretical discussion to only a few case studies. This makes it possible to tease out 

and think through the various interconnections between the often seemingly 

unrelated or contradictory approaches, and to think these relationships and 

contradictions through a specific artistic practice. At the same time, the theoretical 

diversity has caused productive complications in interpreting the selected operas. 

My discussion is based on close reading of both the operas and the texts, moving 

from object to theory to object and back again. In other words, my approach is 

intensive rather than extensive. My aim is not to map out an exemplary repertory of 

contemporary hypermedial opera but rather to chart, with the help of my case 

studies, the theoretical field of “opera as hypermedium.” It is not my intention to 

coin a term for a distinctly new brand of operatic practice, and in this sense, my 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 I am using the term “theoretical object” as I was introduced to it by Mieke Bal in the Theory 
Seminar of the Amsterdam School of Cultural Analysis (ASCA). See Bal (1999). 
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approach differs from recent writings on “digital opera” (Sheil and Vear 2012) and 

“postopera” (Novak 2012, 2015), even if I share some of the repertories and 

theoretical concerns that these terms encompass.6 Conceptualizing opera as 

hypermedium involves a particular understanding of its relationship to the operatic 

past, and situating it within a specific media genealogy.  

 

Rethinking the Past in the Present 

 

Some theorists of intermediality have suggested that “theatre is a hypermedium that 

incorporates all arts and media” (Chapple and Kattenbelt 2006, 20), implying that the 

whole history and theory of theatre may be rethought from the point of view of 

hypermediacy. Peter Boenisch argues, for example, that theatre has always staged 

other media, and thus served as a “training ground” for new modes of perception 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 The term “digital opera” has been proposed to describe—or rather to envision—a new type 
of “contemporary music- or sound-led performance that produces new operatic 
phenomenologies through the use of digital media” (Sheil and Vear 2012, 6). It entails the 
possibility of a “paradigm shift” (4), of a “critical renewal” of opera (5), mainly outside of 
traditional opera institutions. According to Sheil and Vear, digital opera is closer to opera 
than to experimental music theatre, “retaining some of the signatures of the form” that are 
“open to our rediscovery/reinterpretation within a twenty-first century context” (4). One of 
the aspects that Sheil and Vear (and further contributions to the special issue of the 
International Journal of Performance Arts and Digital Media 8/1) set out to reinterpret is the 
concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk and the possibility of “total experience” (4), and in this 
respect, their discussion intersects with my concerns (see chapter four). And like them, I am 
intent on the critical possibilities of contemporary operatic practice bound up with the use of 
media technology. 

Novak uses the term “postopera” to designate “opera that is postdramatic and 
postmodern at the same time” (2012, 22), and where media technology plays an important 
role. While I relate my theorization of opera as hypermedium to Hans-Thies Lehmann’s 
conception of postdramatic theatre, I do not delineate it as a specifically postmodern (or even 
postmodernist) operatic practice. Where Novak emphasizes the novelty of the works she 
analyzes, I am also intent on continuity of particular mechanisms. I share Novak’s interest in 
the relationship between voice and body, although with a significant difference in emphasis, 
as I will explain in more detail below and in chapter three. Novak and I also share a case 
study: Louis Andriessen’s and Peter Greenaway’s Writing to Vermeer (1999). 

Until these texts, there has been very little scholarship on the use of media technology in 
contemporary opera performance. Opera on screen has been the subject of scholarly interest 
for some time now, but most writings in this area have concerned works of the historical 
repertory, used in film in various ways or adapted for screen (see, for example, Tambling 
1987, 1994; Citron 2000, 2010; Joe and Theresa 2002; and Grover-Friedlander 2005). For a rare 
book-length study of television opera, a genre more closely related to the developments in 
contemporary opera, see Barnes (2003). For an emerging debate on the different ways of 
“mediating opera” today, see the special issue of The Opera Quarterly, Volume 26, Issue 1 
(Winter 2010). 
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brought about by emerging technologies of representation (2006, 111).7 This leads 

him to define theatre as a semiotic practice that performs the contents and cognitive 

strategies of other media (113). It is not my intention to attempt a similar all-

embracing redefinition of opera, and neither do I want to rethink the whole of the 

operatic past. I do want to suggest, however, that by engaging with past operatic 

practices (and conversing with their theorizations) within the context of 

hypermediacy, the operas that I discuss in this study draw attention to aspects of the 

operatic genre that may have been overlooked or suppressed in its earlier 

theorizations. They thus exemplify how opera as hypermedium (re)thinks opera in 

and for the present.  

 Conceptualizing opera as hypermedium makes it possible to develop theoretical 

approaches and analytical tools relevant to specific aspects of contemporary operatic 

practice, which I interpret in relation to more general tendencies in contemporary 

theatre and media. But just as the concept of hypermediacy implies a particular 

theoretical framework, it also suggests a specific genealogy. Thus, while I am not 

writing a history of opera as hypermedium, the contemporary operatic practice that I 

am concerned with may be situated in relation to those artistic practices of the past 

that make up the genealogy of hypermediacy. The operas that I analyze here actively 

engage with their hypermedial lineage. This is quite obvious in the case of Writing to 

Vermeer. Among the predecessors of hypermediacy, Bolter and Grusin cite Dutch 

seventeenth-century painting, which the art theorist Svetlana Alpers (1983) famously 

termed “the art of describing.” As Bolter and Grusin put it,  

 

With their fascination for mirrors, windows, maps, paintings within paintings, and 

written and read epistles, such artists as Gabriel Metsu, David Bailly, and especially 

Jan Vermeer often represented the world as made up of a multiplicity of 

representations. Their paintings were not multimedia; rather, they absorbed and 

captured multiple media and multiple forms in oil. (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 36-37) 

 

The opera Writing to Vermeer not only appropriates Vermeer’s paintings but it makes 

them the center of a rich web of media, as if replicating their hypermedial structure. 

Moreover, Vermeer’s works are literally reframed in the process, and resituated 

within a contemporary context.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 According to Boenisch, this was also the case in the fifteenth century, when the “new media 
technology of perspective” was adopted (Boenisch 2006, 111). For more on the relationship 
between theatre and perspective see chapter two. 
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 The Dutch cultural theorist Mieke Bal (1999) proposes the term “preposterous 

history” for such contemporary reworkings of the past. The term indicates a reversal, 

where what came chronologically first (“pre-“) is put as an aftereffect behind 

(“post”) its later recycling (6-7). Bal relates this tendency specifically to contemporary 

re-visions of the Baroque, an epoch that is often evoked in relation to contemporary 

self-reflexive artistic practices. Such practices do not attempt to break away from the 

past, nor do they wish to “go back.” They put in action the recognition that the past 

can only be approached from the vantage-point of the present, and that any 

contemporary reworking of history changes the ways in which we perceive that 

history. In this sense, hypermedial opera may be understood as a “preposterous” 

cultural practice.8 

 The genealogy of hypermediacy is not limited to the Baroque and to visual arts. 

Bolter and Grusin recognize its logic in medieval manuscripts that integrate image 

and text, as well as in modernist collage and photomontage. By contrast, they 

associate the logic of transparent immediacy with photography, film, video and 

television, as well as the more recent technologies of virtual reality and computer 

graphics, and trace its lineage back to perspectival painting. It is the logic of 

transparent immediacy that, in their view, has governed Western representation “at 

least since the Renaissance” (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 24). And it has also been argued 

that drama, as the dominant mode of representation in the theatre, has followed this 

same logic (I return to this proposition in chapter two). 

Although the mainstream forms of film and theatre may be theorized in these 

terms, there are instances in the history of both theatre and cinema that may better be 

understood within the context of hypermediacy. Giesekam (2007) has traced some of 

the strategies of contemporary intermedial theatre back to Georges Méliès’ early 

twentieth-century experiments with the employment of film within the context of 

variety and magic shows. The film theorist Tom Gunning (1990) has proposed the 

concept of “cinema of attractions” to account for the early cinema’s interest in the 

spectacular, including Méliès’ own early cinematic experiments that transferred the 

magic he practiced in the theatre onto film. Gunning borrowed the term from Sergei 

Eisenstein (1988), another early figure versed in both theatre and cinema, who saw in 

the “attractions” of the popular forms of theatre an alternative to theatre based on 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 In chapter one, which revolves around the concept of allegory, I draw attention to the ways 
in which hypermedial opera thematizes the relationship between past and present by means 
of its allegorical structure. 
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drama. In all these cases, what matters is the fascination with new technology and 

the thrill of display, rather than realistic illusionism or the construction of a story. 

Importantly for my discussion, the concept of “cinema of attractions” has also been 

related to early (as well as late) cinema’s interest in opera. As Rose Theresa has 

observed, opera seems to lead “both into and out of the frozen interlude of classic 

cinema” (2002, 12). Moreover, Gunning’s concept, primarily developed to account 

for a historical artistic practice, has strongly resonated in theories of contemporary 

alternatives to the dominant modes of representation.9 It is thus notable not only for 

drawing attention to a particular moment in the lineage of hypermedial opera but 

also as a part of the larger conceptual framework of this study. 

 

From Opera as Drama to Opera as Hypermedium 

 

To the readers of opera scholarship, the concept of “opera as hypermedium” may 

evoke Joseph Kerman’s (1988) famous theorization of “opera as drama,” a reference 

that is fully intentional. Theatre and performance theory has posited a historical turn 

away from drama towards contemporary forms of theatre and performance, and the 

contemporary operatic practice that I am concerned with has arguably participated 

in the tendencies that have been associated with this turn.10 In this sense, and insofar 

as I am intent on thinking beyond the dramatic concept, my understanding of opera 

as hypermedium is related to these theorizations, the most prominent among which 

is Hans-Thies Lehmann’s (1999, 2006) notion of “postdramatic theatre.”  

It may be argued that in spite of the many “non-Aristotelian” traits of its 

dramaturgy, opera has traditionally participated in the general logic of dramatic 

representation as understood by Lehmann.11 Decisive for this logic, Lehmann argues, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 For an extended discussion of the concept of “cinema of attractions” and its various 
applications in film theory see Strauven (2006). 
10 Different authors have suggested different time frames for this turn. Lehmann (1999, 2006) 
situates it in the 1970s, Giesekam (2007) locates the emergence of truly intermedial theatre in 
the late 1960s, and Boenisch (2006) speaks of the intermedial turn as having taken place over 
the “last hundred years.” 
11 As the German musicologist Carl Dahlhaus (1989b) pointed out, operatic dramaturgy bears 
many epic traits. Within the context of spoken theatre, such traits are perceived as 
characteristic of the non-Aristotelian dramaturgy of Bertold Brecht and his followers. 
Dahlhaus emphasizes, however, that in relation to opera, they are among the genre’s 
constitutive features, and may be understood as a part of its tradition. As an example, 
Dahlhaus names the montage approach to the succession of scenes common in opera, which 
implies aesthetic presence of the author. (See particularly “Traditionelle Dramaturgie in der 
modernen Oper,” Dahlhaus 1989b, 278-293). According to Lehmann, epic theatre is part of the 
general logic of dramatic theatre. I will return to this issue in chapter two. 



! 9!

is the primacy of the text: “Even where music and dance were added or where they 

predominated, the ‘text’, in the sense of at least the imagination of a comprehensible 

narrative and/or mental totality, was determining” (2006, 21, all italics in original). 

The aim of dramatic theatre is to form an illusion, “to construct a fictive cosmos and let 

all the stage represent—be—a world” (2006, 22). According to Lehmann, neither 

completeness nor continuity is necessary for the representation of such a world, since 

the illusion is completed by the imagination and empathy of the spectator. What is 

necessary, however, is that what we perceive in the theatre can be referred to a 

totality; at the same time, dramatic theatre constructs the world “outside” as a 

totality. In Lehmann’s words, “through its very form, dramatic theatre proclaims 

wholeness as the model of the real” (2006, 22). 

 As the German musicologist Carl Dahlhaus (1989a) explains, opera articulates 

drama according to its own stylistic principles. While a play expresses human 

conflicts in dialogue, opera presents a configuration of characters in a drama of 

affects. What matters in opera is not action but situation, understood as a 

constellation of characters and affects that can span over larger periods of time, and 

where the conflicts between the characters are manifested musically in an 

interrelating system of arias. According to Dahlhaus, such constellation is dramatic 

“insofar as it reveals the fundamental emotional structure concealed under the 

surface of the action” (1989a, 96). Rephrased in Lehmann’s terms, it is the underlying 

emotional structure that provides the necessary “mental totality” of drama in opera, 

despite the greater “gaps” to be filled in by the spectator’s imagination and empathy 

than is common in spoken theatre (due to opera’s non-Aristotelian dramaturgy). 

Dahlhaus insists that in opera, music is the primary vehicle of drama. The libretto 

only partly represents the real action in opera. Opera’s dramatic persuasiveness 

depends on how the underlying emotional structure is articulated as “action that is 

presented visibly on the stage and musically in arias” (Dahlhaus 1989a, 102). This is 

also the reason why dramatically successful operas can be based on convoluted, 

“impossible” librettos, as Dahlhaus demonstrates on the example of Verdi’s Il 

trovatore. As a consequence, it is the score and not the libretto that may be 

understood as the totalizing dramatic “text” of opera.12    

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 In this sense, I differ from Novak (2012, 2015), who understands the dramatic principles of 
opera, from which she distinguishes the “postopera,” as based on the libretto alone, taking 
Lehmann’s understanding of dramatic “text” quite literally. 
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But more important than the historical turn posited by theatre theory is the 

theoretical shift of focus that it implies. Conceptualizations of opera as drama help to 

understand how past operatic practices participated in the logic of dramatic 

representation, as well as the ways in which contemporary operas differ from these 

practices. At the same time, however, they reproduce the terms of this logic. In other 

words, by concentrating on how opera works as drama, they disregard or even 

suppress those aspects of opera that do not fit the dramatic concept. This is apparent 

in Dahlhaus’ willingness to overlook the inconsistencies of operatic librettos, and 

even more so in Kerman’s (1988) prescriptive model of opera as drama, with which 

only very few works of the standard operatic repertory are able to comply. The 

works of the twentieth century that Kerman sets to analyze (Alban Berg’s Wozzeck 

and Igor Stravinsky’s The Rake’s Progress) offer so much resistance to his dramatic 

concept that it proves impossible to smooth out the contradictions and prompts 

Kerman to declare them dramatically flawed (178-202). In this sense, although 

developed as a way of understanding the contemporary, the concept of opera as 

hypermedium may highlight those aspects of past operatic practices that the theory 

of opera as drama proves incapable to accommodate. Among these, there will be 

opera’s penchant for the spectacular (seized upon by the cinema of attractions), or 

what Nicholas Till (2012) has more generally termed, after Nietzsche, the Dionysian 

elements of opera.  

The conceptual shift of focus from opera as drama to opera as hypermedium has 

three interrelated theoretical consequences. First, when opera is theorized as drama, 

the center of attention is the operatic score. This is the text from which the dramatic 

totality can be read out. In contrast, opera as hypermedium is concerned with opera 

on stage, or alternatively with opera on screen. This is where the different media 

involved interact, and where the acts of mediation become palpable. Second, this 

shift from page to stage (and screen) also entails a change of focus from word-music 

relationships to sound-image relationships. More precisely, while opera as drama 

concentrates on the musical articulation of the drama as it is outlined in the opera’s 

libretto, in the case of opera as hypermedium, it is the relationship between the aural 

and the visual that becomes of chief theoretical interest. This is why, in this study, I 

approach opera as an audio-visual event or object. 

Concentration on the “performance text” rather than the dramatic text has long 

been commonplace in theatre studies but it has only recently found its way into 
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opera scholarship.13 Moreover, where concrete incarnations of opera on stage are 

considered, they often concern contemporary productions of works of the standard 

operatic repertory, and thus necessarily fall back on what David J. Levin proposes to 

call the “opera text”—the score, the libretto, stage directions etc. prior to 

performance (2007, 11). While it is no longer customary to judge an opera’s staging in 

terms of its faithfulness to the “work itself” (or to the standard of a virtual 

performance imagined on the basis of the opera’s score), interpretation of a 

particular production of a classic work inadvertently positions itself in relation to the 

opera text and its previous readings on both page and stage (i.e. the staging practice 

as well as popular and scholarly discourses). It is in this sense that I read Levin’s 

assertion that “every production (or performance text) takes up a position relative to 

the opera text” (2007, 11). Although it is mostly possible to speak of an opera text in 

relation to contemporary operatic works—in the case of Rosa it consists not only of 

the opera’s score but also of a detailed scenario (Greenaway 1993)—I suggest that its 

importance for the interpretation of the audio-visual event is greatly diminished. 

And while approaches to the standard repertory may still imply the possibility to 

distinguish between an abstract work of opera and its concrete staging, such a 

distinction can hardly be made in the case of contemporary pieces of hypermedial 

opera. The media employed do not serve to actualize, render or interpret a 

preexisting work of opera; they constitute it. 

And third, the emphasis on the musical articulation of drama suggests that music 

has the final authority over the opera’s interpretation. In Kerman’s somewhat 

extreme formulation: “What counts is not narrative, situation, symbol, metaphor, 

and so on, as set forth in the libretto, but the way all this is interpreted by a master 

mind. That mind writes the music” (1988, xiii). Kerman thus implies that there is a 

definite and coherent meaning to be found in opera, and that it is the music—or the 

“mastermind” of the composer—that presides over that meaning. This is also why 

the score has traditionally been made the privileged site of interpretation. Levin 

argues that musicologists have insisted on the primacy of music to avoid opera’s 

interpretive instability, “to save opera from a threat to the presumed homogeneity of 

its discursive systems” (1993, 10). In interpretations of opera as drama, music is 

called on to smooth out contradictions, inconsistencies and ambiguities that might 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13 For an overview of this approach in theatre studies, see Pavis (2003). For a sample of 
performance-oriented approach to opera, see the special issue of Cambridge Opera Journal 
entitled “Performance Studies and Opera,” Volume 16, Issue 3 (2004).  
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threaten the opera’s dramatic totality. By contrast, conceptualizing opera as 

hypermedium draws attention to these contradictions, ambiguities and 

inconsistencies. It highlights the multiplicity of opera’s modes of expression, without 

granting any one of its signifying systems primacy over the others. Levin suggests 

that “as an explicitly heterogeneous medium, opera is the logical vehicle for a 

critique of discursive homogeneity and stability” (1993, 10). In my understanding, 

such critique becomes one of the chief concerns in opera as hypermedium. 

 

In Search of Immediacy 

 

Bolter and Grusin posit different genealogies for hypermediacy and transparent 

immediacy, aligning each with different contemporary cultural practices, and 

suggesting that the former may be perceived as an alternative to the latter. However, 

they also recognize that hypermediacy and transparent immediacy are two 

complementary parts of the same, double impulse. As they put it, “Our culture 

wants both to multiply its media and to erase all traces of mediation: ideally, it wants 

to erase its media in the very act of multiplying them” (1999, 5). It is due to this 

double impulse that hypermediacy not only draws attention to the processes of 

mediation but also “reminds us of our desire for immediacy” (34), to go back to the 

definition quoted above. Following Bolter and Grusin, I suggest that the desire to let 

the medium “disappear and leave us in the presence of the thing represented” (6) is 

in operation not only in the modes of representation associated with transparent 

immediacy but also in many of the contemporary cultural practices and theorizations 

that are presented as alternatives to these modes of representation. 

The theory of intermediality in theatre and performance is a case in point. 

Intermedial theatre has been conceptualized as an alternative to both drama and the 

media it incorporates, and endowed with the ability to deconstruct the logic of 

transparent immediacy operative in both. However, theatre itself figures as a 

surprisingly transparent medium in these theorizations, as “a remarkable camera 

lucida, without any palpable fingerprints of its mediatization stamped on the 

primary media it relies on so heavily” (Boenisch 2006, 112). In this way, it has been 

implied that intermedial theatre is able to grant a more direct access to the media, 

objects and bodies on stage. Like other alternatives to drama articulated within 

theatre and performance studies, the theory of intermediality has often evoked the 

notions of “liveness” and “presence” in order to get at the materiality of the 
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theatrical stage event, usually with reference to the bodies and voices of the 

performers. Theatre’s materiality is also the basis for claims to its transparency. As 

Chiel Kattenbelt puts it, for example,  

!
Theatre is transparent because it foregrounds the corporeality of the performer and the 

materiality of the live performance as an actual event, taking place in the absolute 

presence of here and now. (Kattenbelt 2006, 37, italics in original)14 

!
Such theorizations suggest an opposition between theatre’s presence and 

representation as it takes place in contemporary media and in drama, and between 

liveness and “mediatization” understood as reproduction by media technologies. 

They tend to imply that theatre and performance are able to bypass representation 

and reproduction and thus open up the possibility of an unmediated contact with 

“the thing itself.” Paradoxically, such theorizations thus reproduce the terms in 

which transparent immediacy has been defined, and testify to the same desire for 

immediacy as the practices and theories that they criticize. 

As the Dutch theatre scholar Maaike Bleeker has pointed out, while the 

ontological foundation of oppositions such as representation and presence, meaning 

and materiality has become deeply problematic after Derrida, they continue to be 

played out on the contemporary theatrical stage, and “as effects they are most 

present and most impressive” (2008, 21). In this sense, they are comparable to the 

effect of transparent immediacy associated with the modes of representation the 

illusionistic nature of which has generally been acknowledged. In this study, I am 

intent on these and other effects of immediacy as they are produced in hypermedial 

opera by both the media of reproduction and the “live” elements of performance, 

and in their various interactions. In other words, I pay attention to how the “desire 

for immediacy” identified by Bolter and Grusin is present in both contemporary 

operatic practice and the pertaining theorizations of opera, theatre and performance. 

If hypermediacy and intermedial theatre have been associated with the ability to 

expose acts of mediation and the effect of media transparency, I am also concerned 

with how, in the operas I discuss, strategies of immediacy are exposed (as well as 

exploited) that are characteristic of hypermediacy and “postdramatic” theatre. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 Boenisch, continuing the argument quoted above, claims that “in contrast to mechanical 
and, even more so, digital reproduction, where the originals disappear, theatre even seems to 
reinforce the very originality and materiality of that actor, picture, or videotape” (2006, 113). 
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I approach the effects of immediacy, and conceptualize opera as hypermedium 

more generally, in terms of how the relationship between the spectator-auditors and 

the audio-visual event is established and shaped. With respect to the media of 

reproduction, such relationship has mainly been theorized in visual terms, as an 

issue of spectatorship. And theatre and performance scholarship has also mainly 

drawn on literary theory and theory of visuality in this regard. It is only recently that 

increased theoretical attention has been paid to theatre music and sound (e.g. Brown 

2009; Kendrick and Roesner 2011). However, sound has often been considered 

relatively independently of, or even in opposition to, theatre’s other elements. This 

tendency has been particularly marked in opera scholarship and its growing interest 

in the singing voice, which has accompanied the shift of attention from page to stage. 

The recent writing on sound and the voice has been invaluable to a more complex 

understanding of the music-theatrical event, and I share numerous concerns with 

this scholarship. Yet, where opera is concerned, moving from the score to the singing 

voice still eschews any serious engagement with opera’s various other modes of 

expression, and their mutual relationships. In this study, I have been committed to 

approaching opera as a multimedia experience, not least because, in the operas that I 

discuss, the visual (as well as textual) component is particularly striking. However, 

to my mind, this only makes them more, rather than less operatic. Due to the issues 

that I set out to address, I often found myself starting from concepts developed in 

literary theory and the theory of visuality, which I then sought to rethink in terms of 

audio-vision within the operatic context. The concept of hypermediacy itself is 

arguably primarily a visual concept. However, there is also a strong relation to 

opera, not least through an acknowledged link with the Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk.  

The following chapters each engage with different strategies and theoretical 

claims pertaining to immediacy. In chapter one, I call on the concept of allegory to 

approach the processes of meaning-making in hypermedial opera, while engaging 

with the suggestion that opera’s material effects may be associated with the 

embodied singing voice, which has the ability to operate “beyond signification.” In 

such theorizations, interpretation or reading of opera is contrasted with listening to 

opera in performance, and opera’s material effects are opposed to its processes of 

meaning-making. A draw on Shoshana Felman’s (2003) reading of Austin’s theory of 

performativity to suggest that opera’s material effects may be ascribed to the excess 

produced in the dialogic situation of meaning-making, which involves not only 

language but also opera’s other systems of signification. I argue that hypermedial 
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opera’s tendency towards allegory, and in particular the way it is employed in Rosa, 

draws attention to the dialogical nature of operatic meaning-making, as well as 

opera’s inability to produce “a coherent, monological message” (Owens 1984, 225). 

To put it differently, if, as Davin J. Levin has suggested, opera is characterized by a 

“constitutive representational unruliness,” a “discursive surfeit” that leaves opera 

“always in excess of itself” (2007, 26), it may be argued that it is this surfeit, this 

unruliness that is responsible for opera’s material effects. By contrast, I propose to 

interpret the perception that the singing voice operates “beyond signification” as an 

effect of immediacy. 

In chapter two, I engage with the contention that hypermediacy offers a 

multiplicity of viewing positions (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 84), and that intermedial 

theatre invites its observers “to find their own paths through the pluri-focal 

networks of sings, worlds, messages, and meanings” (Boenisch 2006, 115). What 

tends to become obscured in such formulations is the way the spectator-auditors’ 

attention is guided through the multiplicity of media. Moreover, where intermedial 

theatre is concerned, there is the implication that, while perspectives presented by 

the incorporated media are played out on stage, theatre itself remains perspective-

less. Such theorizations witness to the fact that, as Bleeker (2002, 2008) has 

recognized, multiplicity of perspectives may create an effect equal to the absence of 

perspective, appearing to grant a more direct access to what is presented on stage. 

Following Bleeker’s theorization of looking in the theatre, I concentrate on the 

position that mediates in the relationship between the spectator-auditor and the 

audio-visual event, and analyze how it is established and how it may become 

obscured within the context of hypermedial opera. Bleeker’s approach, and in 

particular the concept of “absorption” that she develops based on Fried (1980), 

makes it possible to identify an effect of immediacy that works beyond the notion of 

transparency of the medium, the distinction between dramatic and postdramatic 

theatre, as well as the opposition between theatre and the media of reproduction that 

it incorporates. I will concentrate on the stage production of Rosa to demonstrate, in 

particular, how the effect of absorption may be achieved by way of music (and by 

means derived from traditional operatic dramaturgy) within the multiplicity of 

visual representations typical of intermedial theatre and hypermediacy more 

generally. 

In chapter three, I address the opposition between liveness and mediatization, 

which runs the risk of equating mediatization with mediation, and understanding 
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theatre and performance in terms of a lack of both. I draw on Philip Auslander’s 

(1999) critique of the presumed ontological foundation of this opposition, which 

opens way for approaching liveness as an important effect of immediacy within the 

contemporary “economy of reproduction” (Phelan 1993, 146). I analyze how the 

effect of liveness is constructed within the context of hypermedial opera, calling on 

Writing to Vermeer as my case study. I demonstrate how oppositions such as original 

and copy, material presence and representation, which have been dismantled in 

theory, are productive as analytical tools in approaching the effect of liveness. 

Relying, among others, on some classic film sound theory (Lastra 1992, Doane 1980), 

I show how the effect of liveness may be a function of a particular relationship 

between sound and its source, and especially voice and body, in intermedial theatre 

and opera in particular. I also offer an interpretation of the fact that liveness is 

aligned with women and domesticity in Writing to Vermeer, and suggest the 

consequences of this alignment for claims made with respect to liveness as well as 

the embodied singing voice. 

Chapter four pays attention to the feeling of fullness and satiety of sensory 

experience that, according to Bolter and Grusin (1999), hypermediacy achieves by 

multiplying the signs of mediation. I am intent on distinguishing this “immediacy 

that comes through hypermediacy” (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 81) from a bodily, 

intersubjective relationship between the perceiver and the perceived with which I 

associate the critical potential of hypermedial opera. To articulate this distinction, I 

evoke Susan Buck-Morss’ (1992) reading of Benjamin’s “Artwork Essay” (1969), 

which she contextualizes with the help of the twin notions of synaesthetics and 

anaesthetics. The latter makes it possible to connect the immediacy of hypermediacy 

to the critique of manipulation of the sensorium in modernity encapsulated in the 

concept of phantasmagoria, which I address, specifically, through Adorno’s (2005) 

critique of the Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk, a term that has also often been evoked in 

relation to contemporary multimedia. The former gestures towards the potential, 

recognized by Benjamin, of a renewed sensibility to the perceived, which I approach 

through the notion of “sensory mimesis” (Buck-Morss 1992) or “mimetic 

embodiment” (Marks 2002). Importantly for my discussion, Buck-Morss recognizes 

that, in Benjamin’s conception, such sensibility may be achieved “not by avoiding the 

new technologies, but by passing through them” (Buck-Morss 1992, 5, italics in 

original). The possibility of bringing about such sensibility by way of hypermedial 
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opera is exemplified by particular moments from Writing to Vermeer and the film 

version of Rosa, which inform my reading of theory in this chapter. 

 

Temporality, Presence, and Representation 

 

In this second part of the introduction, I will start charting the theoretical field of this 

study, and situate my discussion in the following four chapters in more detail. I will 

begin by revisiting what Philip Auslander has called “one of the most vexed points 

of intersection of critical discourses on the visual arts and performance” (1997, 49), 

Michael Fried’s essay “Art and Objecthood” (1968) and the texts of early 

performance theory that it influenced (Féral 1982, Pontbriand 1982). The general 

debate about postmodernism in the visual arts and performance that these texts were 

a part of no longer seems topical and, as Bleeker (2008) has noted,15 more recent 

performance theory has tended to take a certain distance from the celebration of 

presence (or “presentness”) that these writings witness to. Nevertheless, when 

revisited, the debate helps draw attention to conceptual links that have proved 

productive for my understanding of how the relationship between the spectator-

auditors and the audio-visual event is shaped and effects of immediacy are produced 

in hypermedial opera, especially in relation to issues that I address in chapters one 

and two. 

Fried famously claimed that “Art degenerates as it approaches the condition of theatre” 

(1968, 141, italics in original in all citations). In accord with Clement Greenberg’s 

concept of modernism, he conceptualizes modernist art in terms of “purity” of the 

individual arts, which is threatened by theatre understood as that which “lies 

between the arts” (1968, 142). He employs the notion of theatricality to criticize visual 

minimalism, or what he terms “literalist” art. For Fried, theatricality is characterized 

by establishing a specific relationship between the beholder as subject and the work 

as object. While minimalist works embrace their “objecthood,” the modernist 

painting and sculpture that Fried favors seek to defeat or suspend it in order to defy 

the threat of theatricality. Literalist art highlights its objecthood by laying stress on 

the situation in which the work is experienced. This situation not only counts with 

the presence of a beholder, but it also presupposes that the experience of the work 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 I am indebted to Bleeker for drawing my close attention to these texts. Bleeker (2002, 2008) 
refers to Féral and Pontbriand and relies on Fried, in particular his later work (Fried 1980), to 
discuss the effect of presence in contemporary theatre performances. I rely more closely on 
Bleeker’s interpretation of Fried in chapter two. 
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takes place in time, has duration. Modernist art, on the other hand, is characterized 

by the instantaneousness of its apperception: 

!
It is as though one’s experience . . . has no duration—not because one in fact experiences 

. . . [it] in no time at all, but because at every moment the work itself is wholly manifest. 

(Fried 1968, 145) !
!
To account for this effect of suspension of temporality, Fried uses the term 

“presentness”—“the condition, that is, of existing in, indeed of secreting or 

constituting, a continuous or perpetual present” (1968, 146).  

The way Fried’s notion of presentness influenced the early critical writing about 

performance is witnessed by two articles, by Josette Féral (1982) and Chantal 

Pontbriand (1982) that appeared in the same issue of Modern Drama. These 

theorizations oppose performance to theatre, which it is said to deconstruct and 

demystify. While they accept Derrida’s contention that theatre cannot escape from 

representation, they suggest that it is possible to escape representation by escaping 

theatre. The kind of presence believed to be characteristic of performance is then 

aligned with Fried’s “presentness,” and understood as the result of performance’s 

defeat of theatrical representation. As Féral puts it, “since it tells of nothing and 

imitates no one, performance escapes all illusion and representation. With neither 

past nor future, performance takes place” (1982, 177, italics in original). Or in the 

words of Pontbriand, !
!
What is involved [in performance] is indeed an obvious presence, not a presence 

sought after or represented; this desire to discover, then, a here/now which has no 

other referent except itself. (Pontbriand 1982, 157) 

!
It may be argued that, although Féral and Pontbriand situate their discussion within 

the context of postmodernism, they in fact reproduce the terms in which self-

sufficiency and self-referentiality of modernist art have been formulated. As 

Auslander puts it, they simply “dress up Greenbergian aesthetics in poststructuralist 

clothing” (1997, 56). In his view, what they are chiefly concerned with is to locate the 

essential characteristics of a medium (performance) in opposition to other media 

(theatre). This interpretation also makes it possible to connect the “presentness” of 

performance to the modernist notion that “the art object itself can be substituted 

(metaphorically) for its referent” (Owens 1984, 235).!



! 19!

The theory of postmodernism in the visual arts has also been influenced by 

Fried’s formulations, and may be criticized for reproducing Fried’s terms, even if 

reversing his evaluation. As Auslander argues in relation to Douglas Crimp’s well-

known study “Pictures” (1984), by defining postmodernism against a static and 

reified notion of modernism derived from Fried and Greenberg, Crimp 

“unintentionally recuperates postmodernist art for the very critical discourse it is 

said to have surpassed” (Auslander 1997, 53). But importantly, Crimp accents the 

opposite side of the conceptual relationships derived from Fried. He, too, is 

interested in the aspect of performance in postmodernist art. But while Féral and 

Pontbriand oppose performance to theatre and “presentness” to representation, 

Crimp embraces theatricality, and understands performance as a mode of artistic 

activity that draws attention to the temporality of experience and requires the 

presence of a spectator. Such presence, “the sine qua non of theater” (Crimp 1984, 

177), is for Crimp inextricably bound up with representation, since it is the condition 

for establishing meaning. While performance need not involve the artist’s 

performing the work, it consists in  

 

the presentation of an event in such a manner and at such a distance that it is 

apprehended as representation—representation not, however, conceived as the re-

presentation of that which is prior, but as the unavoidable condition of intelligibility of 

even that which is present. (Crimp 1984, 177) 

!
In other words, where Féral and Pontbriand establish a link between the presentness 

of performance and its refusal of representation (an aspect of their theorizations 

emphasized by Auslander), Crimp points up the opposing but complementary 

relationship between acknowledgement of a perceiver, awareness of temporality, 

and the processes of meaning-making. 

The understanding of allegory proposed by Craig Owens (1984) that I draw on in 

chapter one to approach the processes of meaning-making in opera as hypermedium 

was formulated in opposition to the modernist notion of a pure and self-referential 

sign and in connection with postmodernist art that “neither brackets nor suspends 

the referent but works instead to problematize the activity of reference” (Owens 

1984, 235). Following this line of thought, the suspension of representation that goes 

hand in hand with the suspension of temporality—or what Pontbriand has called 

“the transparent sign” of performance (1982, 157)—may be understood as an effect of 
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unity of sign and referent that performance shares with modernist art. While it is not 

my intention to label hypermedial opera as “postmodernist” (I rather situate it 

within a more extended genealogy of hypermediacy), I do suggest that it tends 

towards allegory, which contests the possibility of such unity. Allegory both 

foregrounds the role of the perceiver in the act of meaning-making, and draws 

attention to the temporal aspects of the meaning-making process. Temporality is 

involved here not only in the sense of the time it takes to read or interpret, but also as 

the distance between the sign and the referent that allegory articulates in temporal 

terms.  

The relationship between the spectator-auditor and the audio-visual event is 

approached here through a particular conception of reading, informed by speech-act 

theory and the linguistic concept of deixis. Owens gestures in this direction when he 

associates allegory and the reading it incites with Émile Benveniste’s (1966) 

understanding of “discourse” as the direct address that rests on the I-You relation 

between persons (Owens 1984, 223). It has been articulated more explicitly by Mieke 

Bal, who draws on Benveniste to foreground the importance of the “second person,” 

or “the ‘you’ to whom every speech act is addressed” (Bal 1999, 87). Benveniste 

recognized that it is by means of such address that the subject is constituted in 

language, and consequently maintained that the essence of language is deixis, the 

function of setting up positions, and not reference. According to Bal, reading is 

solicited by acts of “second-personhood” in which a work of art or multimedia text 

addresses its perceiver. In this understanding, reading is “self-consciously 

interactive,” a “semiotic activity” of the reader in response to the multimedia text, 

and it is predicated on the passage of time: “the time it takes to walk through the text 

or image, to process the signs, to produce the meaning” (Bal 1999, 89). 

This conception of reading may also be related to Charles Sanders Peirce’s 

definition of the sign. As Peirce famously put it, a sign “is something which stands to 

somebody for something in some respect or capacity;” by addressing somebody, the 

sign “creates in the mind of that person an equivalent sign, or perhaps a more 

developed sign,” which he calls the interpretant (Peirce 1984, 13 quoted in Bal 1999, 

91). Following Peirce, the result of reading is not a fixed meaning but rather a chain 

of interpretants.16 As Bal points out, his definition of the sign not only reflects the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 As Paul de Man explains, “The interpretation of the sign is not, for Peirce, a meaning but 
another sign; it is a reading, not a decodage, and this reading has, in its turn, to be 
interpreted into another sign, and so on ad infinitum.” (1979, 9) 
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importance of the “second person” for the production of meaning but also draws 

attention to the fact that the signs do not “make sense” outside of the situation in 

which they are produced—“in which the second person, who is addressed, ‘reflects’ 

the signs ‘back’ with an interpretant” (1999, 91). She demonstrates that, where 

multimedia are approached as speech-acts, reading cannot be limited to words alone, 

precisely because the distinction between the inside and the outside of language, the 

verbal and the visual, text and context is challenged in such situations. As Bal gears 

her argument towards the necessity to read images, she singles out those mixed 

media that explicitly combine the verbal and the visual, such as the cartoon, the 

comic strip and the emblem.17 In chapter one, I demonstrate that, where audio-visual 

events such as opera are concerned, reading also necessarily involves music, and 

sound more generally. Music has often been perceived as the model of modernist 

purity and self-referentiality (cf. Shaw-Miller 2002); with respect to the processes of 

meaning-making in hypermedial opera, I rather approach it, following Raymond 

Monelle, as “a particularly potent kind of allegory” that “promotes movement along 

the chain of interpretants” (2000, 197). 

The concept of deixis has also proved pertinent where the relationship between 

the spectator-auditor and the audio-visual event has been theorized from within the 

framework of visuality. Maaike Bleeker (2002, 2008), on whose discussion of 

positioning I rely in chapter two, has made the analogy between deixis and 

perspective the starting point of her considerations. Bleeker draws on Hubert 

Damisch (1995), who recognized that perspective “institutes and constitutes itself 

under the auspices of a point” that may be likened to the subject or person in 

language (Damisch 1995, 53, quoted in Bleeker 2008, 19). This analogy makes it 

possible to theorize positioning in terms of an address by means of which the 

spectator-auditor is offered a point of experience on what is presented on stage. 

However, Bleeker also identifies a complication in the use of speech-act theory for 

the analysis of multimedia texts, namely that the different “perceptual and 

interpretive activities” involved in response to a multimedia address imply the 

existence of “different, simultaneous, subject positions” for the audience (Bleeker 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 In her emphasis on the “confusion” between language and images (and between past and 
present) in “the historical Baroque as it is recycled today-preposterously” (Bal 1999, 80), Bal 
comes close to Owens’ understanding of allegory. Owens points out “the reciprocity which 
allegory proposes between the visual and the verbal: words are often treated as purely visual 
phenomena, while visual images are offered as script to be deciphered” (Owens 1984, 208). It 
is also worth noting that the emblem, which for Bal exemplifies the indivisibility of text and 
image, was for Benjamin (1977) the epitome of the allegorical mode of expression. 
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2008, 27). Bleeker conceptualizes this difference as one between seeing and hearing, 

the verbal and the visual. This, however, runs the risk of reducing the aural 

component of an audio-visual event to speech or utterance of words, a reduction 

which opera is fast to challenge. In my understanding, the different activities and 

positions pertain to different aspects of the multimedia address (which I discuss in 

chapters one and two respectively), and they involve both seeing and hearing (and 

possibly other senses). In other words, just as the “semiotic activity” of reading 

cannot be limited to language in a multimedia text, as Bal so forcefully demonstrates, 

setting up a perspective is not the function of image alone where audio-visual events 

are concerned, which Bleeker’s analysis ultimately also makes clear. 

The shift of focus from reading to perspective makes it possible to identify those 

aspects of the relationship between the spectator-auditor and the audio-visual event 

that are not made explicit by way of allegory. Here, too, the conceptual relationships 

derived from Fried become relevant. The escape from representation perceived as 

characteristic of performance has been conceptualized not only in terms of the 

“transparent sign” (Pontbriand 1982, 157) but also in opposition to “setting up, 

stating, constructing and giving points of view” (Féral 1982, 178). Bleeker, who seeks 

to go beyond the opposition of presence (“presentness”) and representation, 

recognizes that what is at stake here is not the absence or undoing of points of view 

but rather the effect of their remaining invisible (2008, 23), which she theorizes with 

the help of Fried’s (1980) concept of absorption. In chapter two, I mobilize the 

conceptual links suggested by Fried and demonstrate how the effect of absorption is 

brought about by way of musical strategies of suspension of temporality. While the 

effect of a unity of sign and referent is mostly prevented in hypermedial opera as it 

tends towards allegory, attention to positioning allows for an analysis of how points 

of experience may become obscured within the hypermedial context. As I will 

indicate, music may participate in both these processes at the same time.  

 

Liveness, the Voice, and the Politics of Hypermedial Opera 

 

Féral and Pontbriand’s emphasis on performance’s production of presence (as 

opposed to theatrical representation) harbors a political claim, one that stems from a 

critique of the Western representational regime. The perception of the regime as 

deeply problematic has motivated attempts to explore the possibility to bypass it, to 

pierce through representation and get a glimpse of what lies beyond, which has often 
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been formulated as a possibility to access, or at least to touch upon, the “real.” (Thus 

Pontbriand suggests, for example, that performance “aims to show the real without 

mystification” [1982, 157]). At stake here is the problem of how to formulate 

theoretical and artistic alternatives to a regime of representation that one is always 

already entangled in, and within this context, the possibility to implicate what lies 

beyond it, however paradoxical, has held a particular critical appeal.18 The Western 

representational regime has chiefly been theorized in terms of visuality, with 

reference to the concepts of perspective and the gaze, and its critique has been 

elaborated the most vocally from the position of feminist theory. This general 

criticism is pertinent to my discussion insofar as it has informed three different ways 

in which the political potential of hypermediacy, opera and performance has been 

articulated, and which I take issue with in this study. 

First, Bolter and Grusin have suggested that, unlike transparent immediacy, 

which they associate with unitary perspective and the (mastering and male) gaze, 

hypermediacy is “not based on a desire to control and appropriate the female form, 

or any form, and may not be univocally gendered” (1999, 81). This critique also 

informs their suggestion that hypermediacy offers “a multiplicity of viewing 

positions and multiplicity of relationships to the object in view” (84), the problematic 

nature of which I address in chapter two. Second, the critique of the gaze and the 

pertaining construction of subjectivity, often associated with the notion of a 

distanced and disembodied I/eye, has inspired a search for alternatives in terms of 

sound, which, within the context of opera studies, have primarily been formulated 

with respect to the singing voice. It has been suggested that the voice, in its 

embodied materiality, may be located beyond representation and signification, 

associated with opera’s images and texts (primarily the libretto), and that it may 

offer a way to approach “the operatic ‘real’” (Duncan 2004, 286). I critically engage 

with this proposition in chapter one. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 Barbara Freedman (1990) speaks of the paradox of avant-garde theatre in this connection, 
namely that “in seeking to stage a moment outside of representation one cannot evade the 
play of gazes that constitutes representation” (72). Following Freedman, Féral and 
Pontbriand’s theorization of performance may be read as an expression of this paradox, 
rather than an outright contention that performance can reach presence outside of 
representation. Freedman refers specifically to Féral and her observation that “performance 
seems to be attempting to reveal and to stage something that took place before the 
representation of the subject (even if it does so by using an already constituted subject)” 
(Féral 1982, 178, quoted in Freedman 1990, 72). Or, as Féral puts it elsewhere in her text, 
“performance conscripts this subject both as a constituted subject and as a social subject in 
order to dislocate and demystify it” (1982, 173). 
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The opposition that some of these texts suggest between voice on the one hand 

and image and text on the other, between reading and listening, seeing and hearing, 

is interconnected with the issue of the relationship between voice and body. Jelena 

Novak (2012, 2015) has recently argued that opera in general is characterized by a 

“body-voice gap” (2012, 4), relying, among others, on Carolyn Abbate (1993), who 

pointed out a discrepancy between the voice heard and the body seen in opera. 

Indeed, it is possible to make the observation that the voice “never quite belongs to 

the body we see” (Žižek 1996, 92, quoted in Novak 2012, 3), that there is always some 

degree of ventriloquism at work (Žižek 1996, 92, Dolar 2008, 203, quoted in Novak 

2012, 4). But where Novak puts emphasis on the perceived split between voice and 

body as it is “reinvented” in what she calls “postopera,” I am concerned with how an 

apparent unity of voice and body is maintained within the context of hypermediacy, 

and to what ends, an issue that I address in chapter three. In chapter four, I will point 

out the political potential contained in the disruption of this unity (and the unity of 

sound and image more generally) in opera as hypermedium. But unlike Novak, who 

perceives such disruption as a defining feature of (post)opera, I will rather argue 

that, in the form that I consider critically productive, it only takes place fleetingly, in 

particular moments.   

And third, even more importantly for my discussion in chapters three and four, 

the critique of the Western representational economy has also stimulated an 

advocacy of liveness, most famously by Peggy Phelan in Unmarked: The Politics of 

Performance (1993), whose oft-quoted position deserves recapitulation here, especially 

as it has often been subject to a somewhat reductive criticism. On the one hand, 

Phelan may be criticized for positing an “ontology of performance” separate and 

independent from the “economy of reproduction” (146), and in chapter three, I rely 

on Philip Auslander’s (1999) critique of this position to approach liveness as a 

particular effect of immediacy produced by hypermedial opera. On the other hand, a 

discussion of Phelan (as well as Herbert Blau’s understanding of “the difference in 

liveness” [2007, 542]) will help me point out issues crucial to the politics of 

hypermedial opera as I approach it in chapter four. 

Phelan’s critique of (visual) representation primarily relies on Lacanian 

psychoanalysis, and it leads her to an interest in those aspects of subjectivity and 

identity that are not visibly representable, and to the “Real-impossible” as that which 

is resistant to representation (1993, 10). Phelan makes it clear that at issue here is the 

relationship between self and (the image of) the other, between who one sees and 
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who one is, of which, in her understanding, the relationship between the real and the 

representational is a version. Following Lacan, Phelan works with the proposition 

that one sees oneself in terms of the other and the other in terms of oneself, which is 

differently marked for men and women. Not only does it result in the failure to see 

oneself, but it also leads to the reproduction of the other as the same, which, within 

the Western representational economy, is gendered male. As Phelan succinctly puts 

it, “Within the realm of the visible, that is both the realm of the signifier and the 

image, women are seen always as Other; thus, The Woman cannot be seen” (6). As 

representation is almost always on the side of the one who looks and almost never 

on the side of the one who is seen, the visible image of the other becomes “a cipher 

for the looking self” (26). 

This is why Phelan is skeptical about political claims concerning greater visibility 

of the under-represented; to quote another succinct formulation, “If representational 

visibility equals power, then almost-naked young white women should be running 

Western culture” (10). And it is also why she favors live performance. To break 

through the mechanism she describes, Phelan promotes an active act of 

disappearance, “an active vanishing, a deliberate and conscious refusal to take the 

payoff of visibility” (19, italics in original), which, in her view, may best be achieved 

precisely within the framework of live performance. What performance shares with 

the “ontology of subjectivity” that Phelan seeks to articulate, foregrounding the 

nonvisible, “unmarked” aspects of identity, is that it too, “becomes itself through 

disappearance” (146). If representation reproduces the other as the same, Phelan 

suggests that performance can serve as a model for another representational 

economy, “one in which the reproduction of the Other as the Same is not assured” 

(3). 

Auslander’s (1999) critique of the “ontology of performance” (Phelan 1993, 146) is 

intent on dismantling the binary opposition between live and mediatized cultural 

forms, and the pertaining valorization of live performance as a site of resistance to 

the cultural economy dominated by the media of reproduction. And as such, it is not 

unwarranted. Phelan does emphasize performance’s ephemerality and tracelessness, 

its existence “in a maniacally charged present” (1993, 148), and argues that it is 

performance’s “independence from mass reproduction, technologically, 

economically, and linguistically” that is its greatest strength (149). She also points up 

the “presence of living bodies” through which performance “implicates the real” 

(148). I agree with Auslander’s diagnosis of the interdependence of the live and the 
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mediatized, and in chapter three, I analyze how the difference between the live and 

the mediatized is constructed within the particular context of a hypermedial opera. I 

demonstrate how an effect of liveness, primarily produced in terms of the audible 

rather than the visible, or more precisely by way of a particular relationship between 

voice and body, supports rather than subverts a traditional configuration of gender 

difference. 

But unlike Auslander, who suggests that Phelan’s position stems from an anxiety 

concerning the media technology’s ubiquitous encroachment on live performance 

and the need to reassert its value, I believe Phelan’s argument needn’t be read as 

valorization of live performance (and even less of “liveness,” a term that Phelan 

never uses) per se. Phelan’s central example with respect to the “ontology of 

performance,” Angelica Festa’s Untitled Dance (with fish and others) (1987), is a piece 

of “ordeal art” that, while using a “living body,” is also dependent on the media of 

reproduction for the effect that Phelan describes.19 (Auslander wonders in this 

connection about Phelan’s lack of reflection on what he interprets as “encroachment 

of technologies of reproduction on this piece” [1999, 40].) Phelan’s argument may 

rather be understood as an exploration of a “performative politics” (1993, 27), more 

generally conceived. Phelan works with an extended definition of the field of 

performance, one that includes paintings, photographs and films as well as theatre, 

political protest and performance art (even if she views performance art as the “least 

marked” of all [1993, 31]). What Phelan is primarily concerned with is the possibility 

of an interactive, “performative exchange” (27) between an art object and its 

spectator, which, as she points out, may also be engendered by “inanimate” art (4). 

At stake, in short, is the need to reconfigure or “replot” the relationship between 

perceiver and object, self and other, which pertains to both the performance of art 

and the performance of theory (165), a concern that I share.  

The theatre scholar Herbert Blau (2007), who writes about liveness within the 

context of digital technology and virtual reality, also suggests that live performance 

is capable of producing a form of being that is different from the “being as being 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 In Phelan’s interpretation, Festa creates performance pieces in which she “appears in order 
to disappear” (1993, 152). In Untitled Dance (with fish and others), Festa’s body is wrapped in 
white sheets and hung suspended from a pole, and her eyes are covered with silver tape. 
Phelan argues that due to projected images that are part of the piece and their spatial 
arrangement with respect to Festa’s body, (as well as the overall spatial arrangement of the 
room), the spectator is forced to look away from Festa’s body—“the center image is, as it 
were, a ‘blind’ image” (156). By averting her body, and particularly her eyes, Festa stages the 
woman’s body as lost. 
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seen” (539), which he tries to get at by referring to live performance’s unique 

capacity to reveal “shadows” and “ghostings” (544). Like Phelan, Blau points out 

that the body, which he too understands as the ultimate referent, is ultimately lost as 

“in itself it really is” (Phelan 1993, 150).20 In Blau’s formulation, the theatre is “the 

body’s long initiation into the mystery of its vanishings” (2007, 539). Nevertheless, 

the body, in its materiality and vulnerability, is for Blau the “carnal datum of 

theatre” (544) that cannot be remediated. At issue here is a sense of temporality, 

which has been preempted by the media (537), and awareness of mortality, “the 

disease of time in a time-serving form” (540). It is in this “most disheartening truth,” 

the fact that it “stinks of mortality” (540) that Blau locates the difference in liveness. 

In his understanding, live performance is outdone by the intensities and sensations 

produced by the media of reproduction unless the body’s vulnerability, the “weak 

flesh itself” becomes the literal issue (542). As he provocatively puts it, “if what they 

apparently do in ‘snuff films’ were done on a stage there’d be no doubt whatever 

about the difference in liveness” (542, italics in original).21 

In chapter four, I too approach the political potential of hypermedial opera in 

terms of the possibility to reconfigure the relationship between the body perceiving 

and the body (or thing) perceived, and I am concerned with a particular 

physiological sensibility that this would entail, bound up with awareness of the 

body’s vulnerability, of temporality and mortality. I suggest, however, that such 

sensibility is not contingent on an encounter with a live body on stage. Following 

Miriam Hansen’s (1987) illuminating reading of Benjamin’s “Artwork Essay” (1969) I 

rather concentrate on how it may be incited by the media of reproduction, which 

have indeed become the general context of cultural production, as Auslander (1999) 

has righty recognized. If the physical body may be considered the ultimate referent, 

in my understanding, the body at issue is not the “agonizingly relevant body of the 

performer” (Phelan 1993, 150) but rather the body of the perceiver, and that body is 

always live.  

In terms of the visual encounter with the body perceived, I rely on theory that 

suggests a critical possibility of its limited visibility (rather than disappearance) 

(Marks 2002). Hypermediacy, with its multiplicity and excess of media, may be 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 Phelan argues that performance uses the body metonymically, drawing attention to the fact 
that there is always an addition of something other than the body, a supplement, and it thus 
“marks the body itself as loss” (1993, 152). 
21 Phelan makes a similar point about the live performance’s ability to intimate the body’s 
vulnerability and mortality when she suggests that Festa’s performance uses the body as a 
metonymy for the (nonreciprocal and impossible) experience of pain and death (1993, 152). 
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perceived as the epitome of the intensities and sensations that, according to Blau, 

generally outdo live performance. And in chapter four, I propose to interpret these as 

an effect of immediacy based on (over)saturation of the senses. Yet, at the same time, 

the layered or “windowed” effect typical of hypermediacy may not only result in 

limited visibility of the image, but hypermedial opera’s propensity for fragmentation 

and montage may be understood as the source of its critical potential more generally. 

To put it differently, if, as Blau maintains, the “refractory body” (2007, 544) remains 

the ultimate referent even where it is parsed or deconstituted by technology, it may 

be argued, in fact, that it is through such “parsing” that a physiological sensibility to 

the perceived may be achieved within the context of the media of reproduction. This 

insight relates to a specific, historicized interpretation of Lacanian psychoanalysis, 

which makes it possible to locate critical potential in mechanisms that defy the sense 

of a unified and coherent bodily ego the formation of which has been theorized in 

terms of the “mirror stage” (Lacan 1977) and its acoustic equivalent of the “sonorous 

envelope” (Anzieu 1976). As the theories that I rely on suggest, in such a case, the 

“reproduction of the Other as the Same” (Phelan 1993, 3) is not assured, either. It is 

also in this connection that the disruption of a unity between voice and body that I 

have mentioned above may be deemed critically productive. 

Hansen’s reading of Benjamin revolves around a specific understanding of his 

concept of the aura. The aura has most commonly been understood as uniqueness 

and authenticity of the art object, and it has also been associated with the “presence” 

of live performance. As Steve Dixon (2007) has pointed out, it has been used by both 

the proponents of live performance and critics on the other side of the liveness 

debate such as Auslander. According to the latter, due to the ever-accelerating 

incursion of reproduction into the live event, “its traditional status as auratic and 

unique has been wrested from it” (Auslander 1999, 50). Live and mediatized 

performances do not significantly differ from one another and neither can be 

perceived as auratic, authentic or original. Dixon’s discussion of Benjamin implies a 

doubt about the contemporary productivity of the concept of the aura, especially 

with respect to “digital performance.” Hansen’s reading of Benjamin, however, 

suggests a different understanding of the aura, not as a quality of an object but rather 

as an experience of reciprocity and intersubjectivity between the perceiver and the 

perceived (based on recognition of similarity, rather than sameness). And, in 

Hansen’s interpretation, Benjamin indicates that while the media of reproduction 

contributed to the historical demolition of the aura, they are also capable of bringing 
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about an auratic experience in a transformed form. Auslander (1999) uses Benjamin’s 

metaphor of an “orchid in the land of technology” as a title of the introductory 

chapter to his book on liveness, presumably to indicate the position of live 

performance in the contemporary cultural economy. And this is, indeed, how this 

metaphor has often been interpreted, as the possibility to bypass media technology. 

Hansen (1987), however, who also uses the metaphor in her title, suggests a different 

interpretation. Preferring the literal translation “blue flower” (rather than orchid), 

she indicates that at stake is the possibility of a momentary change of perception, 

afforded by the media of reproduction. I will suggest that it is in its capacity to 

momentarily change the relationship between the perceiver and the perceived that 

hypermedial opera’s political potential may be located. 

The importance of media technology in bringing about a changed sensitivity to 

the (body) perceived has also been recognized in the texts of early performance 

theory that I have referred to above. In this sense, they represent a position that is 

markedly different from the emphasis on the live in performance that I have just 

discussed. As Pontbriand concludes, in direct relation to Benjamin, “The desire to 

show the real in performance, hypothetically at least, would require technical 

mediation” (1982, 157). Both Féral and Ponbriand foreground the performance’s 

capacity, made possible by the media of reproduction, to fragment or dismember the 

body, and to disarticulate the whole more generally. Féral suggests that this is 

guided by the aim to “wake the body—the performer’s and the spectator’s—from the 

threatening anaesthesia haunting it” (1982, 174); in her understanding, performance 

attempts to “provoke synaesthetic relationships between subjects” (178). In this 

respect, her suggestions resonate with my argument in chapter four. There is a key 

difference, though. For Féral and Pontbriand, the possibilities that performance gains 

through media technology are again bound up with the capacity to bypass 

representation and theatricality in favor of presentness, with sound, the voice and 

the body used as “working materials” (Ponbriand 1982, 156). And crucially for my 

argument in chapter four, Hansen rather associates the physiologic sensibility in 

question with a particular mode of reading, which may be related to my discussion 

of allegory in chapter one and which, as I argue persistently throughout this study, 

involves sound, the body, and the voice in hypermedial opera. Moreover, rather than 

presentness, the operations I am concerned with foreground awareness of 

temporality—and mortality. 

Thus, in sum, the argument of this study proceeds from a critique of certain 
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politically minded claims made in relation to hypermediacy, opera and performance 

to a suggestion of what a politics of hypermedial opera might consist of, which 

returns, in a circular motion, to where the discussion started from in chapter one. It is 

guided by an urge to distinguish between effects of immediacy and those aspects of 

hypermedial opera that, under specific circumstances, harbor potential for a critical 

intervention. 
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CHAPTER ONE  

Allegory and Excess: Reading Hypermedial Opera 
 
 

Peter Greenaway and Louis Andriessen’s opera Rosa (1994) is an investigation into 

the death of a composer. The victim is the eponymous character Juan Manuel de 

Rosa, a successful composer of Hollywood Western music who loves his horse more 

than he loves his fiancée Esmeralda. The investigation is conducted by a woman in 

furs, a self-proclaimed “Investigatrix,” aided by two side-kicks who are themselves 

implicated in Rosa’s murder. There are several suspects, as the libretto suggests: 

“Gun-happy cowboys? His fiancée’s brothers? His Parisian teachers—disgusted their 

efforts have been trivialized by contact with Hollywood?” We never learn the 

answer. All the Investigatrix is able to do is compile lists of apparently quite 

randomly selected clues. By relying on the popular narrative genre of the whodunit, 

Rosa promises to ultimately reveal the “truth” about the death of its title character. 

By the end of the opera, however, all we are left with is this promise.1  

In this chapter, I will argue that Rosa stages a quest for meaning and knowledge 

that is, from the start, doomed to failure. I call on the concept of allegory to suggest 

that the opera insists on “making sense” (both as an activity and as a goal), while at 

the same time preventing consolidation of the meanings that arise from this process. 

The recourse to the concept of allegory will not be surprising to readers of 

Greenaway scholarship, and the British filmmaker’s concern with the issues of 

meaning-making and knowledge-production has also repeatedly been recognized.2 

While my reading of Rosa is indebted to this scholarship and confirms many of its 

insights, my objectives are rather different. I am not primarily concerned with the 

idiosyncrasies of Greenaway’s work, which Rosa doubtless very well exemplifies.3 

Rather, I want to suggest that Rosa’s allegorical structure has important theoretical 

implications for our understanding of the processes of meaning-making in 

hypermedial opera, and more generally for the practice of reading opera. 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 My analysis in this chapter concerns both the stage production of Rosa and its film version. 
2 See in particular Elliott and Purdy (1997) and Willoquet-Maricondi and Alemany-Galway 
(2001).  
3 For an extended discussion of the characteristic features of Peter Greenaway’s work see also 
Woods (1996), Pascoe (1997), and Lawrence (1997). 
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 In relation to Peter Greenaway’s work, the concept of allegory has been evoked to 

point out some of its most distinctive features. Bridget Elliott and Anthony Purdy 

(1997) call on allegory to approach the filmmaker’s “neo-baroque aesthetic of excess” 

(13), characterized by mixing of media and crossing of aesthetic boundaries.4 They 

reference in particular the work of Walter Benjamin (1977), drawing parallels 

between Greenaway’s films and the seventeenth-century German Trauerspiel 

theorized by Benjamin, noting especially their common proclivity for gory scenes 

and the depiction of death and decay. Moreover, they suggest that allegory stands 

behind the “narrative architecture” of Greenaway’s films (24), which privileges 

structure over story and disrupts the linear flow of narrative.5 And they also point 

out that allegorical works tend to offer resistance to totalizing interpretations, as 

“meanings are neither self-evident nor cohesive,” they “proliferate but cannot be 

fixed . . . settle into no hierarchical arrangement, establish no ‘truth’” (24). In more 

general terms, allegory has been evoked in attempts to situate Greenaway’s work 

within the context of postmodernist art and poststructuralist thought (Willoquet-

Maricondi and Alemany-Galway 2001). Here, Jean Petrolle’s (2001) reading of 

Greenaway’s feature film ZOO is particularly relevant, as it recognizes that with the 

help of allegory the film simultaneously invites and resists interpretation. Petrolle 

relates this aspect to the postmodernist tendency to draw attention to the reader’s 

role in the processes of signification, and to allegory’s “undermining of referentiality 

and the authority of the sign” (161). 

 My own reading of Rosa through the concept of allegory will touch on many of 

these themes. Among others, I will demonstrate how allegory complicates the 

reading of the opera’s signs and of its story. To theoretically ground my discussion, I 

will revisit Craig Owens’s classic essay “The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory 

of Postmodernism” (1984), as well as the work of Walter Benjamin (1977) and Paul 

de Man (1979), to which Owens also refers. In connection to my general interest in 

how the relationship between opera and its spectator-auditors is shaped, Owens’s 

association of allegory with the postmodernist preoccupation with reading is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Elliott and Purdy refer here to Owens (1984), who perceives such hybridization as 
symptomatic of allegory. I will briefly return to the issue of hybridity in chapter four. 
5 To demonstrate Greenaway’s “allegorizing tendencies” with regard to his storytelling or 
“plotting,” Elliott and Purdy (1997) offer a reading of his first feature film The Draughtsman’s 
Contract. In their view, the main strategy is “to have [the story] implode upon itself through 
sheer baroque excess” (29), and they also remark on Greenaway’s predilection for lists. Below 
I offer an approach to Rosa’s storytelling through the concept of allegory that lays stress on 
the strategy of accumulation articulated by Owens (1984), and on the opera’s treatment of 
genre. 
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particularly pertinent to my discussion. Following the linguist Émile Benveniste 

(1966), Owens argues that the postmodernist “shift” may best be characterized as a 

change in elocutionary mode, from history (impersonal, third-person narration) to 

discourse (direct address associated with the personal pronouns I and you) (1984, 

223).6 In this understanding, allegorical works address their audiences with an 

invitation to read, and the “allegorical impulse” may thus be interpreted as 

fundamentally dialogical. 

 Equally important for my discussion is the insight that the invitation to read that 

allegorical works extend to their audiences is not limited to written texts. As Walter 

Benjamin recognized, allegory turns all phenomena into script to be deciphered: “at 

one stroke the profound vision of allegory transforms things and works into stirring 

writing” (1977, 176). In Rosa, the invitation to read is often extended quite literally, a 

strategy made possible by the ample employment of the media of reproduction. 

Most commonly, text is projected on a transparent screen covering the front of the 

stage; it thus overlays or “overwrites” what is presented on the stage behind. The 

projected text usually highlights aspects of the opera’s visuals and phrases from the 

text that is being sung. During the overture, a grand conspiracy theory that links 

Rosa’s murder to suspicious deaths of several other composers (including Anton 

Webern and John Lennon) is recounted entirely by means of such projections (the 

static constellations of extras that form behind the screen are “unreadable” without 

the projected text). Thus, from the beginning of the opera, we are invited both 

literally and figuratively to “read through” these inscriptions. They appear as clues 

to the opera’s meaning, but ultimately turn out to be as opaque to signification as the 

opera’s other, non-verbal signs.  

 Below, I will demonstrate how reading is encouraged by way of the opera’s 

images and sounds. I will exemplify the use of allegory in Rosa with the help of a 

scene that, in the stage version of the opera, does without the written text, and the 

use of the media of reproduction.7 More generally, however, it is to a great extent the 

multiplicity of media, or more precisely the “windowed” effect typical of 

hypermediacy, that sustains the opera’s allegorical structure [Figure 1]. Indeed, there 

is a clear connection between Bolter and Grusin’s (1999) concept of hypermediacy 

and Owen’s (1984) understanding of allegory. It has been most explicitly articulated 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 For the application of this distinction to film theory (Metz 1982) see chapter two. 
7 I leave aside the use of surtitles, which has become a commonplace in contemporary stage 
productions of opera. 
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with respect to collage and photomontage, but in both cases, the discussion has a 

more general bearing. As Bolter and Grusin put it, in collage and photomontage as in 

hypermedia, “to create is to rearrange existing forms” that have been detached from 

their original context (1999, 39). But where Bolter and Grusin are primarily 

concerned with the awareness of medium and of the act of representation that is thus 

brought about, Owens makes explicit the allegorical consequence of such procedure. 

He suggests that the “manipulation and consequent transformation of highly 

significant fragments” exploits the “atomizing, disjunctive principle which lies at the 

heart of allegory” (1984, 212). In other words, it is in the interrelated operations of 

fragmentation and montage that the relation between hypermediacy and allegory 

may most readily be located.  

 I will also engage with the recognition, crucial for both Benjamin (1977) and 

Owens (1984), that allegory rests on a specific relationship between past and present. 

In chapter four, I will discuss the implications of this relationship for the politics of 

perception in hypermedial opera. In this chapter, I will concentrate, above all, on 

how it informs the allegorical procedures of appropriation and fragmentation, as 

well as the relationship between signifier and signified that characterizes the 

allegorical sign. I will also consider some of its ramifications for how hypermedial 

opera relates to the operatic past. 

The practice of reading opera, which this chapter fosters, has been criticized for 

failing to account for opera’s most powerful effects, usually invoked with reference 

to the operatic voice. This critique has chiefly been formulated in terms of mistrust 

towards the dominant position of “textuality” in contemporary critical discourse. In 

one of the more radical pronouncements of this position, Paul Robinson (1988) 

argues against “the overvaluation of a textual approach to opera,” and aims at 

“doing battle with the imperialistic textualism of today’s literary culture” (329). In a 

much more nuanced way, Michelle Duncan (2004) advocates the need to pay 

attention to those aspects of opera that “fall outside the realm of textuality” (284): 

 

What I am after here . . . is something that a preoccupation with reading as the 

legitimate mode of analysis and the resulting metaphysics of the text largely overlook 

because they forget to listen: how a resonant voice acts and how it participates in the 

creation, disruption or dissolution of registers of meaning independent of linguistic 

signification. (Duncan 2004, 284, italics in original) 
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Figure 1: The multiplicity of projection screens contributes to the “windowed” and layered 
effect typical of hypermediacy. From Rosa: A Horse Drama (1994). Photo Deen van Meer. 
 
 

 
Figure 2: The Investigatrix, aka Madame de Vries. From Rosa: A Horse Drama (1994). Photo 
Deen van Meer. 
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Duncan is explicitly interested in the physical, material effects of operatic singing. 

Unsatisfied with theorizations of the operatic voice as immaterial and disembodied 

on the one hand, and as a violent force on the other, she calls on Shoshana Felman’s 

(2003) reading of J. L. Austin’s theory of performativity to conceptualize the resonant 

voice as part of the bodily force of performative utterance. Duncan emphasizes 

Felman’s recognition that the speech act cannot be an act without the body, and that 

the speaking body is scandalous, because it always and inevitably undermines 

intentional language. As Felman puts it, “the scandal consists in the fact that the act 

cannot know what it is doing, that the act (of language) subverts both consciousness 

and knowledge (of language)” (Felman 2003, 67, quoted in Duncan 2004, 293, italics 

in original). Following this line of reasoning, Duncan suggests that operatic voice 

scandalizes the “metaphysics of the text” that she associates with reading opera 

(284).  

I share Duncan’s interest in what opera does, in “how a performance generates or 

disrupts levels of meaning by doing,” as Duncan puts it (288). And I also agree that 

opera’s material effects tend to be overlooked by hermeneutic readings that set a 

particular operatic mise-en-scène in relief against the work “itself” and search for “an 

ultimate truth that can be either represented or somehow excavated through a live 

staging” (288). As I have already suggested in the introduction, hypermedial opera 

defies the distinction between an abstract work of opera and its concrete staging, and 

as I will argue in this chapter, what Rosa demonstrates with the help of its allegorical 

structure is exactly the impossibility to get at “an ultimate truth” by means of 

reading opera. However, while Duncan declares that “opera performance calls for a 

critical engagement that both reads and listens, analyses and experiences” (286), I 

believe she ultimately posits too great a divide between voice and text, reading and 

listening. And I also take issue with the implication that it is the singing voice alone 

that brings about opera’s material effects. Like Duncan, I propose to draw on Felman 

to account for these effects, yet what I want to emphasize is Felman’s realization that 

such effects may only be produced in a dialogic situation and in relation to, rather 

than independently of, (linguistic) signification. As for the perception that the 

singing voice operates beyond signification—“beyond both music and libretto,” as 

Duncan puts it (297), I will interpret it, with the help of Lawrence Kramer’s (2002) 

concept of the “musical remainder,” as an effect of immediacy. 

In the introduction, I have foreshadowed the argument of this chapter by 

suggesting that the reading that Rosa triggers by means of allegory draws attention 
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not only to the dialogic nature of the relationship between opera and its spectator-

auditors but also to the heterogeneity and instability of opera’s systems of 

signification. As Levin has observed, this “constitutive representational unruliness” 

leaves opera “always in excess of itself” (2007, 26). In what follows, I will call on 

Felman to argue that it is from this unruliness, this excess over the constative 

meaning of opera—the meaning that Rosa promises but ultimately withholds from its 

readers—that opera’s material effects emerge. 

 
The Promise of Knowledge 

 

In The Scandal of the Speaking Body: Don Juan with J. L. Austin, or Seduction in Two 

Languages, Shoshana Felman (2003) analyses Austin’s theory of performativity for 

what it does rather than what it says, and she comes to the conclusion that Austin 

“seduces” his reader. By making his utterance of knowledge performative rather 

than constative, Austin presents knowledge as an object of pleasure and enjoyment, 

and invites his reader to taste knowledge “in a feast of language” (Felman 2003, 72, 

italics in original in all citations). Austin seduces his reader, seeking, like Don Juan, 

both to have pleasure and to give pleasure. As Felman puts it, “Like Don Juan, 

Austin draws upon a rhetoric of seduction, a strategy that uses speech acts of 

solicitation: teaching, like love, becomes a performance of promising” (74). Austin 

thus enacts the scandal of the speaking body, which, in Felman’s understanding, 

consists in promising exactly what one cannot give.8 What Austin’s performance 

incites in the reader is not so much knowledge but a desire of knowledge.  

Felman’s reading of Austin may serve as a key to understanding the search for 

knowledge enacted in Rosa, too, as a performance of promising. In the opera, the act 

of seduction that this performance entails is personified by a woman in furs who 

becomes the Investigatrix of the composer Rosa’s murder [Figure 2]. The similarity of 

her self-assigned designation with “dominatrix” and “seductress” is not coincidental, 

as all the conventional signs are in place: she dons a pantsuit, smokes long cigarettes, 

wears high heels and red lipstick and at one point in the opera impersonates a Texan 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 In Felman’s understanding the scandal of the speaking body is the scandal of seduction, 
which is fundamentally tied to the scandal of the broken promise. It is “the scandal (which is 
at once theoretical and empirical, historical) of the incongruous but indissoluble relation 
between language and the body; the scandal of the seduction of the human body insofar as it 
speaks—the scandal of the promise of love insofar as this promise is par excellence the promise 
that cannot be kept; the scandal of the promising animal insofar as what he promises is 
precisely the untenable” (Felman 2003, 5). 
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whore. In her capacity as the Investigatrix, she promises knowledge about who 

killed the composer. She also appears to be the prime mover of the stage events: at 

the beginning of the opera, in the guise of Madame de Vries, she leads us to believe 

that we will gain knowledge about the workings of theatre, which she seems to 

embody. Needless to say, none of these promises are fulfilled in the opera. Like 

Austin’s readers, the opera’s spectator-auditors are ultimately not incited to 

knowledge but rather to a desire of knowledge.9  

 According to Felman, the ultimate discovery of Austin’s performative theory lies 

in the reconfiguration of the relationship between body and language, as well as 

language and referential reality. It changes the status of the referent, and in this 

respect, it converges with Lacanian psychoanalysis. Stressing the material 

knowledge of language, both theories posit that the referent cannot be attained 

directly but can only be approached through the intermediary of language. Rather 

than stating the real as constative, cognitive knowledge, however, language 

produces the referent as its own effect: 

 

Referential knowledge of language is not knowledge about reality (about a separate and 

distinct entity), but knowledge that has to do with reality, that acts within reality, since it 

is itself—at least in part—what this reality is made of. The referent is no longer simply 

a preexisting substance, but an act, that is, a dynamic movement of modification of 

reality. (Felman 2003, 51) 

 

Felman points out that in both psychoanalysis and the field of the performative, the 

referential can only arise in a dialogic situation. As she puts it, “[t]he referent 

functions dynamically, in an intervening space” (51). Rather than being related to “a 

univocal and monologic language,” the referent is only attained through a “radically 

dialogical” treatment of language (52). The referential refers to the material reality of 

dialogue, it is that which is in excess over the statement of every utterance. This is 

what Austin terms the force of utterance, distinguished from the meaning of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Jean Petrolle (2001) makes a similar point in relation to Greenaway’s film ZOO. The film 
makes the search for knowledge—about the meaning of life—its central theme, and Petrolle 
reads it as an allegory of “how human beings strain to make sense of experience” (164). He 
observes that the understanding of knowledge as narrative, subjective and contingent that the 
film promotes “doesn’t quell our desire to know with certainty” (163), and argues that by 
simultaneously inviting and resisting interpretation, the film draws attention to our “acute 
need to make sense of texts” (174). In this reading, then, ZOO incites a search for meaning 
that it ultimately frustrates, while making its interlocutors acutely aware of their desire to 
know and to make sense.  
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utterance. It is the “referential residue of meaning” (52). Felman also recognizes that 

in both Austinian and Lacanian theory, referentiality can only be reached and 

defined through the dimension of failure. She emphasizes that such failure is not to 

be equaled with “lack.”10 The act of failing opens up the space of referentiality “not 

because something is missing, but because something else is done” (57)—Austin’s notion 

of “misfire” does not concern an absence but rather “the enactment of a difference” 

(57). 

Felman’s theorization suggests the possibility of understanding the material 

effects of opera, or the “operatic ‘real’” (Duncan 2004, 286), not as located in the 

performing body or the singing voice itself, but rather as emerging from opera’s 

failure to produce “univocal and monologic” meaning (Felman 2003, 52). Felman 

does not identify the performative force of utterance with the—speaking or 

singing—body, which in itself, by its very materiality, would undermine language. 

The excess, the “referential residue of meaning” (52), is rather an act, whereby 

“something else is done” (57). Rosa’s thematization of the production of knowledge 

highlights the impossibility to isolate opera’s material effects from its processes of 

signification. The opera enacts the failure of the constative that is productive of the 

performative excess. The explicit use of allegory in Rosa manifests opera’s inability to 

produce a “coherent, monological message” (Owens 1984, 225), as I will demonstrate 

in more detail below, and, as I have already indicated, it draws attention to the 

“radically dialogical” nature of its processes of meaning-making.  

 A performative utterance is self-referential as it denominates the act that it 

performs.11 However, in Felman’s reading of Austin, the force of a performative 

utterance is not exhausted in self-referentiality. It produces a referential excess over 

its statement and meaning on the basis of which “the real leaves its trace on 

meaning” (Felman 2003, 54). It is the possibility of confusion between the self-

referential capacity of performative utterance and its referentiality that, according to 

Felman, is at the heart of Austin’s seduction, as it is of Don Juan’s. In Felman’s 

reading, Don Juan exploits the self-referential capacity of language to create 

referential illusions—he leads his victims to believe that he will do what he promises. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10!In Lacanian theory, the relationship of the signified to the referent is “that the signified misses 
it” (quoted in Felman 2003, 56). As Felman explains, such an act of failing does not amount to 
a lack of referent, a situation in which “everything is language.” Rather, the language raises 
the question of its own limit. The referent is “traced in” through the signified’s act of missing, 
precisely insofar as the statement fails to exhaust the “force of utterance” (58). 
11 A classic example is the utterance “I now pronounce you man and wife,” a statement that 
does what it says. 
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But while the only act that Don Juan performs is a speech act (of promising), taking 

place within the self-referential realm of language, this act exceeds its specular 

meaning effect: it “overflows and reaches toward referentiality” (54). According to 

Felman, it is from this referential excess, from producing “a radically heteronomous 

reference effect” that may be confused with the meaning effect, that Don Juan draws 

his pleasure and his power over others (54). Similarly, Austin’s readers, seduced, 

believe in his promise of knowledge. They believe in his theory “not as a promise, 

but as an accomplishment, not as desire, but as satisfaction” (100). Like Don Juan, 

Austin can only fail to keep his promise—“to say the constative of the performative” 

(79), and he derives pleasure from this failure. As Felman explains, it is a pleasure 

that goes beyond the “felicity” of the act (the success of its search for knowledge); it 

is a “pleasure in scandal” (80).  

 As Felman recognizes, that which exceeds meaning is disruptive of meaning—

and knowledge. In Austin’s writing, it is humor, the “subversive performance of 

laughter” (87) that intervenes to undermine the authority of knowledge: 

 

The entire effort of the Austinian enterprise of performative theory is directed at 

subverting the cognitive evidence inherent in the constative. This general 

problematization of the presumption of “knowing” is constantly enacted through the 

nervous energy of humor. (Felman 2003, 86) 

 

Humor, in Austin, is a way of discharging the excess of utterance, and inviting the 

reader to the “pleasure in scandal” (80). Felman encapsulates the subversive aspect of 

laugher, or play more generally, with the trope of “playing the devil” (87). To play 

the devil means to renounce playing God, giving up guarantees of authority. “Is the 

devil ‘serious’ or ‘unserious’? This is just what it is impossible to decide” (95). The 

distinguishing feature of such performance is thus undecidability, blurring the 

boundaries between the two. In Rosa, the trope of playing the devil is, again, 

personified by the Investigatrix. For her apparent power over the stage events, she 

may appear to be playing God, but her overdone act raises suspicion that she may 

not be serious, that she may be playing or joking. Indeed, she ultimately conjures up 

a plethora of “clues” only to put on a grandiose play of undecidability. By playing 

the devil, the Investigatrix—like Austin, and Don Juan—subverts her own promise, 

and she, too, appears to take pleasure in this. 
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The performance of promising and the act of seduction that, in Rosa, is made 

conspicuous by the Investigatrix, may be understood as symptomatic of how opera 

produces its material effects. Following Felman, opera’s utterance of meaning may 

be understood as a performance of promising that is inadvertently bound to fail, a 

self-referential act that “overflows” toward referentiality, seducing the spectator-

auditor and eliciting “pleasure in scandal.” The scandal that is at the heart of 

Felman’s reading of Austin does not rest on the opposition between body and 

meaning. It is rather the recognition of the “incongruous but indissoluble relation 

between language and the body” (Felman 2003, 5), the discovery of the 

undecidability and “constant interference” between the constative and the 

performative, act and knowledge (67). The devil “does not know whether he is playing 

seriously or not” (96); it is impossible to decide whether he is “saying” or “doing.” 

As I have already noted, by putting the search for knowledge and the production of 

meaning center stage, Rosa makes the interdependence of opera’s material effects 

and its processes of signification most explicit. It stages the failure of its own 

promise, the “break in the constative” from which, according to Felman, the act takes 

its performative power (67). This understanding of opera’s performativity goes 

beyond the basic situation of theatrical performance, the co-presence of performers 

and spectator-auditors. In the sense outlined here, the material effects of opera are 

not limited to the live elements of a theatre production, and opera on screen is no less 

performative than opera on stage. The dialogical situation necessary for the 

referential excess to emerge is one in which the spectator-auditor makes sense of the 

audio-visual event or object.  

 If the concept of allegory, and in particular the way it is employed in Rosa, draws 

attention to opera’s inability to produce a “coherent, monological message” (Owens 

1984, 225), the manner in which allegory turns everything into “stirring writing” 

(Benjamin 1977, 176) also makes it evident that it is not only text but also opera’s 

other systems of signification, including the singing voice, that participate in its 

utterance of meaning. In the introduction, I related to Mieke Bal’s (1999) argument 

that, where multimedia are approached as speech acts, their reading cannot be 

limited to text, since speech acts challenge the distinction between text and context, 

the inside and the outside of language. While Bal mainly calls into question the 

distinction between the verbal and the visual and advocates reading of images, 

Felman’s emphasis on the “incongruity and inseparability” (2003, 67) of language 

and the—speaking or singing—body also implicates the aural component of the 
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speech-act (as Duncan, 2004, has rightly recognized). Just as opera’s material effects 

cannot be limited to the voice, its processes of meaning-making cannot be confined 

to language (or even text and image). The voice is part of the speech act not merely 

as its material carrier, but also as a participant in its production of meaning. In what 

follows, I will illuminate how allegory works in hypermedial opera by exemplifying 

its conceptualization by Owens (1984), Benjamin (1977) and de Man (1979) with a 

close reading of Rosa, before returning to the suggestion that opera’s material effects 

may be located “beyond signification.” The involvement of the singing voice in 

Rosa’s allegorical structure signals its role in the operatic processes of meaning-

making more generally. 

 

Reading the Signs 

 

According to Owens, who closely follows Benjamin, allegory is characterized by its 

recognition of the remoteness of the past and the desire to redeem it for the present. 

It has the capacity to “rescue from historical oblivion that which threatens to 

disappear” (Owens 1984, 203). Owens, who is concerned with identifying the 

“allegorical impulse” in contemporary (“postmodern”) visual art, offers a 

provisional description of allegory, according to which “allegory occurs whenever 

one text is doubled by another” (204). It is thus the model of all commentary and 

critique, “insofar as these are involved in rewriting a primary text in terms of its 

figural meaning” (205). Where allegory concerns the structure of works of art, one of 

its chief strategies is that of appropriation. As Owens puts it, the allegorist does not 

invent but confiscates “the culturally significant” (205)—images, texts, sounds. But 

rather than restoring an “original” meaning, the allegorist figures as an interpreter of 

the appropriated material, which in his hands becomes “something other (allos = 

other + agoreuei = to speak)” (205). In sum, allegory refers to preexisting texts and 

thus invites a reading of one text through another. 

 I will demonstrate the workings of allegory in Rosa on a scene that forms the crux 

of the opera and may be perceived as emblematic of its overall allegorical structure, 

with appropriation as one of its key strategies. The scene centers around a single 

striking audio-visual image: The composer Rosa, dead and crucified, sits on his—

now also dead—horse, inside which his fiancée Esmeralda (still alive) is stuffed, 

together with the money Rosa earned by composing music for Hollywood Westerns 

[Figure 3]. The dead Rosa is singing: 
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Figure 3: Dead Rosa on his horse, with Esmeralda stuffed inside. From Rosa: A Horse Drama 
(1994). Photo Deen van Meer.  
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 I am riding without motion to my own music. 

 With the flies on my face. 

 A death ride. 

 With my wife as companion forever . . . 

 . . . Between my knees. (Libretto, elision in original) 

  

The image may be read through several texts. It is an image of a cowboy on his horse 

typical of Western movies, a reading which is supported by a strong musical 

appropriation: a harmonica melody reminiscent of Ennio Morricone’s central theme 

from Once Upon a Time in the West.12 The image may also be read through the Greek 

myth of Pasiphae, a woman who fell in love with a white bull and had a wooden 

cow built, inside of which she placed herself to satisfy her desire (Woods 1996, 175). 

It is also ineluctably an image of crucifixion, inciting a reading through the central 

myth of Christianity. These different readings do not speak in unison, however. Is 

Rosa an abusive macho or an innocent victim (as the reference to Crucifixion might 

suggest)? Is Esmeralda a victim of abuse or does she actually enjoy it (as the story of 

Pasiphae might indicate)? And does the image speak of a union of the man and his 

horse, the man and the woman, or have the woman and the horse become one?  

 These ambiguities are supported by further musical appropriations employed in 

the scene. Rosa, a tenor, sings here in falsetto, evoking the sound of voice of the 

Baroque castrati. Since castrati often sang the roles of gods in Baroque operas, this 

striking acoustic reference may be read as supportive of the image of Crucifixion, 

while the common association of high male voice with effeminacy subverts the 

image of Rosa as a macho cowboy. Rosa’s voice is now in the same range as 

Esmeralda’s, with whom he is singing a duet; their voices are merging, almost 

indistinguishable. Yet, the scene may not be easily interpreted as the final 

reconciliation of the troubled couple. Greenaway hints at an alternative 

interpretation:  

 

Death finds Rosa’s corpse a new voice, a counter-tenor voice, androgynous, 

ambiguous, a ventriloquist’s voice, unbelievable from the mouth of a man or a woman. 

Perhaps it is the voice of the horse. The dead Rosa becomes a ventriloquist and the 

dummy is his stuffed horse. . . . At last Rosa’s woman and Rosa’s horse have become 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 Once Upon a Time in the West (1968), the classic of the “spaghetti western” genre, was 
directed by Sergio Leone.  
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one. His horse and his wife sing together, accompanied by the piano that plays itself. 

(Greenaway 1993, 95) 

 

The dilemma whether the merging of the voices signals a union between Rosa and 

Esmeralda, or Esmeralda and the horse, is not resolved. Rather, it is further 

supported by another musical appropriation employed in the scene: the couple sings 

a melody that references a waltz by Johannes Brahms.13 Earlier in the opera, 

Esmeralda declared her love for Rosa by quoting this melody. During the course of 

that aria, however, she also expressed her wish to become a horse. 

 As Owens observes, and as this scene from Rosa demonstrates, appropriated 

sounds and images “simultaneously proffer and defer a promise of meaning; they 

both solicit and frustrate our desire that the image be directly transparent to its 

signification” (1984, 206). They appear as fragments, “strangely incomplete” (206). 

Owens gestures here towards what Walter Benjamin understood as the core of 

allegory: the temporal distance that separates us from these appropriated sounds 

and images. This distance situates them firmly in a past that we are unable to go back 

to, and thus strips them of any original meaning that they might have had. It empties 

them “of their resonance, their significance, their authoritative claim to meaning” 

(Owens 1984, 205).  

 For Benjamin, such specific relation to the past, which expresses a particular 

relationship between history and nature, forms the foundation of allegory. The 

emblem of allegory is the ruin, the “highly significant fragment” in which history 

physically merges into its natural setting (1977, 178). The ruin stands for history as a 

process of “irresistible decay” (Benjamin 1977, 178), “a progressive distancing from 

origin” (Owens 1984, 206). This temporal distance is also one of the decisive aspects 

by which allegory may be distinguished from symbol (as it was understood by the 

Romantics14). As Benjamin puts it,  

 

Whereas in the symbol destruction is idealized and the transfigured face of nature is 

fleetingly revealed in the light of redemption, in allegory the observer is confronted 

with the facies hippocratica of history as a petrified, primordial landscape. Everything 

about history that, from the very beginning, has been untimely, sorrowful, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13 Johannes Brahms, Waltz for piano duet opus 39, no. 2 (1865). 
14 De Man quotes a fitting definition of the Romantic concept of symbol by Coleridge, for 
whom the symbol “is characterized by the translucence of the special in the individual, or of 
the general in the special, or of the universal in the general; above all by translucence of the 
eternal through and in the temporal” (from The Statesman’s Manual, quoted in Man 1983, 192). 
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unsuccessful, is expressed in a face—or rather in a death’s head. . . . [T]his is the form 

in which man’s subjection to nature is most obvious and it significantly gives rise not 

only to the enigmatic question of the nature of human existence as such, but also of the 

biographical historicity of the individual. This is the heart of the allegorical way of 

seeing, of the baroque, secular explanation of history as the Passion of the world; its 

importance resides solely in the stations of its decline. (Benjamin 1977, 166)15 

 

Benjamin indicates (following Creuzer) that it is not only the temporal distance that 

characterizes the relationship between history and nature but also the temporality of 

allegory as a mode of expression that distinguishes it from the symbol. Symbol is 

characterized by momentariness and brevity, “it is like a flash of lightning which 

suddenly illuminates the dark night” (Creuzer quoted in Benjamin 1977, 163). It 

reveals a momentary totality, whereas allegory progresses “in a series of moments” 

(Creuzer, quoted in Benjamin 1977, 165).16 Instead of the (false) image of organic 

totality, allegory offers an “amorphous fragment,” a rune (Benjamin 1977, 176). 

 According to Benjamin, even the story of Christ, when treated allegorically rather 

than symbolically, supports the movement from history to nature. In an 

“unsurpassably spectacular gesture,” allegory places Christ “in the realm of the 

provisional, the everyday, the unreliable” (1977, 183). As the symbolic becomes 

distorted into the allegorical, the “mystical instant [Nu] becomes the ‘now’ [Jetzt] of 

contemporary actuality” (183, brackets in original). What is left is “a living image 

open to all kinds of revision by the interpretative artist” (183). It is such transposition 

into the realm of the provisional that informs the image of Crucifixion in Rosa. But 

allegory does more than transpose its objects. As Benjamin observes, it “betrays and 

devalues things in an inexpressible manner” (185); rather than unveiling them, 

allegory strips objects naked. The allegorist is like the sadist who “humiliates his 

object and then—or thereby—satisfies it” (185). And not only does allegory strip the 

object of its symbolic meaning, but it drains life out of it under the gaze of 

melancholy—in order to receive all its significance from the allegorist, the object 

must be dead.17 In this sense, the image of Rosa sitting on his horse naked, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 A part of this oft-quoted passage also appears in Owens (1984, 206). 
16 Benjamin also quotes Görres, who observed that symbol and allegory “stand in relation to 
each other as does the silent, great and mighty natural world of mountains and plants to the 
living progression of human history” (Görres quoted in Benjamin 1977, 165). 
17 As Benjamin writes: 

If the object becomes allegorical under the gaze of melancholy, if melancholy causes 
life to flow out of it and it remains behind and dead . . . then it is exposed to the 
allegorist, it is unconditionally in his power. That is to say it is now quite incapable of 
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humiliated and crucified emblematizes the allegorical foundations of its structure of 

meaning.  

 In chapter four, I will point out the importance of the “allegorical way of seeing” 

for bringing about a “physiognomic sensibility” to the perceived based on an 

awareness of temporality and mortality, a capacity that has arguably been eroded in 

modernity (Hansen 1987, 207).18 At this point, I am concerned with how this specific 

relationship between past and present informs understanding of the allegorical sign. 

As a structure of meaning, allegory has been characterized in terms of a split, a 

temporal distance between the signifier and the signified. The allegorical sign refers 

back to another sign, which refers yet to another, and so on in a process of constant 

deferral. This regressive movement is infinite, and the allegorical sign can never 

reach its origin—the movement cannot stop at an ultimate, original meaning (Man 

1983). As the art scholar Hanneke Grootenboer pointed out, by means of this split, 

allegory highlights the incompatibility of past and present, “the incapacity of a 

representation to be a substitute for that which is forever lost” (Grootenboer 2005, 

136). Unlike the symbol, which presupposes a unity of form and substance, of the 

“inner essence” and outward expression, allegory speaks of something other than it 

represents. While the symbol posits a “necessary link” between the signifier and the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
emanating any meaning or significance of its own; such significance as it has, it 
acquires from the allegorist. (1977, 183-4) 

18! In chapter four, I will engage at length with Miriam Hansen’s reading of Benjamin’s 
“Artwork Essay” (1969) within the context of his theory of experience as it emerged from his 
other writings from the middle and later period. Hansen identifies a “trajectory between 
allegorical destruction and redemption” in Benjamin’s work, which links his early writings, 
and specifically The Origin of German Tragic Drama (1977, first published in German in 1928), 
with his writings of the final years (Hansen 1987, 190-191, note 21). She explains that 
Benjamin’s concept of history is defined by a “trajectory of Fall and Redemption,” a tension 
between destructive and utopian impulses that she links to radical Jewish Messianism 
(Hansen 1987, 190). In chapter four, I will consider the utopian potential of the “allegorical 
way of seeing” (Benjamin 1977, 166) as it is engendered by the media of reproduction. As 
Hansen points out, the terms “nature” and “history” are dialectically mediated rather than 
antithetical in Benjamin’s thought: “while man’s historical subjection of (both inner and 
outer) nature left nothing in nature that was not historical (and hence alienated), history itself 
had assumed the appearance of nature, masking its social and economic relations as mythical 
fate” (Hansen 1987, 191). Hansen’s reading of the “Artwork Essay” suggests that the media of 
reproduction are capable of revealing “the ‘natural’ appearance of the capitalist everyday as 
an allegorical landscape” (1987, 209), and thus offer a changed perception of everyday reality 
that is able to bring about a renewed “physiognomic sensibility” to the perceived (207). This 
physiognomic quality, as Hansen explains, following Marleen Stoessel, “is nothing but the 
material origin – and finality – that human beings share with non-human nature, the physical 
aspect of creation” (Hansen 1987, 212). It is in this sense that I read Benjamin’s suggestion in 
the Origin of German Tragic Drama that allegory, epitomized by the death’s head, is “the form 
in which man’s subjection to nature is most obvious,” giving rise to the question of “the 
biographical historicity of the individual” (Benjamin 1977, 166). 
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signified, allegory appears as arbitrary, conventional and unmotivated (Owens 1984). 

In the words of Walter Benjamin, “any person, any object, any relationship can mean 

absolutely anything else” (1977, 175). 

 Music has often been theorized as the prototypical symbol, particularly by 

aesthetic idealists, and later by Susanne Langer (1951) and others. In response to this 

position, the musicologist Raymond Monelle has argued that music should rather be 

understood as “a particularly potent kind of allegory” (2000, 197). In an interesting 

reversal of Hegel’s view that music is better suited to express ideal realities than 

language, Monelle posits that it is in language that we can find “stages of 

signification where words come to rest on some object or ‘true meaning’” (197). 

Music, on the other hand, “does not halt signification . . . but always promotes 

movement along the chain of interpretants” (197). Words are thus more prone to 

create referential illusions than music. And the rich eloquence of music that Hegel 

heard as ideality is, in fact, semiotic breadth. 

 Lawrence Kramer develops a similar point when he suggests that by virtue of its 

semiotic breadth, music draws attention to the “radically ascriptive nature” of all 

meaning-making, which words and images necessarily dissemble by the richness of 

their representational content (2002, 170). In music, Kramer reasons, the 

independence of representation and interpretation reaches its peak, as “music is 

continually felt to convey meanings that it cannot plausibly be said to encode” (170). 

Kramer observes that where music does seem to carry meanings of its own, it usually 

involves quotation, stylistic allusion, parody, or “the social typecasting of style or 

genre,” in other words it carries traces of earlier ascriptions (149). It is such traces of 

earlier ascriptions that the allegorical strategy of appropriation calls forth not only in 

music but also in images and texts, and thus lets the “radically ascriptive nature” of 

all meaning-making emerge with particular clarity. The conception of musical 

meaning that both these musicologists present thus not only supports the practice of 

reading music along with texts and images but in fact suggests that music may serve 

as a model for the same principles of meaning-making that are exemplified by 

allegory, and that Benjamin and Owens theorize in relation to words and images.19 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 As Kramer puts it, 

How does the explicit interpretation of music compare with that of texts and pictures? 
How is the value of interpretation affected by the loss of a rich representational content 
in its object? . . . My answer . . . is that with music the apparent loss of initial content 
strips away the illusion that representation and meaning are necessarily, or even 
typically, coextensive. The apparently defective case is actually the defining one. Not 
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Reading the Story 

 

The striking audio-visual image that I have engaged with here exemplifies not only 

the opera’s use of appropriation but also another strategy that Owens identifies as 

typical of allegory—that of accumulation:  

 

Allegory concerns itself, then, with the projection—either spatial or temporal or both—

of structure as sequence; the result, however, is not dynamic, but static, ritualistic, 

repetitive. It is thus the epitome of counter-narrative, for it arrests narrative in place, 

substituting a principle of syntagmatic disjunction for one of diegetic combination. In 

this way allegory superinduces a vertical or paradigmatic reading of correspondences 

upon a horizontal or syntagmatic chain of events. (Owens 1984, 207-8) 

 

The central scene of Rosa may be understood as the emblem of the opera’s story, a 

story of a composer who writes music for horses and loves his horse more than he 

loves his woman, who wants to become a horse for him. It is as if the story congealed 

here into a single, “pregnant” moment.20 As Owens recognizes, however, by 

compressing the narrative, such an emblematic image suppresses the horizontal 

(syntagmatic) relationships that constitute the diegesis, in favor of a vertical 

(paradigmatic) reading of correspondences like the one I attempted above. I suggest 

that the principle of “syntagmatic disjunction” governs the opera as a whole, and the 

scene is thus emblematic not only of the opera’s story but also of its narrative 

structure. For rather than constructing a narrative chain of events, the opera 

foregrounds singular, disjunct images. Or, to put it differently, the opera’s images do 

not combine to tell a story; they simply follow in succession. 

 This issue is best demonstrated by the way Rosa treats the filmic and literary 

genres it appropriates: the Western and the whodunit.21 According to the film 

scholar Rick Altman, a genre is characterized either by its semantic or by its syntactic 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
only does music not lack meaning: musical meaning is the paradigm of meaning in 
general. (Kramer 2002, 168) 

20 Craig Owens relates allegory to nineteenth-century historical painting with its doctrine of 
the “pregnant moment,” “a radical condensation of narrative into a single, emblematic 
instant” (1984, 210). Peter Greenaway hints at the importance of this moment in the opera 
when he admits that “we have traveled all this way to see this image of a dead man riding a 
horse. . . . It could be said that all that has been accomplished so far is solely to arrive at this 
sight, because this is the image that has always threatened to be our destination” (1993, 98). 
Woods calls the image the “final spatialization” of the opera’s story (1996, 176). 
21 It is interesting to note that Owens names the Western, along with the film genres of the 
gangster saga and science fiction, an allegory of the twentieth century (1984, 230).  
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features in genre theory. While the semantic understanding of genre depends on “a 

list of common traits, attitudes, characters, shots, locations, set, and the like,” the 

syntactic definitions “play up instead certain constitutive relationships between 

undesignated and variable place-holders” (Altman 1999, 219). In other words, “the 

semantic approach thus stresses the genre’s building blocks, while the syntactic view 

privileges the structures into which they are arranged” (219). Altman perceives the 

two approaches as complementary, since they both contribute to understanding of 

generic texts: a choice of semantic elements triggers syntactic expectations, while 

specific syntactic signals are expected to lead to predetermined semantic signifieds. 

 In Rosa, the Western and the whodunit are signaled by a multitude of semantic 

elements. The syntactic expectations thus raised are not fulfilled, however. The genre 

of Western is grounded within the opera’s diegesis through Rosa, the Hollywood 

composer who watches loops of Western movies for inspiration. There is a prairie 

landscape, there are cowboys and horses, and the genre’s conventions are 

thematized by means of arias that enumerate typical Western stock characters (“The 

red-indian-chief, The wild cowboy, The gunslinger, The drunken doctor, The good 

sheriff, The good sheriff in the pocket of the bad cowboys . . .”) and sound effects 

(“Clappers, whips, wheels. Buckets for a mule’s hooves. Asthmatic lungs for 

wheezing horses. . . .”). As the arias’ strategy of enumeration (or accumulation) of 

elements implies, it is chiefly the Western’s semantic features, rather than its syntax, 

that are of interest here. The opera’s story promises to follow the syntactic rules of 

the whodunit, and the key ingredients are in place—there is a dead body, an 

Investigatrix and a number of clues. Yet again, the syntactic expectations are 

frustrated. The clues do not add up to reveal the identity of the murderer; all the 

Investigatrix is able to do is to compile them into lists, random and disjunct. The 

opera projects here structure as sequence.   

 Both the story of Rosa’s murder and the generic models supposed to structure its 

telling are treated as a past that cannot be returned to. Any attempt to reconstruct the 

killing as a causal chain of events is doomed to fail. What remains of its history are 

ruins, scattered clues that refuse to divulge their original meaning, their significance 

in the crime. The story of Rosa’s murder cannot be told. It can only be represented by 

means of what remains of it, fragments compiled into lists. In genre theory, genre is 

generally understood as a tool for channeling the meaning of a text and guiding its 
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reading.22 In Rosa, however, the generic references complicate rather than facilitate 

the access to the opera’s meaning. Reading, in the sense of extracting a “coherent, 

monological message” (Owens 1984, 225), becomes a highly problematic, if not 

outright impossible, activity in this context. 

 

Allegory of Unreadability 

 

For Paul de Man (1979), every reading is an allegory of the impossibility of reading. 

In his view, this is due to the fundamental property of texts, which all consist of a 

figure, usually a metaphor, which can be deconstructed by means of literal language. 

All texts thus generate two antithetical, yet mutually dependent readings: one literal 

and one rhetorical. Confrontation of these two readings, where none of them can be 

given priority over the other, constitutes the allegory of unreadability. 

 The workings of such an allegory may be demonstrated with the help of de Man’s 

famous example of the last line from W. B. Yeats’ poem Among School Children: “How 

can we know the dancer from the dance?” The line is usually interpreted as asserting 

the indissoluble unity of sign and meaning that characterizes the (symbolic) work of 

art: the dancer and the dance cannot be told apart. This figurative reading, however, 

can be deconstructed by a literal reading of the sentence and, as Owens reasons in his 

discussion of this passage from de Man, “the result, not surprisingly, is allegory—the 

distance which separates signifier from signified, sign from meaning” (1984, 222). 

This is how, according to de Man, the question can be read literally: 

 

Not that sign and referent are so exquisitely fitted to each other that all difference 

between them is at times blotted out but, rather, since the two essentially different 

elements, sign and meaning, are so intricately intertwined in the imagined “presence” 

that the poem addresses, how can we possibly make the distinctions that would shelter 

us from the error of identifying what cannot be identified? . . . [S]ince the dancer and 

the dance are not the same, it might be useful, perhaps even desperately necessary—for 

the question can be given a ring of urgency, “Please tell me, how can I know the dancer 

from the dance”—to tell them apart. (Man 1979, 11-12, italics in original) 

 

In this way, two coherent yet incompatible readings emerge, which cannot be treated 

as simply existing side by side. “The two readings have to engage each other in 

direct confrontation, for the one reading is precisely the error denounced by the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 See for example Frow (2006). 
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other and has to be undone by it.” (Man 1979, 12) None can exist in the other’s 

absence and none can take precedence over the other. 

 This example illustrates the way in which the same grammatical structure 

generates two different meanings, corresponding to two distinct usages of language. 

While the entirety of de Man’s argument is limited to literary and philosophical 

texts, it may be argued that Rosa stages the confrontation of readings constitutive of 

the allegory of unreadability within the context of a theatrical performance. What it 

problematizes is the readability of the theatrical frame in which the story of Rosa’s 

love triangle and murder is set—the story emblematized by the striking audio-visual 

image I keep returning to. The theatrical frame is put in place at the beginning of the 

opera by means of elaborate descriptions of the stage, the set and the characters 

orchestrated by the woman in furs we later learn to know as the Investigatrix, who is 

here called Madame de Vries for her apparent mastery over the stage-perspective.23 

By performing a gesture of open disclosure of the workings of the stage, she frames 

what there is to be seen and heard on stage as theatre. The story of the love triangle 

between Rosa, his horse and his fiancée that culminates in Rosa’s killing thus 

appears as a dramatic enactment of the tale, framed by its theatrical setting. 

 After Rosa is shot dead, however, Madame de Vries turns into the Investigatrix, 

and what appeared to be the theatrical frame now turns into a murder investigation. 

The status of the dramatic enactment is undermined as well, as it now appears to be 

a reconstruction of a murder scene within the frame of the investigation. While for a 

good two thirds of the opera (eight scenes out of twelve), the distinction between the 

theatrical frame and the dramatic enactment of the story seems to be firmly in place, 

the murder investigation leads to the realization that the theatrical frame itself might 

in fact be part of the story. What we have taken for a description of the stage can now 

be interpreted as a description of a crime scene; enumeration of stage properties 

turns into a list of clues to a murder. The scene of the murder is the theatrical stage 

itself. 

 Shall we take Madame de Vries’s declaration “Let me describe the stage” literally, 

then, and understand the theatrical frame as a description of the workings of the 

theatrical stage, or shall we read it metaphorically as the description of the stage of 

the crime? In this case, the figurative reading complicates the literal one. It warns us 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 The character was arguably named after the Dutch Renaissance architect Hans Vredeman 
de Vries known as a specialist in perspective. The descriptions of the workings of the stage 
include a demonstration of the laws of perspective governing its construction, to which I will 
return in chapter two. 
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that the theatrical frame might not be what it appears to be, and that the 

Investigatrix, in the guise of Madame de Vries (or perhaps the other way round?), 

might not be doing what she purports to be doing—disclosing the workings of the 

stage. The theatrical frame may be understood as a form of deconstruction; it is the 

means by which theatre unmasks the pretenses of dramatic illusion. And it is this 

deconstruction that Rosa puts in question. By staging a confrontation between its 

literal and figurative reading, Rosa points out the danger in taking the theatrical 

frame at face value. It demonstrates that the theatrical frame may become a part of 

the dramatic illusion it seeks to deconstruct. The opera thus exemplifies what is most 

essential to the allegory of unreadability—the fact that the reading cannot stop, since 

every literal reading may ultimately be shown to be figurative. As de Man puts it, 

“Such an allegory is metafigural; it is an allegory of a figure (for example, metaphor) 

which relapses into the failure it deconstructs” (Man 1979, 275). As a result, all 

deconstructive readings “leave a margin of error, a residue of logical tension that 

prevents the closure of the deconstructive discourse and accounts for its narrative 

and allegorical mode” (Man 1979, 242). What de Man recognizes, in other words, is 

that every deconstruction is complicit with that which it sets out to deconstruct, and 

that all deconstructive discourse is fundamentally allegorical.24 The “allegory of 

unreadability” that Rosa stages thus offers a critical perspective on 

conceptualizations of contemporary forms of theatrical performance in terms of 

deconstruction of dramatic theatre more generally. 

 Rosa itself is the most obviously complicit where it comes to the generic rules of 

the operatic narrative, famously formulated by Catherine Clément in her book with 

the revealing title Opera, or the Undoing of Women (1988). Rosa’s deconstructive 

agenda with regard to its story is hinted at by the composer Louis Andriessen: “Peter 

[Greenaway] would say that there have been so many operas about the fall and 

humiliation of woman and that he wanted to write about the fall of man.” 

(Trochimczyk 2002, 71) Yet, the opera culminates in death and humiliation of both, a 

man and a woman. Esmeralda is naked on the stage for most of the time, smears 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 Owens, who quotes these passages from de Man more extensively, points out the 
allegorical nature of deconstructive discourse in relation to postmodernist art, and illustrates 
it with Robert Rauchenberg’s paintings that acquire their full significance in the museum, an 
institution they set out to deconstruct (1984, 227). Greenaway scholars have followed Linda 
Hutcheon (1989) to remark that both postmodernist art and poststructuralist theory 
“represent willfully complicitous critiques of the very institutions that they are simultaneously 
associated with” (Willoquet-Maricondi and Alemany-Galway 2001, xii), and have accordingly 
cast Greenaway as “a self-consciously complicitous critic” (xxii). 
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herself with black ink and neighs (to be more like a horse), is sexually abused by 

Rosa, is stuffed inside the belly of a dead horse and ends up burning alive (when the 

horse is set on fire towards the end of the opera). Thus, while the extreme treatment 

of Rosa’s heroine highlights the fate of women in opera, the portrayal of Esmeralda 

also perpetuates this tradition. 

 Rosa may generally be understood as a deconstructive reading of opera, and as 

such cannot but be complicit. It takes aim at opera as both an institution and a genre 

but it does so within the opera house and by opera’s own means25—the theatrical 

stage is not only the crime scene of a murder, it is also the “crime scene” of opera 

itself. Rosa treats opera allegorically, as a thing from the past, a dead object. To put it 

in Walter Benjamin’s words, its criticism consists in “the mortification of the works, 

not awakening of the consciousness in living works (as the romantics would have it) 

but the settlement of knowledge in dead ones” (1977, 182). Yet, such mortification is 

also the basis of the works’ rebirth, of their “rescue from oblivion.”26 Thus, by means 

of its deconstructive criticism, Rosa keeps opera alive. 

 

Rescued by Song 

 

There is yet another significant rescue operation performed in Rosa, one that may be 

deemed typically operatic. To return to the opera’s central image, the naked, 

humiliated and crucified Rosa is rescued from oblivion by means of song. It is his 

(singing) voice that undoes his undoing. The recognition of the redemptive powers 

of voice in opera has led some scholars to argue for the primacy of voice over 

operatic plots, and more generally to advocacy of listening over reading. This stance 

is well expressed in the writings of Paul Robinson. In a critique of Clément’s 

interpretation of operatic stories, Robinson points out that in focusing on the 

women’s fatal defeat by operatic plots, Clément neglected their triumph: the sound 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 This situation parallels that of Rauchenberg’s “museum painting for the museum” 
discussed by Owens: “if, in his works, Rauschenberg enacts a deconstruction of the museum, 
then his own deconstructive discourse . . . can take place only within the museum itself. It 
must therefore provisionally accept the terms and conditions it sets out to expose” (1984, 227). 
26 Benjamin speaks here about the works of German Trauerspiel. Despite the fact that I am not 
dealing with historical works of opera, I find Benjamin’s observation relevant for my 
discussion, since what is really rescued from oblivion by the kind of criticism that Benjamin 
performs is the art form of Trauerspiel itself, a procedure not dissimilar from the criticism—
and the rescue operation—that Rosa performs on the art form of opera.  
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of their singing voices.27 As Carolyn Abbate, another scholar concerned with the 

effects of operatic voice aptly summarizes:  

 

Robinson hears opera in a way that has nothing to do with the events that its libretto 

depicts; he hears it as sonorous texture, and he redirects our attention from opera’s 

representation of dramatic action toward one aspect of its musical body. His point was 

that women (though he could be speaking of any operatic character, regardless of 

apparent or real gender) tend to be interpreted as they are represented in plots: what is 

neglected is their voice, how the voice is depicted, how it is put to work—in the end, 

how this undefeated voice speaks across the crushing plot. (Abbate 1991, ix) 

 

In a “deconstructive postscript” to a collection of essays dedicated to the reading of 

opera, Robinson warns the “students of opera” against a textual approach, which in 

his view “disfigures the object of their love” (1988, 330). Arguably, Robinson’s 

criticism is aimed at the practice of reading that concentrates on operatic libretti and 

disregards the musical articulation of meaning in opera, and as such is not 

thoroughly unjustified. Yet, Robinson does appear to suggest that it is only by means 

of listening that the real essence of opera may be grasped. He maintains that 

readings of opera “draw us away from its purity,” and argues for the “archetypal 

primacy” of experiencing opera without textual support, which makes it possible to 

indulge “in the thing itself” (Robinson 1988, 344). 

 What Robinson and others imply is the possibility to rescue opera from the 

mortifying grasp of textual analysis by concentrating on its music and especially the 

singing voice. His desire for a direct access to “the thing itself” may be interpreted as 

a wish to escape the allegorical predicament of reading, which not only complicates 

production of meaning but, in his view, also impedes pleasure. Robinson seems to 

seek a renewed experience of “presence” which, in terms of meaning-making, is 

encapsulated in the symbolic unity of the dancer and the dance from Yeats’ poem—a 

situation in which “sign and referent are so exquisitely fitted to each other that all 

difference between them is at times blotted out,” as Paul de Man puts it (1979, 11). 

Yet, paradoxically, it is exactly a split between the singer and the song (to paraphrase 

Yeats) that Robinson’s reasoning brings to the fore. His attempt at overcoming the 

practice of reading opera by means of listening confirms, rather than evades, the 

perils of reading identified by de Man. For the perceived discrepancy between 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 New York Times Book Review, 1 January 1989, p. 3, referenced by Abbate (1991, ix). 
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opera’s stories and its medium of song may be understood as an “allegory of 

unreadability” that lies at the core of opera. The line of reasoning pursued by 

Robinson sets up an opposition between opera’s dramatic representation and its 

“sonorous texture” (Abbate 1991, ix) that presumably liberates itself from the 

confines of textuality. Yet the sound of the singing voice is ultimately also read, 

interpreted—in Abbate’s revealing formulation, the voice “speaks across the crushing 

plot” (Abbate 1991, ix, emphasis mine). 

 The audio-visual image of the dead yet singing Rosa invokes the legend of 

Orpheus, who was dismembered and decapitated, but whose head continued to 

sing. Indeed, the legend of Orpheus may be placed at the root of opera and its 

generic history, and is referenced here quite consciously. This link is established by 

the chorus after Rosa is murdered: “The death of a composer needs investigation. 

Was Orpheus really slaughtered?” (Libretto) According to Abbate (2001), Orpheus’ 

decapitated yet singing head may be read as the “master symbol” of musical 

performance, and related to the powerful cultural fantasy of the singing voice (and 

music more generally) animating a dead object: 

 

Put bluntly: the singing head represents the uncanny aspects of musical performance, 

operatic performance in particular, precisely because one cannot say how it sings, who 

is in charge, who is the source of the utterance, and what is the nature of the medium 

through which musical ideas become physically present as sound. (Abbate 2001, 5) 

 

Abbate draws attention here to another perceived split between the singer and the 

song, a perception that Rosa amplifies by having the dead composer sing in falsetto 

(Rosa’s assertion that he is “riding to his own music” does little to subvert this 

perception). Moreover, the ambiguity of the voice not only begs the question of who 

is singing, but also raises curiosity as to what it means. In this way, Rosa’s falsetto 

voice demands both to be read and to be listened to, to be read while being listened 

to, and to be read and listened to in conjunction with the image of the dead and 

crucified Rosa, from which it cannot be separated. Above, I suggested the 

possibilities of reading Rosa’s falsetto voice (which may be understood as an instance 

of appropriation) as an integral part of the opera’s central audio-visual image, 

participating in its allegorical structure of meaning. In addition to these concrete 

readings, which contribute to the difficulties with extracting a univocal message 

from the image, the rescue operation that Rosa’s singing performs, and the potential 

to deconstruct reading by means of listening (resulting in the allegory of 
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unreadability) are also to be understood as ways in which the voice participates in 

the opera’s allegorical structure, and the operatic processes of meaning-making more 

generally. 

The trope of unity—and split—between the singer and the song that I have been 

evoking here is admittedly more complex than Yeats’ image of the dancer and the 

dance (not least because it is inherently audio-visual).28 But precisely thanks to this 

complexity, it proves particularly critically productive with respect to opera. There 

are at least three, interrelated ways in which this unity or split may be 

conceptualized. The most directly, it speaks to the apparent (symbolic) unity of sign 

and referent in the production of musical meaning, including the cultural coding of 

the voice (its sound, its timbre).29 But, as I have indicated, it is also relevant to the 

relationship between voice and body, or seeing and hearing more generally, as well 

as to the opposition between text and sound (or reading and listening) suggested by 

Robinson and others. In all these three, interrelated aspects it contributes to the 

understanding of the effect of immediacy (or presence) in opera, in particular as it is 

produced in relation to its processes of meaning-making. 

In chapter three, I will demonstrate how a sense of an “organic” unity of voice 

and body (which translates into the relationship between sound and image more 

generally) is maintained in hypermedial opera with the help of the media of 

reproduction, contributing to the effect of “liveness.” The split between the singer 

and the song that I am concerned with here (which, in Rosa, is enacted by way of the 

character Rosa’s falsetto singing) is specific by being sustained by an allegorical 

structure of meaning that highlights the (temporal) gap between sign and referent 

with respect to the voice. It thus not only disrupts the sense of an “organic” unity of 

voice and body but also draws attention to how meaning is ascribed to, and through, 

the voice. (In chapter four, I will point out the political potential of such scenes in 

hypermedial opera). By contrast, the opposition between text (the singer as a 

character in dramatic action) and sound (the song) suggests that the production of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28 Jelena Novak has recently suggested that opera in general is characterized by a “body-voice 
gap” (Novak 2012, 2015). While opera may traditionally invoke a perception of discrepancy 
between story and singing, which I interpret as an “allegory of unreadability,” I do not share 
Novak’s persuasion that a split between voice and body is at the foundation of opera. I rather 
choose to evoke the trope of unity (and split) of the singer and the song, as it helps me tease 
out the different modalities of this relationship, and the different discursive purposes that 
they have served. I will return to this issue in chapter three. 
29 I work here with the recognition that it is not only the verbal content of singing but also its 
acoustic and expressive qualities that are subject to cultural formation (Dunn and Jones 1994, 
3).  
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meaning only takes place at the level of text (or even language alone), and fosters the 

notion that the voice may be located “beyond signification.” 

 

Beyond Reading? 

 

 Robinson’s argument draws attention to the culturally widespread perception 

that the singing voice, and music more generally, carries meanings or forces that 

words cannot convey. This perception also seems to motivate Michelle Duncan’s 

interest in “how a resonant voice acts and how it participates in the creation, 

disruption or dissolution of registers of meaning independent of linguistic 

signification” (2004, 284, italics in original) that I have referred to at the beginning of 

this chapter. Duncan thus endorses Robinson’s belief that the voice may be separated 

from (or even opposed to) the processes of meaning-making bound up with reading. 

As I have already indicated, Duncan relies on Felman (2003) to emphasize that a 

speech act is a bodily act, and that voice must be understood as part of this bodily 

force of utterance. But unlike Felman, who calls on both Austin and Lacan to stress 

that the referent can only be attained through the intermediary of language, Duncan 

suggests that “the operatic ‘real’” (2004, 286) may be accessed through the agency of 

the singing voice that she locates beyond linguistic signification.  

 Felman theorizes the performative force of utterance as that which is in excess 

over the meaning of an utterance, but arises only within the situation in which this 

meaning is produced. As I have pointed out above, what Felman underlines is the 

“indissoluble relation” between the physical and the linguistic, between body and 

language, act and discourse (2003, 65). Duncan, on the other hand, theorizes the 

performative force of the singing voice as independent of the (other) discursive 

systems of opera, as “beyond both music and libretto, beyond the hermeneutics of 

performance” (2004, 297).30 The excess over and above meaning that the singing 

voice tends to suggest is then understood in terms of its “ontological alterity” 

(Duncan 2004, 297), rather than as the “residue of meaning” (Felman 2003, 52) 

inadvertently produced in every dialogic situation. According to Felman, it is this 

excess or residue of meaning that disrupts meaning and undermines the authority of 

knowledge, as the boundaries between the constative and the performative become 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
30 Duncan argues that opera “calls for a negotiation of discursive systems that fall outside the 
realm of textuality” (2004, 284) and implies that the voice may be considered such a 
discursive system.  
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blurred. Duncan, however, who emphasizes that it is “through a bodily act” that the 

speech act undoes meaning and disrupts intentional knowledge (2004, 301), implies 

that in opera the excess subversive of meaning and knowledge may be identified 

with the resonant voice. She even suggests that the voice “emits ‘knowledge’ 

inaccessible or inadmissible to the kind of knowledge legitimized by meaning 

culture” (299).  

 Following Felman, I have suggested that in opera, the referential excess emerges 

from a dialogic situation of meaning-making, a process that involves all opera’s 

systems of signification (i.e. it is not limited to language), and that fails to produce a 

“univocal and monologic” meaning (Felman 2003, 52). By contrast, I propose to 

understand the perception that the singing voice operates “beyond both music and 

libretto” as an effect of immediacy, which may be illuminated with the help of 

Lawrence Kramer’s (2002) notion of the “musical remainder.” While Felman 

admittedly only theorizes linguistic acts of speech—and Duncan assumes that the 

status of utterance changes with the “register of resonance” (2004, 289) from speech 

to song—Kramer explains the excess over meaning created by the singing voice in 

relation to the production of musical (rather than linguistic) meaning. Kramer 

theorizes musical meaning as being produced in connection with both texts and 

images—or rather, with what he terms, after W.J.T. Mitchell (1994), the 

“imagetext”—and the perception that the singing voice transcends signification may 

then be understood as an effect of the processes of meaning-making in “mixed 

media,” on which Kramer bases his general model of musical meaning. 

 Kramer conceptualizes the “musical remainder” as that which is beyond the 

musical meaning produced in a particular interpretive situation, yet he insists that 

the remainder is dependent on that meaning, and works as its support. As he puts it, 

“The remainder appears only in relation to the content it exceeds and by which it is 

in that sense produced” (2002, 4). Although the remainder itself is considered 

nonsemantic, “a fragment of musical meaninglessness” (181), it is understood as the 

indispensable condition for producing musical meaning. Kramer is explicitly 

opposed to views that approach music in terms of resistance to or surmounting of 

meaning and that perceive music as the Other of the “imagetext.” In his view, 

musical meaning is produced in alliance with the imagetext, in a process of 

ascription where the imagetext suggests a kernel of meaning that the music “returns” 

enriched and transformed, while also “concentrating other, unrealized possibilities 
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in the musical remainder” (165).31 Kramer notes that the remainders beyond 

ascription are sometimes perceived as the purely musical meaning. He maintains, 

however, that such remainders are the necessary condition of all interpretation—

they are “the locus of interpretive dynamics, interpretive desire” (170)—and they 

thus serve to support rather than to subvert the ascription of meaning. Kramer even 

speaks of the musical remainder as “a form of address” (171), implying that it in fact 

incites the activity of interpretation.32 The musical remainder is also understood as 

the source of music’s communicative immediacy. As Kramer observes, music tends 

to convey the ascribed meanings “in a preconceptual, prerepresentational form” 

(153). This is the case in particular where the musical remainder goes unnoticed, 

sustaining the sense of successful ascription by “giving tangible presence to 

imaginary or symbolic constructions” (174). 

 According to Kramer, musical meaning finds “its source and its structure” in 

“mixed media” (173), and it is also here that the musical remainder makes itself most 

palpably felt. In his words, 

 

The musical remainder appears most openly when the ‘fit’ between music and the 

imagetext seems or comes to seem questionable, and when, therefore, mixture itself 

becomes a tangible process and problem. (Kramer 2002, 181) 

 

For Kramer, this seems to be best exemplified by the singing voice, and in particular 

by “voice in extremis” (186). Drawing on a quotation from Michel Leiris in Derrida’s 

classic essay “Tympan” (1982), Kramer introduces the notion of the “percephonic” 

voice. Leiris speaks of piercing the ear by a spiral or corkscrew motion, evoking the 

sense of a piercing sound (“perce-phoné”), and of the perce-phonic singing voice that 

“presents itself as the translation, in a purely sonorous idiom, of that which could not 

be said by means of words” (quoted in Kramer 2002, 183). In Kramer’s view, this is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
31 Kramer gestures towards the notion of “beyond signification” when he suggests that the 
musical remainder “upholds the connection of sonority to the nonsignifying field of general 
sonority” (2002, 165), which he associates with the concept of the “sonorous envelope.” He 
emphasizes, however, that the sonorous envelope “exists in a dynamic relationship to 
signification (158). In Kramer’s conception, music is understood as a “mediator,” shuttling 
between “noise” and “logos,” an intermediacy that comes to life especially in the mixed 
media (158). In Kramer’s words, music “contributes to the ‘construction’ of meaning by 
continually enacting its own intermediacy between the imagetext and the sonorous 
envelope” (165). 
32 As he suggests elsewhere: “The activity of interpretation invests the work in question with 
a dynamic quality, as if the deployment of its contents were a kind of virtual behavior 
addressed to the interpreter” (Kramer 2002, 169). 
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an effect that becomes activated in mixed media when the voice “does not mix” 

(182), when it “disengages itself from the coherent system of forms and meanings to 

which it was supposed to have belonged” (183). The percephonic voice is understood 

here as the personification of the musical remainder, which in general embodies 

“something at odds with the normative good order grounded in the imagetext” 

(181).33  

Kramer’s conception of the musical remainder helps account for both the seeming 

immediacy with which music communicates meaning (the symbolic unity of singer 

and the song, where the remainder goes unnoticed), and for the perception that 

music, and especially the singing voice, conveys “in a purely sonorous idiom” what 

lies beyond signification. The excess of the singing voice is conceptualized here as 

part of the musical remainder produced in the interaction between music, words and 

images within the dynamic act of interpretation. Thus, unlike Duncan who locates 

the effects of the singing voice “beyond the hermeneutics of performance” (2004, 

297), Kramer understands the mixed-media effect encapsulated in the notion of the 

musical remainder as part and parcel of a “hermeneutic response” to music (2002, 

159), as it is both the result of and an incentive for interpretation.  

Kramer comes close to Duncan, however, when he suggests that the singing voice 

may be perceived as disruptive of the system of meaning established on the basis of 

the imagetext. Moreover, although he acknowledges that there is always also a 

mutual remainder between image and text and between music and imagetext, he 

tends to assume coherence between words and images, as well as music’s general 

compliance with the semantic agenda set by the imagetext—apart, that is, from the 

rebellious singing voice or musical remainder. Yet, as I have already pointed out 

above, Kramer recognizes that music may convey meanings of its own to the 

imagetext, which happens the most readily where it carries traces of earlier 

ascriptions. I have also suggested that the allegorical strategy of appropriation 

explicitly calls for such traces of earlier ascriptions to emerge not only in music but 

also with regard to images and texts. And, as I have demonstrated with the help of 

Rosa, this prevents the images, texts and sounds from congealing into a coherent 

meaning.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
33 Kramer posits that “the models for media mixture are social formations of hierarchy or 
ideal equality,” and that “music is expected to yield at some level to the referential authority 
of the imagetext, even if it is also expected or permitted to ‘transcend’ it” (2002, 181). 
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Thus, what Kramer’s theorization of the “musical remainder” indicates is that the 

effect of immediacy where the singing voice seems to operate beyond signification is 

the most readily produced in situations of a perceived congruence between text and 

image, with music’s possible compliance with both. With respect to opera, it best 

applies where staging appears to coincide with drama, which is understood as being 

articulated by means of both words and music—hence Duncan’s situating the voice 

“beyond both music and libretto, beyond the hermeneutics of performance” (2004, 

297). In other words, it is supported by both the dramatic concept of opera, and a 

practice of staging that strives for coherence and harmony of all the component 

parts. And indeed, it may be argued that this is what operatic productions have 

traditionally done.34 But, as I have already suggested, hypermedial opera rather 

highlights the incongruity of its various systems of signification. It doesn’t establish a 

“coherent system of forms and meanings” (Kramer 2002, 183); rather, it “rearrange[s] 

existing forms” detached from their original context (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 39). 

Characterized by fragmentation and montage (visually manifest in the “windowed” 

effect of hypermediacy), it tends towards allegory, which also pertains to the 

narrative structure of hypermedial opera. The allegorical strategy of accumulation 

identified by Owens that I have expounded in detail with respect to Rosa exemplifies 

the way hypermedial opera defies the dramatic concept.  

To conclude, the discussion in this chapter has been guided by two interrelated 

concerns: one, how hypermedial opera produces meaning, and two, how it produces 

material effects. The concept of allegory that I have called on has proved productive 

not only due to the visual style of hypermediacy but also because of how 

hypermedial opera relates to the operatic tradition, and to past artworks and cultural 

practices more generally. As Rosa testifies, this involves the operatic singing and past 

musical works and styles, besides the perhaps more obvious visual references. And, 

at the same time, precisely because of hypermedial opera’s relationship with the 

operatic past, which is not based on a radical break, the concept of allegory helps 

identify aspects of opera more generally that are highlighted in its contemporary, 

hypermedial incarnation. 

Allegory foregrounds the gap between sign and referent and draws attention to 

the process of interpretation, or reading, in which meaning is produced. Following 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
34 Simon Williams has recently argued that, “For most of opera’s history, the aesthetic of 
production has been one in which all elements of performance work in total harmony, so that 
the stage represents an ideal world where everything coheres.” (Williams 2012, 140) 



! 63!

Felman, I have argued that it is in such a communicative situation, where the 

spectator-auditors make sense of what they see and hear on the operatic stage or 

screen, that the excess is produced that is responsible for opera’s material effects. In 

this sense, I have situated opera’s performativity in its act of meaning making, rather 

than the performative situation of a live theatrical event. Allegory also highlights the 

fact that it is not only language but also image and music, or sound more generally, 

that participate in opera’s performative utterance. Or, to put it from the perspective 

suggested by Kramer, by drawing attention to “the radically ascriptive nature of all 

interpretation” (Kramer 2002, 170), allegory highlights the remainders beyond 

ascription produced not only by music but also by images and texts, and in their 

countless interactions. It may very well be that, as Kramer indicates, the musical 

remainder, personified by the “percephonic” singing voice, is more immediate and 

palpable than any other remainder produced in the act of meaning-ascription. This 

helps explain why in opera, it alone tends to be identified with the residue of 

meaning responsible for opera’s material effects, especially where the various 

systems of signification otherwise seem to coincide. In other words, it contributes to 

the perception that the voice may be located “beyond signification,” which I have 

proposed to understand as an effect of immediacy.  

Felman’s theorization suggests that the operatic “scandal” is not based on an 

opposition between opera’s systems of signification and the material elements of 

performance, body and voice in particular. And it helps to put in doubt the 

widespread notion that the singing voice, and music more generally, are the main 

means of seduction and the chief source of pleasure in opera. It rather makes it 

possible to understand opera’s “pleasure in scandal” as resulting from its failed 

promise of (univocal and coherent) meaning, a failure that hypermedial opera puts 

center stage. In this conception, reading opera does not “disfigure the object of our 

love,” as Robinson would have it. Rather, it is integral to the way opera’s most 

powerful effects are produced. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Theatricality and Absorption: Listening for a Point of Experience  

 

 

As I pointed out in the introduction, hypermediacy has been conceptualized as an 

alternative to the logic of transparent immediacy operative in the modes of 

representation that have arguably dominated our cultural economy. Bolter and 

Grusin, who associate this logic with the pictorial technique of linear perspective and 

the pertaining spectatorial strategy of the (mastering and male) gaze, indicate that 

the disruptive potential of hypermediacy lies in the multiplicity of perspectives it 

offers its spectators:  

 

Transparent immediacy attempts to achieve through linear perspective a single, ‘right’ 

representation of things. Linear perspective becomes the normal and normative way of 

looking at the world, while hypermediacy becomes the sum of all the unconventional, 

unusual, and in some sense deviant ways of looking. Hypermediacy is multiple and 

deviant in its suggestion of multiplicity—a multiplicity of viewing positions and a 

multiplicity of relationships to the object in view . . . (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 84) 

 

Similarly, theatre scholars have located the potential for “intermedial intervention” 

in the way intermedial theatre “breaks the standard law of observing the media” and 

invites its spectators “to find their own paths through the pluri-focal networks of 

signs, worlds, messages, and meanings” (Boenisch 2006, 114-115, italics in original). 

Moreover, they too oppose the multiplicity of intermedial theatre to the unifying and 

totalizing view of the world offered by the representational principle of pictorial 

perspective, which, as they recognize, also governed the theatre before the 

intermedial turn. 

 Thus, Peter Boenisch argues that when theatre adopted the “new media 

technology of perspective” in the fifteenth century, “the basic spatial arrangement of 

theatre reflected [its] conventions of how to see and how to imagine (the) world: as a 

framed picture, from a ‘natural’ point of view – as silent, scientific, distanced 

observer” (2006, 111). And Hans-Thies Lehmann (1999), who articulates an 
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opposition between postdramatic and dramatic theatre, has drawn a parallel 

between perspective and the representational principles of drama based on the act of 

framing that they both perform. He suggests that, like Renaissance painting, which 

was conceived as a finestra aperta (open window), the aesthetic logic of drama frames 

the scene and presents it as an analogy to the totality of the world “behind.” This act 

of framing is physical (technical) as well as metaphorical. It is not simply the 

proscenium arch that frames what there is to be seen on stage, but rather the whole 

logic of the theatrical event that invites the spectator to see what is presented on 

stage as a symbol of a unitary and complete world.1 According to Lehmann, 

postdramatic theatre exposes and disrupts this act of framing by means of 

multiplication of frames. 

 I find the idea that hypermediacy incites “unconventional, unusual and deviant” 

ways of looking intriguing (I will return to this proposition in chapter four), and it 

may surely be argued that the multiplicity of representations with which it operates 

precludes an illusion of a total and homogeneous world.2 I also appreciate the 

political thrust of the suggestion that hypermediacy offers its spectator-auditors a 

freedom of choice on what to focus their attention, that it affords the perceivers more 

independence towards what they perceive (in other words, it is less manipulative). 

However, there is a certain paradox involved in the exaltation of multiplicity of 

perspectives, a paradox that the Dutch theatre scholar Maaike Bleeker (2002, 2008) 

recognized in relation to postdramatic theatre. Following a discussion of Lehmann’s 

comparison of drama and perspective, Bleeker observes that the multiplication of 

frames theorized by Lehmann on the one hand draws attention to the act of framing 

going on in drama, but on the other hand produces an effect equal to the absence of 

frames, appearing to grant a more direct access to what is presented on stage. In her 

words, “the multiplication of frames manifests itself in the increased perceptibility of 

the thing in itself” (Bleeker 2008, 44). A similar paradox is also present in the 

theorizations of intermedial theatre, which imply that while the perspectives offered 
                                                 
1 „Das dramatische Theater, in dem die Bretter des Theaters die Welt bedeuten, könne man 
mit der Perspektive vergleichen: der Raum ist hier im technischen wie im mentalen Sinn 
Fenster und Symbol, der Realität ‚dahinter’ analog. Er bietet ein sozusagen maßstäbliches, 
durch Abstraktion und Betonung gewonnenes metaphorisches Äquivalent der Welt wie das 
als finestra aperta gedachte Renaissancegemälde. Als perspektivisches Fenster ist 
dramatisches Theater Symbol, bedeuten seine Bretter stets die Welt. . . . stets bleibt der 
dramatische Raum separiertes Symbol einer Welt als Totalität“ (Lehmann 1999, 288). This 
passage was omitted from the English translation of Lehmann’s book (Lehmann 2006). My 
reading of this passage from Lehmann is indebted to Bleeker (2002, 2008). 
2 In chapter one, I have demonstrated the ways in which hypermedial opera resists the 
homogenizing impulse with regard to its processes of meaning-making and storytelling. 
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by the media of reproduction are played out on stage, theatre itself remains 

perspective-less.  

According to Bleeker, the perception of a lack of perspective indicates that there is 

in fact a perspective at work, and that this perspective has become obscured. Indeed, 

it is the paradox that is perspective, as it “locates in the vantage point of a particular 

somewhere the tacit promise of a view from nowhere” (2008, 46, following Fox 

Keller 1994). Bleeker argues that contemporary forms of theatre performance that 

have been conceptualized in terms of deconstruction of dramatic theatre may in this 

sense be understood as manifestations of the same “perspective paradigm” (2008, 12, 

after Damisch 1995), an argument that also proves pertinent to intermedial theatre 

and hypermediacy more generally. The perception of a lack of perspective has itself 

important political implications because, as Bleeker makes clear, positioning does not 

only concern location in an actual space in relation to the depicted scene but also the 

position “implied in the symbolic spaces opened up by discourse” (2008, 47). 

Obscuring such positions may result in naturalizing particular views of the world. 

Bleeker no longer understands perspective in terms of framing but rather 

conceptualizes it as an address that presents the viewer with a point of view on what 

there is to be seen. In this chapter, I draw on Bleeker to approach hypermedial opera 

in terms of how it positions its spectator-auditors towards what there is to be seen 

and heard on stage or screen. I am concerned with the position that mediates in the 

relation between the perceiver and the perceived, which I choose to call, after 

Gorbman, a “point of experience,” in order to emphasize that this mediation is not 

limited to operations of vision (Gorbman 1987, 2).3 If mediation is thus 

conceptualized in terms of positioning, then immediacy may be understood as the 

effect of obscuring the position from which things and events are seen and heard. 

And as Bleeker recognizes, this leads to the illusion that they are merely there, 

unmediated, that they exist independently of our position as audience. In this sense, 

the perception of greater freedom or independence afforded by hypermedia may be 

understood as such an effect of immediacy.  

The opera Rosa, my case study for this chapter,4 draws attention to the acts of 

positioning as they take place on the intermedial stage, and it also suggests ways in 

which they may become obscured. At the beginning of the opera, perspective is 

                                                 
3 Gorbman uses this term within a discussion of the role of music in narrative film, in order to 
avoid the “visual chauvinism” of the notion of point of view. 
4 My analysis in this chapter is based on the stage production of Rosa. 
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identified as the principle governing the physical organization of the stage, including 

a hint at its relationship to drama. The chorus declares: 

       

The floorboards point in parallel lines to a vanishing point that does not concern us – 

somewhere beyond the opera house, across the streets, across the houses of the 

suburbs, all the way to a hypothetical single dot… on the sea’s horizon. Far from this 

sour drama. (Libretto) 

 

The principle is illustrated in a way that is typically hypermedial: by means of a 

projection, on a transparent front screen, of a template drawing of linear perspective 

[Figure 4]. In other words, a blueprint for representation of three-dimensional space 

within the two-dimensions of a picture plane here literally overlays the physical, 

three-dimensional organization of the stage space. This moment from the beginning 

of the opera foreshadows what is at stake in Rosa, and allows me to partially 

prefigure my analysis in this chapter. It initiates a series of descriptions of the stage, 

the set and the characters that is orchestrated onstage by Madame de Vries, a 

character named after a Dutch Renaissance specialist in perspective (Greenaway 

1993, 9). By pointing out specific aspects of the scenery, she draws attention to the 

organizing agency behind the multiplicity of the media presented on stage, 

highlighting the fact that the audience is being offered a particular point of 

experience. (The unreliability of Madame de Vries’ act, which I discussed in chapter 

one, and which becomes more apparent later in the opera, helps underscore the 

subjective nature of this position.) But if intermedial theatre supposedly exposes the 

“reality of illusion” (Kattenbelt 2006, 37), including the representational principle of 

pictorial perspective that has traditionally governed the theatre as well as the visual 

media, here the possibility of such an exposure is put in doubt. Instead of unmasking 

illusionism and gaining a more direct access to the physical realities of theatre, the 

result is a layering of representations, which also obscures the particular perspectives 

offered by the media involved. It is hardly possible to “find our own paths” through 

this “pluri-focal network.” The effect is rather that of hindering access, and limiting 

visibility.5 

 

                                                 
5 In chapter four, I suggest that it is due to this problematization of visibility rather than the 
multiplicity of perspectives that hypermediacy invites “unconventional, unusual and 
deviant” ways of looking.       
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Figure 4: Illustration of perspective. From Rosa: A Horse Drama (1994). Photo Deen van Meer. 

 

Bleeker has proposed the narratological concept of focalization and Michael 

Fried’s twin concepts of theatricality and absorption to approach the acts of 

positioning on the theatrical stage. Focalization draws attention to the position from 

which things, people and events are perceived and to how this position mediates in 

the relationship between the theatrical event and its audience. The concept of 

theatricality applies to those cases in which this relationship is openly 

acknowledged, while absorption accounts for situations in which it becomes 

obscured. These concepts, as well as Bleeker’s relational understanding of 

perspective, are productive with respect to hypermedial opera because they help 

address issues of immediacy beyond the notions of illusionism and transparency of 

the medium, notions that opera has always seemed to defy. They work beyond the 

distinction between dramatic and epic theatre, and thus also apply to those traits of 

opera, past and present, that have been identified as epic, or Brechtian. And, as 

Bleeker has demonstrated, they also pertain to postdramatic theatre, where they help 

explain the effect of an unmediated access to things and bodies on stage. With regard 

to intermedial theatre, I will emphasize their applicability beyond the opposition 

between theatre and the media of reproduction that it incorporates, and especially 

theatre and film, which have often been pitted against each other.  
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While these concepts have primarily been formulated in terms of operations of 

vision, I will not only demonstrate their applicability in the operatic context,6 but I 

will also suggest that opera helps pinpoint the way the effect of absorption may be 

brought about by way of music within the general multiplicity of visual 

representations typical of hypermediacy. To this end, I will develop the link, 

suggested by Fried, between the effect of absorption and suspension of temporality. 

 

Theatricality, Absorption, Focalization 

 

Let me recapitulate the main aspects of Fried’s concept of theatricality, which I have 

already presented in the introduction: according to Fried, theatricality is 

characterized by the acknowledgement of the relationship between the work and its 

perceiver and awareness of the temporality of experience. Theatrical works assert 

their presence as objects to be perceived; they explicitly invite their spectators to look 

at them, and thus make them aware of being the subjects looking. They also draw 

attention to the fact that this act of perception takes place in time, that it has 

duration. In “Art and Objecthood,” the essay where the concept was first formulated, 

theatricality is contrasted with the absence of a relationship between the work and its 

perceiver, and with “presentness” as the state of suspension of temporality, a 

situation in which “at every moment the work itself is wholly manifest” (Fried 1968, 145, 

italics in original).   

 Fried developed the complementary concept of absorption, which is only 

implicitly present in “Art and Objecthood,” in his 1980 book Absorption and 

Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot. Absorption is theorized here 

as a strategy to obliterate the relationship between the observer and a work of art. 

Fried concentrates on French painting of the mid-eighteenth century to argue that it 

was around this time that a fundamental change of consciousness in the relationship 

between painting and beholder took place: “The primordial convention that 

paintings are made to be beheld, emerged as problematic for painting as never 

before” (Fried 1980, 93). According to Fried, this change was most poignantly 

articulated in the writings of Denis Diderot, who addressed this paradigm shift not 

only in painting but also in drama. Diderot argued that an open acknowledgement of 

                                                 
6 Bleeker herself has demonstrated the applicability of her theorization of positioning in the 
theatre to opera in her analysis of four different stagings of Mozart’s Entführung aus dem Serail 
(Bleeker 2008, 178-198). 
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the basic condition of spectatorship—the painting or drama’s awareness of the 

beholder—is “theatrical,” which he condemned as synonymous with falseness. The 

success of both arts, in Fried’s words, is “held to depend upon whether or not 

painter and dramatist are able to undo that state of affairs, to detheatricalize beholding 

and so make it once again a mode of access to truth and conviction” (Fried 1980, 104, 

italics in original). For Diderot, the way to achieve this was to treat the beholder as if 

he or she were not there. Strategies of absorption are thus based on what Fried terms 

the “supreme fiction” of the absence of the very beholder these strategies seek to 

draw into the world of representation. In order to persuade the beholder of its 

truthfulness, the work of art has to make them forget their position in front of it. The 

effect of absorption is culturally and historically contingent and may be achieved by 

various means, the successfulness of which may wane in time. When these means 

become obvious, absorption turns into its reverse—theatricality.7 

 It has often been argued that film is a medium particularly predisposed to 

“detheatricalize beholding.” Fried himself suggested that cinema is the one art that 

by its very nature escapes theatricality entirely, providing “a welcome and absorbing 

refuge to sensibilities at war with theatre and theatricality” (Fried 1968, 141). It is also 

in terms similar to those of theatricality and absorption that the difference between 

theatre and film spectatorship has sometimes been articulated. The film scholar 

Christian Metz evokes Émile Benveniste’s distinction between story and discourse to 

argue that while theatre is dependent on “the to-and-fro movement between I and 

you,” on “the never-ending alternation of its two sides: active/passive, 

subject/object, seeing/being seen” (Metz 1982, 94), cinema erases its discursive basis 

and masquerades as story. As the film’s discourse becomes invisible, the story 

appears as telling itself—it bears the stamp of external reality. Both theatre and film 

are exhibitionist, made to be watched, but the film aptly conceals this fact, and it is 

thus ultimately voyeuristic.8 As Laura Mulvey puts it, “Although the film is really 

                                                 
7 In its concentration on the relationship between the work and its beholder, my summary 
reflects Bleeker’s reading of Fried. 
8 According to Metz, film is based on a disavowal: it is exhibitionist, made to be watched, but 
its mechanism of satisfaction “relies on my awareness that the object I am watching is 
unaware of being watched” (Metz 1982, 95). It knows that it is being watched, and yet it does 
not want to know. As Metz explains, the one who knows and the one who doesn’t are not 
completely indistinguishable: “The one who knows is the cinema, the institution (and its 
presence in every film, in the shape of discourse which is behind the fiction); the one who 
doesn’t want to know is the film, the text (in its final version): the story” (Metz 1982, 95, italics 
in original). 
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being shown, is there to be seen, conditions of screening and narrative conventions 

give the spectator an illusion of looking in on a private world” (Mulvey 1984, 363).9 

 In relation to the issue of positioning more specifically, it has been suggested that 

film has better tools than the theatre to guide the spectators’ attention. Mulvey 

argues that it is the cinema’s capability of “shifting the emphasis of the look . . . of 

varying it and exposing it” that makes it different from theatre (Mulvey 1984, 372). In 

parallel to this argument, some theatre scholars have insisted that theatre allows its 

spectators a freer rein than the cinematic apparatus. As there is no camera to 

determine their perspective, the spectators have a greater freedom of choice on what 

to focus their attention. This is also the reason cited to explain why intermedial 

theatre abandoned the logic of drama. In a formulation evocative of Bolter and 

Grusin’s principle of remediation, Kattenbelt suggests that the dramatic function of 

theatre was successfully taken over by film because “film defines more clearly the 

position of the film spectator as that of an anonymous and invisible witness” (2006, 

37).10 This allowed theatre to abandon its illusionistic ambitions, and instead of 

creating the illusion of reality to concentrate on the “reality of illusion” (37). This 

argument complements the stress on multiplicity in the intermedial theatre that I 

discussed above; it suggests that the freedom of choice it offers its spectators is made 

possible not only by the multiplicity of media it incorporates but also by theatre’s 

own inherent properties.  

I do not want to underrate the difference between theatre and cinema, yet 

stressing their dissimilarities tends to mask the common ground of the techniques 

they employ to shape the relationship between the audience and the screen or stage. 

                                                 
9 In chapter one, I relied on Owens (1984) to evoke Benveniste’s distinction between story and 
discourse and to suggest that the allegorical reading that hypermedial opera incites takes 
place within the regime of discourse. Shoshana Felman (2003) speaks of an invitation to “a 
feast of language” (72) when dealing with the performative effects that emerge from such a 
discursive situation. Metz too uses the metaphor of feast: referring to an episode from 
Proust’s A la Recherche du temps perdu, he likens the mechanism of story in the cinema to “the 
poor of Balbec watching the guests of the grand hotel having their meals,” while they are 
standing on the street, faces pressed to the glass. As Metz points out, this is a feast that is not 
shared; “it is a furtive feast and not a festive feast” (Metz 1982, 96).  
10 Gay McAuley argues that it is due to the physical realities of theatre that the spectatorial 
position typical of mainstream film cannot be achieved in the theatre: 

Even if it can be argued that spectators in the contemporary theatre, sitting in a 
darkened auditorium, are aspiring to the condition of being a “viewpoint and nothing 
more,” I would reply that the theatre always resists this reduction. In the theatre the 
scopic drive is always being subverted or displaced, either because the reality of the 
actors’ bodies and the performance space intrude themselves, thereby disrupting the 
fiction, or through the periodic return to the social due to the physical presence of other 
spectators… (McAuley 2000, 239) 
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To put it bluntly, it is not that theatre is automatically theatrical and cinema 

absorptive. The concepts of theatricality and absorption, as I understand them 

following Fried and Bleeker, are analytical tools that work beyond the opposition of 

theatre and cinema, and are able to tackle mechanisms operative in both. Fried 

suggests the possibility to understand these concepts as more general principles 

relevant to diverse arts and media in modernity when he indicates that the paradigm 

shift recognized by Diderot in relation to painting and drama was “only the opening 

phase of a larger evolution,” the repercussions of which have resonated not only in 

representational art but also in abstract modernism (Fried 1980, 5). He thus bridges 

the historical gap between his discussion of absorption and his earlier essay (Fried 

1968), where he identifies similar principles not only in modernist painting and 

sculpture but also in film and theatre (Brecht and Artaud specifically). Analogically, 

Bleeker identifies aesthetic strategies aiming at absorption in both dramatic theatre of 

the past and its more recent deconstruction.11 It needs to be emphasized, however, 

that while absorption may be understood as a more general principle of “managing 

attention” in modernity,12 the specific strategies of persuasion change over time and, 

as Bleeker accentuates, the effect of absorption is ultimately the result of an 

interaction between a work of art produced at a particular time and place, and a 

historically and culturally specific viewer (Bleeker 2008, 22). 

While theatre may lack the flexibility of the cinematic apparatus, Bleeker’s 

theorization of looking in the theatre makes it clear that there is more at stake in 

shaping the relationship between the perceiver and the perceived than simply the 

positioning and movement of the camera and the editing process. Mulvey recognizes 

that there are three different looks operative in cinema: that of the camera as it 

records the profilmic event, that of the audience as it watches the final product, and 

that of the characters at each other within the screen illusion. She points out that the 

conventions of narrative film deny the first two looks and subordinate them to the 

third: “Without these two absences . . . fictional drama cannot achieve reality, 

obviousness, and truth” (Mulvey 1984, 373). As Mulvey demonstrates, it is by means 

of the looks of the onscreen figures that the look of the spectators is mediated. While 

theatre lacks the first of these three looks, it is constituted by the latter two. Like 

                                                 
11 As I have already pointed out in the introduction, performance, understood as 
deconstruction of theatre, was theorized, in reliance on Fried, in terms similar to abstract 
modernism (Féral 1982, Pontbriand 1982). 
12 Bleeker historically situates her discussion of absorption in relation to Jonathan Crary’s 
theorization of “managing attention” in the late modern period (Crary 1999). 
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cinema, it may strive to achieve “reality, obviousness, and truth” by means of 

denying the look of the audience (as Diderot so forcefully demands). And, in the 

theatre too, the spectators’ attention may be guided with the help of onstage figures. 

Moreover, as I will underline in my analysis of Rosa, the possibility of shifting the 

emphasis of the perceiver’s attention, of varying it and exposing it (to paraphrase 

Mulvey), is not limited to visual means in either cinema or theater. 

The concept of focalization, proposed by Bleeker, proves useful for approaching 

the way the spectator-auditors’ attention is managed in hypermedial opera. The 

concept was developed in narratology to account for the agent who “sees” as 

distinguished from the agent who “narrates.”13 As Mieke Bal explains, the concept 

reflects the basic condition of storytelling that 

 

Whenever events are presented they are always presented from within a certain 

“vision.” A point of view is chosen, a certain way of seeing things, a certain angle, 

whether “real” historical facts are concerned or fictitious events. (Bal 1997, 142) 

    

Bleeker (2002, 2008) has adopted the concept for the theory of looking in the theatre 

to define the position that mediates between the theatrical event and its audience. 

This position is implied by the address the theatrical performance presents to its 

spectators, and thus forms an integral part of how the relationship between the stage 

and the audience is established. According to Bleeker, the concept of focalization is 

particularly suited for these purposes, because it draws attention to both the position 

from which things are perceived and how this position shapes our relationship to 

what is presented on stage. 

 By means of focalization, the spectator is invited to take up a position presented 

by the work and to see as if from there. The result, however, is not identification with 

a character; rather, it involves identification with a subjective position, whereby the 

spectator adopts a specific perspective on what is (re)presented on stage. Following 

Bal, Bleeker identifies two types of focalization in the theatre: internal and external. 

Internal focalizers are the onstage figures who direct the attention of the audience. An 

external focalizer is the anonymous agent through whose eyes the audience sees the 

performance. Although the concept of focalization was primarily formulated in 

visual terms, Bleeker recognizes that the process of mediation that it describes 

involves a multimedia address presented by the whole aesthetic logic of the 

                                                 
13 The term was introduced by Gérard Genette (1972). 
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theatrical event and a “seer” who is involved through various perceptual systems 

(2008, 20). In other words, focalization involves more than “looks” or visual gestures. 

In my understanding, the concept is able to account for a “point of experience” more 

generally, as it is articulated by means of both sight and sound.14 This understanding 

is particularly relevant to both opera and cinema, where music works as a powerful 

means of focalization.  

 As long as focalization remains hidden, the audiovisual event may appear as 

existing independently from any particular point of experience, in other words, 

unmediated. The spell is broken when the way in which this position mediates 

between the stage and the audience is brought to awareness. Bleeker describes the 

act of focalization as an invitation to “step inside,” by means of which the audience is 

released from their embodied viewpoint in the auditorium to get closer to the stage 

world. As a result, the relationship between what is seen and who is seeing becomes 

obscured, and the effect of absorption may take place. When this act of “drawing in” 

becomes visible, the audience is, metaphorically speaking, returned to their seats, 

and the situation becomes openly theatrical. 

 
Figure 5: Madame de Vries, aka the Investigatrix addressing the audience. From Rosa: A Horse 
Drama (1994). Photo Deen van Meer. 
                                                 
14 The concept of focalization is applicable not only to theatre but also to other media and art 
forms. With regard to cinema, the mediation of the spectators’ look by means of onscreen 
figures that Mulvey theorizes may be understood as an act of internal focalization, while the 
point of view offered by the cinematic apparatus alone may be approached in terms of 
external focalization. 
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The opera Rosa starts with an explicit address to the audience: “Let me describe 

the stage.” This address, which opens a series of descriptions of the stage, the set and 

the characters, is first vocalized by an invisible chorus and then taken over by 

Madame de Vries (later known as the Investigatrix) who orchestrates these 

descriptions onstage [Figure 5]. By means of this open address, the opera performs a 

gesture typical of Brechtian theatre: by breaking the “fourth wall,” it frames what 

there is to be seen and heard on stage as theatre, and highlights the distance between 

the stage and the auditorium. Moreover, the act of focalization performed by both 

the chorus and Madame de Vries is here openly acknowledged. It is played up by 

Madame de Vries onstage, who works as an internal focalizor, while the chorus may 

be understood as the anonymous (and invisible) agent of external focalization. 

A direct address to the audience that foregrounds the theatrical nature of the 

situation may be considered commonplace in contemporary theatre, and it may also 

be argued that opera always draws attention to the act of performance, by virtue of 

its medium of song. As Peter Kivy put it, opera elicits both a “representational 

attitude” and a “concert attitude”: we attend both to a character in a drama making 

an expressive utterance and a singer giving a performance (1994, 67-68). However, 

awareness of the medium, typical of hypermediacy more generally, does not prevent 

the effect of absorption—as I have already pointed out, it is not a matter of 

illusionism. And neither is absorption forestalled by creating a distance between the 

stage and the auditorium, associated with Brechtian theatre. I will return to both 

these points in the course of this chapter. At this point, let me illuminate the latter 

with reference to the traditional role of the chorus, to which the use of the chorus in 

Rosa may be related. 

As Patrice Pavis indicates, the chorus is an epic technique used to create distance 

and to set up for the spectator another, “ideal spectator” or judge of the action (1998, 

54, with reference to Schlegel). As Pavis observes, however, the use of the chorus 

presupposes the possibility of “total identification” of the “real” spectator with the 

values transmitted by the “ideal” spectator; the chorus must be accepted “as an 

autonomous world with rules known to all that we do not question once we have 

agreed to submit to them” (1998, 55). When this is not the case, the chorus is 

criticized as being unrealistic. In other words, in spite of the distance that it creates, 

“stepping between the passions with its composing views” (Pavis 1998, 54, quoting 

from Schiller’s preface to The Bride of Messina), the act of focalization that the chorus 

performs must remain hidden. The “ideal spectator” is the position that mediates 
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between the audience and the theatrical event, and what Pavis describes is an effect 

of absorption, where the perspective that the chorus offers simply appears as “how it 

is” (hence its “realism”). While the invisible chorus in Rosa, if used alone, might 

approach this role, Madame de Vries’ performance on stage, based on the same lines, 

makes the act of focalization explicit (in the course of the opera, this is supported by 

her entanglement in the events she comments on).  

Overall, Rosa plays with the possibility to shift between theatricality and 

absorption. Madame de Vries signals a possible change of what, at the beginning of 

the opera, appears as an unequivocally theatrical relationship between the stage and 

the audience when she declares that “We are to leave the opera house and go to the 

cinema.” Soon afterwards, the “inner drama” of the opera starts to unfold: Rosa, a 

composer of music for Hollywood Western movies who loves his horse more than he 

loves his fiancée Esmeralda, is shot dead. Madame de Vries’ call to “go to the 

cinema” may be interpreted as an implicit invitation to “step inside.” It suggests that 

the audience may change their relation to the events on stage, that they may be 

“drawn in,” adopting the absorptive spectatorial attitude associated with 

mainstream cinema.  

 

Going to the Cinema (Without Leaving the Opera) 

 

The declared transition from theatre to cinema deserves some attention. At first, it 

appears as part of the descriptions of the set, and a gesture of disclosure of the 

workings of the incorporated medium of film. The announcement that we are to go 

to the cinema is immediately followed by the description of a film screen that is sewn 

together from four soiled double-bed sheets (the origin of the stains in the bodily 

fluids of the two lovers is expounded at quite some length at the beginning of the 

opera). The presence of this film screen is grounded in the diegesis—it is the screen 

on which the composer Rosa watches Western movies. In this sense, the 

announcement may simply be taken to draw attention to the materiality of the film 

screen as the basis for cinematic illusion.   

 Moreover, Rosa seems rather far from the conventions of mainstream cinema. As I 

have suggested in the introduction, hypermedial opera is more akin to the “cinema 

of attractions” theorized by Gunning (1990), which, unlike the mainstream narrative 

cinema, is quite openly exhibitionist (to put it in Metz’s terms). Gunning, who 

concentrates on the early period of cinema before narrative film became the standard 
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of the movie industry, points out that such cinema was more interested in presenting 

“attractions” to the audience than telling a story. It directly solicited the spectator’s 

attention, not least by means of recurring look at the camera by actors, who thus 

established contact with the audience. It is this direct address to the audience, “in 

which an attraction is offered to the spectator by a cinema showman,” that in 

Gunning’s view defines this approach to filmmaking:  

 

Theatrical display dominates over narrative absorption emphasizing the direct 

stimulation of shock or surprise at the expense of unfolding a story or creating a 

diegetic universe. . . . [I]ts energy moves outward towards an acknowledged spectator 

rather than inward towards the character-based situations essential to classical 

narrative. (Gunning 1990, 59)   

 

 This reads like a fitting overall description of Rosa, with its excessive display and 

over-the-top tricks. Moreover, as Rose Theresa (2002) has demonstrated, it was in the 

era of the cinema of attractions that some of the most productive encounters between 

opera and cinema took place, and Rosa appears to evoke this tradition. The figure of 

Madame de Vries may be perceived as one of the most obvious points of contact. 

With her apparent capacity to conjure up scenery and exert power over the events, 

she embodies the function of the showman or magician of early cinema on the 

operatic stage. In chapter one, I suggested that she is “playing the devil,” and as 

Greg Giesekam notes, it was exactly the association of magic and devilry that 

intrigued the early filmmakers (Giesekam 2007, 30). According to Theresa, this is also 

the reason why they were particularly attracted to Gounod’s opera Faust, where the 

figure of Méphistophélès “embodies a fantasy of mastery over the very technology—

the stage, settings, lighting, and even the orchestra—that realizes the opera in 

performance” (Theresa 2002, 5).15 

 Theresa evokes Judith Mayne’s concept of “primitive narrator” to account for the 

function of Méphistophélès in the early cinematic adaptations of the opera. Mayne 

coins the term to designate the characters “who appear to direct, mediate, or 

otherwise act out the visual pleasures of the cinematic scene.” As she explains, “they 

are objects of the camera’s view at the same time that they act out the emerging 

visual and narrative capacities of the film medium” (Mayne 1990, 138 quoted in 

                                                 
15 In the sense that I have used the trope of “playing the devil” in chapter one, following 
Felman (2003), Madame de Vries’ performance ultimately subverts her apparent mastery. In 
this sense, it plays on the devil’s proverbial unreliability, the aspect of play in his act. 
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Theresa 2002, 9). While the way these characters embody the organizing agency 

behind what is presented on stage or screen may warrant their interpretation as 

narrators, in their capacity to direct attention (as described by Mayne) they may 

rather be approached as focalizors. The figure of Méphistophélès may be understood 

as both cinematic and operatic predecessor of Madame de Vries, as they embody the 

same function. Not only do they mediate the relationship between the audience and 

the stage or screen but they also draw attention to this act of mediation.  

 Thus, if Rosa declares its alliance with cinema, it is this early, spectacular kind—

which in turn exploited the most spectacular aspects of nineteenth-century opera—

that it most obviously relates to.16 Mainstream narrative cinema then appears at best 

as one of the dominant modes of representation the workings of which the opera 

exposes. But like the demonstration of the workings of perspective that I have 

discussed above, the possibility of exposure is problematized here. As I have already 

mentioned, the announcement that we are to go to the cinema may be related to the 

“inner drama” of the opera and interpreted as a warning that we might become 

absorbed. It is not possible to speak of a clear-cut transition from the spectacle of the 

stage descriptions to the narrative of the opera’s story; like the stories of the cinema 

of attractions, the inner drama of Rosa might be understood as a mere pretext for 

further spectacular effects. Nevertheless, I suggest that a change in the relationship 

between the stage and the audience may take place here. The transition from the 

theatrical frame to the inner drama is chiefly articulated by means of music, and the 

relationship between sound and image changes accordingly. For its inner drama, 

Rosa relates to absorptive strategies of both mainstream cinema and opera, and while 

it may be argued that these strategies are exposed in the opera, they are still able to 

produce absorptive effects.  

 

“… creeps in with music” 

 

Roughly speaking, there are two types of music in Rosa. The descriptions of the 

stage—as well as the investigation of Rosa’s murder—is supported by music that is 

mainly derived from Andriessen’s earlier composition called “Hout” (Wood). It is 

characterized by pounding rhythm and steady tempo, gradually evolving from a 

small, melodically and rhythmically pronounced motif. Dominated by a single fast-

                                                 
16 It is significant that the early filmmakers turned to the genre of French Grand opera, which 
is one of the most spectacular genres in the entire operatic history.    
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moving line initially placed in the saxophones, it is rhythmically irregular and 

harmonically edgy (with a profusion of seconds, sevenths and ninths). Even though 

it may superficially resemble “minimalist” music, it is not repetitive, and the process 

of its unfolding is rather unpredictable. It thus does not allow the listener to “settle 

in” but rather sustains a level of tension, producing a sense of alertness that draws 

attention to the music’s unfolding. As a result, the music seems to stand aloof from 

the proceedings on stage as well as the text that describes them. In fact, the 

instrumental pounding at times overwhelms the vocal lines, rendering the sung text 

almost unintelligible. It is music that does not illustrate or characterize, it simply 

seems to run its course. The music that articulates the inner drama is markedly 

different. It is dominated by melody and the vocal line, and it is rhythmically much 

more regular. Moreover, it is highly quotational, referring to the idiom of classical 

music as well as film music, and particularly the Hollywood Western. It relates to a 

more conventionalized form of musical expression, and it thus strikes a closer 

relationship with image and text. 

 It is possible to argue that the two types of music in Rosa generally differ in terms 

of their temporality. Temporality in Western music has often been theorized as 

bichronic; the terms of the bichrony, however, differ from author to author. 

Raymond Monelle (2000) proposes a distinction between “lyric” and “progressive” 

time that I find particularly relevant for the issue at hand. According to Monelle, the 

lyric time, which may be associated with perception of melody, refers to experience 

in which music is heard as if all at once—musical continuity “melts” into intuitive 

unity (2000, 87). Progressive time, on the other hand, refers to the experience of 

movement, the feeling of propulsion, and is often articulated by means of “rushing 

and running passages” of asymmetrical construction (Monelle 2000, 103, quoting 

Riepel). Monelle’s distinction strongly resonates with Michael Fried’s understanding 

of the different temporalities of theatrical and anti-theatrical art: while the theatrical 

art draws attention to the temporal dimension of its perception, the art that defeats 

theatricality does so by means of suspending temporality (“at every moment the work 

itself is wholly manifest”). In Rosa, the music of the descriptions draws attention to its 

temporal unfolding, and its general characteristics correspond with Monelle’s 

definition of progressive time. The music of the inner drama comes close to 

Monelle’s lyrical time not only thanks to its stress on melody but also due to its 

formal structuring. The inner drama is chiefly articulated by means of self-contained 

arias sung by the central two characters of Rosa and Esmeralda, which 
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predominantly draw on traditional musical forms and are often clearly separated 

from their musical surroundings.17 

 Monelle argues that in relation to nineteenth-century music, the difference 

between lyric and progressive time may be conceptualized in terms of the distinction 

between narrative and description, or what he terms structure and genre. The 

passages of genre may be understood as moments of “verisimilitude” that, however, 

is produced by elements of the genre itself rather than dependent on resemblance to 

an outward reality. As Monelle points out, following Michael Riffaterre, 

verisimilitude presupposes the reader’s complicity in the genre, his or her tacit 

acceptance of the genre’s strategies. In music, genre is responsible for “the subjective 

moments of expression” that “liberate themselves from the continuum of time” 

(Monelle 2000, 121, quoting Adorno 1994, 56). Narrative or structure, on the other 

hand, is perceived as the source of formal coherence, and serves as a framing device 

for these moments of “emotional truth” (2000, 139). In this understanding, 

verisimilitude is the result of conventional signs in the (musical) text to which the 

reader (listener) responds. Monelle’s theorizations make it possible to understand 

Rosa’s absorptive effects in relation to a particular musical articulation of suspension 

of temporality, achieved by way of evoking a musical idiom that may be interpreted 

in terms of “genre.” His reference to Riffaterre underlines the fact that the effect of 

absorption concerns a “truthfulness” of representation that does not rest on its 

relation to reality.18 

 The inner drama of Rosa is repeatedly interrupted by incursions of descriptions 

and enumerations of stage properties (or clues to Rosa’s murder) and the “lyric” 

temporality of the music is alternated with the “progressive” one. This oscillation has 

a double effect. On the one hand, it brings out the changes in musical temporality 

and the means through which they are articulated. On the other hand, it helps the 

music’s absorptive strategies become more effective. As Monelle observes, one of the 

effects of music in progressive time is to “throw attention away from itself and on to 
                                                 
17 Rosa’s “Music for each leg of the horse” is a ternary form with an instrumental introduction 
(i a b a’), followed by instrumental “horse music.” Esmeralda’s “Dear Mama I am sad” is a 
song with an introduction and four stanzas that vary the same material derived from a walz 
by Johannes Brahms and all end with the same refrain (to the words “Your loving daughter, 
Esmeralda”). The form of Esmeralda’s “I am here too” may be schematized as follows (the 
numbers in parenthesis indicate the number of bars in each section): i (18), a (12) a’ (14) b (18) 
a’’ (13). 
18 As Bleeker has observed with respect to perspective, it is its ability to produce an effect of 
an “eternal moment of disclosed presence” (Bleeker 2008, 12, after Bryson 1983), rather than a 
correspondence between image and reality, that is responsible for its being perceived as 
convincing and “truthful.” 
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the themes [melodies]” (2000, 109). In Rosa, the Hout-derived music draws attention 

to its own unfolding while it also helps the arias of the inner drama to stand out. We 

get the first taste of the music’s absorptive capacities during the first significant 

disruption of the “rushing and running” music of the descriptions, in a “lyric” 

setting of the line “Slowly a little nocturnal light creeps in with music”—as if we 

have not heard any music up to that point. After some fifteen minutes of the 

propulsive, tension-filled “descriptive” music, the ground is set for the absorptive 

effects of the arias. In this way, while absorption appears fragile in Rosa, always 

threatening to flip over into theatricality, the open theatricality of the descriptions 

and enumerations constantly reminds us of our “desire for immediacy.”19  

 

Do You Want to Be Absorbed? 

 

Let me now pay closer attention to Rosa’s and Esmeralda’s arias. I will start with 

Rosa’s central number, “Music for each leg of the horse,” where we almost literally 

“go to the cinema.” As the film scholar Claudia Gorbman (1987) and others have 

observed, music in narrative cinema acts as a “suturing” device. It helps obscure the 

technological nature of film discourse and lessens awareness of the frame. It draws 

the spectator further into the diegetic illusion. Gorbman recognizes that music 

shapes our perception of the narrative, that it “guides the spectator’s vision both 

literally and figuratively” (1987, 11)—in other words, that it has the ability to 

focalize. Gorbman argues that, in order to be effective, film music must be as 

unobtrusive as possible; it supports the invisible discourse of narrative cinema by 

means of “unheard melodies” (Gorbman 1987). The chief way to achieve such 

unobtrusiveness is to rely on conventionalized forms of musical expression, for the 

most part derived from the idiom of classical music—the idiom in relation to which 

Monelle formulated his observations concerning the “lyrical” temporality and the 

effects of “genre.” 

 The character Rosa personifies the practice of “classical” film scoring, in which 

Gorbman grounds her argument, and since he is a composer of music for Hollywood 

                                                 
19 There is an interesting instance in which the Hout-derived music helps articulate the inner 
story. It is to its sounds that Rosa is chased and shot by the two cowboys who appear on his 
film screen. This scene (Scene Eight of the opera) testifies to how easily the music can change 
its function in a particular constellation with the image. The “rushing and running” of Hout 
becomes here the perfect chase music. Moreover, this change in the music’s function also 
helps subvert the seeming “objectivity” or literalness of the theatrical frame, which I have 
discussed in chapter one.  
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Westerns, it is predominantly “horse music” (evoking the trotting and galloping of 

horses) that we can hear in the opera.20 “Music for each leg of the horse” is an aria 

about composing music for Hollywood movies, yet it is at the same time the film 

music that Rosa composes. At first, it may be heard in relation to a film that Rosa 

watches on the screen sewn from bed sheets. In the course of the aria, however, more 

images of cowboys and horses appear on smaller projection screens, and the scene 

culminates with the back of the stage opening up to uncover a large projection screen 

filled with larger-than-life cowboys and horses [Figure 6]. The filmic imagery now 

dominates the stage (both Rosa and his horse appear miniscule in comparison to the 

cowboys and horses on screen), and the music may easily be heard as the soundtrack 

to those filmic images, as Rosa’s aria gives way to instrumental “horse music.” 

Thanks to the mimetic nature of the music, the relationship between the music and 

the images is quite tight. Needless to say, in Rosa, film is staged as well as screened,21 

which draws attention to the visual medium. And as the music is played “live,” 

being part of the opera’s score, it is hardly “inaudible.” But what I am concerned 

with here, again, is how a point of experience is offered to the spectator-auditors, and 

the possibility of its becoming obscured. 

Gorbman distinguishes between two kinds of subjective positioning fostered by 

music in mainstream film. She speaks of “identification” music and “spectacle” 

music, each having different codes and functions. While the former works to draw 

the spectator in and not to be heard, the latter is more prone to be noticed, since it 

“punctuates a pause in narrative movement in order to externalize, make a 

commentary on it” (1987, 68). It invites the spectator to contemplate, helping to make 

a spectacle of the images it accompanies: “It evokes a larger-than-life dimension 

which, rather than involving us in the narrative, places us in contemplation of it” (68, 

italics in original). Gorbman’s categorization is strongly reminiscent of Laura 

Mulvey’s (1984) distinction between narrative and spectacle as two different modes 

of address in cinema, two distinct ways in which the cinema implicates the spectator. 

As Rose Theresa aptly summarizes it: 

                                                 
20 The music mainly draws on American Western movies of the 1950s, which Andriessen saw 
as a child, and it also references Ennio Morricone’s music to Sergio Leone’s Once Upon a Time 
in the West, especially in its use of harmonica. On the composer’s relationship to “cowboy 
films,” see Andriessen (2002, 247-8). 
21 As Kattenbelt emphasizes in his discussion of intermediality in the theatre, “as components 
of a live performance, film, television and video recordings are not only screened, but also 
and at the same time staged” (2006, 37). 
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Figure 6: Larger-than-life cowboys and horses on screen. From Rosa: A Horse Drama (1994). 
Photo Deen van Meer. 

 

With spectacle, there is a sense of direct rapport, an immediacy that invites a merging 

of spectator and screen image. But, at the same time, the experience of spectacle is 

necessarily predicated on separation: the spectacle is experienced primarily as other 

than the spectator. . . .  

Narrative operations, on the other hand, are effected through an initial sense of 

sameness and belonging. . . . In other words, where spectacle addresses the spectator in 

a way that says “look at me and see me from where you are,” narrative says “look with 

me and see what I see from where I am.” (Theresa 2002, 2-3, italics in original)22 

 

According to this distinction, the “Music for each leg of the horse” scene operates 

within the mode of spectacle, and thus comes close to the address that Madame de 

Vries (along with the chorus) presents at the beginning of the opera. But while there 

the act of focalization is openly acknowledged, here the invitation to look and listen 

in a specific way is more surreptitious, capitalizing on a conventionalized, cinematic 

coupling of sound and image (horse music for contemplation of cowboys and 

horses). As both Mulvey and Gorbman recognize, mainstream cinema skillfully 
                                                 
22 Mulvey, who is interested in how spectacle and narrative structure and are structured by 
sexual difference and who theorizes the male gaze in the cinema, understands spectacle in 
terms of separation of the erotic identity of the subject from the object on the screen (the one 
who looks is male, the one who is being looked at is female), while narrative is based on the 
spectator’s recognition of his like, on his identification with the same (the male spectator 
identifies with the male protagonist on the screen). One of the chief points of critique leveled 
at Mulvey’s theory is that it does not account for female spectatorship. I touch upon the issue 
of female spectatorship and its relation to my theorization of opera as hypermedium in 
chapters three and four. 



 85 

combines spectacle and narrative. What distinguishes narrative cinema from the 

cinema of attractions is not the latter’s proclivity towards spectacular display at the 

expense of storytelling but rather the openness with which it addresses its spectators. 

I have evoked the distinction between spectacle and narrative in relation to this scene 

in order to emphasize that it is not the “looking with” as opposed to “looking at” that 

defines absorption and theatricality respectively. Although spectacle may be more 

prone to draw attention to the relationship between the audience and the stage or 

screen, here too the point of experience may become obscured and the spectator-

auditors may be drawn closer to the stage world.  

The only time when the invitation to “look with me” is extended by way of music 

in Rosa, is in Esmeralda’s arias. To my mind, these are potentially the most 

absorptive moments of the whole opera. Esmeralda’s arias are phrased as letters to 

her mother, and recount the emotional perils of her relationship with Rosa. 

Esmeralda is the only character in the opera with any emotional depth, which she 

arguably receives from the music Andriessen wrote for her. It may even be argued 

that her character undergoes a certain development in the course of the opera: Her 

first aria, which she sings in the guise of “The Blond Woman” amidst the stage 

descriptions of Scene Two, introduces the first “horse music” in the opera to the 

words “I have slept with him, Mama, a hundred ways.” For her second aria, the 

blond woman has already been transformed into Esmeralda (she is stripped of her 

clothes and loses the blond wig), yet continues to play naive. To the melody of a 

waltz by Johannes Brahms, which firmly anchors the aria within the realm of 

classical music, she expresses the wish to become a horse for her lover: “Dear Mama, 

I am sad for I love him. But I should be an animal, he says.”23 In this aria, she still 

pleads with her mother not to tell her two brothers. After Rosa’s big aria that is all 

about his horse, however, Esmeralda starts to lose her patience: “I am here. I am here 

too. Mother, tell him I am here,” sung to a transformed version of the main motif 

from Rosa’s aria. And after an interruption consisting in a description of sound 

effects used in Western movies, Esmeralda returns with the angry: “You love your 

horse more than you’ll ever love me. Hurry brothers, and catch this adulterer with 

horses.” This chain of events ultimately leads to Rosa’s murder by two cowboys who 

have appeared on his film screen, and who may as well be Esmeralda’s brothers. 

                                                 
23 This is the melody that returns in an altered form in the “I am riding” scene that I discussed 
in chapter one. 
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 Esmeralda’s two key arias (“Dear Mama, I am sad” and “I am here too”) may be 

interpreted in relation to the Italianate operatic tradition.24 Following the demands of 

operatic dramaturgy, they depict the emotions stirred by the dramatic incidents 

rather than the incidents themselves. The fact that they are phrased as letters signals 

a high level of intimacy—they are clearly expressions of Esmeralda’s interiority. In a 

series of expanded significant moments, the arias make it possible to trace 

Esmeralda’s emotional trajectory, from dependence to despair to anger. Rosa’s inner 

drama is a drama of affects, not actions, and true to the dramatic principles of opera, 

the constellation of characters expressed in the arias “reveals the fundamental 

emotional structure concealed under the surface of the action” (Dahlhaus 1989a, 96). 

Yet, it is chiefly from Esmeralda’s point of experience that we perceive the situation. 

Rosa’s aria provides a certain insight into the composer’s infatuation with his horse, 

but because it is at the same time “horse music” for film it is far from the expression 

of emotional inwardness achieved in Esmeralda’s arias. Thus, thanks to her music, 

Esmeralda acts as an internal focalizor who invites us to “step inside” and to take up 

her position, to perceive the inner drama of the opera from her perspective.25 

Still, the claim that operatic arias invite absorption may seem somewhat 

contradictory, due to the basic convention of the genre that makes the characters 

express themselves in song rather than speech. As I have already mentioned, it may 

be argued that in opera, we tend to be very much aware of the act of performance. 

Peter Kivy suggests that this may be ascribed to the “relative opacity” of the operatic 

medium of song: “Nowhere are we more perceptually aware of medium, and less of 

content, than in opera and music drama” (1994, 67). As he recognizes, however, this 

only matters if we approach opera with “the hard-nosed operatic ‘metaphysician,’” 

who would insist that the ontological status of singing in opera is that of a medium 

of representation of speech (66). Whereas this may be the “ontological truth,” the 

“experiential truth” is rather different: 

 

                                                 
24 I am relying on Dahlhaus (1989a,b) here, who understands Italian opera as the model of 
operatic dramaturgy more generally (as distinguished from the Wagnerian music drama). 
25 As Bleeker put it within the context of reading a specific staging of Mozart’s Entführung aus 
dem Serail, in such a case, “music acts as a kind of focalizor, inviting the audience to take up a 
position in relation to the situation represented on stage;” it is “the position of a ‘you’ who 
can hear what an ‘I’ on stage feels and, through the music, is addressed with the invitation to 
‘take up’ the position of this ‘I’” (Bleeker 2008, 193).   
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The opacity of the operatic medium . . . is such that what we hear is characters 

expressing themselves not in speech represented by the medium of music but 

expressing themselves in the medium, the music itself. (Kivy 1994, 68, italics in original) 

 

Kivy’s reasoning supports the point that the effect of absorption is not contingent on 

transparency of the medium. It may also occur within the context of hypermedia 

which draw attention to the medium or media and where “the illusion of realistic 

representation is somehow stretched or altogether ruptured” (Bolter and Grusin 

1999, 34), as in the case of opera. What matters here is the “experiential truth” that 

makes it possible to hear musical performance as a convincing (or “truthful”) 

expression of the characters’ inner thoughts and feelings. For this to happen, 

however, the audience must be addressed in a specific way by the whole aesthetic 

logic of the event. In the case of the operatic tradition that Esmeralda’s arias relate to, 

this involves situating the characters within a drama of affects, and a specific type of 

musical expression of these affects. As I suggested above, following Monelle (2000), 

Andriessen’s music evokes a musical idiom within the context of which Esmeralda’s 

arias may be understood as instances of “genre” that work as moments of 

“emotional truth.”  

While it may be argued that the opera Rosa exposes these traditional operatic 

strategies, it also uses them effectively to offer the spectator-auditors a point of 

experience on what is presented on stage. Similarly, it may be argued, with respect to 

the tradition of film scoring that Rosa’s aria relates to, that it makes the “unheard 

melodies” audible, to use Gorbman’s (1987) terminology. What matters here is not 

the “audibility” of the music’s strategies, however, but rather the persuasiveness of 

the perspective that the music offers. Moreover, as I have already pointed out, it is 

not identification with a character but rather stepping into a particular point of 

experience that is at stake. Following Bleeker’s theorization, absorption may be 

understood as the result of a match between a particular subject position implied by 

a multimedia address, and the “desires, expectations, presuppositions and anxieties” 

of an actual spectator-auditor (Bleeker 2008, 38). A certain distance from the musical 

means that the opera relies on within its inner drama—they are used as in quotation 

marks and can be interpreted in terms of allegory, as I have done in chapter one—

may in fact make the opera’s address more convincing to contemporary audiences. 

Whether or not an actual spectator-auditor will adopt the position suggested by the 

music and perceive the opera’s inner drama from Esmeralda’s perspective will 
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ultimately depend not only on whether the musical means of focalization match her 

aesthetic expectations but also on whether this position matches “ideas and 

presumptions characteristic of a particular world view” (Bleeker 2008, 10). 

The opera Rosa has been called “thoroughly Brechtian” (Everett 2006, 174), and 

indeed, the direct address to the audience performed by Madame de Vries as well as 

the quotational character of its music may inspire such interpretation. There may 

even be temptation to interpret the effects of hypermedial opera more generally in 

terms of Brechtian distanciation. Thus, before I conclude, I will consider this 

proposition in some depth with respect to the present concern with positioning.  

 

Beyond Brecht 

 

Andriessen’s monographer Yayoi Uno Everett (2006) suggests that the opera’s 

dramaturgical design is Brechtian because of its use of parody, with a formal 

structure relying on montage and tableaux vivants. With respect to music, she points 

out the composer’s recourse to closed forms—as she notes, the twelve scenes of the 

opera are all self-contained musical units. While Everett’s description of what she 

calls the opera’s formal structure presents a rather accurate account of Rosa’s 

dramaturgical strategies, it is questionable whether some of these may be 

understood as the basis of a distinctly Brechtian dramaturgy.26 As the German 

musicologist Carl Dahlhaus recognized, some of the traits considered characteristic 

of the “non-Aristotelian” dramaturgy of Brechtian theatre are part of the 

dramaturgical tradition of opera, including the montage of individual scenes or 

tableaux (Dahlhaus 1989b, 284).27 Everett’s analysis indicates that these strategies help 

produce the effect of alienation characteristic of Brechtian theatre.28 In particular, she 

draws on Arnold Whittall to argue that Andriessen’s use of closed musical forms 

may be understood as a distancing technique that “stops any possible flow of 

psychological development in its tracks” (Whittall 2003, 171, quoted in Everett 2006, 

                                                 
26 Everett also references Vsevolod Meyerhold in relation to the opera’s use of montage and 
tableaux vivants, which, in her understanding, replace the plot in Rosa (2006, 171). 
27 Dahlhaus also notes the separation of artist and role in this connection, which is 
traditionally present in opera due to the gap between the medium of representation and the 
represented speech (Dahlhaus 1989b, 287), an issue that I have addressed with reference to 
Kivy (1994). 
28 I am aware of the terminological debate surrounding the English translation of Brecht’s 
“Verfremdungseffekt” but for the present purposes I use the terms “alienation” and 
“distanciation” interchangeably. Everett (2006) uses the terms “alienation effect” and 
“distancing technique.”  
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177). Yet, the use of closed musical numbers—and especially of the self-contained 

arias—is also part of the operatic tradition (other than the Wagnerian music drama). 

As I have already pointed out, arias are opera’s chief means to articulate drama, as 

well as the privileged sites of opera’s experiential truthfulness; it is here that the 

drama of affects takes place.  

Admittedly, Rosa draws attention to the traditional operatic strategies it relies on, 

and in this sense, it evokes Roland Barthes’ observation that the Brechtian tableau is 

both “moving and conscious of the channels of emotion” (Barthes 1977, 70). This is 

particularly due to the quotational character of the music, which Everett understands 

as parody in the traditional sense, and which I have rather approached through the 

concept of allegory (along with the related montage of fragments that Everett also 

interprets as Brechtian). Such awareness of the means arguably does work to prevent 

identification with the characters, and highlights the fact that “this is theatre.” There 

are two important points to be made here, however: first, as I have already indicated, 

distanciation does not preclude absorption; and second, Brecht’s epic theatre 

presents the world on stage as a totality, which hypermedial opera does not.  

Where Brechtian theatre has generally been understood as disruptive of the 

illusionism of drama, Hans-Thies Lehmann (1999, 2006) has argued that Brecht’s 

theory of epic theatre constitutes a “renewal and completion” of the paradigm of 

dramatic theatre, rather than a radical break from it (2006, 33). As Bleeker helps 

explain in her reading of Lehmann, like drama, epic theatre frames what is presented 

on stage as a symbol of a unitary and complete world; they are both teleological, in 

that they present the world “according to invisible beliefs about world order, history 

and reality” (2008, 41). While the opposition between theatre and reality that 

Brechtian theatre constructs may highlight the distance between the stage and the 

auditorium, it ultimately also serves the purpose of providing the audience with a 

point of view on what is presented on stage while concealing the subjective nature of 

the resulting vision. In other words, the difference lies only in the telos that frames 

the scene and guides interpretation (Bleeker 2008, 43). Roland Barthes, who evokes 

the principle of perspective or framing as the “geometrical” foundation of all 

representation, helps elucidate that in Brechtian theatre, it is the singular tableau 

(rather than the whole) that bears the weight of an “ideal meaning” (1977, 72). 

Barthes’ theorization of Brechtian theatre supports Lehmann’s recognition that 

neither completeness nor continuity is necessary for a totalizing perspective to be 

established, and it also does not require an illusion of realistic representation. 
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In the essay “Diderot, Brecht, Eisenstein,” Barthes (1977) argues that it is not 

imitation but rather the tableau, produced in an act of cutting out (découpage) enacted 

by a subject (a reader, a spectator), that is the basis of Western representation. 

Barthes bases his understanding of the tableau on Diderot, and applies it to Brecht (as 

well as Eisenstein). Following Diderot, a tableau is “a whole contained under a single 

point of view” (quoted in Barthes 1977, 71), and according to Barthes, the epic scene 

in Brecht is such a tableau. As Barthes explains, the tableau is highly intellectual: “it 

has something to say (something moral, social) but it also says that it knows how this 

must be done” (70); it erects meaning while “manifesting the production of that 

meaning” (71). In short, in the Brechtian tableau, the visual découpage coincides with 

the ideal découpage: each scene erects an ideal meaning—“Good, Progress, the Cause, 

the triumph of the just History” (71)—that originates from a particular “point of 

meaning” (76).29 

Diderot works with the notion of a “perfect instant,” which is necessarily total and 

artificial, and in which can be read at one grasp the present, the past and the future, 

“that is, the historical meaning of the represented action” (Barthes 1977, 73). Lessing 

later spoke of a “pregnant moment,” and in Brecht, this idea takes the form of a social 

gest, in which a whole social situation can be read. Craig Owens (1984), on whose 

discussion of allegory I have drawn in chapter one, has evoked the notion of the 

“pregnant moment” (as well as Barthes’ mention of the term) to point out the 

association of allegory with nineteenth-century history painting. And indeed, the 

historical doctrine of the pregnant moment that condenses narrative “into a single, 

emblematic instant” (Owens 1984, 210) bears similarity with the allegorical strategy 

of accumulation that Owens describes in relation to postmodernist art. In both cases, 

horizontal or syntagmatic relationships that constitute narrative are suppressed in 

favor of a vertical or paradigmatic reading of correspondences. As I have 

demonstrated in chapter one with the help of the “I am riding” scene from Rosa, 

however, in hypermedial opera, the composition of the scene does not erect an ideal 

meaning; it rather contradicts such notion. If, as Barthes puts it, the pregnant 

moment is the “presence of all the absences (memories, lessons, promises) to whose 

                                                 
29 In French, Barthes uses the term “lieu d’origine“ (Barthes 2002, 343), or place of origin, for 
the point from which things are perceived—as he insists, “things are always seen from 
somewhere” (Barthes 1977, 76, italics in original). In the English translation, Stephan Heath 
uses the suggestive term “point of meaning” (Barthes 1977, 76). As Barthes reasons, “This 
point of meaning is always the Law: law of society, law of struggle, law of meaning” (77). 
And in the case of Brecht (as well as Eisenstein), it is the “Law of the Party” that cuts out the 
epic scene and the filmic shot; “it is this Law which looks, frames, focuses, enunciates” (77). 
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rhythm History becomes both intelligible and desirable” (1977, 73), in hypermedial 

opera, the scene cannot be more than condensation of a particular story, a history (or 

herstory) without the capital h (such as the inner drama of Rosa) which, moreover, is 

far from intelligible. 

In other words, the fact that the opera’s formal structure consists of a montage of 

self-contained scenes or tableaux rather than a continuous flow of narrative or 

dramatic action may be interpreted in relation to the traditional operatic dramaturgy. 

But unlike the Brechtian tableau, in hypermedial opera, a scene does not constitute a 

totality. The montage of fragments (separated from their original context) that 

hypermedial opera tends towards needs to be distinguished from the “radical 

separation of the elements” that Brecht famously called for in relation to opera (1964, 37, 

italics in original). Such radical separation was meant to prevent the effect of 

intoxication produced by the “fusion” of the arts in the Gesamtkunstwerk, and allow 

the elements to “adopt attitudes” towards what is presented on stage (39). In the epic 

theatre as conceived by Brecht, however, the elements ultimately work towards a 

common goal or telos; they are held together by a single “point of meaning.” This 

also applies to music, which is supposed to be gestic (Brecht 1964, 86-87, 104-106). 

Barthes recognized that, at the level of composition, the tableau is characterized 

by unity—Diderot compared it to the unity of the members of the body. 

Hypermedial opera may rather be understood in terms of “the dispersion of the 

tableau” that Barthes spoke of in relation to post-Brechtian theatre, which entails 

“the holding in check of the metaphysical meaning of the work – but then also of its 

political meaning; or, at least, the carrying over of this meaning towards another 

politics” (1977, 72, italics in original). Bleeker’s discussion helps illuminate that, with 

respect to positioning, this “other politics” of hypermedial opera may be formulated 

in terms of disruption of totality, but it cannot simply be identified with 

multiplication of perspectives and frames, as this may lead to the impression of a 

more direct access to “the things as they are in themselves” (2008, 44). 

Both Barthes and Lehmann indicate that music may be understood as contrary to 

the principles of framing that they describe. Lehmann associates the dismantling of 

the dramatic frame with “musicalization” of theatre (2006, 91-93), and Barthes 

suggests that music escapes the mechanism of representation based on découpage, 

that is, unless it is subservient to drama (1977, 70). These suggestions harbor the 

danger of understanding music in terms of opposition to the representational 

principles of the other arts and media involved in hypermedial opera, an issue that I 



 92 

have already addressed, from a different angle, in chapter one. In this chapter, I have 

emphasized music’s ability to focalize, which presupposes that music is “significant, 

readable, representational,” to use Barthes’ terms (1977, 77). While in hypermedial 

opera, the music arguably does not participate in the construction of a unifying 

perspective (or the “ideal meaning” of the tableau) as in dramatic and epic theatre, it 

may offer a point of experience on what is presented on stage, in spite of the 

apparent multiplicity of viewpoints suggested by visual representations within the 

context of hypermediacy. In doing so, music relates to (and helps foreground) 

particular aspects of the opera’s visuals. 

To conclude, in this chapter, I have been concerned with how positioning takes 

place within a multiplicity of media that suggests a multiplicity of perspectives, 

which seems typical of hypermediacy. Moreover, I have been interested in how a 

point of experience may become obscured within the context of intermedial 

performance that not only draws attention to the media involved, and to the overall 

theatrical nature of the situation, but that also appears to expose the “reality of 

illusion” in the incorporated media as well as traditional theatre forms. In my 

analysis, I have concentrated, in particular, on how the effect of absorption, 

understood as a specific effect of immediacy based on obscuring the point of 

experience that the audio-visual event offers its spectator-auditors, is brought about 

by way of music within this context.  

In the stage production of Rosa, my case study for this chapter, the apparent 

exposure of representational principles involves not only the demonstration of the 

workings of perspective with which I have introduced my discussion of the opera in 

this chapter, but also the rules and conventions of narrative cinema and the Italienate 

operatic tradition. As I have suggested at the beginning of this chapter, Rosa puts the 

possibility of such exposure, which would help perceive things “as they are,” in 

doubt. The opera exemplifies how, in contemporary works that seem to defy or 

deconstruct opera as drama, aspects of traditional operatic dramaturgy and the 

pertaining musical idiom may be used, at least temporarily, as means of focalization 

and ultimately engender the effect of absorption, even if used in a fragmentary 

fashion. 

With respect to music, I have emphasized the connection between the effect of 

absorption and the effect of suspension of temporality. Rosa’s quotational use of a 

musical idiom that may be understood, in historical terms, with recourse to the 

concepts of “lyrical” time or “genre” (Monelle 2000), is in line with the opera’s 
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overall allegorical structure, and may not be uncommon to contemporary 

hypermedial opera more generally. But it is not the only way suspension of time may 

be articulated musically. In my understanding, the recognition of an interrelation 

between absorption and the musical suspension of temporality has a more general 

bearing, and it is a matter of finding musical means that are persuasive in this sense 

at a given time and within a specific context. 

I have suggested that the use of music within the “inner drama” of Rosa, and in 

particular in Esmeralda’s arias, may correspond with the expectations and 

presuppositions of some of its audiences and thus obscure the point of experience 

that the music offers. This effect of absorption involves not only the listener’s 

complicity in and tacit acceptance of particular musical conventions, as Monelle 

(2000) suggests in his discussion of “genre,” but also his or her acceptance of or 

identification with a particular worldview, as Bleeker (2008) indicates. And, as I may 

venture here, it may also involve the spectator-auditor’s expectations and 

presuppositions concerning the role and capacity of music, which may make it 

appear more “truthful” than the plethora of contradictory visual representations that 

are typically offered by hypermedial opera. 

 Other spectator-auditors, however, may experience the “uncanny sense” that 

Freedman has associated with theatricality, namely of being both positioned and 

displaced (Freedman 1991, 1, quoted in Bleeker 2008, 9). In such a case, the point of 

experience that the music offers is exposed and denaturalized, an act that Bleeker 

understands as political within the context of postdramatic theatre (2008, 48). As I 

have emphasized, such denaturalization cannot be equated with Brechtian 

estrangement, which accentuates the distance between the stage and the auditorium, 

not least because such distance does not prevent particular points of experience from 

becoming obscured. In chapter four, I will propose that the “other politics” that 

Barthes associated with the dispersion of the tableau may rather be formulated in 

terms of closeness between the perceiver and the perceived. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Liveness and Mediatization: (De)constructing Dichotomies  

 

By virtue of its exclusive existence in the here and now, live performance has been 

perceived by some theorists as a privileged site of resistance to the cultural economy 

dominated by mass media and information technologies. In a statement that has 

come to represent this position, Peggy Phelan asserts that   

 

Performance’s only life is in the present. Performance cannot be saved, recorded, 

documented, or otherwise participate in the circulation of representations of 

representations: once it does so, it becomes something other than performance. To the 

degree that performance attempts to enter the economy of reproduction it betrays and 

lessens the promise of its own ontology. Performance’s being . . . becomes itself 

through disappearance. (Phelan 1993, 146)  

 

According to this view, live performance is ontologically different from the media—

the representational logic of which is grounded in reproduction, and it is chiefly 

characterized by its ephemeral nature, which makes it essentially unrepeatable and 

“traceless.”1  

In one of the most vocal critiques of this position, a book-length study entitled 

Liveness, Philip Auslander (1999) has attempted to dismantle the binary opposition 

between the live and the mediatized. As he demonstrates, the two categories are 

historically and discursively dependent on each other, since it was only with the 

advent of the technology of reproduction that existing cultural productions could be 

recognized as live. The history of the live performance is thus inextricably bound up 

with the history of recording media, and the live may be understood as the result of 

mediatization rather than its precursor. Moreover, Auslander recognizes that the 

category of liveness only makes sense in relation to an opposing possibility. 

Paraphrasing Baudrillard’s well-known dictum that “the very definition of the real is 

that of which it is possible to give an equivalent reproduction” (Baudrillard 1983, 146, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 As Phelan puts it, “Performance honors the idea that a limited number of people in a 
specific time/space frame can have an experience of value which leaves no visible trace 
afterward.” (Phelan 1993, 149) 
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quoted in Auslander 1999, 51) he defines the live as “that which can be recorded” 

(Auslander 1999, 51, italics in original). Thus, as he sums it up,     

 

Far from being encroached upon, contaminated, or threatened by mediation, live 

performance is always already inscribed with traces of the possibility of technical 

mediation (i.e., mediatization) that defines it as live. (Auslander 1999, 53) 

 

In other words, live performance cannot betray “the promise of its own ontology” by 

entering the economy of reproduction, because it is always already a part of it.  

Where some theorists of intermediality in theatre and performance underline the 

critical potential of the use of media in the theatrical setting, Auslander (1999) rather 

demonstrates the dependence of live performance on mediatized forms. He argues 

that, as mediatization becomes the vehicle of the “general code” (5), the difference 

between the live and the mediatized implodes. Under the ubiquitous pressure of the 

economically superior mediatized forms, with which it competes for audiences, live 

performance strives to become “as much like them as possible” (7). Evoking Bolter 

and Grusin’s (1996) concept of remediation, Auslander traces the development of 

this unequal relationship from film’s and television’s attempts to emulate theatre to 

contemporary live events that integrate the media of reproduction to the point of 

becoming completely indistinguishable from them.  

Auslander is mainly intent on refuting the claim that live performances are 

ontologically different from the mediatized ones, and thus emphasizes the 

similarities between the two. Our cultural economy, however, remains invested in 

the perceived difference between the live and the mediatized. And even if liveness 

cannot be valorized as a privileged site of resistance to the economy of reproduction, 

it maintains a high degree of cultural prestige within—and as an integral part of—

this economy, where it functions as a powerful strategy of immediacy. As the live 

and the mediatized are at times technically indistinguishable, determining which 

visual and acoustic means are in actual fact mediatized (in the sense of being 

generated, reproduced or assisted by media technology) and which are truly live (or 

completely devoid of media technology) becomes of secondary importance. It 

becomes more pertinent to ask how the difference between the live and the 

mediatized is constructed in particular contexts, and to what ends.2  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 Auslander recognizes that it is possible to make “phenomenological distinctions between 
respective experiences of live and mediatized representations” and insists that “any 
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Steve Wurtzler’s (1992) formulation of the difference between the live and the 

mediatized in terms of the spatial and temporal relationship between an event and 

its spectator-auditors is a good starting point for such consideration. According to 

Wurtzler’s pragmatic definition, “The live is characterized by the spatial co-presence 

and temporal simultaneity of audience and posited event. The recorded is 

characterized by the event’s spatial absence and temporal anteriority.” (89) Liveness, 

in other words, rests on the experience of the proverbial “here and now” rather than 

the absence of media technology. What is more, Wurtzler’s definition helps to 

account for the effect of liveness produced by the media of reproduction. For as 

Wurtzler recognizes, the media are able to posit events that “present themselves or 

are experienced in ways similar to, the fully present live” (91) by way of creating a 

sense of temporal and spatial contiguity between the spectator-auditor and the 

posited event.3 

In this chapter, Louis Andriessen’s and Peter Greenaway’s opera Writing to 

Vermeer (1999) will serve as a case study of how liveness is constructed as an effect of 

immediacy within the context of hypermedial opera. Overall, Writing to Vermeer 

employs a vast array of media technology. As I will demonstrate, however, its 

multiple visual and acoustic means are employed so as to foreground liveness on the 

one hand and mediatization on the other, and the perceived difference between the 

two is a crucial aspect of the opera’s overall scheme. Auslander’s general insight that 

it is only in relation to the mediatized that the live can be recognized as such will 

prove highly productive when brought to bear on this particular case.  

The opera’s libretto consists of eighteen fictive letters that three women from 

Vermeer’s life, his mother-in-law Maria, wife Catharina and model Saskia write to 

the painter—the absent title-figure of the opera—during one of his rare stays away 

from home. The letters mainly revolve around the children and the household, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
distinctions need to derive from careful consideration of how the relationship between the 
live and the mediatized is articulated in particular cases” (Auslander 1999, 54). 
3 Wurtzler makes this point in relation to television, and ascribes this effect to the medium’s 
high degree of discursivity. A sense of temporal and spatial contiguity is created, for 
example, in television broadcasts of sports events, where the announcers are visually fixed as 
occupying the same space as the visual event: 

Thus, a sound representation . . . is firstly anchored to a body, a visual representation 
of its source (the voice is provided with a point of origin), and secondly this audio 
source/origin is presented as spatially contiguous with the event/origin posited by the 
images of the game. The highly discursive, direct address of the “descriptions and 
accounts” that follow position the spectator-auditor in a relationship of temporal 
simultaneity and spatial contiguity (through the discursive act) with the 
representationally posited event. (Wurtzler 1992, 91) 
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recount small domestic incidents, and express the women’s longing for the painter’s 

return. The scenes from the serene domestic life of the Vermeer household are 

interspersed with the turbulent events of the year 1672, the Dutch “year of 

disasters”—the crash of the tulip market, the explosion of an ammunition magazine, 

clashes between Catholics and Protestants, the assassination of the de Witt brothers, 

the French invasion, and finally, the opening of the dykes. These scenes create 

interruptions or “windows” in the course of the opera both sonically and visually. 

The Vermeer household is characterized by live music and singing based on Louis 

Andriessen’s score, and it is carried exclusively by women’s and children’s voices 

(three lead singers, a small female choir and a group of children). The inserts open 

the Vermeer household onto the outside world of the historical events by means of 

electronically manipulated and generated sounds created by the Dutch composer 

Michel van der Aa. And while the scenes from the Vermeer household foreground 

live theatrical action, the inserts are dominated by the moving image. In short, it is by 

means of two distinct constellations of sound, image and text that the difference 

between the live and the mediatized is articulated in Writing to Vermeer. It is skillfully 

constructed with the help of highly sophisticated media technology, and it is only 

thanks to repeatedly setting the one against the other—alternating scenes from the 

Vermeer household with depictions of the turbulent historical events—that the 

distinction may be recognized and fully appreciated.  

In the theories of intermediality in theatre and performance, the critical potential 

of theatre has been located in its ability to expose the workings of the media of 

reproduction that it incorporates—or “stages.” I propose to reverse this argument 

here and suggest that what is exposed in Writing to Vermeer are rather the workings 

of liveness within the context of intermedial theatre. Following Connor’s observation 

that “the proliferation of reproductions actually intensifies the desire for origin” 

(Connor 1989, 151, quoted in Auslander 1999, 55), Auslander suggests that, “like 

liveness itself, the desire for live experience is a product of medatization” (1999, 55). 

(These formulations are also reminiscent of Bolter and Grusin’s recognition that 

hypermediacy reminds us of our desire for immediacy [1999, 34].) Writing to Vermeer 

testifies to the desire for liveness, and offers an insight into the values and 

expectations behind the strategies that may be used to cater to this desire in 

hypermedial opera. 

 



! 99!

In the first part of this chapter, I will draw on some classic writing on film sound 

to demonstrate how the opposition between original sound and its reproduction or 

representation, which has been dismantled in theory (Lastra 1992), may be mobilized 

to help articulate the difference between the live and the mediatized. I will also 

discuss how sound amplification may be used to preserve what has been perceived 

as the essence of live theatrical experience (Burston 1998). This will help me identify 

aspects of the effect of liveness, and of mediatization, which go beyond the definition 

proposed by Wurtzler (1992) that I quoted above. Film sound theory also proves 

productive in approaching the dichotomy between liveness and mediatization 

through a specific aspect of audio-vision, namely the relationship between sound 

and its source, voice and body (Doane 1980, 1985). I will analyze Writing to Vermeer 

in quite some detail, including the visual treatment of text, to demonstrate how the 

effect of liveness is produced as the result of a particular configuration of 

dichotomies, in a situation characterized by ubiquitousness of the media of 

reproduction. 

In the second part of the chapter, I will address the opera’s alignment of liveness 

with women and domesticity. I will point out, in particular, the discrepancy that 

results from approaching the opera’s construction of femininity in terms of the body 

and vision on the one hand, and with respect to the voice and audio-vision on the 

other. In chapter one, I indicated how the possibility of a unity between sign and 

referent is contested by way of allegory. In this chapter, I will pay attention to how 

the unity is disrupted with respect to the visual representation of women, in the 

encounter between performing bodies and media images. Like Rosa, Writing to 

Vermeer is characterized by an extensive use of appropriation, which concerns not 

only the image (via Vermeer’s paintings), but also the music.4 In chapter two, I have 

argued that quotationality does not prevent the effect of absorption. Here, I will 

suggest that, where construction of femininity is concerned, the effect of liveness 

works against the disruption that is thus achieved.  

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 It is, above all, folk tunes that were used by Jan Pieterszoon Sweelinck as themes for his 
keyboard variations (Ick Voer al over Rhijn, Est-ce Mars, Mein junges Leben hat ein End and Malle 
Symen), and the Turkish March from Jean-Baptiste Lully’s Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme (1670) 
that are featured prominently in the opera. For more information on the use of musical 
quotation in Writing to Vermeer see Everett (2006).  
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Sound, Space, and the “Originality Effect”  

 

With regard to sound, the argument presented by Auslander, namely that the live is 

“always already inscribed with traces of the possibility of technical mediation . . . 

that defines it as live” (1999, 53) has been formulated in Derridean terms as an issue 

of the relationship between an original sound and its repetition, reproduction or 

representation. As the film theorist James Lastra (1992) argues, the theories that posit 

a fundamental difference between live and recorded sound—or, more precisely, 

between the “original” sound event and its representation in sound recording—are 

based on the assumption that “there exists a sound which is pure and present, which 

exists unviolated or wholly prior to the ‘transformations’ [of sound recording], a firm 

ground which is more real than its recording” (67). Compared to thus posited 

“original” event, sound recording appears as “partial, transformed, or to some 

degree absent” (69, italics in original). To this view, which approaches sound as an 

essentially unrepeatable event, inseparable from the time and space of its 

production, Lastra opposes an understanding of sound as a repeatable and 

intelligible structure. Contesting the possibility of non-constructed experience or 

pure perception, Lastra suggests that all practices of audition are equally constructed 

or staged, and all sounds are equally inscribed, no matter if recorded or live. 

Moreover, as every sound event is multiple and differentiated and every auditor 

hears it somewhat differently, it may be argued that every hearing is in some way 

partial, or absent.  

Yet, as Lastra recognizes, in reliance on Derrida (“Signature Event Context,” 

1982), it is exactly this absence (brought to the fore by recording) that creates the 

possibility of an original, or produces the “originality effect”:  

 

The recorded sound may be fully recognizable and possess a remarkable degree of 

fidelity, but it is always a repetition. It is as if, happening later than the original, the 

repetition has worn away some, weathered a little. Yet is it not through this “wearing 

away,” this non-originality, that we are able to imagine an original? . . . In fact, even if a 

sound is never repeated, appears unique, is it not always through the inevitable 

reference to the horizon of its recognizability as unique, marked by the possibility of 

repetition, by iterability, by a certain form of absence? (Lastra 1992, 83) 
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In other words, as Lastra concludes, “the primary ideological effect of sound 

recording might be creation of the effect that there is an ‘original’ independent of its 

representation” (70, italics in original).5  

In Writing to Vermeer, all sounds are mediated by technology, as the operatic 

music and singing are enhanced by amplification. While the sounds of the inserts 

draw attention to their mediatized nature, however, the operatic music and singing 

work to obscure the traces of technological mediation. It is in contrast to the 

manifestly mediatized sounds of the inserts that they stand out as live. To put it with 

Lastra, what matters here is the perceived distinction between sound as a unique 

event, originating within the time and space of the performance, and sound as it is 

reproduced—or rather represented—in sound recording. Within the Vermeer 

household, the sounds are produced as we listen and watch, and they emanate from 

the instruments and bodies of the performers on stage and in the orchestra pit with 

whom we share the theatrical space. Although amplified, the sounds bear spatial 

characteristics of the space in which they are produced, of the very same space that 

the audience also inhabits. By contrast, the electronic music of the inserts opens the 

theatrical space to sounds that come from “somewhere else,” and moreover, it is the 

sounds’ constructedness, intelligibility and repeatability that are emphasized. 

By seeking to preserve the sounds’ spatial characteristics, the use of amplification 

within the Vermeer household follows what Jonathan Burston terms a “quasi-live 

aesthetic” of theatrical sound design (1998, 208). According to Burston, this approach 

rests on a functional relationship between the performance’s acoustic design and the 

architecture of a given theatrical space. It may be considered typical not only of the 

earlier stage musical, on which Burston bases his characterization, but also of opera, 

in those venues where amplification is deemed necessary. Burston contrasts the 

“quasi-live aesthetic” with the “FM sonic aesthetic” (209) that is becoming prevalent 

in the megamusical. The latter is characterized not only by the general increase in 

sound levels—what Burston calls “cinema-sizing” of volume (207)—but also by 

evacuation of all sounds of the performing body. This new aural aesthetic thus both 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 This insight is in agreement with Connor’s observation that “the proliferation of 
reproductions actually intensifies the desire for origin” (Connor 1989, 151, quoted in 
Auslander 1999, 55) that I quoted above. As Connor put it elsewhere (in relation to rock 
music),  

The live is always “produced” as an artificial category of immediacy, and is always 
therefore a quotation of itself; never the live, always the “live.” Paradoxically, this 
desire for the original and the authentic exists alongside the recognition that there 
never can be such a thing . . .  (Connor 1987, 134, quoted in Wurtzler 1992, 89) 
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“eschews any acoustic sense of site-specificity” (209) and effects an “audio-visual 

split” that separates the sound of music from the body performing it (210, after 

Corbett 1990). As a result, “the local, material theatre space is replaced instead by a 

globalised virtual place” (209), and the individual performing body is also dislocated 

and virtualized, as it loses its unique particularity. 

For Burston, the “FM sound” (208) is the sonic manifestation of the processes of 

homogenization, standardization and rationalization required by the global-

industrial mode of mass production that the megamusical implements to a degree 

unprecedented in the field of live theatre. This is in line with Auslander (1999), who 

understands standardization of production processes in the theatre as a sign of 

mediatization, even where media technology is not involved.6 Auslander argues that 

in such cases, “live performance takes on the defining characteristics of a mass 

medium” (47). By being mass-produced, a production can be repeated innumerably 

without noticeable variation, and nearly identical versions of the same production 

can be presented simultaneously to a large number of audiences located in different 

theatre venues across the globe. Burston notes that for many music theatre 

practitioners, the virtualization of the theatrical space and the audio-visual split—

perceived as a process of disembodiment of the performer7—go against the essence 

of theatrical experience, based on a “unique, minimally mediated, live or quasi-live 

quality” of the communication between performers and auditors (1998, 215). The 

acoustic design of the Vermeer household works to preserve this essence, as it 

anchors the sounds firmly to the bodies of the performers and emphasizes the shared 

materiality of the theatrical space. To put it differently, the amplified operatic music 

and singing in Writing to Vermeer steers clear of any signs of standardization and 

repeatability that could signal its participation in the processes of mediatization.  

Burston’s discussion refines somewhat Wurtzler’s (1992) understanding of what 

constitutes live experience that I quoted above. For in Writing to Vermeer more is at 

stake in the construction of liveness than the spatial co-presence and temporal 

simultaneity between the audience and the operatic music and singing. Following 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 In Auslander’s words, such instances “suggest how live performance may participate in the 
economy of repetition, not just by being recorded and replicated, but through the mass 
production of the live event itself” (1999, 50). 
7 Burston quotes theatre critic Vincent Canby to this effect. As Canby put it in a 1995 opinion 
piece in the New York Times,  

In theatre, as in life, it used to be that what you heard was what you saw. Sound was 
the shadow of the person or object from which it came. No more. The shadow has been 
amputated. Sound has a life of its own now. (Quoted in Burston 1998, 213)  
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Wurtzler’s definition, both the “quasi-live aesthetic” and the “FM sonic aesthetic” of 

theatrical sound design (Burston 1998, 208 and 209) yield sounds that can be 

categorized as live, as long as they are produced as we listen and watch. In the latter 

case, however, theatre opens itself to the principles of mediatization not in the sense 

of spatial absence and temporal anteriority of posited events but by way of 

standardization that makes it enter the “economy of repetition” (Auslander 1999, 50). 

In Writing to Vermeer, the amplified operatic music and singing not only fosters the 

awareness of spatial co-presence by preserving the sounds’ spatial characteristics, 

but it also studiously avoids the audio-visual split that would compromise the 

sounds’ perceived uniqueness and unrepeatability. In other words, liveness in the 

opera is identified with the specifically theatrical experience that, as Burston 

recognizes, is characterized by both the sense of a shared acoustic space and, even 

more importantly, the perceived unity of the singing voice and the performing body. 

As I have already noted, the “acoustic sense of site-specificity” (Burston 1998, 209) 

fostered by the operatic music and singing within the Vermeer household is 

contrasted with what may be termed “an acoustic sense of somewhere else” brought 

about by the recorded sounds of the inserts. The contrast may well be illustrated 

with reference to one of the few inserts in Writing to Vermeer where the recorded 

sound is not coupled with filmic representation of a historical event. The insert 

follows the song Mein junges Leben hat ein End sung by the model Saskia, the only 

diegetic number in the opera, and arguably also the most intimate.8 The number is 

evocative of domestic music making, due to the simple vocal line accompanied by 

harpsichord. During the ensuing insert, we hear what the score describes as the 

“Sounds of a quiet spring-evening in Delft in 1672”: light sounds of water, indistinct 

voices, sounds of nature (birds or frogs), distant church bells. As if someone had 

literally opened a window. At that moment, the shared acoustic space of the theatre 

recedes in favor of a different, virtual space articulated by means of the recorded 

sounds. At the same time, however, we are continuously acoustically reminded of 

the shared theatrical space by Saskia’s a cappella lines that punctuate the insert. 

Like sound amplification, sound recording may or may not retain the acoustic 

properties of the space where the sounds were originally produced. As Lastra points 

out, sound recording may be conceived of as sound representation rather than sound 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 I use the term “diegetic” to identify music that originates within the world of the opera’s 
diegesis. Put simply in relation to this case, it is singing that represents singing rather than 
speech. Abbate (1991) uses the term “phenomenal” music (as opposed to “noumenal” music) 
in this connection. 
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reproduction, and “absolute fidelity to the ‘original’ sound is only one obvious, 

possible goal for representing sound” (1992, 72). The so-called “spatial signature” of 

sound—the markers of a sound’s uniqueness that draw attention to the spatio-

temporal specificity of the sound’s production—is crucial for the “fidelity” model of 

sound representation in recording (76 and 82). In contrast to the “quasi-live 

aesthetic” (Burston 1998, 208) that informs the use of amplification within the 

Vermeer household, the recorded sounds of the inserts are the furthest possible 

removed from the fidelity model. They are clearly the result of complex electronic 

manipulations rather than a simple process of recording and reproduction; they are 

produced by sound technology rather than captured by it. 

When formulating the difference between the live and the recorded, Wurtzler 

notes that while the live posits a single, fully present event, the recorded typically 

tends to posit such a unified and single event prior to representation (1992, 90). 

Wurtzler works with the assumption that all representations posit an absent original 

event, yet they differ in how they structure the relationship between the act of 

representing, the posited original event, and the consumers’ encounter with both. He 

suggests that most representational practices tend to undergo a shift from 

representation conceived in terms of a documentary recording of a preexisting 

event—coinciding with Lastra’s fidelity model—to representation as a construction 

of that event, while they actually often involve the coexistence of both. Wurtzler 

recognizes, however, that there is yet a third possibility, of representation conceived 

of as “the complete dismantling of the notion of an original event” (88). The recorded 

sounds of the inserts are of this third kind. Although often concrete or mimetic in 

nature, drawing on or imitating sounds of the “real” world, they are stylized and 

openly constructed or composed. In other words, the inserts foreground the sounds’ 

status as representation—what is crucial here is their recognizability or 

“readability”—without positing any original sound events.  

According to Wurtzler, when representation becomes independent of the notion 

of an original event, (or, when copies are produced for which no originals exist), the 

binary opposition of the live and the recorded takes on a new importance. In such 

cases, “the live comes to stand for a category of authenticity completely outside 

representation” (88). Above, I have quoted Lastra’s contention that sound recording 

produces the ideological effect that there is an “original” independent of its 

representation (1992, 70). What Wurtzler’s discussion suggests, and the treatment of 

sound in Writing to Vermeer confirms in practice, is that this effect is particularly 
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powerful where the recorded is identified with representations without originals. 

Rather than contrasting present and absent sound events, the opera creates an 

opposition between “original,” spatio-temporally unique sounds, and acoustic 

representation of overtly constructed, virtual soundscapes.    

 

Where Do the Sounds Come From? Theatrical and Cinematic Audio-Vision 

 

The contrast between the Vermeer household and the inserts extends from the 

treatment of sound to the relationship between sound and image. During most of the 

inserts, the stage action freezes, and a transparent screen is drawn over the whole 

front of the stage. On this screen, as well as on a large screen covering the whole back 

of the stage (and occasionally also on smaller screens hanging in between), filmic 

representations of the events of the Dutch “year of disasters” are projected. The 

acoustic content of the inserts is closely coordinated with the moving image that 

dominates the inserts’ visuals. From a film-sound perspective, the sounds of the 

inserts could be described, in broad terms, as sound effects. There is no speaking or 

singing, and with one notable exception there is also no music. Stylized and openly 

constructed, the sounds of the inserts do not conform to the film standards of 

verisimilitude, yet their character corresponds with the events represented on screen 

and it is thus in relation to the moving image that they are heard or “read.” 

Thus, for example, in the scene depicting the clashes between Catholics and 

Protestants, we see people in period costumes running and fighting, and we hear 

screams, running feet, and shots. Although the sounds are coordinated with the 

image rather than rigorously synchronized, they may be heard as diegetic, to use film 

terminology, as originating in the scene that we are watching. Lastra describes this 

effect as follows: 

 

In the sound film, of course, origin is largely guaranteed by synchronization. . . . 

fidelity to source is not a property of film sound, but an effect of synchronization. A gun 

firing on the screen accompanied by any brief, sudden, explosive sound produces the 

effect of source, it doesn’t require it as a precondition. (Lastra 1992, 81, italics in 

original)9 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 See also Chion (1994) on the effect of “synchresis.” 
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In short, within the inserts, Writing to Vermeer summons what may be understood as 

a specifically cinematic relationship between what is seen and what is heard. In 

general terms, then, the opposition between the live and the mediatized in the opera 

rests on the contrast between two different modes of audio-vision, characterized by a 

different relationship between sound and its source. On the one hand, there is the 

specifically theatrical mode of audio-vision where sounds are presented as they 

originate in the shared theatrical space and voices indubitably emanate from the 

performing bodies. On the other hand, there is the cinematic mode of audio-vision 

where the sounds appear as originating within the diegetic world on screen. 

However, just as the sound of the inserts does not comply with the film standards 

of verisimilitude, neither does the image. Like the sound, it is stylized and openly 

constructed, and as it is projected on a transparent screen, its visibility is severely 

limited. Thus, even though the sounds are heard or “read” in relation to the image, 

the audio-visual result challenges the relationship between the act of representing 

and the posited event typical of narrative cinema, where the act of representing is 

elided so as to foreground the posited event.10 In terms of audio-vision, the elision of 

the act of representing is dependent on the perceived unity of sound and image or, as 

Mary Ann Doane puts it, on the “repression of the material heterogeneity of the 

sound film” (1985, 57). Within this regime, sound works as a “silent” support of the 

image, and the practices of sound editing and mixing must remain invisible (54). 

Doane points out that the most historically and institutionally privileged form of 

sound in cinema is the use of the voice (1980, 33). This is why, in the construction of 

the soundtrack, dialogue is placed at the top of the hierarchy of sounds standardized 

by the mixing apparatus (1985, 58). And it is also why, as Doane further notes, 

consideration of sound in cinema revolves around the body (1980, 33). Unlike the 

silent film, which separates the actor’s speech from the image of his or her body by 

means of intertitles, the sound film re-presents an “organically unified” body (34). 

Doane stresses that “the body reconstituted by the technology and practices of the 

cinema is a fantasmatic body” (33-34, italics in original). Characterized by its 

presence-to-itself and emphasizing coherence of the senses, this fantasmatic body 

offers a point of identification for the subject addressed by the film and sustains only 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 Wurtzler describes this relationship, productive of what may generally be understood as an 
effect of “transparent immediacy” (Bolter and Grusin 1996) as follows:  

In narrative cinema, the consumer’s encounter with a film is such that dominant 
aesthetic practices and conventions of film reception . . . strive to elide the act of 
representing (including the theatrical space) so as to foreground the event posited by 
the representation (diegesis). (Wurtzler 1992, 88)  
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a limited number of relationships between voice and image (34). Doane suggests that 

the demand for the unity of sound and image may be understood as an extension (or 

“displacement”) of this principle, whereby “the body in the film becomes the body of 

the film” (35, italics in original).  

The demand for unity is what the standard audio-visual practices of theatre and 

film have in common. In both, the unity works as a guarantee of the truthfulness, 

authenticity and immediacy of the representation. In this sense, cinema may be 

understood as striving to reconstitute the unity that appears as naturally given in the 

theatre. In Writing to Vermeer, the unity between the filmic image and the reproduced 

sound is not established. The spectator-auditors are made aware of the principle of 

synchronization, and the limited visibility of the image draws even more attention to 

the construction of the soundtrack, which is very far from being “silent” or 

“invisible” in the opera. What I have argued above in relation to the sound of the 

inserts may thus be extended to the relationship of sound and image. It is the act of 

representing rather than the posited event that is here brought to the fore, to the 

point where the notion of an original event is dismantled, or at least put in doubt. 

Moreover, the inserts are essentially voiceless and, as in the scene of the clashes 

between Catholics and Protestants, they mainly depict crowds rather than 

individuals. This choice of means further augments the contrast between filmic 

representation and the “original” unity of the voices and bodies of individual 

performers on stage within the Vermeer household. 

Generally speaking, the inserts come closer to the practice of silent cinema than 

that of the sound film, by virtue of the separation between the speechless—albeit 

audio-visual—image and written speech. The respective treatment of text within the 

inserts and the Vermeer household supports the audio-visual distinction between the 

two realms. While each insert is followed by a projection of a formal account of the 

historical event in question, within the Vermeer household, it is the text of the letters 

that the women sing that is projected on screen and on the stage floor. The 

impassive, sober tone of the historical accounts sharply contrasts with the highly 

personal style of the letters; and whereas the accounts take on the form of a standard 

book print (or true type style), the letters are hand-written. Moreover, we seem to 

witness the act of handwriting as it happens, as we watch the tip of the pen sliding 

over the paper—or screen. 

Text, or writing, has been understood as a technology of reproduction par 

excellence, often in opposition to the unique act of speech (an opposition which, 
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again, has famously been dismantled by Derrida). In this case, however, a sense of 

uniqueness is created with respect to the act of handwriting, by means of a 

sophisticated technological conceit that draws attention both to its being a singular 

physical action originating in a specific body, and to the spatio-temporal specificity 

of its performance. Moreover, the handwritten text of the letters is at the same time 

presented as (heightened) speech—in song. In this way, an “originality” effect is 

produced with regard to script, as it is contrasted with the print used in the inserts. 

The treatment of text within the Vermeer household also illustrates Wurtzler’s point 

that it is by way of creating a sense of “here and now” that the media of reproduction 

can emulate the live. 

Overall, the opera is characterized by the ubiquitous co-presence of performers 

and media images. Apart from the script, there are also still and moving images 

projected on multiple screens within the Vermeer household. And although mostly 

dominated by the moving image, the inserts are also not devoid of stage action. It is 

thus primarily the relationship between sound and image—or what I have proposed 

to understand, within the context of the present analysis, as the difference between 

theatrical and cinematic audio-vision—that determines which elements will come to 

the fore. During the inserts, the stage is usually populated by a number of extras. 

However, they mostly move behind a transparent screen and more importantly, they 

are completely voiceless. They are thus not only literally overshadowed by the 

larger-than-life, dynamic and at times naturalistically graphic filmic sequences but 

also acoustically marginalized.  

Within the Vermeer household, the performers, clad in costumes that replicate the 

attires of the women from Vermeer’s paintings, are confronted with large-scale 

projections and filmic reenactments of the paintings [Figures 7 and 8]. The three lead 

female singers, representing Vermeer’s wife Catharina, mother-in-law Maria and 

model Saskia, are tripled with dancers and other female dance roles are similarly 

multiplied, which increases the number of performers on stage and thus highlights 

the act of performance. But it is crucially the singing voice (and the operatic music) 

that foregrounds the performing bodies. As long as the performers sing and dance, 

they elicit a theatrical mode of audio-vision. The women on stage appear as 

incarnations of the women from the paintings; they give them both bodies and 

voices. 
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Figure 7: The co-presence of performers and media images in the depiction of the Vermeer 
household. The performers’ costumes replicate the attires of the women from Vermeer’s 
paintings. From Writing to Vermeer (1999). Photo Hans van den Bogaard. 
 

 
Figure 8: Reenactment of Vermeer’s Woman with a Pearl Necklace, in a filmic close-up and by 
the tripled character of Saskia. From Writing to Vermeer (1999). Photo Hans van den Bogaard. 
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Figure 9: Saskia and her two duplicates playing dress-up and imitating poses from Vermeer’s 
paintings. From Writing to Vermeer (1999). Photo Hans van den Bogaard. 
 
 

 
Figure 10: In the last scene, the female protagonists are “entrapped” in cage-like dresses, 
which they only step out of at the very end, as the stage is flooded with water and their 
voices are drowned out by electronic sounds. From Writing to Vermeer (1999). Photo Hans van 
den Bogaard. 
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The transition from the theatrical to the cinematic mode of audio-vision (and 

back) may happen very fast. This is the case, for example, in a visually striking scene 

that draws on Vermeer’s painting Woman with a Pearl Necklace. In this scene, the 

women of the cast including the singers representing Catharina and Maria sit in a 

row in front of the stage, each with a glass in her hand. The singer representing 

Saskia and her two “doubles” clad in yellow ermine-trimmed outfits stand on a table 

behind the row. A projection of a girl in the same yellow ermine-trimmed coat 

holding a string of pearls covers the whole back of the stage, reenacting Vermeer’s 

Woman with a Pearl Necklace [Figure 8]. As long as the women on stage sing and 

move, the projection appears as a mere—if impressive—backdrop, an illustration of 

the sung text that speaks of a “string of pearls.” However, after the last line by Maria 

(“I am glad you no more paint women drinking and I hope it’s still true because I’d 

box your ears if it was not”) sung solo and without accompaniment, the women 

throw the liquid from their glasses into the water of the canal and start laughing. At 

the same moment, the heretofore still image starts to move—the girl in the projection 

tears up her string of pearls—and an electronic insert sets in, suggesting the sound of 

pearls dropping to the floor. In spite of the acoustic overlap between the concrete 

sounds made by the performers (the splash of liquid, the laughing) and the sound of 

the insert, the theatrical mode of audio-vision is here briefly replaced by the 

cinematic. The situation is reversed when the orchestral music restarts. 

There is only one notable instance within the Vermeer household where the 

singing voice is temporarily separated from the performing body. Brought about by 

the employment of a visual medium rather than mediatization of sound, the audio-

visual result may be understood, with reference to Wurtzler (1992), as another case of 

creating the sense of liveness by the media of reproduction. The strategy is used here 

in service of the opera’s diegesis. Unlike Vermeer’s wife Catharina and his mother-

in-law Maria who stay in the Vermeer home in Delft, the model Saskia travels to her 

father’s house in Dordrecht. When we first encounter the singer representing Saskia, 

we hear her sing but we only see her face via live video feed. This strategy has a 

twofold effect. It signifies Saskia’s absence from the Vermeer household—she is not 

there (on the stage), her picture is transmitted from “somewhere else.” At the same 

time, however, her singing voice situates her within the same space as the other 

women of the Vermeer household, a space that is acoustically shared by the 

audience. Moreover, the video image posits temporal simultaneity, as we see Saskia 

sing in real time. And although it is used to signify spatial absence, in conjunction 
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with the sound of Saskia’s voice, the video image works to create a sense of spatial 

contiguity. In this case, it is not possible to speak of theatrical audio-vision, since the 

scene is based on an audio-visual split. Yet it is again the singing voice that anchors 

the image in the “here and now.” Although Saskia’s voice is temporarily separated 

from her body, its uniqueness is preserved. 

 

The Body, Femininity, and the Masquerade 

 

Analogically to the notion of original sound that is “pure and present” and exists 

prior to its representation in sound recording (Lastra 1992), the assumption has been 

made that there exists “original corporeality (natural human flesh)” that is prior to 

(and independent of) representation of the body (Wagner 2006, 127, italics in 

original). It is often with reference to the material presence of the performing body 

that live performance has been opposed to, and understood as a shield against, the 

media of reproduction. In Writing to Vermeer, the three-dimensional corporeality of 

the singers and dancers, as well as their physical co-presence with the spectator-

auditors, is contrasted with the two-dimensionality and immateriality of the media 

images. In particular, the insubstantiality of the moving image shown within the 

inserts is thrown into relief by its being projected on a transparent screen. In 

comparison with the singing and dancing bodies that inhabit the Vermeer 

household, the people in the inserts appear literally as ghosts. However, with respect 

to the visual (re)presentation of the body, the opera does not produce the “originality 

effect” described above in relation to sound. Rather than constructing an opposition 

between the body’s original materiality and its media representations, it questions 

the possibility of such an opposition. This questioning takes place within the 

Vermeer household, where the body at stake is explicitly a female body. The 

opposition is challenged by means of the relationship between Vermeer’s women on 

screen and their counterparts on stage, as the performing, physical bodies are clearly 

informed by and dependent on the media images [see Figures 7 and 8].  

The visual dependence of the women on stage on the women on the screen helps 

question the primacy of the physical body. Although the performers on stage enliven 

the women from Vermeer’s paintings, they are also their duplicates. A complex chain 

of originals and copies is suggested here: the paintings’ representation is based on a 

female model, the projections reproduce the original paintings, and the performers 

represent the women represented in the paintings (all the while being confronted 
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with the projections). Or do the performers, in fact, represent the women on whom 

the women represented in the paintings were modeled, as the character of Saskia 

would imply?11 And finally, the three lead characters become themselves subjects of 

larger-than-life media representations by means of the moving image.12 Even here, 

however, the media representations appear to have primacy over the live 

performers. Just as we first see a projection of a Vermeer painting before the first 

performer appears on stage in the same outfit, so do we first encounter a filmed 

sequence with the cast before it is reenacted on stage.13 

With respect to gender, the material presence of the female body has been 

valorized as a way of escaping the patriarchal structures of representation. As both 

film and theatre scholars have recognized, however, attempts to place woman 

outside of representation risk to reproduce the terms of the discourse from which 

they seek to escape. Barbara Freedman, who explores the possibility of a feminist 

theatre, recognizes this problem within the field of performance. She quotes at some 

length Jacqueline Rose’s critique of avant-garde film that fragments its 

representational space in an attempt to “place woman somewhere else, outside the 

forms of representation through which she is endlessly constituted as image” (Rose 

1986, 209, quoted in Freedman 1990, 69): 

 

The problem is that this sets up notions of drive, rhythmic pulsing, eroticization of 

energy pre-representation, a space of “open viewing,” which then makes film process 

itself socially—and sexually innocent. Film process is then conceived as something 

archaic, a lost or repressed content (“continent”), terms to which the feminine can so 

easily be assimilated, as it has been in classical forms of discourse on the feminine as 

outside language, rationality, and so on; arguments which are now being revived as 

part of the discussion of psychoanalysis and feminism, the search for a feminine 

discourse, specific, outside. (Rose 1986, 209, quoted in Freedman 1990, 69-70) 

 

Freedman acknowledges that theatre, via performance, seems to be facing many of 

the same problems (70). 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 From a more traditional perspective, the three lead singers represent the semi-fictional 
characters of the women from Vermeer’s live. As the figure of Saskia indicates, however, the 
characters are more indebted to the world of Vermeer’s paintings than to the painter’s 
biography. 
12 See in particular Scene 5, where the three lead characters sing in front of their filmed selves.  
13 I am thinking here, in particular, of the birthday party from Scene 2, which we first see 
filmed on a large transparent screen drawn over the whole front of the stage, and which is 
later reenacted by the performers on stage. 
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The article by Josette Féral (1982) to which I have already referred in the 

introduction exemplifies the rhetoric that Rose alludes to. Féral, whose formulations 

are not specifically related to the problem of representation of the female body, 

implies that performance is able to disperse the image in ways similar to avant-garde 

film, by means of manipulation and fragmentation of the performing body and the 

performance space. Féral argues that performance “means nothing” and rather 

attempts to reveal places of passage or rhythms (174). The performer becomes “the 

point of passage for energy flows – gestural, vocal, libidinal, etc. – that traverse him 

without ever standing still in a fixed meaning or representation” (174). According to 

Féral, performance disperses the image and bypasses representation, among other 

strategies, by means of repeated gestures in which the meaning of the gesture fades 

away and time “stretches out and dissolves” (173): 

 

The performance shows this gesture over and over to the point of saturating time, 

space, and the representation with it – sometimes to the point of nausea. Nothing is left 

but a kinesics of gesture. Meaning – all meaning – has disappeared. (Féral 1982, 173) 

 

Féral emphasizes the role of visual technology in exploring and fragmenting the 

body in performance; in her words, the cameras and video screens “are there like so 

many microscopes” (171). As she points out, the repeated gestures, too, are often 

aided by a camera, which is used to multiply them in real time. 

In some aspects, Writing to Vermeer may be related to the tradition of performance 

that Féral theorizes. The opera de-emphasizes the role of narrative, which is 

particularly the case in the depiction of the Vermeer household, and the importance 

of character is weakened due to the tripling of performers. Significantly, repeated 

and multiplied gestures are one of the main features of the opera’s choreography. As 

it is the chores that the women perform by means of the stylized and repeated 

gestures, however, the meaning of the movements is foregrounded rather than 

suppressed. To put it differently, repetition is used in the opera not to bypass 

representation but rather to reinforce the awareness of how the female body is 

culturally inscribed through movement. This effect is enhanced by the multiplication 

of performers executing the same gesture, which also further complicates the 

distinction between original and copy. (Do the dancers merely copy the main 

characters represented by the singers?) Moreover, in Writing to Vermeer the visual 

media are not employed to help disperse the image. Rather, they are used to display 
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images of women in relation to which the performing bodies appear as always 

already embedded within structures of representation. 

To address the way in which femininity is visually figured in Writing to Vermeer I 

will now turn to Mary Ann Doane’s (1982) theorization of the masquerade. Doane 

starts her discussion by drawing attention to the congruence between theories of the 

image and theories of femininity. She points out “a certain closeness, the lack of a 

distance or gap between sign and referent” (75, italics in original) that characterizes 

both pictorial language and the female. Doane’s discussion revolves around 

narrative cinema, the medium par excellence that represents woman as image, and is 

chiefly concerned with the problem of female spectatorship. In this connection, 

Doane argues that within the dominant scopic regime, it is the binary opposition 

between proximity and distance, “control of the image and its loss” (78) that 

organizes the relationship to the image along the lines of sexual difference. Doane 

connects these observations to the motif of proximity in feminist theories of feminine 

specificity (in particular the “new French feminisms”), which theorize the feminine 

in terms of an “overwhelming presence-to-itself of the female body” (79). Following 

this argument, “the masculine can partly look at itself, speculate about itself, 

represent itself and describe itself for what it is” (Irigaray 1977, 65, quoted in Doane 

1982, 80). By contrast, the female “body so close, so excessive” prevents the woman 

from assuming a position of distance similar to the man’s in relation to signifying 

systems (Doane 1982, 79).  

Above, I have quoted Rose’s observation that theories that search for “a feminine 

discourse, specific, outside” (Rose 1986, 209, quoted in Freedman 1990, 70) revive the 

terms of the classical discourse on the feminine as outside of language and 

representation. As Freedman (1990) explains, referring specifically to Luce Irigaray 

and Hélène Cixous (theorists identified with the “new French feminisms”), such 

theories propose to “celebrate the scorned values” with which women have been 

identified (65). The problem is that in doing so, they reproduce the terms of the 

patriarchal discourse, only reversing its evaluation. What Doane’s (1982) discussion 

adds to this critique is the recognition of what these theorizations share with the 

principles of representation that constitute woman as image—namely the motif of 

proximity between sign and referent, the woman and her body/image. The 

suspension of representation that goes hand in hand with the suspension of 

temporality, which Féral (1982) theorizes as the result of repeated gestures in 

performance, may also be understood in these terms. According to Doane, the lack of 
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distance or gap between sign and referent is responsible for the immediacy and 

accessibility of pictorial representation. Performance, as theorized by Féral, produces 

this effect of immediacy with respect to the body of the performer.  

Doane does not seek an alternative to the representation of woman as image in the 

escape from representation. Rather, she finds alternative to both propositions in the 

doubling of representation. She proposes the strategy of the masquerade, 

characterized by “a hyperbolisation of the accoutrements of femininity” (82), as a 

way to reinstate distance into the construction of femininity. As she explains,  

 

The masquerade, in flaunting femininity, holds it at a distance. Womanliness is a mask 

which can be worn or removed. The masquerade’s resistance to patriarchal positioning 

would therefore lie in its denial of the production of femininity as closeness, as 

presence-to-itself, as, precisely, imagistic. The transvestite adopts the sexuality of the 

other – the woman becomes a man in order to attain the necessary distance from the 

image. Masquerade, on the other hand, involves a realignment of femininity, the 

recovery, or more accurately, simulation, of the missing gap or distance. To 

masquerade is to manufacture a lack in the form of a certain distance between oneself 

and one’s image. (Doane 1982, 81-82) 

 

According to Doane, the masquerade destabilizes the image and thus “effects a 

defamiliarization of female iconography” (82). In other words, womanliness is 

presented as a culturally constructed sign, and is thus potentially open to 

renegotiation. By reintroducing the missing gap between the sign and the referent, 

the masquerade creates a position from which the sign can be produced, 

manipulated and read by the woman. To put it differently, the masquerade 

“confounds [the] masculine structure of the look” (82) and thus reconfigures the 

relationship between the image and its (female) spectator. 

Although formulated in relation to film, Doane’s conception of the masquerade 

seems particularly relevant to theatre. Cinema can evacuate woman from the image 

by dissolving the image (even if this strategy may be considered problematic for the 

reasons cited above). Theatre, however, cannot dissolve the image in the same way, 

precisely because of the performer’s body, that is, as long as there are performers on 

stage. As Freedman (1990) puts it, whereas cinema can “challenge or deconstruct the 

symbolic” by dissolving the image (59), theatre is more tied to the symbolic, as it 

“cannot let go of the masks—of ego, gender or class— even as it points to the 

masquerade” (60). In other words, the performers’ bodies are always already 
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culturally inscribed; they always already participate in representation and the 

symbolic order. Freedman considers the larvatus prodeo (or the mask that points to 

itself) to be the lure of theatre (74), and associates it with theatre’s radical, 

performative potential. It may be argued that theatre is more prone to point to the 

masquerade than cinema. Freedman goes as far as to suggest that “theatre alone has 

always staged identity as unstable, exposing gender and class as a masquerade” (73). 

Yet, like cinema, theatre has developed ways to conceal its radical potential, not least 

by suppressing the inherent masquerade through strategies of immediacy that elide 

the gap between sign and referent. 

In Writing to Vermeer, the masquerade of femininity is enacted through gestures 

and clothing. As the women on stage are presented as visually dependent on the 

women in Vermeer’s paintings, and the feminized gestures of domestic work are 

repeated and multiplied, a distance is manufactured between the performers and the 

signs of femininity. The masquerade is staged most explicitly in a scene where Saskia 

and her two duplicates openly play dress-up, frantically changing costumes and 

imitating poses from Vermeer’s paintings projected over and behind them [Figure 9]. 

Yet, while the opera presents womanliness as a mask, it also demonstrates that the 

mask can never be completely removed. In other words, the opera indicates that it is 

possible to gain distance from the cultural codes of femininity but not to become 

independent of them. In the course of the opera, the women gradually shed their 

garb, as if to become less dependent on the projected images and the pertaining 

notion of femininity. In the last scene, however, they are still symbolically entrapped 

by the traditional image of a female figure, here in the form of a cage-like structure 

[Figure 10].14 

The way in which the masquerade is enacted in Writing to Vermeer may be related 

to the concept of allegory that I expounded in chapter one. In particular, the use of 

Vermeer’s paintings in the opera may be understood as an instance of the allegorical 

strategy of appropriation. As the image of femininity that the performers put on is 

dependent on Vermeer’s paintings, the distance between sign and referent 

characteristic of the masquerade is here articulated in allegorical terms, as the 

insurmountable distance of the image from the past from which it is borrowed. 

Moreover, Craig Owens (1984) makes a connection between allegory and Roland 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 The performers only step out of these cages at the very end of the opera, to leave the stage. 
The cages remain as the stage is flooded with water and the women’s voices are drowned by 
electronic sounds. 
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Barthes’ notion of the “third” or “obtuse” meaning, which Barthes theorized in 

relation to film stills as that in the image that “has something to do with disguise” 

(Barthes 1977, 58). Owens relates Barthes’ theorizations to art works such as Cindy 

Sherman’s Untitled Film Stills, self-portraits in which Sherman “invariably appears 

masked, disguised,” imitating familiar female stereotypes (Owens 1984, 233). Owens 

argues that the way in which Sherman stages herself compels a typological reading: 

“Sherman’s women are not women but images of women, specular models of 

femininity projected by the media to encourage imitation, identification” (233). Or, as 

he puts it in relation to Sherrie Levine’s work, “it is the picture which inspires 

imitation, mimesis, not the other way around” (233).  

Barthes associates the obtuse meaning with incongruous details of hair and make-

up that expose the image as fiction. Owens suggests that it is the “uncanny 

precision” with which Sherman represents the media tropes of women that points to 

the disguise (233). In his view, the very perfection of Sherman’s impersonations 

“leaves an unresolved margin of incongruity” (233) that deconstructs the apparent 

unity of artist and role, and thus dismantles the supposed innocence of the media 

images of women. Writing to Vermeer accomplishes similar work by multiplying the 

otherwise faithful impersonations of Vermeer’s women. And as I have already 

pointed out above, the opera exposes the principle of mimesis in reverse by having 

the women on stage directly confronted with the images on which they were 

modeled. As a result, it is not Vermeer’s women that the performers on stage bring to 

life, but a particular trope of femininity. 

Owens offers a reading of Sherman’s images in Lacanian terms, suggesting that 

the disguise “works to expose the identification of the self with an image as its 

dispossession” (233). This alienating image is the mask that Freedman (1990) speaks 

of, which she believes theatre, in its radical aspect, is able to assume and 

simultaneously disrupt. In Sherman’s works, the alienating identification is exposed 

as it is invited by the mass media, which work as a “false mirror” (Owens 1984, 

235).15 In Writing to Vermeer, it is works of art reproduced by the media that are 

implicated in this process. Vis-à-vis their spectator, however, the opera and 

Sherman’s images alike refuse such identification, precisely because they give away 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 As Owens notes, however, “There is also an impossible complicity inscribed within 
Sherman’s works, a complicity which accounts for their allegorical mode. For if mimicry is 
denounced in these images, it is nevertheless through mimetic strategies that this 
denunciation is made.” (Owens 1984, 235) Writing to Vermeer, too, is complicit in this sense. 
See also my discussion of allegory and complicity in chapter one. 
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the disguise. They thus accomplish what Freedman describes, with respect to theatre, 

as “a return of the look by the mirror image which denies the process” (1990, 71).  

 

Liveness, Femininity, and the Body-Voice Relationship 

 

In chapter one, I referred to de Man’s (1979) reading of Yeats to describe the lack of 

distance or gap between sign and referent, which according to Doane (1982) 

characterizes visual constructions of femininity, in terms of the apparent unity of 

dancer and the dance from Yeats’ poem. I argued that the opera Rosa disrupts such 

unity not only with respect to text and image but also in relation to the singing voice. 

I based my argument on the opera’s crucial scene, where the dead composer Rosa 

sings in falsetto, raising the question of who is in fact singing. This strategy 

effectively separates the voice from the body that produces it. The Yeats simile is 

even more fitting where Writing to Vermeer is concerned, for the distance between 

sign and referent is indeed instated here by having the dancers perform the 

masquerade and thus preventing them from merging with the dance. This does not 

fully apply to the singers, however. For while in visual terms alone they too perform 

the masquerade, the perceived unity of singer and the song is not contested. As I 

have argued above, it is in this way, or more precisely by avoiding the audio-visual 

split between the singing voice and the performing body, that liveness is primarily 

constructed in the opera. Thus, while the opera subverts the figuration of femininity 

as presence-to-itself of the female body at the level of the visuals, it does preserve it 

at the level of audio-vision.  

With respect to her theorization of the masquerade, Doane (1982) is only 

concerned with the visual representation of femininity. She does recognize, however, 

that it is the idea of organic unity and presence-to-itself of the body that informs the 

sound practices of mainstream cinema (Doane 1980). In this sense, the proximity that 

characterizes the relationship between woman and image, and the apparent unity 

between her voice and her body may be understood as expressions of the same 

principle, whereby one supports the other.16 Above, I suggested that Doane’s (1982) 

theorization of the masquerade points to the fact that the forms of representation that 

constitute woman as image and feminist theories that conceptualize feminine 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 See also Silverman (1988) on the demand that the female voice be made visible and 
corporeal by means of its synchronization with the image, while the male voice can speak 
outside of the frame of the film. 
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specificity as presence-to-itself of the female body follow the same cultural logic. This 

argument may now be extended to also include the pertaining conceptualizations of 

femininity from the perspective of audio-vision. For a similar connection may be 

established between the unity of sound and image (or body and voice more 

specifically) and the emphasis on the embodied nature of the female voice. Indeed, 

the latter is part of the same theoretical elaboration as the notion of presence-to-itself 

of the female body, and warrants the same critique. As Dunn and Jones (1994) 

recognize, “the anchoring of the female voice in the female body confers upon it all 

the conventional associations of femininity with nature and matter, with emotion 

and irrationality” (3). The terms of the patriarchal discourse are thus once again 

reproduced, even if the corporeal qualities of the female voice are valorized in this 

case. 

Dunn and Jones observe that the traditional paradigms of the voice-body 

relationship can be deconstructed through cross-dressing and technological 

manipulations of the voice (4). I have touched upon both these possibilities in the 

course of the present discussion. The unity of voice and body that is at stake here 

may be disrupted by means of a technologically induced audio-visual split (which 

Writing to Vermeer is careful to avoid, but for the scene with Saskia on video) or by 

way of what may be described, in analogy to Doane’s terminology, as vocal 

transvestism. Although achieving a similar effect, the latter needs to be distinguished 

from the practice of cross-dressing, for it is at the level of the voice rather than the 

body that the transformation takes place—Rosa’s falsetto singing is a case in point. It 

is also possible to conceive of vocal masquerade, whereby the woman would attain 

distance from her own vocal expression.17 Rather than drawing attention to opera’s 

construction of female vocality, however, Writing to Vermeer emphasizes the 

uniqueness of the women’s vocal expression. Thus, whereas in visual terms the 

women of the Vermeer household explicitly represent a particular trope of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 I presented a discussion of the possibility of a vocal masquerade in relation to extended 
vocal techniques at the Song, Stage and Screen conference held at the University of 
Winchester (UK) in September 2010. The vocal masquerade would involve a presentation of a 
vocal gesture not as a direct emanation of the female body but rather as a sign of femininity. 
In the case of the former, the gesture incites a sense of closeness (or even over-closeness) to 
the performing body (and thus invites identification with the particular construction of 
femininity that the body performs). In the case of the latter, the distance between the sign and 
referent is translated into a sense of distance between the body performing the gesture and 
the spectator-auditor, who is thus enabled to “read” the gesture (as a sign). There is also 
temporal distance involved, “a temporal distance in the service of knowledge,” as Doane puts 
it (1982, 79), namely the time it takes to read/interpret the sign. 
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femininity, the embodied singing voice makes the three lead singers stand out in 

their audio-visual singularity.  

In her influential study For More Than One Voice (2005), the Italian philosopher 

Adriana Cavarero has valorized the uniqueness of the voice that stems from the 

body. She proposes to understand it as an expression of “a rather quotidian, familiar 

truth of life—namely, the uniqueness and the relationality of human beings” (7). 

Cavarero bases her discussion on a reading of Italo Calvino’s story about a king who 

controls his realm by auditory means, and who discovers this “truth” by hearing a 

woman sing amid the threatening sound of his courtiers’ voices. Cavarero argues 

that Calvino’s story pays homage to and at the same time challenges the androcentric 

tradition that “wants the woman to be a corporal, singing, and apolitical creature” 

(6).18 Writing to Vermeer, too, calls on this tradition, and contrasts the women’s 

singing voices with the threatening sounds of the political sphere. But whereas 

Calvino’s story may gesture towards the possibility of reconfiguration of the political 

in terms of the reciprocal communication of singular voices rather than the semantic 

content of speech, in Writing to Vermeer the embodied singing voice is locked within 

a configuration of dichotomies that seriously curtails such possibility.  

In Calvino, the experience of uniqueness is exclusively auditory, as the singing 

woman remains invisible. Moreover, it is not predicated on the here and now of the 

vocal emission. As Cavarero suggests, the “corporeal root of uniqueness” (4) in the 

voice can be traced and proven by technology (8). The uniqueness of the singing 

voice that is foregrounded in Writing to Vermeer is the result of a different 

configuration, specific to the theatrical context. It presupposes an “organic” unity of 

voice and body, which makes it inherently audio-visual, and it is bound up with the 

experience of liveness. To put it with Burston (1998), it rests on the “unique, 

minimally mediated, live or quasi-live quality” of the communication between 

performers and auditors perceived as essential to theatre, or in this case opera on 

stage (215). The contrast between the women’s singular voices and the sounds of the 

political sphere is achieved here with help of the “originality effect,” which sets the 

presence of the theatrical event off against the absence of the filmic representation. 

Within the configuration of dichotomies set up in the opera, the embodied, live 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 Cavarero’s reading of Calvino introduces a critique of Western philosophy’s lack of interest 
in the human condition of uniqueness in general and its vocal manifestation in particular, 
which she also observes in various theories of the voice. She argues that even where the 
corporeal aspect of the voice becomes the focus, the voice still remains a voice in general, “a 
voice of everyone and no one” (Cavarero 2005, 11). 
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singing voice, firmly located within the private sphere of the Vermeer household, 

may ultimately be understood as supportive, rather than subversive of the 

traditional interpretation of sexual difference, which Cavarero formulaically sums up 

as “woman sings, man thinks” (2005, 6).  

Jelena Novak (2012, 2015) has recently suggested that opera in general is 

characterized by a “body-voice gap” (2012, 4), which is “reinvented” in what she 

calls postopera. And, in her analysis, Writing to Vermeer is one of the contemporary 

operas in which such reinvention takes place. Novak ascribes the “body-voice de-

synchronization” (2012, 90) in the opera, above all, to the triplication of the main 

female characters, which, in her interpretation, makes it at times impossible to 

determine which of the three equally clad and moving figures is actually singing. 

While I acknowledge that the exact locus of the voice may occasionally become 

obscured, importantly for my argument, the fact that the voice originates in a body 

performing on stage is thus not put in doubt. Novak recognizes that the opera is 

structured around a series of dichotomies such as public and private, men and 

women, but the relationship between the live and the mediatized is not part of her 

considerations (in fact, she pays very little attention to the inserts). In her 

interpretation, the scene in which Saskia’s face appears via live video feed manifests 

the dissociation of bodies and voices in this opera, and the ”ventriloquial” nature of 

the relationship between voice and body in opera more generally (2012, 106). As I 

have pointed out above, this scene is indeed the only instance within the Vermeer 

household where the singing voice is temporarily separated from the performing 

body. In my reading, however, this scene supports rather than subverts the effect of 

liveness that is otherwise based on the perceived unity of voice and body. Within the 

general scheme of the opera, with what I understand as a carefully constructed 

dichotomy between the live and the mediatized (aligned with the binaries of private 

and public, women and men), this scene is a singular occurrence of the in-between, a 

hint at a possibility that the opera otherwise cautiously avoids. 

The film sound theory that I have relied on in this chapter has proved productive 

for my analysis because it does not take the relationship between sound and its 

source, voice and body for granted. And Novak (2012, 2015) highlights those 

instances in opera scholarship that testify to certain uneasiness about this 

relationship within the operatic context. But where Novak concludes that the “body-

voice gap” (2012, 4) is one of the defining features of opera, Doane’s (1980) remarks 

about the relationship between voice and body in sound film rather help me identify 
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what is at stake in maintaining the ideal of their “organic” unity within the context of 

intermedial theatre. In some of Novak’s other case studies, such as Laurie 

Anderson’s Homeland or Philip Glass’ La Belle et la Bête, the traditional paradigm of 

the voice-body relationship is more clearly disrupted by way of technology. But in 

my analysis, this is not the case in Writing to Vermeer. Rather than “reinventing” the 

“body-voice gap,” the opera reformulates, within a context characterized by the 

ubiquity of the media of reproduction, the perceived unity between voice and body, 

which, as Burston’s (1998) discussion of amplification indicates, lies at the core of the 

live theatrical, and arguably also operatic experience. It thus plays up the stakes in 

maintaining such unity as a vestige of liveness within the contemporary media 

economy. 

What Writing to Vermeer ultimately reveals is the nostalgia related to the liveness 

and uniqueness of the embodied operatic signing voice, and in this sense, the opera 

caters to the desire for immediacy. It is nostalgia for the live within the economy of 

reproduction, which, in the opera, is bound up with utopian nostalgia for a blissful 

private sphere. The faith of both seems to be implied by the opera’s conclusion. As 

the public encroaches on the private, so too does the mediatized on the live. At the 

end, the women’s singing is drowned out by the electronic sounds, as the stage is 

(literally) flooded with water from the open dykes [see Figure 10]. The particular 

configuration of dichotomies in Writing to Vermeer, whereby the singing voice is 

bound up with the effect of liveness that supports a particular construction of 

femininity, undermines not only the critical potential of the voice’s sonorous, bodily 

qualities suggested by Cavarero (2005) and others, but also the political claims made 

with respect to liveness. It validates an approach that asks how dichotomies such as 

the live and the mediatized (presence and representation, materiality and meaning) 

are constructed in particular contexts, and what purposes they serve. While the 

oppositions on which I have based my analysis, between original sound and its 

recording, material presence of the body and its media representations, and 

ultimately also liveness and mediatization, have been dismantled in theory, Writing 

to Vermeer indicates how hypermedial opera may capitalize on the persisting cultural 

significance of these dichotomies. 

My analysis in this chapter confirms the importance of paying attention to how 

music and sound work within the context of fragmentation and multiplicity of visual 

representations typical of hypermediacy. In chapter two, I pointed out how music, 

heard in relation to the moving image in the theatrical context, has the ability to 
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focalize, even if it is not “unheard.” And here, I have manifested how sound is read 

in relation to a source located in the moving image projected on stage, even if the 

principle of synchronization, too, is far from “silent” or “invisible.” (In fact, I have 

argued that it is the audibility and visibility of the constructed nature of the 

reproduced sounds, moving images, and their mutual relationship that throws the 

“live” embodied singing into relief.) More importantly, in both chapters, I have paid 

attention to how, within the hypermedial context, effects of immediacy are brought 

about by music and sound in ways that may be deemed typically operatic. In chapter 

two, I indicated that Rosa is capable of producing an effect of absorption by 

ultimately relying on aspects of traditional operatic dramaturgy and the pertaining 

musical idiom. Here, I have primarily associated the effect of liveness in Writing to 

Vermeer with the singing voice, perceived as anchored in the performing body, and 

in this sense preserving the “essence” (in Burston’s terms) of the experience of opera 

on stage.  

Moreover, the effects of immediacy that I have analyzed in chapters two and three 

are not impeded by hypermedial opera’s collagist and citational practices, which I 

have interpreted, in chapter one, with recourse to the concept of allegory. There, I 

suggested that, due to its propensity for allegory, hypermedial opera is not favorable 

to the effect of immediacy where the singing voice seems to operate beyond 

signification. The impact of the singing voice that I have described in this chapter 

bears similarities with this effect, as it too lays stress on the voice’s material, 

embodied qualities. However, they are played out in a different way, made possible 

by the live singing voice’s specific position within the multiplicity of the media of 

reproduction.  

The general aim of my discussion in this chapter has been to challenge the 

political claims made with respect to liveness, and Auslander’s (1999) critique of its 

ontological difference has opened way for approaching liveness as an effect of 

immediacy. While the critical promise of the “live” is compromised by its alignment 

with a particular construction of femininity within the Vermeer household, in the 

following chapter, I will locate the opera’s potential for a critical intervention in the 

inserts, which I will interpret with respect to a specific politics of perception. In 

general terms, I will associate this politics with the fragmentation and montage 

engendered by the media of reproduction. But in my understanding, this does not 

lead to the evacuation of meaning suggested by Féral that I mentioned above. I will 

also suggest that this politics rests on a disruption of the perceived unity of voice and 
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body, and sound and image more generally, which, however, only takes place in 

particular moments, and of which the scene where Saskia’s face appears on video is 

not an example. 

 



!
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CHAPTER FOUR  

Synaesthesia or Anaesthesia? Towards a Politics of Hypermedial 

Opera 

 

Hypermediacy has, in many ways, been contrasted with the logic of transparent 

immediacy, yet as Bolter and Grusin (1999) recognize, it not only “reminds us of our 

desire for immediacy” (34) but also produces a brand of immediacy of its own, one 

that grows out of a frank acknowledgement of the media, resulting from looking at 

the medium rather than looking through it (81, italics in original). Bolter and Grusin 

indicate that hypermediacy presupposes a different type of spectatorial engagement 

than transparent immediacy. They borrow Norman Bryson’s (1983) concept of the 

glance to argue that the viewer experiences hypermedia “through directing attention 

here and there in brief moments” rather than through a unified and sustained gaze 

(Bolter and Grusin 1999, 54). They also suggest that by multiplying the signs of 

mediation, hypermediacy “tries to reproduce the rich sensorium of human 

experience” (34).  

Bolter and Grusin’s account of hypermediacy may be aligned with those theories 

of visuality that see in a multisensory, more embodied experience an alternative to 

the distanced and disembodied viewer associated with the dominant modes of 

representation, and especially mainstream cinema. These include the influential 

concept of “haptic visuality” formulated by Laura Marks (2002), who theorizes a 

mode of looking that draws on other senses, and encourages a bodily, intersubjective 

relationship between the viewer and the image. But where Bolter and Grusin 

primarily describe an effect of immediacy, Marks theorizes a relationship between 

the perceiver and the perceived that has larger critical implications. The possibility of 

a distinction between the two, rethought in relation to the specific concerns of 

hypermedial opera, is the primary focus of this chapter. The similarities and 

differences between Bolter and Grusin’s observations about hypermediacy on the 

one hand and Marks’ theorization of haptic visuality on the other will serve as the 

starting point for my considerations. 
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The theoretical concern with a multisensory, embodied mode of perception may 

also be related to the renewed interest in synaesthesia, and associated with hybridity, 

as opposed to the “purity” and self-referentiality of modernist art. An interest, in 

other words, in that which “lies between the arts” (Fried 1968, 142), which Fried 

condemned as theatrical, or the hyphens in “image-music-text,” as Shaw-Miller put 

it (2002, 34). Moreover, a critique of the model of subject formation based on the 

distanced and disembodied eye has led to an increased attention to operations of the 

ear, as an organ of perception that fosters intersensory relationships. This situation, 

of course, is favorable to considerations of opera as well as other multimedia forms, 

and especially those where hearing is of key importance. My discussion in this 

chapter, however, is informed by a certain unease with the unequivocally celebratory 

tone that some such theorizations tend to adopt. Bolter and Grusin’s 

conceptualization of hypermediacy makes it possible to recognize that an embodied, 

multisensory mode of experience may ultimately serve a similar purpose as the 

illusionist modes of representation it has so often been pitted against, and it also 

helps identify a similarity between the effect of immediacy produced by 

hypermediacy and the apparent purity and self-referentiality of modernist art (cf. 

Bolter and Grusin 1999, 54).  

At stake here is a mode of experience whereby the perceiver “loses oneself” in the 

perceived, and my own understanding of its critical potential is fairly narrow. As I 

already indicated in the introduction, I associate it with a particular physiological 

sensitivity of the body perceiving to the body (or thing) perceived, which may only 

be attained in rare, specific moments in hypermedial opera. As I have pointed out, it 

has been suggested that such sensitivity is exclusive to live performance (Blau 2007). 

In this chapter, I draw on Susan Buck-Morss’ (1992) and Miriam Hansen’s (1987) 

readings of Benjamin’s “Artwork Essay” (1969) to theorize the politics of perception 

in opera as hypermedium from within the context of the media of reproduction. In 

the course of the discussion, I will relate my present concerns to issues that I have 

addressed, from different angles, in the previous chapters. In particular, I will return 

to the question of the unity of voice and body (or sound and image) that I discussed 

in chapter three, to the issue of absorption that was the focus of chapter two, and to 

the concept of allegory that I proposed in chapter one as a key to reading 

hypermedial opera. Although predominant in this chapter, my theoretical 

deliberation is anchored to particular moments in the film version of Rosa and the 

inserts from Writing to Vermeer. 
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Hypermediacy, and Haptic Perception 

 

Bolter and Grusin (1999) describe the specific effects of hypermediacy with recourse 

to the notion of the “real.” The difference between looking at and looking through is 

understood as a difference between “regarding a visual space as mediated and as a 

‘real’ space that lies beyond mediation” (41), and in their view, hypermediacy 

expresses the tension between the two. In other words, it is characterized by an 

oscillation between the surface (the medium), and the illusory depth. While this 

distinction only concerns visual representation, Bolter and Grusin also offer a 

broader understanding of the notion of the “real,” one that shifts attention from the 

thing represented to perception. The “real” is defined here in terms of the viewer’s 

experience as “that which would evoke an immediate (and therefore authentic) 

emotional response” (53). Bolter and Grusin argue that transparent media and 

hypermedia are driven by the same “desire to get past the limits of representation 

and to achieve the real” (53). But while the former seek to get to the real by denying 

the act of mediation, the latter multiply mediation “so as to create a feeling of 

fullness, a satiety of experience, which can be taken as reality” (53). Hypermedia 

achieve immediacy not by virtue of correspondence to an external reality but rather 

because they do not refer to anything beyond themselves. The excess of media 

becomes “pure experience” (54). 

In this latter usage, the “real” becomes a useful frame of reference for 

understanding the effect of immediacy that goes beyond visual illusion. It makes it 

possible to approach the (over)saturation of the senses characteristic of 

hypermediacy as a response to the desire for immediacy, which is here reformulated 

as the desire for the “real.” Such understanding of the effect of immediacy is 

particularly pertinent to situations where a medium or media appear as self-

referential, as in the case of modernist art, performance, the medium of song in 

opera, and music more generally. Indeed, it is significant that Bolter and Grusin 

regard the rock music as one of our culture’s most influential expressions of 

hypermediacy (besides the World Wide Web). They indicate that it is not only the 

surfeit of images but also of sound, and in particular its sheer volume—which makes 

the sound “felt as well as heard” (53)—that brings about the immediacy of 

hypermediacy. This is how they describe the immediacy of staged rock productions: 
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By entering into an immediate relationship with the media themselves—the sound, the 

lights, the televised images—rock fans achieve an experience they regard as authentic. 

Others remain distanced from that experience, either repelled or simply unmoved. . . . 

Rock music expects, if it does not require, that the viewer/listener be intimately 

involved in the hypermediacy—that she “abandon herself” to the music. . . . What rock 

music seems to offer (and indeed what Wagnerian opera offered to nineteenth-century 

German audiences . . .) is pure experience, pure authenticity, real in a sense that the 

listener’s perception cannot itself be deceived. (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 71-72)    

 

In this description, it is primarily music, experienced as a medium “itself,” that 

produces an impact on the senses that is perceived as “real” and is thus responsible 

for the effect of immediacy. 

It is telling that Bolter and Grusin compare the immediacy of hypermediacy to the 

impact of the Gesamtkunstwerk, which has often served as a catchphrase in accounts 

of contemporary opera and music theatre, especially where media are involved. It 

has also been evoked in relation to the Andriessen-Geenaway operas, and 

Greenaway’s work more generally.1 Below, I will relate Bolter and Grusin’s 

discussion to Adorno’s critique of Wagner (2005), and in particular the way the 

Gesamtkunstwerk manages the sensorium. I will pay special attention to Adorno’s 

understanding of the role that music plays in this process. The observation that the 

perceiver may remain distanced from (or even be repelled by) the experience of 

hypermediacy is also to the point. Apparently, the stage production of Rosa 

employed a level of sound amplification that was perceived as excessive by some 

opera audiences, who consequently felt repelled by it.2 Being repelled is not to be 

confused with critical distance, however. Moreover, it is not with “distanciation” of 

the Brechtian kind but rather with a mode of perception that involves a sense of 

proximity that I associate the political potential of hypermedial opera. 

Like Bolter and Grusin, Marks (2002) contrasts haptic visuality with a mode of 

representation and perception that is bound up with linear perspective and the 

creation of an illusionistic space. And similarly to Bolter and Grusin’s understanding 

of the relationship between looking at and looking through, Marks conceives of the 

relation between haptic visuality and what she terms “optical visuality” in terms of 

an oscillation. But where Bolter and Grusin align the movement from the illusory 

depth of the representation to the surface with awareness of the medium, Marks is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 See, for example, Tina Rehn’s text in the program booklet for Writing to Vermeer (Rehn 1999). 
2 I am grateful to Rokus de Groot for this observation. 
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intent on how the perceiver’s senses are involved. She understands it as “a dialectical 

movement from far to near, from solely optical to multisensory” (3). Unlike optical 

images, which address a viewer who is distant, distinct and disembodied, haptic 

visuality elicits a “close and bodily contact with the image” (13). According to Marks, 

the engagement of the haptic viewer takes place in the whole sensorium, and it 

involves giving up visual control and the sense of separateness from the image.  

Like haptic visuality, which Marks understands as “an underground visual 

tradition” (7), hypermediacy has been deemed “the sum of all the unconventional, 

unusual, and in some sense deviant ways of looking” (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 84), 

both with suggested links to female spectatorship.3 Moreover, Marks has 

acknowledged an affinity of her conception of embodied spectatorship with Svetlana 

Alpers’ (1983) “art of describing” and Norman Bryson’s (1983) notion of the glance, 

references she shares with Bolter and Grusin’s account of hypermediacy.4 Most 

importantly, they share a reference to the “cinema of attractions,” which, as I have 

suggested in the introduction, may be understood as part of the genealogy of opera 

as hypermedium. In chapter two, I have evoked this notion in relation to early 

cinema’s direct address to the audience. The discussion in this chapter touches upon 

a related aspect of the cinema of attractions, namely its “accent on direct stimulation” 

(Gunning 1990, 59), or what Eisenstein described as the spectator’s subjection to 

“sensual or psychological impact” (Eisenstein 1988, 35, quoted in Gunning 1990, 59). 

In spite of sharing the reference, Marks and Bolter and Grusin each approach the 

sensual impact of the cinema of attractions from a different angle. This difference in 

approach reflects the difference between the respective modes of perception that 

they articulate.  

Bolter and Grusin point up the “thrill” of the experience that makes the cinema of 

attractions akin to attractions of the amusement park. They refer specifically to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 As I have already pointed out in the introduction, Bolter and Grusin (1999) suggest that 
unlike transparent immediacy, the “immediacy that comes through hypermediacy . . . is not 
based on a desire to control and appropriate the female form, or any form, and may not be 
univocally gendered.” (81). Marks (2002) notes that the various alternative models of vision 
“seem to be more comfortable in a female body” (7), yet she refrains from understanding the 
haptic as a feminine mode of perception. Rather, she proposes to see it as a “feminist visual 
strategy” (7, italics in original).   
4 Marks (2002) cites Svetlana Alpers’ “art of describing” as “a way of seeing in which the eye 
lingers over innumerable surface effects” (6), and Norman Bryson’s notion of the glance as “a 
way of inhabiting the image without identifying with a position of mastery” (6). Following 
the Austrian art historian Aloïs Riegl, Marks outlines a genealogy of tactile representation 
that resonates with the genealogy of hypermediacy suggested by Bolter and Grusin (1999). It 
includes, among other things, medieval illuminated manuscripts and Flemish oil painting. 
On the relationship between Alpers and hypermediacy see also the introduction. 
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Gunning’s comparison of the cinema of attractions with the roller coaster, which 

makes the spectator physically dizzy. They ascribe this effect to the oscillation 

between looking at and looking through, to what Gunning describes as the 

“vertiginous experience of the frailty of our knowledge of the world before the 

power of visual illusion” (Gunning 1995, 122, cited in Bolter and Grusin 1999, 156). 

Where Bolter and Grusin lay stress on the perceiver’s awareness of the medium, 

Marks emphasizes the “immediate bodily response to the screen” (2002, 7) that the 

cinema of attractions is able to elicit. She attributes this ability, specifically, to the 

particular visual quality of its image, referring to theorizations that associate the 

haptic quality of early cinema with the effect of visual flatness, created by means 

such as the use of screens and scrims parallel to the plane of the lens.5 Bolter and 

Grusin’s discussion points to the feeling of fullness and satiety of experience 

associated with the effect of immediacy, and more generally to a critique of 

manipulation of the sensorium such as Adorno’s (not least by virtue of the 

amusement-park connection). Notwithstanding the similarities, Marks articulates a 

distinct response to the perceived, one that goes back to the “sympathetic 

relationship between the viewer’s body and cinematic image” (2002, 7) recognized 

by Walter Benjamin and other theorists of early cinema, and that harbors a strong 

critical potential. 

As in the case of the immediacy of hypermediacy described by Bolter and Grusin, 

in Marks’ conception of haptic visuality the perceiver, too, enters into a relationship 

with the medium itself. But in line with Vivian Sobchack’s (1992) phenomenological 

understanding of cinematic experience, Marks conceives of this relationship in terms 

of intersubjectivity. The particular visual character of the image enables embodied 

perception, “the viewer responding to the video as to another body and to the screen 

as another skin” (Marks 2002, 4). Moreover, Marks indicates that haptic visuality 

impacts the perceiver’s relationship to the bodies represented. She relates it to the 

“ethics of shared embodiement” (8), referring specifically to Bill Nichols (1994) and 

Jane Gaines’ (1999) discussion of documentaries whose “haptic, visceral intimacy” 

invites the viewer to “mimetically embody the experience of the people viewed” 

(Marks 2002, 8). It is with this understanding of embodied experience that I associate 

the critical potential of hypermedial opera. At stake here, in other words, is a 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Marks refers to Antonia Lant’s (1995) use of the term haptical cinema to describe early films 
that exploit the contrast between visual flatness and depth, as well as to Noël Burch’s (1987, 
1990) attribution of a haptic quality to early and experimental cinema that utilizes a “stylized, 
flat rendition of deep space” (Burch quoted in Marks 2002, 8). 
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particular sensitivity of the body perceiving to the (body) perceived. While Marks 

concentrates on situations where “the eyes themselves function like organs of touch” 

(2), the mode of experience that she theorizes is arguably a matter of both image and 

sound or, more accurately, of audio-vision. Marks, who primarily deals with 

videoart, gestures in this direction when she speaks of “the desire to squeeze the 

sense of touch out of an audiovisual medium” (4). And her definition of haptic 

perception is sufficiently broad to accommodate this line of thought: she 

understands it as “the combination of tactile, kinesthetic and proprioceptive 

functions, the way we experience touch both on the surface of and inside our bodies” 

(2). 

Both Bolter and Grusin’s insights into the impact of hypermediacy and Marks’ 

conception of haptic visuality may be brought to bear on hypermedial opera. Thus, 

for example, the effect of visual flatness, or “multiplication of surface” described by 

Marks (2002, 4) is one of the common visual strategies in both Rosa and Writing to 

Vermeer, where it is achieved either by the use of screens on stage or by layering 

images on screen. It may be understood as a special aspect of the layered or 

windowed effect that, according to Bolter and Grusin, is characteristic of hypermedia 

more generally. But where Bolter and Grusin’s discussion may apply to the general 

effect of hypermedial opera, associated with the multiplicity of media, Marks’ 

theorizations seem relevant to particular moments, which are striking both visually 

and acoustically. I am thinking, for example, of the insert from Writing to Vermeer 

where the layered visual depiction of the mutilation and killing of the De Witt 

brothers is coupled with sounds evocative of panting, flesh being torn and bones 

being broken. Or of the scene from Rosa where Esmeralda is being stripped naked 

while neighing like a horse. Or of the moment of Rosa’s killing towards the end of 

the opera, where a close-up shot of Rosa’s dead face, blood streaming out of his 

mouth, is accompanied by a high piercing sound that turns out to be Esmeralda’s 

scream. And last but not least, of the “I am riding” scene from Rosa that I discussed 

at length in chapter one, where the dead, naked and crucified Rosa sings in falsetto, 

sitting on his dead horse inside of which Esmeralda is stuffed. Much of the 

discussion in this chapter has been prompted by my own visceral reaction to such 

moments in the stage production of Writing to Vermeer and the film version of Rosa. 

While all these examples involve bodies in distress, the relationship with the 

perceived that I am concerned with here may not be put down to this single aspect.   
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To further develop the distinction between the mode of experience that Marks 

approaches through the concept of haptic perception on the one hand, and the effect 

of immediacy in hypermedia described by Bolter and Grusin on the other, I will 

draw on Susan Buck-Morss’ (1992) twin concepts of (syn)aesthetics and anaesthetics. 

Buck-Morss employs these concepts to contextualize Benjamin’s “Artwork Essay,” 

and in particular his understanding of the political potential of the media of 

reproduction. By returning to Benjamin’s seminal text—in Buck-Morss’ and later 

Miriam Hansen’s (1987) interpretation—I situate the question of the political 

potential of hypermedial opera within the context of debates about the configuration 

of sensory perception in modernity (intimately related with constitution of 

subjectivity), and the possibility of its reconfiguration. 

 

Synaesthetics and Anaesthetics 

 

Examining Benjamin’s call for the “politicization of art” from the end of his 

“Artwork Essay” (1969), Susan Buck-Morss (1992) points out that in its original 

etymological meaning, the word “aesthetics” applied not to art but to the sensory 

experience of perception (aisthisis). It was a discourse of the body, describing a form 

of cognition achieved through the whole corporeal sensorium. Buck-Morss notes that 

the system of sense perception is not contained within the body’s limits, as the senses 

are located at the surface of the body, “the mediating boundary between inner and 

outer” (6). As she puts it, 

 

The circuit from sense-perception to motor response begins and ends in the world. . . . 

As the source of stimuli and the arena for motor response, the external world must be 

included to complete the sensory circuit. . . . The field of the sensory circuit thus 

corresponds to that of “experience,” in the classical philosophical sense of a mediation 

of subject and object, and yet its very composition makes the so-called split between 

subject and object . . . simply irrelevant. (Buck-Morss 1992, 12) 

 

Buck-Morss proposes the term “synaesthetic system” to account for this “aesthetic 

system of sense-consciousness” in which external sense-perceptions come together 

with the internal images of memory and anticipation (13). It is a system decentered 

from the classical subject, as its center is not the brain but the body’s surface. 

Subjectivity is understood here as a “mediator between inner and outer sensations,” 

between the images of perception and those of memory (13, note 39).  
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Buck-Morss follows the neurological inquiries of the Scottish anatomist Sir 

Charles Bell to exemplify the workings of the synaesthetic system with the 

“expressive face,” on which the three aspects of the system (physical sensation, 

motor reaction, and psychical meaning) converge. As she puts it, the signs and 

gestures of the expressive face constitute a “mimetic language” that is “written on 

the body’s surface as a convergence between the impress of the external world and 

the express of subjective feeling” (13-14). She also refers to Bell’s description of his 

experience as a field doctor at the Battle of Waterloo. Bell speaks of an “excess of 

sentiment” provoked by the “shocking signs of woe,” which he recounts, 

significantly, in acoustic (and intersensory) terms: “to my ears, accents of intensity, 

outcry from the manly breast, interrupted, forcible expressions from the dying—and 

noisome smells” (cited in Buck-Morss 1992, 15). According to Buck-Morss, this excess 

of sentiment may be interpreted as perceptual acuity and material awareness rather 

than emotionalism; it is not a psychological category of sympathy or compassion but 

a physiological response of the nervous system to external stimuli—a “sensory 

mimesis” (15).  

In Buck-Morss’ reading, Benjamin’s understanding of modern experience is 

neurological, centering on shock. Benjamin follows Freud’s insight that 

consciousness—situated on the surface of the body—is a shield protecting the 

organism against external stimuli by preventing their impress on memory. Under the 

conditions of modern shock, consciousness is used as a buffer, blocking the openness 

of the synaesthetic system and isolating present consciousness from past memory. 

The modern shock thus leads to the impoverishment of experience, as perception 

only becomes experience when it connects with sense-memories of the past (16-17). 

The synaesthetic system is now “marshaled to parry technological stimuli in order to 

protect both the body from trauma of accident and the psyche from the trauma of 

perceptual shock” (18). As a result, the system reverses its role, and synaesthetics 

turns into anaesthetics. Its goal is now “to numb the organism, to deaden the senses, 

to repress memory”; it changes “from a cognitive mode of being ‘in touch’ with 

reality to a way of blocking out reality” (18, italics in original). 

Buck-Morss observes that in the latter part of the nineteenth century, anaesthetics 

became an elaborate technics of intentional manipulation of the synaesthetic system. 

Besides drugs such as opium, ether or cocaine, intoxication was also achieved by 

means of technical manipulation of environmental stimuli known as 

“phantasmagoria.” In this case, “a narcotic was made out of reality itself” (22). 
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Phantasmagoria achieves the effect of anaesthetizing the organism not through 

numbing but through flooding the senses; the “simulated sensoria” alter 

consciousness through sensory distraction (22). Moreover, its effects are experienced 

collectively rather than individually: “Everyone sees the same altered world, 

experiences the same total environment” (23). As a result, phantasmagoria assumes 

the position of an objective fact, and the intoxication it produces becomes a means of 

social control. It is in response to this situation that Benjamin calls for the 

politicization of art.6 In Buck-Morss’ interpretation,  

 

He is demanding of art . . . to undo the alienation of the corporeal sensorium, to restore 

the instinctual power of the human bodily senses for the sake of humanity’s self-preservation, 

and to do this, not by avoiding the new technologies, but by passing through them. 

(Buck-Morss 1992, 5, italics in original)7 

 

Among the phantasmagorias of modernity that Buck-Morss enumerates (following 

Benjamin’s Passagen-Werk), there are not only the Paris shopping arcades, panoramas 

and dioramas, and World Fairs, as precursors to today’s shopping malls, theme 

parks, and video arcades, but also “the most monumental artistic attempt to create a 

total environment” (24), Wagner’s conception of the Gesamtkunstwerk.  

Buck-Morss’ account of phantasmagoria resonates in many striking ways with 

Bolter and Grusin’s notion of hypermediacy, not least through their common 

reference to Wagner. It is telling that Bolter and Grusin mention theme parks and 

video arcades as manifestations of hypermediacy, in the form of “creation of 

multimedia spaces in the physical world” (1999, 34); Benjamin saw their 

predecessors as manifestations of the spread of phantasmagoric forms to public 

space (Buck-Morss 1992, 22). Buck-Morss’ discussion opens way for understanding 

the impact of hypermediacy—the feeling of fullness and satiety of experience “which 

can be taken as reality” (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 53)—in the same terms as the 

sensory effects of phantasmagoria. The “rich sensorium of human experience” 

(Bolter and Grusin 1999, 34) that hypermediacy tries to reproduce by way of 

multiplication and excess of media may be interpreted as a form of anaesthetization, 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 Benjamin recognizes that the crisis in perception caused by sensory alienation makes it 
possible for humanity to experience its own destruction as aesthetic enjoyment, and thus 
enables the aestheticization of politics performed by fascism. 
7 As Buck-Morss further explains: “In this situation of ‘crisis in perception,’ it is no longer a 
question of educating the crude ear to hear music, but of giving it back hearing. It is no longer 
a question of training the eye to see beauty, but of restoring ‘perceptibility.’” (Buck-Morss 
1992, 18) 
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as the “simulated sensoria” (Buck-Morss 1992, 22) achieved through flooding the 

senses and sensory distraction. 

It is not the distinction between worlds created by media technology (or 

environments altered by it) and the technologically unmediated reality that is at 

stake here. In this sense, Bolter and Grusin’s commonsensical insistence on the 

inseparability of media and reality is to the point. As they observe, media are real as 

cultural artifacts, and photographs and films “have the same claim to reality” as 

airplanes and buildings (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 19); moreover, media play an 

inherent part in the constitution of reality—they “remediate the real” (Bolter and 

Grusin 1999, 56). At issue, in other words, is not to get past technological mediation, 

which is how Bolter and Grusin interpret Benjamin’s proposal for the politicization 

of art. (They refer specifically to Benjmain’s contention that film offers “an aspect of 

reality which is free of all equipment” [cited in Bolter and Grusin 1999, 75], a 

formulation to which I will return.) Buck-Morss’ reading of Benjamin rather suggests 

a different concern: how to bypass the defensive mechanisms of the “synaesthetic 

system” to achieve a renewed sensibility to the perceived. Buck-Morss describes this 

sensibility as a particular physiological response to the perceived, a “sensory 

mimesis,” a term that comes close to Marks’ suggestion of the possibility of “mimetic 

embodiment.” It is the nature of such a relationship between the perceiver and the 

perceived that is the subject of the next section. 

 

Mimesis and the Mirror 

 

At this point, I want to make a distinction between the mode of mimetic experience 

described by Marks and Buck-Morss, and the effect of “presence” or “here and now-

ness” of the body perceived that Maaike Bleeker (2008, 127) has theorized, 

conveniently, with reference to yet another account of mimetic experience, namely 

John Martin’s (1939) conception of “inner mimicry.” Marks contrasts the “body 

identification” (2002, 7) of haptic visuality with identification with the represented 

figure typical of optical visuality. However, the concept of “inner mimicry” may also 

be understood as addressing the issue of “body identification.” It is concerned with 

the possibility of what, within the context of dance spectatorship and theatre and 

performance studies, Susan Leigh Foster (2007) has called “an empathetic sharing of 
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experience during the moment of witnessing another body” (246)—or what has more 

generally been termed “kinaesthetic empathy.”8 

Bleeker reads Martin in conjunction with the Lacanian conception of the mirror 

stage (Lacan 1977), formulated around the same time, in the 1930s. Although her 

discussion mainly takes place within the context of performance, it implies that a 

similar mechanism is at play in a perceiver’s encounter with an image of a body (the 

mirror image or the cultural repertoire of images that Lacan termed the “screen”), 

and his or her encounter with another body, such as a performer’s body on stage. 

While Lacan is concerned with the constitution of a sense of self in the moment of 

(mis)recognition of one’s image in the mirror, Martin describes the effect of looking 

at dancing bodies. As Bleeker explains, Martin believes that thanks to the body’s 

capacity for “inner mimicry,” the spectators become participants in the movement 

that is presented to them (all the while sitting quietly in the auditorium), and thus 

gain access to a universal core of basic human feelings that the movement conveys 

(Bleeker 2008, 124). Bleeker recognizes that what both accounts share is “the 

presupposed instantaneous and natural character of the jump from the body felt to 

the body seen”: “In both cases, the automatic alignment of the visual and the 

corporeal . . . produces a mixing up of what is self and what is other” (126). 

Bleeker follows here the critique of the Lacanian mirror stage presented by Kaja 

Silverman (1996), who seeks to “space out” this moment of identification, in order to 

emphasize that it is a process that takes place over time and is mediated by culture. 

According to Silverman, the bodily ego is not unified; rather it is produced in an 

ongoing process of “laborious stitching together of disparate parts” (Silverman 1996, 

17, quoted in Bleeker 2008, 126). Silverman suggests that apart from the visual 

dimension, the bodily ego also has a sensational dimension. While the former, which 

she calls the “exteroceptive” ego, is comparable to the mirror image, the latter, the 

“proprioceptive” ego, is bound up with deixis, with the body’s sensation of 

occupying a point in space. It involves a non-visual mapping of the bodily form, 

which is based on “a gathering together of otherwise disparate and scattered 

sensations provided by the various sense organs” (Bleeker 2008, 127). Bleeker points 

out that in Silverman’s conception, proprioception involves the effects of physical 

interactions not only with the physical environment but also with other bodies, and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 The concept of kinaesthetic empathy is primarily concerned with a relationship between a 
body moving and a body observing (see, for example, Reynolds and Reason 2012). Foster 
(2007), however, also points out the aural aspect of an empathetic relationship between 
bodies, a point to which I will return to below. 
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that these interactions take place “within culture” (127). Crucially for Bleeker’s 

discussion, Silverman suggests that the experience of “presence” or “here and now-

ness” (Bleeker 2008, 127) may be understood as a result of “the smooth integration of 

the visual imago with the proprioceptive ego” (Silverman 1996, 17, quoted in Bleeker 

127). In Bleeker’s reading, Martin’s notion of inner mimicry may then be 

conceptualized as “a way of making things one’s own through a process of non-

visual mapping of what is seen on a culturally inflected body” (Bleeker 2008, 128). 

What Bleeker describes is generally a process of physical identification of a body 

perceiving with a body seen. However, in Marks’ and Buck-Morss’ conceptions, the 

body perceived is encountered by senses other than vision. Marks (2002) argues that 

the videos she discusses appeal to a “combination of tactile, kinaesthetic and 

proprioceptive functions” (2). Her account of haptic visuality suggests that 

identification of the body perceiving with the body seen is inhibited by the particular 

visual quality of the image, which precludes the body’s full visibility. In her 

phenomenological understanding, “body identification” (7) does not involve the 

effect of mixing up of what is self and what is other theorized by Bleeker. Marks 

explains the ethics of shared or “mimetic” embodiment with reference to the erotics 

of haptic visuality, which she understands as “an encounter with an other that 

delights in the fact of its alterity” (18). As she puts it, “By engaging with an object in 

a haptic way, I come to the surface of my self . . . , losing myself in the intensified 

relation with an other that cannot be known.” (19) The experience of “sensory 

mimesis” described by Buck-Morss (1992, 15) also takes place at the surface of the 

body (this is where the “synaesthetic system” is located). In Bell’s account that Buck-

Morss retails, the perceiver encounters the bodies perceived through a variety of 

different sensations. The body perceiving does not relate here to a body image; it is 

rather confronted with the forcible sounds from the dying and “noisome smells” 

(Bell quoted in Buck-Morss 1992, 15).  

Buck-Morss’ recounting of Bell’s experience accentuates the role of auditory 

perception in bringing about “sensory mimesis.” In this regard, her discussion 

resonates with Foster’s (2007) account of contemporary experience of empathy. 

Foster (like Bleeker) criticizes Martin’s notion of “inner mimicry,” in particular for its 

universalist claims, and perceives it as a dated model of empathetic connection 

between bodies. Her exploration of today’s “kinaesthetic empathy” highlights the 

role of both, sound and technology: “What kind of empathy is promoted,” she asks, 

“when the Foley generated sound track for the fight scene delivers a drastically 
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enhanced auditory rendering of the battering of flash?” (252) Foster suggests that 

within the “new technology of compassion” (254), information about other bodies is 

synthesized from scattered sources: “the television viewer must . . . fathom the 

body’s damage as conveyed through Foley electronics” (253).9 Foster’s discussion 

gestures towards the ways in which “sensory mimesis,” described by Buck-Morss in 

relation to early nineteenth-century experience, might be brought about within the 

contemporary context.  

The scene of mutilation and killing of the De Witt brothers from Writing to 

Vermeer works with both, the limited visibility that may be associated with “haptic 

visuality,” and the kind of acoustic information mentioned by Foster. It is one of the 

inserts in the opera that depict the turbulent events of the year 1672, combining 

filmic images with electronically generated and manipulated sounds, interrupting 

the scenes from the Vermeer household carried by live stage action and operatic 

singing. In the insert, different images of the violent act, alternating close up and 

medium shots are projected simultaneously on a large screen covering the whole 

back of the stage and a transparent screen drawn over the whole front of the stage, 

with extras moving in between. Due to the superimposition (as well as the expansive 

size) of the images, they are not clearly visible. We can only catch glimpses of the 

brothers’ bodies. The damage being done to the bodies may partially be pieced 

together from these glimpses, and from the accompanying sounds. As I have pointed 

out in chapter three, although stylized, the sounds are heard or “read” in relation to 

the image. We seem to hear panting, flesh being torn, bones being broken, even if we 

never clearly see the sounds’ sources. The perceiver’s physiological response to this 

scene may then be understood, to fall back on Bleeker’s formulation, as the result of 

“a gathering together of otherwise disparate and scattered sensations provided by 

the various sense organs” (Bleeker 2008, 127).  

Bleeker situates the mechanism of bodily identification with an image in relation 

to Buck-Morss’ account of the sensory conditions of modernity. She emphasizes that 

identification with an image involves “a certain culturally specific ideality” (Bleeker 

2008, 137); in other words, what can appear as ideal, as well as who can identify with 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Foster’s most important example is the cell-phone, a prosthetic device commonly used by 
the contemporary “cyborgian” bodies, which “catch fugitive, flickering glimpses of one 
another’s corporeal status as it transits, blurred into the prosthetic devices that intensify even 
as they obscure physicality” (Foster 2007, 254). 
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it, is culturally mediated.10 With this in mind, Bleeker returns to Lacan’s account of 

the mirror stage, asking “to whom this bodily image appears as more ideal, and what 

desire this image appeals to” (Bleeker 2008, 142). According to Lacan, the child 

assumes the image in the mirror because it experiences its body as fragmented. 

Bleeker, again, follows Silverman who proposes to reverse this argument. Silverman 

suggests that it is because of the cultural premium placed on bodily wholeness and 

unity that the heterogeneity of the corporeal ego is perceived as dystopic. The 

cultural imperative of coherence and wholeness is thus responsible both for the 

identification with the unitary image of a body in the mirror, and for the perception 

of bodily fragmentation, or what Lacan calls the fantasy of the body in bits and 

pieces.  

Bleeker relates Silverman’s argument to Buck-Morss’ suggestion that “the 

significance of Lacan’s theory emerges only in the historical context of modernity as 

precisely the experience of the fragile body and the dangers to it of fragmentation” 

(Buck-Morss 1992, 37). In other words, it is against the cultural background of the 

experience of modern shock described by Benjamin, whose “Artwork Essay” 

appeared in the same year that Lacan first presented his ideas on the mirror stage,11 

that the unitary body-as-image in the mirror appears desirable. Buck-Morss refers to 

the German writer Ernst Jünger in this connection, who suggests that it is technology 

itself that works as a “great mirror,” returning an image of oneself as “a physical 

body divorced from sensory vulnerability” (Buck-Morss 1992, 33).12 In Buck-Morss’ 

interpretation, then, identification with an image of a unitary body theorized by 

Lacan is part of the process of anaesthetization of the modern subject—it helps create 

an illusion of a body impervious to pain. By contrast, in the case of “sensory 

mimesis” recounted by Buck-Morss, the perceiver is confronted with bodies that are 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 In Martin’s account of inner mimicry, his body willingly mimics Martha Graham’s 
impersonations of native American dancers but refuses to mimic black or native dancing 
bodies. Bleeker explains that it is not only because like Graham, Martin is white. If the 
“naturalness” that he perceives in Graham’s white, female body appears distorted in the 
bodies of black and native dancers it is because, “within the culture in which Martin’s 
observation takes place, whiteness signifies this complex of intertwining of the ‘natural’ and 
the ideal” (Bleeker 2008, 137). 
11 According to Buck-Morss, in 1936, when Benjamin’s “Artwork Essay” was first published, 
Jacques Lacan traveled to Marienbad to deliver a paper to the International Psychoanalytic 
Association that first formulated his theory of the “mirror stage” (Buck-Morss 1992, 37). 
12 Buck-Morss’ discussion is indebted to Hal Foster (1991), who situated Lacan’s theory of the 
mirror stage in the historical context of early fascism. Drawing on Jünger, Foster suggests that 
fascism displayed the physical body as a kind of armor against fragmentation, and against 
pain. Buck-Morss cites the Berlin Olympic Games as an example of display of the 
mechanized, invulnerable body-as-armor (Buck-Morss 1992, 37-38). 
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literally in bits and pieces. In other words, if identification of the proprioceptive ego 

with the visual imago responds to the subject’s (culturally incited) desire for bodily 

unity, the experience of “sensory mimesis” would rather confirm the perception of 

corporeal multiplicity. It is intimately related to the awareness of the body’s inherent 

vulnerability, both of the perceiver and the perceived. In this connection, it is 

relevant that the bodies in the moments from Writing to Vermeer and the film version 

of Rosa that I am relating to here are bodies in distress. 

My discussion in chapter three indicates that in Writing to Vermeer, the effect of 

“presence” described by Bleeker is prevented by way of the masquerade. Making a 

connection between Mary Ann Doane’s (1982) theorization of the masquerade and 

Craig Owens’ (1984) discussion of allegory, I suggested that in Writing to Vermeer, the 

masquerade is performed in a way that “expose[s] the identification of the self with 

an image as its dispossession” (Owens 1984, 233). The mechanism of identification is 

revealed in the encounter between the performing bodies on stage and the projected 

media images that implicates the latter as the “false mirror” (Owens 1984, 235) and 

thus precludes the spectators’ identification with either. I have also argued, however, 

that an effect of “here and now-ness”—or what I have called, within the context of 

my discussion in chapter three, the effect of “liveness”—does take place in the opera, 

due to the perceived unity between the performing body and the singing voice in the 

scenes depicting the Vermeer household. It is significant that in the inserts, one of 

which is the subject of my reflection here, the unity of sound and image is 

challenged. This observation draws attention to the way in which the perception of 

bodily unity is affirmed by means of audio-vision, and to strategies by means of 

which it may become unsettled. Following Steven Connor (1997), the urge to 

synchronize sound and image that the inserts in Writing to Vermeer do not fully 

submit to may be interpreted as a way of staving off the threat of fragmentation 

associated with sound in modernity.  

 

Bodily Unity and Audio-Vision 

 

As Bleeker recognizes, the Lacanian model of subject formation resonates with the 

modern understanding of vision as disembodied, and the privileging of vision over 

the other senses. Marks and Buck-Morss’ discussion implies that the mechanism of 

identification with an image may be obstructed by appealing to senses other than 

vision. The prominence of auditory perception in Buck-Morss’ recounting of the 
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experience of “sensory mimesis” and in Foster’s account of the “new technology of 

compassion” (2007, 254) coincides with contemporary attempts to formulate 

alternatives to the disembodied I/eye with recourse to sound. As Steven Connor 

notes, hearing has played an important part in phenomenology’s attempts to 

redescribe subjectivity in terms of embodiedness (see esp. Ihde 2007), the same 

discourse within which Marks situates her discussion of haptic visuality. Connor’s 

idea of an “auditory I” organized around “the principles of openness, responsiveness 

and acknowledgement of the world” (1997, 219) foregrounds similar qualities as 

Buck-Morss’ description of the “synaesthetic system.”13 As Connor’s discussion also 

makes clear, however, hearing is not exempt from the processes of anaesthetization. 

Moreover, Connor points out the “defining insufficiency” of sound (1997, 213), its 

inherent relationality, which not only complicates attempts to articulate alternatives 

to the disembodied I/eye in terms of hearing alone, but also helps explain how the 

disruptive potential of sound is reined in by means of its anchoring to the image. 

Connor draws attention to the fact that in psychoanalysis, the disintegrative 

qualities of the sonorous experience have been perceived as a particular threat to the 

unified self. He evokes Freud’s insight in this connection that the ego is formed as a 

defense mechanism, “a filter, channel or buffer against intense excitations coming 

from the outside” (Connor 1997, 214)—the same insight that, according to Buck-

Morss, informed Benjamin’s understanding of modern experience. Connor refers 

specifically to the oft-quoted psychoanalytic inquiries of Didier Anzieu, who 

theorizes an acoustic defense mechanism akin to that of the mirror stage. Following 

Freud’s remark that “the ego is ultimately derived from bodily sensations, chiefly 

from those springing from the surface of the body” (Freud quoted in Connor 1997, 

214), Anzieu develops the conception of a “skin-ego” that is formed as “a containing 

envelope, a protective barrier and a filter of exchanges, as a result of proprioception 

and epidermal sensations and the internalization of skin-identifications” (Anzieu 

quoted in Connor 1997, 214). This mechanism of the “skin-ego” seems to correspond, 

in many ways, with the workings of the “synaesthetic system” described by Buck-

Morss after it reverses its role and turns into anaesthetics. Anzieu suggests that 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13 “Certainly, the idea of the auditory self provides a way of positing and beginning to 
experience a subjectivity organized around the principles of openness, responsiveness and 
acknowledgement of the world rather than violent alienation from it. The auditory self 
discovers itself in the midst of the world and the manner of its inherence in it, not least 
because the act of hearing seems to take place in and through the body. The auditory self is 
an attentive rather than an investigatory self, which takes part in the world rather than taking 
aim at it.” (Connor 1997, 219) 
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parallel to the skin-ego is the experience of a “sonorous envelope,” or bath of sounds, 

related especially to the mother’s voice as it soothes the infant. This imaginary 

envelope is the auditory equivalent of Lacan’s mirror stage in that it “gives the child 

a unity from the outside” (Connor 1997, 214). It thus works as “a sound-mirror” or 

“audio-phonic skin” (Anzieu quoted in Connor 1997, 214). Connor relates Anzieu’s 

theory to the work of some earlier psychoanalysts, who posited a defining contrast 

between threatening and disorganized noise and organized sound, or music. In 

particular, he refers to William Niederland, who describes a coping mechanism 

whereby the former is transformed into the latter at times when “the noises of the 

city . . . assail [the patient] and threaten to overwhelm his ego” (Niederland quoted 

in Connor 215). While these psychoanalytic enquiries emphasize the disintegrating 

properties of sound in general, Buck-Morss’ historicization of the mirror stage opens 

up the possibility to analogically understand the sonorous envelope as a response to 

the techno-acoustic conditions of modernity, a possibility that Niederland’s case 

description also seems to support.14 

In Connor’s interpretation, the urge to localize or visualize sound in film parallels 

the efforts to control sound by acoustic means alone. It not only demonstrates the 

relationality or “insufficiency” of hearing but it may also be understood as a 

response to the perceived threat of unlocated sound, and particularly the unlocated 

voice. Following film theorist Rick Altman, Connor observes that in film, “a ‘pure’ or 

unattributed sound is always marked by doubt and menace until it can be traced to 

and synchronized with its source” (Connor 1997, 213). He also notes the uneasiness 

that is induced even by inexpert dubbing or faulty synchronization of sound and 

image. Mary Ann Doane (1980), to whose discussion of sound and voice in the 

cinema I referred in chapter three, makes a similar point, albeit with a difference in 

emphasis. She suggests that the demand for unity of sound and image is an 

extension of film’s attempt to reconstitute an organically unified body with which 

the subject addressed by the film could identify (34-35). She thus indicates that the 

“culturally specific ideality” (Bleeker 2008, 137), the cultural ideal of bodily unity 

that Bleeker discusses in relation to identification with an image, concerns here a 

body both seen and heard. The technologically reconstituted unity between the 

performing body and the singing voice within the Vermeer household is an example 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 Connor’s study (1997) does not contain detailed references to his sources. He likely cites 
from Anzieu (1974; 1976) and Niederland (1958). 
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of how this ideal may operate within the context of hypermedial opera on a 

theatrical stage.  

Connor and Doane’s theorizations not only point up the stakes involved in the 

perceived unity of sound and image but also gesture towards the critical potential of 

its disruption. Indeed, the moments from Writing to Vermeer and the film version of 

Rosa that I have singled out in this chapter all in different ways loosen the anchoring 

of voice to a body, sound to a source. Thus, Esmeralda’s neighing, like Rosa’s falsetto 

singing in the “I am riding” scene that I have discussed in detail in chapter one, 

effects a temporary disjunction between the body and the voice it emits. The scene in 

which Esmeralda is stripped naked while neighing like a horse marks the transition 

from the descriptions of the stage to the opera’s “inner drama” in Rosa. It is the scene 

in which The Blonde Woman is transformed into Esmeralda, an act conducted by 

Madame de Vries, assisted by her two sidekicks. As they throw away her blond wig 

and tear off her clothes (a 1950s tennis outfit complete with a racket), Esmeralda 

neighs and makes horse-like movements, throwing around her black ponytail. The 

high-pitched sound she makes is a stark departure from her singing voice that we 

have heard heretofore. At that moment, although apparently coming out of her 

mouth, the voice does not seem to belong to Esmeralda. 

In the scene of Rosa’s killing towards the end of the opera, a close-up image of 

Rosa’s head falling to the ground, a bullet hole in his forehead and blood streaming 

out of his mouth, is accompanied by a high piercing sound that turns out to be 

Esmeralda’s scream. After the shots are fired, following a chase of Rosa by the two 

cowboys who have appeared on his film screen, the (unusually protracted) scream 

starts resonating in the dark from which Rosa’s bright-lit dying face stands out. 

Unlocalized at first, it may only gradually be connected to the face of Esmeralda, the 

close-up of whom emerges from the darkness, miniscule in comparison with Rosa’s 

face. Here too, even after it is localized, the sound, somewhat inhuman, seems 

foreign to the body that apparently produces it.15 And last but not least, even if the 

sounds of the de Witt insert from Writing to Vermeer that I have discussed above are 

read in relation to the image, their sources are never clearly visible and the 

relationship is thus far from immediate. Most of these moments involve sounds that 

may be heard as disruptive of the surrounding musical continuum (although it is 

hardly possible to call the sounds of the Writing to Vermeer inserts “unorganized”); 

and yet, their sensory impact cannot be ascribed to the properties of sound alone.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 These descriptions are based on the film version of Rosa. 
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Connor and Doane’s observations are most directly relevant to hypermedial opera 

where synchronization of sound and image is at stake, in particular where 

reproduced or technologically manipulated sound, image or both are involved. 

(Even if, as the cases of Esmeralda’s neighing and Rosa’s falsetto singing indicate, the 

critical potential of the disjunction between sound and image, voice and body, is not 

exclusive to the media of reproduction.) Adorno’s (2005) critique of the Wagnerian 

Gesamtkunstwerk, to which I will turn next, suggests that the issue may be formulated 

more generally in terms of the relationship between the arts or media involved. 

Adorno posits a correlation between the perceived unity of the senses and 

amalgamation of the arts, and hints at the critical potential of a looser relationship 

between the component parts. Where Connor and Doane deal with sound in general, 

Adorno is more specifically concerned with music. He, too, lays stress on the role of 

music and hearing in masking the heterogeneity of corporal sensations. But unlike 

the psychoanalysts cited above, he does not ascribe anaesthetizing properties to 

music at large but rather to its specific uses, which he puts in connection with the 

particular conditioning of hearing in modernity. With Adorno, my discussion 

returns to the notion of phantasmagoria as conscious manipulation of the sensorium, 

which I have proposed as a framework for Bolter and Grusin’s description of the 

immediacy of hypermediacy, and later to the possibility of bypassing the defense 

mechanisms of the “synaesthetic system” within the general context of multiplicity 

of media.  

 

The Gesamtkunstwerk, as a Practice of Managing the Sensorium 

 

Adorno argues that the Wagnerian “totality of the arts” is erected upon, and at the 

same time conceals the underlying fragmentation and alienation of the sensorium. 

Although Wagner’s call for integration and synthesis of the arts evokes the romantic 

concept of synaesthesia, Wagner does not restore any “natural” unity of the senses 

but rather produces a semblance of it. Indeed, Adorno doubts whether the unity of 

sense experience that Wagner purports to recreate has ever existed. He argues that in 

Wagner’s music dramas, unity (of style) is achieved only on the surface, as the sum 

of all the stimuli registered by the whole sensorium. While this sum of sense 

perceptions “offers itself as a coherent totality of meaning, as the fullness of life” 

(2005, 91), Adorno asserts that such totality can only be illusory: 
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The cosmos of what can be perceived, which in his work is supposed to represent an 

essence—because the only thing in which the isolated individual can put his trust is the 

totality of what his senses can grasp with certainty—this cosmos has no reality. . . . For 

in advanced bourgeois civilization every organ of sense apprehends, as it were, a 

different world, if not indeed a different time, and so the style of the music drama 

cannot entrust itself to any single sense, but must instead transform one into the other 

in order thereby to bring about something of the harmony they lack. . . . In the 

Gesamtkunstwerk, intoxication, ecstasy, is an inescapable principle of style;” (Adorno 

2005, 93) 

 

In other words, the Gesamtkunstwerk promises synaesthesia, but it is ultimately 

conductive to anaesthesia. It produces a feeling of sensory plenitude that is perceived 

as “natural” or “real,” and in this regard, the sensory effect that Adorno describes is 

indeed similar to the immediacy of hypermediacy theorized by Bolter and Grusin. 

The perceiver puts his trust in “the totality of what his senses can grasp with 

certainty” (Adorno 2005, 93)—the experience is taken as “real” in that “perception 

cannot itself be deceived” (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 72). What goes unnoticed in this 

scenario is the way the senses are culturally conditioned.  

The Gesamtkunstwerk tends towards phantasmagoria by striving for “an artifice so 

perfect,” in Adorno’s words, “that it conceals all the sutures in the final artifact and 

even blurs the difference between it and nature itself”—it attempts to establish itself 

as a unified “second nature” (2005, 86).16 Adorno indicates that sound is the main 

medium of the Wagnerian phantasmagoria, and the sutures in the final artifact are 

concealed by means of music. Like Connor and others, Adorno posits a fundamental 

difference between seeing and hearing, but he emphasizes those properties of the ear 

that make it prone to manipulation. He suggests that Wagner was the first to work 

with the different conditioning of the senses and the uneven development of the arts. 

According to Adorno, the eye adapted itself to the era of bourgeois rationality and 

advanced industry more readily than the ear. In comparison with seeing, hearing is 

“archaic,” lagging behind technology (2005, 88). Whereas the eye is the nimble and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 Adorno understands phantasmagoria, closely following Marx, as “the occultation of 
production by means of the outward appearance of the product” (2005, 74). Borrowing Paul 
Bekker’s conception of illusion as “the absolute reality of the unreal” (Bekker quoted in 
Adorno 2005, 79), Adorno characterizes phantasmagoria in the following way: 

Phantasmagoria [is] the point at which aesthetic appearance becomes a function of the 
character of commodity. As a commodity it purveys illusions. The absolute reality of 
the unreal is nothing but the reality of a phenomenon that . . . strives unceasingly to 
spirit away its own origins in human labor . . . stressing that this is its authentic reality, 
that it is ‘no imitation.’ (Adorno 2005, 79) 
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appraising organ of effort, work and concentration, the ear is unselfconscious, 

unconcentrated and passive—“it has something dozy and inert about it” (89).17 As 

Adorno explains in Composing for the Films (Adorno and Eisler 2007), where this 

argument is developed more extensively (and from which he quotes himself in his 

book on Wagner), the “archaic” qualities of hearing easily lend themselves to misuse 

for ideological purposes by way of music. Since music is “non-conceptual” and 

“antithetical to the definiteness of material things” it may be used as a means of 

retrogression; in other respects, however, it is “rationalized, extensively technified, 

and just as modern as it is archaic” (Adorno and Eisler 2007, 14). And as Adorno 

recognizes, “bourgeois music” capitalizes on this ambivalence: “It is par excellence 

the medium in which irrationality can be practiced rationally.” (Adorno and Eisler 

2007, 14) Thanks to the discrepancy between music’s rationality and the way in 

which it is perceived, music can be made to “serve regression ‘psycho-technically’” 

(Adorno and Eisler 2007, 14). In this aspect, the Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk 

prefigures the psycho-technical control of the later media. As Adorno famously put 

it, in the artwork of the future we witness to “the birth of film out of the spirit of 

music” (2005, 96). 

The effects of narrative film music have been theorized with reference to the 

concept of the “sonorous envelope” (Gorbman 1987), and Adorno’s discussion of the 

role of music in the Gesamtkunstwerk, and in particular the notion of “oceanic 

regression” (2005, 89) that music helps bring about, also points in this direction. But 

Adorno’s argument foregrounds the historical dimension of the “psycho-technical” 

control. Adorno emphasizes the culturally specific conditioning of the ear (bound up 

with particular development of music) that allows for its conscious manipulation. He 

indicates that it is precisely the separation of the senses and the arts, and the special 

position that has historically been afforded to hearing and to music that makes it 

possible to produce the “intoxicating brew” (2005, 89) that is the Gesamtkunstwerk. 

The role of music in narrative film and in the Gesamtkunstwerk has ultimately been 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 In a note to the same discussion in Composing for Films (Adorno and Eisler 2007), Adorno 
suggests that the functions of the eye and the ear in the age of bourgeois rationality are 
gendered as male and female respectively. Adorno refers here to Goethe’s recollection of how 
he was encouraged to draw as a boy while his sister was made to play the piano. Adorno 
offers the following interpretation:  

The boy, visualized by the father as a representative of progress and enlightenment, is 
supposed to train his eye, while the girl, who represents historically outmoded 
domesticity and has no real share in public life and economic production, is confined to 
music, as was generally the case with young upper-class women in the nineteenth 
century, quite apart from the role of music throughout oriental society. (Adorno and 
Eisler 2007, 122, note 1) 
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described in similar terms, yet there has been an important difference in emphasis. 

Like Adorno, Gorbman (to whom I have already referred in chapter two) 

understands music as a “suturing device” (1987, 5) that participates in creating a 

sense of a unified sensorium, a unified body. But her theorization mainly moves 

within the conceptual framework of transparent immediacy: she speaks of “unheard 

melodies” that support the effacement of film’s—primarily visual—discourse in 

favor of story (or medium in favor of the thing represented). It is no coincidence that 

Adorno’s critique of the Gesamtkunstwerk, where music, as a medium, is literally 

center stage, stands closer to Bolter and Grusin’s notion of hypermediacy. The shift 

of emphasis from vision to audition arguably reflects the different perceptual weight 

carried by sound and image in narrative film and the Gesamtkunstwerk (or opera 

more generally), but it also has larger implications. Music seems paradigmatic of the 

mode of involvement with the medium “itself” (whereby the perceiver “abandons 

herself”) that Bolter and Grusin describe (1999, 71-72). As I have already noted, it is 

telling that the media theorists chose a music-dominated example (the rock concert) 

to illustrate the sensory effects of hypermediacy. And if they argue that hypermedia 

in general and rock music in particular claim the perceiver’s attention as “pure 

experience” (1999, 54 and 72), Adorno’s discussion points out that it is precisely 

music’s perceived purity, its seeming self-referentiality that is responsible for the 

sensory manipulation it performs.18 

Jonathan Crary (1999) has theorized the Wagnerian Gesamtkunswerk as an 

important site of managing attention in modernity, which he has described in terms 

of vision. In his conception, practices of managing attention stand in a reciprocal 

relation to modern distraction, to perception “characterized by experiences of 

fragmentation, shock and dispersal” (1), as theorized by Benjamin and others. 

Crary’s observations resonate with Buck-Morss, as well as Silverman and Bleeker’s 

interpretation of Lacan that I engaged with above, in that the visual strategies that he 

describes may be understood as a way of manipulating the synaesthetic system in 

response to the perceived threat of fragmentation. But more importantly, they make 

it possible to relate the present discussion to the issue of absorption that I addressed 

in chapter two. Read along with Crary, Adorno’s critique then again helps refocus 

this line of reasoning from vision to audition. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 Bolter and Grusin suggest that in appearing self-referential and self-justifying, hypermedia 
resemble modernist art (1999, 54), and as I have already noted in the introduction, music has 
served as a model for such understanding of modernist purity (cf. Shaw-Miller 2002). 
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Crary suggests that Wagner’s reorganization of the traditional theatre design 

realized in the Festspielhaus in Bayreuth, with the multiplication of proscenium 

arches, near-complete darkness and the orchestra lowered out of sight, disrupts 

spatial orientation by confusing the perception of distance and effects a dissociation 

between stage and audience, which ultimately reinforces the sense of vision. What 

Crary describes, in other words, is a mechanism of suppressing awareness of the 

body perceiving and the position from which things are perceived—it appeals to the 

“exteroceptive,” visually oriented ego at the expense of the “proprioceptive” one, 

bound up with the body’s sensation of occupying a point in space. In chapter two, I 

drew on Bleeker’s (2008) reading of Fried (1980) and evoked the concept of 

absorption to account for situations in which the position that mediates between the 

perceiver and the perceived becomes obscured. It is also in these terms that Bleeker 

interprets Crary’s discussion of Wagner (Bleeker 2008, 4-5 and 62). As she puts it, the 

architecture of the Festspielhaus 

 

mediate[s] in ways of seeing that typify the disembodied and detached eye/I . . . by 

means of strategies of ‘staging’ the relation between the one seeing and what is seen in 

such a way as to obscure precisely the relationship between what is seen and the 

subjective point of view from where it is seen as such. (Bleeker 2008, 5) 

 

Crary and Bleeker’s discussion of the Gesamtkunstwerk highlights the physical 

grounding of the point of view, or what I have preferred to call the “point of 

experience” (after Gorbman 1987, 2), which is in danger of being reduced to its 

metaphorical understanding. Their analysis draws attention to how the effect of 

absorption is bound up with particular ways of managing the sensorium. 

But where Crary and Bleeker concentrate on how the perceiver is addressed as a 

disembodied eye/I, by means of visual strategies that pertain to the architectural 

design of the Festspielhaus, Adorno indicates that as a stage event, the 

Gesamtkunstwerk appeals to the totality of the perceiver’s senses, which are managed 

under the auspices of the ear. Indeed, in his analysis, it is music that confuses the 

perception of distance, and thus ultimately contributes to the obfuscation of the 

physical position of the perceiver’s body. In chapter two, I argued that in opera (as 

well as film), the effect of absorption, originally theorized in terms of vision, may be 

brought about by way of music, through seeming suspension of time. Adorno 

suggests that suspension of temporality for the benefit of a “dazzling present” (2005, 
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87) is the chief means of managing the sensorium in the Gesamtkunstwerk. According 

to Adorno, it is in particular the lush sonority of the Wagnerian orchestra that is the 

source of both spatial and temporal illusions, and the effect of suspension of time is 

often achieved by means of a play with acoustic articulation of space at the expense 

of musical structuring of time (75).19 The Wagnerian phantasmagoria is a “mirage of 

eternity” (76), “representing the moment as that which endures” (77). Adorno’s 

analysis makes it possible to recognize the role of music’s temporality in managing 

the sensorium in modernity, of which the effect of absorption is part and parcel. It 

needs to be emphasized, however, that the effect of suspension of time that Adorno 

describes need not be achieved by Wagnerian means. Fried (1968, 1980), whose link 

between absorption and suspension of time I followed in chapter two, makes clear 

that the means of producing the effect of absorption may vary and change over time, 

and the same needs to be said for the musical ways of bringing about the effect of 

suspension of temporality.  

It is significant that two seemingly contradictory discourses converge on the 

Gesamtkunstwerk, the first dealing with disembodied vision privileged over the other 

senses, the second with sensory plenitude that foregrounds audition. The fact that 

the Gesamtkunstwerk, as a cultural practice, accommodates both of them signals that 

the modes of perception that they theorize may not be as divergent as they seem. 

They both appear as part of the same mechanism of managing the sensorium with 

the aim of creating a sense of a unified body that would ward off the fear of its 

fragmentation. In the Gesamtkunstwerk, the visual strategies described by Crary and 

the acoustic strategies analyzed by Adorno appear as complementary, which is 

ultimately in line with Adorno’s understanding of the conditioning of the senses in 

modernity. Adorno’s analysis offers an important critical perspective on Bolter and 

Grusin’s notion of hypermediacy and, more generally, on attempts to formulate 

alternatives to the distanced and disembodied viewer by way of multisensory 

perception and an unreflecting recourse to the notion of synaesthesia. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 As an example, Adorno cites the Venusberg scene from Tannhäuser with its “acoustic 
delusion” of a distant sound, of loudness from afar achieved through the device of 
diminution, where a diminished forte is conveyed by light woodwinds, while “[t]he bass 
instruments that mark the harmonic progression and hence the temporal character of music 
are lacking” (2005, 75). In such moments, the “music pauses and is made spatial” (75). The 
absence of harmonic progression may in general be understood as “the phantasmagorical 
emblem for time standing still” (76). Adorno also notes Wagner’s innovations with regard to 
orchestral sound, such as “the creation of musical spaces composed of orchestral colour” (87). 
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Adorno’s discussion of the Gesamtkunstwerk illuminates the effect of immediacy of 

hypermediacy in ways that are particularly relevant to hypermedial opera. (Within 

the logic of Bolter and Grusin’s argument, the relation of hypermedial opera to the 

Gesamtkunstwerk may be understood as one of remediation.) In chapter two, I have 

argued that awareness of the medium does not preclude absorption. I have 

explained this effect of immediacy in Rosa with reference to aspects of traditional 

operatic dramaturgy and a specific musical idiom, and it is also in these terms that I 

approached the effect of suspension of temporality in the opera. The notion of 

immediacy of hypermediacy makes it possible to go further than that, as it sheds 

light on an effect that is not to be tied to a narrative or dramatic structure. It is 

pertinent to opera even where it seemingly eschews representation, and to the 

medium (music) that is thought to do so the most forcefully. If, as Peter Kivy has 

observed, a “concert attitude” is intermingled with a “representational attitude” in 

the experience of opera (1994, 67-68)—a notion reminiscent of the oscillation between 

looking at and looking through that Bolter and Grusin ascribe to hypermediacy (and 

the cinema of attractions)—then the effect of immediacy of hypermediacy concerns 

the level of the “concert attitude.” It is not a matter of overcoming the “opacity” of 

the operatic medium of music (Kivy 1994, 68) but rather of engaging with the 

“medium itself.” Reading Bolter and Grusin’s description of the immediacy of 

hypermediacy in conjunction with Adorno’s critique of the Gesamtkunstwerk suggests 

that music may work as a powerful tool of managing attention even within the 

general context of distraction, in a situation where various art forms or media “all 

seem to vie chaotically for the viewer’s (and the listener’s) attention” (Elliott and 

Purdy 1997, 15).20 

 

From Synthesis to Autonomy? 

 

Adorno’s suggestion that the seeming “synaesthetic” unity of the sensorium is 

concomitant with amalgamation of the arts invites the proposition that the critical 

potential of multimedia may be sought in separation or independence of the 

component parts. Indeed, it may be argued, following Jerrold Levinson (1990), that 

the synthetic, integrative effects characteristic of the Gesamtkunstwerk are 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 This is how Bridget Elliott and Anthony Purdy (1997) describe the work of Peter 
Greenaway, which they characterize as “a kind of postmodern total artwork” (15), evoking 
the film Prospero’s Books as the prime example. 
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“diametrically opposed” (35) to the disintegrative effects more readily associated 

with contemporary multimedia and exemplified, according to Levinson, by such 

operatic works as Robert Wilson and Philip Glass’ Einstein on the Beach. Speaking of 

“hybrid art forms,” Levinson articulates the distinction in the following terms: 

 

In the former case the multiple hybrid presents an image of richness and complexity, 

but one in which individual elements work together or cooperate toward a common 

end . . . In the other case—the disintegrative—the complexity and richness function in 

service of an ideal not of unity, but of complete fragmentation and rampant 

uncoordination. Works that achieve this sort of effect—a natural one for juxtapositional 

hybrids, in which individual artistic contributions do not formally meld with their 

neighbors—do so through a kind of cognitive overload. There is too much going on, too 

much to deal with, more disconnection than one can hope to overcome through one’s 

own integrative efforts at appreciation. . . . Disintegrative effects . . . often seem 

symbolic or allusive of the psychological fragmentation, informational bombardment, 

and pervasive anomie of contemporary urban life.” (Levinson 1990, 35-36, italics in 

original) 

 

A similar argument may also be formulated from the perspective of sound. If, as 

Adorno argues, the Gesamtkunstwerk avails itself of the “suturing” capacities of 

music, Connor suggests that there are “arts of dissolution” (practiced by the Futurist 

and Dadaist avant-garde, and later John Cage) that exploit the disruptive properties 

of sound (1997, 213). According to Connor, such arts may be linked to Frederic 

Jameson’s notion of “autonomization” of the senses and to conceptions of a 

fragmented, disintegrated self (Connor 1997, 219-220). In other words, the “arts of 

dissolution,” or what Levinson terms “juxtapositional hybrids” would work to 

expose the fragmentation and alienation of the sensorium that the Gesamtkunstwerk 

seeks to conceal. 

The idea of autonomy of both the senses and the arts on which this proposition is 

based is problematic, however. As Connor has recognized, “the auditory is also an 

insufficiency in that the auditory always leads to, or requires completion by the other 

senses” (1997, 220). This inherent relationality of sound, which I have already 

touched upon, puts the possibility of autonomy in doubt. It is on similar grounds 

that Levinson’s understanding of juxtapositional hybridity may be criticized. It 

presupposes a level of autonomy of the component parts that, as Nicolas Cook (1998) 

has observed, can only be posited with respect to the construction of multimedia but 
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not with respect to their perception. As Cook asserts, “aligned media are always 

perceived as interacting with one another” (106, italics in original), and this seems 

particularly true of the relationship between sound and image, music and the other 

arts. 

Above, I have pointed out the critical value of disrupting the perceived unity of 

sound and image in hypermedial opera. The aim of such disruption, however, is not 

to play up the fragmentation and alienation of the sensorium. As I have intimated, 

sound may help preclude identification of the body perceiving with the body seen, 

challenge the audio-visual construct of an organically unified body, and draw 

attention to the heterogeneity of corporeal sensations. But the “mimetic” sensibility 

of the body perceiving to the body perceived is predicated on intersensory 

relationships, as both Marks and Buck-Morss make clear, and the political potential 

of hypermedial opera, as I understand it, is thus to be posited on reconfiguration of 

the senses rather than their autonomization. It may be argued that thanks to its 

inherent relationality, sound is particularly well predisposed to foster such 

reconfiguration—as Connor puts it, the sense of hearing works as a “switchboard 

which allows for intrasensory communication and the mutual transformation of the 

senses” (Connor 221). Thus, while sound may help disrupt the false “synaesthetic” 

unity of the senses, it may arguably, at the same time, help engender new 

intersensory connections.  

To put it more generally, the mode of perception that I am concerned with does 

not rest on the general construction of multimedia, and the political potential of 

hypermedial opera thus cannot simply be formulated in terms of the relationship 

between the media involved. The “cognitive overload” discussed by Levinson may 

be understood as part of the same process of anaesthetization as the unity of the 

senses attempted by Wagner. It is significant that the sensory impact of 

hypermediacy, with its excess of media and surfeit of stimuli, may ultimately be 

described in similar terms as the effect of the Wagnerian totality of the arts. They are 

both ways of managing the sensorium by flooding the senses, even if the former may 

more readily be associated with distraction and the latter with the complementary 

practices of managing attention. To put it differently: If, as I have argued in chapter 

two, the multiplication of media that is perceived as multiplication of frames and 

viewpoints does not preclude the effect of absorption, then such multiplicity, and the 

perceived disconnection between the media, also does not preclude the managing of 

the senses conductive to anaesthetization. 
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I am thus returning to the question how, within the general situation of 

anaesthetization, a renewed sensibility to the perceived may be achieved, and to the 

possibility to undo the alienation of the sensorium by way of the media of 

reproduction suggested by Benjamin. To explain what this might entail, I will draw 

on Miriam Hansen’s (1987) illuminating reading of the “Artwork Essay.” I am also 

coming back to the observation, which I emphasized in relation to Marks’ (2002) 

theorization of haptic visuality, that the mode of experience I am concerned with 

here may only be incited by particular moments in hypermedial opera. Like Marks, 

with whom she shares a frame of reference in the “cinema of attractions,” Hansen 

theorizes an intersubjective relationship between the perceiver and the perceived 

based on proximity. According to Hansen, Benjamin is interested in “the possibility 

of losing oneself, albeit intermittently, of abandoning one’s waking self to the 

dreamlike, discontinuous sequence of sense impressions” (1987, 219)—a formulation 

that resonates with Marks’ suggestion that haptic visuality “invite[s] the viewer to 

dissolve his or her subjectivity in the close and bodily contact with the image” (2002, 

13). But crucially for my further discussion, Hansen associates this possibility with a 

particular mode of reading, one that may be linked to the concept of allegory that I 

have expounded in chapter one. 

Like Marks, Hansen suggests a link between such experience and female 

spectatorship. In chapter three, I engaged with Mary Ann Doane’s (1982) 

theorization of woman’s “over-identification” with the image, to which both Marks 

and Hansen refer. But where in Doane’s theorization, which pertains to the 

representational regime characteristic of narrative cinema, the woman’s closeness to 

the image is concomitant with the proximity of sign and referent and her exclusion 

from the processes of signification, in Hansen’s interpretation of Benjamin, the 

experience of “losing oneself” is bound up with a mode of reading that is prompted 

by a temporal gap or cognitive disjunction. As I argued in chapter one, temporal 

distance that characterizes the relationship between sign and referent is also crucial 

to the concept of allegory as it was formulated by Benjamin (1977) and reinterpreted 

by Owens (1984). Hansen suggests that Benjamin’s theory of experience is based on a 

“different economy of distance and proximity” (1987, 218), one that subverts the 

scopic regime theorized by Doane with respect to narrative cinema. As she puts it, 

Benjamin conceptualizes “a dimension of reciprocity which defies the social and 

historical organization of looking, with its ceaseless reproduction of the subject in 

terms of mirror identity, unity, presence and mastery” (Hansen 1987, 215). 
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Analogically to Marks’ notion of haptic perception, Hansen’s reading of Benjamin is 

primarily concerned with issues of vision and spectatorship, focusing on Benjamin’s 

understanding of the political potential of cinema. But here, too, the argument may 

be extended to involve the relationship between sound and image, or audio-vision. 

Moreover, Benjamin’s valorization of a distracted mode of perception makes his 

observations particularly relevant to contemporary hypermediacy. Hansen’s 

interpretation suggests that if the political potential of hypermedial opera is to be 

associated with fragmentation (as opposed to the totalizing impulse of the 

Gesamtkunswerk), it is to be formulated not in terms of autonomy of the component 

parts but rather in terms of the fragmenting operations that are characteristic of 

allegory and that hypermedial opera is capable of performing, not least, by way of 

the media of reproduction.  

 

The Aura, Memory, and the “Mimetic Faculty” 

 

Hansen’s discussion hinges on some of the incongruous and ambivalent features of 

the “Artwork Essay” (1969), which she situates in relation to Benjamin’s theory of 

experience as it emerges from Benjamin’s other writings from the middle and later 

period. Crucial for Hansen’s discussion are the ambiguities in Benjamin’ concept of 

the “aura.” In the “Artwork Essay,” Benjamin defines the aura as “the unique 

appearance [Erscheinung] of a distance, however close it may be” in relation to the 

perception of nature (Benjamin 1969, 222, quoted in Hansen 1987, 187).21 As Hansen 

explains, the perception of the aura in natural objects rests upon “a projection of a 

social experience among human beings onto nature” (Benjamin 1969, 188, quoted in 

Hansen 1987, 187). It is an experience of intersubjectivity, of an anticipated 

reciprocity of the gaze: 

 

The person we look at, or who feels he is being looked at, looks at us in return. To 

experience the aura of a phenomenon means to invest [belehnen] it with the capability 

of returning the gaze. (Benjamin 1969, 188, quoted in Hansen 1987, 187-8)  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
21 In most of her quotations from Illuminations (Benjamin 1969), Hansen modifies the 
translation. I am citing these passages as they appear in Hansen (1987). In all quotations, the 
bracketed references to the original German wording are hers. 



! 157!

Moreover, the “appearance of distance” is not of a spatial but rather of a temporal 

dimension. The aura actualizes a trace of an unconscious, forgotten, “prehistoric” 

past (Hansen 1987, 188). 

Hansen’s reading suggests that reactivation of the sensorium is for Benjamin 

primarily a matter of reactivation of memory and awareness of temporality. She 

points out that the complex temporality of Benjamin’s concept of the aura involves 

both a “mnemonic slant of experience,” and the historical conditions of its possibility 

(Hansen 1987, 217). The aura can only be recognized as a qualitative component of 

(past) experience in the moment of its disintegration, of its “historical demolition” 

under the impact of shock (193). In Benjamin’s conception, the decline of the aura 

coincides with the decline of the Utopian imagination. As Hansen elucidates, the 

reorganization of perception in modernity was for him a matter of 

detemporalization, which eroded not only the capability and communicability of 

experience “as memory, as awareness of temporality and mortality” but also “the 

very possibility of remembering, that is imagining, a different world” (189). As the 

utopian sediment of experience, the aura can now only be recuperated “in a 

fragmentary state, as ‘quotation’” (190).22  

The transformed experience of the aura does not concern the perception of nature 

as much as the phenomena of “second nature,” the perception of the 

phantasmagorias of modernity, and particularly the “dreamworld of commodities” 

(210). As Habermas observes, “a whole field of surprising correspondences between 

animate and inanimate nature is opened up, wherein even things encounter us in the 

structures of frail intersubjectivity” (Habermas 1979, 46, quoted in Hansen 1987, 193, 

italics in original). Benjamin found this perspective prefigured in the Surrealists’ 

interest in the obsolescent, as well as in the flaneur’s “purposeless purposeful 

drifting into the past which turns the city into a ‘mnemotechnic device’” (Hansen 

1987, 194). As Hansen explains, at stake here is a particular mode of reading, 

propelled by a “cognitive disjunction” (198) or temporal gap. The flaneur reads in 

the minute and inconspicuous details of the city, “the scent of a particular threshold 

or the touch of a particular tile” (Benjamin quoted in Hansen 1987, 194); a “temporal 

crossing” is opened up that harbors a density of meanings (Hansen 1987, 194). 

Hansen explicates this mode of reading with reference to Benjamin’s speculations on 

the “mimetic faculty,” a term that relates to the human ability to recognize similarity. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 Hansen explains Benjamin’s ambivalence towards the aura with reference to the tension of 
destructive and utopian impulses characteristic of radical Jewish Messianism.  
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The perception of similarity hinges upon a particular moment in time, and is thus 

bound up with the temporality of reading, “the momentary and ephemeral 

configurations of meaning, their ‘flashing’ into a constellation” (198). Hansen notes 

that in terms of signification, this notion of mimesis has nothing to do with an iconic 

relationship between sign and reality.23 In her interpretation, the mimetic dimension 

of reading rather responds to the level of meaning that Roland Barthes (1977) termed 

the “third” or “obtuse” meaning, to the level of physiognomic excess. Such a mode of 

reading is not confined to written material. It encompasses, among other things, “a 

critical reading of the ‘natural’ phenomena of nineteenth-century capitalism” 

(Hansen 1987, 198).24 And as the quote from Benjamin above implies, it may involve 

senses other than vision—smell, touch, and presumably also hearing. Like the aura, 

the mimetic faculty is subject to historical change. Benjamin suggests that the ability 

to perceive similarity is diminishing, but rather than simply decaying, it too is 

undergoing a transformation (Hansen 1987, 196). 

While the terms cannot be conflated, a connection can be made between 

Benjamin’s conception of “mimetic faculty” and the “mimetic” sensitivity of the 

perceiver to the perceived that I have approached, so far, with recourse to the 

notions of “sensory mimesis” (Buck-Morss 1992) and “mimetic embodiment” (Marks 

2002). As I have argued above, the latter conceptions presuppose a relationship with 

the perceived that defies the mechanism of mirror identification based on sameness. 

Hansen’s interpretation of Benjamin suggests that a bodily sensitivity to the 

perceived may be enabled by recognition of similarity. Where for Marks and Buck-

Morss the mimetic experience pertains to an encounter with people (represented or 

“live”), Benjamin is mainly concerned with representation of the urban 

environment.25 According to Hansen, Benjamin believes that “Only a break with the 

personality-centered, commercial tradition of representation . . . will restore a 

physiognomic sensibility towards both the human body and the world of things.” 

(Hansen 207) As I have already intimated, due to its suggestion of intersubjectivity, 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 “If the correspondences actualized by the mimetic faculty pertain to any aspect of 
signification, then it is to the realm of the indexical, which involves a relationship of material 
contiguity hinging upon a particular moment in time and thus brings into play the 
disjunctive temporality of all reading.” (Hansen 1987, 195) 
24 “The medium of such critical reading is language, to be sure, but the ‘temporal abyss,’ the 
cognitive disjunction which propels such reading, is more than a metaphor of the aporetic 
nature of all language.” (Hansen 1987, 198) 
25 “the concept of mimesis complements the philosophical analysis of Naturgeschichte, in that 
it envisions a relationship with nature that is alternative to the dominant forms of mastery 
and exploitation, one that would dissolve the contours of the subject/object dichotomy into 
reciprocity and the possibility of reconciliation” (Hansen 1987, 195) 
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forgoing of visual mastery and “loosing oneself,” the mode of perception theorized 

by Benjamin in relation to “the world of things” bears many similarities with the 

embodied mode of experience that, according to Marks, enables an ethical relation 

with the other. And even more readily may the renewed “physiognomic sensibility” 

be related to the physiological response to the perceived that Buck-Morss has termed 

“sensory mimesis” and understood as a manifestation of the “synaesthetic system.” 

In chapter three, I evoked Barthes’ (1977) concept of the “third” meaning in 

relation to Owens’ (1984) understanding of allegory, and pointed out the relationship 

of both notions to Doane’s (1982) conception of the masquerade. Following Owens, I 

have emphasized the association of the third meaning with disguise, with an 

incongruity in the image that dismantles the apparent unity of artist and role, sign 

and referent, and thus prevents mirror identification with the image. It is this 

incongruity that marks the difference between similarity and sameness. Where the 

masquerade, as a representational strategy, highlights the gap between sign and 

referent, allegory articulates this gap in explicitly temporal terms. (In Writing to 

Vermeer, it emerges between the Vermeer paintings that the opera appropriates 

through the media of reproduction, and the performers on stage modeled on these 

paintings.) In chapter one, I proposed allegory as a key to the processes of meaning-

making in hypermedial opera. I laid stress on the way it incites reading and draws 

attention to the dialogical situation in which meaning is produced and opera’s 

material effects emerge. I also pointed out that, according to Owens (who closely 

follows Benjamin, 1977), allegory is characterized by its “conviction of the 

remoteness of the past, and a desire to redeem it for the present” (Owens 1984, 203), 

which I exemplified with the use of the allegorical strategy of appropriation in Rosa. 

With respect to hypermedial opera’s structure of meaning, I emphasized the way the 

temporal gap between sign and referent typical of allegory highlights the 

impossibility of the sign to reach its origin, to settle on an ultimate meaning. 

Hansen’s interpretation of Benjamin suggests that the temporal gap that 

hypermedial opera opens up by way of allegory my work as the incongruity or 

“cognitive disjunction” necessary for the recognition of similarity. In other words, 

the reading that allegory incites may be understood not only in terms of triggering 

the process of ascription of meaning but also in the sense of appealing to the 

“mimetic faculty.” In this latter sense, it also concerns the possibility to temporarily 

bridge the gap between past and present—to “rescue from historical oblivion that 

which threatens to disappear” (Owens 1984, 203). 
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Yet, as I have pointed out above (and demonstrated in chapter three with respect 

to Writing to Vermeer), while mirror identification may be prevented at the level of 

vision, the cultural ideal of bodily unity of which it is a manifestation may be 

reaffirmed by way of audio-vision. It is thus significant that in the scenes from Rosa 

and Writing to Vermeer that I have singled out in this chapter, the allegorical structure 

of meaning fosters the perception of a disjunction between sound and image. Thus, 

as I have already indicated in chapter one, Rosa’s falsetto singing, which is part of 

the complex allegorical structure in the “I am riding” scene, both highlights the 

temporal gap between sign and referent with respect to the voice and disrupts the 

sense of an “organic” unity of voice and body. Similarly, Esmeralda’s neighing may 

be understood as an instance of acoustic appropriation that propels reading while 

also temporarily suspending the ties between her voice and her body. In other 

words, in such cases, the disjunction between sound and image is part and parcel of 

the “cognitive disjunction” that enables the “mimetic faculty.”  

As both Buck-Morss and Hansen have recognized, modern experience is 

characterized by severing the connection between sense perception and memory. 

And, as I have suggested above, hypermedial opera (like the Gesamtkunstwerk before 

it) may foster the detemporalization of perception characteristic of modern 

anaesthesia, by way of the musical suspension of temporality. But, thanks to its 

allegorical aspect, it is also capable of breaking through the seemingly continuous 

present and to momentarily reactivate memory and the “awareness of temporality 

and mortality.” According to Buck-Morss, Benjamin suggests that the media of 

reproduction have the ability to “restore the instinctual power of the human bodily 

senses” (1992, 5, italics in original). In her understanding, the senses “maintain an 

uncivilized and uncivilizable trace, a core of resistance to cultural domestication” (6). 

Moreover, Buck-Morss as well as Hansen indicate that a physiognomic sensibility to 

the perceived involves bypassing consciousness—in a situation where, as Buck-

Morss argues, consciousness is used as a buffer.26 That is not to say, however, that 

the aim is to return to the “natural” or “original” state of the sensorium. Rather, the 

“uncivilized and uncivilizable trace” that the senses maintain is what makes it 

possible at all to break through the cultural conditioning of the senses that is itself 

perceived as “natural.” If the aura actualizes a trace of a forgotten past, it is a past 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
26 In Buck-Morss description of “sensory mimesis,” it was an experience of “perceptual 
acuity, material awareness that ran out of the control of conscious will or intellection” (1992, 
15). In her conception, the new, anaesthetizing consciousness is contrasted with the “sense-
consciousness” of the synaesthetic system. 
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that cannot be returned to. In this sense, the contemporary experience of the aura is 

itself allegorical—it is governed by the recognition of the remoteness of the past and 

the desire to redeem it for the present. But, as a past modality of experience, the aura 

(and the mimetic faculty alike) can only be recuperated “in a fragmentary state, as 

‘quotation’” (Hansen 1987, 190). As Hansen notes, the experience of the aura is 

guided by a dialectic of forgetting and remembering, and so is the subject’s 

relationship to the body (219). What is at stake, in other words, is the possibility of 

remembering the state of the sensorium before synaesthetics turned into anaesthetics, 

to gain a “utopian glimpse” of a different conditioning of the senses. Such a glimpse 

is made possible by a particular mode of reading, in moments where “the past and 

the now flash into a constellation” (Hansen 1987, 199). 

 

Fragmentation, Distortion and Distraction 

 

In Hansen’s interpretation, the distinction between similarity and sameness that is at 

the heart of the “mimetic faculty” is as crucial for Benjamin’s alternative vision of 

cinema as the principle of montage. Hansen points out the way this distinction is 

articulated in Benjamin’s writings on Proust, which also illuminates the kind of 

remembering that is involved in reactivation of the physiognomic sensibility towards 

the perceived. Similarity is associated here with the logic of the dream world, where 

“everything that happens appears not in identical but in a similar guise, opaquely 

similar one to another” (Benjamin 1969, 204, quoted in Hansen 1987, 200). It is the 

logic of unconscious association, the mémoire involontaire, which involves 

remembrance based on a “bodily” presence of mind rather than conscious 

remembering (Hansen 1987, 200). The logic of mémoire involontaire also informs the 

return of the gaze that marks experience of the aura. As Hansen puts it, the returned 

gaze “does not mirror the subject in its present, conscious identity, but confronts us 

with another self, never before seen in a waking state” (188). 

The idea of remembrance based on a bodily presence of mind resonates with 

Buck-Morss’ understanding of the synaesthetic system as a “system of sense-

consciousness” that mediates between external sense perceptions and internal 

“sense-memories” of the past (1992, 17). Moreover, this formulation of the distinction 

between similarity and sameness further supports a notion of intersubjectivity as a 

bodily relation to the other that defies the mechanism of mirror identification. It thus 

provides another link to the conceptions of “sensory mimesis” (Buck-Morss 1992) 
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and “mimetic embodiment” (Marks 2002). And it also speaks to the incongruity that 

I have approached above via the third meaning and allegory. In chapter three, I have 

borrowed Barbara Freedman’s formulation to argue that such incongruity is able to 

elicit “a return of the look by the mirror image which denies the process” (Freedman 

1990, 71). Where Freedman ascribes such capacity to theatre and performance, 

Benjamin indicates that it may be achieved by way of the media of reproduction. In 

his writing on Proust, Benjamin suggests that the writer turned remembering into a 

textual process, which was guided by “homesickness for the world distorted in the 

state of resemblance, a world in which the true surrealist face of existence breaks 

through” (Benjamin 1969, 205, quoted in Hansen 1987, 201). As Hansen reasons, 

following Wohlfarth (1979, 80): “If the ‘true face of existence’ is ‘surrealist,’ the only 

adequate mode of representation is one of mimetic transformation, figuration or 

displacement – the ‘distortion of distortion.’” (Hansen 1987, 201)  

In the “Artwork Essay,” Benjamin abandons the distinction between similarity 

and sameness, and actively promotes the destruction of the aura. A “sense of 

sameness” is attached here to the masses, which bear a “functional affinity” with the 

media of reproduction (Hansen 1987, 184), and which are placed in diametrical 

opposition to the aura. As Hansen notes, Benjamin thus cuts himself off from a 

crucial aspect of his theory of experience. Within this context, cinema is associated 

with the demolition of the aura and the historical process of experiential 

impoverishment. Yet, Hansen identifies “glimpses of mimetic cognition and 

figuration” (202) in the “Artwork Essay” which suggest that cinema could be 

recuperated as a medium of experience. 

According to Hansen, film’s mimetic capability involves the complex 

technological procedure film uses to create an illusion of reality. It is in this sense 

that she interprets Benjamin’s striking formulation that “the sight of immediate 

reality has become the ‘blue flower’ in the land of technology” (Benjamin 1969, 233, 

quoted in Hansen 1987, 204). As she explains, the reality conveyed by the cinematic 

apparatus is equally phantasmagoric as the “natural” phenomena of the commodity 

world that it replicates. The way for film to have a critical function is thus to break 

through this “chain of mirrors” (perpetuated by the dominant film practice), and to 

perform the “distortion of distortion” that Benjamin traced in the work of Proust 

(204). In other words, to use its highly artificial ways to show “the world distorted in 

the state of resemblance.” As I have noted above, Bolter and Grusin interpret 

Benjmain’s contention that film offers “an aspect of reality which is free of all 
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equipment” (Benjamin 1969, 234, quoted in Bolter and Grusin 1999, 75 and Hansen 

1987, 203) as a belief in the possibility to get past technological mediation. Following 

Hansen, it may rather be understood in relation to the Utopian imagination, as the 

possibility of “remembering, that is imagining, a different world” (Hansen 1987, 

189). In other words, Hansen’s discussion suggests that rather than offering an 

unmediated access to the “real,” film may offer a transformed perception of 

everyday reality, a reality that has become the “second nature,” and of which the 

media of reproduction are now themselves an integral part. 

Bolter and Grusin suggest that, in the “age of remediation,” the work of art offers 

“an aspect of reality which cannot be freed from mediation or remediation,” while 

the new media seek to present precisely “an aspect of reality which is free from all 

mediation” (1999, 75). They thus unwittingly echo Buck-Morss’ paraphrase of 

Benjamin’s argument, namely that the task of politicized art is “not to duplicate the 

illusion as real, but to interpret reality as itself illusion” (Buck-Morss 1983, 214, 

quoted in Hansen 1987, 204). Bolter and Grusin’s formulation surprisingly maintains 

the distinction between art and media of reproduction, a distinction that Buck-Morss 

and Hansen abandon. But more importantly, the media theorists ultimately conflate 

Benjamin’s “blue flower,” the equipment-free aspect of reality, with the media-

induced effect of immediacy that makes illusion appear as real. Hansen’s reading of 

Benjamin highlights the difference between the two. Where Bolter and Grusin help 

identify the effect of immediacy that responds to the desire for the “real,” Hansen’s 

reading concerns the possibility of breaking through this effect. The notion of 

mimetic transformation—which goes beyond the interpretation of reality as 

illusion—contains the possibility of disrupting the “reality effect” not only where it 

consists in concealing mediation27 but also where, as in the case of hypermediacy, it 

is a matter of creating “a feeling of fullness, a satiety of experience, which can be 

taken as reality” (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 53). 

Hansen relates the possibility of mimetic transformation in film to Benjamin’s 

metaphor of the “optical unconscious.” As Benjamin argues in the “Artwork Essay,” 

the camera is able to reveal a different nature than that accessible to the naked eye, 

“an unconsciously permeated space” (Benjamin 1969, 236, quoted in Hansen 1987, 

208). Like the Freudian slip, which changes our perception of language, the cinematic 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 Hansen explicitly distinguishes her understanding of Benjamin’s “blue flower” from the 
reality effect conceived of as the masking of technique and production, as it was theorized by 
film scholars such as Metz (1982) and Baudry (1986).  
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techniques, and above all montage, offer a changed perception of the visual world. 

Hansen notes that Benjamin emphasizes the “fragmenting, destructive, allegorizing 

effect of the cinematic devices” (Hansen 1987, 209). The camera reveals “the ‘natural’ 

appearance of the capitalist everyday as an allegorical landscape” (209), and in this 

sense, film is akin to the pursuits of the flaneur and the Surrealists. As Hansen 

explains, 

 

The material fissure between a consciously and an “unconsciously permeated space” 

opens up a temporal gap for the viewer, a disjunction that may trigger recollection, and 

with it promises of reciprocity and intersubjectivity. That these promises remain 

largely unrealized, given the imbrication of vision, narrative and subjectivity in 

classical cinema, does not diminish the critical force of the argument. (Hansen 1987, 

217) 

 

Where Hansen mentions the tradition of “city films” in this connection,28 Benjamin’s 

emphasis on fragmentation and montage makes his argument relevant to 

contemporary hypermediacy—along with its cinematic genealogy. Indeed, in 

Hansen’s understanding, the notion of the “optical unconscious” offers a perspective 

on the mode of spectatorship historically associated with the “cinema of attractions.” 

In chapter one, I argued that it is the multiplicity of media, and especially the 

“windowed” effect typical of hypermediacy that foregrounds fragmentation and 

montage in hypermedial opera and sustains its allegorical structure. And at the 

beginning of this chapter, I suggested that the effect of visual flatness or 

“multiplication of surface” that, as Marks points out, has been identified with haptic 

visuality in early cinema (and that also forms one of the common visual strategies in 

hypermedial opera) may be understood as a special aspect of this layered or 

windowed effect. Moreover, the principle of fragmentation and montage that 

Benjamin is intent on need not be limited to the visuals. The disjunction between 

sound and image that I have discussed above may also be understood as part of the 

“fragmenting, destructive, allegorizing effect” (Hansen 1987, 209) that the media of 

reproduction are able to produce. It needs to be emphasized here that the disjunction 

between sound and image is a matter of distortion rather than “complete 

fragmentation and rampant uncoordination” that, according to Levinson, would 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28 Hansen refers specifically to Vigo, Vertov, Godard, Kluge, Sander and Ottinger. She also 
notes that in the Passagen-Werk, Benjamin envisioned an “impassioned” film on the 
archeology of Paris (Hansen 1987, 209). 
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characterize the disintegrative effect of multimedia (Levinson 1990, 36). The 

“cognitive disjunction” only emerges when the sound and the image are read, seen 

and heard in relation to one another. It is the cultural ideal of an organically unified 

body that (like the mirror image) undergoes the mimetic transformation, which 

enables recognition of similarity instead of the sameness on which identification is 

based. 

Hansen recognizes that the notion of distortion or mimetic displacement bears 

similarities with the Brechtian strategy of estrangement. But unlike the concept of 

distanciation (Verfremdung), the distracted mode of perception that Benjamin is 

concerned with is based on proximity, on losing oneself in a “close and bodily 

contact” with the perceived, as Marks puts it (2002, 13)—it contains the possibility of 

“abandoning one’s waking self to the dreamlike, discontinuous sequence of sense 

impressions” (Hansen 1987, 219). Hansen also points out that Benjamin’s 

recuperation of cinema as a medium of experience brings into play a “constitutive 

ambiguity” in Benjamin’s concept of shock (210), which is crucial to his endorsement 

of the distracted mode of perception. On the one hand, shock is responsible for the 

defensive shield against external stimuli and the impoverishment of experience. On 

the other hand, however, it may assume a strategic significance “as an artificial 

means of propelling the human body into moments of recognition” (Hansen 1987, 

211). The “allegorical devices” such as framing and montage—which, as Hansen also 

remarks, introduce a tactile element into the field of optical perception (211)—then 

have a similar function as flaneurist walking, Surrealist séances or drug experiments 

(in which Benjamin himself indulged): “to activate layers of unconscious memory 

buried in the reified structures of subjectivity” (211). As Hansen makes clear, the 

political potential of cinema rests not only upon a formal rehearsal of the shock-effect 

but more importantly on the mimetic power of the elements of montage. It resides in 

“the shock-like configuration, or re-figuration, of social documents – images, sounds, 

textual fragments of an alienated yet common experience” (211). 

By virtue of the multiplicity and excess of media that characterize it, 

hypermediacy seems symptomatic of the shock effect that Benjamin put at the core of 

modern experience. As I have argued above, the feeling of sensory plenitude that 

hypermediacy produces may be interpreted as a form of anaesthetization. I have also 

suggested that, in hypermedial opera, music may work as a powerful tool of 

managing attention within the general context of distraction. But thanks to its 

fragmenting, allegorizing capacities, hypermediacy may also make the body 
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“remember” the openness of the synaesthetic system and reactivate the 

physiognomic sensibility to the perceived. As I have contended in chapter one, and 

restated here, in hypermedial opera, music, and sound more generally, participate in 

the allegorical structures that open up this possibility. Where they do not, they may 

rather work to forestall it. (This is the case in the scenes from Writing to Vermeer 

which, at the level of vision, may be interpreted as instances of allegory or the 

“masquerade,” but in which the cultural ideal of an organically unified body is 

reaffirmed by way of audio-vision, through the perceived unity between the singing 

voice and the performing body). 

It may be argued that, in the age of digital media, new forms of the 

Gesamtkunstwerk are being devised, and “new aggregations of the visual, auditory, 

haptic and olfactory senses” are being created (Connor 1997, 221), unthinkable in the 

times of Adorno and Benjamin. Nevertheless, Adorno’s and Benjamin’s writings still 

prove productive in identifying mechanisms the contemporary relevance of which 

may be thought of in terms of “remediation” (Bolter and Grusin 1999)—remediation, 

in other words, of effects of immediacy and ways of managing the sensorium. 

Moreover, hypermedial opera, as exemplified by Rosa and Writing to Vermeer, 

actively engages with the traditions of the “old” media (film in particular), as well as 

opera, demonstrating how some of the mechanisms recognized by Adorno, Benjamin 

and others may still be effective in the new media surroundings. And while there 

may be reservations about the utopian aspect of Benjamin’s argument, it helps to 

approach the “sensory recombination and transformation” (Connor 1997, 221) 

arguably afforded by new technologies with some caution. If the primacy of vision 

may thus be put in doubt, the physiological sensitivity to the perceived that I have 

been intent on here may remain a rare occurrence, a “blue flower.” 



! 167!

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 
In this study, Bolter and Grusin’s (1999) concept of hypermediacy has served as a 

starting point for considerations of how contemporary opera between stage and 

screen incites production of meaning, engenders effects of immediacy, and may 

ultimately be political, not in terms of its contents but in terms of the relationship 

between the perceiver and the perceived that it is capable of creating. Approaching 

opera as hypermedium has helped me situate my discussion of contemporary 

operatic practices within the larger context of today’s media culture, and to address 

some of the crucial issues in the current debates about opera and theatre 

performance within this context. By way of conclusion, I will briefly revisit some of 

the main points of this study by resituating them in relation to two more general 

concerns: first, the question of the relationship between what the literary theorist 

Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht (2004) has termed “meaning effects” and “presence effects”; 

and second, the suggestion that new media produce new modes of perception and 

embodiment that may be likened to the effects of sound.  

Gumbrecht’s influential call for attention to the production of presence, which has 

also resonated in writings on opera and theatre, is representative of the growing 

interest in the material aspects of cultural objects, as well as the way these aspects 

have been theorized in relation to meaning. The call was motivated by the desire to 

challenge what Gumbrecht perceived as the dominant scholarly practice of 

interpretation and “a worldview that always wants to go ‘beyond’ (or ‘below’) that 

which is physical” (xiv). In theatre and performance studies, however, an interest in 

what may generally be termed “presence effects” may be observed for quite some 

time now, and opera studies have more recently followed suit. Moreover, it may be 

remarked that, while there seems to be a consensus that opera produces both kinds 

of effects, relatively little attention has been devoted to interpretation of opera in 

performance along the lines of the scholarly practice that Gumbrecht looks for an 

alternative to. Thus, what I have rather sought to challenge in this study is the 

scholarly perspective that associates the merit of contemporary opera and theatre 

performance with that which lies “beyond meaning.” It is symptomatic that 

Gumbrecht, who insists that “presence effects” and “meaning effects” necessarily 
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coexist in every encounter with cultural objects, believes that “the presence 

dimension will always dominate when we are listening to music,” as opposed to the 

reading of text that will always be dominated by the “meaning-dimension” (109). In 

opera studies, “presence effects” have mostly been associated with music, and in 

particular the singing voice, and Gumbrecht gestures here towards the opposition 

between text and sound that has often been evoked in this context.  

Throughout this study, I have emphasized the interdependence of meaning 

making and presence effects, which I have mainly approached as effects of 

immediacy, a term that seeks to eschew the ontological weight of the concept of 

“presence,” and to foster the understanding that at stake here are, indeed, effects, 

rather than the experience of, or access to presence. I am not denying that opera may 

have a material, bodily impact on its spectator-auditors. In fact, it is in terms of a 

specific, physiological sensibility to the body (or thing) perceived that I have 

approached the politics of perception in hypermedial opera. But here too, I have 

underscored the interconnection between the processes of meaning making—with 

emphasis on the situation of its production, rather than identification of meaning—

and opera’s material effects. In dealing with this relationship, the theory of 

performativity and a specific reading of Walter Benjamin have proved the most 

productive, as an alternative to an approach that highlights the tension between 

meaning and presence (as Gumbrecht does, with recourse to Heidegger), or suggests 

an opposition between the two, and reading and listening more specifically. 

Moreover, where for Gumbrecht and others, presence is primarily a spatial concept 

(Gumbrecht 2004, xiii and 17), I have explored the role of temporality in both the 

effects of immediacy, and the physiological sensibility that I associate with 

hypermedial opera’s political potential. What I agree on with Gumbrecht is the 

“extreme temporality” (58) and fragmentary nature of those encounters with cultural 

objects that “touch” our bodies (17). But where Gumbrecht addresses “moments of 

intensity” engendered by works of art more generally (97), I have been intent on the 

rare instances of what I understand as a particular, intersubjective relationship 

between the perceiver and the perceived. 

It may be argued that cultural objects always resist interpretation, in the sense of 

identification of (a fixed) meaning. In chapter one, I demonstrated how hypermedial 

opera stages this failure of interpretation explicitly, by means of allegory, and I 

suggested that it is this failure, whereby “something else is done” (Felman 2003, 57), 

that opens the way for opera’s material effects. In more general terms, I appreciate 
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that cultural objects tend to resist theory and, as I have already indicated in the 

introduction, some may be said to theorize in their own right. In practice, this has 

meant paying attention to how the operas I analyze resist some theorizations— 

including the concept of opera as drama, and the identification of opera’s material 

effects with the embodied singing voice—while inviting, illuminating and modifying 

others. My choice and discussion of theory, in other words, has been directly 

informed, rather than merely illustrated, by my case studies. Moreover, 

understanding the operas as being in dialogue with the theorizations of scholarship 

involves concentrating on what they do rather than what they say, to put it in terms 

of the theory of performativity. 

With respect to theatre and opera performances, “presence effects” have often 

been perceived as contingent on live experience. Yet, Gumbrecht suggests that the 

current “desire for presence” may in fact be “reinforced or even triggered by” 

contemporary media technology (2004, 20). This is in line with how the new media 

have been theorized, namely as activating new modes of perception and 

embodiment, and engendering new experiences of presence. It is telling that, as 

Frances Dyson (2009) has recognized, the specific qualities of new media have been 

described in terms akin to the properties of sound, and similarly to Gumbrecht’s 

conception of presence, space has acted as “a pivotal element” (1) in these 

theorizations. In her book-length study, Dyson demonstrates how the rhetoric of new 

media, with the primary figures of immersion and embodiment, is characterized by 

mapping the phenomenal characteristics and conceptual metaphors associated with 

sound onto digital technology. Given this perceptual and conceptual affinity 

between sound and new media identified by Dyson, hypermedial opera, which 

works on the intersection of a sound-driven art form and the (old and new) media, 

stands out as a particularly apt place for an exploration of various interrelated effects 

of immediacy. The operas of Louis Andriessen and Peter Greenaway that have 

served as my case studies epitomize, in many ways, the characteristics of 

hypermediacy within the operatic context. 

The discourse tackled by Dyson posits an “absolute difference” (1) between the 

new and the “old” media such as cinema and television. By contrast, Bolter and 

Grusin’s understanding of hypermediacy, and even more the pertaining concept of 

remediation, foreground the continuity of mechanisms that cater to the desire for 

immediacy across different art forms and media, old and new. In this regard, 

Michael Fried’s (1980) notion of absorption is a prime example of identifying an 
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effect of immediacy in principle, while being aware that the means used to achieve it 

may change over time. Bleeker’s (2002, 2008) reading of Fried, with its emphasis on 

the relation between “seer” and seen, has been instrumental in my understanding of 

effects of immediacy more generally in terms of how the relationship between the 

spectator-auditor and the audio-visual event is shaped. Approaching opera as 

hypermedium draws attention to how effects of immediacy are remediated not only 

with respect to the media, but also with respect to opera. Unlike terms that lay stress 

on the new such as “digital opera” (Sheil and Vear 2012), it emphasizes the 

continuity between contemporary operatic practices and various aspects of the 

operatic past. Thus, in chapter two, I associated the effect of absorption with musical 

suspension of temporality, and I demonstrated how it may be engendered by 

drawing on traditional operatic dramaturgy and the pertaining musical idiom. 

Dyson’s discussion indicates that the opposition between old and new media 

coincides with the opposition between sight and sound. As she notes, the discourse 

of digital media “eschews the theories of simulation, representation, and 

spectatorship that attend cinema and television” (3), and music, the voice, and sound 

more generally have also often been approached in this way. But just as the emphasis 

on the “absolute difference” between old and new media obscures the continuity of 

certain mechanisms that cater to the desire for immediacy, so too does stress on the 

alterity of sound obscure ways in which it produces effects similar to those 

associated with vision. Throughout this study, I have been intent on how sound 

participates in mechanisms that have primarily been theorized in relation to text and 

image, such as reading and positioning. This has involved treating music as 

“significant, readable, representational” (Barthes 1977, 77), rather than exempt from 

the representational principles characteristic of the other arts and media involved in 

hypermedial opera. Yet, I have also demonstrated how attention to music and sound 

may subvert claims made in relation to the image alone. In chapter two, I analyzed 

how the apparent multiplicity of perspectives suggested by visual representations 

and deemed typical of hypermediacy may be channeled into a particular point of 

experience by means of music. And in chapter three, I showed how the critical 

distance in the visual representation of women is undermined by the perceived unity 

of voice and body.  

Dyson recognizes that the “desire for total immersion” (3) characteristic of new 

media was already evident in the old and, significantly, it was catered to by means of 

sound. As an example, she cites the “almost palpable envelopment of film sound,” as 
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well as the use of lip sync in cinema, which produces “an illusion of embodiment 

that owes its persuasiveness to the near impossibility of imagining voice and body as 

separate when the viewer feels his or her own voice to be embodied” (3). The 

relationship between voice and body is an important issue on the intersection of 

opera and the media. But where some opera scholars have played up the discrepancy 

between the voice heard and the body seen in opera (Abbate 1993, 2001; Novak 2012, 

2015), I have been attentive to the role that the anchoring of the singing voice to the 

performing body plays in producing effects of immediacy, and especially the effect 

of liveness. Like the film theory that I have relied on in this connection, Dyson’s 

observation foregrounds the stakes in maintaining the perception of an “organic” 

unity between voice and body, which becomes particularly pertinent to opera in the 

intermedial context. Moreover, it inadvertently also underlines the importance of an 

audio-visual approach, as opposed to concentration on sound alone. 

Dyson’s description of the immersion and embodiment associated with new 

media resonates with Bolter and Grusin’s account of the “immediacy that comes 

through hypermediacy” (1999, 81), which they too elucidate with reference to sound, 

as the experience of “abandoning oneself” to sensory impressions, to music (71-72). 

And, like Bolter and Grusin, Dyson recognizes the continuity of such effects. Her 

reference to the “almost palpable envelopment of film sound” evokes the same 

genealogy that Bolter and Grusin outline when they compare the effects of 

hypermedia with those of the Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk. The recognition of this 

lineage challenges some of the claims made with respect to new media as well as 

new forms of opera. It helps approach the critical hopes associated with “new 

operatic phenomenologies” (Sheil and Vear 2012, 6) fostered by digital technologies 

with caution, especially where the notion of “total experience” is at play (Sheil and 

Vear 2012, 4, italics in original). The connection between the total work of art, film 

sound and new media also points towards the ways in which the apparent alterity of 

sound, including its synaesthetic qualities, may be used “psycho-technically” 

(Adorno and Eisler 2007, 14) for particular ideological purposes, as Adorno 

recognized in his critique of both the Wagnerian Gesamtkunsterk and classical film 

music. And last but not least, awareness of connections such as this one makes it 

possible to acknowledge the common ground of effects that span the apparent divide 

between live performance and the media of reproduction.  

The contemporary encounters between opera and the media are surely a fertile 

ground for exploring the potential for a critical intervention in the relationship 
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between sight and sound, and the possibility of “sensory recombination and 

transformation” (Connor 1997, 221) more generally. However, such exploration, in 

both practice and theory, requires awareness of the various effects of immediacy that 

may be remediated within this context, often inadvertently. Moreover, loosing sight 

of the processes of meaning-making in search of new modes of experience would 

ultimately amount to throwing the baby out with the bathwater, as these are 

necessarily involved not only in the production of effects of immediacy but, as I have 

demonstrated in chapter four, also in the politics of perception the possibility of 

which is suggested by specific, brief moments in hypermedial opera. 
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SUMMARY 

Opera as Hypermedium: Meaning-Making, Immediacy, and the 

Politics of Perception 

!
In this study, Bolter and Grusin’s (1999) concept of hypermediacy serves as a starting 

point for an enquiry into contemporary encounters between opera and the media. 

The concept was primarily developed in relation to new media, yet it has also 

resonated in theorizations of intermediality that deal with the use of film, video and 

digital technologies in theatre and performance (e.g. Chapple and Kattenbelt 2006). 

Hypermediacy has been defined in terms of multiplicity, awareness and enjoyment 

of mediation and representation, and a “windowed” quality, with windows opening 

onto other representations and other media. In Bolter and Grusin’s conception, it is 

one part of the double logic of remediation, according to which new media present 

themselves as refashioned and improved versions of older media. The other part of 

the logic is “transparent immediacy,” driven by the desire to let the medium 

disappear in favor of the thing represented. I draw on the concept of hypermediacy 

to approach contemporary opera on both stage and screen (and in between). I work 

with three case studies that all epitomize the characteristics of hypermediacy within 

the operatic context: the operas Rosa (1994) and Writing to Vermeer (1999) by Dutch 

composer Louis Andriessen and British filmmaker Peter Greenaway that were first 

staged at De Nederlandse Opera in Amsterdam, and a film version of the opera Rosa 

made in 1999 for Dutch television. 

Bolter and Grusin emphasize the interplay of hypermediacy and transparent 

immediacy, but they also endow hypermediacy with a critical potential vis-à-vis the 

representational media that strive for transparency, and theatre theory has paralleled 

this by pointing up the media-conscious and critical aspect of intermediality. My 

discussion of opera as hypermedium has been motivated by an interest in how 

contemporary opera participates in the critique of what has been perceived as the 

dominant modes of representation in Western media and, more generally, the larger 

artistic and theoretical discourse on the politics of representation and perception. In 

the course of this study I examine several critical claims that have been made with 

respect to hypermediacy, intermedial theatre and opera, before offering my own take 
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on what the politics of hypermedial opera may consist of. I am intent on 

distinguishing between what I understand as effects of immediacy, and those aspects 

of hypermedial opera that, under specific circumstances, harbor potential for a 

critical intervention. 

Unlike some theorizations of new media that emphasize their newness, as well as 

terms such as “digital opera” (Sheil and Vear 2012) or “postopera” (Novak 2012, 

2015) that foreground the novel aspects of contemporary opera, the concept of 

hypermediacy, with the pertaining notion of remediation, makes it possible to 

recognize the continuity of mechanisms that cater to the “desire for immediacy” 

(Bolter and Grusin 1999, 34) across different art forms and media, old and new. 

Conceptualizing opera as hypermedium involves a particular understanding of its 

relationship to the operatic past, and situating it within a specific media genealogy, 

which involves, among other things, Dutch seventeenth-century painting, modernist 

collage and photomontage, and the “cinema of attractions” (Gunning 1990). And, in 

turn, the Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk may be understood as part of the genealogy of 

contemporary hypermedia. In this sense, hypermedial opera may be perceived as a 

“preposterous” cultural practice (Bal 1999), which (re)thinks opera in and for the 

present. 

I approach the operas I analyze as “theoretical objects” that engage with past and 

present cultural practices, and may also be said to converse with the theoretical 

discourses of scholarship. I suggest that, by actively relating to the operatic past 

within the context of hypermediacy, they draw attention to aspects of the operatic 

genre that may have been overlooked or suppressed in its earlier theorizations. I am 

particularly attentive to how hypermedial opera resists the conception of opera as 

drama (Kerman 1988, Dahlhaus 1989a), foregrounding what Till (2012) has termed, 

after Nietzsche, the Dionysian elements of opera. Insofar as I am concerned with 

thinking beyond the dramatic concept, my understanding of opera as hypermedium 

is related to theorizations that have posited a historical turn away from drama 

towards contemporary forms of theatre and performance, the most prominent 

among which is Hans-Thies Lehmann’s (1999, 2006) notion of “postdramatic 

theatre.” The conceptual shift of focus from opera as drama to opera as 

hypermedium has three interrelated theoretical consequences. First, it is opera on 

stage or screen, rather than the operatic score that becomes the center of analytical 

attention. Second, the shift from page to stage and screen also entails a change of 

focus from word-music relationships to sound-image relationships, which is why in 



! 185!

this study, I approach opera as an audio-visual event or object. And third, rather 

than searching for dramatic totality under the auspices of music, approaching opera 

as hypermedium highlights the multiplicity of its modes of expression, without 

granting any of them primacy over the others. It thus allows opera to become a 

“vehicle for a critique of discursive homogeneity and stability” (Levin 1993, 10).  

My concern with effects of immediacy that contemporary multimedia, theatre and 

opera are able to produce stems from the observation that the desire to let the 

medium “disappear and leave us in the presence of the thing represented” (Bolter 

and Grusin 1999, 6) is in operation not only in the modes of representation associated 

with transparent immediacy but also in many of the contemporary cultural practices 

and theorizations that are presented as alternatives to these modes of representation. 

It may also be discerned in theorizations of theatre and opera, which often evoke the 

notions of “liveness” and “presence” to get at the (unmediated) materiality of the 

stage event, usually with reference to the bodies and voices of the performers. As 

Bleeker (2008) has pointed out, while the ontological foundation of oppositions such 

as representation and presence, meaning and materiality has become deeply 

problematic after Derrida, they continue to be played out on the contemporary 

theatrical stage, and “as effects they are most present and most impressive” (21). In 

this study, I am intent on these and other effects of immediacy as they are produced 

in hypermedial opera by both the media of reproduction and the “live” elements of 

performance, and in their various interactions. In other words, I pay attention to how 

the “desire for immediacy” identified by Bolter and Grusin (1999, 34) is present in 

both contemporary operatic practice and the pertaining theorizations of opera, 

theatre and performance. If hypermediacy and intermedial theatre have been 

associated with the ability to expose acts of mediation and the effect of media 

transparency, I am also concerned with how, in the operas I discuss, strategies of 

immediacy are exposed (as well as exploited) that are characteristic of hypermediacy 

and “postdramatic” theatre. 

I approach the effects of immediacy, and conceptualize opera as hypermedium 

more generally, in terms of how the relationship between the spectator-auditors and 

the audio-visual event is established and shaped. In this regard, Fried’s (1968) 

discussion of theatricality and “presentness” has been instrumental in my 

understanding of the role of temporality in forming this relationship and producing 

effects of immediacy. Where meaning-making is concerned, I draw on the concept of 

allegory as it was formulated by Owens (1984), Benjamin (1977), and de Man (1979), 
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which draws attention to the temporal aspects of the meaning-making process, and 

foregrounds the role of the perceiver in the act of meaning production. It allows for 

approaching the relationship between the spectator-auditor and the audio-visual 

event through a particular conception of reading (Bal 1999), informed by speech-act 

theory and the linguistic concept of deixis (Benveniste 1966). Speech-act theory and 

deixis have also proved pertinent where the relationship between the spectator-

auditor and the audio-visual event has been theorized from within the framework of 

visuality. I rely on Bleeker (2002, 2008) to analyze acts of positioning in hypermedial 

opera in terms of an address by means of which the spectator-auditor is offered a 

“point of experience” (Gorbman 1987, 2) on what is presented on stage. I 

demonstrate that, where multimedia events such as opera are understood as speech-

acts, reading and positioning necessarily involve music, and sound more generally. 

Overall, my discussion often starts from concepts developed in literary theory and 

the theory of visuality, where the issues I am concerned with have been explored the 

most thoroughly, and which I then rethink in terms of audio-vision within the 

operatic context. While increased attention has recently been paid to music and 

sound in the theatre, as well as the operatic voice, these have often been considered 

relatively independently of, or even in opposition to, the other elements of 

performance. In this study, I have been committed to approaching opera as a 

multimedia experience, not least because, in the operas that I discuss, the visual (as 

well as textual) component is particularly striking. Moreover, the stress on the 

alterity of sound often obscures ways in which it produces effects similar to those 

associated with vision, which is why I am intent on how sound participates in 

mechanisms that have primarily been theorized in relation to text and image. Yet, I 

also demonstrate how attention to music and sound may subvert claims made in 

relation to the image alone. 

The political potential of contemporary multimedia, theatre and opera has often 

been related to a critique of the Western representational regime, which has mainly 

been theorized in terms of visuality, with reference to the concepts of perspective 

and the gaze. This critique has inspired the search for alternatives in terms of sound, 

as well as an advocacy of liveness. The latter was the most famously formulated by 

Phelan (1993), who has been criticized for positing an “ontology of performance” 

separate and independent from the “economy of reproduction” (146). On the one 

hand, I rely on Auslander’s (1999) critique of this position to approach liveness as a 

particular effect of immediacy produced by hypermedial opera. On the other hand, 
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like Phelan, I locate the political potential of hypermedial opera in the possibility to 

reconfigure the relationship between the perceiver and the perceived, self and other. 

And like Blau (2007), another advocate of the “difference in liveness” (542), I 

associate it with a particular physiological sensibility to the body (or thing) 

perceived, bound up with awareness of the body’s vulnerability, of temporality and 

mortality. I suggest, however, that such sensibility is not contingent on an encounter 

with a live body on stage. Following Miriam Hansen’s (1987) illuminating reading of 

Benjamin’s “Artwork Essay” (1969), I rather concentrate on how it may be incited by 

the media of reproduction. 

Within the conceptual framework that I have just outlined, each of the four 

chapters engages with different strategies and theoretical claims pertaining to 

immediacy. In chapter one, I deal with the suggestion that opera’s material effects 

may be associated with the embodied singing voice, which has the ability to operate 

“beyond signification.” In such theorizations, interpretation or reading of opera is 

contrasted with listening to opera in performance, and opera’s material effects are 

opposed to its processes of meaning-making. A draw on Shoshana Felman’s (2003) 

reading of Austin’s theory of performativity to suggest that opera’s material effects 

may be ascribed to the excess produced in the dialogic situation of meaning-making, 

which involves not only language but also opera’s other systems of signification. I 

argue that hypermedial opera’s tendency towards allegory, and in particular the way 

it is employed in Rosa, draws attention to the dialogical nature of operatic meaning-

making, as well as opera’s inability to produce “a coherent, monological message” 

(Owens 1984, 225). To put it differently, if, as Levin (2007) has suggested, opera is 

characterized by a “constitutive representational unruliness,” a “discursive surfeit” 

that leaves opera “always in excess of itself” (26), it may be argued that it is this 

surfeit, this unruliness that is responsible for opera’s material effects. By contrast, I 

interpret the perception that the singing voice operates “beyond signification” as an 

effect of immediacy, with the help of Kramer’s (2002) notion of the “musical 

remainder.” 

In chapter two, I engage with the contention that hypermediacy offers a 

multiplicity of viewing positions (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 84), and that intermedial 

theatre invites its observers “to find their own paths through the pluri-focal 

networks of sings, worlds, messages, and meanings” (Boenisch 2006, 115). What 

tends to become obscured in such formulations is the way the spectator-auditors’ 

attention is guided through the multiplicity of media. Moreover, where intermedial 
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theatre is concerned, there is the implication that, while perspectives presented by 

the incorporated media are played out on stage, theatre itself remains perspective-

less. Such theorizations witness to the fact that, as Bleeker (2002, 2008) has 

recognized, multiplicity of perspectives may create an effect equal to the absence of 

perspective, appearing to grant a more direct access to what is presented on stage. 

Following Bleeker’s theorization of looking in the theatre, I concentrate on the 

position that mediates in the relationship between the spectator-auditor and the 

audio-visual event, and analyze how it is established and how it may become 

obscured within the context of hypermedial opera. Bleeker’s approach, and in 

particular the concept of “absorption” that she develops based on Fried (1980), 

makes it possible to identify an effect of immediacy that works beyond the notion of 

transparency of the medium, the distinction between dramatic and postdramatic 

theatre, as well as the opposition between theatre and the media of reproduction that 

it incorporates. I concentrate on the stage production of Rosa to demonstrate, in 

particular, how the effect of absorption may be achieved by way of music (and by 

means derived from traditional operatic dramaturgy) within the multiplicity of 

visual representations typical of intermedial theatre and hypermediacy more 

generally. 

In chapter three, I address the opposition between liveness and mediatization, 

which runs the risk of equating mediatization with mediation, and understanding 

theatre and performance in terms of a lack of both. I analyze how the difference 

between the live and the mediatized is constructed within the context of 

hypermedial opera, calling on Writing to Vermeer as my case study. I demonstrate 

how oppositions such as original and copy, material presence and representation, 

which have been dismantled in theory, are productive as analytical tools in 

approaching the effect of liveness. Relying, among others, on some classic film sound 

theory (Lastra 1992, Doane 1980), I show how the effect of liveness may be a function 

of a particular relationship between sound and its source, and especially voice and 

body, in intermedial theatre and opera in particular. Where some opera scholars 

have played up the discrepancy between the voice heard and the body seen in opera 

(Abbate 1993, 2001; Novak 2012, 2015), I am attentive to how an apparent unity of 

voice and body is maintained within the context of hypermediacy, and to what ends. 

My discussion in this chapter clearly illustrates how attention to music and sound, or 

more precisely to audio-vision, may undermine observations based on the image 

alone. I show that, in Writing to Vermeer, the critical distance in the visual 
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representation of women is undercut by the perceived unity of their voice and body. 

This helps me interpret the alignment of liveness with women and domesticity in the 

opera. I conclude that the association of liveness with femininity and an “organic” 

unity of voice and body supports a traditional configuration of gender difference, 

and thus subverts critical claims made with respect to liveness as well as the 

embodied singing voice. 

Chapter four pays attention to the feeling of fullness and satiety of sensory 

experience that, according to Bolter and Grusin (1999), hypermediacy achieves by 

multiplying the signs of mediation. I am intent on distinguishing this “immediacy 

that comes through hypermediacy” (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 81) from a bodily, 

intersubjective relationship between the perceiver and the perceived with which I 

associate the critical potential of hypermedial opera. To articulate this distinction, I 

evoke Susan Buck-Morss’ (1992) reading of Benjamin’s “Artwork Essay” (1969), 

which she contextualizes with the help of the twin notions of synaesthetics and 

anaesthetics. The latter makes it possible to connect the immediacy of hypermediacy 

to the critique of manipulation of the sensorium in modernity encapsulated in the 

concept of phantasmagoria, which I address, specifically, through Adorno’s (2005) 

critique of the Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk. This connection offers a critical 

perspective on theorizations of new media and new forms of opera in terms of 

immersion and embodiment, as it draws attention to how specific effects of 

immediacy are remediated within the contemporary context. The idea of 

synaesthetics gestures towards the potential, recognized by Benjamin, of a renewed 

sensibility to the perceived, which I approach through the notion of “sensory 

mimesis” (Buck-Morss 1992) or “mimetic embodiment” (Marks 2002). Following 

Hansen’s (1987) interpretation of Benjamin, I suggest that this sensibility may be 

attained through a particular mode of reading related to the concept of allegory, and 

that it may only be experienced in a fragmentary fashion. The possibility of bringing 

about such sensibility by way of hypermedial opera is exemplified by particular 

moments from Writing to Vermeer and the film version of Rosa, which inform my 

reading of theory in this chapter. While it may be argued that, in the age of digital 

media, “new aggregations of the visual, auditory, haptic and olfactory senses” are 

being created (Connor 1997, 221), a multisensory, embodied mode of experience that 

would carry a critical potential may remain a rare occurrence.  
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SAMENVATTING 

Opera als hypermedium: betekenisproductie, transparante 

onmiddellijkheid en de politiek van perceptie 

!
In dit onderzoek dient het concept hypermedialiteit, zoals ontwikkeld door Bolter en 

Grusin (1999), als vertrekpunt voor een verkenning van eigentijdse vormen van 

interactie tussen opera en media. Dit concept is voornamelijk ontwikkeld met het 

oog op nieuwe media, maar heeft ook zijn weerklank in theoretische benaderingen 

van intermedialiteit met betrekking tot het gebruik van film, video en digitale 

technologieën in het theater en de uitvoerende kunsten (bijv. Chapple en Kattenbelt 

2006). Hypermedialiteit wordt gedefinieerd als een multipliciteit, bewustzijn en 

genieting van mediatie en representatie, in combinatie met een ‘venster’-kwaliteit, 

met vensters die toegang bieden tot andere representaties en andere media. In de 

benadering van Bolter en Grusin vormt dit concept één deel van de dubbele logica 

van remediatie, waarbinnen nieuwe media zichzelf presenteren als vernieuwde en 

verbeterde versies van oudere media. Het tweede deel van deze logica wordt 

gevormd door een ‘transparante onmiddellijkheid’, als gevolg van het verlangen om 

het medium te laten verdwijnen, ten gunste van het gerepresenteerde. Ik gebruik het 

concept hypermedialiteit in mijn interpretatie van eigentijdse opera, zowel op het 

podium als op het scherm (en daartussenin). Er worden drie casestudies behandeld 

die gelden als schoolvoorbeelden van hypermedialiteit binnen een operacontext: de 

opera’s Rosa (1994) en Writing to Vermeer (1999) van de Nederlandse componist Louis 

Andriessen en de Britse filmmaker Peter Greenaway, voor het eerst opgevoerd in De 

Nederlandse Opera in Amsterdam, en een filmversie van de opera Rosa, in 1999 

geproduceerd voor de Nederlandse televisie. 

Bolter en Grusin benadrukken het samenspel van hypermedialiteit en 

transparante onmiddellijkheid, maar schrijven hypermedialiteit ook een kritisch 

potentieel toe ten opzichte van de representatieve media die transparantie beogen. In 

de theatertheorie vindt men hier parallellen van, wanneer het mediabewuste en 

kritische aspect van intermedialiteit wordt benadrukt. Mijn analyse van opera als 

hypermedium wordt gemotiveerd vanuit de interesse in de rol van de eigentijdse 

opera in de kritiek van wat gezien wordt als de dominante vormen van representatie 



! 192!

in Westerse media en, in algemenere zin, het bredere artistieke en theoretische 

discours rondom de politiek van representatie en perceptie. In dit onderzoek 

bespreek ik diverse kritische beweringen met betrekking tot hypermedialiteit, 

intermediaal theater en opera, om vervolgens mijn eigen analyse te formuleren van 

wat onderdeel kan uitmaken van de politiek van hypermediale opera. Hierbij is mijn 

doel een onderscheid te maken tussen wat ik zie als de effecten van onmiddellijkheid 

en de aspecten van hypermediale opera die, in specifieke omstandigheden, een 

potentieel voor kritische interventies bergen. 

In tegenstelling tot theoretische benaderingen van nieuwe media die de nadruk 

leggen op hun nieuwheid, evenals termen als ‘digitale opera’ (Sheil en Vear 2012) of 

‘postopera’ (Novak 2012, 2015) die de nieuwe elementen van eigentijdse opera 

voorop stellen, maakt het concept hypermedialiteit het mogelijk om, vooral in 

combinatie met het idee remediatie, de continuïteit te benoemen van de 

mechanismes die in verschillende kunstvormen en media, oud en nieuw, gericht zijn 

op het voldoen aan de ‘wens van onmiddellijkheid’ (Bolter en Grusin 1999, 34). 

Opera beschouwen als hypermedium betreft een specifiek begrip van de banden met 

het operaverleden en een bewustzijn van de positie van opera binnen een specifieke 

mediagenealogie, bijvoorbeeld ten opzichte van de zeventiende-eeuwse Nederlands 

schilderkunst, de modernistische collage en fotomontage en de cinema of attractions 

(Gunning 1990). Het Wagneriaanse Gesamtkunstwerk kan dan weer worden gezien als 

onderdeel van de genealogie van de eigentijdse hypermedia. In dit opzicht kan de 

hypermediale opera als een ‘preposterous’ (Bal 1999) culturele praktijk worden 

gezien, die opera (opnieuw) concipieert in en voor het heden. 

De opera’s die ik analyseer, benader ik als ‘theoretische objecten’ die zich niet 

alleen betrekken op culturele praktijken uit heden en verleden, maar ook een dialoog 

aangaan met theoretische wetenschappelijke discussies. Ik beargumenteer dat zij, 

door actief het operaverleden aan te halen binnen een hypermediale context, de 

aandacht vestigen op aspecten van het operagenre die in eerdere theorievorming 

wellicht zijn onderbelicht of onderdrukt. Hierbij besteed ik in het bijzonder aandacht 

aan hoe hypermediale opera weerstand biedt tegen het begrip van opera als drama 

(Kerman 1988, Dahlhaus 1989a) met nadruk op wat Till (2012), in navolging van 

Nietzsche, de Dionysische kant van opera heeft genoemd. Voor zover ik verder wil 

kijken dan het dramatische concept, is mijn lezing van opera als hypermedium 

gerelateerd aan theorieën die een historische omslag van drama naar eigentijdse 

vormen van theater en uitvoerende kunst signaleren, waarvan Hans-Thies 
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Lehmann’s (1999, 2006) concept ‘postdramatisch theater’ het meest prominent is. De 

conceptuele verschuiving van de aandacht van opera als drama naar opera als 

hypermedium heeft drie onderling verbonden theoretische gevolgen. Ten eerste 

komt in de analyse, in plaats van de operapartituur, de opera zoals deze op het 

podium of scherm wordt uitgevoerd, centraal te staan. Een verschuiving van de 

aandacht van pagina naar podium en scherm zorgt er ten tweede voor dat de relatie 

tussen beeld en geluid belangrijker wordt ten opzichte van die tussen woord en 

muziek. Daarom wordt opera in dit onderzoek benaderd als een audiovisuele 

gebeurtenis of object. Ten derde komt de nadruk bij een analyse van opera als 

hypermedium te liggen op de veelvoud aan manieren van expressie, zonder dat 

hierbij aan één het primaat wordt toegekend; dit in tegenstelling tot een zoektocht 

naar een dramatische totaliteit, geleid door de muziek. Hierdoor kan opera een 

“voertuig voor kritiek op discursieve homogeniteit en stabiliteit” worden (Levin 

1993, 10). 

Mijn interesse in de effekten van onmiddellijkheid die eigentijdse multimedia, 

theater en opera kunnen genereren, vloeit voort uit de observatie dat het verlangen 

om het medium te laten “verdwijnen, en ons in de presentie van het 

gerepresenteerde brengen” (Bolter en Grusin 1999, 6) niet alleen werkzaam is in de 

modi van representatie die worden geassocieerd met transparante onmiddellijkheid, 

maar ook in veel eigentijdse culturele praktijken en theorieën die worden 

aangedragen als alternatief voor die modi van representatie. Dit is ook terug te zien 

in theorieën over theater en opera waar vaak de noties ‘liveness’ en ‘aanwezigheid’ 

worden opgeroepen om te verwijzen naar de (ongemedieerde) materialiteit van de 

podiumgebeurtenis, doorgaans met betrekking tot de lichamen en stemmen van de 

uitvoerenden. Zoals Bleeker (2008) al opmerkte, is de ontologische basis van 

tegenstellingen als representatie en aanwezigheid, betekenis en materialiteit sinds 

Derrida zeer problematisch geworden, maar spelen deze ideeën nog steeds een rol 

op het eigentijdse theaterpodium en “vormen ze nog altijd de meest aanwezige en 

indrukwekkende effecten” (21). In dit onderzoek ben ik gespitst op deze en andere 

effecten van onmiddellijkheid, daar zij worden geproduceerd in hypermediale opera 

door zowel de reproductiemedia als de ‘live’-elementen van de uitvoering en de 

onderlinge interacties ervan. Met andere woorden: ik bestudeer hoe het ‘verlangen 

naar onmiddellijkheid’ dat door Bolter en Grusin (1999, 34) is beschreven, aanwezig 

is in zowel de eigentijdse operapraktijk als de relevante theorievorming op het 

gebied van opera, theater en uitvoerende kunsten. Voor zover hypermedialiteit en 
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intermediaal theater in verband zijn gebracht met het vermogen om het gebruik van 

media en het effect van mediatransparantie naar de voorgrond te brengen, besteed ik 

in dit onderzoek ook aandacht aan hoe, in de opera’s die worden besproken, 

strategieën van onmiddellijkheid worden blootgelegd (en geëxploiteerd) die 

kenmerkend zijn voor hypermedialiteit en ‘postdramatisch’ theater. 

Ik benader de effecten van onmiddellijkheid, en conceptualiseer opera in bredere 

zin als hypermedium, in termen van hoe de relatie tussen toeschouwer-luisteraars en 

het audiovisuele evenement wordt gevestigd en gevormd. In dit opzicht is Fried’s 

(1968) verhandeling over theatricaliteit en aanwezigheid (‘presentness’) bepalend 

geweest voor mijn begrip van de rol van temporaliteit in het tot stand brengen van 

deze relatie en het produceren van de effecten van onmiddellijkheid. Wat betreft 

betekeniscreatie bouw ik voort op het concept allegorie, zoals uitgewerkt door 

Owens (1984), Benjamin (1977) en De Man (1979), dat de aandacht vestigt op de 

temporele aspecten en de ontvangende partij in het proces van betekenisproductie. 

Dit maakt het mogelijk om de relatie tussen toeschouwer-luisteraar en de 

audiovisuele gebeurtenis te benaderen via een specifieke opvatting van lezen (Bal 

1999), die is beïnvloed door speech-act theorie en het taalkundige concept deixis 

(Benveniste 1966). Speech-act theorie en deixis zijn ook van belang gebleken bij het 

theoretiseren over de relatie tussen toeschouwer-luisteraar en de audiovisuele 

gebeurtenis binnen het kader van visualiteit. Ik volg Bleeker (2002, 2008) in mijn 

analyse van de acte van positioneren in hypermediale opera in termen van een zich 

richten tot de toeschouwer-luisteraar waarbij deze een ‘aanknopingspunt voor 

ervaring’ wordt geboden op wat er op het podium wordt opgevoerd (Gorbman 1987, 

2). Ik toon aan dat, wanneer een multimediagebeurtenis zoals een opera wordt 

opgevat als een speech act, het lezen en positioneren dat daardoor wordt opgeroepen 

noodzakelijkerwijs muziek en, meer algemeen, geluid omvat.!
Over het algemeen gaan mijn analyses uit van concepten die zijn ontwikkeld 

binnen de literatuurwetenschap en de theorieën over visualiteit, waar de 

onderwerpen die ik bespreek het grondigst zijn onderzocht, om daarna deze 

concepten te vertalen naar het audiovisuele binnen de operacontext. Hoewel 

recentelijk meer aandacht wordt besteed aan de rol van muziek en geluid in het 

theater evenals aan de operastem, worden deze nog vaak benaderd als relatief 

onafhankelijk van, of zelfs in tegenstelling tot, de andere elementen van een 

uitvoering. In dit onderzoek heb ik mij ingezet om opera te benaderen als een 

multimedia-ervaring, met name omdat, in de opera’s die hier worden besproken, de 
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visuele (net als de tekstuele) component erg opvallend is. Bovendien verhult de 

nadruk op de alteriteit van geluid vaak de wijzen waarop het effecten produceert die 

juist vergelijkbaar zijn met die van het visuele; daarom ben ik gespitst op de vraag 

hoe geluid deel uitmaakt van mechanismes die vooral zijn betheoretiseerd in relatie 

tot tekst en beeld. Desalniettemin toon ik ook aan hoe aandacht voor muziek en 

geluid beweringen kan ondergraven die worden gedaan in relatie tot alleen het 

beeld. 

Het politieke potentieel van eigentijdse multimedia, theater en opera wordt vaak 

in verband gebracht met een kritiek op het Westerse representationele regime, dat 

theoretisch vooral benaderd is in termen van visualiteit, met verwijzing naar 

concepten als perspectief en de ‘gaze’. Deze kritiek heeft geleid tot een zoektocht 

naar alternatieven in termen van geluid, evenals een bepleiting van ‘liveness’. De 

bekendste formulering van dit tweede argument is van Phelan (1993), welke is 

bekritiseerd vanwege het poneren van een ‘ontologie van uitvoering’ als apart en 

onafhankelijk van de ‘economie van reproductie’ (146). Aan de ene kant volg ik 

Auslander’s (1999) kritiek op deze positie om liveness te benaderen als een specifiek 

effect van onmiddellijkheid, gegenereerd door hypermediale opera. Aan de andere 

kant plaats ik, net als Phelan, het politieke potentieel van hypermediale opera in de 

mogelijkheid om de relatie tussen de waarnemer en het waargenomene, zelf en 

ander, te herzien. Verder associeer ik, net als Blau (2007), ook een voorstander van 

het ‘verschil in liveness’ (542), dit met een bepaalde fysiologische gevoeligheid voor 

het waargenomen lichaam (of ding), die samenhangt met een bewustzijn van de 

kwetsbaarheid van het lichaam, van temporaliteit en sterfelijkheid. Ik stel echter voor 

dat een dergelijke gevoeligheid niet afhankelijk is van de ‘live’ confrontatie met een 

lichaam op een podium. In plaats daarvan volg ik Miriam Hansen’s (1987) 

verhelderende interpretatie van Benjamin’s ‘Artwork Essay’ (1969) en richt ik me op 

hoe dit tot stand gebracht kan worden via de diverse reproductiemedia. 

Binnen het conceptuele kader dat ik hierboven heb beschreven, gaat elk van de 

vier hoofdstukken in op verschillende strategieën en theoretische claims met 

betrekking tot onmiddellijkheid. In hoofdstuk één ga ik in op de suggestie dat de 

materiële effecten van opera geassocieerd kunnen worden met de belichaamde 

zangstem, welke een werking kan hebben ‘voorbij betekenisgeving’. Binnen 

dergelijke theorievorming wordt de interpretatie of het lezen van een opera 

gecontrasteerd met het luisteren naar de uitvoering van een opera en worden de 

materiële effecten van de opera tegenover de processen van betekeniscreatie gezet. Ik 
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volg Shoshana Felman’s (2003) interpretatie van Austin’s theorie over 

performativiteit in mijn suggestie dat de materiële effecten van opera kunnen 

worden toegeschreven aan het exces dat wordt geproduceerd in de dialogische 

situatie van betekeniscreatie, waarbij naast taal ook de andere 

betekenisgevingssystemen van opera een rol spelen. Mijn argument is dat de neiging 

tot allegorie in de hypermediale opera, en dan met name zoals deze wordt 

aangewend in Rosa, de aandacht vestigt op de dialogische aard van betekeniscreatie 

in de opera, evenals op het onvermogen van opera om ‘een coherente, monologische 

boodschap’ (Owens 1984, 225) te produceren. Met andere woorden: indien, zoals 

Levin (2007) heeft voorgesteld, opera wordt gekarakteriseerd door een ‘constitutieve, 

representationele tegendraadsheid’, een ‘discursieve overdaad’ waardoor opera 

altijd ‘zijn eigen exces produceert’ (26), zou men kunnen stellen dat het deze 

overdaad is, deze tegendraadsheid, die verantwoordelijk is voor de materiële 

effecten van de opera. Ik interpreteer de perceptie dat de zangstem ‘voorbij de 

betekenisgeving’ werkt daarentegen als een effect van de onmiddellijkheid, aan de 

hand van Kramer’s (2002) idee van de ‘muzikale rest’. 

In hoofdstuk twee ga ik in op de opvatting dat hypermedialiteit een multipliciteit 

aan perspectieven biedt (Bolter en Grusin 1999, 84) en dat intermediaal theater het 

publiek uitnodigt “hun eigen weg te zoeken door de plurifocale netwerken van 

tekens, werelden, boodschappen en betekenissen” (Boenisch 2006, 115). Wat in 

dergelijke formuleringen vaak wordt onderbelicht, is hoe de aandacht van 

toeschouwer-luisteraars door de multipliciteit aan media heen wordt geleid. 

Bovendien is er de implicatie dat, wat intermediaal theater betreft, het theater zelf 

perspectiefloos blijft, terwijl de perspectieven die door de samengevoegde media 

worden gepresenteerd, op het podium te zien zijn. Dergelijke theoretische 

benaderingen getuigen van het feit dat, zoals Bleeker (2002, 2008) heeft opgemerkt, 

een multipliciteit aan perspectieven kan leiden tot een effect dat gelijk is aan het 

ontbreken van perspectief, en zo een directere toegang schijnt te bieden tot wat op 

het podium wordt aangeboden. Ik volg Bleeker’s theorievorming over kijken in het 

theater en richt me op de positie die medieert tussen de toeschouwer-luisteraars en 

de audiovisuele gebeurtenis, om zo te analyseren hoe deze wordt bepaald en hoe 

deze kan worden verhuld binnen de context van hypermediale opera. Bleeker’s 

benadering, en dan vooral het concept ‘absorptie’ dat ze ontwikkelt op basis van 

Fried (1980), maakt het mogelijk om een effect van onmiddellijkheid te identificeren 

dat een werking heeft voorbij het idee van de transparantie van het medium, het 
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onderscheid tussen dramatisch en postdramatisch theater, evenals de tegenstelling 

tussen theater en de reproductiemedia die het omvat. Ik richt me hier op de 

podiumopvoering van Rosa, om in het bijzonder aan te tonen hoe het effect van 

absorptie te bereiken is door middel van muziek (en met behulp van methoden die 

zijn afgeleid van traditionele operadramaturgie), binnen de multipliciteit aan visuele 

representaties die in algemenere zin typerend zijn voor intermediaal theater en 

hypermedialiteit. 

In hoofdstuk drie bespreek ik de tegenstelling tussen liveness en mediatisering, 

waarbij het risico bestaat mediatisering gelijk te stellen aan mediatie, evenals het 

opvatten van theater en uitvoering in termen van een gebrek aan beide. Ik analyseer 

hoe het verschil tussen live en gemediatiseerd wordt geconstrueerd binnen de 

context van de hypermediale opera, aan de hand van mijn casestudie Writing to 

Vermeer. Ik toon aan hoe tegenstellingen als origineel en kopie, materiële 

aanwezigheid en representatie, welke in de theorie zijn ontmanteld, toch nog 

productief zijn als analytische hulpmiddelen bij het benaderen van het effect van 

liveness. Mede aan de hand van elementen uit de klassieke filmgeluidstheorie 

(Lastra 1992, Doane 1980) laat ik vervolgens zien hoe het effect van liveness een 

functie kan zijn van een bepaalde relatie tussen geluid en geluidsbron, en dan vooral 

tussen stem en lichaam, in intermediaal theater, en opera in het bijzonder. Hoewel 

sommige operaonderzoekers de nadruk leggen op de discrepantie tussen de stem die 

wordt gehoord en het lichaam dat wordt gezien in de opera (Abbate 1993, 2001; 

Novak 2012, 2015), heb ik juist aandacht voor hoe een schijn van eenheid van stem en 

lichaam wordt behouden binnen de context van hypermedialiteit, en met welk doel. 

Uit mijn benadering in dit hoofdstuk blijkt duidelijk hoe aandacht voor muziek en 

geluid, of eigenlijk voor het audiovisuele, observaties die enkel op het beeld zijn 

gebaseerd kunnen ondermijnen. Ik toon aan dat de kritische afstand in de visuele 

representatie van vrouwen in Writing to Vermeer verminderd wordt door de 

waargenomen eenheid van hun stem en lichaam. Hierdoor kan ik het op één lijn 

brengen van liveness met vrouwen en het huiselijke in de opera interpreteren. Ik 

sluit af met de conclusie dat de associatie van liveness met vrouwelijkheid en een 

‘organische’ eenheid van stem en lichaam een traditioneel beeld van genderverschil 

ondersteunt en dus de kritische claims met betrekking tot zowel liveness als de 

belichaamde zangstem ondermijnt. 

Hoofdstuk vier besteedt aandacht aan het gevoel van volheid en voldaanheid van 

de zintuigelijke beleving die, volgens Bolter en Grusin, door hypermedialiteit wordt 
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bereikt door de tekenen van mediatie te verveelvoudigen. Ik ben erop uit om hier 

een onderscheid te maken tussen deze ‘onmiddellijkheid die ontstaat door 

hypermedialiteit’ (Bolter en Grusin 1999, 81) en de lichamelijke, intersubjectieve 

relatie tussen de waarnemer en het waargenomene, waar ik het kritisch potentieel 

van hypermediale opera mee wil verbinden. Om dit onderscheid te formuleren, 

bouw ik voort op Susan Buck-Morss’ (1992) interpretatie van Benjamin’s ‘Artwork 

Essay’ (1969), welke zij contextualiseert met behulp van de onderling verbonden 

concepten synesthesie en anesthesie. Die laatste maakt het mogelijk de 

onmiddellijkheid van hypermedialiteit te koppelen aan de kritiek op de manipulatie 

van de zintuigen in de moderniteit, zoals vervat in het concept fantasmagorie, dat ik 

vooral bespreek aan de hand van Adorno’s (2005) kritiek op het Wagneriaanse 

Gesamtkunstwerk. Deze koppeling biedt een kritisch perspectief op theorievorming 

over nieuwe media en nieuwe operavormen, op het gebied van onderdompeling en 

belichaming, omdat zo de aandacht wordt gevestigd op hoe specifieke effecten van 

onmiddellijkheid binnen de eigentijdse context worden geremedieerd. Het concept 

synesthesie wijst op het potentieel, reeds herkend door Benjamin, voor een 

hernieuwde gevoeligheid voor wat wordt waargenomen; ik benader dit aan de hand 

van het idee van de ‘zintuiglijke mimesis’ (Buck-Morss 1992) of de ‘mimetische 

belichaming’ (Marks 2002). In overeenstemming met Hansen’s (1987) interpretatie 

van het werk van Benjamin beargumenteer ik dat deze gevoeligheid kan worden 

bereikt via een bepaalde manier van lezen, verwant aan het concept allegorie, en dat 

dit alleen kan worden ervaren op een gefragmenteerde wijze. Bepaalde momenten 

uit Writing to Vermeer en de filmversie van Rosa, welke in dit hoofdstuk worden 

gebruikt ter ondersteuning van mijn interpretatie van de besproken theorieën, 

vormen een uitstekend voorbeeld van de mogelijkheid een dergelijke gevoeligheid 

tot stand te brengen door middel van hypermediale opera. Hoewel gesteld zou 

kunnen worden dat in het tijdperk van de digitale media “nieuwe combinaties van 

visuele, auditieve, haptische en olfactorische zintuigen” worden gevormd (Connor 

1997, 221), kan een multi-zintuigelijke, belichaamde ervaringswijze met een kritisch 

potentieel toch een zeldzaam fenomeen blijken. 


