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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. 
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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. 

 


