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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. 



! 131!

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). 



! 141!

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. 
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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). 



! 165!

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.” 


