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CONCLUSION 

 
In this study, Bolter and Grusin’s (1999) concept of hypermediacy has served as a 

starting point for considerations of how contemporary opera between stage and 

screen incites production of meaning, engenders effects of immediacy, and may 

ultimately be political, not in terms of its contents but in terms of the relationship 

between the perceiver and the perceived that it is capable of creating. Approaching 

opera as hypermedium has helped me situate my discussion of contemporary 

operatic practices within the larger context of today’s media culture, and to address 

some of the crucial issues in the current debates about opera and theatre 

performance within this context. By way of conclusion, I will briefly revisit some of 

the main points of this study by resituating them in relation to two more general 

concerns: first, the question of the relationship between what the literary theorist 

Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht (2004) has termed “meaning effects” and “presence effects”; 

and second, the suggestion that new media produce new modes of perception and 

embodiment that may be likened to the effects of sound.  

Gumbrecht’s influential call for attention to the production of presence, which has 

also resonated in writings on opera and theatre, is representative of the growing 

interest in the material aspects of cultural objects, as well as the way these aspects 

have been theorized in relation to meaning. The call was motivated by the desire to 

challenge what Gumbrecht perceived as the dominant scholarly practice of 

interpretation and “a worldview that always wants to go ‘beyond’ (or ‘below’) that 

which is physical” (xiv). In theatre and performance studies, however, an interest in 

what may generally be termed “presence effects” may be observed for quite some 

time now, and opera studies have more recently followed suit. Moreover, it may be 

remarked that, while there seems to be a consensus that opera produces both kinds 

of effects, relatively little attention has been devoted to interpretation of opera in 

performance along the lines of the scholarly practice that Gumbrecht looks for an 

alternative to. Thus, what I have rather sought to challenge in this study is the 

scholarly perspective that associates the merit of contemporary opera and theatre 

performance with that which lies “beyond meaning.” It is symptomatic that 

Gumbrecht, who insists that “presence effects” and “meaning effects” necessarily 
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coexist in every encounter with cultural objects, believes that “the presence 

dimension will always dominate when we are listening to music,” as opposed to the 

reading of text that will always be dominated by the “meaning-dimension” (109). In 

opera studies, “presence effects” have mostly been associated with music, and in 

particular the singing voice, and Gumbrecht gestures here towards the opposition 

between text and sound that has often been evoked in this context.  

Throughout this study, I have emphasized the interdependence of meaning 

making and presence effects, which I have mainly approached as effects of 

immediacy, a term that seeks to eschew the ontological weight of the concept of 

“presence,” and to foster the understanding that at stake here are, indeed, effects, 

rather than the experience of, or access to presence. I am not denying that opera may 

have a material, bodily impact on its spectator-auditors. In fact, it is in terms of a 

specific, physiological sensibility to the body (or thing) perceived that I have 

approached the politics of perception in hypermedial opera. But here too, I have 

underscored the interconnection between the processes of meaning making—with 

emphasis on the situation of its production, rather than identification of meaning—

and opera’s material effects. In dealing with this relationship, the theory of 

performativity and a specific reading of Walter Benjamin have proved the most 

productive, as an alternative to an approach that highlights the tension between 

meaning and presence (as Gumbrecht does, with recourse to Heidegger), or suggests 

an opposition between the two, and reading and listening more specifically. 

Moreover, where for Gumbrecht and others, presence is primarily a spatial concept 

(Gumbrecht 2004, xiii and 17), I have explored the role of temporality in both the 

effects of immediacy, and the physiological sensibility that I associate with 

hypermedial opera’s political potential. What I agree on with Gumbrecht is the 

“extreme temporality” (58) and fragmentary nature of those encounters with cultural 

objects that “touch” our bodies (17). But where Gumbrecht addresses “moments of 

intensity” engendered by works of art more generally (97), I have been intent on the 

rare instances of what I understand as a particular, intersubjective relationship 

between the perceiver and the perceived. 

It may be argued that cultural objects always resist interpretation, in the sense of 

identification of (a fixed) meaning. In chapter one, I demonstrated how hypermedial 

opera stages this failure of interpretation explicitly, by means of allegory, and I 

suggested that it is this failure, whereby “something else is done” (Felman 2003, 57), 

that opens the way for opera’s material effects. In more general terms, I appreciate 
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that cultural objects tend to resist theory and, as I have already indicated in the 

introduction, some may be said to theorize in their own right. In practice, this has 

meant paying attention to how the operas I analyze resist some theorizations— 

including the concept of opera as drama, and the identification of opera’s material 

effects with the embodied singing voice—while inviting, illuminating and modifying 

others. My choice and discussion of theory, in other words, has been directly 

informed, rather than merely illustrated, by my case studies. Moreover, 

understanding the operas as being in dialogue with the theorizations of scholarship 

involves concentrating on what they do rather than what they say, to put it in terms 

of the theory of performativity. 

With respect to theatre and opera performances, “presence effects” have often 

been perceived as contingent on live experience. Yet, Gumbrecht suggests that the 

current “desire for presence” may in fact be “reinforced or even triggered by” 

contemporary media technology (2004, 20). This is in line with how the new media 

have been theorized, namely as activating new modes of perception and 

embodiment, and engendering new experiences of presence. It is telling that, as 

Frances Dyson (2009) has recognized, the specific qualities of new media have been 

described in terms akin to the properties of sound, and similarly to Gumbrecht’s 

conception of presence, space has acted as “a pivotal element” (1) in these 

theorizations. In her book-length study, Dyson demonstrates how the rhetoric of new 

media, with the primary figures of immersion and embodiment, is characterized by 

mapping the phenomenal characteristics and conceptual metaphors associated with 

sound onto digital technology. Given this perceptual and conceptual affinity 

between sound and new media identified by Dyson, hypermedial opera, which 

works on the intersection of a sound-driven art form and the (old and new) media, 

stands out as a particularly apt place for an exploration of various interrelated effects 

of immediacy. The operas of Louis Andriessen and Peter Greenaway that have 

served as my case studies epitomize, in many ways, the characteristics of 

hypermediacy within the operatic context. 

The discourse tackled by Dyson posits an “absolute difference” (1) between the 

new and the “old” media such as cinema and television. By contrast, Bolter and 

Grusin’s understanding of hypermediacy, and even more the pertaining concept of 

remediation, foreground the continuity of mechanisms that cater to the desire for 

immediacy across different art forms and media, old and new. In this regard, 

Michael Fried’s (1980) notion of absorption is a prime example of identifying an 
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effect of immediacy in principle, while being aware that the means used to achieve it 

may change over time. Bleeker’s (2002, 2008) reading of Fried, with its emphasis on 

the relation between “seer” and seen, has been instrumental in my understanding of 

effects of immediacy more generally in terms of how the relationship between the 

spectator-auditor and the audio-visual event is shaped. Approaching opera as 

hypermedium draws attention to how effects of immediacy are remediated not only 

with respect to the media, but also with respect to opera. Unlike terms that lay stress 

on the new such as “digital opera” (Sheil and Vear 2012), it emphasizes the 

continuity between contemporary operatic practices and various aspects of the 

operatic past. Thus, in chapter two, I associated the effect of absorption with musical 

suspension of temporality, and I demonstrated how it may be engendered by 

drawing on traditional operatic dramaturgy and the pertaining musical idiom. 

Dyson’s discussion indicates that the opposition between old and new media 

coincides with the opposition between sight and sound. As she notes, the discourse 

of digital media “eschews the theories of simulation, representation, and 

spectatorship that attend cinema and television” (3), and music, the voice, and sound 

more generally have also often been approached in this way. But just as the emphasis 

on the “absolute difference” between old and new media obscures the continuity of 

certain mechanisms that cater to the desire for immediacy, so too does stress on the 

alterity of sound obscure ways in which it produces effects similar to those 

associated with vision. Throughout this study, I have been intent on how sound 

participates in mechanisms that have primarily been theorized in relation to text and 

image, such as reading and positioning. This has involved treating music as 

“significant, readable, representational” (Barthes 1977, 77), rather than exempt from 

the representational principles characteristic of the other arts and media involved in 

hypermedial opera. Yet, I have also demonstrated how attention to music and sound 

may subvert claims made in relation to the image alone. In chapter two, I analyzed 

how the apparent multiplicity of perspectives suggested by visual representations 

and deemed typical of hypermediacy may be channeled into a particular point of 

experience by means of music. And in chapter three, I showed how the critical 

distance in the visual representation of women is undermined by the perceived unity 

of voice and body.  

Dyson recognizes that the “desire for total immersion” (3) characteristic of new 

media was already evident in the old and, significantly, it was catered to by means of 

sound. As an example, she cites the “almost palpable envelopment of film sound,” as 
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well as the use of lip sync in cinema, which produces “an illusion of embodiment 

that owes its persuasiveness to the near impossibility of imagining voice and body as 

separate when the viewer feels his or her own voice to be embodied” (3). The 

relationship between voice and body is an important issue on the intersection of 

opera and the media. But where some opera scholars have played up the discrepancy 

between the voice heard and the body seen in opera (Abbate 1993, 2001; Novak 2012, 

2015), I have been attentive to the role that the anchoring of the singing voice to the 

performing body plays in producing effects of immediacy, and especially the effect 

of liveness. Like the film theory that I have relied on in this connection, Dyson’s 

observation foregrounds the stakes in maintaining the perception of an “organic” 

unity between voice and body, which becomes particularly pertinent to opera in the 

intermedial context. Moreover, it inadvertently also underlines the importance of an 

audio-visual approach, as opposed to concentration on sound alone. 

Dyson’s description of the immersion and embodiment associated with new 

media resonates with Bolter and Grusin’s account of the “immediacy that comes 

through hypermediacy” (1999, 81), which they too elucidate with reference to sound, 

as the experience of “abandoning oneself” to sensory impressions, to music (71-72). 

And, like Bolter and Grusin, Dyson recognizes the continuity of such effects. Her 

reference to the “almost palpable envelopment of film sound” evokes the same 

genealogy that Bolter and Grusin outline when they compare the effects of 

hypermedia with those of the Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk. The recognition of this 

lineage challenges some of the claims made with respect to new media as well as 

new forms of opera. It helps approach the critical hopes associated with “new 

operatic phenomenologies” (Sheil and Vear 2012, 6) fostered by digital technologies 

with caution, especially where the notion of “total experience” is at play (Sheil and 

Vear 2012, 4, italics in original). The connection between the total work of art, film 

sound and new media also points towards the ways in which the apparent alterity of 

sound, including its synaesthetic qualities, may be used “psycho-technically” 

(Adorno and Eisler 2007, 14) for particular ideological purposes, as Adorno 

recognized in his critique of both the Wagnerian Gesamtkunsterk and classical film 

music. And last but not least, awareness of connections such as this one makes it 

possible to acknowledge the common ground of effects that span the apparent divide 

between live performance and the media of reproduction.  

The contemporary encounters between opera and the media are surely a fertile 

ground for exploring the potential for a critical intervention in the relationship 
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between sight and sound, and the possibility of “sensory recombination and 

transformation” (Connor 1997, 221) more generally. However, such exploration, in 

both practice and theory, requires awareness of the various effects of immediacy that 

may be remediated within this context, often inadvertently. Moreover, loosing sight 

of the processes of meaning-making in search of new modes of experience would 

ultimately amount to throwing the baby out with the bathwater, as these are 

necessarily involved not only in the production of effects of immediacy but, as I have 

demonstrated in chapter four, also in the politics of perception the possibility of 

which is suggested by specific, brief moments in hypermedial opera. 


