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Opera can wholly enchant us, thanks to lavish settings, masks, costumes, social notoriety, sexual ambiguity (from countertenors to cross-dressed mezzo-sopranos) and the way it breaks from the norms. Opera entices us into a world of excess, a highly charged atmosphere of spectacularity. In an epoch when silence is akin to death, we are surrounded and drawn in by opera with its suggestive voices and blends of sensuality.

The views of Richard Wagner in his essay The Artwork of the Future (1849) already called for a creative unification of a variety of artistic disciplines: poetry, music, dance, set design, lighting, architecture, and so on. It was the Gesamtkunstwerk, or all-embracing artwork, which he blended into his stagings. The concept is part and parcel of the evolution of technological opera performance at the turn of the 21st century and the notion of grandiose spectacularity is fundamental when it comes to establishing a direct link with the meta-mediality of the digital realm. We will return to Wagner’s legacy for present day opera staging, but let us first recall how the idea of all-embracing art is mentioned by several opera and stage producers ranging from Robert Wilson to Peter Greenaway or La Fura dels Baus. Similarly, we should not overlook the fact that opera is, perchance, the staged genre that is historically most closely related to new technologies.

It is common knowledge that the coordinates for all stagings are space and time. In the case of opera, the application of the notion of staging is modern (indeed Wagner was the first to establish theories on it and he defines it as “the development of a visible action”, establishing a link between opera and a staged event), a notion that is tied in with aesthetical concerns: causing an independent world to emerge on stage. Nonetheless, coinciding with the extraordinary evolution of the genre over the second half of the 19th century, its staging proved itself to be taxing owing to its multidisciplinary nature. The apparent spin-off of a performance bringing together several artistic languages and, in particular, the complex process entailed by transforming the score into a scenic staging where this temporality was required to emerge in a three dimensional manner, gave rise to illustrative stagings of the plots set out in the librettos without resorting to the potential that can be evoked by music in terms of imagery. In fact, the risks of this coexistence sometimes resulted in decorativist illustrations or flash grandiloquence and iconic redundancies that hazed the musical discourse.

During the first half of the 20th century, many saw the need to establish a dramaturgy that conserved and fostered the dialectic interplay between musical development and scenic action. Adolphe Appia, Konstantin Stanislavski, Vsevolod Meyerhold, Max Reinhardt, Bertolt Brecht, etc. Indeed, in his article “The Staging of Tristan and Isolde at the Mariinsky Theatre” (1909), Meyerhold addresses the dysfunction between the realistic gestures of the singers and the abstract dimension of the music, a topic dealt by Wagner through the staging of the opera show and its coexistence with new technologies existing at the time (magic lanterns, hydraulic machinery, etc.) at his Bayreuth Festspielhaus. Image could be as suggestive and poetical as the music chord.

 
Gérard Mortier, internationally renowned scholar and opera manager, brings this discourse up to date again by considering opera to be the art of the arts, particularly linked to image, that is as musical as it is iconic. The prologue of the book by Scemama L’Opéra au XXe siècle states that: “Today, the question is what does the creation of an opera play in the 21st century signify. From the outset, this question entails a reflection on the future of its form, we shall believe that the adaptation of literary works has become the asset of films (…). In addition, there is also the need for an architectural reflection” (2006: 11). Indeed, during the last twenty years, in Europe emblematic buildings have been restored and built for the purpose of opera. The fascination for lyric theatres is significant. The Bastille Opera in Paris, a frigid ensemble if we compare it to the wonderful, welcoming Opéra Garnier, was the first in a series of new, revolutionary coliseums: Helsinki Opera House, Cardiff Bay Opera House, The Palau de les Arts in Valencia, etc., and one of the most recent is the remarkable Oslo Opera House which was the winner of the Mies van der Rohe Award in 2009 and it has changed the layout of urban planning in the Norwegian capital.

Is opera witnessing a second golden age?
Not when it comes to creating new librettos and scores, though it is from the standpoint of a spectacle. Emotion, feelings, immersion, fantasy, sensuality are just some of the words that could be used to interpret this scenic liveliness in a genre that has been going strong for in excess of four centuries. The introduction of new technologies and new forms of handling dramaturgy are clearly factors that have had a major influence. At the recent European Opera Forum held in the Gran Teatre del Liceu in Barcelona in April 2009, much was mentioned about the prosperity of opera as a cultural production inheriting steadfast conventions, though one that is open to a highly interesting dialogue between craft (the human voice itself) and science. Its vigour is precisely due to this clash between the most conservative aspects and the most experimental, it will be well-acclaimed or fully thrown out by the audience. The audience is highly loyal to the genre when it chooses it and seeks both live performances and associated products: CDs, DVDs, etc. Also, another factor that should be pointed out is the striking nature of opera for theatre directors, filmmakers and craftsmen such as Bill Viola, Anselm Kiefer and James Turrell.
However, are there other reasons for this success? Although in Hamlet Shakespeare mentioned that theatre was the mirror of human nature, opera offers us an intriguing hall with many mirrors. No human being can live as intensely as these lyric characters do. At present, when film and television offer us fictional manifestations based on photographic realism, in contrast opera seems oversized, affluent and unreal. Indeed, the period in which it achieved the greatest productivity (the turn of the 19th century) was marked by the melodramatic sensitivity of Romanticism, characterised by excess. Opera characters are in a constant state of hysteria, they suffer betrayals, are weakened by physical or mental illnesses, or immersed in torrid passion. Opera is sensual and erotic. It does not call on us to maintain a critical gap; rather, it draws us in as spectators in body and spirit. Gustave Flaubert describes this reaction in a precise manner in his novel Madame Bovary. At the end of Act 1 of Lucia de Lammermoor when Emma Bobary listens to Edgardo’s impassioned aria, she fantasises about how in actual fact the tenor is seducing her. She is overcome with emotion on account of the music.

Accordingly, opera does not operate by means of Aristotelian identification that is characteristic of traditional dramatic literature; rather, it uses the power of seduction of a musical discourse that goes beyond narrative logic. As a result, we can enjoy a lyric performance even without following the plot. The details of the plot are not needed in order to experience the wonder of opera, since the spectator doesn’t identify with actions taken and decisions made by the characters; instead, he succumbs to the power of their voices and physical presence. Arias such as “Casta Diva” from Bellini’s Norma (1831), “Pourquoi me réveiller” from Massenet’s Werther (1877), Isolde’s love death in Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde (1865), Brindisi from Verdi’s La Traviata (1853), are just a few exemplary illustrations.

The language of emotion

Identification with emotion is one of the particular features of the genre and its relationship with the audience. Opera is oftentimes related to all things aural and communal, laying out communicating vessels between “absolute values” and the “penchants of the well-off”. Certain theoreticians believe the emotional involvement encourages a visualisation and evocation of universal symbolisms; even so, most academics feel compelled to apologise for contextualising the element of passion and irrationality, applying little academic assessment and tradition.


Opera captures the quintessential nature of our contemporary spectacularity: it is multilingual, transnational, intense and has an ability to steal us away from the dullness of our everyday lives. This impassioned relationship between the spectator and the lyric genre is reflected by Sam Abel in his first person study Opera in the Flesh:


“I am in love with opera. I do not mean that I love opera; I do love opera (…) I choose to spend my intellectual life with opera because of my academic interest in performance, because of opera’s rich history and structural complexities, and because of importance of opera as a performative and socioeconomic phenomenon. But when it comes to my physical relationship with opera, passion controls my thoughts” (1996: 25)


These words of a love-struck individual are shared by countless fans of opera the world over from all manner of perspectives. For some, emotion is an element that is intrinsically tied in with individual motivation and personality, though others consider it to be an interrogation that can detect manipulations meted out by our current neo-capitalist system. Along these lines, recently essays have appeared which cast doubt on the links between opera on the one hand and ideology (the use of Wagner’s operas by the Nazis, for instance), gender or ethnic origin, on the other. However, the best example of the politicisation of operatic emotion entailed the gay and lesbian re-workings of the nineties in the Anglo-Saxon sphere. Two essays stand out in this regard: The Queen’s Throat: Opera, Homosexuality and the Mystery of Desire (1993) by Wayne Koestenbaum and Opera in the Flesh: Sexuality in Operatic Performance (1996) by Sam Abel, as mentioned earlier. Indeed, operatic sexuality allows for a much more varied perspective than realistic theatre, whilst also being more glamorous, for instance, ranging from the Promethean hypermasculinity in Wagner, through Mozart’s playful complicity to the suggestive eroticisms of Verdi, Bizet and Richard Strauss. Adam points out: “Operatic sex is not like sex in the bedroom. Sexual relations between human bodies can never embody the monumentality of operatic sex, but at the same time operatic sex can never embrace the intimacy of sex in the bedroom” (1996: 185). Let’s see one example.

“Mon coeur s’ouvre à ta voix”


The seductive duet between Samson and Delilah (from the biblical, post-Wagnerian opera Samson et Dalila composed by Camille Saint-Saëns in  1877), “Mon coeur s’ouvre à ta voix”, starts out with little promise. The scene that leads up to the climatic seduction of Act II does little to grab our attention. First Delilah spills the beans about her evil plans. Then Samson has a solo of righteous self-deprecation, neither of which does much to arouse our erotic interest. As the seduction approaches, Saint-Saëns adds lightning and thunder effects to the music to create a sense of impending doom, but these silly rumblings sound pale next to Verdi’s storm scene at the end of Rigoletto. Even Delilah’s opening melody has little to draw us into the seduction. It is pleasant enough, but it has nothing of the arresting qualities of Carmen’s “Habanera”.

But then, just when the opera’s climax looks as if it will disintegrate in a whimper of musical and textual banality, Delilah begins a new melody. She sings “Ah, réponds à ma tendresse! Verse-moi, verse-moi l’ivresse!” and, instantly, everything changes. Suddenly, the lighting becomes real, not the earlier pale imitation. The strings swell, the music turns wildly chromatic as it slides up and down the scale, lingering on minor intervals, building in climatic intensity but leaving off before resolving harmonically. In this context, Samson’s declaration “Dalila, Dalila, je t’aime!” takes on an entirely different character. What had been a musically disconnected phrase now becomes real; he picks up Delilah’s melodic tension and teases it out over the long phrase, finally completing her cadence as he declares his love in a musical climax of melting beauty. We are completely taken in. 

Opera Queen


 When it comes to the relationship between opera and sexuality, we shall once again highlight the phenomenon of opera queens (gay slang referring to masculine homosexuals who are hooked on opera). For instance, the stagings of British theatre director David Pountney are renowned for their gay militant readings. However, we should point out another fact: this group’s fascination for the soprano Maria Callas. In the piece The Lisbon Traviata (1989) by the American Terrence McNally, based on a documentary on the singer, the star is Mendy, a prototypical Callas opera queen. This dedication has given rise to certain homophobic criticism such as that from scholar Catherine Clément when she questions the exclusivist gay cult towards the Greek soprano: “Come on, men, shut up. You are living off her. Leave this woman alone, whose job it was to wear gracefully your repressed homosexual fantasies.” (1988: 22)

The relationship between opera queens and divas is important. One should be chosen from among all, to be admired and revered. Preferences include Elisabeth Schwarzkopf, Rosa Ponselle, Leontyne Price, Montserrat Caballé, Cecilia Bartoli, Jessye Norman, Joan Sutherland, Renata Tebaldi and Kiri Te Kanawa, to name but a few. Nonetheless, Maria Callas is the most prominent among them.

Koestenbaum devotes a chapter of his book to her, highly regarding the revolution she brought about in the performing practice of opera, adopting an emotive approach to draw near to the incredible heroines of Bellini and Donizetti, outlasting the centuries and conventions that have kept her apart from those characters:


“Anachronism was one aspect of opera that long ago opened it to gay appropriation; opera seemed campy and therefore available to gay audiences only when it had become an outdated art form, sung in foreign languages, with confused, implausible plots. Opera’s apparent distance from contemporary life made it a refuge for gays, who were creations of modern sexual systems. Opera is not very real. But gayness has never been admitted into the precincts of reality. Superficially, Maria Callas took away opera’s campiness by making it believable and vivid. And yet importing truth into opera, an art of the false, she gave the gay fan a dissonance to match his own. Bestowing verisimilitude on Lucia or Norma, Callas perforated the operagoer’s complacency.” (1993: 45)


Indeed, her voice and presence, both profound and imbued in mystery, provided the audience with a new emotional perspective of opera. She broke away from traditional conventions and endowed the vocality, dramaturgy and stage direction with a new angle with regard to the female opera character by creating complex portraits of broken women. By reviving Lucia or Norma, she personified their complexities and contradictions with pain, wrath and cheer. Her voice in various registers is the best portrayal one can have of the soul of opera queens.

Collective emotion
Opera Canada critic Urjo Kareda has devoted several articles to the relationship between opera, emotion and the audience. In one of them written in 2000, he states: “There is always something exciting in music handled as text. To a certain extent, there is always a degree of spectacularity in staging opera, from the Franco Zeffirelli Baroque to the austere nature of Lépage’s image. There is a desire to draw close to us, the audience, as a group, a social unit, a theatre forum, and this impulse bounds us emotionally, requiring us to acknowledge our very humanity through the alchemy between sound, words, images and performances.” (2000: 17)

Kareda considers emotion to be the key to the genre’s success, not only when it comes to creating good lyric portrayals, but also when educating the audience. Indeed, in 2003 Dutchman Johan Simons prepared an operatic montage – Sentimenti – based on Verdian arias, questioning human emotion with a clear goal of arousing empathy. At this juncture we come back to Richard Wagner. His musical dramas (he did not refer to them as operas) not only blended scenic languages, but also a craving for unity between aesthetics and emotion. As with other experiences where the audience becomes immersed, he encouraged mystery (the orchestra hidden in the mystic darkness of his Bayreuth Theatre, for instance) to rule out any kind of “alienation” in the sense of Brecht. The hypnotic use of the leitmotiv by means of repetition also evoked a visual resonance. Wagner was a forerunner of the audio-mixing system. Although we have pointed out its influence on Adolphe Appia, we cannot overlook the effect it had on the avant-garde, on Dadaists such as Kurt Schwitters, who often used the word Gesamtkunstwerk, and on Bauhaus with the designs of the Spherical Theatre by Andreas Weininger and the Total Theatre by Walter Gropius.
Decades later it is once again vindicated by the American Bob Wilson. History was changed forever as of 1976 when, using music by Philip Glass, Wilson premiered Einstein on the Beach at the New York Met. With Lucinda Childs’ choreography, opera was not based on a libretto, but rather on a photograph, an image of the scientist dipping his feet on a beach. “At long last Robert Wilson heralded a new era where the stage director carries out the same responsibility as a film director: he is the image writer and producer. As with films, musicians work with sound engineers to produce a kind of sound atmosphere. Robert Wilson’s opera is an extraordinary experience that is shrouded in light, fantasy, allowing each individual to create his own imaginary universe by analogy”. These words from Joan Matabosch, artistic director at the Liceu in Barcelona can also be added to by those from film director Peter Greenaway. “I am seeking to release opera from slavery on a path towards the narrative. I also aim to break conventions existing between the imaginary and the non-imaginary. People such as Peter Sellers and Bob Wilson are also working along these lines. I am particularly keen on introducing certain elements of the film world, of the realm of audiovisuals into opera.” (1999: 34). Producers who are normally working on films, such as Greenaway, Werner Herzog, Roman Polanski or producers who work alternately between the stage and the screen, such as Julie Taymor, Patrice Chéreau and Robert Lépage, have revamped the operatic world in a determined manner.

From Wagner to cyberspace
 
In order to bring this article to a close, I wish to mention two experiences which, as we stated from the outset, relate the legacy of Wagner with the digital world. One is the staging of Tetralogía by La Fura dels Baus at the Palau de les Arts in Valencia under the direction of Zubin Metha between 2007 and 2009, a display of science fiction, a blend of fantasy (several flying acrobats, for instance, creating various figures) and a digital laboratory (screens, LEDs, hypertext structures). The fine tuning of the stage writing is such that it triggers a reticule of metaphorical illusions, virtually a sort of visual music. Indeed, technology is a remarkable tool for creating emotions.

The other example is earlier, The Cyberstaging of Parsifal (2000), a high-tech recreation from the German producers Anja Diefenbach and Christoph Rodatz, with digital effects and projections, live singers and recorded voices. The key focal point is the contemplation of the relationship between the spectator in the stalls and the action of Parsifal on stage. New technologies are employed to alter the viewer’s perception and to change the audience’s attitude with regard to how the performance is received. This clearly experimental staging seeks to increase interactivity using digital technology which also achieves telepresence and makes it possible to make the visible invisible.
The importance of the ending

Once the performance is over, the elegant, velvet curtain of the major lyric theatres provide audiences with a variation on the Freudian Fort/Da game, intriguingly messing around with the audience in a way that casts a veil over the eroticising spectacle that lies before our eyes. Following energetic applause, the singers re-emerge from behind the huge red curtain to greet us and we applaud further and louder like kids when mummy’s smiling face emerges from the sheets to play and laugh. The process repeats itself and the audience begins to abandon the stalls and boxes, though some remain loyal giving applause. The performance does not come to a sudden end; rather, the farewell or the ritual of the viewer emotionally letting go takes place gradually. And it is the end that is most eagerly awaited in all operas. The musical, dramatical and scenic development leads to the final crisis and its solution, whether ending in victory or defeat. The viewer celebrates the ending by stripping it of drama, gradually returning to the monotony of everyday life after this heightened emotional and aesthetical experience.
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