An Operatic

GAME-CHANGE

THE OPERA MAKER Hedvig Jalhed
AS GAME DESIGNER

AND THE POTENTIALS

OF LUDO-IMMERSIVE OPERA







An Operatic

GAME- CHANGER

THE OPERA MAKER AS GAME DESIGNER
AND THE POTENTIALS
OF LUDO-IMMERSIVE OPERA






An Operatic
GAME-CHANGER

THE OPERA MAKER

AS GAME DESIGNER

AND THE POTENTIALS

OF LUDO-IMMERSIVE OPERA

Hedvig Jalhed

Academy of Music and Drama
Faculty of Fine, Applied and Performing Arts,
University of Gothenburg




Thesis for degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Performance Practices at the
Academy of Music and Drama, Faculty of Fine, Applied and Performing Arts,
University of Gothenburg.

Published by Géteborgs universitet (Avhandlingar).

This doctoral dissertation is No 89 in the series ArtMonitor Doctoral and
Licentiate Theses, at the Faculty of Fine, Applied and Performing Arts, University
of Gothenburg.

www.konst.gu.se/artmonitor

The dissertation An Operatic Game Changer: The Opera Maker as Game Designer
and the Potentials of Ludo-Immersive Opera contains a book and a Research
Catalogue Exposition available at URL:
https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/1172051/1172052

Graphic design and layout: Hedvig Jalhed

English proofreading: Tim Perkis

Printed by: Stema Specialtryckeri AB, Boras

ISBN (printed version): 978-91-8009-608-9
ISBN (digital edition): 978-91-8009-609-6

© Hedvig Jalhed, 2022



Abstract

Title: An Operatic Game Changer: The Opera Maker as Game Designer
and the Potentials of Ludo-Immersive Opera

Author: Hedvig Jalhed
Language: English with summary in Swedish

Keywords: artistic research, opera, interaction, immersion, performance,
perception, game design, participation, spectatorship, aesthetics,
Apollonian, Dionysian

ISBN (printed version): 978-91-8009-608-9
ISBN (digital edition): 978-91-8009-609-6

URL: http://hdl.handle.net/2077/70289

How can live-performed chamber operas be conceptualized as immersive
games with interactive features? This artistic study has resulted in a sys-
tem model through which degrees of immersion may be generated and
analyzed from physical, social, and psychical stimuli. A differentiation of
immersive modes has been made possible by the framing of opera-making
as game design. The findings indicate that so-called ludo-immersive opera
could be developed into operatic chamber opera play for self-reliant par-
ticipants, constituting an intimate and alternate practice in which dynamic
game-masters may replace supervising directors. However, this practice
is entangled with the question of future training for operatic practitioners
outside the mainstream opera format, and beyond both Wagnerian and
Brechtian spectatorship. The shift from the traditional audience/performer
relationship to a novel form of immersive interaction requires a new mind-
set and preparation for opera practitioners, to encourage autonomy and
active participation by individual visitors.

Theoretically, the study connects recent innovations in opera to the
aesthetic principles of the Apollonian and the Dionysian and positions
ludo-immersive opera in relation the these. The principles bridge immer-
sion, opera, and game-playing, articulated by a reinterpretation of Roger
Caillois’ taxonomy of play. The issue of immersion as an artistic aim in
opera is highlighted. Moreover, artists’ and visitors’ reciprocal participation
in ludo-immersive opera is discussed in regard to its historical context of
operatic event-making and forms of presentation.
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The project explores the detailed consequences of perception and perfor-
mance in chamber opera with ludic and immersive features, primarily in-
spired by live-action role playing. The main objective has been to investigate
how operatic events can be presented as immersive adventures rather than
spectacles, and consequences that the integration of playing visitors in pro-
fessional opera implies for artistic practice.

In four operas created during the period 2016-2020, interventions and en-
counters between artists and visitors in musically driven situations framed
by fictional settings have been staged and studied. The artistic researcher
has iteratively been engaged in action as opera singer, librettist, drama-
turge, and director. Data from the research cycles include field recordings
from the productions and reports from the participants in the form of inter-
views and surveys.



“I feel uneasy.”
That proves you needed
to have some fun.

from “Le Water-Shut”
in Sports et Divertissements
by Erik Satie
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Output Formats and Structure

This research project has resulted in both this text and in operatic artworks
and events, all built around the idea and research about ludo-immersive
opera. The researcher is also an artist and the output is two-fold:

1. Dissertation (text)

2. Exposition (multi-media)

The dissertation is available as both a printed volume and a digital file
(PDF). In two of the operas included in the project, the researcher has also
contributed with libretti. These are found in the appendices. In three of the
operas, the researcher has appeared as opera singer, and, in addition has
functioned as dramaturge in one opera and director in another. Excerpts
from field recordings of the live-performances in which the researcher’s
executive work is manifest are published as supplementary examples on-
line in the Research Catalogue exposition Arcade: A Guide to the Operas
in the Doctoral Project An Operatic Game Changer.

Research Catalogue is an online publishing platform for artistic research
provided by the Society for Artistic Research. By accessing the disserta-
tion and the material in Research Catalogue, the reader is provided with
work exploring both scholarly and artistic dimensions of the project. Fur-
thermore, research material in the form of reports from other participants in
the operatic productions and events appears in the form of interviews and
surveys; the survey designs are available in the appendices. In the public
defence event, information, excerpts from the operas and other items are
exhibited live. Those who attend this artistic presentation of the research
project also have the opportunity to experience and explore some of the
features of the proposed system for future artistic practice that is present-
ed in the study.

The online exposition Arcade on www.researchcatalogue.net can be di-
rectly accessed via this link:

https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/1172051/1172052
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The structure of the dissertation unfolds in six chapters:
1. Introduction

Methods

Operas

System

Review

o o M 0D

Discussion

First, the researcher’s artistic background, the original motivation for the
project, and a contextualization of the research subject are accounted for
(Introduction), followed by an exploration of methodological issues (Meth-
ods). Then, illustrated overviews of the opera works and performances
describe the artistic ideas, contents, postulates, processes, and outcomes
that the dissertation revolves around (Operas). From this point on, the re-
searcher presents a system model for ludo-immersive opera (System),
and its application to the operas within the study (Review). The disserta-
tion ends with a discussion on the research questions and the three main
themes of the investigation: 1) ludic participation in opera, 2) operatic pre-
requisites for immersion and, 3) the expansion of opera artists’ skills and
forms of presentation (Discussion).

Abbreviations and acronyms are used with some caution in the text and
are as a general rule avoided. However, in graphical content they appear in
interest of spatial concision. Besides the standard abbreviations found in
the literature on role-playing, LIMMO is used occasionally as an acronym
for Ludo-Immersive Opera.
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1. Introduction i Can Players Sing?

CAN PLAYERS SING?

In 2011, I started working on the idea of operatic role-playing together with
my artistic colleagues and friends through a number of experimental chamber
operas. In 2016, ludo-immersive opera became the topic of my artistic doc-
toral project. In our operas, self-governing players engage with the work in a
most tangible sense. Our guests become embedded parts of the fantasy situ-
ation that makes up a live opera. The issues of my investigation are basically
twofold: How can we make room for visitors within the art work? And how
are we artists affected by visitor interaction?

Ludo-immersive opera is immersive in a very particular way. In this kind of
opera, the participants are integrated not only into certain sensory experienc-
es, but also participate in an altered sociality, in which fantasy role-playing
enables acting within the operatic context. These ludic opera games requires
that we artists direct our attention to the visitors, in order to respond to their
actions while singing.

Methodologically, two concepts have been especially important for my re-
search and my efforts to combine opera-making with game design: sociologist
Roger Caillois’ “diagonal science” and philosopher of science Karl Popper’s
“critical imagination.” In diagonal science, established and seemingly unre-
lated phenomena are bridged through common denominators. In critical
imagination, the bounds of existing realms are broken down through clashes
between cultures, dogma, and theories.

Immersion means to merge into something, to sink in. Operas that claim to
be immersive cannot be hard, reflective, and self-contained, but must be per-
meable, absorbent, and retain plasticity, providing a space for movement and
transformation. Our task as artists in this kind of work is to make and main-
tain such a space. I'm trying to lay bare how spaces in the story, in the sound,
in the site, and in the social context of an operatic fiction can be forged and
filled up by playing. In this work I iteratively track the creation of space and,
in some cases, the Jack of space in the operas presented within the study.

Opera, play, and immersion are also all related to aesthetics — understood as
the knowledge of taste for certain kinds of information. More precisely, the
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notion of the aesthetic principles of the Apollonian and the Dionysian are
obviously found in discussions of all three fields of study. Based on the appli-
cation of these terms in the work of the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, and
art historian Camille Paglia, among others, I use these guiding principles as
metaphors for perception and performance. Both are at the core of art as well
as of games.

Through this dissertation, artists and visitors within the practice of ludo-im-
mersive opera can be heard. In this study, a generative-analytic system for
future practice is being mapped, and proposed as a model for both notation
and randomization.

Ludo-immersive opera is a blend of opera and play with the intended goal to
achieve a state of immersion. The invention of opera is in itself a synthetization
of poetry, music, and theatre. Operatic singing merges verbal, aural, and visual
information in one autonomous projection. Opera attendants in general are
required to parse and decode this stylized synthetization. But can their response
also include voicing and action? To paraphrase Alan Turing: Can players sing?

AN OPERATIC TAKEOVER

The audience is seated and the orchestra is ready to play. When the opera
begins, | am on stage. Then suddenly | throw off my 18" century wig and
gown and stand there in the bright spotlight, with a gun in my hand. | point
it wildly at my co-actors on stage and at the audience members in their
seats. | have two companions who do the same. We are terrorists, taking
over the theatre. The other singers, the audience, and the orchestra have
become our hostages. And the show must go on. With a gun to his head,
the conductor is compelled to start the music. He obeys. He plays along.
And we all sing.

The scene above is from the opera The Network (original Swedish title:
Nétverket) from 2009 by Claes Fellbom & Sven-David Sandstrém. This
opera was commissioned for the graduating class at the University Col-
lege of Opera in Stockholm. Today | would classify it as an example of
ludo-immersive opera, and it was this work that incited my desire to ex-
plore this as yet unnamed concept. According to the plot, the audience
was invited to enjoy the opera Jeppe by the same authors, but this opera
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was to be interrupted by a hostile takeover by terrorists (of whom | played
one working undercover as an opera singer). While the terrorists were
waiting for their demands to be met, the opera Jeppe could be played
piece by piece under threat. When a mysterious spiritual guru interfered,
the terrorist network fell apart. And all this was set to music.

Intermission. The audience is forced out into the entrance hall by my col-
league, pointing at them with a machine gun, where they get refreshments.
On the walls hang posters for tonight’s opera — but they are advertising “The
Network,” not “Jeppe”! And here, the scene’s integrity collapses a little and
there is a crack in the concept. Some of the meta-information about the
event has leaked into the play. As participants in our fictional roles, we can-
not be aware that there is such a thing as an opera called “The Network,”
since we are all pretending that we are supposed to present the opera
“Jeppe.” It does not matter that we sing our threats and are armed with silly
props. To be convincingly naturalistic is not important — the important thing
is that the outside world must be temporarily forgotten and actively ignored.
So while doing our best to suppress our cognitive dissonance, we act as if
the illogical posters with their bright colours are simply not there! And we
continue to hold the theatre until the police come with sirens and smoke.

In this opera, the visitor group was not an audience — it was supposed
to play an audience. The visitors were turned from observers into active
participants, playing observers. As such, they were playing themselves
in a fictional story. The visitors’ implicit task was to go along as if in the
plot, not outside it, and behave accordingly; and, the plot included the
auditorium. Since this technically required no more from them than to
exhibit ordinary audience behaviour (and preferably look more scared
than amused), the role-playing part was easy to perform and called for
a minimum of activity. There was one planted audience member, cast
to sing her part from the auditorium, but the collective, silent role of the
audience in the occupied theatre did not demand any creative or extro-
verted actions or initiatives. In fact, there was no room for spontaneous
or strategic interaction at all from the unscripted visitors. What if there
had been at some point? Could the opera had unfolded in other, alternate
ways? Could we have played and sang along with a more flexible score?
And would that have been more exciting, more uncertain and less com-
fortable? What if the opera had been, not perhaps less of a spectacle,
but more of a challenge for the visitors — an imaginative problem to deal
with? Could a visitor become a character, a protagonist or antagonist?
These questions took over and from this point, my artistic practice began
to change. In a professional world obsessed with control, | had started
longing for some playful destabilization.
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Figure 1: Hedvig Jalhed as Jefa/Britt in The Network at The University College of Opera in
Stockholm 2009. Photo by Jimmy Svensson.
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FROM ARTIST TO ARTISTIC RESEARCHER

I will start with a brief autobiographical account in order to track my profes-
sional practice as opera singer and opera maker. I grew up in a non-academic,
non-operatic environment — I am, from the start, a double outsider in relation
to my current environment, so to speak. Basically, I owe my discovery of opera
and higher education in the arts to public television — broadcasts of artistic
performances — and to my first singing teacher at the public music school
in Halmstad, Ing-Mari Ek, who coached me for my first auditions. At the
age of 19, I was accepted at the musical performance programme in classical
singing at Malmé Academy of Music for Britta Johansson, and my career as a
soprano begun to take shape. Before that, I had never even been to an opera
house — I only loved the idea of opera as a multi-disciplinary art practice. This
multi-disciplinary approach has also made me combine my vocation in music
and opera with studies in languages and design.

After graduating from the University College of Opera in Stockholm in 2009,
I worked as a soloist in the institutional field of opera house opera and con-
cert singing. I was classically trained and this was the sole thing I worked on
and specialized in for during my artistic-academic education. However, I soon
realized that my passion for opera did not lie with promoting and mediating
the existing repertory of opera house opera — even though I appreciate it very
much — but exploring the potentials of opera more in terms of form, and
contributing to new works. I developed an interest in how we frame opera and
broke loose from the institutional' world in establishing my own small, inde-
pendent opera company Operation Opera. Since then, the ensemble’s main
focus has been experimental chamber operas with ludic features and immer-
sive settings. My roots in traditional opera together with my private interest
in games as a source of both aesthetic fascination and cognitive distraction has
been my transdisciplinary driving force.

| basically refer to institutions as formal constructs with governing mechanisms in a social
context, prevailing over generations and independent of certain individuals. While innova-
tion — the making of the new — can become embedded into existing institutions, invention
- historical changes in modes of perception— can turn into an institution itself, says artistic
researcher and performer Esa Kirkkopelto (2015).
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The initial idea for a concept we came to call “role-play opera” or “LARP?
opera’ grew out of conversations with my brother, who shares with me an
interest in music as well as in game-play. My experiences in my home environ-
ment, in which ludic activities has been a reoccurring source of excitement and
recreation, and with 7he Network — as described initially in this chapter, (see
picture from performance in Figure 1) — formed the basis for my new profes-
sional direction. With this turn, I began to dig deeper into game design and
event organizing. Starting as an opera singer and a producer, I later expanded
my practice to also include dramaturgy, libretto writing, and directing in the
context of ludo-immersive opera, which in 2016 became the topic for my doc-
toral project. Before that, I had made and appeared in three “role-play operas”
and one life-sized “board-game opera” together with Operation Opera. The
experiences from these had led me to a point where I needed to deepen my
understanding of the mechanisms at work. So, in this study, I explore, both as
executive and author of operas, how discipline and playfulness can be balanced
in new operatic works with sincere appreciation of opera’s unique limitations
and potentialities.

To me, going from independent experimental artist to academic artistic re-
searcher means becoming able to present a conscious rationale for my work
model that can be disseminated, critically examined, and even re-applied and
tested by others. As a researcher, I seek not to interpret and promote my own
artistry and artistic outcomes, but to explain the reasoning and driving forces
behind the choices both I and others must engage in, when working in the
framework of this particular art practice.

2LARP is short for live-action role playing and larping is the verb form relating to this activity.
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AN OPERATIC MIX-UP

— Hi, Hedvig! How are you?
— Headvig, who is that? | am Margreth, you know. You must have mistaken
me for someone else.

It is 2012 and the person who greets me is a former neighbour from my
childhood whom | have not seen in years. Now she has come to participa-
te in the opera “Welcome back to Anfasia” and we are in the midst of the
performance among a crowd of about 80 people, surrounded by beeping
ambient music. She is supposed to behave as an Anfasian citizen, and my
job is to act as the character Margreth. So far, all of us have followed the
logic of the fictional world that we are inhabiting at the moment. But now,
she contra-fictionally breaks the spell, as she reminds me of our real-life
relationship by referring to my actual name instead of my pseudo-identity.
Because what is altered in play is our relations — through play, our status
changes momentarily and superficially, and then changes back as soon
as play is overridden by the facts grounding us in real life. By dissociating
myself from the name that functions as the location of my personal iden-
tity, an alternative web of relationships can emerge around the location
Margreth. But these webs cannot be maintained simultaneously. Taboos
are implicit proofs of participation in fantasies where real-life relations
must be ignored and suppressed.

There and then | discovered in practice, how exacting and demanding
lying and pretending is, and how automatically our reflex of basic know-
ledge works when not actively suppressed. Fraud is an art and a skill.

I lose contact with the woman who addressed me and prepare to sing as
the scene changes to another musical theme. | pass by a large flag on the
wall. The group splits and goes off into different rooms. Some prepare
for a game of bingo, and others go off to consume the mysterious drug
that all Anfasian citizens must take. The bingo players line up in front of a
projector, while in the medicine room a visitor throws himself to the floor
to the beat of the music. He praises the drug and the image of the dynast.
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SCOPE OF THE PROJECT

The research project in performance practices’ has been integrated with my
own artistic practice for four years and during this period, four operas have
been conceived under the influence of this study. Through my contributions to
these operas and collaborations with both artists and visitors, I have gathered
observations of how ludic enacted scenarios can be applied in operatic settings.

The initiation of a research project in opera naturally stems from the funda-
mental question: What kind of (artistic) research can be done in opera that
cannot be done in other (artistic) domains? In order to sort that out, yet an-
other question needs to be answered: What is the special feature of opera in
regard to neighboring fields such as 1) other forms of music theatre and 2)
related performance practices (such as dramatic writing, musical performance,
dramatic acting, dance, and so on)? Without defining that, there is no point
in designating what one does as “research in opera.”

From my point of view, operatic research is defined by questions and methods
related to a self-reliant, raw, and synthetic human performance. Opera con-
cerns question about

* memorization (an opera-singer performs by heart),

*  vocalization (an opera singer centers the voice, not only as a medium for
language, but also for musical timbre and sound), and

e figuration (an opera singer’s performance is embodying and mobile)

in a world-building program that is
e verbalized (it is literature and code),

e musicalized (it is sound and time), and
e localized (it is matter and room).

3 At the Academy of Music and Drama at the University of Gothenburg, the doctoral subject
Performance Practices comprises dramatic performance practices and should not be con-
fused with Performance Practices in musicology.



1. Introduction i Scope of the Project

Opera opens questions about artistic multitasking, bodily economy and the
limits of human action, and of transmedial exchange and synthetization.
Moreover, it is hard to separate the art of opera from a humanist discourse,
especially with regards to origin and history of opera, but also due to the
centrality of the human body and human faculties and senses. As art in the
Renaissance — when opera first came about — began exploring the relations
between humanity and the world through a new relational and dialectical
order that abandoned divine designs, great importance was attached to the
physical situation of the human being in this world, according to curator and
art critic Nicholas Bourriaud. He continues concerning contemporary arts:
“After the area of relations between Humankind and deity, and then between
Humankind and the object, artistic practice is now focused upon the sphere
of inter-human relations, as illustrated by artistic activities that have been in
progress since the early 1990s.” (2002, p. 28) With opera, I would say there
is also a focus on intrahuman tensions, that is, within the multitasking body.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

My explorative study started from an urge to go beyond my initial comfort
zone, rooted in traditional opera and classical music, and to gather new experi-
ences from a broader realm that had recently opened up for me. Ludo-immer-
sive opera constitutes a small side-track to mainstream opera. With me, I carry
my knowledge of operatic practices, but the crucial point is that I have tried to
make space for other concepts to be brought in to fertilize my operatic practice
and add some new ideas and insights to the field of opera. The research is done
by means of a sort of pinching manoeuvre, grasping the issues at hand from
both the design of ludic sets and the action which I take as a professional artist.
First, my fundamental research questions are:

1. How can new opera works be conceptualized to enhance ludic participation?
2. How can operatic immersion include both game-staging artists and
game-playing visitors?

These two first questions have made me seek concrete definitions and criteria

for both ludic play and for immersion, so that these concepts can be applied
both in theory and in practice. An overarching question remains:

IO
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3. If I manage to incite and contribute to works that are ludic as well as
immersive and yet still operatic, what can this proposed ludo-immersive
opera make people do and how might that affect my future artistic practice?

In search for answers to these questions, I have also come to outline three
themes running through my investigation: 1) ludic participation in opera, 2)
operatic prerequisites for immersion and, 3) the expansion of opera artists
skills and forms of presentation.

RESEARCH CONTEXT, DRIVING FORCES, AND AIMS

Opera per se is an interdisciplinary hybrid art form. From this, it is natural
that researching practitioners in opera are quite diverse when it comes to their
various professional specialities and practices; artistic researchers in opera have
different vocations and disciplinary entries — some are opera singers, others are
composers, librettists, and so on. Still, there is little research from operatic fa-
cilitators and producers, unlike similar work being done in curatorial research
in fine arts. There are also fields that go beyond the discipline of opera; some
research projects in for example vocal studies, composition, and set design,
touch upon opera without focusing primarily or exclusively on opera.

All researching opera singers I have come across, including myself, have their
background in conservatories and academies that train “classical” opera singers.
These institutions educate students for the dominant (international) market of
the opera and concert industry — the opera houses and concert halls. Our encoun-
ters, as professional opera singers, with alternative and experimental expressions,
techniques, styles, and work structures, generally occur only when we meet and
collaborate with people ousside the operatic community. Both artistic and edu-
cational opera institutions are today dominated by a somewhat conservative and
protectionist way of doing things, due to both economics and tradition.

On the other hand, we are also often encountering other artists whose idea
of revolutionizing opera consists of trying to free the art form from “opera
singing” (simplistically conflated with classical singing). In this way of think-
ing, the practice of opera singing makes opera sound antiquated, and so the
obvious solution would be to change the vocal idiom. This is in my opinion a

II
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superficial approach. Artistically, there are of course many practices and means
of sound productions dating back to the 19" century that still are employed
in new, experimental kinds of music. But instruments seem less burdened by
their association with, say, the symphony orchestra, than the projected voice
is by its association with the philharmonic opera house. A conflict however
appears in that opera singers often pride themselves on being (more or less)
technologically independent when it comes to vocalization, but, thereby, are
shut out from the kind of contemporary opera that is concerned with new,
often electronically modified sounds.

We still need a term for the kind of music theatre that focuses on the self-
reliant and technologically independent human voice in the emancipatory and
risky way that opera does. Therefore, I consistently advocate the use of the
term “opera.” As I will argue, a narrow and simplistic view on the historical
development of opera that considers the sound as the primary problem with
operatic conservatism is a trap; we cannot just stop at the surface and grap-
ple with this most conspicuous operatic feature. With my vantage point in
opera as practice, | define and defend opera singing as a core feature of opera.
With my own artistic work, I demonstrate how opera singing and classically
trained singers can be integrated into verbo-musico-theatrical settings quite
far from the symphonic opera house opera. My driving force is to create room
for the operatic practitioner in contemporary music theatre beyond both the
20™ century avant-garde’s prejudices against classical singing and the opera
singing community’s affiliation with classical venues and traditional sound-
scapes. My aim is to artistically explore the possibilities for operatic works and
performances on the level of the event, that is, in its artistic occurrence in a
social and environmental context, expanding operatic experimentation from
earlier preoccupations with sonic aspects (musical composition) and literary
aspects (plot and wordings). With the introduction of the opera maker as
game designer, the production and presentation of operatic works are viewed
from a new angle.

12
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NORDIC RESEARCH IN CONTEMPORARY
AND NON-INSTITUTIONAL OPERA

In the Nordic context, recent artist-driven third cycle projects and disserta-
tions in contemporary and non-institutional opera show how practitioners
may creatively deal with the general conditions and expectations in operatic
art, while expanding the opportunities for 21* century opera. Some projects
are curiously playful and others are explicitly problem-driven. Some look to
new technology while others revive and reconnect with the sometimes more
permissive work roles of the past.

Hans Gefors (2011) at the Malmé Academy of Music, Lund University, maps
out the composition of an opera especially written and produced for car radio.
A critical stance can be found in Trond Reinholdtsen’s (2013) Den Norske
Opra [sic.] at the Norwegian Academy of Music in Oslo, which might be
described as a meta-commenting anti-opera. Carl Unander-Scharin (2014)
at the Univeristy College of Opera in Stockholm and KTH Royal Institute of
Technology aims at re-empowering opera singers and extending their control
over accompaniment and vocal expressivity with technological means. Jaakko
Nousiainen (2015) at the University of Lapland in Rovaniemi examines the
mobile medium as a new platform for operatic presentation in his experimen-
tal opera Omnivore. And Sara Wilén (2017) at the Malmo Academy of Music,
Lund University, uses the concept of classical and contemporary vocal impro-
visation as a creative artistic tool for singers in critical dialogue with classical
vocal performance tradition. These are a few examples of doctoral projects in
the Nordic context of artistic research in contemporary and non-institutional
opera (outside the opera house tradition) that have been disseminated in the
2010s. And even if opera is today just a minor field in artistic research — am-
bivalently positioned across both academic and artistic territories — there is a
growing base of literature and expositions describing the artistic findings of
operatic practitioners, some radically innovative and others more historically
oriented. Much operatic research has been located in music departments, even
if there are examples of operatic researchers affiliated with operatic education,
and, as in my case, performance practices in general.
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LUDIC ART IN ARTISTIC RESEARCH

Furthermore, also the issue of game design and ludology as a basis for artistic
creation and performance is today yet a small strand in artistic research. In
music, Per Anders Nilsson’s thesis (2011) at the University of Gothenburg
revolves around how game design can inform the design and play of digital
musical instruments and Else Olsen Storesund’s (2016) project at the Grieg
Academy in Bergen on open form* did emanate in the chance-based game
Lotto S.E.L. for musical performers. Arne Kjell Vikhagen (2017) at the Uni-
versity of Gothenburg explores the ability of Game Art to combine a state
of play with the agency of the art work. The many parallels and overlapping
interests of game studies and art has convinced me that more transdisciplinary
research in this area is needed, in order to understand what roles the artistic
and the ludic may have in relation to each other.

MY ENTRY

As a researcher, my primary interest does not lie with operatic repertory or the
craft of classical opera singing, but with opera as public event. As a researcher
in the practice of opera, the important question for me is not how the canonical
works are being presented, edited, conceptualized, and framed today. Instead,
I am interested in what ways contemporary operatic practice can be developed
further, more generally — and more broadly defined than by the historical stan-
dard repertory. It is actually hard to think of any example of an art form or
an artistic research field that is so entangled and preoccupied with its past,
also when it comes to contemporary practice. A driving force for my artistic
research project is the vision of a contemporary operatic practice that does not
merely define itself through its histrionic and rebellious opposition to the ca-
nonical opera repertoire and its standardized formats of presentation. I hope to
find mechanisms and methods that can allow us to make new and innovative
opera works, without necessarily discarding existing working principles and
qualities of the traditional opera, nor getting stuck in the shadows of history.

4Open form, “opera aperta” (Eco, 1989), and “non-linearity” are topics closely related to
game design as well as to discussions of linearity in general. With the exception of In the
Darkness, Everything Went All Black, the operas within my study can neither be considered
totally “open” nor “mono-linear,” but rather “multi-linear.”
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Ludo-immersive opera has come into being alongside with the international
immersive theatre trend that has grown strong in the early 21* century. At the
same time, the emerging contemporary acknowledgement of games as aes-
thetic and artistic sites has inspired an emphasis on action-based perception.
The term “ludo-immersive opera” connects to three topics: opera, play, and
immersion. All three could be regarded as human practices and, from my prac-
titioner’s position, I ask myself sow we make opera, how we make something
playful, and how we immerse someone. Supported by examples of practice and
by literature, I map out how the three practices are theoretically compatible.

MY EXIT

As 1 first approached ludo-immersive opera as a field for research, I was con-
vinced that the impact of this practice on visitor behaviour should be of fore-
most importance. As I dug into design issues and interactive cruxes, I expected
to find keys to making visitors empathize with and act within our settings and
stories in functional ways. That perspective certainly runs through the ways
DI've structured the interviews and surveys submitted within the project.

But then, as I left the performer role completely in the final opera within the
project, I begun to see things from another angle. As I reviewed the empirical
material, both the generated documentation and my own recollections, I real-
ized that besides articulating the displacement of the habitual visitor’s role, the
study also revealed how performing artists are affected by visitor encounters. When
I stopped focusing on the image of myself, stopped evaluated my own artistic
achievements, new insights hit me. Due to our own historical ignorance and
lack of training, we opera artists have become more and more alienated from our
guests. With this artist alienation — the opposite of Brechtian visitor alienation —
I realized that we have become over-sensitized to any “noise” and distraction that
may occur as an effect of a live crowd of non-artists attending our performances.
Ludo-immersive opera presents a situation in which opera artists must actively
respond to alien visitors with the ability to interfere, instead of being ignoring or
being unaffected by their activity. And this is not always comfortable.

I had earlier been engaged in debates about how the formality and reverential
listening surrounding classical music could be construed as counter-produc-
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tive if the intentions are to attract new, untrained, and younger audiences. In
2011, I argued that we have a problem with mixed messages if public event
organizing comes with an educating attitude rather than an invitational and a
more laid-back approach to the performance itself, and “that a paradox emerg-
es if a genre suddenly claims to be both contact-seeking and at the same time
remaining austere” (Jalhed, 2011, p. 71, my translation from Swedish). My
point in that case was that we must accept that parallel and alternative concert
formats that are more socially relaxed might evolve and develop alongside with
the mainstream type of more formal events.

Performers are also perceivers and our performances progress with every con-
tact we have with uncontrolled elements, such as visitors with the permission
to act. But opera artists have been deprived of perceptions, guarded by the
fourth wall and domesticated audiences. I discovered that I was not primarily
researching how to immerse the visitors in fiction, but foremost how to keep
artists immersed while confronted by outsiders, coming from the non-fiction-
al realm. In our efforts to shield the stage from incoming information that
may disturb and “pollute” the performance, our robustness and versatility has
been suffering. The key risk factor for artistic failure or success in ludo-immer-
sive opera is spelled audience display, that is, how artists perceive visitors while
performing and affirm the spatial, musical, and verbal involvement of the vis-
itors. The common figure of how immersive events make spectators into per-
Jformers® was completely turned on its head when I realized that this type of art
just as much turns performers into spectators. The term “spectactor” — originally
attributed to Agosto Boal and today sometimes occurring in the discourse of
immersive theatre — could actually denote actors turning into spectators as
much as spectators turning into actors. While I at first thought that I followed
in the tradition of exploring and researching the visitor’s relationship to the
performance, be it with the twist of contemporary opera, I realized that I was
primarily researching the artists management of reciprocal interaction.

“In every social situation we can find a sense in which one participant will be
an observer with something to gain from assessing expressions, and another
will be the subject with something to gain from manipulating this process,”
says anthropologist and sociologist Erving Goffman (1969, p. 81). These roles
are not necessarily asymmetrically and statically tied to official artist and per-

5Ethical concerns about visitor exploitation in participatory events has been raised and for in-
stance Adam Alston (2016) has extensively discussed neo-liberal values in immersive theatre.
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sonal non-artist, respectively, but can be balanced and interchangeable so that
the artist can observe the non-artist and the non-artist can manipulate the pro-
cess; the game goes two ways and everyone is both a performer and a perceiver
simultaneously. This is a simple fact and Goffman reminds us that a “crucial
communication condition of face-to-face interaction [is that] not only are the
receiving and conveying of the naked and embodied kind, but each giver is
himself a receiver, and each receiver is a giver” (1963, pp. 15-16). This means
that we can see that we are seen (or heard) and that “to use our naked senses
is to use them nakedly and to be made naked by their use” (ibid., p. 16).
Our poor preparedness for direct contact with the reactions, impulses, and
input from non-artists does not mean that we should avoid such interaction,
in fiction and social life — we should begin training for it. Theatre scholar
Erika Fischer-Lichte (2016) argues that a performance by definition requires
on-looking. I disagree with this blunt conflation of spectacle and performance.
Instead, I propose, it is time to distinguish spectacular performances (for oth-
ers) from more arbitrary (without goal) or subjectifying performances (for
self). Indeed there are performances that are secretive and even exclusively
known only to the performers themselves; that is, self-experienced perfor-
mances based on self-awareness and thereby presence.

In his classical text Musica Practica, literary theorist Roland Barthes (1977)
noted the difference between the musical amateur, not, as might often be as-
sumed, to be defined by technical imperfection, but by his desire to make mu-
sic as a manual and sensual activity, and the professional specialist, perform-
ing for the sake of being heard. This is the tension between play and display,
performance and perception. Scholar and theatre director Richard Schechner
argues further that “[t]he situation of the ‘professional performer’ — a person
who reflexively masters the techniques of performance (whether or not s/he
gets paid for it) — is very different from the ’Goffman performer’ who is likely
to be unaware of her/his performance” (2003, p. 300). This does not mean
that professional performers cannot interact with non-professional perform-
ers, even in fiction, as we blend theatrical acting with role-playing. Howev-
er, these encounters have been poorly studied from the artist’s point of view.
Schechner argues that ”[v]ery little hard work has been done researching the
behavior of audiences and the possible exchange of roles between audience and
performers. Unlike the performers, the spectators attend theatre unrehearsed;
they bring to the theatre a decorum that has been learned elsewhere but which
is nevertheless scrupulously applied here” (ibid., p. 44, my emphasis). Even
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though my study enrolls visitors in action, the same principle is valid. The vis-
itors attend unrehearsed and come to the event with a set of expectations and
habits they have learned elsewhere. Not only that, I must add, but what differs
artists from visitors is the habitus itself, to which the artists belong, so that the
artists are at home and known to each other, while the visitors appear without
prior preparation. Schechner continues that audiences must be evaluated with
regards to “the nature of the performance” and that “[t]he ‘best’ audience is
one in which harmonic evocations are present up to, but not beyond, the
point where the performers become distracted. The traditional theatre barely
explores a part of the full range of audience-performer interaction” (ibid., p.
45). When finishing the project, I have narrowed it down to some aspects that
normally tend to go unnoticed:

*  the professional performers reactions to the non-professional performers,

* the issue of visitor roles in the particular field of opera (which tends to be
neglected as a specific area in research about spectacles in studies about
theatre, music, and sports), and

* the person-specific visitorship in which the incoming individual partici-
pants are acting on their own, face-to-face with the professional perform-
ers (by which I question whether the general focus of performance prac-
tices on broadcasting towards the mass could not be positively influenced
by the focus of game studies on the individual).

Furthermore, while immersion in literature, music, theatre, and games is per-
sistently discussed in each research community, operatic immersion is an
under-explored field. In game studies, many studies on immersion have focused
on digital games rather than embodied play, and for example, the need for in-
terdisciplinary studies has been highlighted by clinical psychologist and game
designer Lauri Lukka (2014). With my exploration of how immersion can be
practically achieved through the schema that is characteristic of opera, I hope
to contribute with findings that are valuable across disciplines. Also, while live-
action role-playing today is becoming institutionalized and even professionalized
through education and training, the question has been raised how larpers might
cooperate with existing institutions in order to be regarded as part of mainstream
modern culture (Fedoseev, 2014). In a similar manner, it is possible to ask how
de-institutionalized opera might cooperate with existing institutions supporting
contemporary game-playing, instead of seeking a “gentrifying” validation from
the operatic establishment.
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CLARIFICATIONS AND LIMITATIONS

Although dealing with an interdisciplinary artform which could have been
studied from many perspectives, I stress that this research project in opera
has its focal point in dramatic performance practices. In short, I regard op-
era as something we (humans) do (a practice) and operas as works engaging
and articulating practicing opera artists. My focus is on human-to-human in-
teraction within operatic events, in which information is communicated live
without proxies and with sender and receiver present to each other in the
same place, in the same time, and in the same system. My collection of data is
limited to recordings and recollections of actions and strategies, and has not
included mappings of emotional responses from the participants.

Poetic, musical, and theatrical elements in the operas are only discussed in
relation to each other as they function in opera, not as independent entities
practiced separately or detachable from the operatic context. My personal ex-
perience of composing music is very limited and I do not appear as a musical
composer in this context. Aspects of musical composition and performance
are touched upon in accounts by co-authoring artists, but are not elaborated
from my point of view; the research study centers on how we perform and
express ourselves through operatic means and in operatic contexts, in contrast
to merely musical means and musical contexts.

Furthermore, improvisational artistic features are not our emphasis, and
Operation Opera does not employ the concept of opera improvisation as an
integral part of the works, but focuses on scripted and pre-planned material.
The study is limited to chamber opera and does not involve symphonic opera
or large-scale mass scenes. The focus is on live events and live, in-person meet-
ings in shared spaces, and any possibilities emerging with digital technology
(online gaming, virtual reality, telepresence etc.) in relation to ludo-immersive
opera are not explored in this study. Nor does it deal with adaptations of exist-
ing plots or works — such as already existing operas or games — into new hybrid
formats, but concerns original works only.
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INTRODUCING LIVE-ACTION OPERA

In order to contextualize my current practice and the aim of the research proj-
ect, I here expand on the background and intentions of the company Operation
Opera. I also give a concise explanation of what kind of ludo-immersive opera
Operation Opera has made before and what ludo-immersive opera might de-
note in general.

OPERATION OPERA

I founded Operation Opera in 2010 and I am artistic director of the company.
Since then, the ensemble has involved a number of classically trained opera
singers, as well as other singers, actors, and instrumentalists from different
traditions, together with different creative teams of librettists, composers, di-
rectors, set designers, and light designers in at least one production per year
in Halmstad. Many of the operas made by Operation Opera also have been
touring. Among the reoccurring performers and creators have been, besides
myself, Agnes Wistfelt, John Kinell, David Hornwall, Rickard Stierna, Mattias
Petersson, Mattias Rylander, and Kristofer Langerbeck. We define our genre
broadly as “new opera®,” which includes immersive opera and opera with ludic
features, but also other types of boundary-defying experiments.

Operation Opera does not copy the structure or organization of an opera
house in miniature and, as a rule, we reject audition-based castings, formalized

81n Swedish, the term “nyopera” translates into new opera or opéra nouveau, in line with new
circus and cirque nouveau. Besides Operation Opera, also New Opera CO in Gothenburg
has applied the label nyopera to their work, however with a somewhat different description;
Operation Opera stresses the performance space and New Opera CO stresses the sound.
Operation Opera defines new opera as “opera with a fictional plot driven by autonomous
live-singing in combination with contemporary technology in non-institutional milieus where
the drama is placed among people rather than on podiums” (Operation Opera: Begreppet
Nyopera, n.d.). New Opera CO defines new opera as “a kind of sung theatre that sounds
neither as opera nor as musical theatre [...] in which the audience forgets that the dialogue
is actually sung [...] and the text is very easy to hear” (New Opera CO: Om Nyopera, n.d.).
New Opera CO also takes a stance different than Operation Opera in stating that new opera
revolves around modern drama with stories from everyday life and is sung with a non-oper-
atic technique that is closer to ordinary speech (New Opera CO: Nyoperamanifestet, n.d.).
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production-chains, and standardized venues. Our operas are most often orig-
inal works and we do not normally do reductive “pocket opera” or revisions
and deconstructions in the manner of “director’s theatre.” Instead, the group
gathers around specific ideas which are developed through the expertise, me-
dia, and sites at hand. These ideas are discussed and workshopped collectively
before the works are commissioned and they often revolve around colliding
and merged genres and styles, distorted messages, world-building, surreal fan-
tasy and fairy-tale settings, and location theatre. We believe that in order to
infuse new elements of form into a genre both weighed down by cultural heri-
tage and sometimes seemingly desperate to adapt the repertory in presentistic’
ways, the working context itself must be dynamic, displaced, dissolved and de-
stabilized. In order to achieve this, each of our productions must include either
a new venue or a new team member — preferably both. That means that we
seldom work with the exact same musical arrangements from one production
to another, but with new mixes of musicians, voice types, and instruments; the
ever-changing keeps us evolving. However, even if a range of styles and tech-
niques has been part of our productions, our works have often been dominat-
ed by the combination of classically trained voices and live-electronics®. (See
further discussion on the operatic voice in the Conceptual Framework in this
chapter.) This has proved to be a both mobile and technically reliable variant
with noticeable immersive qualities, more or less regardless of the properties of
the venue at hand. Many of our works have been presented in urbex’ venues in
order to spark a sense of adventure and exploration, and detach both ourselves
and our visitors from too much comfort and etiquette through a conscious
disassociation from institutional concert and theatre milieus and etiquette.
Ludic and immersive features are most often a prominent part of our produc-
tions, even though the experiences of and interest in game-playing in general
vary within the ensemble.

"Presentism, here understood as the propensity to interpret and censor the past in terms of
the present and its favoured taboos, is in opera notable in revisionary and idealist tendencies
and fluctuations.

8 Historically, the invention of musical instruments has always been connected to technologi-
cal advancements. Electronic and digital instruments reflect our time, even though we still sing
with the same kinds of bodies we have had for hundred of thousands of years. And just as ear-
lier generations learned to sing with the instruments of their time, we learn to sing with ours.
¢Urbex is short for urban exploring, the hobby sometimes known as roof-and-tunnel hacking
that revolves around the exploration of abandoned, man-made sites.
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THE ANFASIA CHRONICLE

Operation Opera’s most acclaimed and long-term work has been a series of op-
eras called the Anfasia Chronicle (see picture from performance in Figure 2). The
basic idea behind these operas has been to use role-playing as an artistic method
in the preparations of the material and invite visitors not as a passive audience,
but as role-playing participants. This idea has been negotiated within the ensem-
ble and tested in different ways. The Anfasia Chronicle has been coproduced and
conceived in collaboration with the electric guitar collective KROCK".

ANFASIA — WELCOME INTO THE WARMTH

The first of the Anfasia operas, initiated by me, was Anfasia — Welcome into the
Warmth (original Swedish title: Anfasia — Viilkommen in i virmen) from 2011,
with libretto by Helena Rohr and music by Mattias Petersson. In this opera,
the fictional nation Anfasia was introduced. The visitors were given coordinates
to a place where they were met by the character The Guide, who took them to
Anfasia, established as a secret “safe space” to shelter its citizens from the ugli-
ness and uncertainty of the outside world. The opera was premiered in a World
War II bunker below Galgberget in the city of Halmstad and later played in
other abandoned institutional and industrial venues in Varberg and Halmstad.
The scenario in this opera was mono-linear and while the visitors were addressed
as part of the setting, the opera did not include any opportunities for visitor in-
teraction that could affect the plot or artistic performance in any significant way.

WELCOME BACK TO ANFASIA

The second opera in the Anfasia Chronicle was Welcome Back to Anfasia (origi-
nal Swedish title: Vilkommen dter till Anfasia) from 2012, with libretto by me
and Helena Rohr, and music by Mattias Petersson. This opera included par-

©KROCK has since 2005 strived to promote chamber music for electric guitar quartet and
electric guitar orchestra, and has commissioned a number of works by contemporary com-
posers. Besides this, the group also explicitly questions the conventional concert format and
aims to expand it in new directions.
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allel events and the ensemble split in multiple venues, simultaneously singing
different text and melodies to the same live accompaniment played in various
rooms that showed different scenes. It ended with a situation in which the
citizens, embodied by the visitors, got to vote and chose which one of two of
the main characters who was to be sentenced to destruction. This opera was
played in an abandon industrial venue in Halmstad, but also in reduced short
versions in a garage in Halmstad City Library and at Huset Under Bron in
Stockholm. It was preceded by role-playing activities with parts of the ensem-
ble in order to establish character habits.

ANFASIAN ENTERTAINMENT

In 2013, we made the third Anfasia opera, Anfasian Entertainment (original
Swedish title: Anfasisk underhillning) with libretto by the ensemble collec-
tively and music by Mattias Petersson. This opera was specially modified for
presentation in a black box, and included a preparatory workshop for test-
ing and training of the visitors in their roles as Anfasian citizens. Anfasian
Entertainment played at Kulturparadiset in Halmstad, on tour as RANK’s"
Artist in Motion Project at Inter Arts Center in Malmé (hosted by C-Y Con-
temporary), at Fylkingen in Stockholm, and at Kapellsbergs Folkhdgskola in
Hirndsand (hosted by Nymus).

THE ARCHITECT

The Architect (original Swedish title: Den tilltalade), with libretto by John
Kinell and music by Mattias Petersson, became the fourth Anfasia opera in
2017. The scenario contained forked paths with alternative endings, which
could be influenced by any of the citizen-visitors who dared break loose from
the visitor group and act individually, engaging in the fictional conflict. The
performances were presented in an abandoned building at the hospital area in
Halmstad. Later, also a black box version took place at Artisten in Gothenburg.
Further, in this production, we expanded role-playing as an artistic method in
the preparations and rehearsals, with full group larping and role-playing of a

""RANK is short for Riksforbundet Arrangorer av Nutida Konstmusik.
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background story to the opera. This opera was the first opera I followed as a
researcher and as it is included in this study, it is thoroughly described and
analysed in Chapter 3.

Figure 2: Scene from Welcome Back to Anfasia in Halmstad 2012. Photo by Thomas Klenze.
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AN OPERATIC MISAPPREHENSION

People are gathering in the foyer for some preparations that will turn them
from private visitors into fictional citizens in the nation Anfasia. Men in pink
shirts hand out personality tests. Monitors are showing instructional videos
to explain the different personality types and customs that exist in Anfasia.
The tests are obviously arbitrary, but so is everything here. (Later, we will
run a beauty pageant where every voter’s ballot is shredded into pieces
before their eyes when the result is presented.) The visitors are handed
props and horoscopic explanations according to their revealed — or, rather,
arbitrarily assigned — personality type. Suddenly, there is a discreet quarrel
between one of the men in pink and a visitor, who turns out to be a theatri-
cal reviewer. The reviewer refuses to take part in the activities — he will not
play. Instead, he insists on standing to the side or following the other visito-
rs around, taking notes and studying them as they try to loosen up, in all the
silly exercises they are asked to take part in. This position clearly bothers
the other visitors, who become stiff and self-conscious. The man in the pink
shirt does not succeed in convincing the reviewer that the whole point is to
participate in the event as a fictional character in action, and not appearing
as oneself. As the opera proceeds, we all continue with the reviewer expe-
riencing the performance from the wrong position — a contra-fictional and
illogical position that does not make any sense to anyone.

This incident occurred in a performance of Anfasian Entertainment in
2013, the third immersive role-play opera taking place in Anfasia. This
touring opera included a cross-fading workshop and, even if there were
no alternative ways for this opera to unfold, the visitors were given clear
tasks that occupied them during the event, in order to encourage their
active engagement. The reviewer’s failure to understand the immersive
and playful aspects of the opera, and his insistence in regarding it from a
non-invested outsider’s position troubled us; he was not considering how
much his uninvolved stance was interfering with the working of the event.
He did not at any point forget his professional role, which certainly kept
him from becoming immersed in the process. At the same time, the other
visitors maintained their roles as Anfasian citizens and many came back
to us, telling us about what an eerie and overwhelming effect the opera
had on them. And of course there was little we could do about visitors
who wouldn’t play along without breaking the spell ourselves. Is damage
control in-fiction possible at all without adding to the disturbance? What
mind-set must the visitors come with and how can that be encouraged?
What is a review worth if the reviewer has not experienced the performan-
ce from the position that we requested our guests to take?
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FEATURES OF THE GENRE

Action is conscious movement that is not automatic, but preceded by a per-
ceived possibility to make a choice to move or not. The word action in “live-ac-
tion opera” or “LARP opera” refers to deliberate deeds and interferences with
the intention of affecting and changing the ongoing plot away from or towards
a certain goal. In many of our operas, the artists offer scenarios which in many
cases can be triggered by the visitors’ actions.

My aim during recent years has been to investigate how operatic live-action
role-playing can constitute an alternative to operatic spectacles as we know them
from opera houses and other stages. Live-action role-playing is a participatory
experience to which everyone contributes hands-on and in the flesh. This means
that my experimentation is on the level of the social event itself. Live-action role-
playing is defined by three criteria, according to game studies scholar J. Tuomas
Harviainen in his doctoral dissertation about LARP’s as information systems:

1. It has to be role-playing in which a character, not just a social role, is
played. 2. The activity has to take place in a fictional reality shared with
others, and breaking that fictional reality is seen as a breach in the play itself.
3. The physical presence of at least some of the players as their characters is
necessary, or the activity becomes some other type of role-playing. Role-play-
ing consists of the intentional evocation of artificial experiences through the
use of fictional characters as masks, identities or personas. In larp, it is done

physically. (2012, p. 3)

With ludo-immersive opera in general and LARP opera in particular, the his-
torical tendency towards a more and more silent, invisible, immobile, and spa-
tially separated opera audience (see my remarks on Wagner and Brecht in the
Conceptual Framework in this chapter) and, with it, an undisturbed delivery
of the work, are hereby radically reversed. Historically and outside the genre of
opera, this idea is not a novelty. Theatrical experiments that blended artists and
visitors were carried out by for instance Jerzy Grotowski, and as I will address
later, environmental theatre with roaming visitors is far from new.

However, LARP opera is a hybrid, inspired by live action role-playing — but it
is not larping as larpers are exactly used to know it. While all of Harviainen’s
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criteria above can be met in LARP opera, participants in this type of event
cannot act without adjusting to the stylistic constraints of the work. The music
in LARP opera sets a certain pace and turn-taking. As I will argue, the practice
of live opera organizes human modalities of sensation (what we can manage
physiologically) and participation (what we can manage sociologically), which
is what distinguishes LARP opera from more conventional larping. The mod-
ule-based'?, musically driven drama is not intended to be realistically enacted.
This artistic stylization may either soothe or stress players who expect scenarios
to unfold in real-time and real-speech. The complexity of the operatic organi-
zation — even in small-scale chamber opera — also reduces the number of op-
tions available for participatory influence on the plot. In short, LARP operas
are not as organic or flexible as regular LARP events. And, as Aleksey Fedoseeyv,
applying LARP in the field of education and art, notes when it comes to larp-
ing, “[d]eep immersion into the diegesis by no means always comes together
with full freedom of characters’ actions” (2014, p. 109).

Over the years, we have faced both classical opera lovers who refuse to accept
the sound of our operas as a way to do opera, and larpers who refuse to accept
operas aestheticized and synthetic interaction mode as an artistic way to do
LARP. We are doing it “wrong” from both perspectives. In Operation Opera
our primary observation after ten years as an ensemble is that our visitors are
generally neither classical opera fans nor inveterate larpers, but open-minded
and curious people of all ages, many quite young, who look for playful and
non-predictable multi-modal art experiences.

Ludo-immersive opera is a term coined by me in order to denote a peripher-
al sub-genre of contemporary opera built on ludic participation and sensory
stimulation. Role-play is of course not the only possible ludic approach that
can be applied to ludo-immersive opera. Besides Operation Opera’s operas, the
adaptations and works from the 2010s by Dutch artist Arlon Luijten, Danish
artist Niels Ronsholdts experiments with the ensemble Scenatet, and the
conceptual operas by Lithuanian-Swedish group the Spatial Opera Company
might be mentioned as examples of what I regard as ludo-immersive opera,

2]ln musical performance, module-based strategies and compositions are found both in con-
cert programming and within works. Modules can form a catalogue of actions, allowing for
both railroading and more arbitrary and surprising happenings without pre-arranged sequenc-
es. In theatrical performance, modular thinking is not part of the common terminology. In
role-playing, however, pre-made adventure modules are at the core of the game-composition.
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engaging with both participatory and sensory aspects, while usually emphasiz-
ing one or the other.

At the core of both my artistic practice and this research project lies an interest in
meeting with previously unknown and uninitiated others in the context of opera.
Such meetings can be both exciting and annoying. In ludo-immersive opera, this
is about inciting more than reducing risk and uncertainty. A closely related field
are ludic works where professional artists play by themselves or interact artisti-
cally with other artists in more or less ludic ways in front of a non-performing
audience. Such is the case in the open form improvisation opera /, Norton by
Gino Robair'. Another closely related field is meta-operatic games about op-
era or opera making, such as the online game Operaquest by Peder Barratt-Due,
launched by Bergen National Opera. And the interest of my doctoral project
lies primarily with ludic formats, more than thematically ludic narratives (recon-
structions and tales about games). While ludic connotations can be present as a
depicted theme in an opera — as for instance in many well-known operas such as
Tchaikovsky & Tchaikovsky’s Pigue Dame (card play) (see picture of me singing
the role of Chloé at the Royal Opera in Stockholm in Figure 3), Kind & Weber’s
Der Freischiitz (shooting contest), Adami, Simoni & Puccini’s Turandor (riddles),
da Ponte & Mozart’s Cosi fan tutte (role-play), Wagner's Die Meistersinger von
Niirnberg (song contest), Barbier, Carré & Offenbach’s 7he Tales of Hoffman (doll
play), and Menotti & Barber’s A Hand of Bridge (once again, card play) — few

operatic works also immerse the visitors into ludic schemes and fictional worlds.

WE ARE THE GAME, YOU ARE THE PLAYER

Role-playing as we know it today became popular and commercial in the
1970-80s. Although there is a range of free form and border-line cases, analog
role-playing games (RPG’s) can be roughly divided into table-top (also known
as pen-and-paper) role-playing games (TRPG’s') and live-action role-playing

3Robair’s work is following in the tradition of musical “game pieces,” in which sounding events
unfold according to certain rules and restrictions on improvisation within systems of control.
Prominent artists within this genre have been for instance Christian Wolff, lannis Xenakis, John
Zorn, and Mathius Shadow-Sky, building their own music gaming systems for musicians. See
also discussions on ludomusicality in general in Roger Moseley’s Keys to Play (2016).

4 The abbreviation TRPG is most often used for table-top role-playing games, but also for
tactical role-playing game (a marginal video game genre not discussed here).
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Figure 3: Hedvig Jalhed as Chloé in Pique Dame at the Royal Opera in Stockholm 2009.
Photo by Alexander Kenney.
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games (LARP’s). There is nowadays also a growing interest in blackbox and
art larping. Digital role-playing games is another business. But re-enactments
and interactive social games are of course older than these modern formaliza-
tions. And the world’s oldest (and still ongoing) offline massive multi-player
role-playing game would be Schlaraffia (Dittmar, 2018). Since its start in
Prague in 1859, “knights of Schlaraffia” (including artists such as Franz Lehdr
and Emmerich Kdlmdn) have met regularly and this game, promising friend-
ship, art, and humour, has become an institution. Mock-courtly rituals and
even Schlaraffic theatre plays and operas has been staged within the game.
Today, over 10,000 active participants worldwide are still actively engaged in
playing Schlaraffia. Role-playing as private and popular amusement is perhaps
secretive and peculiar, but not necessarily “on the fringe.”

With live-action opera, unrehearsed and more or less uninformed visitors, with-
out obligation to prepare or contribute artistically, are immersed in operatic set-
tings and situations, where we, the artists, act as the interface to the game in which
they are the players. That makes LARP opera a form of player-vs.-environment
game (PVE) rather than player-versus-player game (PVP), where the artists become
game masters (GM’s) and non-player characters (NPC’s). In Table 1, the modes of
table-top role-playing and live-action role-playing are compared. The liveliness of
the play arises in the moment in which both artist and visitor are present in the
same shared place at the same time, and live-action generates opportunities for
corporeal action. That is different than in tabletop role-playing games, in which
the diegetic action is verbalized and described rather than enacted. This can allow
for time to think and to argue, while the immediacy of live-action role-playing
calls for sensory attention and alertness. On the other hand, while live-action
role-playing is constrained by material factors with economical or moral implica-
tions, table-top role-playing allow for fantasising beyond the restrictions of matter
and society; in table-top role-playing games, the players share information but
usually not any elaborate aural or visual concretizations of events and milieux,
which instead are imagined by each participant personally. That gives table-top
role-playing more creative potential, enhancing world building.

In many cases, Operation Opera’s ludo-immersive operas come with forked
paths, alternative endings and parallel venues, allowing the visitors to affect
the plot with tangible consequences. Such complexities require a consider-
able number of optional scenes, which of course come with more costs and
rehearsals in the case of commissioned compositions. Other practitioners have
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Mode: TRPG LARP

Mediation: Cerebral (mind-to-mind without figuration) | Carnal (figure-to-mind)

Manifestation:| Discrete (individual) Concrete (communal)

Resources: Assumed (unlimited details and options) Consumed (limited details and options)
Genre: Poetry (verbally triggered imagination) Theatre (visually triggered imagination)

Table 1: Comparative table of analog RPG modes.

presented participatory opera in ways which have avoided such optional out-
comes and responses in operatic plots:

Any attempt to use the audience’s interactions to modify the story potentially
runs into the problem of combinatorics. If a choice of two outcomes is in-
troduced, then two stories need to be constructed. If a second choice of two
outcomes is introduced, at another point of the story, then four versions of the
story need to be determined. For a third decision point, we are now at eight
versions of the story, and so on. This quickly becomes unmanageable. Therefore
a “management strategy” needs to be developed to allow variation without lead-
ing to such combinatory effects. For example, audiences could be given the abil-
ity to modify aspects of the staging that concern appearance (i.e., esthetics) but
which do not substantially influence the plot itself. (Edwards et al., 2019, p. 11)

However, this “problem of combinatorics” is artistically intriguing and
Operation Opera has chosen to embrace such multi-version work. Even if
multiple scenarios are more complicated and often less organic in opera than
in non-musical theatre or non-theatrical music, we still cherish the rare but
existing possibilities for non-artistic participant to impact the course of events
as a core feature in Operation Opera’s LARP operas. We give our guests the
opportunity to become heroes in an operatic fairy tale. The musical composi-
tion presses the participant to act in the present and the visitors™ participation
and actions contribute to the unfolding of the plot in one way or another. The
complexity of LARP operas requires that the ensemble has access to and has
prepared a bank of material that can potentially be triggered by the players.
We do not normally improvise very much®, but instead, the operas are struc-

5 Improvisation is not central to our practice and not a part of our foundational ideas, even if in-
dividual ensemble members with improvisational skills sometimes single-handedly make use of
these skills in our performances, and like to develop more improvisatorial modules in our works.

31



1. Introduction i Features of the Genre

tured with rehearsed, multi-linear webs of modules that are triggered by the
players’ behaviour. The hosting ensemble is game-mastering the scenario for
the players, and this is done poetically, musically, and theatrically. Here the
format of the chamber ensemble or the “band” is key; combinatorics could
probably not be managed in in larger symphonic settings, even if it would be
interesting to try.

Sound and music can also be part of non-operatic role-playing. Today, cus-
tomized ambiences are also produced'® and offered to tabletop players, for

example at sites such as www.tabletopaudio.com. However, the special features
in role-play opera are that characters representing the game sing, and that if
the story line includes optional paths, different musical tracks may instantly be
triggered by the player actions themselves.

FANTASY AND FICTION

In fantasy role-playing, games do not include direct instructions for player
action and story. It provides the prerequisites for action but not decisive ac-
tion itself. The players are in charge of their destiny themselves and produce
a co-created story based on the fictional circumstances generated by the game
masters. This step-wise construction runs opposite to the classical work order
in opera. In role-playing games, the environment is elaborated and introduced
first; the progression depends on the players, and the story is the final product
of the adventure as it could be retold by the participants after the fantasy act.
In traditional opera making, the story comes first with the libretto, the pace of
action comes second with the music, and the setting comes last with the the-
atrical decor. In the first example — let’s call it the quest model — environment
delimits action and action produces story. In the second example — let’s call
that the fate model — story produces action and action delimits environment.
(See a further discussion of this in the Conceptual Framework section of
this chapter, where my nested doll model of opera explains how this could be
conceptualized and applied in ludo-immersive opera.)

8 For example, one of the TRPG’s which includes ambient tracks consisting of commissioned
and professionally composed music been has been Heart: The City Beneath by Grant Howitt
& Christopher Taylor.
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Our cerebral “actor-scene” network, enables the conscious recombination of
memories for future planning, speculation and “day-dreaming,” suggests litera-
ture scholar Brian Boyd (2018). From this, we create fantasy scenarios. Edward
S. Casey (1976), who specialized in philosophical psychology and the philos-
ophy of space and place, distinguishes fantasy from its “sibling acts” memory,
imagination, and hallucination — which all have perception as their common
progenitor — by five characteristics. According to him, fantasies exhibit

1. a narrative character (fantasies have a tendency to tell stories),

2. asense of participation (fantasies always involves the fantasists themselves),

3. waywardness (unlike hallucinations, fantasies can be consciously con-
trolled, but, unlike imaginings, they can be left consciously uncontrolled
by the fantasist),

4. wish fulfilment (fantasies are satisfying), and

5. belief (fantasies establish a sense of inner reality that the fantasist comes to
believe exists apart from empirical reality).

The logic of this inner or psychological reality can be said to establish “fictional
truths” (see Stock, 2017), in which the author informs us of facts within a
fiction, with the intention to make the audience imagine the very same facts."”
Literary scholar Marie-Laure Ryan, well-known for her work on immersion
and interaction in literature and games, proposes a model of plural worlds, in
which there is one that has an autonomous existence — the real one — and oth-
ers that are imaginative creations. Fact and fiction then becomes a matter of
reference, since “nonfiction makes truth claims about the actual world, while
fiction makes truth claim about an alternate possible world” (2013, p. 130).
With this reasoning, fiction can be regarded as the production of facts that
are limited to fantasy and thereby distinctly different from empirical facts.
Fiction relies on symbolic action that directs thought and sparks imagination
by means of projection, hinting at associative states.

When I speak of “counter-fictional” situations, I mean symbolic action that
falsifies the fantasy by relating to empirical facts. Such falsification is taboo,
because fantasies are fragile figments. Our ability to engage in fantasy seems
in fact to be equivalent to being empirically grounded: “Indeed, the more

7In verbal and written fiction, analytic philosopher Kathleen Stock is a proponent of the idea
of “extreme intentionalism,” in which fictional content is defined as equivalent to that which
the author intends the reader to imagine.

33



1. Introduction i Features of the Genre

attuned and open to fantasy we are, the more we rely upon a sure sense of the
difference between what we experience in fantasy and what we experience in
hallucination or in ordinary perception.” (Casey, 1976, p. 24) And, "because
make-believe involves an opposition between pretended and actual belief and
an awareness of this opposition,” says Ryan, ”it turns illusion from a state of
being deceived into a lucid aesthetic experience” (2013, p. 140, original empha-
sis). Reality always overrules fantasy and only by hindering perception — by
blocking and deception — can fantasy thrive.

Just as fictional writing is symbolic, fictional enactment is too. The end point
of fiction is the triggered imagination of what is zor perceived. “In imagin-
ing, there is no competition of any sort with perceiving. For one thing, we
can imagine and perceive concurrently — so long as we are not attempting to
imagine and perceive the same thing in the same respect.” (Casey, 1976, p. 13,
original emphasis) That means that imagination presupposes a softness and
lack of information so that actual knowledge of real, hard relationships does
not override the guessing crucial to the production of fantasy.

A vital aspect of productive story-imagining, story-telling, and story-acting,
linking them to the ludic, is yet to be underscored, here in the words of Boyd:

Narrative, especially fiction, also serves to allay anxiety about uncertainty.
Like play, in which animals throw themselves off balance in order to learn
how to extend their range of control, stories traditionally plunge audiences
into turmoil and suspense in order to bring them to a resolution that tames
uncertainty and reasserts control. (Boyd, 2018, p. 11)

Just as the dreamer awakens with the insight that “it was all just a dream,” the
fantasist returns to reality which, through the act of fantasy, becomes even
more convincing. In Caillois’ perhaps most famous text, Mimicry and Leg-
endary Psychasthenia'®, he states that “the fundamental question proves to be
that of distinction: distinctions between what is real and imaginary, between
wakefulness and sleep, between ignorance and knowledge,” and that “no dis-
tinction is more pronounced than the one demarcating an organism from its
environment” (Caillois, 2003b, p. 91, original emphasis). By allowing our-
selves to blend the actual with the fantastical and the surreal, I would say that

8 Psychoanalysts Jacques Lacan notably evoked Caillois’ concept of mimicry with referral to
this text in The Mirror-Stage.
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we can return to a stronger sense of self and reality afterwards. In immersive
art, I believe, we don’t lose ourselves and become something else and dissolve
into the surroundings, but become part of something else for a while, in order
to strengthen our sense of demarcation when we return.

FROM SPECTACLE TO ADVENTURE

Spectacles and adventures offer two diverse ways to follow a course of events
— one more passive and one more active. The spectacle concerns the non-inter-
fering witnessing of destiny, in accordance with the fate model. The adventure
is un-destined — without destination — in line with the quest model. The sense
of uncertainty that produces hanging moments of decision (by personal judge-
ment or through blind choice from dice, etc.), is a hallmark of role-playing
games. In my research project, the focus is on individual visitor experiences
and individual visitor action. The trope of the audience as collective is strong
in theatrical genres, but with immersive events, the format of the spectacle is
challenged by the format of the adventure, and, with that arises the possibility
to break loose and follow one’s own path, for better or worse, in “braided
plots” (Ryan, 2001).

However, in the first ludo-immersive operas we produced in 2011-2013, the
visitors were treated more or less only as collective. That meant that they could
only change the story line together, as a group, for example through voting as
citizens in the fictional nation that was the setting of the dystopian and ret-
rotopian Anfasia Chronicle. Decisive actions represented the group as one; all
decisive action had to be the outcome of a group process, and no individual
action was decisive for the unfolding of events. In musical theatre, this relates
for example to 7he Mystery of Edwin Drood by Rupert Holmes (1986), based
on the unfinished Dickens novel. In this work, the audience is given the op-
portunity to decide by voting what will happen to the characters in the end.
However, here the audience is not participating in the plot — the plot only
stops momentarily to let the observing crowd decide, just as a gladiatorial
contest may have stopped to wait for the emperor’s decision.
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DIRECTORS AND ACTORS

In opera improvisation, which does not integrate visitors into the scenes either,
the audience may be engaged in a kind of “rhetorical” or communicative sit-
uations described by artistic researcher Sara Wilén (2017). Here, intermittent
(primarily verbal) input from the viewers drives the plot or situation forward.
Stressing the immersive components, my study does not concern visitor in-
teraction in which the guests function as an external directing force, as in 7he
Mystery of Edwin Drood or in opera improvisation. Rather, the visitors affect
the plot or mood etc. through actual direct actions — not through instructions
or suggestions given from onlooking directors or dramaturges to proxies.

That makes ludo-immersive opera more of a parallel to Ayn Rand’s innovative
theatre play Night of January 1645 from 1934, also known as Woman on Trial.
In this play she let selected audience members come on stage and deliver the
verdict as jurors in a court room. In her note to the producer, Rand says: “We
heighten the public’s interest by leaving the decision in its own hands and add
to the suspense by the fact that no audience, at any performance of the play,
can be sure of its outcome.” (2005, p. 16) The trope of alternative endings
was also further employed by Dario Fo in Accidental Death of an Anarchist
from 1970. In that play, the audience is presented with two alternative end-
ings which both were performed one after the other. In the final scene, before
leaving the stage, the main character drops the line: “Oh Dio! Whichever way
it goes, you see, you've got to decide. Goodnight.” (1987, p. 75) In contrast
to Rand’s play, this is a mere rhetorical gesture. But, as I will argue through-
out this dissertation, the issue of personal participation and individual deci-
sion-making is at the core of ludo-immersive opera.

HOSTS AND GUESTS

With this research project, focus is on actively playing visitors, given opportu-
nities for individual rather than collective action. This replaces the limitation
of regarding the visitors only as a group rather than as individuals. A shift from
broadcasting to direct meetings can bridge the gap between spectacles and
game-playing. The transformation of the visitor from an entertained observer
into a role-playing actor is a core feature of the kind of ludo-immersive opera

36



1. Introduction j Features of the Genre

that this study addresses. This is why we primarily speak of visitors rather than
spectators or auditors — we are Aosts and the visitors are our guests.

Other practitioners have come to the same conclusion. For instance, Persis Jade
Maravala & Jorge Lopes Ramos, from the independent theatre and digital arts
company ZU-UK, tell how they in immersive and participatory theatrical events
have “redefined the terms [they] use to describe actor (host) and audience (guest)
to describe those who perform, and those who are invited to attend [their] events”
(2016). They also call for additional training for actors in immersive performanc-
es, as they identify among the actors a lack of skill in hosting while acting:

Professional actors are not trained to manage audience participation. They
are trained to act. And regardless of how good they are at doing it, their skills
are specific to a form of theatre which does not include intimate relationships
with audience members. Therefore, when confronted with individual audi-
ence responses, actors may not possess the skills required to handle unexpect-
ed and nuanced reactions. [...] Other issues we encountered in early itera-
tions of our work resulted from actors that were too keen to get audiences
involved. Less experienced members of the cast, whilst performing fictional
roles, at times tried to coerce audiences to join in, creating the opposite effect
for audiences. (Jade Maravala & Lopes Ramos, 2016, n.p.)

This is certainly true for participatory opera as well. The mixing of hosts and
guests can indeed generate positive, visceral and communal experiences as well
as chaos and discomfort. As video game designer and theatre scholar Brenda
Laurel notes:

The problem with the audience-as-active-participant idea is that it adds to
the clutter, both psychological and physical. The transformation needs to be
subtractive rather than additive. People who are participating in the repre-
sentation aren’t audience members any more. It’s not that the audience joins
the actors on the stage; it’s that they become actors — the notion of observers
goes away. (Laurel, 2014, p. 27)

Returning to the issue of spectacle and adventures, I regard both spectacles and
role-play adventures as theatrical formats. All theatrical events concern a com-
bination of perception and performance, that is, they play upon the notion of
display, of witnessed action. However, I will maintain that the fundamental dif-
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ference between spectacles and role-playing is not a professional or artistic one,
but that it can be found in the division of labour and the interactional design of
the event. Hosting and guesting mark a different level of access to information,
with the hosts knowing more than the guests. That makes hosts disclosers and
guests discoverers. Disclosing is about active openness, deliberately not hiding but
showing what you have. Discovering is about passive openness, taking in what
the circumstances accidentally gives you. In formalized spectacles with a duplex
layout, the hosts are externalizing performers and the visitors are internalizing
perceivers; through dreamlike stillness, silence, and darkness, the perceivers’ con-
centration is moved from their own bodies and their company, to take in the
projected movements from across the proscenium “portal” in front of them. And
the performers on stage are not there to take notice and draw conclusions, but
to keep moving no matter what happens around them — the show must go on.
Game masters, on the other hand, represent the environment and disclose infor-
mation in chunks that are motivated by the players” actions; without action, there
will be no information given.

It would be negligent not to point out how ludo-immersive opera reconnects
to the staged audience during the reign of Louis XIV in late 17* and early 18"
century. This phenomenon included the collective of visitors in fiction in French
court spectacles: “Through a sophisticated system of intertextual allusion, these
works alternately characterized audiences as the collective victim of an absolutist,
militaristic regime or the liberated beneficiaries of the pleasures and freedoms
of the Parisian metropolis.” (Cowart, 2015, p. 676) This concept did in its turn
reconnect to the religious drama in Medieval times. In this kind of spectacle, the
audience had to invest in the presumed truth of the staged event that took place
right among them (Cepek, 2014). The so called fourth wall only appeared first
in the 16" century and with it came a new distinction of fictive enactment rather
than miraculous display in par with the doctrine of transubstantiation," with a
new focus on the performer instead of the performance, paving the way for ce-
lebrity culture (ibid.). The later ideal of the self-controlled spectator as we know
it today, according to performance scholar Susan Bennett, “trained to be passive
in their demonstrated behavior during a theatrical performance, but to be active
in their decoding of sign systems” (Bennett, 1997, p. 206) is based on skeptical
disbelief and critical attitude rather than belief and loyalty. This attitude, I will
argue, is kept as a central quality when we participate ludically in fiction.

°In the Catholic church, transubstantiation is the idea that the substance of bread and wine
in the communion become the substance of Christ’s body and blood.
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A RITE AT THE OPERA

I am tranquilized and placed, with a painted smile on my face, inside a
glass-sided cell pulsing with stroboscope light — a punishment for questi-
oning the Anfasian dogma of sedative medication — as the music culmina-
tes and the opera ends. In this “dollified” state, | am supposed to remain
still until the visitors have been ushered out. But they are lingering and
it takes time to get them out. My limbs begin to ache with lactic acid.
When the last one finally is gone, | take off my wig and, together with my
colleagues, | go out into the autumn sun to get some light and air after so
many hours in the old, stuffy industrial building. And there they are, almost
all of the 80 visitors, waiting to applaud us. Even though we have tried to
communicate that this opera is not a spectacle and not a commodified
experience to consume, but rather a game to be played, there still seems
to be a need for closing it with a token of appreciation. And, of course,
if we collect tickets before opening the doors, why shouldn’t there be
applause in the end?

With Welcome Back to Anfasia in 2012, we presented our first truly inte-
ractive opera, but still had a lot to learn about meeting and catering to the
visitors. At this point, we had not begun trying to invoke from our visitors
decisive individual action, with the capacity to cause concrete effect on
the story line, but relied on collective decision-making in a democratic
style. Even though visitor experiences were somewhat individualized,
impact on the story-line was only possible arrived at en masse with ma-
jority-based resolutions. Interestingly, the urge to applaud after a parti-
cipatory performance seems to come with increased group size — small
groups do not exhibit any strong drive to applaud, and lone individual
visitors certainly do not. It does indeed feel a bit awkward to gather and
bow to those whom we regard as participants and players themselves,
after a ludo-immersive opera in which they have had direct influence on
the turn of events. In our earliest operas, we even wrote in the prelimi-
nary information given to visitors that this was something other than a
spectacle and therefore, applause and other forms of theatrical etiquette
were not encouraged. But still, now and then, the visitors have insisted on
applauding, and currently we acknowledge the need for both the visitors
to have the “last word” — applause being the easiest way for members of a
group to produce equal sound together — as well as the collective’s need
to calm down as a group after a thrilling quest. Our compromise solution:
after they have applauded us, we applaud them. And then we mingle
together, comparing our different points of view on the event, where none
of us have had the exact same experience. This kind of post-performance
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socialization is in fact a common occurence in immersive event-making.
So how does group-size affect immersion? Does the sense of personal
influence make an event more engaging and immediate? And how can
we learn from the observation that large groups bound together by their

performance experience, are not so keen to disband until they have had
their cathartic applause? The applause, and the move into daylight, are
like thunder and lightning — the tension among the visitors won’t go away
until they have cleared the stage.
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

My conceptual framework is transdisciplinary and traces five main topics in
academic literature and artistic works, and connects them to different fields
of study as well as to art. This review along with my experiments support my
arguments for the system I draw up in Chapter 4. The five concepts that I will
expand on in the following paragraphs are in sum these:

*  Systemism articulates relations rather than individuals and wholes. The sys-
tem that I present as a result of this research project is a mapping of relation-
ships and patterns that apply to opera and play as well as to immersion.

*  Opera and operatic development are given the most dominant place in
my conceptual framework, since it is operatic practice that is in focus for
transformation in my project. My vantage point is that opera is an infor-
mation system, based on the human body’s capacity to convey and syn-
thetize information verbally, aurally, and visually in a self-reliant manner.

* Play is discussed as the triggering of movement with an organizing func-
tion through which players get to know themselves and each other. When
it comes to perception and performance in play, the monitoring spectator
role is taken to be part of the ludic event in relation to the categorizations
of play and games.

* Immersion occurs when we are embedded in an attention-craving en-
vironment that blocks out everyday life. I reckon that this can be done
by physical stimuli that makes the guest a part of the setting, as well as
social integration which makes the guest a part of the group, and psychical
awareness, in which the guest is given opportunities for decisive action.
Therefore, I suggest that immersion can be sensory (studied as physiolog-
ical phenomenon), participatory (studied as sociological phenomenon),
and anticipatory (studied as psychological phenomenon).

*  Aesthetics is understood as the knowledge about taste and disgust, that
is, our preference for and aversion towards certain kinds of information.
In particular, I dwell on the tension between the Apollonian and the
Dionysian principles, which is a recurring figure in discussions about op-
era, games, and immersion.
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Figure 4: Overview of the transdisciplinary conceptual framework.
lllustration by Hedvig Jalhed.
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SYSTEMISM

Thinking in systems can connect game design with artistic practice. Games
can be regarded as systems per se and role-playing systems form the basis for
such adventures, which I will come back to in Chapter 4. Moreover, cyber-
netics and communication systems has been a growing field of study since
the 1940s. “In contrast to traditional western scientific approaches to knowl-
edge, [systems theory] shifts attention from the absolute qualities of individual
parts, and addresses the organisation of the whole in more relativistic terms,
as dynamic process of interaction of constituent elements,” says art historian
Edward S. Shanken (2015, p. 13). “Systemics” (the study of systems and the
modelling of systems of all sorts), emerged in the 1970s as a research paradigm
interested in “systems theory” and “systems science. ” But although commonly
highlighted as a critical counter-movement against atomism, “systemism”* is
not holism. Philosopher and physicist Mario Bunge (one of the coiners of the
term systemics) argues that systemism offers a viable alternative to both indi-
vidualism (internalist focus on the composition of systems) and holism (ex-
ternalist focus on the structure® of systems). According to him, systemism “in
social policy-design is quite different from both libertarianism and totalitari-
anism: it attempts to involve the interested parties in the planning process, and
designs social systems and processes likely to improve individual well-being,
revising the plans as often as required by the changing circumstances” (2000,
p. 153). From another angle, systems are spaces to go through and by which
a certain systematic processing of input-output is carried out. We are systems,
we are a part of systems, and we pass through systems.

THE ENACTIVIST PROPOSITION

Biophysicist Donella H. Meadows (2015) claims that systems cannot be pre-
dicted but that they can be designed and redesigned. And modification — re-
sponsivity to the environment — is part of all evolutionary processes, including
cultural ones. This responsivity leads us to some debated issues within system-

20 Caillois’ taxonomy has also earlier been applied in literature studies (see Ryan, 2001).

21 “Structure” is often incorrectly used as a synonym for “system,” notes Bunge, and stress-
es that while structure is a property of things (for instance a system), systems are things in
themselves.
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ics. Two classes of systems are notably discussed by biologists Francisco Varela
and Humberto Maturana (1974): Firstly, systems with “autopoietic” organiza-
tion are autonomous and invariable, and the realization of their organization
is the product of their own operations. Secondly, systems with “allopoietic”
organization are, in contrast to this, unable to produce the components and
processes which realize them, and their product is different from themselves.
Varela & Maturana ascribes autopoiesis to biological, living systems such as
the cell. It has over the years been disputed whether the concept of autopoiesis
holds up and whether it applies to social systems (see for instance a critique in
Zolo, 1990). Together with Evan Thompson and Eleanor Rosch, Varela later
elaborated the idea of “enactivism” in the book 7he Embodied Mind (1993).
Enactivism is the constructivist view that cognition is embodied action
through structural couplings between organism and environment working in
a self-referential and holistic way. It is “also the study of the manner in which
a subject of perception creatively matches its actions to the requirements of its
situation” (Protevi, 2006, p. 169).

The notion of autopoiesis is employed in artistic research by for example Palle
Dahlstedt and Per Anders Nilsson in their research on systemic improvisa-
tion in music. However, the self-referral in autopoetic and enactivist systems
theories by which reality is held to be produced rather than discovered is not
wholly compatible with the idea of immersive fantasy play that provides gen-
eral prerequisites (environment) for particular attempts (organisms). In this
kind of activity, exchange between the parties is not balanced but asymmetric
in that the organism is ancillary in relation to the environment. Furthermore,
immersion requires that the immersing device is forgotten, just as the book
and the language is forgotten when reading an immersive story that trans-
ports the reader’s imagination into a different world; “[t]he experience [of im-
mersion] requires a transparency of the medium that makes it incompatible
with self-reflectivity, one of the favorite effects of postmodernism,” says Ryan
(2001, p. 175). An immersive world is porous and not reflective so that the
immersed can be merged into it rather than producing it. It offers space for
integration and change from within instead of affirming mirroring and super-
ficial adjustment.

I would say that immersion can imply enactivism from the immersing parties

as long as their interest is to keep stasis and alignment. However, it is rather
the inability or even refusal to adopt and play along in an enactivist way that
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in the first place brings about new immersive fantasy worlds, as well as dra-
matic change and articulates the issue of eccentric non-conformism so prom-
inent in role-playing. This takes us back to Calliois” postulate aforementioned
in Features of the Genre in Chapter 1: the importance of the distinction
between organism and environment and knowing that the environment is
not the self and that cognition is not psychotic self-production. Immersive
play tests our ability to make such distinction, and, as noted, proneness to
reality-opposing fantasy tends to be connected to a stronger sense of distinc-
tion. Play seems to work by destabilizing in order to stabilize, weakening in
order to strengthen, scaring in order to comfort. Immersion demands active
ignorance of reality for a while in order to permit rediscovery of its relative
stability in comparison to futile fantasy.

While many systems that we are part of also prevail and restore without us,
we are obliged to affirm our roles as systems within systems. It is dangerous
to ignore how we as individuals are positioned within systems, as if we were
independent and atomic entities. It is also obviously foolish to claim to have
a complete overview of system complexities when operating within multiplex
systems. However, what we can do is to systemically affirm the direct relation-
ships that involve us as individuals, and interact in a way that is not necessarily
good for the whole, but good for those around us. In chamber opera, those re-
lationships are limited to a very manageable number. In the model I propose,
such relationships become distinct.

SYSTEMS IN PERFORMANCE PRACTICES

The word “system” has indeed a wide use and adheres to many fields. The most
well-known system for practical application by performance practitioners is
probably Stanislavki’s System, based on his Method of Physical Action, in which
he proposed physically grounded preparations for actors systematically en-
gaged in the art of experiencing. A famous, hand-drawn diagram displays this
system with the inner and outer aspects of a role united in a supertask. This
visualization supports the formalization of the actor’s systematic process to
produce a role and facilitates discussions of this processing. Other systematic
approaches in use are for example 7he Laban-Malmgren System and Schechner’s
Rasaboxes. Common for all these is how relationships between activities and
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psychological states are drawn up and concretized through diagrams, tables,
and grids that in some cases also have a notational (see for example Labano-
tation) function or at least a potential for such use. The system I draw up in
Chapter 4 follow in this tradition.

OPERA

Opera is multi-disciplinary sense-making that activates the self-reliant human
body as both multitasking sender and sensor. That makes opera a matter of
intra-human as well as inter-human communication. However, the impor-
tance of clarifying “the sender and addressee relationships” in operatic perfor-
mance has often been ignored, says multi-disciplinary performer and pioneer
of integrative performance Experience Robinson Bryon (1998). This is pre-
cisely what I am concerned with. Opera, presented as live-events, comes with
a sensory and motoric load that makes it different from both non-operatic act-
ing and non-operatic “musicking” and this has implications for both artists
and visitors engaging in the artform.

I have been trying to avoid depending upon sociological theories that over-stress
societal integration and makes us imagining the human being as what sociolo-
gist Dennis H. Wrong called a “disembodied, conscious-driven, status-seeking
phantom” (1961, p. 192). And, to continue with his still topical claim, we must
start with the recognition that “/7 the beginning there is the body” (ibid., p. 191,
originl emphasis). This stance is in line with the critique of so called “strong
constructivism” within the field of literary theory and for example Nancy East-
erlin’s vouching for “bioepistemology” — a category of evolutionary epistemol-
ogy — in humanist and social sciences. This idea of knowledge production aims
to resolve contradictions between theory and practice through physiological
theories convergent with biological evolutionary theory and natural selection.
Easterlin claims that “[tJo be meaningful, discussion of the artifacts of human
culture must be framed by our knowledge of human beings, not by artificial or

22 Musician and musicologist Christopher Small has suggested that music should be regard-
ed foremost as process and action and that to music can be a useful verb, with the following
proposed definition of music: ”To music is to take part, in any capacity, in a musical perfor-
mance, whether by performing, by listening, by rehearsing or practicing, by providing materi-
al for performance (what is called composing), or by dancing.” (1998, p. 9)
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incomplete notions of our world and our social experience” (Easterlin, 1999,
p. 136). Bioepistemology acknowledges adaptive, biogenetical forms of thought
rather than specific content of thought and thereby accepting a panhuman psy-
che with the ability for plasticity. Or, in other words, the existence of typical
instructions for organizing information that becomes detectable through sci-
entific insight. It appears as a materially grounded alternative to neo-Platonist
views and what linguist George Lakoff and philosopher Mark Johnson (1980)
highlight as an orthodox and unreasonable either/or choice between radical
objectivism and radical subjectivism without a third option. With bioepiste-
mology, we can discuss generic, cross-cultural traits and properties — what we
have in common — in relation to the exchange of specific information at hand.

From my perspective as a trained opera singer, opera is primarily a bodily practice
and our own materiality and anatomy are prototypical for our actions. Without
the human body, there can be no opera; opera is just as much athleticism as art-
istry. I will argue that opera is based on a combination of skills that o7/y humans
have. Culture is indeed, in my view, a part of — not apart from — nature, and
culture is produced from knowledge of natural phenomena.” Therefore, I think,
knowledge of what the body naturally can do defines our options for how it can
be cultivated and disciplined for the sake of, for example, opera. The tripartition
of the human body (consisting of mind, voice, and figure) gives the tripartition
of opera singing (projecting words, tones, and posture), of the opera character
(revealed by thought, speech, and action), and finally the tripartition of operatic
attendance (looking, listening, and learning).

TRIPARTITION

In order to blend and connect with something, we must first know the entities
that are supposed to go together — that is, the fundament for merging is the sep-
aration of entities and the creation of space. Operas are tripartite compositions,
intended for live opera singers and with three layers of information: the libretto,
the score, and the stage. These form the basis for the operatic performance as they
frame the opera singer’s task, which is to channel all three (text, music, action) into

2 For example, the culture producing the castrati is an extreme example of how human
knowledge of nature allowed for medical formation and manipulation of male bodies in order
to achieve ideal singers.

47



1. Introduction i Conceptual Framework

one movement that gives life to a vibrant opera character — an operatic persona.
Grammatically, the word opera carries within itself an intriguing contradiction
in its singular-plural form. Literally, “opera” is the plural form of the latin
word “opus,” meaning “work” in both the sense of “labour” and of “result”.
Hence, an opera can be interpreted as many-works-as-one, in both senses —
multi-labor or multi-opus. But “opera” is also a Latin singular noun contrast-
ing opus, meaning mechanical work, with its alternative meaning of work based
on free will. Operas are works that requires work and action (understood as
wilful movement). And just like an operatic composition joins together three
underlying compositions — one poetical, one musical, and one theatrical — the
opera singer delivers a triadic performance of verbal, tonal, and visual infor-
mation, in which all must follow the logic of the libretto, the timing of the
score, and the location of the stage. This stylized practice of synchronized pos-
ing, described by Konstantin Stanislavski as “dramatic, rhythmic action while
singing” (1980, p. 559), has sometimes more in common with dance than
with non-rhythmic speech and acting. Moreover, operatic perception requires
a likewise tripartite activation, in that the operatic participant must look, lis-
ten, and learn in order to find and put together meanings. Operatic perception
mirrors operatic performance.

Composer Hans Gefors draws up “the opera triangle” — “a figure made to
facilitate the understanding of the composite staged art form opera” (2011,
p. 77, my translation from Swedish). According to Gefors, the three funda-
mental parts forming the corners of the triangle are action (and text), song
(and music), and spectacle (and direction). Gefors argues that the secret of
opera lies within the centre of the triangle, and that “[t]he opera drama is
the combination of all the triangle’s parts executed as one course of events
in time” (ibid., p. 78, my translation from Swedish, original emphasis). My
reasoning has much in common with Gefors’ conceptualization of opera,
but I visualize opera as layered, like a nested doll in which the traits are add-
ed and remain to be embellished layer by layer (see Figure 5). The layers fit
with the traditional, diachronic work order in institutional opera, beginning
with the libretto (the verbal composition, designed to be read), followed by
the score (the tonal composition, designed to be synced), and finally the set
design (the visual composition, designed to be animated). Then the realiza-
tion of the operatic work can activate all three strata together. But they can
also build the doll outside-in or bottom-up in other work-models: see for
example our process with /n the Darkness, Everything Went All Black. What
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Libretto (verbality)
Score (aurality)
Stage (visuality)

Figure 5: The layers of the operatic work as a horizontally divided nested doll.
lllustration by Hedvig Jalhed.

makes an opera different from other multi-sensory art forms is that operas
are synaesthetic®® (aesthetically joint) and not simply polyaesthetic (aestheti-
cally juxtaposed).

PROJECTION

Although it is common to refer to “operatic singing” and “operatic voices” as a
type of sound — usually the supported and vibrato-based tone of opera house
singers in the bel canto tradition of Italianate classical singing — I object to this
habit and do not use the term in this way, at least not in an academic and schol-
arly context. The reason for this is threefold. Firstly, the type of vocalization
connected with opera house opera is not the only vocal technique employed

24 Synaesthesia is a genetic and neurological condition of coupled perceptions and
cross-sensory experiences, “in which a triggering stimulus evokes the automatic, involun-
tary, affect-laden, and conscious perception of a sensory or conceptual property that differs
from that of the trigger” (Cytowik, 2018, p. 3). Synaesthetic composition, however, could be
viewed as an artistic strategy of joining and coupling interrelated sensory information in order
to provoke cross-sensory enforcement.
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in opera historically.”® Secondly, the type of vocalization connected with opera
house opera since the 19* century is also common in non-operatic repertory,
such as art songs in recitals, in oratories and cantatas, and has also been a stan-
dard in theatrical acting before the possibility of vocal intimacy came around
with electronic amplification and idealization of cinematic expressions. Thirdly,
we need a term that simply denotes the synthetic act of singing in action®® —
that is, controlling and projecting text and music through the voice in tandem
with the simultaneously acting and externally moving body. Operatic singing
hence becomes the term for this practice, not for any sound popularly associat-
ed with the discipline, the tradition, or the institutions.

Singers differs from instrumentalists in that they are materially unattached
and able to communicate human-to-human directly without anything but
the air that we all breathe. Vocal music is derived from a monistic source
(the singing body) while instrumental music is dualistic (me and my in-
strument). Even if instrumentalists strive to feel figuratively as one with the
instrument, singers never get rid of their non-instrumental sound source and
can never take a break from it (accounts of singers’ self-concept are found
in O’Bryan, 2015). The voice is by definition exclusively individual and
inseparable from the body from which its sounding movement originates —
“[a]n instrument can be borrowed; a voice cannot be used by anyone else”
(Potter & Sorrell, 2012, p. 27). We act on the world and ourselves through
information conveyed by movement, including the movement of our vocal
tract and the brain’s stimulation of glands (Jackendoff, 1994). The corpo-

25 Regarding the fluctuation of ideals in operatic sound, Eric Salzman & Thomas Desi write:
”Amplification was long a major problem in the theater. It was strictly disallowed in the op-
era house where it is still vigorously opposed and where, as a result, alternate and “natural
voice” singing styles have been largely excluded. Non-vibrato singing styles (so-called white-
voice styles) have only recently penetrated the opera world as a result of the new interest
in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century repertoire. Whether this is truly a return to baroque
and classical style (parallel to the so-called original instrument movement in early music
performance) is a matter of debate but the advent of countertenors and Mozart sopranos on
the opera stage certainly represents a change in taste. A cleaner, whiter sound can also be
heard in many modern and contemporary works. These changes represent a small window
through which various kinds of singing have become part of new music theater and may yet
slip onto the operatic stage.” (2008, p. 22) Here, it can be noted too that the faiblesse for so
called whiter sound also is discussed today as a problematic ideal in for example choir sing-
ing, where the adult female soprano historically has replaced the prepubescent male soprano
and is required to sound like a young boy with injuries and medical problems as result (see
for instance Valverde, 2016).

%The expression ”singing in action” is also found in the title of Wilén’s (2017) dissertation on
opera improvisation.
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real ability to, without technological tools or processing media, address a
crowd through sonic projection is an evolutionary feature of human physiol-
ogy, with the unique vocal apparatus developing in archaic humans through
changes in the nervous system, breathing capacity, larynx, and ear canals.
While direct social grooming through touch (requiring one-on-one action)
took time and delimited social groups, time could be used more effectively
with so called “vocal grooming,” according to anthropologist and evolution-
ary psychologist Robin Dunbar (2017), specialized in the bonding processes
in mammals. According to him, both /zughter — understood as wordless,
amusical chorusing which only in humans can consist of an uninterrupted
series of exhalations — and later non-verbal singing has been suggested to
precede language. By triggering the same endorphin mechanism as ordinary
grooming and laughter, singing contributes to the same bonding process —
but without limitations of group size. Furthermore, Dunbar points out that
with firelight, processes of social bonding could be shifted into the evening
time, with story-telling as the next community building feature. Voicing,
artificial light, and stories are simply ancient factors in the development of
human culture — opera is all three in one. But our bodies, needs, and abilities
are more or less the same as our ancestors’.

It can be argued that the discipline of opera is based on the human capacity
to wilfully project information internally (through mental processes), limin-
ally (through vocal processes), and externally (through figural processes). In
opera, this focuses our attention on what is verbal, aural, and visual. Pro-
jection allows for broadcasting models of communication one-to-many and
communication from a far. From this, the human body can be said to proj-
ect directly (human-to-human without tools or media except for the air we
breathe and light that guide us), moving as mind (internal projections that
are experienced inside the body, by yourself), voice (liminal projections that
are experienced both inside and outside the body, by both yourself and oth-
ers), and figure (external projections that are experienced outside the body,
by others).

Human brains, throats, and hands are evolutionarily exceptional. Upright and
bipedal posture allowed for free arms and controlled breath, and “vocal com-
munication frees a speaker’s hands, can occur in darkness, and does not require
looking at the individuals who are signalling” (Lieberman, 2007, p. 44). Our
bodies did evolve for multitasking. In opera, the singer is performing from mem-
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ory” (a mental task of internalizing and projecting a seen or heard segment)
while gesturing and looking unboundedly. Reading binds the mediator to an
external device. The opera singer is not bound, but disciplined. Opera comes
with memorization, vocalization, and figuration. Other animals do not com-
municate content that does not relate to themselves, here and now. While they
are tied up by myopic subjectivity and monotasking (thinking, communicat-
ing, and doing the same), we can share information about the non-present
other, the past and the future. We are aware of why we are where we are and
what alternatives we have to continue our history, because humans make stories.
I will argue that the human body itself underpins the idea of opera and that
our ability to perform multitasking is to be recognized as an advanced and
thus taxing skill and not a flaw to be relieved from. Opera trains humans in
what only humans can do.

THE TRIALIST ILLUSION

Though we indeed are whole entities, human embodiment comes with the
ability to split behaviourally and thereby generate cognitive consonance or dis-
sonance within our own bodies. The Cartesian dualist problem of handling the
inside and the outside®® is a common theme in discussions of theatrical practice
(see for instance Kemp, 2012). Questions of aligning inside and outside — or
protecting the inside through shielding counter-action by the outside — keeps
us all occupied. But opera singing takes it one step further and expands on a
trialis?” illusion. We can think one thing and say and/or do another. We can
say one thing and think and/or do another. And we can do one thing and
think and/or say another.

27 Poetry and music with their metrical composition have historically had explicitly mnemon-
ic functions (see for example oral-formulaic theories), allowing speakers to remember and
repeat, and performers to recount or recall instructions for action in song and/or rhythmic-
melodic patterns. It has furthermore been pointed out that instrumentalists and singers (pro-
ducing both words and tones) memorize and remember differently, and singers perform a
dual task (see for instance the experiments by Racette & Peretz, 2007).

28 Please note that | avoid the common term “body-mind,” as it implies that the mind is not
part or product of the body and can be related to more or less superstitious and mystifying
concepts such as “soul” and “spirit” that are believed to transcend the body.

2 |n philosophy, the idea of trialism introduced a third substance — sensation - to the two
substances of mind and body in Cartesian dualism.
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Our ability to both multitask and contradict ourselves is found in this tripar-
tition and it has been argued that “the emergence of language did more to
enhance the human capacity for deception than it did to enhance the human
capacity for honest communication” (Dor, 2017). The awareness of our own
tripartite means of projections (mind, voice, figure) through one and the same
body, and our ability to both perceive and perform projections at all three
levels is fundamental to the understanding of opera as practice. In opera, rev-
elation comes through the composition of all three, resulting in the complete
transparency of nakedly honest characters. This distinguishes opera from for
example naturalistic theatre with sub-text. Sub-text does not apply in opera,
where thoughts are explicit from the start — main characters express what they
think (they have monologues, directed towards themselves), assistant characters
express what they say (they have dialogues, directed towards each other), and
environmental characters express what they do (they have multilogues, directed
towards outside witnesses). The three operatic layers are manifest both in the
work of the opera singer (who embody a part mentally, vocally, and figurative-
ly) and the opera character (that is expressing what they think, say, and do).
Opera characters can sing what they think out loud without communicating
with the other characters (played by artists who act as if they do not hear).
In opera, the internal, liminal, and external levels of artistic information in
the tripartite bodily performance-perception corresponds to poetry, music, and
theatre — conceived as the libretto, score, and set design, which are all composed
designs to be used by the performing artists who delivers the work.

Without our split-within-a-whole, no deception and pretence would be possi-
ble. It has been argued that the coevolution of language, narrative, and play fed
each other and resulted in our special ability to produce fictive stories (Boyd,
2018) through our verbal faculty. This core feature separates humans from
other species whose communication is episodic and depends upon common
experience. For Popper, the decisive step that made language “truly human”
was the invention of lies and storytelling, which he suggests led to “the critical
scrutiny of reports and descriptions, and thus to science; to imaginative fiction
and [...] art” (1986, p. 190). This makes language and art not into “magi-
cal” and “performative” devices, but into technological devices. As Boyd (2018)
points out, narrative can be mimetic as well as verbal, but it gives us access to
the non-present, the non-actual, and the secret. With mental capacities seen
as parts and effects of our bodily constitution and not a “ghost” that can be
separated from our physiology and biology, a so called “(syn)aesthetic” (with
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parenthesis, as proposed by performance scholar Josephine Machon) approach
grounds opera in the human condition: A crucial feature of the (syn)aesthetic
style is the (re)claiming of the word, the act of writing and verbal delivery, as
an embodied event and a sensual act.” (Machon, 2018)

MAKING SENSE

In the mid 20™ century, philosopher of theatre André Veinstein (1949, p. 355)
already claimed that an irrational fear of science’s invasion of all fields of knowl-
edge has for long been expressed by the artistic community, including art that
has been seen to stand in opposition to science. But a “science of art is not that of
a substitute for art, but a substitute for superstition in reflecting upon art” (ibid.,
p- 364). While the practitioner learns how, the scientist learns what. Indeed, it is
possible to learn both how and what. According to theatre scholar Rhonda Blair
(2013), cognitive sciences have become a necessary part of how we understand
artistic performance, since it provides us with a materially grounded perspective
on human operations. This includes artists creating art informed by arguments
from these scientific fields. And certainly, our cognitive evolution can hardly be
separated from our social predicaments informing the very same. When it comes
to opera, we have to break down the art form to its verbal, aural, and visual layers
in order to know how these can complete each other. And opera conveys infor-
mation in an artistically communicated way. The arguments for my theoretical
orientation in relation to this domain are basically two:

*  Human communication seems to works in modes of thought, speech, and
action in analogy to the trialist division of the human body (and opera).

* Artistic communication is proposed to be opposite to linguistic commu-
nication, which is a crucial insight when it comes to artistic (including
operatic) parsing.

We are used to conflating communication (the act of sharing and making
knowledge commonly available) with language itself. And this, as linguist
Noam Chomsky calls it, “modern dogma” (2016, p. 15) might lead us to the
fallacies that 1) language cannot be more than communication and 2) com-
munication cannot be more than language. However, it has also been argued
that language is a special form of communication, in which the instruction of
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imagination rather than sharing experience is the central function; “[i]t allows
speakers to intentionally and systematically instruct their interlocutors in the
process of imagining the intended experience — instead of directly experiencing
it” (Dor, 2015, p. 2, original emphasis). That means that language is connect-
ed to thinking in general and, more specifically, to thinking alike. This togeth-
er with our species-unique ability to engage in make-believe play would be
what separates us from other animals. Working mind-to-mind, a thought can
produce a mirroring approximation if expressed through a common language.
Art, on the other hand, may be seen as more about sharing (artificial) experi-
ences with optional and subjective meaning. While propaganda conveys clear
contrasts and sharp messages, opera hides and diffuse information — it requires
work as it demands us to make conjectures, deal with ambiguities, and actively
fill in the blanks in subjective ways.

There are obviously some similarities between language and art as means of
communication, meaning the act of sharing information. Language is modality-
independent. So is art. Human language is perceived and performed by sight (fig-
uratively) and even touch (tangibly), by sound (orally), and by thought (cere-
brally). Furthermore, it can be discussed as E-language (external language) and
I-language (internal, individual, and intentional language) (Chomsky, 1986,
2016). The same goes for art that can be intellectually, aurally, or visually stimu-
lating. We can conclude that both language and art operate more or less by the
same modes. But while language is used to keep information as intact as possible
from sender to recipient, art allows sender and recipient to have different mean-
ings. Philosopher and editor of Lewis Carroll's Symbolic Logic William Warren
Bartley III puss it like this: “A work of art may express certain subjective states of
mind or intentions on the part of the artist; those who receive or respond to the
work of art may or may not decode it as it was intended by its original sender.”
(1984, p. 144) That is, both sending and sensing is subjective in art.

The presumed analogy between music and language is debated, and to me,
their different and complementary functions and features are greater than
their supposed likeness. If they are both language, they could not be synthe-
sized into song. Relating text to tone in a systemic manner could not be done
if both had the same function.

Even though there are other views about the issue, linguist Ray Jackendoff
(1994) states that music is definitively not a language in a technical sense.
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And while superficial analogies between music and language are common,
there are clear differences between language and music in that “there are no
musical phenomena comparable to sense and reference in language, or to such
semantic judgements as synonymy, analyticity, and entailment,” he continues
together with professor of musical composition Fred Lerdahl (1983, p. 5).
And music scholar Lawrence Zbikowski asserts that “one would not want to
mistake the kind of communication that is engendered through the linguistic
description of sequences of musical events for the kind of communication that
is engendered through the performance or mental simulation of sequences of
musical events” (2018, p. 13). Instead, with regards to his operatic example
Didos Lament, he argues that the relationship between these two communica-
tive media could be studied through exploring how concepts specific to each
can be combined to create a rich world for the imagination. Both language and
music have syntax with rules organizing basic elements into hierarchical struc-
tures, but language pairs sound with meaning and can have truth value, which
is not applicable to music, notes scholar Diana Deutsch (2019), a specialist in
the psychology of music. A similar argument about the relationship between
language and visual art can be made (see Forrest, 1984).

In language — which is referential in that it makes claims “about a system-
atic relation between an external manifest and an internal symbolic order”
according to communication scholar Francis Steen (2011) — meaning precedes
expression. Rather than talking of “sounds with meaning,” we should speak
of “meanings with sounds” (Chomsky, 2016, p. 14). Psychologically, the per-
ception of music parallels the perception of language (Jackendoff, 1992), but
we recognize music as structural arrangement of sound with 7o or optional
meaning. “[N]ot all sound is music, and an account of how humans process
sound is not the same thing as an account of how they understand music.”
(Zbikowski, 2011) Linguistic communication can fail and be misunderstood
— artistic communication cannot. “Ambiguity arises when one encounters ap-
parently incompatible data or constraints but discovers a way either to inte-
grate them into a coherent whole or to toggle transparently between inter-
pretations,” says researcher in communication and cognition Marc De Mey
(2011). And ambiguity without solvability could be seen as a determinant for
aesthetic appreciation in art (Muth et al., 2015). Thereby, linguistically com-
municated information comes with the capacity of generalized meaning, while
artistically communicated information comes with the capacity of individual-
ized meaning. The artist’s task then becomes to provide expressive/impressive
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content without imposed or overtly articulated meaning, or linguistic features
and expectations.

Moreover, in speech and text, we understand one statement a time. But in mu-
sic, multiple lines are spun and perceived simultaneously. Stories move serially
(mono-linearity), but sounds can also be parallel (multi-linearity), and sites can
in addition be punctual (cross-linearity). It has been suggested that music is “a
technology of engagement,” synchronizing embodied experiences and socially
mandated emotional states through anticipation and continuation (Shilton et
al., 2020). And it is crucial that we understand the different functions of the
poetical, musical, and theatrical content in opera, and how these three layers
interact to constitute a total operatic grid for action. The artistic work’s capacity
to engage the opera perceiver in individual interpretation of its triadic render-
ing produces what Popper described as an intense mental state that is not self-
conscious, with the intriguing contradiction between being in “an intensly ac-
tive mental state” and being “completely forgetful of ourselves” (1986, p. 191).

SYNTHETIZATION

Opera synthesizes the human body’s communicative abilities. The basic artis-
tic practices of poetry (verbal communication that is non-instructive in that it
is not rhetorical), music (aural communication that is non-instructive in that
it is not idiomatical), and theatre (visual communication that is non-instruc-
tive in that it is not semaphorical) can be synthesized into song (verbality +
aurality) and dance (aurality + visuality). Opera (verbality + aurality + visuali-
ty) is simply the ultimate synthesis of self-reliant and non-instrumental artis-
tic perception-performance in humans (see Figure 6). And syntheses always
come with costs and compromises. Information is distorted when words are
merged with music and gestures. That means that in opera (performed by
heart), verbality is (more or less) compressed into structures of key sentences,
aurality is (more or less) compressed into structures of key tunes, and visuality
is (more or less) compressed into structures of key poses. As soon as we try
to de-synthesize opera in order to escape the stylistic profile and have it less
synthetically (and more naturalistically) performed, the trademark of operatic
syntheticality is lost.
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Figure 6: Artistic syntheses. lllustration by Hedvig Jalhed.

Just like a game to be played — here understood as a designed set of rules — the
operatic work specifies a challenge and narrows down the choices available to the
performers by delimiting the event in terms of poetical, musical, and theatrical
content. As artistic researcher and musician Per Anders Nilsson notes: “...]
it is all about play regardless of the degree of detail in the instructions: for the
improvising musician the task is to, on the spot, make decisions about continu-
ation, while a classical performer is aware of, and can prepare for future actions.”
(2011, p. 32) This is done additively in classical operas through the libretto
(defining obligate/suggested poetical content), the score (defining obligate/sug-
gested musical content, added to the verbal), and the stage (defining obligate/
suggested theatrical content, added to the verbal and the musical). Opera singers
share poetical content with other speakers, musical content with other musi-
cians, and theatrical content with other players. Buz only the opera singer tran-
scends and connects the three layers of operatic performance synaesthetically. If this
extraordinary feature of the sensory transcendent artist is ignored in works called
“operas,” there would be nothing to distinguish opera from other multi-medial
genres that are simply polyaesthetic, juxtaposing instead of blending,.

An example of this problem is performance artist Marina Abramovic’s “opera
project” 7 Deaths of Maria Callas at Bayerische Staatsoper in 2020. In a series of
scenes staged as a serial collage, the deaths of famous opera heroines portrayed by
historical opera singer Maria Callas were displayed, including the mythic death
of Callas herself. The operatic tasks and output were divided between
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*  Abramovic appearing live but silent on stage,

* seven singers performing concert versions of the arias accompanied by
the orchestra,

* avideo screen showing dramatic and spectacular video projections of
Abramovic acting as the dying Callas, in ways corresponding to the arias, and

*  Abramovic’s pre-recorded speaking voice sounding between the scenes.

Even if the music was fetched from operas and the project was performed in an
opera house partly by trained opera singers, operatic practice — the discipline of
opera singing — was totally obsolete since no singer sung while acting. Howev-
er, Swedish Radio (SR) described the work as “Abramovic’s first opera” and the
performance as “Abramovic’s opera debut” (‘Marina Abramovi¢ gor operade-
but som Maria Callas’, 2020), and The Art Newspaper (Brown, 2020) wrote
about it in a similarly confused manner. This “concept creep™ is problematic,
since it is important to acknowledge this kind of work — with possible qualities
of its own — as something other than opera. Otherwise, operatic practice can-
not be recognized and appreciated as a discipline distinct from concert singing
or mixed media display in general.

In both academic and cultural organizations, opera is sometimes categorized
as a subcategory of music (a style of sounding connected to acting) or a sub-
category of theatre (a style of acting connected to singing). A common prob-
lem for opera singers is the prevalence of training by and meetings with pri-
marily non-operatic instructors who hold non-operatic ideals. The dearth of
opera-specific musicking, acting techniques, and theories is sometimes acute.
In her critical-creative attempt to formulate a new, integral theory of drama
and interpretation which takes operatic cooperation as its vantage point, Bryon
states that “all training for the singer that lies outside the field of actual vocalis-
ing is commonly perceived as an addition to the primary technique. Movement
and acting is [sic.] positioned to enhance or compensate for the voice. It is
not yet an integral part of traditional pedagogy” (1998, p. 79). However, this
practice requires an in-depth understanding of opera as an inherently synthetic
art form. Certainly, as musicologist Julian Rushton claims, “it is a mistake to
expect realism in opera” and the stylized acting that is the result of operatic

30“Concept creep” is originally an academic term within the field of psychology, describing
the semantic shift based on the tendency to expand concepts of harm and pathology so that
definitions such as abuse, bullying, trauma, and prejudice are applied to less severe actions
and events, as problematized by psychologist Nick Haslam (2016).
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self-projection is not a defect but “a quality that distinguishes it from other
dramatic forms — though less markedly from poetic than from realistic drama”
(2015, p. 341). With ludo-immersive opera