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“Spectacular” challenges of opera
in the 21° century

Jacques Amblard
Univerza Aix-Marseille
Aix-Marseille University

Since the late 1990s, one can notice a partial fusion between adult and child-
ish worlds. This will occupy a first part. There are signs of this societal shift
in opera from the 2000s and later. However, these playful themes could be
simple symptoms of new stakes in opera, typically postmodern: the spec-
tacular. And this will take us to an enlargement. Our new century perhaps
gives the opera a privileged place, again, in the career of some composers.
Some, like Tan Dun, or Kaija Saariaho, true heralds and heroes of globali-
zation, gained international fame, in large part, thanks to the opera gen-
re and its particular resonance in the USA. After World War II, the genre,
without being fallen into disuse (thinking about Britten, for instance), was
the victim of the mistrust of some contemporary avant-gardes. This time
may be over.

Postmodern operas and tales

In a briefbook’, we began by gathering some references, in psychology, then
sociology, concerning the Western fashion of ,,staying in childhood® The
American psychologist Tony Anatrella stigmatized ,kidults“ in the 1970s.
His colleague Dan Kiley, in the 1980s, conceived the famous Peter Pan Syn-
drome’. Then, in France, with the new century, the report became gener-

1 Jacques Amblard et Emmanuelle Aymes, Micromusique et ludismes régressifs depuis
2000 (Aix-en-Provence: PUP, 2017).

2 The Peter Pan Syndrom (New York: Dodd, Mead & Company, 1983).
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al. “Regression is fashionable™, wrote sociologist Robert Ebguy. Corinne
Maillet, in 2005, explained how capitalism was already exploiting the phe-
nomenon*. In 2009, finally, the French magazine Ravages titrated General
Infantilization’.

In this context, the opera of the 2000s sometimes returned to light li-
brettos, childish, playful. The world of fairy tales was once again in vogue,
even within modernist avant-gardes (in the case of Helmut Lachenmann
or Emmanuel Nunes). In chronological order, on can quote Lachenmann’s
The Little Match Girl (1996), Philippe Boesmans® Winter tale (2004), Alice in
wonderland (2007) by Korean Unsuk Chin, Emmanuel Nunes's Tale (2008),
Snow White from Félix Marius Lange (2012), until Pinocchio by Boesmans
ostensibly created at the International Festival of Lyric Art in Aix-en-
Provence in July 2017. To use a provocative formula, if Pierre Boulez (1925-
2016) had written, the last year of his life, an opera called Torn Thumb or The
Ugly Duckling, the public of connoisseurs would have been surprised (from
a musician not only particularly ,,serious” in his public positions, but who
always militated against the opera genre in general). But one would have
probably not cried at the absurdity, the hoax. For our world has become so
little solemn, that nothing is surprising in terms of lightness, festive or re-
gressive spirit. It is the concept of solemnity itself that today seems obsolete.

Judith Lochhead noted in 2002 that the term ,postmodern was in-
creasingly used to describe the new century’. While the avant-gardes, the
“isms”, seemed to be on the verge of extinction, one can think that the “sat-
uration” engendered, towards 2000, one of the few modernism reborn.
Franck Bedrossian, Raphael Cendo, Yann Robin and Dmitri Kourliandsky
invented, around the year 2000, an aesthetic in adequacy with the notion of
the old vanguard, a true neo-primitivism or post-expressionism. Now, one
can notice in Kourliandsky, as on the “other side” among less avant-garde
composers, elements of kidult inspiration. Kourliandsky, according to Rob-
ert Ebguy, will necessarily be a kidult until about 2026’. Until now, when
the Russian composed his operas, it was often on synopses that would have

3 “La régression est a la mode”. See La France en culotte courte: Piéges et délices de la
société de consolation (Paris: J.-C. Lattés, 2002), 65.

4 Le marketing adulescent: Comment les marques sadressent a l'enfant qui sommeille
en nous (Paris: Pearson Education France, 2005).

5 Ravages, no. 2 (2009).
Postmodern music. Postmodern thought (New York, London: Routledge, 2002), 4.

7 According to the French sociologist (La france en culotte courte, 65), every Westerner
today may not become an adult until he might be 50 years old.
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been considered improbable two decades ago. Asteroid 62 (created in 2013)
or Nosferatu (in 2014) respectively borrow, in an innovative way, to the uni-
verse of science fiction and horror films. The public of these genres, previ-
ously considered recreational, was initially substantially composed of teen-
agers (or possibly children in the first case).

More generally, note that the opera, recently, childish or not, does not
hesitate to find librettos with effective, clearly narrative, even popular can-
vases. John Seabrook showed in 2000 that the worlds of marketing and cul-
ture were now comparable®. Because, as Nicolas Bourriaud summarized,
“in a postmodern world everything is worth it””. Therefore, one can use a
popular libretto, which is well worth one (or more than) avant-garde nar-
ration. Moreover, in the era of globalization, it becomes increasingly diffi-
cult for the composers to be noticed. It is therefore necessary to compose
effective works, even ,,spectacular®. Now, the genre of opera is by definition
spectacular. For twenty years, therefore, we have been witnessing a dramat-
ic and lyrical revival, which corresponds to a renewal of the spectacle or, at
least, to its necessity. Guy Debord, who wrote La société du spectacle in 1967,
would not have been surprised by the phenomenon.

But to consider this return of the opera as a show, we must first de-
scribe the withdrawal, relative, of the opera genre, which preceded it, after
the World War II.

Defiance of Boulez, Messiaen and the contemporary avant-
-gardes: the temporary withdrawal of the “show”

Boulez never composed any opera. According to him, the genre was prob-
lematic in itself, even obsolete. Berg, with Wozzeck (created in 1925) and
Lulu (unfinished in 1935), seemed to have pushed the genre to its modernist
(serial) paroxysm. Boulez could not imagine going past him. Was he afraid
of failing? And the avant-gardes of Darmstadt often followed this pessimis-
tic example. Berio and Cage did not compose any opera. Nono composed
three. But there was a political necessity, often associated with the opera
genre'®, that of affirming, through the librettos, his militant communism.
8 See John Seabrook, Nobrow: the culture of marketing, the marketing of culture (New

York: Knopf, 2000), quoted by Hal Foster, Design & crime (Paris: Les prairies ordi-
naires, 2008), 20.

9 “Dans un monde postmoderne, tout se vaut.” Radicant: Pour une esthétique de la glo-
balisation (Paris: Denoél, 2009), 97.

10  David Chaillou gives a good example in Napoléon et [‘opéra: La politique sur la scéne
(Paris: Fayard, 2004).
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Stockhausen had almost to wait for our ,,postmodern® period to dare to
return to the great lyrical form, with the monumental Licht (1977-2003),
which occupied almost all the end of his life. For Stockhausen, the issue
was not so political. The libretto affirmed his spiritual syncretism. Ligeti
only dared to compose one opera (Mysteries of the macabre, 1974-77), like
Messiaen. Let's focus, more precisely, on the case of Messiaen. Because this
case seems emblematic of the contemporary avant-gardes. It seems even
more exemplary, considering that Messiaen may have been the most fa-
mous postwar modernist composer”.

For Messiaen, composing an opera was even necessary that he was di-
rectly commissioned by the highest official of the French State. He dined at
the Elysée Palace with President Georges Pompidou. At the end of this very
official diner, at a point and in front of the president, Rolf Liebermann com-
missioned him an opera. Although a virgin to the great lyrical form, Mes-
siaen “could not refuse before the President of the Republic™”, he said. In
France, particularly until the 1970s, according to Pierre-Michel Menger, an
opera was a state affair, or at least a very serious matter, indexed to what it
cost”.

However, the aesthetic value - or even the success - let’s say the recep-
tion of St. Francis of Assisi (1975-83) still seems problematic. Unfortunate-
ly, notes Victoria Johnson: “few sociologists are interested in music in gen-
eral, and I will add that their number is even smaller in the particular case
of opera™”. The work is often commented”, re-programmed: “Messiaen

11 Seethebeginning of Jacques Amblard, Vingt regards sur Messiaen (Aix-en-Provence:
PUP, 2015).

12 “Ilne put refuser devant le Président de la République.” See Peter Hill and Nigel Sim-
eone, Olivier Messiaen (New Haven, Londres: Yale University Press, 2005), 304.

13 “In 1977, the Paris Opera accounted for 48.97% of the 284 276 957 frs of state expen-
diture in favor of music; music education accounted for only 11.79%” (“en 1977,
’Opéra de Paris absorbait 48,97% des 284 276 957 frs de dépenses de I’Etat en faveur
de la musique ; enseignement musical ne comptait que pour 11,79%”). See Pierre-
-Michel Menger, La condition du compositeur et le marché de la musique contempo-
raine (Paris: La documentation Francaise, 1980), 14o0.

14  “Peu de sociologues se sont intéressés a la musique en général, et jajouterai que leur
nombre est encore plus réduit dans le cas particulier de ’opéra.” See “L'organisation
de opéra comme »champ de lentreprise«,” Musique et sociologie, ed. Anne-Marie
Green (Paris : Harmattan, 2000), 301.

15  For example, one can refer to the number of texts, according to the RILM, devoted
to a particular work. 47 articles are devoted to Messiaen’s only opera. The latter gen-
erated the largest number of texts. But the study is rarely that of partition. There is
what one would call a “literary effect™ the libretto alone “attracts” already music lov-
ers literature. 47 articles is certainly more than any other piece of Messiaen: but is
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oblige”. It is even programmed “record-breaking for a contemporary op-
era” according to Michael Wyatt. The work has nine different productions
between 1983 and 2011, including three times™. But did Saint-Frangois gen-
erate a general craze? Was it considered the only opera, as one would have
expected in the case of Messiaen, ,,classical contemporary”“? According to
several ,,serious® (administrative)” sources, the lyrical public would be old-
er and more conservative than any other. This was all the more so in 1980.
The average age of this audience was then, in France, 65 years (it would
have rejuvenated in 2000 to 47 years)”. Frederic Lamantia noted the “igno-
rance of the lyric heritage, mainly French and contemporary, by the French
spectators™”
“The French lyric art: a product that is difficult to export™”. And Adorno, in
1962, was pessimistic (even more so than usual) about the reception of any
new music by the public of the lyric theaters in general™. The reception of a

. Do foreign audiences know it more? But Lamantia also wrote:

this his most distinctive work for the reception, like Wozzeck or Lulu for Berg? Or
is it the “operatic effect” (a total work of art, especially literary, which attracts more
comments because more commentators, musicians, artists, philosophers, literary),
especially in the case of a single opera?

16  Michael Wyatt, “Staging the ineffable: Olivier Messiaen’s Saint Frangois d’Assise”,
The opera Quatterly 27, no. 4 (2011): 503. Wyatt quotes, among other things, the al-
ready historic staging, according to him, of Peter Sellars for the Salzburg Festival in
1992 and that of Hermann Nitsch for the Munich Staatsoper in 2011.

17 See Pierre-Michel Menger, in an implicit formulation, who mentions “contempora-
ries already classical, such as Messiaen [first quoted], Dutilleux, Boulez, Xenakis and
some others”. Le paradoxe du musician: Le compositeur, le mélomane et I’Etat dans la
société contemporaine (Paris: Flammarion, 1983), 204. Also p. 322, Messiaen is called
(this time with Dutilleux) a “classical contemporary”.

18  Gérard Doublet ingenuously notes, as a connoisseur of his professional career (as a
director) and not as a musicologist, that “the expectation of French viewers, with re-
gard to the operatic programming and stagings proposed by the operas, is traditional
and traditional”. Opéra: nouveaux publics, nouvelles pratiques (Paris: BDT, 2003), 15.
An Ttalian colleague, Lorenzo Ferrero, notes in a parallel and also definitive way: “We
have commissioned many contemporary operas. Perhaps because of the difficult mu-
sical language, these operas did not win the favor of the public”. Les enjeux de I'opéra
au XXI*™ siécle, table ronde organisée a la Maison de la chimie, 8 octobre 1997, 110.

19  Doublet, Opéra, 14.

20 Lopéra dans I'espace frangais (Paris: Connaissances et Savoir, 2005), 329. Lamantia
also publishes this table which shows that the motivations leading to the choice of an
opera, motivations sometimes not very aesthetic, are, for 56% of the public questio-
ned, the work, but for 46% the fact of being subscriber (what was predictable or even
mandatory), and for 42% the composer (Lopéra dans Uespace frangais, 20).

21 What Carmen denies though.

22 Introduction a la sociologie de la musique ( enies though.octobre 1997, p. omme Babel, Bal-
land, 2001; Noé, 2016 show. other seductive synopsis Genéve: Contrechamps, 1994), 86.
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St. Francis, who is often reprogrammed, thus, does not seem the measure of
his gestation, considerable and almost exclusive, of eight years: 1975-83, per-
haps a period of extreme drought. This opera was especially the symptom
of “a loss of creative confidence™ according to Christopher Dingle.

Is contemporary opera, in general, as an aesthetic-historical category;,
a problem, as Boulez thought? The only case of Britten contradicts this idea.
But was Britten an avant-garde or a neoclassical composer? Saint-Frangois
at least finds, for the cultural programming institutions, this place of op-
era - unique - of iconic composer. The place is comparable, from this point
of view only, to Stravinsky‘s The Rake's progress (1948-51) (and to a lesser ex-
tent to Ligeti‘s Mysteries of the macabre, 1974-7). The problem was not the
modernist opera. The relative and - to this day unparalleled — universal im-
pact of Berg's operas demonstrated this very early (Wozzeck before 1925 and
Lulu in 1935). The problem may really have been opera for the contemporary
avant-gardes (between 1945 and 1980 approximately).

Opera, show and postmodernity

In France, opera was probably again more fashionable in 2000 than in 1980.
Some figures clearly show it**. And this fashion was certainly more accen-
tuated in the USA, so in the entire western world. For a composer, to make a
career mainly through “opera”, not to mention the atypical case of Britten,
was made possible again, in our opinion, because of the American mod-
el and its propagation by globalization. The starting point was probably
1976, in postmodernist aesthetics™. It was thanks to Einstein on the beach
(1976) that Phil Glass really became famous. It is also thanks to this opera,
his first, that he passed from a ,,minimalist® (modernist) style to a ,,maxi-
malist“ (postmodernist) style, according to K. Robert Schwarz*. Today, the
lyrical production of Glass, still growing, exceeds 20 works. These operas,
in terms of prestige, already seemed to culminate with The Voyage (1992),
composed for the five-hundredth anniversary of the so called “discovery
of the Americas”. It was a “consecration” for the composer. Glass was then
better paid by the Metropolitan Opera than any other musician in history,
23 Messiaen’s final works (Burlington: Ashgate, 2013), 315. But according to Dingle,
Messiaen will solve the crisis in his latest style which will culminate in these Eclairs
sur PAu-dela, completed in 1991.
24 See again footnote 19.
25  Americans preferred to call this aesthetic “post-minimalist”.

26 K. Robert Schwarz, “Philip Glass, Minimalist” and “Philip Glass, Maximalist,” in
Minimalists (London: Phaidon, 1996), 108-168.
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for any order whatsoever. And this question of money is not fortuitous. One

just has to quote the famous book by Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism: The

Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism”.

With globalization, it seems that the U.S.A., themselves archetypes of
this “late capitalism”, imposed a model of “musical success”. And they re-
discovered this model (well after Mozart, Wagner, Verdi, Puccini), at home,
from “inside”, perhaps, with Phil Glass.

An example (of this new global model of career) seems particularly
convincing. Kaija Saariaho’s first opera, Lamour de loin (2000), was a land-
mark. However, did the new millenium finally allow a woman composer to
compete — or even surpass — most of her male colleagues in notoriety? Did
the idea of the year 2000, in itself futuristic, progressive, allow this advance?
Created at the Salzburg Festival on August 15 (firstly commissioned by this
high authority, here is the “feminist” breakthrough apparently impossible
before), the work had, beyond and better still, a worldwide and lasting im-
pact, a rare phenomenon for a contemporary opera. More: New York Times
named it “Best New Work of the Year 2000”. It was re-programmed at the
Metropolitan Opera of New York in 2016, after receiving the Grawemeyer
Award in 2003, and the Grammy Award for Best Opera Recording in 2011.
Saariaho finally became “Musician of the Year 2008” for Musical Ameri-
ca because “among the few contemporary composers to achieve public ac-
claim as well as universal critical respect”. And this brilliant, spectacular,
almost “Hollywood” success, in any case American, so global, was allowed,
precisely, by an opera, a show. The historical breakthrough of a female com-
poser’s career’* was allowed by an opera.

We will not develop the famous case of Peter E6tvos here. Other com-
posers, such as the latter, are now famous, in large part, for their operas. Pas-
cal Dusapin, nowadays, is the living French composer most played abroad.
Now, this is also an opera that undoubtedly allowed him international ce-
27 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism: The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham,

NC: Duke University Press), 1991.

28  Lili Boulanger was the first female composer to win the Prix de Rome in 1913. Howe-
ver, she could not have dreamed of such a “worldview” (as Saariaho’s), neither Ger-
maine Taillefer, Micheéle Reverdi, Betsy Jolas, nor even the Korean Unsuk Chin much
more recently despite the noticeable attraction of her own opera Alice in wonderland
(2007). What about Fanny Mendelssohn, Clara Schumann, Elisabeth Jacquet de la
Guerre, Barbara Strozzi, and their sisters that we could almost all quote here, as the
history of music has sheltered few in his pantheon? It was discovered only very re-

cently, around the 1990s, that Hildegarde de Bingen, in her Songs of ecstasy (twelfth
century), surpassed in melodic freedom her male colleagues of the time.
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lebrity. Faustus (2006), his fifth opera, was hailed in Berlin, its place of cre-
ation, but also across the Atlantic”. As often, Americans first identify “on
stage” successes. Then, everything logically followed. That same year, the
very prestigious Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra commissioned™ him one
piece, Reverso (2006), which was premiered on the first of July of the follow-
ing year. This is to say that the international career of Dusapin was pushed,
undoubtedly, in 2006, by the creation of his fifth opera.

Let's take a last example. One of the great symbols of musical globali-
zation today is probably the person of Tan Dun. He represents, in himself,
a bridge between East (China, his country of birth) and West (U.S.A., his
host country). Thus, the success of this composer, in itself, is spectacular.

As early as 2010, at the age of 53, Tan Dun had been commisioned by
such prestigious institutions as the Boston Symphony Orchestra, the New
York Philharmonic, the Metropolitan Opera, the Berliner Philharmoni-
ker, the International Bach-Akademie Stuttgart, Youtube/Google, the Ed-
inburgh Festival. He had recorded with Deutsche Grammophon, collabo-
rated with Yo-Yo Ma, Itzhak Perlman, Lang-Lang. He had won the Suntory
Award, the Grawemeyer Award, a Grammy Award, an Oscar (for the music
of Crouching tiger, hidden dragon). He had been played at the Beijing Olym-
pics (2008). He had been cultural ambassador for the Shanghai World Expo
(2010).

But the turning point of this spectacular career came with his second
opera. Marco Polo (1995) was in itself the show of globalization and the glo-
balization of the show. We can understand that, in a way, globalization is a
show, indeed, the very show of the new millennium. The work mixed West-
ern dramatic and Peking opera styles. Dreamlike passages (in the Pekin-
ese style), transhistorical, see apparitions of Dante, Scheherazade, Freud,
Mabhler, Cage. A narration of the famous voyage is woven however between
these interludes. This motley ensemble won the Grawemeyer Award in 1998.
This propelled the musician into his global career. The same year, the op-
era Peony Pavilion was created in the staging of Peter Sellars. Again in 1998
— a key year for Tan — saw the composition of the Water Concerto, which
already marked a culmination for his “organic music”, composed for per-
29  This led to the commissioning of an article, to which we refer the English-speaking

readers. See Jacques Amblard, “Faustus: the last night. The new “lyric style” of Pas-

cal Dusapin,” in Faust in music, ed. Lorna Fitzsimmons (Oxford: Oxford University

Press, 2018), 484-93.

30  And this “democratic” orchestra only makes its decisions after the vote of its musi-
cians...
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cussion ensembles, winds or strings in ceramic, paper or water. These new
organologies, for several years, appeared punctually in chamber, orchestral
or dramatic pieces. In 2002, they culminated in Tea: a mirror of soul, a new
opera that was essentially articulated with them, one act for each “element”.

The opera made Tan Dun. And Tan Dun is probably the most famous
living composer today. The show of careers, the careers of the show: that
seems the new question for musicians. And opera may be in the very center
of it.
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