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Review

Yuval Sharon, A New Philosophy of Opera. Liveright Publishing
Corporation, 2024. 305 pages. $29.99.

Yuval Sharon’'s A New Philosophy of Opera offers a bold and visionary
intervention into contemporary debates surrounding opera’s future. Functioning
simultaneously as a theoretical manifesto and a practical guide, the book
challenges dominant narratives of operatic decline and elitism, advancing
instead a regenerative, inclusive, and experimental vision for this art form.
Sharon, a transformative force in opera direction and founder of the
experimental opera company The Industry in Los Angeles, draws on his
innovative practice to argue that opera should not remain a relic of the past but
rather evolve as a living medium capable of cultural engagement and aesthetic
reinvention. In Sharon’s words, in opera, “we should shake off the dead layers
suffocating the spirit and question everything that has settled into routine.”

The book’s structure mirrors operatic form itself, with an “Overture”
introducing its central themes, followed by ten chapters that function like arias,
recitatives, and ensemble pieces. Some chapters include “Time-Curves,”
historical interludes that trace opera’s evolution and highlight its capacity for
transformation. These interludes contextualize Sharon’s interventions within a
longue durée of operatic history, reinforcing his claim that opera’s future
already resides within its past. As such, Sharon’s A New Philosophy of Opera
informs not only a reassessment, but also a development of historical and
recent scholarly literature on opera by major scholars, to name only a few, such
as Carolyn Abbate and Roger Parker, Joseph Kerman, Nicholas Till, Slavoj Zizek
and Mladen Dolar, Lorenzo Bianconi and Giorgio Pestelli, Jelena Novak, Tereza
Havelkova, and Clemens Risi.?

Sharon redefines opera as a dynamic and unruly genre, historically
grounded in experimentation and transformation. In the “Overture,” he asks
what a reborn opera might resemble in a future where traditional opera houses
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" Sharon, A New Philosophy of Opera, 17.

2 Abbate and_Paker, A History of Opera; Kerman, Opera as Drama; Till, The Cambridge
Companion; Zizek and Dolar, Opera’s Second Death; Bianconi and Pestelli, Opera in Theory
and Practice; Novak, Postopera; Havelkova, Opera as Hypermedium; and Risi, Opera in
Performance.
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have been transformed into shopping malls.® Rather than lamenting the genre’s
supposed obsolescence, Sharon emphasizes opera’s vitality through its
unpredictability and resistance to classification. He draws a parallel between
the Florentine Camerata’s speculative reconstructions of ancient Greek drama
and today’s imperative to reimagine opera through curiosity and creative risk.
This framing situates opera not as a static tradition but as a site of perpetual
rebirth—an art form that thrives through its own instability.

Sharon also interrogates the opera’s structural and sociocultural
conventions. He critiques the genre’s logistical impracticalities, economic
precarity, and associations with elitism—not as liabilities, but as productive
tensions. In chapters such as “Don’t You Get It?” and “The Future in Our Past,”
he calls for a rejection of “originalism” and urges a reimagining of canonical
works through contemporary lenses. He challenges the deep-seated impulse
toward conservation and objectification that dominates many opera
institutions, warning that such tendencies risk transforming opera into a “cold
landscape of toppled dominoes.” Instead, he advocates for a dialogic
relationship with the past—one that embraces reinterpretation, critical
engagement, and imaginative transformation.

As illustrated in the book, Sharon’s non-linear staging of La Bohéme in
Detroit, which opens with Act IV and concludes with Act I, exemplifies his
commitment to temporal experimentation. This reversal invites audiences to
reflect on memory, loss, and the multiplicity of life's trajectories. Such
dramaturgical choices align with broader critiques of narrative authority reflect
a trend in contemporary opera toward fragmentation, ambiguity, and open-
endedness. Sharon draws on Theodor Adorno’s notion of “interruption” and
John Cage’s emphasis on the “immediacy of the present moment” to advocate
for an operatic practice that resists closure and embraces the “naked power of
the now.”

Chapters such as “The Power Plant of Feelings” and “A Strange Form of
Storytelling” further develop this ethos, as Sharon delves into opera’s emotional
and symbolic dimensions. He foregrounds the singing actor’s role in activating
a work’s emotional resonance, portraying opera as an engine of empathy and
awe. According to Sharon, music only emerges through performance and
interpretation; it resists reification and demands a living, embodied response.
His integrated interview with distinguished vocalist Waltraud Meier reinforces

3 Sharon, A New Philosophy of Opera, 2.
4 Sharon, A New Philosophy of Opera, 46.
5 Sharon, A New Philosophy of Opera, 19-24.
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this view, emphasizing the interpretive labor required to forge a bridge between
music, performer, and audience.

Simultaneously, Sharon embraces opera’s excess, artificiality, and
ambiguity—qualities often dismissed as obstacles to comprehension—and
reclaims them as its most powerful assets. Drawing on thinkers such as Else
Frenkel-Brunswik and her concept of “ambiguity intolerance” as she explored
the qualities of the authoritarian personality, as well as Umberto Eco and his
concept of “the open work,” he promotes a “poetic” rather than narrative-driven,
realistic, and symbolic approach to opera conceptualization—one that
decentralizes meaning and invites audiences into a participatory interpretive
process.® He critiques narrative dominance in operatic discourse, suggesting
that the genre’s complexity and multiplicity of signification thrive under poetic
readings. His call to “stop worrying and learn to love ambiguity” functions as
both a philosophical provocation and a practical directive for opera-makers.”

This commitment to openness and multiplicity also surfaces in Sharon’s
reflections on The Magic Flute, where he examines the opera’s sudden shifts in
perception and meaning. He introduces the concept of peripeteia—a narrative’s
turning point—as a model for operatic experience that resists linearity and
embraces transformation. By separating music, text, and production, he
cultivates an “open field of possible meanings” for spectators to explore and
complete.® This approach aligns with Hans-Thies Lehmann’s theory of
postdramatic theater and resonates with broader trends in contemporary
performance that prioritize decentralization and audience agency.’

The book’s most urgent and politically resonant sections address opera’s
entanglement with elitism and accessibility. In “Toward an Anti-Elite Opera,”
the author critiques the reduction of opera to an economic signifier and urges
a radical reorientation of the genre’'s identity. He contends that opera’s
associations with wealth, exclusivity, and cultural prestige have stifled its
potential and alienated broader audiences. Drawing on Adorno’s aphorism that
“the splinter in your eye is the best magnifying glass,” Sharon insists on
confronting opera’s complicity with the status quo and reclaiming its capacity
for critique and resistance.™

To advance this vision, he outlines principles for an anti-elite opera that
dismantles conventional gatekeeping mechanisms and repositions the art form

6 Sharon, A New Philosophy of Opera, 87-121.

7 Sharon, A New Philosophy of Opera, 120.

8 Sharon, A New Philosophy of Opera, 145.

? Lehmann, Postdramatisches Theater and its English translation Postdramatic Theatre.
'® Sharon, A New Philosophy of Opera, 177.
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as a space for collaboration, experimentation, and social engagement. His site-
specific and site-responsive productions—staged in unconventional venues
such as cars, parking structures, subway stations, and other public spaces—
disrupt the spatial hierarchies of the opera house and proscenium,
recontextualizing the operatic experience within everyday life. The case study
of Hopscotch, a decentralized opera performed in moving vehicles across Los
Angeles, exemplifies this ethos. By de-centering narrative and privileging
experience, Hopscotch—that Sharon’s The Industry produced—invites
audiences to engage with opera as a multisensory, participatory event.

Sharon’s reflections on opera’s “uselessness” in the chapter titled “The
Use-less Art” contends that opera’s impracticality grants it unique value within
a consumerist society obsessed with utility and efficiency. Labeling opera as
“useless” does not dismiss its capacity to generate meaning; rather, the term
celebrates its resistance to commodification and its ability to carry layered,
multivalent meanings. Sharon frames opera as a rebellious, misfit art that could
disrupt dominant structures of knowledge, value, and social organization.
Through its refusal to conform, opera opens a space of possibility—a medium
through which audiences can imagine alternative modes of existence and
connection.

The book concludes with “Unresolved Paradoxes,” a chapter in which
Sharon examines the collaborative nature of operatic creation and the poetic
potential of abstraction and metaphor. He maintains that opera’s future
depends not on mimicking realism but on embracing its symbolic and
collaborative core. Interpretation, in his view, does not belong solely to
performers; the score itself already contains interpretive gestures and resists
definitive readings. He envisions opera as a space for openness, dialogue, and
transformation—one that not only invites both practitioners and scholars to
rethink the genre’s possibilities, but also motivates the creation and production
of new, innovative works.

In sum, New Philosophy of Opera contributes significantly to
musicological and performance studies. Sharon articulates a vision both radical
and historically grounded. He presents a persuasive case for opera’s continued
relevance—not as a museum artifact, but as a vibrant, evolving art form capable
of responding to contemporary cultural, political, and aesthetic demands. His
call to action resounds clearly: opera must embrace change, confront its
institutional legacies, and reclaim its potential as a site of wonder, critique, and
collective imagination. For scholars, practitioners, and audiences alike, this
book extends an invitation to reimagine opera—not only for what it once
represented, but for what it might still become—ideally, a collaborative,
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participatory, and sustainable, yet unpredictable, genre that provides a ground
for diverse connotations and confronts the traditionalist notions of opera as
bearer of the status quo and elitism.

Navid Bargrizan
East Carolina University
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