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ARTICLE

Democratizing opera. Accessibility to opera in the digital age 
among Swedish-speaking Finns
Inka-Maria Nyman

Department of Musicology, Åbo Akademi University, Turku, Finland

ABSTRACT
This paper builds on recent debates within cultural policy and cultural 
studies, arguing that questions of cultural meaning-making processes 
need to be taken into account when assessing accessibility issues dis-
cussed in current academic and political contexts. Approaching opera as 
a cultural phenomenon in the context of a minority culture, the paper 
focuses on the alleged democratization process entailed by digitalization. 
Departing from the division between the democratization of culture, refer-
ring to the dissemination of cultural works to those lacking access, and 
cultural democracy, in short, to value the subjective judgement of taste, 
the paper aims to investigate the connections between the meaning of 
opera and the cultural context in which this meaning is conceptualized. 
The opera culture among the Swedish-speaking Finns, a small, hetero-
geneous language minority, is used as a case study. The paper concludes 
that as long as the cultural meaning of opera is to stand for valuable, high 
culture, attempts to democratize opera will lead to new renegotiations 
between the high and the common. Understanding such connections 
between cultural policies concerning digital accessibility and cultural 
meaning is especially important in the post-pandemic era.
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Introduction

Recent scholarship has argued that technological development has led to the democratization of the 
music industry, as it has become easier and cheaper to produce, distribute and consume music 
(Anderson 2006; Fox 2005; Frost 2007; Lessig 2008). Accordingly, the idea to produce opera for 
a small, heterogeneous language minority, such as the Swedish-speaking population in Finland, 
should be easier to accept and execute than before. However, the connection between opera and 
the Swedish-speaking minority is regularly questioned both by opera producers and in the media.

While the economical and industrial effects of digitalization have been studied extensively in 
recent years, the cultural consequences of the digitalization of the music culture have received less 
attention. In this paper, I apply a cultural approach to the study of the impact of digitalization on 
musical practices. The main questions for this study are as follows: What is the impact of digitaliza-
tion on democratic accessibility to opera in a language minority context, and what are the implica-
tions of that for the cultural meaning of opera within the minority? As a case study, I am looking at 
the opera culture among Swedish-speaking Finns. This methodological perspective allows me to 
study democratization and accessibility issues in deep and examine concrete examples while 
simultaneously touching upon larger trends and discussing universal phenomena, extremely topical 

CONTACT Inka-Maria Nyman inka-maria.nyman@abo.fi Department of Musicology, Åbo Akademi University, 
Fabriksgatan 2, 20500 Turku, Finland

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF CULTURAL POLICY 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10286632.2022.2114469

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.  
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4. 
0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2462-8575
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/10286632.2022.2114469&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-09-01


at the time when the Covid-19 pandemic has affected access to, and distribution and production of, 
opera globally.

The aim of this article being to investigate the connections between the meaning of opera and the 
cultural context in which this meaning is conceptualized, instead of, for example, analysing the aesthetic 
expression in operatic works, the understanding of the term opera is not limited to opera as a piece of 
art with certain aesthetic qualities. Rather, opera in this article refers to a cultural and social phenom-
enon: opera as a form of cultural expression among many, with adherent social norms and aesthetic 
ideals, and as an arena for acts of social and political character in the society (see also Bereson 2002, 14). 
Likewise, while questions of access and accessibility have been actively debated in terms of cultural 
diversity during the past decades (for a summary, see Belfiore 2020), they have mainly focused on 
accessibility understood as a specific target group’s access to cultural events. Thus, the research on the 
area has mainly responded to questions raised by the political demand for social well-being, equality 
and inclusiveness (see also Belfiore and Bennett 2008, 29, 144–45; Westerlund et al. 2016). However, in 
this article, the term accessibility is understood as a part of a broader democratization discourse. 
According to arts management researcher Yves Evrard, debates about culture can be structured around 
a conflict between two paradigms, the democratization of culture and cultural democracy, the former 
aiming ‘to disseminate major cultural works to an audience that does not have ready access to them’ 
(Evrard 1997, 167), the latter, on the other hand, supporting the choices made by individuals or social 
groups, thus implying equality of opportunities. Departing from this conflict, the article discusses the 
democratization process entailed by the digitalization of the music industry, approaching the process 
through the notion of access to cultural works, participatory practices, and operatic self-expression.

For this reason, the qualitative interviews conducted for the study focused on producers of opera 
with relevance to the Swedish-speaking population of Finland. The nine interviewees, whose operas 
had been set up between 2007 and 2020, represent the various spectre of opera productions within 
the Swedish minority culture in Finland. All interviews were semi-structured, ranging from 40  
minutes to 2 hours, with the initial questions concerning planning, funding and marketing, as well 
as the choice of language, of the productions. The purpose of the interviews was to gather material 
for a research project on the impact of digitalization on the Finland-Swedish music culture and they 
were conducted face-to-face or over video or telephone calls in spring 2020, right before and during 
the first months of the Covid-19 pandemic.

The research material is supplemented by marketing material, that is, posters, web pages, social media 
posts and press releases concerning the productions discussed, collected and chosen based on the 
questions raised during the interviews. Moreover, background information about Swedish opera produc-
tions in Finland has been gathered through funding applications regarding opera productions directed 
to the two largest Swedish-speaking cultural foundations in Finland, Swedish Cultural Foundation (193 
copies, only granted applications, 2002–19) and Konstsamfundet (138 copies, all applications, 2000–19). 
These applications have provided information about the amount, geographical spread, financial situa-
tion, and artistic ambition of Swedish opera productions in Finland at large. However, it is not permitted 
to publish information about individual applications. The differences in the extent of the funding material 
depend on the foundations’ data systems and access to previous applications.

In the following, I will initially present an overview of the Swedish opera culture in Finland, which 
will provide the basis for a discussion about the alleged democratizing impact of digitalization on 
opera, divided into three perspectives: access through the distribution of opera performances, access 
through building participation and engaging the audience, and democratic opportunities for self- 
expression through opera. In conclusion, I suggest that the cultural meaning that opera carries 
within the minority culture prevents a thorough democratization process from taking place.

Opera as a cultural expression among the Swedish-speaking population of Finland

Officially, Finland is a bilingual country with two national languages, Finnish and Swedish. The 
Constitution of Finland and the Language Act guarantee the Swedish-speakers the same rights 
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as the Finnish-speakers. In practice, however, the Swedish-speaking Finns are in a minority 
position, as the Swedish-speaking people make up about 5.5% of the Finnish population (see 
for example Henning-Lindblom and Liebkind 2007; Liebkind, Tandefelt, and Moring 2007). 
Indeed, because of the small size and the heterogeneity of the Swedish-speaking population, 
it is often deemed unrealistic to uphold a Swedish, market-governed popular culture or to 
imagine a Swedish opera institution with a minority-specific repertoire and audience 
(Klinkmann 2011, 230).

For the past 100 years, the ethnic construction of a Finland-Swedish identity has been built on folk 
music practices, while the connections between art music, such as opera, and minority identity have 
received less attention (Brusila, Djupsund, and Nyqvist 2015, 34). It is important to note, however, 
that this does not entail that operatic expression would not exist among the Swedish-speaking 
population. On the contrary, many central characters in Finnish opera history have connections to 
the Swedish-speaking culture, and the Swedish population has always been engaged in creating 
opera in Finland (see e.g. Broman-Kananen 2012; Hautsalo 2011; Koivisto 2011; Siltanen 2020). The 
first domestic operas were written and performed in Swedish, which was the dominant language in 
Finland in the 19th Century. In the 1870s, as nationalism affected the development of opera 
throughout Europe, questions of language and identity became important in opera performances 
(Paavolainen 2012). As the language question gradually lost relevance, in 1911, the Domestic Opera, 
later to become Finnish National Opera, was founded as a bilingual institution.

Internationally, Finland is often described as a wonderland for opera, especially contemporary 
opera. Indeed, classical music, and opera as a part of it, is a much appreciated, and publicly funded, 
art form in Finland. The amount of domestic opera premieres is quite high: 350 new Finnish operas 
were premiered between the years 2000 and 2017 (Hautsalo 2018). As for the Swedish-speaking 
productions, between 2 and 6 operas are produced annually, distributed rather equally between 
geographical regions with Swedish-speaking inhabitants. Since 2000, paralleling the Finnish opera 
boom and following the rise in economical means for distribution at the two largest Swedish cultural 
foundations, the amount of Swedish opera productions has risen steadily, as has the number of 
productions not granted financial support. The majority of the Swedish operas are produced by an 
association or a working group, or institutions such as schools on different levels and municipal 
theatres. Interestingly, many of the opera productions that are of relevance to the Swedish-speaking 
culture are set up by Finnish-speaking Finns or within a Finnish-speaking institution. Indeed, when 
examined as a cultural ethnicity, one way to look at Finland-Swedishness is as constructed as 
a difference to three ‘others’: the Finnish majority culture, the culture of Sweden, and international 
culture (Brusila 2015, 13). According to the musicologist Johannes Brusila, who has studied popular 
music culture among the Swedish-speaking Finns, this reference to three anti-poles leads to a three- 
layered understanding of the Finland-Swedish self-identification, where between the core – the 
distance to all three anti-poles – and the horizon – the anti-poles – one can perceive a middle circle, 
characterized by versatility and adaptability (Brusila 2015, 13–14). Adapting the model to the 
Swedish opera field in Finland (Figure 1), one can thus highlight the difference between productions 
in the core, where the construction of Finland-Swedishness is based on the distance from Finnish, 
Swedish, and international opera cultures, and productions in the middle circle. In this study, such 
core productions are represented by the producers Olaf Eklund, a geology professor active in a local 
amateur choir, Maria Linde, a professional singer and song pedagogue, and Ann Sandelin, the former 
director of the Swedish department of the Finnish Broadcasting Union who founded a small-scale 
production company to help her husband to revive the local summer theatre scene. These three 
productions were set up in Swedish and engaged amateurs from local associations. The other six 
interviewees, on the other hand, represent various opera productions in the middle circle, switching 
between languages and adapting to complex cultural self-identification. Essi Luttinen, Lilli Paasikivi 
and Ville Salonen are professional opera singers interviewed in their roles as artistic directors 
(Paasikivi for the Finnish National Opera and Luttinen and Salonen for small Helsinki-based opera 
companies), Riikka Sirén, also a professional opera singer, produced a bilingual boat opera in 2015, 
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while the producers Ros-Mari Djupsund and Emilie Gardberg have produced several professional 
operas between 2005 and 2020, employed by cultural institutions or associations.

When it comes to opera attendance, however, the relative amount of Finns (regardless of native 
language) attending opera has been stable for the past 40 years. According to Finland’s official 
statistics, opera is clearly the most unusual form of cultural activity, with only 6% of the population 
over 10 years having visited opera during the past 12 months (Official Statistics of Finland 2018). The 
latest information about the cultural attendance behaviour of the Swedish-speaking population in 
specific dates from 1992, when 5% of the Swedish-speaking population aged 15–74 had visited 
opera during the past year (Airo 1994). No quantitative data on the Swedish minority audiences’ 
response to opera broadcasts or streaming is available.

Providing access to opera through digital channels

Digital technologies make it possible to distribute opera productions over the internet, thus 
increasing the accessibility to opera performances, especially outside of the geographical proximity 
of opera houses. For the Swedish-speaking Finns, digital distribution has made both domestic and 
foreign opera productions more accessible. The only professional opera house in Finland, Finnish 
National Opera and Ballet, is situated in the capital Helsinki, while only 22.7% of the Swedish- 
speaking population live in the metropolitan area of Helsinki (Official Statistics of Finland 2020). At 
the same time, the Swedish opera produced in Finland is concentrated in urban regions, while 41% 
of the Swedish population lives in rural areas (Official Statistics of Finland 2020). For a vast amount of 
the Swedish-speakers, then, the digital distribution makes it possible to access opera in ways and 
amounts previously unthinkable.

Globally, digital opera broadcasts became popular soon after The Metropolitan Opera started 
their Met Live in HD series in 2006, accessible in cinemas all over the world with a cinema ticket. On 
a European level, partly funded by the European Union, the OperaVision platform has been 

Figure 1. Three-layered understanding of opera within the Swedish opera field in Finland (adapted from Brusila 2015, 14).
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broadcasting opera productions online for no cost from all over Europe since 2015 (between 2015 
and 2018 under the name The Opera Platform). In Finland, Met Live broadcasts arrived in cinemas in 
2008 while Finnish National Opera, apart from being a part of the OperaVision platform since 2015, 
inaugurated their online digital service Stage24 in 2016. The digital broadcasts on Stage24 are free of 
charge.

Finnish National Opera (FNO) is the only opera company in Finland with sufficient resources for 
continuous digital distribution. This is also something that they see as a core part of their role as 
a national institution and their aim, formulated in the institution’s current strategy stretching from 
2018 to 2025, is that all productions will be available for everyone either physically or digitally by 
2025. Stage24 is designed for streaming stage-set performances that can be viewed on the online 
platform for a certain time after the live stream and includes also trailers, interviews and other audio- 
visual background material related to the performances. In an interview, Lilli Paasikivi, the artistic 
director of the FNO, emphasizes the importance of digital distribution when reaching out to those 
unable to attend live performances at the opera house, estimating that the size of the audience 
reached by digital channels, TV, and radio can be up to ten times bigger than that of the audience 
attending the productions live. For the FNO, thus, digital distribution is a means to realize the idea of 
democratization of culture – ‘to disseminate major cultural works to an audience that does not have 
ready access to them’, as described by Evrard (1997, 167). Following this idea of democratization of 
culture, Lilli Paasikivi welcomes the possibility to expand the audience and diversify its demographic 
structure (Paasikivi i2020). For the FNO, thus, digital distribution of opera is essential for the 
implementation of their democratization policy, assigned to them by the Finnish state as a part of 
their role as a national institution.

For smaller companies – that is, where most of the Swedish-speaking opera is produced – 
realizing digital distribution might not be that simple. Firstly, existing collective agreements for 
musicians guarantee relatively high reimbursements for broadcasting and distribution, which the 
smaller companies cannot afford. This has led to paradoxical situations where small opera com-
panies are unable to distribute their shows while bigger actors can bluntly ignore the existing 
agreements and upload what they wish. The opera MagnusMaria – an opera about the right gender, 
produced by Katrina Chamber Music Festival and performed on the Åland Islands and a Nordic 
tour in 2014–2015, has been uploaded in its entirety on YouTube by the Nordic Council Music 
Prize. According to the opera’s producer Ros-Mari Djupsund, this has happened without any 
agreement with or consent of the production team. In 2017, when Katrina Chamber Music 
Festival, run by a small cultural association on the Åland Islands, set up the opera Figaro 1917, 
they planned to broadcast the show on cinemas and digitally on the internet but ended up with 
only one show at a local cinema, paying very high broadcasting reimbursements for the musicians 
involved (Djupsund i2020). As the association now plans an opera for 2021, Djupsund, the 
treasurer of the association, says that the costs of digital distribution affect the choice of musicians. 
While the conductor would have wished to continue with the institutional orchestra involved in 
Figaro 1917, the team chose to negotiate with a freelance orchestra, because, as Djupsund 
explains, ‘with them being freelance [artists], it is, of course, easier with agreements like this, to 
negotiate’ (Djupsund i2020).

Parallel to the development of digital technologies, the opera field has experienced structural 
changes, and the opportunities for digital distribution of opera have affected the intern power 
balance of the field. The political demand for the democratization of culture, concretized in state-
ments such as the FNO’s strategy cited above, can be met by disseminating opera through digital 
channels. Digital distribution has thus become an instrument for cultural policy. But there is an 
innate contradiction in several government cultural policies advocating the democratization of 
culture: while accessible for no cost, the cultural products are still expected to be financially profit-
able. This means that only companies as big as the FNO can afford to follow the current collective 
agreements when it comes to compensation for digital distribution, while the smaller companies 
and producers are forced to negotiate with freelance musicians who, to get any job at all, are willing 
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to give up the compensations guaranteed in the collective agreement. Thus, the willingness to agree 
to digital distribution becomes a concurrence advantage for freelance artists.

Another aspect affecting the companies’ opportunities for digital distribution of opera has to do 
with aesthetics. Digital distribution has affected the quality criteria for both recorded and live opera. 
Lilli Paasikivi at the FNO sees a connection between the digital availability of opera and the 
audience’s expectations: ‘The artistic consciousness has increased enormously through digital 
channels. So we have a more demanding audience nowadays and that’s, of course, terrific for us, 
because so very often they can see that what we do here can be compared anytime’ (Paasikivi i2020). 
Furthermore, Paasikivi explains that opera recordings require technical equipment as well as exper-
tise and personnel, while all the details in the scenery, costumes, hair and make-up need to be quite 
exact because there is ‘much less tolerance’ when a performance is filmed. All this leads to that to 
produce high-quality recordings of opera performances is expensive, which leaves the smaller 
companies out. The more the audience grows used to HD formats and well-prepared, professional 
backstage material, the wider becomes the gap between big opera houses and small companies, 
making it clear that the democratic distribution of opera is only for the big houses.

Moreover, the availability of audio-visual recordings of high-class opera performances on a global 
level has raised the audience’s expectations on a local level, contributing to the difficult position of 
regional opera companies. While Paasikivi places the FNO in a global context, perceiving the house 
as an opera producer whose work can be measured with the same aesthetic parameters as the 
Metropolitan’s, the quality criteria placed for regional productions have previously been on another 
level. This becomes clear in the following quote from Emilie Gardberg, producer of many operas in 
Turku between 2006 and 2017:

To do such amazing and fine things requires so very many other resources. These, so to say ordinary regional 
operas [. . .], I assume they will in a way diminish, these more traditional ham variations from the ’80s and the 
’90s, where you have somewhat old costumes and such. Because also in the regions one nowadays often has 
rather high artistic ambition, and that’s only good. But that requires of course that the organizations are 
professional and people are devoted, even though at the same time what must remain is this atmosphere of 
voluntariness [. . .]. Balancing that is difficult. (Gardberg i2020, original emphasis)

What Gardberg here describes is the economically challenging situation that emerges when the 
expectations on quality have increased, leaving the opera producers balancing between guarantee-
ing the quality – that is, engaging professionals – and keeping the expenses low – creating the 
‘atmosphere of voluntariness’.

While the different opportunities for digital distribution seem to widen the gap between big and 
small companies, a connection can also be seen between the digital distribution of opera and the 
emergence of small indie opera companies. Musicologist Gundula Kreuzer points out that the 
‘screenification’ of opera has been paralleled with the upsurge of companies proclaiming opera’s 
theatrical roots and their ‘commitment to the live, performative event’ (Kreuzer 2019, 132). While 
Kreuzer does not assert there be a link between these trends – the lavish, grandiose broadcasts from 
the big houses, and the intimate, downsized live operas –, her observation anyhow calls attention to 
the need to create new kinds of scarcity in the digital age characterized by universal availability and 
accessibility of cultural objects (Kreuzer 2019, 132). The account of Ville Salonen, the artistic director 
of Opera BOX, a Helsinki-based small opera company founded in 2016, who in an interview talks 
about the emergence of alternative opera companies in Finland, supports Kreuzer’s approach. 
According to Salonen, freestanding opera projects – that is, opera outside of the institutional 
sphere – have been rendered possible by the economic boom, giving cultural foundations more 
means to deal out. However, that the freestanding societies must pay for the orchestra by them-
selves is what Salonen sees as a striking difference compared to regional opera companies and big 
houses, and explains that this fact affects the choice of repertoire: ‘You cannot do large Verdis, 
Puccinis and Wagners where you need that big orchestra. It doesn’t sound like anything if you have 
there like a string quartet playing. This means that you do smaller productions that are rather artist- 
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and theatre-driven’ (Salonen i2020). Thus, freestanding societies, also in Swedish-speaking Finland, 
are committed to the live, theatrical experience.

Digital distribution of opera being a phenomenon mainly established in the 2010s, it has naturally 
been possible to experience opera outside of the live situation before that thanks to recording 
technologies. The difference is that digital distribution is quicker and more effective, and cheaper for 
the consumer. The opera Henrik and the Witch Hammer, engaging Swedish-speaking amateur 
musicians and produced by a local choir in Turku in 2011 (when Turku was one of the European 
Capitals of Culture), was released as a live-recorded CD in time to enter the Christmas market that 
same year. The CD was sold in Swedish information and cultural centres in Southern Finland, some 
record shops and by choir members, and was marketed as ‘a parcel of local culture from Turku region 
with sweet music and memories from the biggest Swedish-speaking venture during the European 
Capital of Culture year’. Also, a DVD recording was made for documentation and promotion, and one 
scene was uploaded on YouTube in May 2012. However, ten years later, the clip has not yet reached 
600 views (YouTube 2022).

Thus, despite the quick, effective and cheap dissemination of opera through digital platforms, it 
needs to be asked whether democratization goals are met by simply making opera available. 
Certainly, more opera is more available to the minority than ever. However, considering the 
attendance figures, it seems that increased availability does not translate into increased interest. 
Besides, as discussed above, not everyone has the same resources for digital distribution, and digital 
distribution has structural consequences, affecting the conditions for the production of opera in 
Swedish-speaking Finland. In other words, there is more to the question of democratic accessibility 
than providing access through digital platforms.

Developing audience engagement through marketing and participatory practices

While digital development has affected how opera is disseminated, new forms of digital distribution 
have given rise to a series of questions regarding how, why and to whom opera is offered. After all, 
not only has the emergence of new digital technologies made it possible to distribute works of art to 
a large audience, but it has also given birth to a new, participatory culture (e.g. Jenkins and 
Carpentier 2013; Valtysson 2010). Furthermore, the economists Bakhshi and Throsby (2012) identify 
innovation in audience reach, including generating new audiences, providing access and deepening 
engagement, as one of the main categories of innovation among cultural institutions (Bakhshi and 
Throsby 2012, 207–8). New digital media forms, especially social media, offer the chance to publish 
interactive, audio-visual content to attract those who primarily are not interested in opera. In this 
article, the question is whether audience engagement strategies enabled by the digital technologies 
can make opera more interesting and thus more democratically accessible for the Swedish-speaking 
population of Finland – the most of which, as discussed above, are not interested in attending opera.

The social scientists McCarthy and Jinnett (2001) have analysed cultural institutions’ strategies for 
increasing public participation, identifying three dimensions of participation-building, each corre-
sponding to different target groups and thus requiring different strategic actions. When the goal is to 
diversify the audience, the disinclined are targeted by applying a strategy focusing on changing 
perceptual factors. If instead, the organization wishes to broaden the audience, the target population 
consists of the already inclined, and the strategy applied must focus on practical factors. For the 
organizations aiming to deepen audience participation, the current participants are targeted by 
enhancing their experience, meaning providing them with knowledge and a sense of belonging to 
the institution’s community. (McCarthy and Jinnett 2001, 31–33)

For the producers of Swedish opera in Finland, to diversify the audience typically means to attract 
either those who primarily are not interested in opera as an art form, or Finnish-speaking operagoers 
not interested in the Swedish culture, or both of these groups. In bilingual regions, especially, 
targeting the Finnish-speaking population becomes important. Operan Klara (a Swedish translation 
of Carmen), produced by the singer and singing pedagogue Maria Linde in Loviisa in 2019, published 
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all their Facebook updates in both Swedish and Finnish. However, the aim of the production of Klara 
was also to appeal to the disinclined by changing their perception of opera. For this purpose 
especially, digital tools provide new ways for approaching the audiences and challenging them to 
judge for themselves. In Klara, the production team was very active on the social platforms Facebook 
and Instagram, sharing rehearsal pictures and behind the scenes videos that became highly visible, 
not least because many of the amateur singers involved shared and commented on the updates. The 
use of social media for bringing opera closer to people, by opening up the making-of process and 
showing the ordinary people behind the scenes, is in line with McCarthy & Jinnett’s description of the 
aim of audience diversification: ‘to make them see the arts as accessible, tangible, and more closely 
related to their everyday lives’ (McCarthy and Jinnett 2001, 29). Here, too, a type of democratization 
is taking place, but while digital distribution functions as a means to realize the idea of democratiza-
tion of culture – to disseminate art for the people – digital interaction on social media platforms 
supports the idea of cultural democracy, defined by Yves Evrard as a model based on free individual 
choice (Evrard 1997, 168). To change the consumers’ perception of opera by sharing pictures and 
videos online, thus encouraging them to see for themselves, means to challenge the meaning of 
opera as something beforehand attributed as high-quality or worthy, emphasizing, instead, the 
importance of the subjective aesthetic judgement. In an interview, Linde expresses this thought 
clearly:

In some ways, it has always bothered me that [culture] must be divided into compartments and decided that 
something is a little bit finer because it’s opera. It has been the people’s . . . not leisure activity but something 
that everyone has liked frequenting, it hasn’t been determined to exist only for certain persons. Or it’s clear, of 
course, it has been so because not everyone has had the money, but if you compare musical theatre and opera 
today there shouldn’t be such a big difference between them, I think. An odd boundary has been made that 
I don’t like. (Linde i2020)

Linde aims to oppose the perception of opera as a finer cultural expression. According to her, it is this 
perception that prevents people from accessing opera and that, thus, needs to be changed to make 
opera truly accessible.

Similarly, digital tools are applied in the Swedish opera field in Finland when the aim is to broaden 
audience participation, that is, to address the population already interested in opera but currently 
not attending. Digital distribution, such as showing the recording of Figaro 1917 in the local cinema, 
offers one solution to overcome practical barriers the potential audience might have. By moving 
actions online – streaming productions, selling tickets and providing practical information –, produ-
cers of opera adapt to the lifestyle of consumers, making it easier to access opera (cf. McCarthy and 
Jinnett 2001, 29). However, digital solutions alone are not enough. Studying the interviews as well as 
the funding applications to the two largest cultural foundations in Swedish-speaking Finland, it 
stands clear that at least as important as online activities are PR and marketing through traditional 
media such as newspapers, radio and TV (especially the local Swedish newspapers and radio 
channels), direct tickets sales to groups, and distribution of posters.

Lilli Paasikivi, the artistic director of FNO, makes the point that marketing nowadays is very diffuse. 
She finds it challenging to balance between different channels, messages and target groups:

So yes, it has become more complicated during these past years, marketing. You must be on so many channels 
simultaneously, you must have paper catalogues, you must have [visibility] in traditional media and then you’re 
supposed to offer different perspectives on Insta and FB and Twitter. [. . .] We have very many different roles, that 
is indeed true and that is something to be remembered in everything we do. [. . .] As the only professional opera 
house in the country we have very many different roles and we must meet very many different demands. 
Precisely, that’s the balancing. (Paasikivi i2020)

According to Paasikivi, digitalization and the dissipation of the information landscape have led to 
increased challenges in marketing, as the choice of the channel becomes a part of the message and 
must be adapted to different target groups (cf. McLuhan 1994 [1964]). This problem corresponds to 
an analysis presented by performance researcher Philip Auslander on artists’ participation in the 
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mediatized information flow of the postmodern society (Auslander 2014). According to Auslander, 
artists today must constantly adapt representations of themselves to the various platforms on which 
they are presented (Auslander 2014, 519). Again, Auslander’s analysis can be compared with Evrard’s 
(1997) idea of cultural democracy and the subjective judgement of taste. Behind the challenges in 
marketing in the digital age, described by Paasikivi, lies a struggle on how the FNO can adapt 
representations of itself to the consumers’ subjective judgements of taste without abandoning the 
idea of opera representing the fine and the high-quality – that is, a struggle between the democra-
tization of culture and cultural democracy.

When it comes to deepening audience participation, online social media platforms such as 
Facebook and Instagram offer opportunities to share exclusive information about the productions, 
as well as create virtual communities. As an example, Opera BOX has managed to create a virtual 
sense of community on Facebook, discussing everything between programme planning and current 
news from the opera world with their followers. However, the extent of such participatory online 
practices is limited. To actually engage the audience in the production of the opera by inviting them 
to produce content online is not discussed by any of the interviewees, nor is it mentioned in any 
opera funding application to the Swedish-speaking cultural foundations between 2000 and 2019. 
Yet, the increasing participation of the consumer in the digital era has been identified and analysed 
within much of recent research on the music industry and culture consumption, arguing that the line 
between consumption and production is blurred in these so-called ‘prosumption’ practices (e.g. Beer 
and Burrows 2010; Lessig 2008; Ritzer and Jurgenson 2010; Valtysson 2010). Also within opera 
research, such new practices, questioning the prevailing concepts of what constitutes an operatic 
event or audience, have been predicted (Till 2012, 89), and indeed, the world’s first online commu-
nity opera project, Opera By You, was launched in Finland in 2010 resulting in the opera Free Will 
premiered in 2012. However, the Opera By You project has not been continued and there has not 
been any equivalent to such an online community project within the Swedish-speaking minority in 
Finland. Thus, the possibility to engage in prosumption practices is challenged in opera within the 
Swedish-speaking minority culture by old norms surrounding operamaking.

Access to operatic self-expression

The third aspect of this analysis focuses on opportunities for operatic self-expression. A huge 
advantage of digital technologies is that they can be used to lower production costs, theoretically 
enabling more performances for smaller audiences in less populated areas. If digitalization indeed 
can make it economically less challenging to produce opera – known as a very expensive art form –, 
this has considerable implications for the Swedish-speaking population in Finland, reported above to 
be small and geographically scattered. However, while technological development has led to lower 
production costs in many industries, the performing arts struggle with a dilemma, famously identi-
fied by William J. Baumol and William G. Bowen in the 1960s. According to what Baumol and Bowen 
labelled as the ‘cost disease’ affecting all performing arts (as well as other sectors requiring non- 
routine human activities), the same human resource is needed for performance – say, for example, 
a production of The Marriage of Figaro – today as was a hundred years ago, while the costs of the 
human resources are constantly on the rise (Baumol and Bowen 1966). It is this economic condition 
that renders the application of new technologies especially lucrative to opera companies.

The fact that opera is expensive forces those who want to produce opera to choose between 
the use of pre-recorded material such as background tapes – for the repertoire where a large 
choir or orchestra is needed – and a chamber music ideal. However, the use of pre-recorded 
material is aggravated by it being understood as false, complicated and unreliable. This is 
illustrated in the quote from Ville Salonen, the artistic director of the small opera company 
Opera BOX: ‘Terribly good technology is required for [the use of pre-recorded parts] to function 
watertight. It would be nicer if real people were singing there but sometimes it’s dictated by 
necessity’. Salonen explains that in Opera BOX’s productions, pre-recorded material is sometimes 
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used, but he sees this as negative. Likewise, fiscal reality lies behind the choice of Ooppera Skaala, 
another small Helsinki-based opera company, to replace the orchestra with electronically pro-
duced music. However, at Ooppera Skaala, the investment in the applications of electronically 
produced music is a conscious, strategic step, where the company has chosen to make it their 
artistic ambition to update opera to today’s society. Essi Luttinen, Ooppera Skaala’s artistic 
director, admits that she would prefer to perform opera with a live orchestra ‘because of course, 
as an element, it is in one way wholly irreplaceable, and is, indisputably – but when you simply 
don’t have the means’. Nevertheless, Luttinen defends the choice of using electronic music, partly 
with the artistic ambition of modernizing opera, partly with the possibilities opened up for the 
company:

What we gain is that we can do things that actually sound big, we can have dynamic variations much larger than 
for example with some chamber ensemble, which is basically the top of what we could afford in these 
productions. So we get this sound of big opera, we get the blare that in one way is opera, opera requires 
those big feelings and the big orchestration. We get that with very simple, cost-effective solutions, we don’t 
need a whole symphony orchestra to reach that. (Luttinen i2020, original emphasis)

Hence, Luttinen’s argumentation is based on a paradox: Ooppera Skaala uses electronic music to 
renew opera while making opera as it should be made – big and blaring. The conflict between the 
strive for renewal, aspired to by applying digital technology, and the norms of opera have led to 
Ooppera Skaala’s productions being criticised for not being opera.

The quality norms of opera dictate that digital technology, if applied so that the music of the 
performance is concerned, is of very high quality, to avoid any discrepancy in time – or, as Salonen 
puts it, ‘to function watertight’. Thus, technological solutions in fact become expensive and, in 
striking contrast with the research advocating the democratizing effect of digitalization, restrict the 
possibilities to make opera. What’s more, the technological development itself can be seen to have 
influenced these high quality standards set for the music of the opera. According to musicologist 
Emanuele Senici, technological development has led to the current understanding of the word opera 
primarily as the music of opera. He explains that as opera has become more accessible in recorded 
format – from radio to discs and digital distribution, the one more hi-fi than the other –, the meaning 
of opera has become to be synonymous with the score of the opera (Senici 2019). Thus, the 
presentation of the music of the opera must be as truthful to the score as possible, and the threat 
is that the use of pre-recorded material leads to desynchronization and a change in the music – that 
is, a change in the operatic work. In other words, a possible fault in the sound technology threatens 
the very concept of opera.

At the same time, differences in the attitudes toward the application of sound technology 
contribute to making clear a line between amateurs and professional musicians. According to 
the dominant discourse, a professional opera singer must make his or her voice heard without 
amplification: ‘I said that if they indeed are trained opera singers, they will certainly have the 
capacity to sing in that hall, it simply must be fixed that way’ (Djupsund i2020). Indeed, voice 
amplification, while containing enormous democratizing potential – with a microphone, anyone 
can make themselves heard as an opera singer! – represents a threat to the sole existence of 
professional opera singers. Thus, the professionalism of opera singers is construed around non- 
amplified singing. On the contrary, in the production of Henrik and the Witch Hammer, produced 
in Turku in 2011 by an amateur choir and engaging many amateur associations in the ensemble, 
sound engineering was regarded as necessary to achieve a sound as balanced as possible 
(Eklund i2020). In other words, sound engineering was applied to live up to the expectations 
the team had on how opera is supposed to sound. Thus, for opera to become more widespread 
as a form of self-expression, one should either alter the quality criteria set for the music of the 
opera or increase the use of technologies that make it possible for amateurs to fill those quality 
criteria. However, in both cases, the concept of opera is threatened. Indeed, Henrik and the Witch 
Hammer was, in the end, officially called people’s opera – folkopera – and not opera.
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Consequently, many opera productions in Swedish-speaking Finland choose to size down 
and go for a smaller ensemble. This decision is motivated by referring to chamber music ideals 
and the being in the present, the here and now between the performer and the audience, of 
live performances. A chamber music-like performance becomes the aesthetic ideal, as is illu-
strated in the quote from Ros-Mari Djupsund, producer of the opera MagnusMaria: ‘In my 
opinion, it just sat perfectly, and indeed, maybe it was the fact that we had this chamber music 
way of working’. It can also be argued that technological development has intensified the idea 
of performing arts as something that happens in the present. In another study, focusing on 
time and space in live opera videos, Emanuele Senici calls for acknowledgement of recorded 
opera on its own terms instead of opposed to a live performance, pointing out that the highest 
appraisal an opera video can receive is that it doesn’t betray the live performance (Senici 2010, 
66, 78). The idea that live performance is superior to a mediated one goes back to Walter 
Benjamin who, in his celebrated essay The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction 
from the 1930s, identified an ideology of authenticity surrounding the live performance. 
According to Benjamin, the unique existence in time and space, the ‘aura’ of the work of art, 
stands for authenticity that is lost when the work of art is reproduced (Benjamin 1999, 214–15). 
It is thus entailed that a reproduced, mediatized performance is inferior to the live perfor-
mance, only functioning as a bad replacement. Senici makes the point that this ideology is 
predominant in today’s opera culture, limiting the applications and opportunities offered by 
modern recording technology (Senici 2010, 66, 78).

One scholar who has discussed the authenticity of the live performance thoroughly is Philip 
Auslander, a researcher in performing arts, who observes that what separates the live from the 
mediatized is not the intrinsic characteristics of the different forms but rather their positions within 
the cultural economy (Auslander 2008, 56). Accordingly, both Senici (2010) and Steichen (2011) point 
out that cherishing and preserving the idea of a mediatized performance’s inferiority to the live form 
might be of economic interest for opera houses. While the digital distribution of opera can be seen as 
a challenge to the ideology of authenticity identified by Benjamin, opera practitioners emphasize 
that opera in cinema or online cannot replace the live experience which, in turn, is constructed as 
genuine and valuable. In a much similar manner, Lilli Paasikivi at the FNO says that the live 
performance always is the priority of the house – although, paradoxically, the streamed perfor-
mances have manifold viewers:

Our product is a live performance, yes it is. Has been so far. Streaming is of course always in a way [. . .] an edited 
version. We want people to come here and see a live performance, but it is of course possible that we will make 
some production entirely for digital audiences, that possibility is not excluded, naturally. And the more devices 
and probably in the future virtual reality or something like that there will be, I definitely want to be open to those 
possibilities as well. Think now of the Met transmissions on cinemas or possibilities at home, all kinds of home 
theatres in people’s living rooms and so on, so this is something we need to explore. But it is a collective 
experience to watch opera and that is the most important and the most valuable [quality]. The artists, too, want 
to communicate directly with the audience sitting in the hall. So I don’t think that it necessarily can be replaced, 
ever. (Paasikivi i2020, original emphasis)

Paasikivi’s statement is perfectly in line with the writings of Benjamin, Senici and Auslander: the live 
performance is superior to the mediatized performance. In textbook accordance with what 
Auslander describes as the discourse of the superiority of the live performance, Paasikivi emphasizes 
the communality – ‘it is a collective experience’ – as well as the presence and the feedback – ‘the 
artists want to communicate directly with the audience’. In fact, Auslander identifies spontaneity, 
community, presence, and feedback as positive qualities often ascribed live performances, empha-
sizing that ‘liveness’, as constructed in contrast to a mediatized cultural expression – like when 
Paasikivi places a ‘live performance’ as opposed to an ‘edited version’ – is a relational concept, the 
purpose of which is to distinguish between different cultural forms (Auslander 2008, 63). Moreover, 
when Paasikivi talks about the possibility to explore new digital forms of expression while construct-
ing the live performance as indispensable, she creates a matrix with clear oppositions. Analysed in 
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a Baudrillardian sense as an act within the cultural economy, Paasikivi’s construction can be inter-
preted as an act of power, aimed at reaffirming the position of FNO as the leading figure on the opera 
scene of Finland. Paasikivi can be seen to perform what the sociologist Jean Baudrillard has named 
a ‘tactical doubling of monopoly’, a binary division of power that aims to establish a regulated 
opposition between two poles (Baudrillard 1983, 134–35). Thus, the trend among opera companies – 
both the newly emerged indie companies discussed by Gundula Kreuzer and the big houses – to 
embrace the chamber music qualities of opera, stressing the superiority of the live as opposed to the 
mediatized, is a result of a struggle on meaning within the cultural economy. At the heart of this 
struggle lies the question about what is the cultural meaning of mediatized opera in relation to the 
cultural value of the live performance.

Conclusion: the democratization dilemma

After this analysis of the democratization of opera from three perspectives – distribution, recep-
tion, and self-expression – it can be concluded that democratic access to cultural goods is 
a multifaceted question that touches upon structures, ideologies and social norms. The analysis 
of the democratization process of opera in a minority context reveals connections between opera 
and cultural meanings, reflecting, on one hand, the specificity of the language minority explored, 
but on the other, broader trends surrounding opera, the contemporary cultural economy, and the 
meaning-making processes in today’s digitalized society. In this sense, the heterogeneous lan-
guage minority of Swedish-speaking Finns, with constitutional rights and distinctive cultural 
features, can be regarded as a miniature laboratory, used to highlight certain universally relevant 
aspects of the cultural meaning of opera in contemporary society. However, before jumping to 
more universal conclusions, the conditions of the Swedish language minority and opera within it 
need to be discussed.

An interesting comparison is Mikko Heiniö’s research on how the so-called fur hat operas in 
the 1970s and 1980s became national identity symbols and how Finnishness was constructed 
around these operatic works. According to Heiniö, essential for the process was that Finns 
recognized themselves in the milieus, plots and above all characters of the operas (Heiniö 1999, 
284). The fact that no such opera boom has occurred in Swedish in Finland suggests that the 
minority lacks a similar feeling of group identity. Instead, the need to construct opera as high 
culture springs from and contributes to a divided, rather than united, Swedish minority identity 
in Finland. Indeed, many researchers have identified a cleavage between a Cultural Swedishness 
and a Provincial Swedishness, rooted in the history of the population and reflected in this day 
(Liebkind, Tandefelt, and Moring 2007; see also Klinkmann 2011). Thus, within the divided 
Swedish identity, opera represents the Cultural Swedishness of the economic and cultural elite. 
Such cultural connotations limit the democratization of opera within the minority. Opera 
productions in Swedish-speaking Finland attempting to oppose this division, for example by 
making operatic expression more accessible, risk ending up being called popular or folk music 
forms of musical drama.

While democratizing practices around opera analysed above vary in form and extent, the main 
dilemma facing the democratization process is the value paradox between the democratization of 
culture and cultural democracy. As seen above, in many situations the arrival of new technologies 
and, with them, political requirements, consumer habits, and social norms, forces opera producers to 
balance between enabling access and maintaining the cultural value of opera. This seemingly 
impossible mission results in various renegotiations – apart from the discussion above, renegotia-
tions concerning opera’s national representations, aesthetic values, or institutional roles, just to 
name a few, could as well be explored from the perspective of democratization. However, by 
focusing on the three perspectives studied in this paper, it is possible to cover central themes that 
have affected the development of opera globally during the decades before the Covid-19 pandemic, 
while nevertheless sustaining opera’s historical connections, deeply rooted in historical societal 
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changes and still affecting the cultural meaning of opera today. Moreover, as the cultural sector now 
recovers from the lockdown of the Covid-19 pandemic and faces the ‘new normal’, understanding 
the connections between allowing access through digitalization and cultural meaning-making 
processes is essential.

To produce opera for a small language minority seems a democratic idea that would be 
supported by modern digital technologies. However, it collides with the cultural connotations 
opera has within the minority culture and such ventures, encouraged by cultural politics 
advocating accessibility, fail in truly enabling access to opera in terms of dissemination, 
participation and self-expression. This paper shows that cultural meaning-making processes 
need to be taken into account when assessing the accessibility and inclusiveness issues 
discussed in current academic and political contexts. Among the Swedish-speaking popula-
tion of Finland, the political demand to provide access is responded to by many contempor-
ary opera productions that aim to make easy-access, amateur-engaging opera for the local 
community – that is, to enable access to the operatic performance, the audience community 
and the operatic expression. However, while pursuing all these things, these productions 
nevertheless want to hold on to the conception of opera as something valuable. This have- 
your-cake-and-eat-it dilemma reflects the dichotomy between the democratization of culture 
and cultural democracy, between cultural representations of quality and prestige and the 
right to the subjective judgement of taste. Thus, as long as the cultural meaning of opera 
within a culture is to stand for valuable, high culture, attempts to democratize opera – be 
they dependent on digitalization or not – will lead to new renegotiations between the high 
and the common, conceptualizing opera not as a democratically accessible right but as 
a privilege.
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