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Abstract 

Distant Pasts Reimagined: Encountering the Political Present in 21st Century Opera 

Jane Forner 

 

 I focus on four operas premiered in Europe and the United States between 2009 and 2016 

in which elements of the medieval, ritual, ancient, religious, and mystic emerge through their 

source material: Adam and Eve: A Divine Comedy (2015, Norway), by Cecilie Ore and Bibbi 

Moslet; Kalîla wa Dimna (2016, France), by Moneim Adwan and Fady Jomar; Lilith (2009, USA) 

by Anthony Davis and Allan Havis, and Paradise Reloaded (Lilith) (2013, Austria), by Peter 

Eötvös and Albert Ostermaier. This dissertation argues that these operas, rather than seeking a 

renaissance or rebirth of the mythic, draw inspiration and narratives from what I am calling  

ñdistant pasts,ò reimagining universal or ñtimelessò narratives of humanity through a specific 

contemporary lens in an explicit and deliberate interrogation of the political present. Mapping out 

different modes of staging these distant pasts in response to cultural and political change in the 

twenty-first century, I suggest new modes of conceiving adaptable operatic ñnetworks of 

comprehensionò that encompass the multiple subject positions and geographical and cultural 

contexts that shape opera today. Each opera is presented as a case study in a single chapter, 

balancing musical analyses with political, historical, and cultural critique. Interviews with 

ñstakeholdersò (composers, librettists, singers, directors), many of which I conducted, form an 

integral part of this process. My analyses explore these four operasô unconventional attitudes 

towards time, narrative, and drama, and in probing each operaôs idiosyncratic relationship with its 

distant pasts, I chart the complex manifestations of recent political discourse in Europe and the 

United States, especially concerning the intersection of feminism, race, religion, and secularism. 
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Introduction : Operatic Pasts and Political Presents 
 

Operatic Pasts 

Challenging boundaries of what opera constitutes today has opened up the genre to sounds, 

narratives, and voices once considered unsuitable or unwelcome in these gilded halls of culture. 

This dissertation maps out diverse modes of staging operatic dialogues with what I am calling 

ñdistant pasts,ò in examining works which draw on ancient, mythic, and medieval sources to 

respond to and interrogate the cultural and political present. I explore refractions and interrogations 

of the timeless and the contemporary in four case studies of the operas Adam and Eve: A Divine 

Comedy (2015, Norway), by composer Cecilie Ore and librettist Bibbi Moslet; Kalîla wa Dimna 

(2016, France), by Palestinian composer Moneim Adwan and a libretto by Syrian poet Fady Jomar 

and French author Catherine Verlaguet; Lilith (2009, USA) by composer Anthony Davis and 

librettist Allan Havis, and Paradise Reloaded (Lilith) (2013, Austria), by composer Peter Eötvös 

and librettist Albert Ostermaier. 

Jelena Novak coined the term ñpostoperaò in order to address what she saw as an 

inadequacy in continuing to apply the category ñoperaò to the operatic subjects of the late twentieth 

and early twenty-first century.1 Covering musicians including Philip Glass, Louis Andriessen, and 

Michel van der Aa, she situates the singing body and the multifarious notions at play in 

contemporary body-voice relationships in operatic performance today at the center of her analyses. 

Yet, as with other ñposts-ò I encountered in the course of this project, I am wary of adopting such 

a term as a framework. Novak uses the term as a way to establish a theoretical and philosophical 

approach that works for her material, but I find it difficult to see that it could be widely applicable 

                                                
1 Jelena Novak, Postopera: Reinventing the Voice-Body (Farnham: Ashgate, 2015). 
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without reproducing similar systems of classification, exclusion, and genre-bounding that she finds 

as endemic to ñopera.ò I do not, in this dissertation, suggest a way to define what opera ñisò today. 

For the purposes of my four case studies, it is sufficient that the operas have been so called by their 

creators. Instead, when the question arises, I am more interested in the claims to or denials of 

belonging in opera circulating around these four pieces. As I elucidate later in this introduction 

and in chapters 2 and 5 in particular, how such assessments of genre identity are made reveals 

complex intersections of sound, power, and culture. 

My approach to these case studies is guided by my identification of a return to distant pasts; 

that is, initially through the subject matter or sources that initiated each operaôs creation. The last 

century of opera has seen a surging increase in subject matter devoted to the present: pop culture, 

celebrities, politicians, natural and man-made disasters have all figured large on global operatic 

stages. Adaptations of other media continue to be popular: Lawrence Kramerôs assessment of 

ñAmericanò opera argues, for instance, that the defining qualities of the ñAmericanò part of that 

genre designation is operaôs turning to classic novels of the recent pastðnineteenth and early-

twentieth century culture (Henry James, John Steinbeck, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Tennessee Williams, 

Louisa May Alcott, etc.), resulting in what he calls the ñGreat American fill-in-the-blank.ò2 

Colleen Renihanôs recent The Operatic Archive: American Opera as History similarly examines 

both the surge in quantity of opera creation in the United States today and the intertwined concepts 

of past, history, technology, and culture in the production, performance, and consumption patterns 

in recent decades.3 Classics of modern cinema have equally proved fertile inspiration in recent 

years, such as Missy Mazzoliôs Breaking the Waves (2016, based on Lars von Trierôs 1996 film of 

                                                
2 Lawrence Kramer, ñThe Great American Opera: Klinghoffer, Streetcar, and The Exception,ò The Opera Quarterly 

23, no. 1 (2007): 75. 

3 Colleen Renihan, The Operatic Archive: American Opera as History (Abingdon: Routledge, 2020). 
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the same name), Thomas Ad¯sôs The Exterminating Angel (2016, based on Luis Bu¶uelôs 1962 

film El ángel exterminador),4 and Nico Muhlyôs Marnie (2017, based on Alfred Hitchcockôs 1964 

film of the same name). Drawing stories from real-life events and celebrity, political, and historical 

figures has loomed large in the long operatic careers of John Adams and Philip Glass; meanwhile, 

especially in the United States, operas based on modern or recent events have also occupied 

considerable space, from Anthony Davisôs X: The Life and Times of Malcolm X (1985), Jake 

Heggieôs Dead Man Walking (2000, based on the 1993 novel of the same name by Sister Helen 

Prejean), to Daniel Bernard Roumainôs We Shall Not Be Moved (2017, based on the 1985 bombing 

of the MOVE house in Philadelphia).5 By no means have all these efforts been successfully 

received: when dealing with events that many in the audience know first-hand, the capacity for 

disappointment and controversy is much exacerbated. Two operas in the last ten years based on 

the 9/11 terrorist attacks exemplify exactly this conundrum: Christopher Theofanidisôs Heart of a 

Soldier (2011), and Tansy Daviesôs Between Worlds (2015). 

In counterpoint to this concentration of operatic interest in recent history and political 

events, this dissertation outlines a different emerging pattern, a returning once more to myths, 

medievalism, and ancient narratives of humanity. While reinventions of myth in opera have 

occurred at every stage of its development, this dissertation argues that in the last two decades 

especially, a turn to ñdistant pastsò has materialized in new operatic composition. What makes 

pasts ñdistantò? In the broadest sense, I conceive of this as a chronological or historical distance 

existing between the contemporary opera and its source material: ancient, medieval, and 

                                                
4 On its adaptation, see Laura Tunbridge, ñExterminating the Recording Angel,ò The Opera Quarterly 35, no. 1-2 

(2019): 63-76. 

5 Wayne Heisler Jr. discusses We Shall Not Be Moved in ñAre ñWorksò Enough?ò The Opera Quarterly 35, no. 1-2 
(2019): 135-138. 
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mythological texts, traditions, or ideas. I do not draw a firm line establishing when the past ceases 

to be distant; my construction of the category operates primarily in response to the patterns and 

trends I observe in contemporary operas. While mythological and ancient subject matter more 

easily fit under the term of distant past, the designation is muddier in my inclusion of medieval 

sources. My definition is based on two further points: firstly, I perceive there to be a qualitative 

difference in how composers and librettists relate to source material from up to approximately the 

end of the sixteenth century, compared to those from the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

For example, Saariahoôs operas Lôamour de loin (2000) and Emilie (2008) both stage events or 

narratives that do not belong to recent history. Yet there is a sea change, in my opinion, between 

the world of the Occitan troubadours conjured in the former, and the eighteenth-century 

mathematician and physicist Émilie du Châtelet in the latter. Secondly, I observe a distinct 

concentration of new operas based on sources from within a certain timeframe, approximately 

from the eighth to the sixteenth centuries, within which the twelfth and thirteenth centuries are 

particularly represented. Comparatively, very few recent operas draw on seventeenth-century 

topics or materials.  

 Each of the operas in my case studies presents a different way in which I conceive of what 

distant pasts might constitute in the twenty-first century imagination. In Eºtvºsôs Paradise 

Reloaded, for example, the principal narrative source is from the nineteenth century, with a 

secondary influential seventeenth-century text. Through its insertion of Lilith into these narratives, 

however, the opera participates in a much longer and more extensive mythological tradition. 

Davisôs Lilith likewise engages with this body of source material, ranging from oral traditions 

dating back several millennia before the Common Era to Jewish texts of late antiquity. Sources in 
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chapters 1 and 2 conform closely to my definition of medieval materials, represented by Danteôs 

Commedia and the Arabic version of the Kalila wa Dimna.  

Other operas of the last two decades have engaged similar distant pasts as I have defined 

them. George Benjaminôs Written on Skin (2012), like Lôamour de loin, turns to medieval French 

poetry for inspiration, while machinations at the fourteenth-century English royal court provided 

the narrative for Benjaminôs Lessons in Love and Violence (2018). A blending of the sixteenth-

century play The Peony Pavilion by Tang Xianzu and the Eden myths forms the basis for Huang 

Ruoôs Paradise Interrupted (2016); 6  choreographer Mette Edvardsen and composer Matteo 

Fargionôs Penelope Sleeps, an opera for three performers premiered at the Ultima Festival Oslo in 

2019, presented spoken and sung monologues interweaving elements of the Odyssey and the myths 

of Troy with modern texts by Anne Boyer, Ole Robert Sunde, and Don DeLillo, among others. In 

all these examples, we are presented not with pastiches of medieval song or culture, but with 

confrontations and meetings between past and present. In Emma Dillonôs description of the role 

of parchment in Written on Skin, she hears in the opera an ñencounter between ancient vocal 

surface and contemporary voice.ò7 The notions of encounter and dialogue are at the conceptual 

heart of each of my case studies: every work opens up a communicative space with its distant pasts 

that is often antagonistic, subversive, and revisionist, but also inquisitive and transformative, 

learning from as well as challenging what is found in the encounter.  

Juan Chattahôs recent analysis describes Dennis Kamôs Opera 101 (2009) as an example 

of ñpostmodern ironic nostalgia [in which] both past and present are inadequate,ò embodying both 

                                                
6 Ruo is revisiting Chinese mythology in a new work in development, Book of Mountain Seas, commissioned by 

Beth Morrison Projects. https://www.bethmorrisonprojects.org/mountainsandseas. Accessed May 10 2020. 

 
7 Emma Dillon, ñVocal Philologies: Written on Skin and the Troubadours,ò The Opera Quarterly 33, no. 3-4 (2018): 
208. 

https://www.bethmorrisonprojects.org/mountainsandseas.%20Accessed%20May%2010%202020
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a ñdistancing from, while still longing for, the past.ò8 In some respects this notion is reflected the 

operas in this dissertation: Oreôs Adam and Eve and the Lilith operas all subvert and challenge 

pasts through critical re-inventions of mythology, in which sense the past is indeed constructed as 

ñinadequate.ò Chattah notes that postmodernity as exemplified in Opera 101 rejects the 

ñidealizationò of the past, but while the operas I present here do shy away from idealized pasts and 

traditions, distant or recent, they differ from works like Opera 101 in that they do not display what 

Chattah characterizes as a ñdisinterest in the presenté there is no criticism of the present.ò9 The 

defining distinction of the operas I have chosen to address in this project is that they reflect a subset 

of a pattern in turning to distant pasts in contemporary opera, in which that turn is a catalyst for an 

interrogation of the political present. 

  

Myths and Medieval Voices 

The creators of four operas I shall discuss each employ different musical, political, 

narrative, and aesthetic strategies in staging their chosen sources. Correspondingly, my analyses 

establish a range of ways in which dialogues between past and present are constructed. There are, 

however, many common threads running throughout this dissertation: these are shared concepts or 

aspects of each opera in terms of music, aesthetic, subject matter, text, narrative, dramaturgy, 

staging, political ideology, and philosophy. I identify some as common to every chapter, and others 

as establishing connections between two or three chapters. In turn, I consider ways in which my 

                                                
8 Juan Chattah, ñPostmodern Opera 101: Irony, Nostalgia, and Bifurcated Narratives,ò in Singing in Signs: New 

Semiotic Explorations of Opera, ed. Gregory J. Decker and Matthew R. Shaftel (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2020), 329. 

9 Ibid. 
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chosen operas diverge from or mirror other works in the genre that similarly turn to distant pasts 

for subject matter.  

Myth, for example, is in a very general sense a frame to think through all four operas, 

although none of the operas is explicitly based on a classic myth. While the Lilith mythological 

traditions are paramount to my analyses of Davis and Eºtvºsôs operas, I suggest that myth is treated 

differently in these cases than in other operas based on myths in the last half-century. Two patterns 

are evident in late-twentieth and early twenty-first century operatic approaches to myth: first, the 

adoption of mythical attributes and forms, such as ritual, stasis, abstraction, non-linear and cyclical 

forms; and second, the reinvention of (normally) well-known myths, especially Greek, and 

especially those that already exist within operatic history.  

Musical returns to mythology and pasts in the last half century have often been 

distinguished by recreations of the sounds and musical forms of those pasts. In John Tavener and 

Pªrtôs choral works of the 1980s, for instance, we hear the resurrected echoes of plainchant and 

pre-tonal harmonies merging with free dissonance; operas such as Salvatore Sciarrinoôs Luci mie 

traditrici  (1998) reinterpret a historical era through the distortion of the music of that past, in that 

case the sixteenth-century madrigals of Carlo Gesualdo. Michael Klein argues that ñwhat for 

modernism was a dialogue with the voices of the past...has become for postmodernism a vast 

museum of images open to pastiche.ò10 The dialogues with the past in these four operas, however, 

while often embracing the stylistic heterogeneity of postmodernism, do not construct the past as a 

vast sonic museum, to be picked through at will. Engagements with medieval or ancient 

soundworlds are less often, I argue, at the forefront of operatic turns to the ñdistant pastsò as I have 

characterized them.  

                                                
10 Michael Klein, Music and the Crises of the Modern Subject (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2015), 145. 
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In Saariahoôs Lôamour de loin, for instance, occasional flurries of modality and percussion 

accompaniment seem to point backwards to its source material, but on the whole, the only sonic 

remnant of the past is the troubadour chanson ñLanqan li jorn.ò The character Jaufr®, the 

troubadour and author of the chanson, sings an adapted melody at the very opening of the opera, 

but subsequently only the troubadour text and narrative are significant parts of the opera. In the 

operas I examine in this dissertation, the recreation or reinvention of sonic pasts is similarly less 

prominentðor even entirely absent. Rather, it is the philosophical, literary, and narrative 

phenomena encompassed in the poems, myths, fables, and other source material that shape each 

compositional approach.  

All  three of the European operas in this dissertation relate in some way to Baroque and/or 

medieval and Renaissance European music, for instance, particularly in evoking the expressive 

power of the lament. Again, this is to be distinguished in a technical sense from a comprehensive 

engagement with the sounds of the past; in these operasô relationships to musical and 

historical/mythical pasts, the material aspects are neither fully reinvented nor ignored. That is, just 

as the disruptions that each opera performs in terms of narrative and chronological time do not 

consequently produce a sense of mythical time, neither do the musical strategies of engaging the 

past reflect the appropriation of stasis, cyclicity, or ritual that is prevalent in many operatic 

(re)turns to myth. In Paradise Reloaded, parodies of Bachôs choral writing are less about recreating 

the sound of a past and more a technique of musical satire, reflecting partly Chattahôs identification 

of a dialectical postmodern attitude towards pasts, wherein longing and disavowal are locked 

together. A further connection linking all four operas is the lack of electronic composition; 

although Ore uses electronically-generated strings in lieu of a live orchestra, this operates in a 
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different way to the presence of electronics in many contemporary operas, where they constitute a 

more integral and pervasive element of the operaôs soundworld.  

M§rta Grab·czôs analysis of recent French and Italian operas argues that the suspension of 

narrative linearity and interest in static dramatic forms has been a defining component of operas 

composed in the last half-century.11 Similarly, Yayoi Uno Everettôs marvelous study of the role of 

myth in contemporary opera focuses especially on the use of myth in the construction of non-

normative narrative and temporal experiences. Analyzing operas by Osvaldo Golijov, Tan Dun, 

John Adams, and Kaija Saariaho, Everett focuses on these worksô use of myth is connected to a 

political impulse. Each opera, she argues, ñembraces myth and metaphor in a provocative manner 

by examining the expressive range and scope of human conflict resulting from war.ò12 Everett 

makes it clear that this emotional and psychological potential of myth is a strong factor in why 

contemporary opera composers are turning again to myth. 

The operas Everett analyzes demonstrate both continuations with twentieth-century 

approaches to myth, and new divergences in works of the last two decades, but in all cases some 

adaptation of the formal properties of myth to the operatic medium appears central. Grabócz and 

Everett both discuss operas that ñreinterpret myth and enact narrative strategies that depart from 

conventional forms of storytellingò;13 the use of musical and narrative forms based on stasis, 

cyclicity, and ritual are integral to those works. In the four operas presented in this dissertation, I 

continue Everettôs attention to intersections of the political and the mythical, but I find 

                                                
11 M§rta Grab·cz, ñArchetypes of Initiation and Static Temporality in Contemporary Opera: Works of François-
Bernard M©che, Pascal Dusapin, and Gualtiero Dazziò in Music and Narrative since 1900, ed. Michael Klein and 

Nicholas Reyland (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 2013). 

12 Yayoi Uno Everett, Reconfiguring Myth and Narrative in Contemporary Opera: Osvaldo Golijov, Kaija 

Saariaho, John Adams, and Tan Dun (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2015), 7. 

13 Everett, Reconfiguring Myth and Narrative, 12. 
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idiosyncratic interrogations of time and narrative that, while certainly eschewing ñconventional 

storytelling,ò do not engage either mythical time or forms. In chapter 1, Adam and Eve rejects 

dramatic time and setting altogether in order to focus the audienceôs attention fully on political 

engagement with current issues. In chapter 2, an aesthetic decentering of time and place works in 

service of a political allegory, eschewing conventional time in favor of an openness that allows 

many levels of meaning to coexist simultaneously. In both of the Lilith operas, the action is more 

clearly ñsetò in locations: Lilith in the Garden of Eden, and in modern New York hotels, 

apartments, and parks, and Paradise Reloaded in multiple settings in Eden and outside, but with 

varying degrees of specificity and symbolism. 

Narrative and temporal disruptions are also present in contemporary operasô retelling of 

classic myths. In this category we find works such as Robert Wilsonôs Medea (1984), as well as 

his many myth-inspired productions of canonic operas, as well as Philip Glassôs Orphée (1993) 

and Harrison Birtwistleôs several mythical operas including The Mask of Orpheus (1986), The 

Minotaur (2008), and The Corridor (2009). Jonathan Cross explores Birtwistleôs pervasive use of 

myth as a response to twentieth century crises, to the ñcollapse of civilized society, the collapse of 

the modern project of enlightenment...Birtwistleôs modernist art attempts to articulate this failure 

through its fragmentation, its multiplicity, its melancholic laments.ò14 Casting Orpheus as the 

ñalienated late-modern subject,ò15 Crossôs survey of the many reinterpretations of the Orpheus 

myth covers a large terrain of twentieth-century male artists, musicians, and authors. Contributions 

by women in the same fields are conspicuously absent; Orpheusôs relevance to modernism is 

presented as a universal experience, but presented in thinking through only male perspectives. I 

                                                
14 Jonathan Cross, Harrison Birtwistle: The Mask of Orpheus (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009), 2. 

15 Cross, Harrison Birtwistle: The Mask of Orpheus, 2. 
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observe the same issue in works such as Robert Wilson and Arvo Pªrtôs 2015 opera Adamôs 

Passion, described by the creators as a Gesamtkunstwerk, which uses Pªrtôs pre-existing and 

newly-written choral works.16 Eliding man and the human, they assert:  ñYou see, this story is your 

story, one that questions me. And this story is my story, one that responds to you. This is our 

common story. The story of Adam is the story of all mankind. And it is one of tragedy.ò17 Crossôs 

analyses of Birtwistle posit a notion of a crumbling civilization in the face of a new millennium is, 

in which returns to (especially mythical) pasts constitute a grasping at a common human identity 

apparently on the verge of collapse.  

I suggest these impulses are, however, far from the kinds of dialogues with pasts, 

mythological and otherwise, examined in this dissertation. In November 2019, I was fortunate to 

be able to attend a performance of Birtwistleôs Mask of Orpheus, with a libretto by Peter Zinovieff, 

at the English National Opera, which featured probably the most remarkable staging I have seen 

of any opera. In its sheer bombast, scale, and oversaturation of every physical sense, it was 

glorious, rich, and drenched with color, with incredible voices and bodies. The experience also 

clarified for me the very different worlds of myth-operas that exist. I hated how the staging used 

womenôs bodies as flexible, aerodynamic puppets and mannequinsðsometimes beaten, 

sometimes tossed in the air like a boomerang, sometimes bent around and between other bodies, 

or viscerally staged by the productionôs use of aerialists and acrobats as operatic stunt doubles for 

the main characters. I hated that the opera reveled in their fragility and sensuality as an aphrodisiac 

to their destruction. After Euridiceôs obviousðbut glossedðsexual assault by Aristaeus, she 

                                                
16 These are Adamôs Lament (2009), Tabula rasa (1977), and Miserere (1989/92); the new work is Sequentia. 

17 Arvo Pärt, Adamôs Passion website. http://adamspassion.de/theperformance/. Accessed February 2, 2020. 

http://adamspassion.de/theperformance/
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dies;18 Euridiceôs body double endures a passage as no more than a pliable, rubberized doll 

contorted by her attacker.  

As a counterpoint, I loved the Oracleôs stratospheric vocal lines and physical presence as a 

High Priestess (sung indomitably by Claron McFadden), but hated that the only time a woman 

appears in a role of strength and truly superhuman power is defined by the stripping of sense from 

her voice; her voice is allowed to sound and resound in its primal, coloratura glory, but not 

permitted to cross over the threshold in having perceptible meaning. Language is already flexible 

in Orpheus, but only Orpheus himself seems to be able to cross fluidly between comprehension 

and disintegration. Many of these aspects vary between productions, but Birtwistleôs music, and 

Zinovieffôs librettoðas well as how Birtwistle has discussed his interpretation of the Orpheus 

myth in interviewsðinvites this treatment of the idea of woman, and of her body. The Mask of 

Orpheus presents a misogynistic obsession with the mythical ñmanò and his infinite capacity for 

identity as a universal archetype for humanity. In Birtwistleôs The Corridor (2009), Euridice is 

given a more prominent place, but the opera does not significantly reinterpret the role of women 

in mythology, nor does it afford Eurydice an empowered voice to speak back against the 

patriarchal structures of classical myth. She is rarely defined except as a secondary refraction of 

Orpheusôs own conceptualization of his wife.  

 

What kind of counterpoint to these examples can be found in contemporary opera? What 

might feminist opera sound and look like today?  How are contemporary opera creators addressing, 

rethinking, and reclaiming the operatic stage for womenôs voices? In Lôamour de loin, the once-

                                                
18 This part of the story was taken from Virgilôs Georgics, in which Aristaeus keeps seducing Euridice, and to 

escape, she steps on a snake and dies; in Ovidôs version of the myth, she is simply walking around after their 
wedding when this occurs, offering two considerably contrasting dramatic catalysts for her death.  
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silent domna of Occitan poetry, always desired and idealized from afar, is afforded the space to 

voice a critical agency, one which speaks and sings back against the way men have described her 

for centuries. Cl®mence sings Jaufr®ôs poetry in its original Occitan, while the desiring troubadour 

is only permitted to sing in French, for instance: not only is the object of the ñlove from afarò given 

a voice, she claims one of the defining features of Jaufr®ôs, his language. Analyzing Saariahoôs 

Lonh (1997), a precursor to the opera based on the same troubadour chanson, Judy Lochhead 

argues that ñSaariaho projects a premodern sense of longing as might have befit Jaufré in the 

twentieth century but a Jaufré embodied in the present through the female voice.ò19  

Rewriting myths from womenôs perspectives, revisionist attitudes that subvert entrenched 

legends are a vital part of modern artistic feminisms. Examples include Eurydice, an opera by 

Matthew Aucoin and Sarah Ruhl, based on the latterôs 2003 play, premiered by Los Angeles Opera 

in February 2020. Aucoin writes that Ruhlôs libretto ñdoes not just invert the myth on which itôs 

based; it transcends that mythò and that ñEurydice herself is the operaôs beating heart.ò20 Inspired 

by the opera, a three-month festival of ñperformances, conversations, and happenings,ò Eurydice 

Found complemented the premiere; the described goal was that ñwe say good-bye to our vague 

preconceptions and misconception about this famous character who gets left behind in the 

underworld. This time, Eurydice speaks for herself.ò21 In chapter 1, Cecilie Oreôs feminist 

inversion of Danteôs Virgil as Virgilia, a spokeswoman for womenôs human rights, demonstrates 

a similarly revisionist approach to canonic texts or narratives.  

                                                
19 Judy Lochhead, Reconceiving Structure in Contemporary Music: New Tools in Music Theory and Analysis (New 
York: Routledge, 2016), 121. 

20 ñA Note from Matthew Aucoin,ò Los Angeles Opera website, January 10 2020. 

https://www.laopera.org/discover/blog/a-note-from-matthew-aucoin/. Accessed February 1, 2020.  

21 ñEurydice Found,ò Los Angeles Opera website, https://www.laopera.org/community/eurydice-found/. Accessed 
February 1, 2020. Further events planned for March 2020 were canceled as a result of COVID-19. 

https://www.laopera.org/discover/blog/a-note-from-matthew-aucoin/
https://www.laopera.org/community/eurydice-found/
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In Edvardsen and Fargionôs Penelope Sleeps, meanwhile, their reimagination of the titular 

mythical character offered not a feminist inversion of the Odyssey, but rather a remarkable and 

very intimate space for the thoughts and voice of Penelope not merely as patient wife or mother, 

effectively abstracting her from the myth in order to free her, staging ñPenelopeôs inner voice and 

interior world, a mythical doorway to a place beyond narrative and destiny.ò22 In the penultimate 

section, a simple but extraordinarily striking 8-measure phrase featured the main female singer 

repeating ñIôm not sorry, noò a total of fifty-four times, which I felt as an extremely powerful 

embodiment of a feminist messageðñI donôt have to apologize for my womanhood.ò This is an 

attitude that strongly emerges throughout Adam and Eve, where female performers occupy the 

operatic space in powerful ways.  

The essential imperative to rewrite history as herstory is as important today as it has been 

in centuries of the feminist imagination, but giving voice to women on the operatic stage is not yet 

a pervasive phenomenon, nor is offering space to those women who have been especially 

underrepresented historically (e.g. women of color and LGBTQ characters and composers) 

widespread. Feminist strategies for rewriting and reimagining history have played a considerable 

part in womenôs activism, feminist theory, and poetry and literature of the last century, but I see 

this as an area that is in earlier stages of growth in opera. Considering works outside my sphere of 

engaging with distant pasts, there are several recent examples of operas that critically re-stage the 

quintessential ñtransgressiveò woman, whose sins (often sexual and/or moral rather than criminal) 

have for centuries led to their downfall on the stage. Nicholas Stevens has explored this as a 

reclamation of the ñanti-heroine,ò23  analyzing the resurfacing of this specific stereotype in 

                                                
22 Programme for Penelope Sleeps, Black Box Theater, 15. 

23 Nicholas Stevens, ñLuluôs Daughters: Portraying the Anti-Heroine in Contemporary Opera, 1993-2013.ò PhD 
diss., Case Western Reserve University, 2017. 
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contemporary opera at the turn of the twenty-first century as a recapturing of 1920s and 1930s 

European modernism applied to the modern celebrity, from the Duchess of Argyll in Ad¯sôs 

Powder Her Face (1995) to the Playboy tropes of Mark Anthony Turnageôs Anna Nicole (2011). 

In my two chapters on Lilith operas, reclaiming and critically interrogating notions of the ñdark 

feminine,ò or the ñanti-heroineò are central to both worksô staging of the ur-archetype of 

transgressive femininity.  

It is the feminist potential in critical reimaginings of myth that interests me in this 

dissertation, and while they are not new, I argue they are entering a phase of revived interest in the 

last decade or so. Although three-quarters of my dissertation present operas by men, these are 

chosen, however, for their investigations of humanity, and their grounding in the political present 

by way of critical dialogues with the past. These operas deploy revisionist modes not just to redress 

historical imbalances, but also to highlight patriarchal and misogynist threads still weaving their 

way through our lives today.  

 

Political Presents 

While feminist envoicings are central to the operas I discuss in chapters 1, 4, and 5, other 

specific and broader political themes emerge throughout this dissertation. What strategies and 

materials do opera creators use to address the political in opera today? The approaches to time and 

narrative in these chapters reflect in every case an aesthetics of ambiguity that, while closely linked 

to the mythical or atemporal elements of the operasô dramatic organization, also forms a 

particularly important part of their political projects, explicit or not. Discussing contemporary art 

installations, Frauke Berndt and Lutz Koepnick argue that ambiguity is a fundamental component 

of political art today: ñMore than just an aspect of artôs content, the political becomes a specific 
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aesthetic that invites the spectator to reflect on his or her political position.ò24 All the operas I 

discuss ask this of audiences to differing degrees:  Adam and Eve (Chapter 1) and Adwan and 

Jomarôs Kalîla (Chapter 2) unequivocally seek the audienceôs reflection and commitment on the 

topics presented. Both establish clear connections between their opera and political topics or events 

affecting the world today. How the performances elicit a spectatorôs engagement varies: through 

the sheer emotional force of the content in Adam and Eve, for example, or through representing 

allegorically current events with which the audiences are familiar (in Kalîla). Lilith  and Paradise 

Reloaded (Lilith ) (Chapters 4 and 5) both establish aesthetic-philosophical frameworks, 

characterized by satire and dark humor, inviting spectators to reflect on larger questions of human 

existence, but with a less overt insistence on collective political obligations.  

 The politics of feminism forms an especially important part of Chapter 1. In my 

discussions of Adam and Eve, I draw attention to the problematic elements I see in the operaôs 

critiques of religion, situating it within the context of Norwegian concepts of equality. While I note 

the recent pushes for more intersectional feminisms in Norwegian sociology, anthropology, and 

other areas, I suggest that there is an absence of engagement with womenôs perspectives outside 

of the majority frameðthat is, white, ethnically Norwegian or European. I argue, for instance, that 

the visual focus on Muslim women (as well as an emphasis on culturally-coded topics such as 

FGM, honor killings, and veiling) in the opera connects to complex and unresolved questions in 

discourses on immigration, race, religion, and human rights in Norway and Europe today. I connect 

Oreôs work in general to recent work on violence against women in several dimensions of operatic 

culture, as well as prominent movements of the last decadeðprimarily #MeToo. In Alison 

                                                
24 Frauke Berndt and Lutz Koepnick, eds., Ambiguity in Contemporary Art and Theory (Hamburg: Felix Meiner 
Verlag, 2018), 7. 
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Phippsôs recent book Me, Not You: The Trouble with Mainstream Feminism (2020), she reiterates 

the long legacy of feminists of color that have consistently, over at least a century, drawn attention 

to the ways in which ñmainstream movements such as #MeToo have often built on and co-opted 

the work of women of colour, while refusing to learn from them or centre their concerns.ò25 Phipps 

addresses her book directly to white feminists (including herself), noting that ñprivileged white 

women also sacrifice more marginalized people to achieve our aims, or even define them as 

enemies when they get in our way.ò26 

bell hooks described white womenôs political action in the twentieth century as that ñthey 

entered the movement erasing and denying difference, not playing race alongside gender, but 

eliminating race from the picture.ò27  Kum-Kum Bhavnani and Margaret Coulson sum up that  

White women cannot avoid the legacy of racism within feminism. This legacy has a long 

history which includes the dominance of eugenicism in both the early and more recent 

birth control movements, [and] the eager acceptance by the majority of the suffragettes of 

imperialistic nationalism.28 

 

As one of the white feminists to whom Phipps writes, I am conscious of the need to confront this 

legacy, and to acknowledge the absences and further work needed in my own analyses as well as 

those on which I rely in the following chapters.  

More specifically to the contexts present in this dissertation, the last two decades in music 

scholarship have seen a greater focus on how studies of both historical and contemporary music 

must address the multifarious conceptions of race in twenty-first century Europe.  Topics including 

                                                
25 Alison Phipps, Me, Not You: The Trouble with Mainstream Feminism (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 

2020), 2. 

26 Phipps, Me, Not You, 2. 

27 bell hooks, Feminism is for Everybody: Passionate Politics (London: Pluto Press, 2000), 56.  

28 Kum-Kum Bhavnani and Margaret Coulson, ñTransforming Socialist Feminism: The Challenge of Racism,ò 
Feminist Review 80 (1986): 88.         
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immigration, human rights, and the refugee crisis frame my discussions in Chapters 1, 2, and 5, 

for different reasons; uncoincidentally, these are the three operas of European provenance that are 

centered in this dissertation.29 Eötvös and Ostermaier, in Paradise Reloaded, draw on imagery of 

migrants as part of their dystopian landscapes, as well as in a brief satire of the ñbrotherhoodò of 

the European Union; Ore and Mosletôs Adam and Eve connects to discussions of religion and 

immigration in Norwegian politics in recent years, and in my analysis of Kalîla, the backgrounds 

and positions of the operaôs creators as well as its Mediterranean context are intrinsically linked to 

patterns of migration through and around Europe in this century. 

These works are situated within a wider context of theatrical and operatic efforts that 

address recent decades of crisis.In the arts and performance world, Stephen Wilmerôs recent study 

of ñstatelessnessò in European theater situates performances about and by refugees and the 

dispossessed, exploring how recent stagings and adaptations of Ancient Greek dramas have sought 

to connect contemporary events in Europe to the character of the refugee so familiar to tragic 

narratives. According to Wilmer, those plays ñeasily lend themselves to the issue of refugees today 

and have often been appropriated to legitimize the concept of hospitality, a social duty.ò30 For such 

productions, including the examples of documentary, community, and immersive theater that 

Wilmer analyzes, the location of performances is often especially laden with significance. Theater-

goers in Sicily, for instance, may walk into Aeschylusôs Supplicants having witnessed firsthand 

the plight of recently arrived migrants. Similar responses in both opera and ballet include Ludovico 

Einaudiôs recent opera Winter Journey (2019, Teatro Massimo, Palermo), with a libretto by Colm 

                                                
29 By this, I mean simply operas premiered in Europe; to define Adwanôs Kalîla as a ñEuropeanò opera would 

perform the same kind of problematic categorization as its designation as an ñArabicò opera; I develop these themes 

in chapter 2.  

30 Stephen E. Wilmer, Performing Statelessness in Europe (Cham: Springer, 2018), 11. 
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Tóibín, which similarly harnesses the resonance of its Sicilian premiere31 to explore the desolation 

of migration. Queens of Syria, begun as drama therapy for women in Jordan and filmed as a 

documentary, subsequently toured the UK as a stage production in 2016, featuring Syrian women 

sharing their experiences on stage, alongside the documentary and vividly shouted lines from 

Euripidesôs The Trojan Women. The Royal Balletôs Flight Pattern (2017), choreographed by 

Crystal Pite and set to Henryk G·reckiôs Symphony of Sorrowful Songs, evoked refugee 

communities through the powerful juxtaposition of individual and grouped dancing bodies. 

Examples also abound from across Europe, especially in Germany, of community-based music 

projects, orchestras, rock bands, and other musical enterprises responding to the refugee crisis 

through their members or their subject matter.32 

According to recent data compiled by Mike Gibb, the creator of Operabase, patterns in 

contemporary opera premieres split down national and continental lines: ñclear diffs in subject 

matter for recent #opera world premieres US vs Europe. Europe: migration, art and human 

condition strong; sci/tech, environment decent; 1x lgbt; race nowhere (!) Books most popular 

source./1éUS: race, lgbt dominate; holocaust and family are strong; little on environment; no 

migration. Most popular source #fromlife /2.ò33 Gibbôs ñword cloudsò reflected this, generated 

from thousands of words used as ñtags.ò This is not yet extensively processed data, and the 

                                                
31 Not least that the well-know mayor of Palermo, Leoluca Orlando, courted international attention when he defied 

the Italian governmentôs order not to let the boat Aquarius dock in 2018. See Patrick Wintour, Lorenzo Tondo and 

Stephanie Kirchgaessner ñSouthern Mayors Defy Italian Coalition to Offer Safe Port to Migrants,ò The Guardian, 

June 11 2018. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/10/italy-shuts-ports-to-rescue-boat-with-629-migrants-

on-board. Accessed May 3 2020. 

32 Select examples include: Bridges, an orchestra based in Frankfurt; Musiqana, a Berlin-based Syrian band; the 

opera Moses premiered in 2018 at the Bavarian State Opera; further afield, the New-York based Refugee Orchestra 

Project spearheaded by Lidiya Yankovskaya. 

33 @Operadata (Mike Gibb), Twitter, posted 31 October 2019, 10:09 am. 
https://twitter.com/Operadata/status/1189846859826814978. Accessed February 10 2019.  

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/10/italy-shuts-ports-to-rescue-boat-with-629-migrants-on-board
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/10/italy-shuts-ports-to-rescue-boat-with-629-migrants-on-board
https://twitter.com/Operadata/status/1189846859826814978
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categories Gibb uses can be problematic. I am not establishing a firm geographical divide in terms 

of thematic content across these four chapters, although there are elements of the political 

discourse I draw on in the chapters 1, 2, and 5 chapters that are specific to contemporary Europe. 

How exactly does ñraceò count (or not) in such data collections? In the apparent 

discrepancy between a race-obsessed United States and a race-ignorant Europe, we might recall 

Ronald Radano and Philip Bohlmanôs discussion twenty years ago of the insistence of many that 

ñrace is not Europeôs problem, but Americaôséby fetishizing race in American music, European 

music undergoes a process of deracination.ò34 Against the attempted ñEuropean distantiations of 

race as a semantic problem or at least a discursive dilemmaò35 that Radano and Bohlman critique, 

I am reminded of J. Griffith Rollefsonôs insightful study of hip hop, diaspora, and race, which 

brings up ñEuropeôs present context of perpetual crisis (that is already always racialized).ò36 It is 

through this context that new music today must be framed. If ñmigration and the human conditionò 

are the strongest aspects of contemporary opera premieres in Europe, this is not subject matter in 

which ñrace is nowhere.ò  The experiences of (im)migration, refugees, and asylum seeker across 

Europeôs fractured borders, whether in the mode of crisis or the everyday, are frequently predicated 

on the racial and ethnic borders and boundaries that construct barriers around the self and the 

Other.37  

                                                
34 Ronald M. Radano and Philip V. Bohlman eds., Introduction ñMusic and Race, Their Past, Their Presenceò in 

Music and the Racial Imagination (Chicago: University of University Press, 2000), 27.  

35 Radano and Bohlman, Introduction, ñMusic and Race,ò 27. 

36 J. Griffith Rollefson, Flip the Script: European Hip Hop and the Politics of Postcoloniality (Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 2017), 17. 

37 In my conversations with Gibb, he indicated that it would be extremely difficult to cross-reference the data he 
collects on the basis of race/ethnicity, although he has done so in terms of a gender divide. While it is true that 

certain issues with European attitudes towards such statisticsðFranceôs prohibition on the collection of data based 

on race/ethnicity, for example (loi no. 78-17, 1978)ðcomplicates the task of the data analyst, initiatives such as the 

Institute for Composer Diversity, based at the State University of New York at Fredonia have done so in their 

growing database. The latter is aided by the commonplace collection of demographic data based on race in the 
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Similarly, to my great chagrin, Brexit hovers as an inevitable specter over these three 

chapters, the three years since the referendum in 2017 spanning, effectively, the genesis and 

completion of this dissertation. Although I have made a concerted effort not to embroil this 

dissertation in the political weeds of this thornyðand constantly-changingðthicket, it has 

unavoidably (being British, and staunchly against it), shaped my thinking surrounding the topics 

of immigration, refugees, multiculturalism, and race in Europe. As Gurminder K. Bhambra and 

other authors have established recently,38 the politics of Brexit are inextricably bound up with its 

imperial history and notions of citizenship, arguing that ñmost social scientific and media accounts 

of inequality in Britain erase race and the racialized histories that configure our present society 

and polity.ò39 While none of the operas I present here were performed in Britain, my own position 

inevitably directs my analyses, and I certainly see the strands of political discourse emerging in 

chapters 1 and 2 especially as closely linked to Brexit-era notions of identity and belonging.  

In chapters 2 and 4, I assess the ways in which the discourses around the performances of 

Kalîla wa Dimna and Lilith (and in the latter case, Anthony Davisôs wider work) are racialized in 

terms of style and genre in ways that work to exclude elements perceived as non-European or non-

operatic. In those analyses, I critique those discursive strategies as forms of operatic gatekeepingð

despite being couched in positive, nominally accepting languageðthat positions certain sounds, 

                                                
United States, but it is possible in Europe. The questions of how to do so and how to treat such data are extremely 

important, but from my discussions with Gibb as well as other European colleagues, it is seen as a less pressing 

endeavor. 

38 See e.g. Kathy Burrell et al., ñBrexit, Race and Migration,ò Environment and Planning C: Politics and Space 37, 

no. 1 (2019): 3-40. 

39 Gurminder K. Bhambra, ñLocating Brexit in the Pragmatics of Race, Citizenship and Empire,ò in Brexit: 

Sociological Responses, ed. William Outhwaite (London: Anthem Press, 2017), 97. In ñBrexit, Trump, and 

óMethodological Whitenessô: On the Misrecognition of Race and Class,ò The British Journal of Sociology 68, no. 1 

(2017): 214-232, Bhambra further argues convincingly that discussions of class have been used as a way to sideline 
the racist underpinnings of both the Brexit campaign and subsequent discourse, and in Trumpôs presidency. 
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voices, and bodies as inherently Other to opera proper. In both those cases, it is not simply the mix 

of genres or stylistic eclecticism that is under scrutiny, but, especially in mapping out the discourse 

surrounding these works, the articulation of racial and social identities through genre pluralism or 

hybridity. In Adwanôs Kalîla, both the image of an ñEast meets Westò sonic and linguistic 

juxtaposition and the category of opéra arabe circulate in the operaôs reception as restrictive and 

gatekeeping strategies that attempt to define whatðand whoðopera ñisò and sounds like. This is 

particularly prominent in the designation of Kalîla as an ñop®ra arabe,ò and in the broader 

discourse of jazz and/in/as opera in which Davisôs work has been addressed. 

 Theorizing the different kinds of musical encounters present in Kalîla, I position it within 

wider discourses in musicology and music theory in the last two decades or so that have examined 

musical and cultural appropriations and ñborrowingsò flowing among Europe, North America, and 

East Asia in particular. W. Anthony Sheppard, for instance, discusses the operas of Tan Dun as an 

example of what he terms ñcross-cultural operatic experimentation,ò40 in which the blurring of 

clear musical and cultural boundaries between ñEastò and ñWestò is important. Everett has asserted 

the importance of intercultural approaches to music analysis in opera scholarship, noting the 

idiosyncrasies of individual composers: of Tanôs opera Marco Polo (1996), she describes styles 

ñseamlessly woven into a fluid, postmodern web of changing referencesò as representing his ñown 

system of hybridization.ò 41 In Davisôs Lilith, the idea of what ñisò or isnôt the sound of opera also 

emerges in the context of the composerôs embracing of genre pluralities. I consider the operaôs 

position in a network embroiling the ever-apparently-antithetical jazz and opera, situating Lilith  in 

the context of Davisôs wider operatic oeuvre. While all of these cases differ in the contexts of 

                                                
40 W. Anthony Sheppard, ñBlurring the Boundaries: Tan Dunôs Tinte and The First Emperor,ò The Journal of 

Musicology, 26, no. 3 (2009): 319. 

41 Everett, Reconfiguring Myth and Narrative in Contemporary Opera, 175. 
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musical mixings and encounters, I see the pattern of new opera turning to distant pasts inflected 

by the politics of the present as opening a crucial space for such ñcross-cultural operatic 

experimentations.ò 

In the discourse surrounding Adam and Eve and Paradise Reloaded, the inverse situation 

is found: it is not my understanding that Ore faced any need to validate her place in the genre of 

opera; this is certainly not the case for Eötvös, and neither is the critical reception of these works 

framed through a nationalized or racialized identity (i.e. ñNorwegian-nessò or ñHungarian-nessò). 

In both these cases, the composersô race is effectively constructed, by an absence of attention, as 

empty, neutral, or even non-existent. In the recent volume Relating Worlds of Racism: 

Dehumanisation, Belonging, and the Normativity of European Whiteness, the authorsô studies aim 

to ñimplicate European Whiteness ï whether attempting to reflect, negate, or obtain it ïin social 

structures that facilitate and normalise racism.ò42 The notion of ñnormativityò that is central to 

each case study exemplifies that the issues Radano and Bohlman addressed at the turn of the 

twenty-first century are still of vital significance to any scholarship in Europe today. 

 

Methodology 

The methodology structuring this dissertation is guided first and foremost by the material 

chosen to study. While the overall framework of operaôs interrogation of modern humanity through 

dialogue with distant pasts grounds each case study in a common space, it is not my intention to 

develop a unifying theory that can then be applied to different works sharing similar themes. For 

example, all these works disrupt normative understandings of time and narrative, eschewing 

                                                
42 Philomena Essed, Karen Farquharson, Kathryn Pillay, and Elisa Joy White eds., Relating Worlds of Racism: 
Dehumanisation, Belonging, and the Normativity of European Whiteness (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), vii. 
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linearity, and embracing multiplicity and ambiguity. Yet each has done so in ways that, while often 

overlapping technically, aesthetically, or conceptually, are guided in response to the unique set of 

socio-cultural and musical phenomena present in each opera. My goal, then, is to map out the 

patterns, convergences, and divergences that these operas demonstrate around similar themes. I 

have chosen to present case studies rather than structure analyses around these themes, while at 

the same time teasing out the common threads as well as contrasts between the four pieces.  

Each chapter is structured similarly: I give overviews of the sources and genesis of each 

work, outlining the central topics that are manifest in the operas: these are identified as both 

intentionally present through the creatorsô research, and as larger themes that I have drawn out. 

These sections also function to map out the kinds of distant pasts being engaged, and the 

relationship between time, narrative, space, and history that each opera establishes. The bulk of 

each chapter then focuses on my primary analyses of the opera, grounded in a combination of 

music-theoretical work and cultural-political arguments. These treatments are based in analyses of 

scores, libretti, audio and video recordings, and my interviews with the composers and librettists, 

as well as other published interviews with the singers, and directors. Given that there exists little 

or no scholarly writing on these operas, I also incorporate reviews and the material for 

performances provided by the venue or creators as constitutive of an emerging discourse 

surrounding each work. In the latter part of each chapter, I focus in on situating each opera in its 

wider contexts, involving local specificities of the performance contexts, the backgrounds of the 

performers and institutions involved, discourse and reviews in the operasô reception, and broader 

political themes emerging.  

In every chapter I emphasize the importance of context-dependent phenomenaðfor 

example, the specific singers, performance venues, production aesthetics, and local and national 



25 

 

political issues. I acknowledge that all these components are subject to variance, but argue that in 

writing about contemporary opera, they are less contingent than in canonic works. Even 

ñcontemporaryò operas that are several decades old have not necessarily entered into or formed a 

repertoire or canon to match the traditional operatic canon, even as certain composers have become 

the heavy-hitters of the genre, their works commissioned and repeated with more regularity and 

attention. On the whole, however, repeat performances are both scarce in number and less likely, 

overall, to change substantially from the ñoriginalò in their setting, except when to do so is 

demanded by practical considerations in the new performance space.  

Paradise Reloaded is the only opera of the four to have had multiple different productions 

in major opera houses. The other three had limited runs of performances, in some cases in 

secondary locations soon after the premiere. This pattern mirrors the typical process of new opera 

today: the threshold that those few very successful new operas have crossed is extraordinarily high. 

New opera can seem from the outside as a rather narrow field dominated by a few well-known 

names, a perception at odds with the sheer quantity of material being produced. Economic and 

institutional limitations also proscribe productions at major opera houses, meaning that 

contemporary works are often conceived for smaller venues. If produced again in a substantially 

different format, the way these elements change or remain the same will only enrich a small-scale 

canon of knowledge about these operas.  

The dissociations and continuities between opera in its somewhat fixed, material forms, 

and its existence primarily in live, physical performance, is an issue with ramifications in each of 

my case studies. First and foremost, I should acknowledge that I did not view any of the four 

operas I discuss live; each I engaged with in video form, along with audio recordings. For Adam 

and Eve, I viewed a video of the performance in static, birdôs eye form (i.e., not designed for 
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broadcast, with no manipulation of camera angles, etc.), and used a CD audio recording. Neither 

are publicly available but provided to me by the composer. For Kalîla, I viewed the recorded HD 

broadcast of the performance. For Lilith , I viewed the video recording of the concert premiere, and 

of the workshop version; both are publicly available via the University of San Diego Television 

service, but netiher qualify as HD broadcasts, such as those transmitted from opera houses. For 

Paradise Reloaded, the composer provided me with a video recording of the premiere, which 

similarly was not made publicly available; I relied on short extracts available online to view the 

other subsequent productions.  

Everettôs application of the concept of multimodality to opera argues that viewing opera 

on film, whether on a HD broadcast, livestream, or DVD, ñestablishes a narrative angle through 

filmic devices (e.g., camera angle, shot sequence) that shape the viewerôs multimodal experience 

in an entirely different way from viewing opera live in a theater.ò43 Everett does not produce a 

hierarchy between these modes of experience, but establishes analytical paths to explore their 

differences and nuances. Similarly, I do not believe that experiencing opera through film is 

inherently lesser than being physically present in a theater; this is a question as contingent on 

circumstance as anything else. Teaching opera to my undergraduate students at Columbia, they 

all, as mostly first-time opera goers, were disappointed when we eventually went to the 

Metropolitan Opera. Sitting far in the upper reaches of the ñFamily Circle,ò they could barely make 

out the facial expressions or the action, even in the typically grand and visually overloaded 

Zeffirelli productions we witnessed, and even as I passed around binoculars. When I had to acquire 

                                                
43 Everett, ñOpera as Film: Multimodal Narrative and Embodiment,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Music and the 
Body, ed. Youn Kim and Sander L. Gilman (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 400. 
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separate tickets for two students, and they were lucky enough to sit in the stalls, they gushed to me 

at intermission at how much better it was than being up in the gods.  

We might say this is an integral part of opera spectatorship: some opt to stand for hours, 

barely with a view; others sequester themselves almost in the foyer to follow the opera with ñsound 

only,ò in specially-provided score desks. Whether or not any of these experiences is more valid 

than another is entirely subjective. Nineteenth-century ballet is typically conceived in very strong 

tableau form, even more so than opera. Yet I have never been quite so moved as when sitting 

almost on the stage, in the very far side of the stalls circle, from where not only could I see the 

bodies and faces in great detail, I could hear the satisfying rip of the Velcro as des Grieux tore off 

Manonôs bracelet. My experience of the balletôs narrative as well as its physicality was enhanced 

by an unusual level of physical proximity, but I hazard that I would rather have been watching my 

DVD at home than cloistered at the back of the upper circle. My students, similarly, gained a great 

deal from the ñup-closeò experience of watching the Met HD broadcasts with the volume turned 

up as loud as possible, even in a dim, carpeted classroom. In Michael Grahamôs critique of Carolyn 

Abbate and Roger Parkerôs dismissal of musical analysis in opera predicated on a concept of opera 

as ñeventò rather than ñtext,ò he points out that the experiences both musicologists subsequently 

detail are only possible as a result of their extensive training in operaôs ñtextsò (scores, librettos, 

historical documents, etc.), as well as considerable spectating experience.44 It is possible to write 

about opera purely as live performance, as experienced event. But I agree with Graham that opera 

ñconstantly negotiates a tension and flux between these two poles: it is text and event, drastic and 

                                                
44 Michael Graham, ñShakespeare and Modern British Opera: Into the Knot Garden.ò PhD Diss., Royal Holloway, 

University of London (2017), 27-29. Graham is referring to Carolyn Abbate and Roger Parker, A History of Opera 
(New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2015). 
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gnostic.ò45 I make no apology for the dry formalism of music-theoretical analysis that eschews or 

dismisses felt experience, emotion, and the myriad other contingencies of performed music, but I 

believe there is a rich future for opera scholarship that, as in Everett and Grahamôs work, seeks 

to embrace the many modes of consuming opera through technology.46 

In Erika Fischer-Lichteôs notion of ñculture as performance,ò she argues that 

ñperformances are generated and determined by the actions and behavior of all participants, no 

matter whether they are performers or spectators. All participants act as co-creators of the 

performance which, in many respects, remains unpredictable and spontaneous to a certain 

degree.ò47 For Fischer-Lichte, a performance can never be ñplannedò as such, because it involves 

these unforeseeable elements that are contingent and spontaneous. This is a self-evident aspect of 

opera performance, and a key part of dismantling still -pervasive notions of authenticity in 

historical performance--that it is possible to recreate or approximate a set of fixed circumstances. 

To translate this to writing about opera, or performance in general, the barrier I come up against 

as a scholar is that of rendering a performance as understood as contingent upon the physical 

moment of production in words, thereby fixing something that is by its nature unfixable. David 

Levin, meanwhile, suggests the notion of ñtext as performance,ò as well as cautioning against an 

ñinsistence on livenessò in opera scholarship.48 

For the purposes of this dissertation, I suggest two seemingly contradictory approaches to 

thinking through this question in writing about contemporary opera. On the one hand, I argue that 

                                                
45 Graham, ñShakespeare and Modern British Opera,ò 29. 

46 On the ñmediatizationò of opera today, see also Gundula Kreuzer, ñOperatic Configurations in the Digital Age,ò 

The Opera Quarterly 35, no. 1-2 (2019): 130-134. 

47 Erika Fischer-Lichte, ñCulture as Performance,ò Modern Austrian Literature 42, no. 3 (2009): 3. 

48 David Levin, Unsettling Opera: Staging Mozart, Verdi, Wagner, and Zemlinsky (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2007), 3; 7. 
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these operas must be examined in the full context in which they were performed; that is, I accord 

importance to all the ñstakeholdersòðFischer-Lichteôs ñco-creatorsòðand to local and regional 

geographies as significant factors in shaping how the operaôs many meanings are generated. On 

the other hand, precisely because the operas I discussðwith the exception of Paradise Reloadedð

had limited or even single performance runs, I believe it is also possible to approach them as, if 

not fixed, perhaps tied to particular times and places. I cannot discover the unpredictable and 

unplanned elements of the performances of Kalîla wa Dimna over eight different evenings in Aix, 

with eight different sets of spectators, but I can accord special meaning to its premiere in Aix in 

July 2016, as well as the further meanings I draw from the opera through my subsequent 

engagements with its recorded form. Finally, although it cannot be any replacement for the 

performance itself, during the process of interviews, I attended other musical events in two of the 

four premiere locations (the Kulturkirken Jacob in Oslo, and the Théâtre Jeu de Paume in Aix). As 

a result, because the productions were conceived for those very specific places, I have been able 

to feel the space and its quirks, and can, at least, use some imagination to aid my analysis.  

My interviews with the creators of these four operas have formed one of the most important 

features of this project. From the outset it is my intention to involve the perspectives of all operatic 

ñstakeholdersò as much as possibleðcomposers, librettists, singers, directors, audiences. In this I 

develop the model established in recent volumes of operatic scholarship: the collections of essays 

in Opera Indigene,49 Blackness in Opera,50 and Opera in a Multicultural World,51 for instance, 

                                                
49 Pamela Karantonis and Dylan Robinson, eds., Opera Indigene: Re/presenting First Nations and Indigenous 
Culture (New York: Routledge, 2011). 

50 Naomi André, Karen M. Bryan and Eric Saylor, eds., Blackness and Opera (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 

2012). 

51 Mary Ingraham, Joseph K. So, and Roy Moodley, eds., Opera in a Multicultural World: Coloniality, Culture, 
Performance (New York: Routledge, 2016). 
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historical, theoretical, and sociological analyses are complemented by interviews with relevant 

stakeholders, either integrated into an essay or as standalone additions. Perhaps unsurprisingly, 

each of these collections deals with questions of race, ethnicity, marginalization, and 

representation in opera, both historical and contemporary. With social formations of power and 

identity as central, these scholars pay more attention to the voices often left out of conventional 

narratives of opera today. I would argue, however, that bringing these perspectives is always 

imperative in opera scholarship, not something that only becomes relevant when specifically 

seeking to bring unheard voices to the fore.  

 For many, mostly practical reasons, the bulk of my own interview material in the 

dissertation comes from composers; in future work, a comprehensive approach would engage 

many more stakeholder populations. While it was not feasible to conduct interviews among every 

population, I have endeavored to seek out perspectives from other published interviews and 

communications, and include material from singers, librettists, directors, and musicians drawn 

from these sources wherever possible. As such, especially in theorizing the affective responses to 

music and narrative in each case study, there are inevitable overlaps and slippages between my 

voice as listener-theorist-scholar, the voices of the operasô creators, and both imagined and past 

audiences. A holistic approach based on fuller investigations of the perspectives of a larger set of 

stakeholders would offer a more nuanced framework for analysis of contemporary opera. I aim to 

navigate my own place within these many subject positions.  

 Dealing with works by living composers is fraught with a contradictory impulse: on the 

one hand, I know better than to place an overriding emphasis on what a composer thinks about 

their work, to the detriment of a holistic perspective that encompasses all these stakeholders. On 

the other hand, composersô views are a primary source of information; they have an access thatð
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with little written about either these works or, in some cases, about the composers in generalð

would not be not forthcoming elsewhere. This leaves me as a scholar with the task of negotiating 

these contradictions, gleaning every piece of information I can, while allowing my analysis to take 

its own course. 

In each chapter, this is faced in different ways, contingent upon many factors, including 

the alignment of my opinions with those of the creators about both the operas and larger political 

or cultural topics, and the extent to which the composers and librettists were actively interested in 

thinking about their works with the same level of scrutiny as my own. There is a choice to be faced 

when writing about music by living composers, and I position my analyses at a midpoint between 

the two extremes of disregard and deification of ñintentionò and opinion. In the course of my 

interviews, rarely did disagreements emerge; in those cases, which I have not always brought into 

my discussions for a number of reasons, conflict tended to stem from larger political questions 

rather than points of operatic interpretation. The typical scenario I encountered throughout these 

conversations was that of approaching the same material from very different angles: my impulse 

to excavate the nooks and crannies of the opera was not always shared. Regardless, I aspire in the 

following chapters not to over-privilege the word of the composer as final, avoiding a regression 

to an archaic veneration of ñauthenticityò versus interpretation. As a final comment on the 

negotiation of composerly with scholarly minds, I believe that I established collaborative dialogues 

with all four composers. I felt that we were deciphering and investigating together, rather than  

constructing a hierarchy of knowledge around ñthe work,ò atop which sits the creator.  

Absent from my discussions in the following chapters are the especially private details of 

each individual life and personality into which I gained insights, however fleeting, during the 

course of my research. That is, while historical work may comb over every intimate details of a 
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composerôs life with relative impunity, doing the same with living subjects crosses an ethical line 

that I have established for myself during this project. None of what I have kept back is 

groundbreaking, but elements that offer a fuller understanding of the person in question; with the 

passing of time and the receding into history of those involved, perhaps such details will establish 

more connections between the artist and their art. That I am able to sift through what I have 

observed and cordon off only some aspects in itself raises philosophical questions about how to 

conceive of the relationships between all that constitutes an individual identity and their creative 

work. Part of my reticence is also based on the difficulties of subjectivity: during an interview, I 

read body language, facial expressions, turns of phrases, as well as what is saidðthe same goes 

for other interviews or biographical descriptions I have read of the individual. Yet what I perceive, 

and consequent connections I might draw with an aspect of their music, for instance, may be 

entirely wrong. This is not unique to writing about living subjects: studying historical works, there 

is often an impulse to climb inside a mind now inaccessible and peer through the composerôs eyes 

onto the music we hear; it is always subjective and, to a degree, speculative. In my view and 

experience, drawing connections between musical creators and my interpretations as a listener and 

scholar presents greater ethical challenges, as well as the fact that changes are still ongoing in how 

the music I write about exists in the world. 

 

Operatic Networks   

My methodological approach, then, combines a set of domains external to the operatic 

ñtext,ò as housed in score and libretto, namely, the many subjects involved in the creation and 

consumption of opera as performance. Although this dissertation has not encompassed the range 

of perspectives in detail that would ideally form a holistic mode of opera analysis, I aim for my 
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work here to be the foundations of a future, robust approach. While scholarly approaches to the 

articulation of social meaning through and as music are numerous, I take Georgina Bornôs work 

on the ñmaterializationò of social identities as a starting point for my discussions in my four case 

studies. Specifically, Born conceptualizes musical genre as ñthe primary mechanism for the mutual 

articulation of musically imagined communities and social identitiesðcommunities that are often 

taken to derive from those social identities.ò52 She has also conceptualized ñfour planes of social 

mediationò53 emerging both from music-making and impact it from external systems. The latter 

two planes are especially relevant here: in the third, ñmusic is traversed by wider social identity 

formationsò and the ñhierarchical and stratified relations of class and age, race and ethnicity, 

gender and sexuality.ò54 In the fourth, Born establishes economic and social (re)production: 

ñmusic is bound up in the social and institutional forms that provide the grounds for its production, 

reproduction and transformation.ò55  

 Building on Bornôs notion of genre takes us further to commentaries on the racialization 

and socialization of musical production and perception as manifest in and through these planes. 

These are addressed for instance in tracing historical and contemporary understandings in Jennifer 

Lynn Stoeverôs important work on race as an auditory phenomenon,56 and Nina Eidsheimôs 

analyses of the racialization of vocal timbre.57 Bornôs work lays a foundation for my analyses of 

                                                
52 Georgina Born, ñMusic and the Materialization of Identities,ò Journal of Material Culture 16, no. 4 (2011): 383. 

53 Born, ñMediation Theory,ò in The Routledge Reader in the Sociology of Music, ed. John Shepherd and Kyle 

Devine (New York: Routledge, 2015), 360. 

54 Ibid. 

55 Ibid. 

56 Jennifer Lynn Stoever, The Sonic Color Line: Race and the Cultural Politics of Listening (New York: New York 

University Press, 2016). 

57 Nina Sun Eidsheim, The Race of Sound: Listening, Timbre, and Vocality in African American Music (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2018). 
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the challenging of genre boundaries and the various encounters between different musical styles 

in the operas in chapters 2 and 5, for instance.  

Everettôs analysis of interculturalism in music proposes an operatic ñnetwork of 

communication and significationò58 that demonstrates ñcommunicating and signifying aspects of 

production and reception of art music as an interactional text.ò59 The concepts of ñmultimodalityò 

and ñmultimedialityò are centered by Everett as imperative in comprehending the many 

overlapping levels of signification that contemporary operas and opera productions operate on. In 

her visual representation of this network, three domains exist around the central object (the 

composition): the composerôs poetics, cultural industries and institutions, and audience, patrons, 

performers, and scholars. These are linked by transfers of the ñmessage,ò ñstrategy,ò and 

ñresponse,ò between the levels of creationðwhat Everett terms ñencoding,ò and reception, 

(ñdecodingò).60 Everett has also more recently articulated that attention to productions and the 

specificities of performance contexts are equally important in analyzing opera. Adapting Carolyn 

Abbateôs drastic/gnostic distinction to contemporary opera, she argues that what happens in the 

moment of performance in a ñtheatric or filmic context of viewing operaò is not ñfundamentally 

disconnected from the operatic text.ò61 That is, there ought not to be an inherent hierarchy between 

a live and recorded performance, but instead opera scholars can attune to the many different modes 

of experiencing opera in the twenty-first century. In my four case studies, I apply this thinking in 

                                                
58 Everett, ñIntercultural Synthesis in Postwar Western Art Music,ò in Locating East Asia in Western Art Music ed. 

Everett and Frederick Lau (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University, 2004), 12. 

59 Everett, ñIntercultural Synthesis in Postwar Western Art Music,ò 11. 

60 Everett, ñIntercultural Synthesis in Postwar Western Art Music,ò 12, fig. 1.  

61 Everett, ñJohn Adamsôs The Death of Klinghoffer: Straddling the Fence between Myth and Realismò in Singing in 

Signs: New Semiotic Explorations of Opera, ed. Gregory J. Decker and Matthew R. Shaftel (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2020), 362. 
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paying attention to the creation, performance, and consumption of opera that in various ways 

diverge from traditional institutional structures. 

To preface the operas in this dissertation, I propose an expansion of Everettôs 

conceptualization in two ways: firstly, the addition of more domains and types of connections, and 

secondly, a related network of geo-cultural contexts that illustrate the addition of more relevant 

domains, and thirdly, altering or doubling the directionality of the connecting tissues. This is not 

designed to act as a framework that can fully describe or contain the operas I discuss (or any 

others); rather, my purpose is to articulate some theoretical possibilities for interpreting 

contemporary operas that emerge directly from the material under consideration. I suggest that 

operatic networks of comprehension need to take into account the many operatic ñstakeholdersò 

involvedðEverettôs ñdecodersòðas well as specificities of local performance contexts that shape 

understanding of each opera. Following the approach in the collection of essays Opera in a 

Multicultural World, my proposed network of contexts is aimed to illuminate ñpossible 

connections between lived, performed, and theorized behaviors,ò62 to work towards a holistic form 

of opera analysis that connects those three ñbehaviors.ò Hence I broaden Everettôs model to 

account for a greater bidirectionality between the composition ñobjectò and the encoders/decoders, 

following my assertion that the audiences and performers for whom operas are written today often 

(though not always) condition the constitution of that object, or the ñperformance text.ò Fig. 0.1 

illustrates my proposed network: lines indicate transfers of ideas, responses, influence, and power 

between the different domains. Arrows leading in only one direction on a connecting line indicate 

that the flow of these transfers is typically unidirectionalðe.g., the strategy of an institution in 

presenting a work to an audience is often defined, whereas that does not tend to happen in reverse. 

                                                
62 Ingraham, So, and Moodley, eds., Opera in a Multicultural World, 7. 
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In the same relationship of strategy between the institutions and industries and the opera creators, 

however, both set of subjects are more equally involved in its shaping; the same is true for 

connections between language and place. Arrows attached to the end of lines indicate a process of 

creation or shaping an object or event; i.e., elements which all shape the creation of the opera both 

in its material forms and its performance. The large empty arrows on the lower right indicate a 

shift to fig. 0.2, where the notion of place is expanded.  

 
Fig. 0.1. Visual representation of an operatic network of comprehension. 

 

Following this, I conceive of a network of geo-cultural contexts of each performance as the 

domain labeled ñplacesò in fig. 0.1. Fig. 0.2 provides a visualization. Although there is an implied 

hierarchy or gradation from local to transnational, I emphasize that connections between them can 

be made that cut across that structure. Not every geo-cultural context is equally important to every 

chapter: in chapter 1, for instance, the local level is significant in a contrast between audience 

reception in Oslo and Bergen, but there is no relevant regional context. The national and 

transnational levels, however, are significant in shaping the operaôs discourse of feminism and 
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religious critique. In chapter 2, the local and regional contexts of the southern French regions 

surrounding the Aix premiere are much more relevant to the potential impact of the opera and how 

its meaning is shaped in a Mediterranean framework of musical and cultural encounter.  

 
Fig. 0.2. Four geo-cultural contexts and connections, examples shown from Adwanôs Kalîla. 

 

I separate connections between each geo-cultural context into two dimensions: firstly, the types of 

potential linkages: flows, exchanges, encounters, contacts, transfers, and representations. 

Secondly, into what is flowing, exchanging, and so on, between these contextual nodes: history, 

culture, sounds, information, politics, and people. The meanings circulating throughout these 

domains may be audible or inaudible, visible or invisible, sensed or unsensed; some may be latent 

and unperceived until material is combed through with a scholarly eye, some will strike 

immediately, some will emerge through subsequent reflection. I conceive of these layers therefore 

as floating nodes on a network, flexibly positioned and definitely multidimensional, rather than 

hierarchical. This allows for the myriad interconnections arising from node to node. Some nodes 

will always be more prominent than others, and some will rise to prominence only occasionally; 

neither is every node equally weighted in terms of its value and significance. 
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Chapter Summaries  

Chapter 1 examines Adam and Eve: A Divine Comedy (2015), created by composer Cecilie 

Ore and librettist Bibbi Moslet. Presented as a critique of the complicity of monotheistic religion 

in violence against women, the opera adapts Danteôs Commedia to stage a blistering and 

emotionally raw exposition of seven modern ñdeadly sins.ò These include graphic and harrowing 

topics including domestic violence, FGM, trafficking, and controversial topics such as veiling. I 

situate the opera first as the most substantial piece in what I identify as Oreôs ten-year project of 

politically-engaged vocal works, covering the decade 2008-18. Each of these pieces establishes 

similar musical and textual techniques that serve a purpose of what she calls ñsocial critique,ò in 

which the audience is entreated directly to reflect on their own actions. I focus in analyzing Adam 

and Eve on two key points: its emphasis on patriarchal forms of physical, emotional, and economic 

violence, and on womenôs resistance. I examine Oreôs strategies to establish this critical discourse: 

through texts integrating human rights perspectives with scriptural quotations, paraphrased Dante 

and Shakespeare, and original material, and through a musical fabric constructed around sonic 

discomfort. Finally, I examine how the cultural politics of religion and violence against women in 

the opera can be read through its specifically local Norwegian contexts, reflecting patterns in 

European political discourse today. 

Chapter 2 discusses the bilingual Arabic-French opera Kalîla wa Dimna (2016), by 

Palestinian composer Moneim Adwan and with a libretto by Syrian poet Fady Jomar. Based on 

animal fables in Arabic with origins in Indian oral traditions, it constructs, I argue, a political 

allegory of corrupt power and human suffering, galvanized by the overlapping layers of meaning 

between fictional characters, symbolic archetypes, and events and people drawn from real life. 

Concentrating on the operaôs multiple expressions of the idea of the voice, I explore the musical 
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and narrative strategies employed in Kalîla that work towards the goal of highlighting injustice 

and oppression in humanity today. Finally, focusing on the intersection between genre/musical 

style and cultural identity, I offer a critical survey of the discourse surrounding the operaôs 

performances. I contrast restrictive notions that cast it as an exotic novelty, an opéra arabe that is 

an outsider to opera proper, with a spirit of openness and diversity that characterized its creation. 

Chapter 3 serves as a short introduction to the two following case studies of operas about 

Li lith. As the archetypal ñdark feminine,ò Lilith is a fascinating character, underserved in musical 

and operatic culture, despite operaôs penchant for sexually and morally transgressive women. The 

chapter outlines the principal elements of her mythological history, tracing her manifestations 

throughout history, including nineteenth-century painting and twentieth-century feminist 

movements.  Chapters 4 and 5 then present analyses of two Lilith operas. In Davisôs Lilith, I 

explore the operaôs feminist rehabilitation of the dark feminine through her identities of ñdivine 

whoreò and ñterrible mother.ò63 Inspired by the femmes fatales of Hollywood and literature as 

much as mythology, the opera offers a humorous look at narratives of human origins. A dual 

timeframe between a Garden of Eden divorce court and present-day New York distorts a secure 

sense of time and self, examining how archetypal identities continue to manifest in modern 

consciousness. Mixing genre influences from Cuban jazz to video game music to lyrical operatic 

styles, in the last part of the chapter I situate Lilith within Davisôs work and contemporary opera 

in America generally, tracing some of the ways in which his career is marked, similarly to 

Adwanôs, by conflicting and competing notions of how musical genre and identity intersect.  

                                                
63 Siegmund Hurwitz, trans. Gela Jacobson, Lilith - The First Eve: Historical and Psychological Aspects of the Dark 
Feminine (Einsiedeln, Switzerland: Daimon Verlag, 1992), 229. 
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Chapter 5, finally, looks at Eºtvºsôs Paradise Reloaded (Lilith ) (2013), with a libretto by 

German playwright Albert Ostermaier. Although Eºtvºs disavowed the ñfeministò label, in 

contrast to Davis and Havis, I argue that the opera performs a similar reconception of the dark 

feminine. Based on sources that reflect a long literary lineage stretching from classical epics to 

nineteenth-century Hungarian drama, Paradise Reloaded satirizes and subverts the paradigmatic 

ñmanôs questò for knowledge in placing Lilith as the disruptiveðbut empoweringðcenter of the 

narrative. I explore the operaôs balancing between Lilith as a utopian ideal and dystopian 

landscapes in Lucifer, Adam, and Eveôs journey through human history. Eºtvºsôs musical 

techniques combine a number of approaches to satire and parody, employing pastiche alongside 

elements of the absurd, uncanny and grotesque, emphasizing the darkly distorted humor upon 

which dystopia is predicated. Finally, in exploring Eºtvºsôs negotiation of the political in his wider 

oeuvre, I argue in the latter part of the chapter that this is shaped strongly by his personal and 

professional history, reflecting on the current state of opera in Hungary under Viktor Orb§nôs 

government as well as his Cold-War career.  

 

 



41 

 

Chapter 1: ñFeminism is Humanismò: Confronting Religion and Gendered 

Violence in Cecilie Oreôs Adam and Eve: A Divine Comedy (2015) 
 

 

Even before the first notes sounded, those attending Adam and Eve: A Divine Comedy in 

2015 were primed for a night of arresting political opera.1 Banners projected slogans such as 

ñFeminism is Humanism,ò ñWomen Unite,ò ñEqual Pay for Equal Work,ò and ñWe Are Sheò (fig. 

1.1);2 the setting of the Kulturkirken Jacob, a ñchurch of culture,ò3 promised uneasy resonances 

between the sacred walls and a work taking pointed aim at religion. With music by Cecilie Ore 

and a libretto written jointly with dramaturg Bibbi Moslet, the opera presents a challenging, 

visceral, and uncomfortable interrogation of violence against women. Focusing on Christianity, 

Judaism, and Islam, it critiques both religionôs culpability and societyôs complicity in problems 

including domestic violence, sex trafficking, rape, and female genital mutilation. As its title 

suggests, the opera combines religious mythology with medieval sources: Ore and Moslet establish 

a dialogue with these distant pasts that is critical, satirical, and antagonistic, using Danteôs 

Commedia (1308-20) as a framework alongside quotations from the Old and New Testaments and 

the Qurôan, paraphrased Shakespeare, human rights law, and original material. Through engaging 

with this difficult content, I argue that the opera aims not to shock its audience but to generate 

                                                
1 The opera received its world premiere at the Bergen International Festival in May 2015 with a second performance 

at the Ultima Festival in Oslo in September 2015. The productions were identical save for the different arrangements 

possible in each performance space.  

2 Potentially a reference to the slogans ñJe suis Charlieò/ñNous sommes Charlieò (I am Charlie/We are Charlie) used 

in demonstrations and online social media platforms as a hashtag after the tragic attack on the staff of French 

magazine Charlie Hebdo in January 2015, only a few months before the premiere of Adam and Eve.  

3 Built in 1880, the church served the local area until 1985, when it was left empty; it was re-opened officially in 

2000 as a ñchurch of culture,ò hosting a regular program of concerts, exhibitions and other cultural activities as well 
as continuing to provide liturgical services. 
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critical conversations about the influence of religion in modern society, and collective failures to 

protect womenôs human rights.  

 
Fig. 1.1. Slogans in Norwegian and English decorating performance space in Bergen. Photo: Jan M. Lillebø. Used 

with permission. 
 

Putting religion on trial, the mission of the opera is described as follows: ñWith a critical 

eye and burlesque humour, we aim to show how religious and holy texts, which are alive and well, 

have fostered and still foster this brutality and contempt of women.ò4 Adam and Eve lays bare 

systematic violations of womenôs autonomy that constitute, according to Oreôs quote from 

Amnesty International, ñthe greatest human rights scandal of our time.ò5 Through a lens that 

examines societyôs perceived inability to curb religionôs ñfosteringò of violence against women, 

Ore and Moslet consequently implicate their work in a network of intersecting themes located at 

the forefront of European politics today: religion/secularism, multiculturalism, and gender 

equality. This chapter argues, firstly, that the opera is a feminist intervention that resonates with 

the work of artists, academics, activists and teachers throughout the world who interrogate violence 

                                                
4 Oreôs website, ñAdam and Eve,ò http://www.cecilieore.no/content/adam-eve-divine-comedy-2015.  All English 

translations from Oreôs website are by Roger Martin.  

5 Interview with the author, September 16, 2019. The interview took place at the composerôs home in Oslo, Norway. 

http://www.cecilieore.no/content/adam-eve-divine-comedy-2015
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against women. Secondly, situating Oreôs operatic techniques in the context of her vocal works of 

the last two decades, I examine the approaches to text-setting, narrative, and musical structure in 

Adam and Eve, that are developed in service of a politically-engaged artistic mode designed 

viscerally to discomfort its audience. Based on this, I analyze the affective and performative 

dimensions of the opera, particularly concerning Ore and Mosletôs juxtaposition of humor and 

parody with extremely harrowing content, and subsequently through consideration of the positions 

of the audience and performers. Finally, in the last part of this chapter I map out the extent to which 

the difficult subjects broached in Adam and Eve reflect the frustrating theoretical and practical 

tensions endemic to European political discourse in the 2010s. These closing discussions are 

shaped especially by my conversations with the composer and with wider literature on the cultural 

politics of human rights, religion, and gender equality. 

 

1.1 Opera and Gendered Violence: Critical and Practical Responses 

Ore and Mosletôs indictment of religion in Adam and Eve is driven, principally, by 

frustration that violence against women is still allowed to continue. At a panel discussion preceding 

the premiere production in Bergen, she made their goals clear:  

We started research, and through that research, we [Moslet and Ore] were all the time 

thrown towards religion because we had to find out: why is half of the worldôs population 

treated this way, and why doesnôt it stop? We know itôs wrong, it doesnôt stop! So, through 

a lot of research, religion just came into the project, whether we wanted it or not...this opera 

is about the elephant in the room...itôs the religious cultural footprint that we find 

everywhere, which is also inherent in these holy texts...We canôt be equal before violence 

against women stops.6 
 

                                                
6 Panel discussion, ñViolence Against Women in the Name of God,ò Bergen, Norway, May 27, 2015. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TVzZI9tX5S0. Accessed July 8, 2018. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TVzZI9tX5S0
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In arguing that challenging patriarchal ideologies in order to create humanistic, equal societies 

requires sustained resistance and critique, Ore and Moslet are allied with activists and scholars 

working towards similar goals. From a European perspective, their intervention is timely: in 2014, 

the biggest survey to date was conducted by the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 

(FRA), covering over 42,000 respondents in face-to-face interviews in all 28 EU member states. 

Prior to the interviews, the researchers estimated that approximately 13 million women in the EU 

had experienced physical violence in the course of 12 months before the survey interviews took 

place, and 3.7 million women reporting having experienced sexual violence. Counting physical 

and psychological violence as well as sexual harassment and other specific issues, the results of 

the interviews with the sample of 42,000 were overwhelming: one in three women had experienced 

physical and/or sexual violence since she was 15 years old at the time of interview.7 As this and 

other agencies and scholars of gender-based violence attest, there are still widespread issues 

concerning the collection of such data: among many problems, there is the reporting and accurate 

recording of crimes, and the lack of attention to and difficulties with collecting data from 

vulnerable and mobile population groups.8 That is to say, the true scale of all violence based on 

sex and gender is presumed to be far greater than the available data shows.  

My goal here is to situate Oreôs work alongside Moslet within the network of scholars, 

activists, teachers, rights advocates, and musicians who are, with increasing mainstream visibility 

and recognition, critically engaging with these issues of gendered violence. In each dimension of 

operatic cultureðperformance, composition, stagings, criticism, pedagogyðconversations 

                                                
7 European Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA), Violence Against Women: An EU-Wide Survey (2014) 

(Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union, 2015). 

8 For an overview, see Martin D. Schwartz, ñMethodological Issues in the Use of Survey Data for Measuring and 
Characterizing Violence Against Women,ò Violence Against Women 6, no. 8 (2000): 815-838.  
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surrounding the genreôs history of making a living through misogyny and violence against have 

evolved in many different directions over the past few decades. I argue that her works, including 

but not limited to Adam and Eve, augment the newest (but expanding) of these dimensions, that of 

new operas addressing the topic. Sex and violence are endemic to operaðstereotypical, even 

clichédðbut rethinking the operatic canon from feminist perspectives has provided a vital 

injection into musical scholarship in recent years, participating in broader discourses in feminist 

theory and gender studies that interrogate societyôs addressing and representation of gendered 

violence. Since the publication of Catherine Cl®mentôs influential (and much-debated) Opera, or 

the Undoing of Women (1979), it has become imperative to engage critically with operaôs history 

of making a living through misogyny and gendered violence, through historical and analytical case 

studies, pedagogy, and performance practice. Re-readings of familiar works, as well as new 

perspectives on less well-known repertoire, have also often adopted critical lenses emerging from 

postcolonial, queer, and performance studies, among others.9  

Historical case studies have read canonic opera narratives against the grain. They have 

reconsidered composersô identities and practices, and developed new theoretical frameworks for 

these critiques, especially in response to evolving perceptions of gender and sexuality in wider 

society.10 For instance, although these conversations have been ongoing for many decades, the 

eruption of the #MeToo movement on social media in 2017 has been a powerful catalyst for 

                                                
9 Classic ground-breaking contributions include Corinne E. Blackmer and Patricia Juliana Smith, eds., En Travesti: 

Women, Gender Subversion, Opera (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995); Mary Ann Smart, ed., Siren 

Songs: Representations of Gender and Sexuality in Opera (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000); and parts 

of Philip Brett, Elizabeth Wood, and Gary C. Thomas, eds., Queering the Pitch: The New Gay and Lesbian 

Musicology (New York: Routledge, 2006). More recently, volumes such as Philip Purvis, ed., Masculinity in Opera, 

(Abingdon: Routledge, 2013) have explored alternative perspectives to gender in opera.  

10 A recent example is Laura Watsonôs analysis of twenty-first century productions of Paul Dukasôs Ariane et Barbe-

Bleue in the context of current discussions around sexual violence. ñFifty Shades of Bluebeard? Dukasôs Ariane et 
Barbe-Bleue in the Twenty-First Century,ò Twentieth-Century Music 15, no. 3 (2018): 399-438. 
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sustaining this work, opening up important avenues for opera to be considered in a more holistic 

vision of how society addresses sex and violence. Although Adam and Eve predates the social 

media emergence of #MeToo, it is still firmly a part of the ensuing international recalibration of 

womenôs rights movementsðwhat the composer herself referred to succinctly as a ñnecessary 

rebellion.ò11 

In a similar way, re-evaluating pedagogical practices surrounding opera has also come to 

occupy an essential place in feminist academic discourse, with many evaluating how to teach 

musicðmusic I love, and I want my students to loveðin a way that adequately addresses how 

opera has long been sustained by the systematic violation of the female (singing) body. Among 

many examples, Liane Curtisôs essay in 2000 was one of the earlier efforts to call for addressing 

sexual violence in opera head-on in the college classroom, especially in the context of discussions 

over ñrape cultureò on campuses, applying the wealth of feminist theory in the second half of the 

twentieth century to pedagogy.12 Kassandra Hartford has outlined a number of teaching strategies 

to address operatic ñrape cultureò in higher education, drawing on work from outside music 

education as well as feminist musicology.13 Marking a notable point in decades of such research, 

the 2018 colloquy ñSexual Violence in Opera: Scholarship, Pedagogy, and Production as 

Resistance,ò with essays spanning all five centuries of operatic history, emphatically asserted the 

need to ñresist operaôs capacity to sustain rape culture.ò14 Despite the limitations and necessary 

                                                
11 Interview with the author, September 16, 2019. 

12 Liane Curtis, ñThe Sexual Politics of Teaching Mozartôs óDon Giovanni,ôò NWSA Journal 12, no. 1 (2000): 119-
42.  

13 Kassandra L. Hartford, ñBeyond the Trigger Warning: Teaching Operas that Depict Sexual Violence,ò Journal of 

Music History Pedagogy, 7, no. 1 (2016): 19ï34. 

14 Suzanne Cusick and Monica A. Hershberger, Introduction to Colloquy ñSexual Violence in Opera: Scholarship, 
Pedagogy, and Production as Resistance,ò Journal of the American Musicological Society, 17, no. 1 (2018): 217. 
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criticisms of #MeToo, work on pedagogical practice has centered discussions of the core themes 

of the movementðthe intersection of power, gender, and violenceðin places where it is especially 

needed. It has forced a re-evaluation of operaôs ethical and political duty of care alongside all 

modern media that encompasses not just critical readings of texts, but conversations that 

acknowledge the relevance of these issues to studentsô lives outside the classroom. 

This ñduty of careò is especially palpable when it comes to the third domain: opera 

productions. What does one do with an opera where the narrative arc is centered on an act of sexual 

violence, when it is not merely ancillary to the plot, or a catalyst for action, but the driving force 

of the drama? Directors have sought to examine critically problematic elements and reframe them 

for a feminist modern stage: two prominent examples among many are Don Giovanni15 and 

Benjamin Brittenôs The Rape of Lucretia.16 This is complemented by new operas in which 

composers are actively seeking to tackle these same topics, that I propose as an important fourth 

dimension to the above three. Less work exists on examining how contemporary compositionsð

                                                
15 As well as Lianne Curtisôs article already cited, Richard Willôs contribution to the 2018 JAMS colloquy addresses 

this, in ñDon Giovanni and the Resilience of Rape Culture,ò Colloquy ñSexual Violence in Opera: Scholarship, 
Pedagogy, and Production as Resistance,ò Journal of the American Musicological Society, 17, no. 1 (2018): 218-

222. An excellent consideration of sexual assault through considering Donna Annaôs (rather than Don Giovanniôs) 

perspective is in Kristi Brown-Montesano, Understanding the Women of Mozartôs Operas (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2007).  

16 In 2009 J.P.E. Harper-Scott expressed dismay at an apparently tone-deaf Danish Royal Opera production in which 

ñthe rape was portrayed as an act of deepest love at the centre of a sugary, romantic concoction.ò Harper-Scott, 

ñBrittenôs Opera about Rape,ò Cambridge Opera Journal, 21, no. 1 (2009). The tides changed considerably in a few 
years, with many productions tackling the operaôs issues explicitly; this has often occurred in student productions 

(e.g. 2013, Girton College, Cambridge; Julliard, 2015; Trinity Laban, 2018), highlighting the central position of 

universities in conversations around ñrape culture.ò Ellie Hisama emphasizes that a critical production ñmakes it 

clear that the rape scene is not to be viewed as a seduction in which the woman secretly desires the rapist, one that 

viewers can enjoy because óafter all, she wanted it,ôò in Hisama, ñA Feminist Staging of Brittenôs The Rape of 

Lucretia,ò Colloquy ñSexual Violence in Opera: Scholarship, Pedagogy, and Production as Resistance,ò Journal of 

the American Musicological Society, 17, no. 1 (2018): 239. Based on research by Paul Kildea, some productions 

have previously-censored lines to the libretto that implied Lucretiaôs consent and desire. See Benjamin Britten: A 

Life in the Twentieth Century (London: Penguin, 2013), 270-271. Though destabilizing the notion of pure female 

virtue, the ambiguity introduced is problematic; a Glyndebourne Opera production in 2013, though acknowledging 

that inner moral conflict is always ambivalent, made it clear that Tarquiniusôs actions are rape, regardless of 

Lucretiaôs potential attraction. Other productions have made explicit connections to #MeToo scandals, such as 
MYOperaôs 2016 Toronto staging.  
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not just operaðare addressing the multitude of ways in which womenôs rights are violated, largely 

because of their newness. New operas addressing sexual violence from a critical perspective 

include Kamala Sankaramôs Thumbprint (2014); Missy Mazzoliôs Breaking the Waves and Du 

Yunôs Angelôs Bone, both premiered in 2016 and both with libretti by Royce Vavrek, and Ellen 

Reid and Roxie Perkinsô Prism (2018). In interviews with Suzanne Cusick published in the 

aformentioned 2018 colloquy, Sanakaram and Mazzoli both express different approaches to 

staging sexual violence; Mazzoli, furthermore, emphasizes that this is not the only theme of the 

work, a sentiment she reiterated in a recent conference in May 2020.17 As attention to what we 

might call the ñ#MeToo effectò in opera continues to increase, it is vital that in each of these 

dimensions of operatic cultureðscholarship, pedagogy, performance practice, and compositionð

nuanced approaches are developed to address the ethics of gendered and sexual violence on stage.   

Adam and Eve is Ore and Mosletôs intervention into these multidimensional spaces of 

protest, challenge, and reinvention, based emphatically on a principle of responsibility: that opera, 

and art in general, has a duty to tackle these questions directly. Hans-Thies Lehmanôs seminal 

study of postdramatic theater18 suggests the concept of the ñethico-politicalò to describe an 

ñaesthetic of responsibility.ò 19 In discussing the affective dimensions of the opera later in the 

chapter, I apply this idea to how Ore mediates the relationship between performance and audience, 

in which the ñethico-politicalò responsibility of the topics raised in Adam and Eve is distributed 

among all involved.  

                                                
17 Y Opera Studies Today Conference, May 8, 2020, hosted by Yale University, held over Zoom.  

18 I am especially grateful to James Robert Carson for bringing postdramatic theater to my attention. Novak also 

establishes strong connectiosn between her concept of ñpostoperaò and postdramatic theater. 

19 Hans-Thies Lehmann, trans. Karen Jürs-Munby, Postdramatic Theatre (Abingdon: Routledge, 2006), 185-6.  
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Adam and Eve is also, however, part of a decade-long project of politically-critical vocal 

works. During the period from 2000-2018, moving on from predominantly chamber and 

electroacoustic works, Ore turned her attention almost exclusively to writing for the voice, 

developing techniques that would serve this political goal. Having studied as a pianist and 

composer in Norway, the Netherlands, and Parisðthe latter including with Tristan Murail at 

IRCAMðthrough the 1980s and 1990s Ore established a career as a composer primarily of 

electroacoustic, electronic, and chamber works. Hilde Holbæk-Hanssen characterized Ore in that 

period as ña hard-hitting, avant-garde composer...belong[ing] to what may be described as the 

archetypal new-music scene,ò distinguished from ña distinct group of Norwegian composers with 

a more tonal focus.ò20 Oreôs work seems to forge a third way between these two ñstreams.ò She 

described her compositions of the late-twentieth century to me as ñvery hardcore,ò making a clear 

division between these earlier works and her later turn to opera and vocal compositions. In the 

latter, her stylistic palette has a distinctive, characteristic sound emerging from her treatment of 

text, that is neither a total rejection of the ñavant-gardeò nor an eschewing of conventional 

harmonies.  

While she is by no means alone in this ñmiddle ground,ò Ore perceives herself as being 

outside the mainstream of contemporary music in Norway, despite her successful career:  

I think the problem of modern music today or contemporary music is that they donôt really 

have enough to say... I feel more and more alienated from the milieu... I wish people would 

dare to go out of the contemporary music clichés a bit. And if you try, because I have tried, 

youôre almost looked upon like a traitor.21  

 

                                                
20 Hilde Holbæk-Hanssen, ñTwenty-Five Years of the Norwegian Music Information Centre,ò Fontes Artis Musicae, 

51, No. 2 (2004): 233.  

21 Interview with the author, September 16, 2019. 
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This perceived alienation emerges from a disjunction between artistic and political practices: Ore 

sees herself as outside this ñmilieuò due to a fundamental difference between the goals of her 

music-making and those of her contemporaries.  

 In A: A Shadow Opera (2001), Ore explored themes of warfare and violence through a 

narrative loosely centered on the mythological figure of Agamemnon. Though significant for being 

her first opera, I see A Shadow Opera as more attached to her earlier compositional practices, 

despite its thematic focus. It investigates the disintegration of text and voice, especially abstract 

notions of the voice, the body, and self: 

The voice as the acoustic shadow of the body, a tracing of the shadow pattern of human 

actions...The wordless body as a shadow play and a surface on which to project the 

movements of the disembodied voicesðreflections, echoes, repetitions, remnants, 

fragments, retakes, transformations, openings and possibilities, or interruption and closure: 

a tentative transport of potential meaning.22 

 

Focusing on this fracturing of the voice and identity, its abstraction and surrealism reflect elements 

that Jonathan Cross has identified as important to late-modernist music and opera. Specifically 

tracing the lasting influence of the French spectralists, Cross explores similar notions of 

timelessness, stasis, and fracture in discussing Gérard Griseyôs Quatre Chants pour franchir le 

seuil (Four Songs for Crossing the Threshold) (1996-8). He describes the music as ñoften fleeting, 

fragmentary; there is a silence at the heart of the pieceéonce again, the music articulates a late-

modern sense of loss.ò23 Oreôs turn to opera in the early 2000s, especially with her own links to 

the spectral tradition in mind, are more aligned with this approach to vocal writing than the 

grounded social critiques in later works. 

                                                
22 Paal-Helge Hagen and Cecilie Ore, A: A Shadow Opera (Ein Skuggeopera), on composerôs website, 

http://www.cecilieore.no/content/ein-skuggeopera. Accessed September 18, 2019. 

23 Jonathan Cross, ñMusical Spectra, lôespace sensible and Contemporary Opera,ò Twentieth-Century Music 15, no.1 
(2018): 111.  

http://www.cecilieore.no/content/ein-skuggeopera
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With this in mind, I argue that it is in 2008 that Oreôs socially-critical vocal writing 

commences, initiating a decade of work predominantly in collaboration with the writer and 

dramaturg Bibbi Moslet. Their core mission is to focus on humanity, transforming the abstract 

existentialism latent in Oreôs earlier vocal works into more concretely defined political projects, 

less interested in deconstructing the self than asking direct questions of both society and the 

audience in the room. The impetus behind the chamber opera Dead Beat Escapement (2008), at 

the beginning of this political-vocal turn, framed questions that would then be explored in different 

contexts in subsequent works, in this case discussing capital punishment: 

What does it mean to be civilized? When lives are taken in the name of the state, is it 

execution or is it murder? What becomes of the citizens in a society where the government 

kills? Can violence cure violence when we know that brutality invariably provokes more 

brutality? Can revenge be just? Is it at all possible to take peoplesô lives in a refined, 

civilized manner?24 

 

Dead Beat Escapement established the unambiguous political position that historically and in the 

present, humans continue to abrogate fellow citizensô basic rights.25 Later works continued to 

explore this perspective in tackling freedom of speech: Come to the Edge (2013), centering on the 

trial of the members of Pussy Riot in Moscow,26 and Who Do You Think You Are? (2014), a short 

monologue for solo soprano alternating spoken word commentary juxtaposing sung excerpts of 

violently misogynistic threats posted to women on the internet with quotes from the 1814 

                                                
24 Dead Beat Escapement, page on Oreôs website. http://www.cecilieore.no/content/dead-beat-escapement. Accessed 

November 2, 2018. 

25 Dead Beat Escapement compiles fragments of texts from condemned prisoners on Death Row, books written by 

cooks serving their last meals, by executioners, prison guards, and judges, and by family members of the prisoners 

and of the victim, as well as other literary and newly-written material. Omitting an orchestra, solo and chorus 

writing is accompanied by a variety of pre-recorded sound: human noises such as breathing and chewing, sampled 

songs, and other sound effects. 

26 Performed by the BBC Singers, it uses a wide range of quotations from George Washington, Alexander Hamilton, 

St Catherine of Siena, Lenny Bruce and several others, framed by the short poem ñCome to the Edgeò by 
Christopher Logue, alongside courtroom statements form the trial. 

http://www.cecilieore.no/content/dead-beat-escapement
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Constitution of Norway. Taken together, these two works provide an interesting counterbalance 

that both fiercely defends free speech and shifts the focus to its use for hate.  

Finally, one year after Adam and Eve, a new three-part series of vocal or operatic works 

titled The Vatican Trilogy began, continuing Ore and Mosletôs critique of religionôs place in 

society. The chamber opera Dead Pope on Trial! (San Francisco, 2016) presents the obscure story 

of the ninth-century ñCadaver Synod,ò the repeated exhumation and trial of a deceased Pope.27 

Parts II and III of the Trilogy subsequently both premiered at the 2018 Bergen International 

Festival: Part II, Fig Leaf Campaign!, explores another curious episode in Catholic Church history, 

the covering up of private parts of statues in the Vatican with fig leaves and similar censoring 

features.28 Part III, Pregnant Pope!, explores the (almost-definitely) apocryphal legend of ñPope 

Joan,ò said to have masqueraded as a man to be elected pope in the ninth century, only to fall 

pregnant and be discovered.29 All commissioned by Nordic Voices, these ñchamber operasò or 

ñmusic-dramaticò works, are lightly staged for small spaces and not intended for conventional 

                                                
27 Ore, quoted in Joshua Kosman, ñNew choral work unearths bloody episode from church history,ò San Francisco 

Gate, March 1, 2016, 

https://www.sfgate.com/music/article/New-choral-work-unearths-bloody-episode-from-6863345.php. Accessed 

October 29, 2018. 

28 Subject to much popular media attention today but with limited historical sources, the ñcampaignò appears to have 

begun with several cardinalsô disapproval of Michelangeloôs The Last Judgment, and taken more official form with 

the Council of Trentôs decree in 1563 prohibiting ñlasciviousnessò in sacred images. The practice continued 

sporadically until at least the second half of the eighteenth century. Leo Steinberg, The Sexuality of Christ in 
Renaissance Art and in Modern Oblivion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, [1983] 2014), esp. 185-187, and 

John W. OôMalley, ñThe Council of Trent (1545ð63) and Michelangeloôs ñLast Judgmentò (1541),ò Proceedings 

of the American Philosophical Society, 156, No. 4 (2012): 388-397.  

29 Despite considerable interest in the legend, it is evidently not taken seriously enough by most historians to warrant 

considerable discussion in and of itself; one exception, Craig M. Rustici, The Afterlife of Pope Joan: Deploying the 

Popess Legend in Early Modern England (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2006). More attention has been 

focused on the use of Pope Joan as a feminist figure regardless of the legendôs veracity, in modern works such as 

Caryl Churchillôs 1982 play Top Girls; see Rebecca Cameron, ñFrom Great Women to Top Girls: Pageants of 
Sisterhood in British Feminist Theater,ò Comparative Drama 43, no. 2 (2009): 143-166.  

https://www.sfgate.com/music/article/New-choral-work-unearths-bloody-episode-from-6863345.php
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operatic theaters, achieving intimate performance contexts that serve the political critiques in this 

decade-long project. 

1.2 Adam and Eve: Sources, Genesis, Structure 

Adam and Eve occupies a significant place in this opera-vocal project: it is longer and more 

musically substantial, employing six singers, a soloist, electronics, and an extremely large 

percussion ensemble (see later discussion of Table 1.1). Among Oreôs works tackling religion, it 

is also weightier in topic than the historical oddities presented in the later Vatican Trilogy. The 

libretto integrates newly-written material with a range of historical and contemporary sources; as 

well as the religious and literary texts already mentioned, it also uses documentary material drawn 

from real-life sources.30 One element that seems surprising initially in its absence is the identifiable 

presence of ñrealò womenôs narratives or experiences in the opera. Although Ore and Moslet drew 

on them for inspiration in crafting the text, as a listener, I have no framework with which to 

evaluate the womenôs voices heard onstage as reflecting the experiences of individuals.31   

This lack of real characters as such is, however, a crucial part of Ore and Mosletôs concept 

of drama: nothing happens in any place or to any person in the opera. Only Virgilia is given a 

name, a play on Danteôs guide through Hell. Not once, however, is she actually called by this name 

in the opera: only from the program would an audience know who she represents. God is present 

in (pre-recorded) voice only. There is no setting for the opera except that it is staged in a 

ñcourtroom,ò as illustrated in fig. 1.2, but in no given location. Even though Virgilia is dressed in 

judgeôs black robes, this setting is symbolic, rather than indicative of place. This production design 

                                                
30 From my understanding this constitutes anecdotes and similar material gathered from informal online and in-

person sources, which are neither catalogued nor attributed, nor identifiedin the libretto or program. 

31 This practice was established in Dead Beat Escapement, and in Who Do You Think You Are? in which the words 
of real prisoners, online abusers and their victims were usedðsimilarly from unattributed sources. 
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was replicated identically between Bergen and Oslo, with direction by Susanne Øglænd, set design 

by Carle Lange, costumes by Signe Becker, lighting by Sverre Randin, and sound by Cato 

Langnes. 

 
Fig. 1.2. Courtroom setting in Adam and Eve, Oslo dress rehearsal. Photo: Signe Becker. Used with permission. 

 

Moreover, it is unclear what the chorusô roles are: witnesses, defense or prosecution, defendants? 

In Scene 1, the soloists sing from the perspective of victim; on other occasions, the singers face 

and seem to accuse us, the audience; at other times, they simply seem to be court clerks, recording 

faithfully events of each scene. Virgilia changes attire several times, not always presenting in black 

robes. Yet the bloody chair remains for most of the scenes (although no-one ever sits in it), 

providing a constant visual reminder of the violence described.  

 Scenes are topical, not linked by a narrative, instead presenting interactions between the 

performers varying in style from debate, trial, protest, oration, and cabaret. The structure of the 

opera is shown in fig. 1.3: it loosely replicates that of Danteôs Commedia, Inferno and Paradiso as 

a Prologue and Epilogue, and Purgatorio as seven central scenes each pairing one of the deadly 
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sins with a modern form of violence against women. Eight instrumental string interludes separate 

the scenes, and it is designed symmetrically around Scene 4, ñGluttony (Rape).ò 

Fig. 1.3. Chart showing the symmetrical structure of Adam and Eve compared with Danteôs original in the Commedia 

and designated Types A-C of musical materials in each scene. 

 

The symmetrical structure, indicated by the arrow, is articulated through the presence of 

specific musical processes that constitute the primary soundworld for each scene. In fig. 3 I 

designate three sets of musical materials, labeled A, B, and C respectively. In each scene, one type 

tends to prevailðthe central position of Scene 4 is thus also reinforced by combining all three. 

Although other musical material is not precluded in the opera, the content in each scene is 

dominated heavily by one sound-type. I describe the three types according to their intervallic 
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content, which is employed both melodically and harmonically. To illustrate this, exs. 1.1a-c show 

three excerpts that correspond to each type. In ex. 1.1a, I extract Virgiliaôs melodic line in her 

Prologue aria; here, arpeggiated diminished seventh chords constitute the entire melody; 

elsewhere, augmented triads will also be used. In ex. 1.1b, the melodic prevalence of perfect fifths 

(type B) is shown. Ex. 1.1c shows a harmonic example in the upper voices in ñGreedò that 

combines types C and A: stacked seconds alternate with augmented triads. Ex. 1.2 further shows 

how similar techniques are employed in the instrumental interludes: the strings alternate 

augmented and diminished chords, both melodically and harmonically in each case. Apparent also 

from these examples is a similar approach to rhythm and duration: certain patterns are established 

locally (e.g. alternating triplet and straight eighth-notes), or repeated quarter notes, and while these 

do not persist in the same way that the three musical types do in each scene, Ore tends to vary 

rhythm and duration at regular intervals. She is guided, primarily, by the rhythms of the text (e.g. 

ñemperorò assigned to shorter values and ñthereò to longer in ex. 1.1a).  

 
Ex. 1.1a. Type ñAò (diminished/augmented chords): here, all diminished chords constitute Virgiliaôs first aria, 

Prologue, mm. 212-232.32   

                                                
32 All excerpts from the full score are taken from Cecilie Ore, Adam and Eve: A Divine Comedy (Oslo: NB noter, 
2015). Used with permission. 
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Ex. 1.1b. Type ñBò (perfect fourths/fifths) in ñAnger (Domestic Violence),ò mm. 539- 555.                                                                                                                                                                        

 
Ex. 1.1c. Type C (stacked minor/major seconds), combined with Type A, here augmented triads. ñGreed (Economic 

Violence)ò mm. 1394-1396. 

 
Ex. 1.2. Type ñAò replicated in instrumental interlude III alternating diminished and augmented chords used as melody 

and harmony, mm. 1223-4 and mm. 1229-30. 

 

Ore also deliberately matched the sonic design to what we might call the temperament of 

the sins: referring to Scenes 3, ñGreed (Economic Violence)ò and 5, ñEnvy (Veiling)ò in our 

interview, she described: ñThatôs a kind of ñyouôre my property,ò a stingy way of wanting to own 

things, so thatôs minor and major seconds dominatingò33 (Type ñCò). Similarly, she said: 

                                                
33 Interview with the author, September 16, 2019. 




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































