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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
“distant pasts,” reimagining universal or “timeless” 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 “networks of
comprehension” 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
“stakeholders” (composers, librettists, singers, directors), many of which I conducted, form an
integral part of this process. My analyses explore these four operas’ unconventional attitudes
towards time, narrative, and drama, and in probing each opera’s 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
“distant pasts,” 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 “postopera” in order to address what she saw as an
inadequacy in continuing to apply the category “opera” 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 “posts-” 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).

1

without reproducing similar systems of classification, exclusion, and genre-bounding that she finds
as endemic to “opera.” I do not, in this dissertation, suggest a way to define what opera “is” 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 opera’s 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 Kramer’s assessment of
“American” opera argues, for instance, that the defining qualities of the “American” part of that
genre designation is opera’s turning to classic novels of the recent past—nineteenth and earlytwentieth century culture (Henry James, John Steinbeck, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Tennessee Williams,
Louisa May Alcott, etc.), resulting in what he calls the “Great American fill-in-the-blank.” 2
Colleen Renihan’s 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 Mazzoli’s Breaking the Waves (2016, based on Lars von Trier’s 1996 film of
Lawrence Kramer, “The Great American Opera: Klinghoffer, Streetcar, and The Exception,” The Opera Quarterly
23, no. 1 (2007): 75.
2

3

Colleen Renihan, The Operatic Archive: American Opera as History (Abingdon: Routledge, 2020).

2

the same name), Thomas Adès’s The Exterminating Angel (2016, based on Luis Buñuel’s 1962
film El ángel exterminador),4 and Nico Muhly’s Marnie (2017, based on Alfred Hitchcock’s 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 Davis’s X: The Life and Times of Malcolm X (1985), Jake
Heggie’s Dead Man Walking (2000, based on the 1993 novel of the same name by Sister Helen
Prejean), to Daniel Bernard Roumain’s 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 Theofanidis’s Heart of a
Soldier (2011), and Tansy Davies’s 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 “distant pasts” has materialized in new operatic composition. What makes
pasts “distant”? 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
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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, Saariaho’s operas L’amour 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 Eötvös’s 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.
Davis’s 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 Dante’s
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 Benjamin’s Written on Skin (2012), like L’amour de loin, turns to medieval French
poetry for inspiration, while machinations at the fourteenth-century English royal court provided
the narrative for Benjamin’s Lessons in Love and Violence (2018). A blending of the sixteenthcentury play The Peony Pavilion by Tang Xianzu and the Eden myths forms the basis for Huang
Ruo’s Paradise Interrupted (2016); 6 choreographer Mette Edvardsen and composer Matteo
Fargion’s 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 Dillon’s description of the role
of parchment in Written on Skin, she hears in the opera an “encounter between ancient vocal
surface and contemporary voice.” 7 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 Chattah’s recent analysis describes Dennis Kam’s Opera 101 (2009) as an example
of “postmodern ironic nostalgia [in which] both past and present are inadequate,” embodying both
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a “distancing from, while still longing for, the past.”8 In some respects this notion is reflected the
operas in this dissertation: Ore’s 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
“inadequate.” Chattah notes that postmodernity as exemplified in Opera 101 rejects the
“idealization” 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 “disinterest in the present… there is no criticism of the present.”9 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
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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 Eötvös’s 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
Pärt’s 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 Sciarrino’s 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 “what for
modernism was a dialogue with the voices of the past...has become for postmodernism a vast
museum of images open to pastiche.” 10 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 “distant pasts” as I have
characterized them.
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In Saariaho’s L’amour 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 “Lanqan li jorn.” The character Jaufré, 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
prominent—or 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 operas’ 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 Bach’s choral writing are less about recreating
the sound of a past and more a technique of musical satire, reflecting partly Chattah’s 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 opera’s soundworld.
Márta Grabócz’s 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 Everett’s marvelous study of the role of
myth in contemporary opera focuses especially on the use of myth in the construction of nonnormative narrative and temporal experiences. Analyzing operas by Osvaldo Golijov, Tan Dun,
John Adams, and Kaija Saariaho, Everett focuses on these works’ use of myth is connected to a
political impulse. Each opera, she argues, “embraces myth and metaphor in a provocative manner
by examining the expressive range and scope of human conflict resulting from war.”12 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 “reinterpret myth and enact narrative strategies that depart from
conventional forms of storytelling”; 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 Everett’s attention to intersections of the political and the mythical, but I find
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idiosyncratic interrogations of time and narrative that, while certainly eschewing “conventional
storytelling,” 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 audience’s 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 “set” 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 operas’ retelling of
classic myths. In this category we find works such as Robert Wilson’s Medea (1984), as well as
his many myth-inspired productions of canonic operas, as well as Philip Glass’s Orphée (1993)
and Harrison Birtwistle’s several mythical operas including The Mask of Orpheus (1986), The
Minotaur (2008), and The Corridor (2009). Jonathan Cross explores Birtwistle’s pervasive use of
myth as a response to twentieth century crises, to the “collapse of civilized society, the collapse of
the modern project of enlightenment...Birtwistle’s modernist art attempts to articulate this failure
through its fragmentation, its multiplicity, its melancholic laments.” 14 Casting Orpheus as the
“alienated late-modern subject,”15 Cross’s 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; Orpheus’s relevance to modernism is
presented as a universal experience, but presented in thinking through only male perspectives. I
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observe the same issue in works such as Robert Wilson and Arvo Pärt’s 2015 opera Adam’s
Passion, described by the creators as a Gesamtkunstwerk, which uses Pärt’s pre-existing and
newly-written choral works.16 Eliding man and the human, they assert: “You 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.” 17 Cross’s
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 Birtwistle’s 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
women’s bodies as flexible, aerodynamic puppets and mannequins—sometimes beaten,
sometimes tossed in the air like a boomerang, sometimes bent around and between other bodies,
or viscerally staged by the production’s 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 Euridice’s obvious—but glossed—sexual assault by Aristaeus, she
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dies; 18 Euridice’s body double endures a passage as no more than a pliable, rubberized doll
contorted by her attacker.
As a counterpoint, I loved the Oracle’s 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 Birtwistle’s music, and
Zinovieff’s libretto—as well as how Birtwistle has discussed his interpretation of the Orpheus
myth in interviews—invites this treatment of the idea of woman, and of her body. The Mask of
Orpheus presents a misogynistic obsession with the mythical “man” and his infinite capacity for
identity as a universal archetype for humanity. In Birtwistle’s 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
Orpheus’s 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 women’s voices? In L’amour de loin, the once-
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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. Clémence sings Jaufré’s 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 “love from afar” given
a voice, she claims one of the defining features of Jaufré’s, his language. Analyzing Saariaho’s
Lonh (1997), a precursor to the opera based on the same troubadour chanson, Judy Lochhead
argues that “Saariaho 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.”19
Rewriting myths from women’s 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 latter’s 2003 play, premiered by Los Angeles Opera
in February 2020. Aucoin writes that Ruhl’s libretto “does not just invert the myth on which it’s
based; it transcends that myth” and that “Eurydice herself is the opera’s beating heart.”20 Inspired
by the opera, a three-month festival of “performances, conversations, and happenings,” Eurydice
Found complemented the premiere; the described goal was that “we 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.” 21 In chapter 1, Cecilie Ore’s feminist
inversion of Dante’s Virgil as Virgilia, a spokeswoman for women’s 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.
“A Note from Matthew Aucoin,” Los Angeles Opera website, January 10 2020.
https://www.laopera.org/discover/blog/a-note-from-matthew-aucoin/. Accessed February 1, 2020.
20

“Eurydice Found,” 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.
21

13

In Edvardsen and Fargion’s 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 “Penelope’s inner voice and
interior world, a mythical doorway to a place beyond narrative and destiny.” 22 In the penultimate
section, a simple but extraordinarily striking 8-measure phrase featured the main female singer
repeating “I’m not sorry, no” a total of fifty-four times, which I felt as an extremely powerful
embodiment of a feminist message—“I don’t have to apologize for my womanhood.” 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 women’s 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 “transgressive” 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 “anti-heroine,” 23 analyzing the resurfacing of this specific stereotype in
22
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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 Adès’s
Powder Her Face (1995) to the Playboy tropes of Mark Anthony Turnage’s Anna Nicole (2011).
In my two chapters on Lilith operas, reclaiming and critically interrogating notions of the “dark
feminine,” or the “anti-heroine” are central to both works’ 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 operas’ 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: “More than just an aspect of art’s content, the political becomes a specific
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aesthetic that invites the spectator to reflect on his or her political position.” 24 All the operas I
discuss ask this of audiences to differing degrees: Adam and Eve (Chapter 1) and Adwan and
Jomar’s Kalîla (Chapter 2) unequivocally seek the audience’s 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 spectator’s 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 opera’s
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 women’s perspectives outside
of the majority frame—that 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
Ore’s work in general to recent work on violence against women in several dimensions of operatic
culture, as well as prominent movements of the last decade—primarily #MeToo. In Alison
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Phipps’s 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 “mainstream 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.” 25 Phipps
addresses her book directly to white feminists (including herself), noting that “privileged white
women also sacrifice more marginalized people to achieve our aims, or even define them as
enemies when they get in our way.” 26
bell hooks described white women’s political action in the twentieth century as that “they
entered the movement erasing and denying difference, not playing race alongside gender, but
eliminating race from the picture.”27 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.

Kum-Kum Bhavnani and Margaret Coulson, “Transforming Socialist Feminism: The Challenge of Racism,”
Feminist Review 80 (1986): 88.
28

17

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 “brotherhood” of
the European Union; Ore and Moslet’s 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 opera’s 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 Wilmer’s recent study
of “statelessness” 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 “easily lend themselves to the issue of refugees today
and have often been appropriated to legitimize the concept of hospitality, a social duty.”30 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. Theatergoers in Sicily, for instance, may walk into Aeschylus’s Supplicants having witnessed firsthand
the plight of recently arrived migrants. Similar responses in both opera and ballet include Ludovico
Einaudi’s recent opera Winter Journey (2019, Teatro Massimo, Palermo), with a libretto by Colm
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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
Euripides’s The Trojan Women. The Royal Ballet’s Flight Pattern (2017), choreographed by
Crystal Pite and set to Henryk Górecki’s 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: “clear 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./1…US: race, lgbt dominate; holocaust and family are strong; little on environment; no
migration. Most popular source #fromlife /2.”33 Gibb’s “word clouds” reflected this, generated
from thousands of words used as “tags.” This is not yet extensively processed data, and the
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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 “race” 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 Bohlman’s discussion twenty years ago of the insistence of many that
“race is not Europe’s problem, but America’s…by fetishizing race in American music, European
music undergoes a process of deracination.”34 Against the attempted “European distantiations of
race as a semantic problem or at least a discursive dilemma”35 that Radano and Bohlman critique,
I am reminded of J. Griffith Rollefson’s insightful study of hip hop, diaspora, and race, which
brings up “Europe’s present context of perpetual crisis (that is already always racialized).”36 It is
through this context that new music today must be framed. If “migration and the human condition”
are the strongest aspects of contemporary opera premieres in Europe, this is not subject matter in
which “race is nowhere.” The experiences of (im)migration, refugees, and asylum seeker across
Europe’s 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
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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 thorny—and constantly-changing—thicket, 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 “most social scientific and media accounts
of inequality in Britain erase race and the racialized histories that configure our present society
and polity.”39 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 Davis’s wider work) are racialized in
terms of style and genre in ways that work to exclude elements perceived as non-European or nonoperatic. In those analyses, I critique those discursive strategies as forms of operatic gatekeeping—
despite being couched in positive, nominally accepting language—that positions certain sounds,
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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 Adwan’s Kalîla, both the image of an “East meets West” sonic and linguistic
juxtaposition and the category of opéra arabe circulate in the opera’s reception as restrictive and
gatekeeping strategies that attempt to define what—and who—opera “is” and sounds like. This is
particularly prominent in the designation of Kalîla as an “opéra arabe,” and in the broader
discourse of jazz and/in/as opera in which Davis’s 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 “borrowings” 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 “cross-cultural operatic experimentation,”40 in which the blurring of
clear musical and cultural boundaries between “East” and “West” is important. Everett has asserted
the importance of intercultural approaches to music analysis in opera scholarship, noting the
idiosyncrasies of individual composers: of Tan’s opera Marco Polo (1996), she describes styles
“seamlessly woven into a fluid, postmodern web of changing references” as representing his “own
system of hybridization.” 41 In Davis’s Lilith, the idea of what “is” or isn’t the sound of opera also
emerges in the context of the composer’s embracing of genre pluralities. I consider the opera’s
position in a network embroiling the ever-apparently-antithetical jazz and opera, situating Lilith in
the context of Davis’s wider operatic oeuvre. While all of these cases differ in the contexts of
W. Anthony Sheppard, “Blurring the Boundaries: Tan Dun’s Tinte and The First Emperor,” The Journal of
Musicology, 26, no. 3 (2009): 319.
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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 “cross-cultural operatic
experimentations.”
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. “Norwegian-ness” or “Hungarian-ness”).
In both these cases, the composers’ 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 authors’ studies aim
to “implicate European Whiteness – whether attempting to reflect, negate, or obtain it –in social
structures that facilitate and normalise racism.”42 The notion of “normativity” 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 opera’s 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
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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 creators’ 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 operas’ reception, and broader
political themes emerging.
In every chapter I emphasize the importance of context-dependent phenomena—for
example, the specific singers, performance venues, production aesthetics, and local and national
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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
“contemporary” 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 “original” 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, bird’s 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.
Everett’s application of the concept of multimodality to opera argues that viewing opera
on film, whether on a HD broadcast, livestream, or DVD, “establishes a narrative angle through
filmic devices (e.g., camera angle, shot sequence) that shape the viewer’s multimodal experience
in an entirely different way from viewing opera live in a theater.”43 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 “Family Circle,” 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
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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 “sound
only,” 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
Manon’s bracelet. My experience of the ballet’s 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 “up-close” experience of watching the Met HD broadcasts with the volume turned
up as loud as possible, even in a dim, carpeted classroom. In Michael Graham’s critique of Carolyn
Abbate and Roger Parker’s dismissal of musical analysis in opera predicated on a concept of opera
as “event” rather than “text,” he points out that the experiences both musicologists subsequently
detail are only possible as a result of their extensive training in opera’s “texts” (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
“constantly negotiates a tension and flux between these two poles: it is text and event, drastic and
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gnostic.”45 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 Graham’s work, seeks
to embrace the many modes of consuming opera through technology. 46
In Erika Fischer-Lichte’s notion of “culture as performance,” she argues that
“performances 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.”47 For Fischer-Lichte, a performance can never be “planned” 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 “text as performance,” as well as cautioning against an
“insistence on liveness” 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
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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 “stakeholders”—Fischer-Lichte’s “co-creators”—and to local and regional
geographies as significant factors in shaping how the opera’s many meanings are generated. On
the other hand, precisely because the operas I discuss—with the exception of Paradise Reloaded—
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
“stakeholders” as much as possible—composers, 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,
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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 operas’ 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, composers’ views are a primary source of information; they have an access that—
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with little written about either these works or, in some cases, about the composers in general—
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 “intention” 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 “authenticity” 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 “the work,” 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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composer’s 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 said—the 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 composer’s 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
“text,” 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

32

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 Born’s work
on the “materialization” of social identities as a starting point for my discussions in my four case
studies. Specifically, Born conceptualizes musical genre as “the primary mechanism for the mutual
articulation of musically imagined communities and social identities—communities that are often
taken to derive from those social identities.” 52 She has also conceptualized “four planes of social
mediation”53 emerging both from music-making and impact it from external systems. The latter
two planes are especially relevant here: in the third, “music is traversed by wider social identity
formations” and the “hierarchical and stratified relations of class and age, race and ethnicity,
gender and sexuality.” 54 In the fourth, Born establishes economic and social (re)production:
“music is bound up in the social and institutional forms that provide the grounds for its production,
reproduction and transformation.” 55
Building on Born’s 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 Stoever’s important work on race as an auditory phenomenon, 56 and Nina Eidsheim’s
analyses of the racialization of vocal timbre. 57 Born’s work lays a foundation for my analyses of
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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.
Everett’s analysis of interculturalism in music proposes an operatic “network of
communication and signification” 58 that demonstrates “communicating and signifying aspects of
production and reception of art music as an interactional text.”59 The concepts of “multimodality”
and “multimediality” 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 composer’s poetics, cultural industries and institutions, and audience, patrons,
performers, and scholars. These are linked by transfers of the “message,” “strategy,” and
“response,” between the levels of creation—what Everett terms “encoding,” and reception,
(“decoding”).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
Abbate’s drastic/gnostic distinction to contemporary opera, she argues that what happens in the
moment of performance in a “theatric or filmic context of viewing opera” is not “fundamentally
disconnected from the operatic text.”61 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

Everett, “Intercultural Synthesis in Postwar Western Art Music,” in Locating East Asia in Western Art Music ed.
Everett and Frederick Lau (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University, 2004), 12.
58

59

Everett, “Intercultural Synthesis in Postwar Western Art Music,” 11.

60

Everett, “Intercultural Synthesis in Postwar Western Art Music,” 12, fig. 1.

Everett, “John Adams’s The Death of Klinghoffer: Straddling the Fence between Myth and Realism” 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 Everett’s
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 “stakeholders”
involved—Everett’s “decoders”—as 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 “possible
connections between lived, performed, and theorized behaviors,”62 to work towards a holistic form
of opera analysis that connects those three “behaviors.” Hence I broaden Everett’s model to
account for a greater bidirectionality between the composition “object” 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 “performance text.” 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 unidirectional—e.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.
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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 “places” 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 opera’s 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 Adwan’s 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 Dante’s Commedia to stage a blistering and
emotionally raw exposition of seven modern “deadly sins.” 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 Ore’s 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 “social critique,” 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 women’s resistance. I examine Ore’s 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 opera’s 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 opera’s
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
Lilith. As the archetypal “dark feminine,” Lilith is a fascinating character, underserved in musical
and operatic culture, despite opera’s 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 Davis’s Lilith, I
explore the opera’s feminist rehabilitation of the dark feminine through her identities of “divine
whore” and “terrible mother.”63 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 Davis’s work and contemporary opera
in America generally, tracing some of the ways in which his career is marked, similarly to
Adwan’s, by conflicting and competing notions of how musical genre and identity intersect.
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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 Eötvös’s Paradise Reloaded (Lilith) (2013), with a libretto by
German playwright Albert Ostermaier. Although Eötvös disavowed the “feminist” 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
“man’s quest” for knowledge in placing Lilith as the disruptive—but empowering—center of the
narrative. I explore the opera’s balancing between Lilith as a utopian ideal and dystopian
landscapes in Lucifer, Adam, and Eve’s journey through human history. Eötvös’s 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 Eötvös’s 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 Orbán’s
government as well as his Cold-War career.
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Chapter 1: “Feminism is Humanism”: Confronting Religion and Gendered
Violence in Cecilie Ore’s 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
“Feminism is Humanism,” “Women Unite,” “Equal Pay for Equal Work,” and “We Are She” (fig.
1.1);2 the setting of the Kulturkirken Jacob, a “church of culture,”3 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 religion’s culpability and society’s 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 Dante’s
Commedia (1308-20) as a framework alongside quotations from the Old and New Testaments and
the Qur’an, 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.
Potentially a reference to the slogans “Je suis Charlie”/“Nous sommes Charlie” (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.
2

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 “church of culture,” 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 women’s 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: “With 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.” 4 Adam and Eve lays bare
systematic violations of women’s autonomy that constitute, according to Ore’s quote from
Amnesty International, “the greatest human rights scandal of our time.” 5 Through a lens that
examines society’s perceived inability to curb religion’s “fostering” 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

Ore’s website, “Adam and Eve,” http://www.cecilieore.no/content/adam-eve-divine-comedy-2015. All English
translations from Ore’s website are by Roger Martin.
4
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Interview with the author, September 16, 2019. The interview took place at the composer’s home in Oslo, Norway.
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against women. Secondly, situating Ore’s 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 Moslet’s 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 Moslet’s 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 world’s population
treated this way, and why doesn’t it stop? We know it’s wrong, it doesn’t 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...it’s the religious cultural footprint that we find
everywhere, which is also inherent in these holy texts...We can’t be equal before violence
against women stops.6

Panel discussion, “Violence Against Women in the Name of God,” Bergen, Norway, May 27, 2015.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TVzZI9tX5S0. Accessed July 8, 2018.
6
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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 Ore’s 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 culture—performance, composition, stagings, criticism, pedagogy—conversations
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European Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA), Violence Against Women: An EU-Wide Survey (2014)
(Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union, 2015).
For an overview, see Martin D. Schwartz, “Methodological Issues in the Use of Survey Data for Measuring and
Characterizing Violence Against Women,” Violence Against Women 6, no. 8 (2000): 815-838.
8
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surrounding the genre’s 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 opera—stereotypical, even
clichéd—but 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 society’s addressing and representation of gendered
violence. Since the publication of Catherine Clément’s influential (and much-debated) Opera, or
the Undoing of Women (1979), it has become imperative to engage critically with opera’s 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 composers’ 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.
A recent example is Laura Watson’s analysis of twenty-first century productions of Paul Dukas’s Ariane et BarbeBleue in the context of current discussions around sexual violence. “Fifty Shades of Bluebeard? Dukas’s Ariane et
Barbe-Bleue in the Twenty-First Century,” Twentieth-Century Music 15, no. 3 (2018): 399-438.
10
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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
women’s rights movements—what the composer herself referred to succinctly as a “necessary
rebellion.”11
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
music—music I love, and I want my students to love—in a way that adequately addresses how
opera has long been sustained by the systematic violation of the female (singing) body. Among
many examples, Liane Curtis’s 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 “rape culture” 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 “rape culture” 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 “Sexual Violence in Opera: Scholarship, Pedagogy, and Production as
Resistance,” with essays spanning all five centuries of operatic history, emphatically asserted the
need to “resist opera’s capacity to sustain rape culture.”14 Despite the limitations and necessary
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Liane Curtis, “The Sexual Politics of Teaching Mozart’s ‘Don Giovanni,’” NWSA Journal 12, no. 1 (2000): 11942.
12
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Music History Pedagogy, 7, no. 1 (2016): 19–34.
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criticisms of #MeToo, work on pedagogical practice has centered discussions of the core themes
of the movement—the intersection of power, gender, and violence—in places where it is especially
needed. It has forced a re-evaluation of opera’s 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 students’ lives outside the classroom.
This “duty of care” 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 Giovanni 15 and
Benjamin Britten’s 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 compositions—

As well as Lianne Curtis’s article already cited, Richard Will’s contribution to the 2018 JAMS colloquy addresses
this, in “Don Giovanni and the Resilience of Rape Culture,” Colloquy “Sexual Violence in Opera: Scholarship,
Pedagogy, and Production as Resistance,” Journal of the American Musicological Society, 17, no. 1 (2018): 218222. An excellent consideration of sexual assault through considering Donna Anna’s (rather than Don Giovanni’s)
perspective is in Kristi Brown-Montesano, Understanding the Women of Mozart’s Operas (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2007).
15
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In 2009 J.P.E. Harper-Scott expressed dismay at an apparently tone-deaf Danish Royal Opera production in which
“the rape was portrayed as an act of deepest love at the centre of a sugary, romantic concoction.” Harper-Scott,
“Britten’s Opera about Rape,” Cambridge Opera Journal, 21, no. 1 (2009). The tides changed considerably in a few
years, with many productions tackling the opera’s 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 “rape culture.” Ellie Hisama emphasizes that a critical production “makes 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 ‘after all, she wanted it,’” in Hisama, “A Feminist Staging of Britten’s The Rape of
Lucretia,” Colloquy “Sexual Violence in Opera: Scholarship, Pedagogy, and Production as Resistance,” 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 Lucretia’s 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 Tarquinius’s actions are rape, regardless of
Lucretia’s potential attraction. Other productions have made explicit connections to #MeToo scandals, such as
MYOpera’s 2016 Toronto staging.
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not just opera—are addressing the multitude of ways in which women’s rights are violated, largely
because of their newness. New operas addressing sexual violence from a critical perspective
include Kamala Sankaram’s Thumbprint (2014); Missy Mazzoli’s Breaking the Waves and Du
Yun’s Angel’s Bone, both premiered in 2016 and both with libretti by Royce Vavrek, and Ellen
Reid and Roxie Perkins’ 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 “#MeToo effect” in opera continues to increase, it is vital that in each of these
dimensions of operatic culture—scholarship, pedagogy, performance practice, and composition—
nuanced approaches are developed to address the ethics of gendered and sexual violence on stage.
Adam and Eve is Ore and Moslet’s 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 Lehman’s seminal
study of postdramatic theater 18 suggests the concept of the “ethico-political” to describe an
“aesthetic of responsibility.” 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 “ethico-political” responsibility of the topics raised in Adam and Eve is distributed
among all involved.
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Y Opera Studies Today Conference, May 8, 2020, hosted by Yale University, held over Zoom.
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I am especially grateful to James Robert Carson for bringing postdramatic theater to my attention. Novak also
establishes strong connectiosn between her concept of “postopera” and postdramatic theater.
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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 Paris—the latter including with Tristan Murail at
IRCAM—through 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 “a hard-hitting, avant-garde composer...belong[ing] to what may be described as the
archetypal new-music scene,” distinguished from “a distinct group of Norwegian composers with
a more tonal focus.”20 Ore’s work seems to forge a third way between these two “streams.” She
described her compositions of the late-twentieth century to me as “very hardcore,” 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 “avant-garde” nor an eschewing of conventional
harmonies.
While she is by no means alone in this “middle ground,” 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 don’t 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,
you’re almost looked upon like a traitor.21

Hilde Holbæk-Hanssen, “Twenty-Five Years of the Norwegian Music Information Centre,” Fontes Artis Musicae,
51, No. 2 (2004): 233.
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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 “milieu” 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 voices—reflections, 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 Grisey’s Quatre Chants pour franchir le
seuil (Four Songs for Crossing the Threshold) (1996-8). He describes the music as “often fleeting,
fragmentary; there is a silence at the heart of the piece…once again, the music articulates a latemodern sense of loss.”23 Ore’s 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.

Paal-Helge Hagen and Cecilie Ore, A: A Shadow Opera (Ein Skuggeopera), on composer’s website,
http://www.cecilieore.no/content/ein-skuggeopera. Accessed September 18, 2019.
22

Jonathan Cross, “Musical Spectra, l’espace sensible and Contemporary Opera,” Twentieth-Century Music 15, no.1
(2018): 111.
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With this in mind, I argue that it is in 2008 that Ore’s 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 Ore’s 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 peoples’ 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 citizens’ 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

Dead Beat Escapement, page on Ore’s website. http://www.cecilieore.no/content/dead-beat-escapement. Accessed
November 2, 2018.
24
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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 “Come to the Edge” by
Christopher Logue, alongside courtroom statements form the trial.
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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 Moslet’s critique of religion’s place in
society. The chamber opera Dead Pope on Trial! (San Francisco, 2016) presents the obscure story
of the ninth-century “Cadaver Synod,” 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 “Pope
Joan,” 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 “chamber operas” or
“music-dramatic” works, are lightly staged for small spaces and not intended for conventional

Ore, quoted in Joshua Kosman, “New choral work unearths bloody episode from church history,” San Francisco
Gate, March 1, 2016,
27

https://www.sfgate.com/music/article/New-choral-work-unearths-bloody-episode-from-6863345.php. Accessed
October 29, 2018.
Subject to much popular media attention today but with limited historical sources, the “campaign” appears to have
begun with several cardinals’ disapproval of Michelangelo’s The Last Judgment, and taken more official form with
the Council of Trent’s decree in 1563 prohibiting “lasciviousness” 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. O’Malley, “The Council of Trent (1545—63) and Michelangelo’s “Last Judgment” (1541),” Proceedings
of the American Philosophical Society, 156, No. 4 (2012): 388-397.
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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 legend’s veracity, in modern works such as
Caryl Churchill’s 1982 play Top Girls; see Rebecca Cameron, “From Great Women to Top Girls: Pageants of
Sisterhood in British Feminist Theater,” Comparative Drama 43, no. 2 (2009): 143-166.
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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 Ore’s 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 “real” women’s 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 women’s 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 Moslet’s concept
of drama: nothing happens in any place or to any person in the opera. Only Virgilia is given a
name, a play on Dante’s 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
“courtroom,” as illustrated in fig. 1.2, but in no given location. Even though Virgilia is dressed in
judge’s 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 inperson 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 used—similarly 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 chorus’ 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 Dante’s 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, “Gluttony (Rape).”

Fig. 1.3. Chart showing the symmetrical structure of Adam and Eve compared with Dante’s 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 prevail—the 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
55

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 Virgilia’s 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 “Greed” 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.
“emperor” assigned to shorter values and “there” to longer in ex. 1.1a).

Ex. 1.1a. Type “A” (diminished/augmented chords): here, all diminished chords constitute Virgilia’s 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 “B” (perfect fourths/fifths) in “Anger (Domestic Violence),” mm. 539- 555.

Ex. 1.1c. Type C (stacked minor/major seconds), combined with Type A, here augmented triads. “Greed (Economic
Violence)” mm. 1394-1396.

Ex. 1.2. Type “A” 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, “Greed (Economic Violence)” and 5, “Envy (Veiling)” in our
interview, she described: “That’s a kind of “you’re my property,” a stingy way of wanting to own
things, so that’s minor and major seconds dominating” 33 (Type “C”). Similarly, she said:

33

Interview with the author, September 16, 2019.
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It has to deal with the psychological also, this; I had to test it out. For “Anger,” it was
absolutely fourths and fifths, and the same for “Pride,” because they have an arrogance,
while “Sloth” and “FGM”—it’s so much pain, in a different way, which is more intimate.34

Notably, Ore avoids atonality, harsh dissonances, extended techniques, and other elements familiar
to contemporary operatic composition, believing dissonant sound to be a barrier to reaching her
audiences:
When you have a text dealing with a very dissonant theme, if you approach that being as
dissonant—as I was in the 90s, for instance—I would have crushed the text, crushed the
content. When things become too dissonant, you can’t understand the content. 67

Nevertheless, as I explore more in my later discussion of the affective dimensions of the opera, the
listening experience of hearing sustained diminished and augmented sonorities, coupled with the
relentlessness of repeated perfect fourths and fifths, and the tense closeness of clustered minor and
major seconds, may not “crush” the content, but it certainly heightens its emotional impact.
Most sections in the opera begin with the pre-recorded voice of God emanating from
strategically-placed speakers surrounding the audience, reciting excerpts from Scripture that frame
the topic of that scene. Debates between the male and female chorus follow, interspersed with solo
writing for Virgilia and occasional first-person narratives by chorus soloists. Virgilia acts as a
spokeswoman for feminist resistance and debate in the face of prejudice. Speaking from a podium
(see fig. 2)—in the Kulturkirken, from the pulpit, a pointed reclamation of sacred space—she
challenges the religious justification for each “sin,” arguing both against God and against the male
chorus members. She has no “identity” in the way that a conventional character might—a certain
ethnicity, nationality, age, temperament, occupation, and so on—but neither is she an empty
symbol, there only and exclusively as an abstract representation of an external idea. God, not

34

Ibid.
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appearing on stage, is similarly symbolic, rather than representing a specific god: in the court
setting, Virgilia is prosecutor, religion defendant.
Although the opera’s structure, as shown in fig. 3, implies a clearly linear progression
through Purgatorio to Paradiso, Ore and Moslet’s decentering of both time and place differs from
other experimental operatic designs. It rejects narrative temporality entirely, but despite its
treatment of religion as myth, Adam and Eve does not adopt mythical time, or other cyclical, nonlinear temporalities. While Cross’s assessment of Grisey’s Quatre Chants as “a space of
meditation, of reflection, a space outside past and future” 35 is apt for certain strands of latetwentieth and twenty-first century opera (including Ore’s early work), Ore’s politically-engaged
projects do not exist in this “outside.” They are intimately connected to both past, present, and
future, but simply do not enter into a form of a drama that exists in a time.
In sum, no fictional reality is constructed onstage. In other operatic works using myths or
ancient sources, including some in the subsequent chapters of this dissertation, decentering time
and place often reflects a philosophical approach to history and the past. Ore and Moslet, however,
use the disruptive atemporality of myth against itself, exposing and deconstructing the source texts
in an act of resistance against the patriarchy they perceive therein. Their relationship to Dante, for
instance, is one of revisionism and subversion:
We have been so irreverent as to replace Dante’s Virgil with Virgilia as the opera’s
companion, guide, and rebel. We believe a woman is better suited to leading you, our
audience, through diverse experiences all the way to a greater understanding of how
women and men can live their lives without being controlled by mythological superstition,
violent deities, and outdated, repressive religious precepts.
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Cross, “Musical Spectra, l’espace sensible and Contemporary Opera”: 112.
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Ore and Moslet’s attitude to the pasts represented here is quite clearly an antagonistic one, but in
demystifying religion—forcing it to be debated according to modern standards of human rights—
they are also demonstrating how the past continues to inform and shape the present, to reveal its
claw-like grip on society.
Despite the opera’s title, however, the biblical myth of sin is not a driving force in the
opera; rather, the Genesis myth is used to gesture broadly to the pervasive archetype of the
idealized/sinning woman. Myths of the feminine are presented in the opera as continuing to hold
a power in society that must be challenged. Using Dante structurally to explore this is a compelling
choice: the Commedia opens a space in which a broader cultural sphere is brought into dialogue
with the opera, most strongly the position of women in lyric traditions extending back into Dante’s
past, and forward to poetry and music of following centuries, including opera. Recurring elements,
notwithstanding abundant differences across these traditions, are familiarly paradoxical: woman
as object, woman as pure yet inherently flawed, woman desired erotically and spiritually, but
punished for her desire.
The most important woman in the Commedia, though, is more than a mute object of the poet’s
desire. Dante authority Teodolinda Barolini notes, in some respects, that she typifies the lady of
the troubadours’ courtly love lyric (a well-known source of inspiration for Dante): sexually
unattainable and idealized, “her poetic existence is predicated on the needs of her lover-poet.”36 In
Gayatri Spivak’s analysis, the Beatrice in Dante’s earlier La vita nuova (1294) fits this
description—mute and without agency. Even Beatrice’s name, in its double meaning as beatitude
or beatification, is “emptied of its proper signification as her index,” 37 and thus, sublimated to
Teodolinda Barolini, “Dante Alighieri,” in Women and Gender in Medieval Europe: An Encyclopedia, ed.
Margaret Schaus (New York: Routledge, 2006), 190.
36
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Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Finding Feminist Readings: Dante-Yeats,” Social Text, no. 3 (1980): 79.
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God. Barolini points out that in the Commedia, however, Beatrice does speak, holding
“unprecedented and masculine authority,”38 taking Virgil’s place to guide Dante through Paradiso
“free from the content or modality normatively assigned to female discourse.”39 The roster of
women in the Commedia have been discussed widely in feminist Dante scholarship regarding their
literary treatment: virtuous or chaste women are idolized; those embroiled in sexual misadventure,
through incest, lust, or adultery, are damned.40
Both womanly perfection and imperfection, therefore, are equally cursed, a double bind
that has denied many women throughout literary and operatic history the capacity for selfdetermination. I argue that Adam and Eve thereby harnesses the patriarchal authority expressed by
the Commedia to shine a light on persisting problems in contemporary society. Through this
feminized Virgil, the anomalous seed of female authority latent in Beatrice flourishes into a full
medium to express women’s autonomy, agency, and resistance. It is an act of reclamation that
even more firmly counterbalances the denial of Beatrice’s autonomous identity in La vita nuova.
As “the choir pays tribute to womanhood with poetic paraphrases of Dante’s text,”41 the truth of
the idealization of woman as misogynistic objectification is deconstructed.
This strategy is vivid especially in the libretto’s juxtaposition of statements that idolize the
female sex with the scenes that detail physical, mental, and economic violence against women.
Quotes from the Commedia are all taken from Paradiso, positioned in a bridging space between
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Barolini, “Dante Alighieri,” 190-191.
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University Press of Kentucky, 1975); Victoria Kirkham’s overview of the female characters in the Commedia
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scenes and the instrumental interludes. The following are representative examples, sung by the
male chorus:
Scene 1, “Anger (Domestic Violence)”/Interlude II:
Ladies, you are a midday blaze of love, and here among us mortals, you are the ever-living
spring of hope!... In you there is mercy, in you there is pity, in you magnificence, in you
there is whatever goodness there ever was in creatures! (Paradiso: Canto XXXIII, 10)42
Scene 2, “Lust (FGM)”/Interlude III:
Ladies, you are she who made human nature so noble! … that the maker of it himself did
not scorn to have himself made by it! (Paradiso: Canto XXXIII, 4-6)
Scene 3, “Greed (Economic Violence)/Interlude IV:
Oh supreme woman! Give our tongues all the power we need so that a single spark of your
wisdom may be transmitted to people in the future! (Paradiso: Canto XXXIII 70-73)
Scene 5, “Envy (Veiling)”/Interlude VI:
Oh eternal being! Existing in yourself alone, alone knowing yourself, and who, known to
yourself, and knowing love, smile upon yourself. (Paradiso: Canto XXXIII 124-126)

Ore and Moslet use only the last canto of Paradiso; none of the text of Purgatorio appears in the
opera, only Inferno in the Prologue, and Paradiso in scenes 1-7. The singers return to Canto
XXXIII in between the graphic material of the scenes, instructed: “The male singers charm the
women in a sweet and lovely manner; the female singers graciously accept the attention from the
male singers.” God and the men’s castigation of the female sex in the surrounding scenes, however,
immediately proves the emptiness of their reverent words, while the women’s “gracious
acceptance” is in every case quickly counterbalanced by their and Virgilia’s emphatic challenges.
The woman praised in Paradiso XXXIII is not Beatrice: the first thirty-nine stanzas of the
canto consist of St Bernard’s prayer to the Virgin Mary; he pleads for the holy Mother to intercede
on Dante the pilgrim’s behalf. 43 In Adam and Eve, however, it is not man that needs salvation by
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These are the references to Dante as given in the score and libretto; it is unclear what translation they have used,
and it takes some liberties with the Italian, although that is a natural by-product of creating an operatic text.
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the divine woman: in the Prologue, the very first sounds we hear are the disembodied voice
pronouncing the first commandment: “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land
of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. You shall have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:2).
Followed by quotations from the Qur’an sung by the men, and challenged by Virgilia and the
women, all humanity is then invited on a pilgrimage, where Virgilia materializes as our guide
through a very different “dark wood” to Dante’s selva oscura. The Prologue closes with Virgilia
assuming her role as feminist guide:
Women: “We find ourselves within a dark wood. Our way is lost.” (Inferno, I, 2-3).
Virgilia: “Lost? Or just fooled and lured off the path? ... The course I think would be the
best for you is to follow me, and I will act as your guide, and show you a way out of this
place.” (Inferno, I, 112)
The figure of the divine or earthly woman in medieval lyric poetry, as I discussed in the
introduction, is attractive for feminist artistic reimaginings today; Ore and Moslet’s treatment of
Dante thus functions as a critical commentary on the treatment of women throughout history.
Through Virgilia as spokeswoman, the woman is no “Platonic ideal” but “a human agent with her
own inner life and subjectivity.”44 Yet the agency afforded women on this stage paradoxically
avoids individual subjectivity, as a result of the aforementioned absence of characters with “inner
lives.” As in the case of Saariaho’s Clémence, Virgilia could have been cast as a modern Beatrice,
envoiced and empowered. For the topics at hand in Adam and Eve, Ore and Moslet’s eschewing
of identifiably “real” women’s narratives, with asserted identities and personalities, is an effective
choice, intrinsic to the opera’s feminist project:

no. 1 (1949): 1-26.
44

Barolini, “Dante Alighieri,” 190.
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We chose to do the opera as a tribute to all women, and not that one story—which could
be very sentimental—and then you go home. We wanted to do something which just shows
the enormity and the scale of the horror.45

Furthermore, the audience has no recourse to judge the women onstage, to evaluate their
statements, to speculate on their lives; it does not deny women agency and subjectivity, instead
pointing directly outwards to the women of the world who need it, rather than inwards to fictional
characters. The topics raised in the opera are intimate, painful, and disturbing, even more so to
watch and read as a woman. In the following section, I explore the different ways in which Ore
employs the musical techniques described above in the affective dimension, and her purposes in
crafting an uncomfortable and powerfully affective sonic environment.

1.3 Affect and Performance
In the sections above I have laid out the structure, sources, and genesis of Adam and Eve,
and characterized the key elements of Ore’s compositional practice in the opera: limited and
deliberate use of specific musical techniques, avoidance of conventional narrative and dramatic
forms, emphasis on a restricted range of sonic gestures, and a musical fabric that directly emerges
from the text conveyed in a clear, declamatory vocal style to effect maximum comprehension for
the audience. The opera’s methods of constructing a highly affective experience are varied: it
deploys lament topoi drawn from early music; at times it is just a sung manifesto; at others it
embroils the listener in a meditative, thickly intertextual web of literary allusion; often, it distorts
the sensuality of cabaret and burlesque to present a satire that forcefully juxtaposes humor and
horror. An unyielding musical fabric disturbs our sense of security about the world, reminding us
45

Interview with the author, September 16, 2016.
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that we cannot close our eyes (or ears) to discomfort. I explore each of these aspects with
representative examples from the Prologue and Epilogue and seven scenes.

Ore creates a claustrophobic sonic performance environment in order to convey the opera’s
critique of religious patriarchal authority. In Rose Dodd’s experience, she “pummelled the
audience,”46 creating an affective design to match the harrowing ways in which violence against
women exists in the modern world. Similarly, Tora Augestad, singing Virgilia, commented on the
hermetic experience induced through the opera’s music: “the music is quite minimalistic. There is
a lot of repetition in the text, everything is repeated and the same is true of the music. I think it
will feel a bit like being in a cage.”47 The “cage” that the audience will experience is a sonic one,
the imprisoning bars and walls created through the unrelenting circulation of similar sounds, and
by refusing to let us wallow in vocal sound that supersedes the text. But the design of the
performance space is also integral: the audience is surrounded on all sides by the performance (and
God’s voice), implicating them within the work. They form the “public gallery” of the courtroom,
thereby rendering the line between spectacle and spectators almost non-existent. This also
demands of the audience a degree of empathetic listening: rather than observing a tableau, being
physically inside the opera encourages us to imagine ourselves in the place of the women we hear,
as representative of all women, to better comprehend and reflect on the horrific themes narrated.
The claustrophobia emerges from a combination of an intimate physical space into which a
spectator is placed with the unrelenting nature of the music’s repetitive process, offering no time
to sit back and wallow in the music. Viewing the opera through video, I cannot experience that
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Rose Dodd, “Ultima Festival 2015, Oslo,” Tempo 70 (2016): 97.

Tora Augestad, interviewed by Nina Rohlfs, trans. Ceila Wynne Wilson, “New Roles: Tora Augestad in Norway,”
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environment first hand, but with the camera angle positioned in a static “bird’s eye” view, I do feel
it is possible to understand how an audience member would be feeling on a general level (an
assumption I also base on testimonies available about the audiences’ reactions). Moreover, in the
Oslo performance at least, the Kulturkirken Jacob is a relatively small, narrow church (see figs.
1.4 and 1.5); attending an Ultima Festival choral event there in 2019, I could imagine how enclosed
an audience would feel.

Figs. 1.4. The Kulturkirken Jacob in Oslo (exterior), location of the Ultima performance of Adam and Eve. Photo by
the author. Fig. 1.5. Kulturkirken Jacob, interior view during a concert performance in September 2019. Photo by the
author.

The affective design of the opera’s performance emerges in a number of ways. In Ore’s
approach to text-setting, based on her principle that music must emerge directly out of the text, not
be set on top of it (paralleling her avoidance of extreme dissonance), a symbiotic relationship
emerges that privileges the clear conveyance of meaning, resulting in overwhelmingly syllabic
66

vocal lines, with ornamentation used sparingly. Rarely is the pain of the content expressed in
through the voice in a way that eclipses the meaning of what is being said. Similarly, most of the
singers in both Bergen and Oslo were deliberately drawn from choral rather than operatic
performance backgrounds, affecting the overall timbre. In fig. 1.3 and exs. 1.1a-c above, I
illustrated the primary musical processes that structure each scene, and their place within a largescale symmetrical design. Although Augestad describes the music as “minimalistic,” this is only
accurate in the sense that Ore uses a deliberately restricted range of harmonic material. In vocal
idioms, rhythm and texture, however, it is far from minimal. Though eschewing an orchestra, for
instance (not unusual in contemporary opera, and often as a result of limited financial resources),
Ore employs a rich and diverse percussion ensemble, divided into the three groups shown in Table
1.1. The emphasis on a percussive sound, especially one with such timbral diversity, makes for an
intensely fierce—and decidedly not minimalist—complement to the singers, especially as they are
more integrated into the whole than musicians of the pit might be.

Percussion I
1 Vibraphone
1 Chao Gong (Wuhan-earth large)
1 Wind Gong (Wuhan-sky small)

Percussion II
1 Glockenspiel
1 Chao Gong (Wuhan medium)
1 Wind Gong (Wuhan-sky medium)
1 Thunder Sheet (large)
1 pair of cymbals (medium)
6 Tom toms (1-2-5-7-9-11)
1 Ocean Drum (medium)
1 Tambourine (medium) with double
pair of jingles
1 Flexitone (small)
Crotales (with violin bow)
1 Washing Board
1 Guiro

Percussion III
1 Glockenspiel
1 Chao Gong (Wuhan small)
1 Wind Gong (Wuhan-sky large)
1 Thunder Sheet (medium)
1 pair of cymbals (medium)
6 Tom toms (2-4-6-8-10-12)
1 Ocean Drum (large)
1 Tambourine (large) with double
pair of jingles
1 Flexitone (large)
Crotales (with violin bows)
5 Wood Blocks

6 suspended cymbals
1 Bass Drum
1 Ocean Drum (small)
1 Tambourine (small) with double
pair of jingles
1 Flexitone (medium)
1 Metal Chime
1 Slapstick
1 Vibraslap
1 Bamboo Chime
Table 1.1: Percussion instrumentation in Adam and Eve, grouped as indicated in the full score.

Positioning the musicians, like the audience, inside the operatic world itself accentuates a sense of
raw physicality in the sonic environment:
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The percussionists, they are physically doing things all the time, but having musicians
there, strings, they destroy intensity when they have nothing to do, and they take space.
But percussionists, they hit! I can use them as part of the energy on stage.48
The ensemble is conducted—by Cathrine Winnes in Bergen and Oslo—and she likewise
was positioned “inside” the performance, in close proximity to the performers. The eight
instrumental interludes utilize two groups of strings, as shown above in ex. 1.2, but these are
neither live nor recorded from musicians, instead generated using the Vienna Symphonic
libraries, 49 then manipulated electronically, with assistance from Mats Claesson in sound
programming during the performances. Aside from practical reasons such as the cost of employing
musicians, the goal was to effect an exceptionally unnatural sound:
You can change attacks, you can shorten attacks; I worked with the attacks because you
are not able to have strings attack like that, and it creates almost a kind of super-realism,
where you can manipulate shades, you can makes shades where there wouldn’t be. And
you can create an intensity of the attacks which a normal musician wouldn’t be able to do,
so that creates this kind of strange thing; like a human playing, but it’s something
impossible. 50
The desire to craft this “super-realism”—an inhuman, uncanny sound—enables another method of
disquieting the listener aurally: the eerie strings draw us to, not away from the reality of the content
being presented, emanating from the speakers with mechanical, unyielding precision.
With an understanding of the opera’s spatial and instrumental design, and the three main
musical processes (A, B, C), how are these deployed in service of an affective political critique in
Adam and Eve? Before discussing those musical techniques in greater detail, I want to touch briefly
here on one dimension that pervades the opera as a whole: the lament. Ore has identified Baroque
opera, “in which the lament or dirge—a song commonly written for and performed by women—
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Interview with the author, September 16, 2019.
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Vienna Symphonic Library, https://www.vsl.co.at. To date it holds over six million available samples.
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Interview with the author, September 16, 2019.
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was a central element,”51 as an inspiration. Although the lament has an ancient history long predating Baroque opera,52 Ore’s use here reflects a wider pattern in music of the last half-century.
While the lament in choral works of the 1970s onwards (Górecki, Tavener, Pärt, for instance) is
rooted in spirituality, the impulse in Adam and Eve is allied more closely with David Metzer’s
identification of the lament in music—including operas—by Ligeti, Saariaho, Gubaidulina,
Golijov, and Ferneyhough. Metzer hears these as a “turn towards a more directly expressive idiom
that began in the 1980s…what is remarkable is how many composers similarly exploit the
emotional power of the lament.”53 Cross, meanwhile, hears the lament in this turn-of-the-century
operatic environment as articulating a wider social malaise: “In the violent twentieth century, when
the threat to the subject has been at its greatest, perhaps the only legitimate response can be found
in the performance of lament.”54
Lament serves an expressive and structural function in Adam and Eve. In the larger
structure, for instance, the instrumental interludes are characterized by Ore as “pillars” or
“columns” performing a similar function to the chorales in J.S. Bach’s St. Matthew Passion (and
also in the John Passion, of course). My conversations with Ore uncovered her deep affinity with
the Baroque, especially English, German, and Italian operas and choral music of the seventeenth
century.55 Most significant is the adoption of the ground bass in “Dido’s Lament” from Purcell’s
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Ore’s website, “Adam and Eve.”
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See among many examples, Margaret Alexiou, The Ritual Lament in Greek Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1974), and Ann Suter, ed., Lament: Studies in the Ancient Mediterranean and Beyond (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2008), esp. chapters 3,7,10, and 12.
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David Metzer, Musical Modernism at the Turn of the Twenty-First Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2009), 166-167.
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Jonathan Cross, Harrison Birtwistle: The Mask of Orpheus (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009), 24.
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When I asked about the potential influence of Lully, Rameau, or other French composers, it was clear that Ore
considered them as stylistically very distinct from the other traditions mentioned, and far less relevant for her.
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Dido and Aeneas, 56 the descending chromaticism of which is employed harmonically and
melodically. The idiomatic feature of the late-sixteenth and seventeenth-century lament topos, the
chromatic descending tetrachord,57 lends itself well to metamorphosis. Exs. 1.3a-c demonstrate
Ore’s transformation of the ground bass (ex. 1.3a) into the choral writing in the Prologue (ex.
1.3b), and the harmonic reduction (ex. 1.3c) of the resultant material, eighteen chords descending
chromatically through the span of an octave over the course of the Prologue, from C5 to D#4.

Ex. 1.3a. Ground bass from “Dido’s Lament,” Purcell, Dido and Aeneas (1680s).

Ex. 1.3b. Adam and Eve, Prologue, mm. 43–50. Black slanted lines indicate contracting/expanding chord process.

Other well-known operatic laments that may have been in Ore’s mind include Claudio Monteverdi’s “Lamento
d’Arianna,” from L’Arianna (1608) and his “Lamento della ninfa” (Eighth Book of Madrigals, c. 1638). More
generally, popular seventeenth- and eighteenth-century forms such as the passacaglia, chaconne, and other forms of
ground bass, also exhibit “lament”-like characteristics; medieval antecedents including the complainte may also be
considered as influences, though it is clear that the Baroque is specifically relevant here.
56

Among many others, Ellen Rosand, “The Descending Tetrachord: An Emblem of Lament,” The Musical
Quarterly 65, no. 3 (1979): 346-359. William Caplin notes also that the chromatic descending tetrachord is the most
significant feature, purely diatonic examples being far rarer. See Caplin, “Topics and Formal Functions: The Case of
the Lament,” in The Oxford Handbook of Topic Theory, ed. Danuta Mirka (New York: Oxford University Press,
2014), esp. 415-421.
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Ex. 1.3c. Adam and Eve, harmonic reduction of the Prologue’s protracted chromatic descent, resulting in 18
alternating diminished and augmented triads, labeled respectively as odd and even numbers, and alternation of 4 and
3 semitones at the top of the texture. Accidentals apply until altered.

Ex. 1.3b illustrates a process of contracting and expanding chords built through the transformation
of the semitone descent in Purcell’s ground bass that is present throughout the Prologue (upper
voices only shown, as tenors and basses replicate top three parts identically). Vertically, as shown
in ex. 1.3c, what results is a sequence of oscillating diminished and augmented triads, distributed
here as in the voice parts to illustrate the interior linear chromatic progressions. This process of
contraction/expansion repeats several times for each chord iteration, creating a homorhythmic
vocal texture akin to a collective recitative, with echoes, perhaps, of a Greek chorus.58
Several coexisting musical phenomena are at work here: this localized chordal
contraction/expansion acquires structural significance through its continued repetition, but is also
framed within a long overarching pitch descent. Purcell’s ground bass operates, therefore, as a
large-scale structuring device, where the chromatic descents that constitute the primary identity of
the ostinato are expanded and stretched to form the entire melodic substance of the Prologue. It is
also used locally in every measure’s harmonic contraction: the single semitone descent in the
ground bass becomes an appoggiatura, the sigh or lament trope, repeated over and over. These
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This also reflects late sixteenth and early-seventeenth century Italian and English choral works, especially
madrigals and large, often antiphonal sacred pieces.

71

fluctuating triads, as can be seen in ex. 1.3b, also mean that the top of the texture alternates intervals
of four or three semitones, which while not written always as thirds, sound as alternating major
and minor thirds. Thus, this constant flux between major and minor, which I hear as prominently
audible, combined with the slow tempo, a rather ominous text, and the allusion to the quintessential
operatic death lament, the prevailing sonic effect is one of gloom, of sinking into shadowy depths.
Yet it is also prescient of the liminality of the upcoming Purgatory: in casting the substantial
introduction in this ambiguous—not atonal or dissonant, but thoroughly in the in-between—
harmonic state, Ore lays aural groundwork for the limbo to come, as well as acclimatizing her
audience to the overall feeling of unease that will persist throughout the opera. Moreover, the
notion of the lament here is dissociated from its typical position as “the musical climax of a fully
sung drama,”59 instead both opening the piece and taking on a more structural mantle than that of
an emotional, passionate dramatic apex.
The diminished and augmented triads growing out of the Purcell material are fundamental
to the harmonic and melodic structures of the whole opera, as these form type “A.” As a
specifically lamenting trope, however, it is employed more selectively in subsequent scenes, for
example in the emotionally-charged conclusion to scene 2, “Lust (FGM).” Replicating the slow,
chromatic descents heard in the Prologue, ex. 1.4 shows the upper voices at the end of the descent.
Repeated glissandi and appoggiaturas emphasize the lament trope on the repeated word
“bleeding,” sounding as a mimicking of the flowing of blood after the cutting procedures
described. A lament may be cathartic or purgative in function, but in Adam and Eve, it suffuses
every inch of the opera as an emotional subtext, helping to shape the insular sonic world designed
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Gary Tomlinson, Monteverdi and the End of the Renaissance (Berkeley: University of California Press, [1987]
1990), 131.
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to suffocate and shock, as well as to provoke. Ideally, the audience will leave not with relief, but
purpose and determination. Given the violence of the content, perhaps it is, as Cross suggests, only
through the lament that this horror can be expressed.

Ex. 1.4. Chorus lament topos with descending chromatic tetrachords, repeating “bleeding.” Scene II “Lust: FGM.”

1.4 Humor, Discomfort, Resistance
While the lament topos is especially palpable in the Prologue, its general expressive
qualities are perceptible throughout the opera. Aside from the expressive and structural
deployment of the lament through Purcell’s ground bass and its derivations, I identify the
combination of the harmonic types A, B, and C manifest in three principal affective dimensions
throughout the opera. I call these firstly, unambiguous physical violence described in the text;
secondly, moments of genuine humor, satire, or parody; and thirdly, disjunctive passages in which
content and sound are deliberately juxtaposed. The following three sets of examples illustrate how
the three types (A, B, and C as detailed in fig. 1.3 earlier) are utilized in the three different affective
dimensions mentioned.
The first main affect type, unambiguous physical violence, is especially present in scenes
1, 2, and 7, which discuss domestic violence, FGM, and honor killings respectively. Both employ
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the perfect intervals that Ore described as projecting arrogance: in “Anger,” a woman’s experience
of domestic abuse is narrated by two female soloists that never strays from obsessive repetitions
of fourths and fifths. Ex. 1.5 shows a particularly arresting setting of the text “I dyed my hair,”
describing the woman’s attempt at escape: dominated by persistent fourths, the phrase is repeated
twice at a higher pitch, evoking fear and driving the horrific meaning home to the audience.

Ex. 1.5. Evocation of fear through obsessive fourths, type “B,” in scene 1 “Anger,” mm. 623-634 and repeated
higher in mm. 647-658.

Ex. 1.6. Violent instrumental interlude in “Anger” following the line “he killed me,” mm. 682-693.

This is carried through in the percussion writing for the scene, which grows in intensity to parallel
the increasing angst of the narrative. At the end of the scene, the woman is dead, relayed by the
soloist (“he killed me”) and echoed by the full chorus repeating the word “killed” in a chilling
whisper. Shown in ex. 1.6, an eruption of percussion follows, angrily beating out rolls and
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polyrhythms, evoking the physicality of the woman’s murder. Drum rolls shift without pause into
God’s pronouncement: “They shall fall by the sword, their infants shall be dashed in pieces, and
those with child shall be ripped up” (Hosea 13:16). A direct line is drawn from scripture to action
here; Virgilia’s responses, in the last exchanges of the scene, cement the idea presented by the
opera that religion and human rights are antithetical. This first scene thereby constructs a brutally
clear ideological and musical framework for the rest of the performance.
Similar to the use of the lament to evoke the actual process of bleeding in ex. 4 above, also
in Scene 2 (FGM), Ore employs musical techniques that mimic the ebb and flow of physical and
mental or emotional pain. Ex. 1.7 shows an excerpt of Virgilia’s highly ornamented, melismatic
passages that set a description of the procedure, departing from the typically syllabic vocal style
that allows the opera’s langugae of violence and its consequences to reach the audience
unhindered. Grace notes and swirling phrases take on a very specific and painful affective
significance. As in “Anger,” the trauma of these experiences is rendered in moments of heightened
vocal expressivity—departing only slightly from the prevailing syllabic clarity. Both scenes
capture the emotional depth of pure vocal sound without crossing over to sound that entirely lacks
signification. Although these techniques of obsessive harmonic and textual repetition generate an
almost hypnotic state, we can never quite lose the thread of the text—its musical setting is refusing
this violence to be rendered unspeakable by singing it, over and over.

Ex. 1.7. Highly ornamented vocal writing mimicking pain in scene 2, “Lust (FGM),” mm. 967-972.
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Another instance of sonic aggression conveying unambiguous physical violence occurs in
the seventh scene, at the end of “Pride (Honour Killings),” occupying a parallel place in the
structure to “Anger”—also employing the “arrogant” fourths and fifths of type “A.” This time, the
full chorus assumes the role of a vicious mob, crying “kill her,” shown in ex. 1.8: an initially
imitative texture, seen in the SSA lines, flattens into a thick homorhythm that simulates sonically
the act of beating to death, growing in a crescendo that mimics the increasing wrath of the mob.

Ex. 1.8. Full chorus repeating cries of “kill her” at the end of “Pride: Honour Killings,” mm. 2797-2804.
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The literality of the music in “Anger” and “Pride” especially painfully highlights my
designation of these passages as unambiguously violent: there is no irony or humor, just sheer
brutality. In both these scenes, as a listener I am forced to feel the pain of all women who have
suffered in these ways, the violations of their autonomy, agency, and freedom. My auditory
discomfort, and that of a full audience, has the potential to become a powerful exercise in empathy
and collective pathos, compelling us to act on these distressing feelings. It is an interesting
experiment in lacking any actual characters onstage to which these actions are happening—there
is no specific person to sympathize with. As I have said elsewhere, I see this as a strength of Ore’s
idiosyncratic approach to political opera: whether a spectator is aware of the extent to which what
is sung reflects the real world clearly or not, they would, hopefully, think on that as a result of their
listening experience.
A contrasting affective dimension to the above examples is presented through the use of
humor and satire in the opera. Both might seem to be unlikely weapons to employ in dealing with
the weighty topics at hand. Yet we can find some light relief in Virgilia’s insouciant, defiant
debates with the echoing voice of God. In Scene 5, “Envy (Veiling),” perhaps because the theme
is less obviously violent, the chorus engages in confrontational banter, with the women
interjecting: “It’s hot in here!” and exchanging witty comments with Virgilia: “Wouldn’t it be
better to veil the eyes of men?”/“Or at least give them some sunglasses!”/“Veil the eyes of men!”
Similarly, when the opera enters a space of pure protest, comedy is often employed. In Scene 3
“Greed (Economic Violence),” the women revolt, singing the slogan “equal pay for equal work”
(also displayed on a banner). The notion of “rot” is deployed here, as the chorus sings as a refrain
“Something is rotten in the state of Denmark, Colombia, Japan, Norway” (etc.). Accompanying
this is Virgilia and the women, smashing plates and glasses throughout the scene—in one case
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Virgilia smashes glasses on the last syllable of her shout-sing of “Rotten!”—which, though an
initially shocking sound, gives a comic effect, and perceptibly a moment of catharsis for the
women, a physical act of resistance. At the end of the scene, shouting “Fuck you!” from their
standing position on the table, the women laugh together throughout the following instrumental
interlude; if you can laugh at the patriarchy, you can defeat it. Again, the female performers are
performing, but because they are not directly inhabiting characters, I see a blurring—I have the
impression they, the singers, are not entirely sublimated to the moment of performance, but act in
part as themselves. This tallies with Ore’s comment to me that she found all the singers she
recruited for the project to be generally invested in these issues—more than just another job.
Despite these lighthearted moments, the opera always brings us back sharply to the painful
reality of the content: in these instances, it treads a wafer-thin line between humor and horror,
juxtaposing pain and parody. A compelling example of this effect is in Scene 6, “Sloth
(Trafficking/Prostitution).” The scene offers a fittingly chaotic mélange of fairground, circus,
close-harmony and burlesque musical styles, lulling us into a false sense of glitzy disarray. Its
opening lines “Money makes the world go ’round and ’round/money, money, money” reference
John Kander and Fred Ebb’s “Money Song” from Cabaret (comparison shown in ex. 1.9).
Recalling the listing of countries in Scene 3, here country names of where women are trafficked
are then reeled off—the chorus lists twenty-six, from all continents-- this bawdy men’s song
echoes the MC’s line in Cabaret “A mark, a yen, a buck or a pound,” pointing to the sleazy, dark
underbelly of global societies in which female bodies are bought and sold.
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Ex. 1.9. Comparison of opening of scene 6, “Sloth” with “Money” from Cabaret (1972 film).60

Cabaret and burlesque styles are used throughout the opera as the primary way to heighten
the emotional impact of the text through their patently (and deliberately) inappropriate upbeat,
sensual characteristics. They also lend themselves extremely well to the techniques of parody and
satire deployed by Ore and Moslet in the challenges to religious authority. Yet, after not too long,
we hear harrowing stories through the singers of girls as young as seven sold into the sex trade:
the men shift to the line “Women make the world go ’round” (etc.), and soon casually list their
business: “I sell her for an hour/two hours/three hours/a month/two months/three months/six
months/a year!” The atmosphere intensifies as the three female chorus members then sing different
lines simultaneously: “He starves her/he beats her/he rapes her,” accelerating to the scene’s apex
as they repeat “they cry!” four times above the male chorus’s crude listing of sexual acts,
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Adapted by the author from the audio soundtrack to the film of Cabaret. John Kander and Fred Ebb wrote the
“Money Song” specifically for the film; it was not in the original 1966 musical, though it has since been inserted
into theatrical productions. See Keith Garebian, The Making of Cabaret, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2011).
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culminating in God’s pronouncement “Slaves, obey your masters in everything; and do it not only
when their eye is upon you and to win their favour, but with sincerity of heart and reverence for
the Lord” (Colossians 3:22). Chaos reigns throughout the scene, but what begins almost
innocuously slowly morphs into a grotesque and cacophonous nightmare. Virgilia’s response is
one of her most frantic utterances, using sprechgesang for repeated cries of “No! No one!” (ex.
10). Breaching the border between speech and singing lends even more immediacy to her words,
speaking for all girls and women as well as directly to us.

Ex. 1.10. Extremely emphatic sprechgesang from Virgilia in “Sloth,” mm. 2582-2590.

In “Sloth,” we witness a gradual transformation from parody to horror that above all uses
humor as a gesture of irreverence both to mock and undermine religious and patriarchal authority.
In other instances, the disjunction between music and text is more immediate and sustained. In
Scene 2, “Lust (FGM),” the satirical character of cabaret functions as a gesture of irreverence
towards religious and patriarchal authority and as a technique to discomfort the audience.
Burlesque styles are paired simultaneously with a harrowing text that denounces both those who
perpetrate and justify FGM practices, and more broadly, sex-shaming as a form of subjugation.
Quotes from Genesis reinforce the equation of female desire with original sin:
You have eaten of the tree of which I commanded you not to eat. Thus I will greatly
multiply your pain during conception; in pain you shall bring forth children. Your desire
shall be to your husband, and he shall rule over you. (Genesis 3:16).
This difficult and culturally controversial issue (addressed in more detail at the end of this
chapter) is examined through this jarring juxtaposition between the two dimensions of what one is
hearing. Consider the passage shown in ex. 1.11: its close diminished and augmented harmonies
and dotted rhythms suggest a cabaret style, and yet we are confronted with coercive and abusive
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rhetoric from the men (“if not mutilated, you will become promiscuous”) and cries of “au” from
the women, signifying young girls in physical and emotional agony undergoing a medical
procedure that, within the politics of this opera and in human rights discourse, amounts to torture.

Ex. 1.11. Jarring close-harmony cabaret style, type A (dim/aug), in Scene II, “Lust: FGM.”

The language of the Male chorus throughout the scene, meanwhile, represents physically
coercive and emotionally abusive rhetorical strategies used by male authority figures to justify
FGM. Its wording aims to persuade women that the values of virtue, obedience, and “cleanliness”
are necessary for their own integrity and for their marital relationships, as well as castigating
sexuality as a danger (women’s responses underline):

81

We don’t mean to harm you only make us calmer and more pleasant and not too demanding
for your husbands...If not mutilated you will become promiscuous!...You become more
disciplined, more obedient, and clean...We ensure your virginity...Finally you have become
an honourable woman!
Ore conceived of this scene as a “lecture” from Virgilia, whose text is procedural and detached,
describing the horrific procedures in deliberately clinical terms—there is no symbolism or poetry
but the brutal facts. Each section of the lecture is structured similarly: she outlines different types
of genital mutilation61 in an ascending pitch sequence, all in type “A,” as shown in ex. 1.12. Each
new type is introduced a third higher, increasing the already palpable tension of the unstable
diminished and augmented triads outlined. The unsettled harmonies reflect the pain of the young
women, contrasting uncomfortably with the jazzy, light-hearted sound of the chorus. In between
these clinical descriptions, Virgilia sings swirling, ornamented lines, a further disturbing pairing
of elegant, sensual vocal lines with extremely harrowing text.

Ex. 1.12. Type A, here diminished seventh chords, dominating Virgilia’s lecture-style announcement of each
mutilation type, progressing by thirds, 1. mm. 954-958; 2. mm, 994- 998; 3. mm. 1040-1044; 4. mm. 1093-1096.
There are four officially recognized types. World Health Organization, “Classification of Female Genital
Mutilation.” www.who.int/reproductivehealth/topics/fgm/overview/en/. Accessed September 3, 2019.
61
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These examples have demonstrated how Ore’s three types of harmonic material intersect
with the deployment of affect and emotion in conveying the painful content of each scene. As
discussed earlier, Scene 4 “Gluttony (Rape),” occupies a powerful position at the structural center
of the opera. If the opera lacks conventional narrativity, its symmetrical design nonetheless draws
us to and away from this scene as an anchor. Here all three harmonic types A-C are combined, as
illustrated in fig. 3, also setting it apart from the other scenes. “Gluttony” is distinguished most
vividly through Ore’s stepping back from the prevailing robust and sonically challenging political
atmosphere. During this pivotal scene, the soundworld has transformed considerably from the first
three scenes and interludes; initially, it strikes me like a breath of relief, but this feeling is tainted
by the knowledge that the gentler soundscape now surrounding is constructed to discuss rape.
Discussing the most intimate violations of women’s bodily autonomy, one could expect the opera’s
sonic tools of discomfort to be put to use especially powerfully. Several features differ, however:
the scene does not begin with a pronouncement from God, and later quotations from the Qur’an
and Deuteronomy are not directly debated in the same confrontational manner as in the other
scenes, disrupting the familiar pattern of debate between God, Virgilia, and the chorus. Ore instead
sets a long, meditative solo for Virgilia, while the male and female choruses are more united than
normal, whispering in unison to echo her words “sexual desire,” shown in ex. 1.13.

Ex. 1.13. Male and Female Chorus in unison spoken echoes, Scene 4, “Gluttony (Rape).”

The text is especially different from the rest of the opera, presenting philosophical musings
on the origins and nature of the concept of love itself:
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Love, the word love, is from Old English lufu; is from Old High German luba; is connected
with Sanscrit [sic] lubh: to desire; is connected with Latin lubere: to please.
Although God’s voice pronounces provocative statements such as “Women are your fields: go
then into your fields whence you please” and “the women and the little ones, livestock, and
everything else in the city, all its spoils of war, you shall take as plunder for yourselves,” Virgilia
does not (mostly) respond to or attack these directly. Instead she continues, reflectively:
Love, the word love, definition: Affection and tenderness felt by lovers; affection based on
admiration and common interests. Love, the word love, definition: Passionate affection for
another person; attraction based on sexual desire.
In the Oslo production, Tora walked round the perimeter of the audience slowly during these
passages; like in the FGM scene, she is part lecturer, part feminist prophet, but here in a much
gentler capacity.

Ex. 1.14. Rhythmic acceleration over time, dominance of type B, and use of silences, in Virgilia’s “aria” in “Gluttony.”

Type B (perfect fourths/fifths) is the most prevalent throughout the scene, but both types
A and C appear in the latter half. Recall that Ore associated the sound of the perfect intervals with
“arrogance,” assigning them to the topics of domestic violence and honor killings. What, then,
does their use in this scene signify? I suggest that although we could continue to associate
Virgilia’s vocal line as reflecting the topic—i.e. that sexual violence involves some degree of
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arrogance—it is also possible to hear this as an act of women’s sonic resistance. Ore uses additive
and accelerating rhythmic structures, each consecutive section doubling in pace, producing a slow
affective intensification, punctuated by silences. Ex. 1.14 illustrates both these processes in four
passages outlining the “definitions” of love. The percussion accompaniment forms a light ostinato
underneath in flowing arpeggios on the vibraphone and gentle punctuations from tom toms and
the wind gongs. The effect is one of suspended animation; despite the undercurrents of movement,
it sounds as a rippling surface of still water, not as the anxiety-inducing motion of the string
interludes, for instance.
After these “definitions” of Love, Virgilia asks over and over: “Shall love bear all things?
Shall love believe all things?”—a paraphrase of the Bible. Still in the perfect fourths and fifths of
type B, semitone grace notes are introduced on each statement, shown in ex. 1.15. Repeated
tremolos on perfect fourths and fifths in the vibraphone and gongs form a supportive drone,
producing an overall effect of a modal, folkish chant—this is the only passage in the opera in which
a medievalist soundscape emerges, with a contemporary twist. The text switches at this point from
its meditative character to questioning the religious dicta, through paraphrasing Article 3 of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights: “Hasn’t everyone the right to life? To liberty?/To security
of person?”; a score note “with anger and frustration” also indicates a mood shift. The harmonic
language now includes type C (seconds), shown in ex. 1.16, as the text switches.

Ex. 1.15. Virgilia’s ornamented vocal line from FGM scene recalled in scene 4, “Gluttony.”

Ex. 1.16. Harmonic emphasis switched to type C in second half of scene 4, “Gluttony.”
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“Gluttony” eschews overt references to sexual violence, unlike the explicit text in other
scenes. Ore deliberately chose a subtler strategy in order to focus on the ideals of intimacy,
pleasure, affection, passion, that ought to prevail in humanity:
Cecilie Ore: I chose to go the opposite way: it takes defining the word love, and the text at
the end is questioning the Bible, where it says “love shall bear all things, love shall believe
all things, love shall hope all things.” So we turn it around and say, “Shall it bear all
things?” We question the Bible, and we question God, because it can’t be that you “shall
bear all things”; if they’re not nice, and if they’re brutal, why should you bear them? In the
Bible that’s kind of a hidden acceptance of domestic violence, rape, everything against
women. So we made this text very beautiful—but the content is so terrible.
JF: And it points out the extent to which violence, specifically sexual violence, against
women, destroys the fundamental beautiful things in the world that are love and sexual
desire, as it says.
CO: And she’s singing the definition of love, which should be only good things! But the
Bible says, you should bear it, you shall take all the violence handed to you.62
In asking “shall love bear all things?” “Gluttony” establishes a frame for discussing sexual assault
that turns to its fundamental inhumanity, as something that destroys the “right to life, liberty, and
security of person.” The absence of explicit references to violence does not subdue a listener’s
comprehension of the seriousness of sexual assault and rape. Pressed on the mood shift in
“Gluttony,” Ore described to me that it is “going towards darkness”; I feel strongly this chilling
effect of the quiet, subdued atmosphere, being pulled sinking into a stillness that, while not
assailing me with sound and content, offers no relief either.
At the end of the opera, the Epilogue returns us to the brief equilibrium experienced in
“Gluttony,” regaining some measure of calm after the searing intensity of the last three scenes.
Combining the politics of resistance and debate of most of the opera with the meditative,
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Interview with the author, September 16, 2019.
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philosophical musings heard in “Gluttony,” the Epilogue offers a conclusion in two modes,
maintaining simultaneously both the intensity of confrontation and the greater emotional stability
of a gentler, philosophical soundworld. Crucially, men are excluded from this final scene: the stage
is given over to Virgilia, with occasional echoes from the female chorus, affording her a space that
is free from the debates with men and God that have dominated.
The Epilogue thereby cements the opera’s lasting impression as explicitly showcasing
women’s resistance. Religion as a form of oppressive authority from which women must be
liberated is explored for the final time through a recomposition of Shylock’s speech in
Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, substituting “woman” in place of “Jew.” The female
chorus and Virgilia first preface this in the last part of instrumental Interlude 8 in a loose paraphrase
of the introduction to Shylock’s speech, a comparison shown in table 1.2. Secondly, the full
Epilogue adapts the rest of the speech in a soliloquy for Virgilia, shown in table 1.3.
Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, Act III Sc i
He hath disgraced me, and hindered me half a
million; laughed at my losses, mocked at my
gains, scorned my nation, thwarted my bargains,
cooled my friends, heated mine enemies; and
what’s his reason?

Ore and Moslet, Adam and Eve, Interlude 8.
We are beaten, we are mutilated.
Is it never enough?
We are robbed and raped, sold and killed.
Is it never enough? Are you never satisfied?

Table 1.2. Comparison of the use of Shylock’s speech in The Merchant of Venice and Adam and Eve.

Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, Act III Sc i
Hath not a Jew eyes? hath not a Jew hands, organs,
dimensions, senses, affections, passions?
Fed with the same food, hurt with the same
weapons, subject to the same diseases, healed by
the same means, warmed and cooled by the same
winter and summer, as a Christian is?
If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us,
do we not laugh? If you poison us, do we not die?
and if you wrong us, shall we not revenge? If we
are like you in the rest, we will resemble you in
that.
If a Jew wrong a Christian, what is his humility?
Revenge. If a Christian wrongs a Jew, what should
his sufferance be by Christian example? Why,
revenge. The villainy you teach me, I will execute,
and it shall go hard but I will better the instruction.
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Ore and Moslet, Adam and Eve, Epilogue
I am a woman.
Has not a woman eyes?
Has not a woman hands and organs?
Has not a woman dimensions and senses?
Has not a woman affections and passions?
Are we not fed with the same food a man is?
Are we not hurt with the same weapons as a man
is?
Are we not subject to the same diseases as a man
is?
Are we not healed by the same means as a man is?
Are we not warmed and cooled by the same
winter and summer as a man is?
If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us,
do we not laugh? If you poison us, do we not die?

And if you wrong us, do we not stop you from
doing so? I am a woman.
Table 1.3. Comparison of the use of Shylock’s speech in The Merchant of Venice and Adam and Eve.

Using Shylock’s speech raises complex questions: it is one of the most recognized in
Shakespeare’s oeuvre, and although the text adapts itself well to Ore and Moslet’s message (people
are equal, so ought to be treated equally), is it not rather ironic that Shylock is protesting religious
discrimination? It can be thought of as making a general point about abuse and discrimination as
never logical or acceptable, but my instinct is that Shylock’s speech is so ubiquitous that it was
intended to be immediately recognized by any audience. Is this, like the Dante paraphrases, another
gesture of defiance towards canonic (male) texts? Its use, however, conveniently glosses over the
fact that the opera does not regard religious discrimination as an equally important aspect of
modern society to gendered discrimination.
Although the majority of the musical material in the Epilogue is type “A”
(diminished/augmented triads), a type “B” (perfect fourths/fifths) is introduced for the conclusion.
Virgilia’s concluding passages rise to a fraught emotional climax, first on the thrice repeated
phrase “Do we not die?” and subsequently doubling in intensity for the penultimate line, “Do we
not stop you from doing so?” Ex. 1.17 shows this repeated now six times over, again each time
rising a minor third, and peaking at the highest pitch of the scene (G♭) in an impassioned repetition
of “stop you.”

Ex. 1.17. Sequential repetition of diminished seventh arpeggio at climax of Epilogue, penultimate line of opera.

Virgilia’s final display of empowered female speech combines freely-ornamented
vocalizations on the recurring phrase “I am a woman” with electronically-generated rain sounds,
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and naturalistic accompaniment on the chao gong, wind gong, and vibraphone. Mirroring the slow
choral homophony of the Prologue, the aria brings the audience to a point of stillness that demands
attention to Virgilia’s words. Finally, the last sound we hear is “I am a woman,” sung on an
unaccompanied A440. We close on the sound of the very beginning of an orchestra tuning,
projecting a sonic openness and purity, a return to beginnings—not quite cyclical, as it isn’t where
the opera started—that seems to reclaim human nature from the violence of patriarchal religious
authority that counters the world we experienced through the seven “sins.” The opera ends in a
quiet, somber moment that both asserts and questions, leaving it to the audience to take what they
have experienced into the world.

1.5 Provocation, Reaction, Reception
My analyses thus far have demonstrated the range of ways in which the emotional impact
of the content in Adam and Eve emerges. Throughout my initial research on the opera, however, I
was often uncertain as to whether or not Ore and Moslet sought, through the sheer impact of the
music and subject matter, simply to bludgeon the audience with their opinions. After conversations
with the composer, and more consideration of the reception of the work, however, it became
evident that the opposite was true. The harsh realities conveyed sonically and textually to the
audience are literally harsh to our ears, discomforting and unnerving, but they are intended to be so
in order that a listener might truly focus their attention on the facts at hand. The purpose is not, I
argue, to shock us, to present provocative content that “makes a statement” simply
by being subversive.
Dodd observed that Adam and Eve’s technique of causing extreme discomfort in an
audience through shocking, disjunctive, or provocative thematic content recalls Brecht’s
“employ[ment] of verfremdungseffekt as a theatrical distancing device, alienating the audience so
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as to effect a more cerebral understanding of his work.”63 Brecht is certainly an important figure
in the European theatrical genealogy influencing Ore and Moslet’s practice—in political satire,
cabaret and burlesque music styles, the intention for the audience to learn—but Adam and Eve’s
relationship between audience and work only slightly parallels Brecht’s techniques of
estrangement (Verfremdung). Adam and Eve’s spectators are brought inside the work to effect
“cerebral understanding,” not distanced or estranged from it. Joy Calico, however, cautions against
this purely negative understanding of the “V-effect”: although “the engagement might be
productive, ‘estrangement with the opera’ or ‘estrangement and the opera’ may be used to
emphasize the second phase of the process as a rapprochement of sorts.”64
Although Dodd implies a literal alienation, “estrangement is not part of a vast Brechtian
conspiracy to prohibit pleasure in the theater.”65 Instead, Calico argues, “its purpose is to facilitate
agency in the subjective experience of the spectating audience member.” 66 This description more
closely matches what the audience experiences in Adam and Eve: the form of the estrangement
may differ from Brecht’s, but the goal of how Ore and Moslet have constructed music and narrative
is indeed “to facilitate agency” in us as listeners and watchers. Perhaps the most obviously
Brechtian part of the opera is that the singers hold up placards in Norwegian and English indicating
the title of each scene, a mild form of the “literarization” of the theater that “engaged the spectating
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audience member in what Brecht described as an ‘exercise in complex seeing.’” 67 The banners and
slogans could also be seen to contribute to this effect.68
To provoke, for Ore, works towards an overarching goal of awareness that supersedes that
initial reaction. For instance, the composer was well aware of the emotional impact the material
would make on her audiences: “after the performance, there were all kinds of reactions, almost
laughter, because it was a lot to get in your lap at one time!”69 Discussing operatic productions that
have incorporated (often gratuitous) sexual violence, Ore was simply frustrated at their
“banality.”70 Moreover, others have pointed out that “graphic representations of sexual violence
constitute what some feminists see as a second violation.”71 Lisa Fitzpatrick has identified how
this phenomenon is dealt with in theater work: “The creation of a sense of threat can be more
effective than witnessing the act of violence itself: the capacity of the violence to exist at the edges
of human imagination before it is enacted onstage allows the full range of possible horror to exist
momentarily for the individual spectator.72 Ore and Moslet never cross over into the enactment
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One example still discussed in opera studies five years later is Damiano Michelietto’s 2015 staging of
Rossini’s Guillaume Tell at the Royal Opera House, which depicted the violent gang-rape of a woman on a banquet
table during the ballet scene (the pas de soldats) in Act III. Many argued that it had no base or function in the plot or
the libretto, which indeed does not mention any such act. In response, director of the Royal Opera House Kaspar
Holten’s statement indicated the intention had been to put “the spotlight on the brutal reality of women being abused
during war time, and sexual violence being a tragic fact of war.” Holten, quoted in “William Tell: nudity and rape
scene greeted with boos at Royal Opera House,” The Guardian June 30,
2015. https://www.theguardian.com/music/2015/jun/30/william-tell-nudity-and-scene-greeted-with-boos-at-royalopera-house, Accessed June 6 2019. A subsequent joint response from the CEO, Holten, and conductor Antonio
Pappano attempted to rationalize the decision partly by portraying the outrage as sensitivity.
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phase, with the result that this scene exists entirely in those “edges” of our imagination. While she
and

Moslet

share

with

many

modern

opera

directors

the

purpose

of

making

audiences uncomfortable, their execution eschews the graphic “banality” of actually enacting the
violence they describe on stage.
A burden of critique is placed on all listeners to Adam and Eve, but Ore does not absolve
herself of ethical responsibility for what is presented, being fully invested in and aware of the
moral and emotional implications of staging (even without “action” as such) violence against
women. Here, Lehman’s concept of the “ethico-political” in theater is particularly relevant, framed
through the idea of breaking taboos. He posits an “aesthetics of risk,” arguing that “it falls to the
theatre to deal with extremes of affect...which always also contain the possibility of offending by
breaking taboos.”73 It is certainly the case that Ore and Moslet are aware of running a calculated
risk that their audiences may be offended when subjecting religion to satire. But they care why
and how this might happen, this consideration is woven into all the processes I have described.
Lehman proposes a model of the spectator’s place in postdramatic theater:
Instead of the deceptively comforting duality of here and there, inside and outside, it can
move the mutual implication of actors and spectators in the theatrical production of images
into the centre and thus make visible the broken thread between personal experience and
perception. Such an experience would be not only aesthetic but therein at the same time
ethico-political.74
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This captures Ore’s aim well: a rejection of the notion that the operatic theater is separate from
what is “outside,” and forming an art that at its foundation is “ethico-political”—an updating of
Brecht’s estrangement, perhaps.
The opera demands from the listener an acquiescence to discomfort as a precondition for
their spectatorship. What kind of physical, immediate reaction was Ore expecting? She was keenly
aware, for instance, that the work would affect men and women differently. These two excerpts
from our interview document the reactions of male audience members, music critics and fellow
composers; Ore is asking these men to think and reflect, but also not to shy away from those
uncomfortable feelings:
There was this man, he had seen the piece, went home to Germany, and more and more the
piece started to grow, and he started to see society in a different way—and he was so
shocked. Because when he had sat there, he had thought “This is so exaggerated”; and of
course, this is the way society has always dealt with this problem, by saying “Oh no, it’s
not that bad.”…When the premiere was in Bergen, afterwards there was a colleague of
mine who came up to me, and the first thing he said was “I feel so terrible! So miserable!”
And so, I said “Why, why do you feel miserable?” And he didn’t have words to explain it,
and of course then it was so fresh for him. So I told him, you should probably look behind
your own feelings of being miserable and see what you find there, because it’s one thing
feeling miserable, yes—you have been served some terrible things, which are true, but
which society has not dealt with yet in a proper way, and of course that’s painful. 75

I have discussed the circulation of affect in Adam and Eve as one that impinges itself upon
the listening bodies in the room, but there are other bodies to consider too: the singers. Ore’s
approach to staging (deliberately) disturbing and uncomfortable content also reflects her attitude
towards the psychological welfare of the performers involved. In modern productions of repertory
operas (as in the Guillaume Tell controversy), the ethics of what happens on stage tend to revolve
exclusively around the presentation and reception of potentially offensive and provocative
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material, their “aesthetic risk” to be judged in the court of public opinion. In Adam and Eve,
however, there was an explicit awareness of a duty of care involved, extending to the singers, too.
Although Ore joked to me, “Of course it’s tough to be a man on that stage!” and relayed humorous
anecdotes about their surreal and awkward rehearsals, she emphasized the need to respect the
integrity of the singers’ investment in the opera’s material.
Ore knew, for instance, that Tora Augestad, singing Virgilia, would have to bear the
emotional weight of performing Scene 4, as a woman: “I did a lot of thinking, because you can’t
simulate rape on stage, that’s very banal. Tora, she said, ‘This is the most beautiful music I have
ever done.’ And for her to do the rape scene, in this way, was making it possible for her to do it at
all.”76 I would suggest that this understanding of the necessity to work with singers to ensure their
capacity to mitigate serious emotional distress calls back to my comments at the beginning of this
chapter on the “ethico-political” dimensions of growing critical approaches to sexual violence in
opera. Whether as composers, directors, scholars, pedagogues, or listeners, more space is being
devoted to the physical and mental capacity of everyone involved. This has been discussed by the
composers I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter: in Sankaram’s Thumbprint, she relays in
the previously-cited conversation with Cusick that not staging the rape visibly was an important
choice; Ellen Reid, composer of Prism, similarly avoided staging an actual physical assault in its
premiere performance. From recent conversations I have been party to between Reid, Mazzoli, and
others, it is clear that more opera composers and companies today are paying attention to the actual
process of staging sexual violence, taking into account the singers’ wellbeing in addition to
thinking through issues of sensationalization.
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1.6 Religion, Politics, Human Rights: Norway and Beyond
The analyses above demonstrate a complex interweaving of the political, psychological, and
affective in the critique of religion at the heart of Adam and Eve. These are by no means
uncontroversial, and in this final part of the chapter I examine some of the ways in which the
arguments against religion in Adam and Eve reflect unresolved tensions at the heart of European
political discourse today, focusing especially on how the cultural politics of feminism, human
rights, and religion are framed in a specifically Norwegian context. Above, I noted how Ore
observed differences according to gender in how audiences engaged with the opera. The audiences
for Adam and Eve’s two productions also differed in other ways. Conversely to what I had
expected, in the opera’s transition from a small town on Norway’s West Coast to the capital, Ore
reported that the demographics of the Oslo audiences were far more ethnically homogenous. At
the Bergen International Festival, Ore felt there was a greater diversity of spectators, comprising
critics and colleagues alongside members of the public, whereas at the Ultima Festival in Oslo,
she noted that only a narrow section of society was in attendance:
Because it was the Ultima Festival, we had very “Ultima” people coming, mostly. In
Bergen, there were culturally-interested people, but also more people from all kinds
of milieux, and so it’s hard to say. But they understood much better, I think, in Bergen,
because they were ordinary people—they weren’t thinking “Oh, she’s using small, minor
thirds!” The contemporary music milieu, they are not very into what happens in society,
they are in a bubble. 77

Although I have not been able to confirm this perception concretely with audience statistics, the
demographics of Ore’s audiences is, I believe, an important factor in considering the opera’s
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critique of religion. I suggest in this last part of the chapter that the elements I find problematic are
connected to a lack of engagement with the voices of those directly affected by the issues
discussed.
Virgilia’s debates with God exemplify the primary strategies that the opera uses to
challenge religion, elements of which I have already discussed in terms of feminist resistance. The
intellectual basis of these arguments, however, illustrates an underlying tension between
competing human rights. The opera’s defining slogan, “Feminism is Humanism,” makes a
seemingly simple argument: women are humans, and women’s rights are human rights. But the
enactment of this logic in the opera is not always so straightforward. Virgilia’s challenges are
typically couched in the language of human rights legislation, whether directly quoting the UDHR
or not. The opera takes “feminism is humanism” to signify, however, that women’s human rights
must take precedence over the right to freedom of religion whenever the two come into conflict.
This brings up in the first instance difficult questions relating to interpretation of religious
texts. For instance, take the following exchange in Scene 1 “Anger (Domestic Violence),” in which
Virgilia’s rebuttal invokes Article One of the UDHR:
God: Good women are obedient. (Qur’an 4:34)
Virgilia: Obedient? Says who?
God: As for those from whom you fear disobedience, punish them, send them to beds apart,
and beat them. (Qur’an 4:34)
Virgilia: Beat them? But are not all human beings born free?
God: They shall fall by the sword, their infants shall be dashed in pieces, and those with
child shall be ripped up. (Hosea 13:16)
Virgilia: Dashed in pieces? Ripped up? But what about Article One?
God: Women who disobey their husbands will go to hell. (Qur’an 66:10)
Virgilia: Go to hell? Are not all human beings born free and equal in dignity and rights?

In the following FGM scene, Article Five is similarly quoted verbatim:
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God: You have eaten of the tree of which I commanded you not to eat. Thus I will greatly
multiply your pain during conception; in pain you shall bring forth children. Your desire
shall be to your husband, and he shall rule over you. (Genesis 3:16)
Virgilia: What about Article Five? Can you hear me? Article Five: “No one shall be
subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.”

In both of these cases, an unambiguous line is drawn from scripture to action: from a literal
interpretation of doctrinal quotes, religion is charged as being specifically complicit in sustained
violence against women. This conceptual battle between scripture and human rights law also
suggests that religious texts are equivalent to religious belief and practice, a viewpoint maintained
by Ore and Moslet: “We consider it absurd that attitudes and actions incompatible with modern
democratic society and in stark contrast to humanistic ideals and the Declaration of Human Rights
are still used as guidelines for how people should live their lives.”78
A number of issues are raised by this argument. Ore and Moslet select typically the most
provocative excerpts of their religious sources, ones which are well-known for what is intensely
misogynistic and sexist content by modern standards. This approach invests the meaning of
religion entirely in what is written down as opposed to the lived realities of people of faith. It
implies that there is a one-to-one correspondence between these passages and the actions presented
in each scene; e.g. that domestic abuse happens as a direct consequence of the command “Wives,
submit yourselves to your husbands as unto the Lord” (Ephesians 5:22), or that rape occurs because
God instructs “Women are your fields: go then into your fields when you please” (Qur’an 2:223)
(both quoted in the opera). During a panel discussion in Bergen at the time of the opera’s premiere
discussing the conflicts between religious accommodation and human rights in Europe today, Ore
agreed with fellow panelist Maryam Namazie that the problem is “not a question of
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interpretation”—i.e., that religious texts do bear the weight of responsibility, rather than being
subjected to misinterpretation by fanatics. 79 The problem is that both are true, to some extent:
phrases such as those quoted above have been used as justification for denying women’s rights,
and for direct sexual and other violence. That holy texts are “misinterpreted” is an argument
perhaps more often heard by faith leaders (including the former bishop on the Bergen panel), as
well as by, for instance, women of faith who identify as feminists. In the latter case, many women
have found ways to reconcile provocative language of Scripture with their personal belief systems.
To place the burden of responsibility for religiously-motivated gender violence solely on those
who wrongly interpret the texts, however, is also problematic, as Namazie identifies, because it
implies that the original texts are without fault.
These theological questions acquire a complex political significance in Adam and Eve. If
the presence of religion in modern societies diminishes, will it be the catalyst for change in the
protection of women’s rights? Furthermore, the question of who or what is the target of the debates
happening within the opera is complicated. In our conversation, Ore was adamant that it is religion,
not religious people, who are put on trial in this operatic courtroom. Can it be so easy to separate
the two? What does religion consist of if not the people who believe, and act on the basis of those
beliefs? While it is obvious that one can critique the content of the Bible without it constituting a
de facto attack on all Christians, the implicit argument that it is possible to dissociate religion from
people becomes a question primarily of visibility.
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One consequence of the suggestion that religious people are not “on trial” per se in the
opera, which emerged throughout my interview with Ore, is that religious belief in itself is not
seen as harmful so long as it is fully relegated to the private sphere. This leads to practical as well
as philosophical consequences encompassing restrictions ranging from government funding to
what one may be permitted to wear at work or in a public space. Thereby enforcing a line between
one’s public, “secular” and one’s private, “religious” identity, this hardens a distinction between
privately-visible and publicly-invisible spheres that seems impossible to uphold today.
Moreover, cases in European secular republics such as France have proved in recent years
that societies have not yet succeeded in implementing any such division without engendering the
policing of bodies—especially women’s bodies—that turns the supposed protection of rights into
another form of their violation.80 As Mayanthi Fernando argues in the French context, “to be an
integrated, secular citizen means abstracting one’s Muslimness and rendering it invisible in the
public sphere.” 81 What is especially concerning about this kind of thinking is its growing
prevalence over the last couple of decades in countries that are not secular republics, like Norway
and the UK, 82 in which the push to make one’s religious—and, in reality, ethnic—identity publicly
invisible does not even have a constitutional basis.
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Critiquing religions because they are seen to condone gender-based violence is fraught with
political complexities today, and the logic of separating the belief system from those who
participate in it is not necessarily a successful strategy for effecting lasting change in how we treat
one another in society. Adam and Eve clearly reflects wider issues within European societies and
beyond, but the modes of criticism presented in the opera are especially resonant with the
complicated and conflicting discourses surrounding the intersection of feminism and religion in
Norway and Scandinavia. As outlined earlier, a significant part of Ore’s aim in the opera was to
open the eyes of those within Norway to these issues. The reactions of some she relayed to me as
an indictment of ignorance:
The music critics, they are so old fashioned you know; they were saying “no, we don’t
have these problems in Norway,” and it’s like, oh shit we do! We have all of them! It was
like meeting contemporary music society as a really reactionary, conservative boys’ club,
where even the females engaged—not all—on the boys’ side, and of course not all the boys
either. So, some became very frustrated with having to deal with the enormity of the
problem and trying to explain it away that “it’s not Norway in 2015.”83
Ore’s contention with the idea that issues such as FGM or domestic violence are “not
Norway” is that the “boys club” of the (classical) music world is in denial about the scale of issues
that women face on a daily basis. At the same time, the reasons for why these problems do exist in
a society often seen by outsiders (and, clearly, many insiders) as a gender-equal space also emerge
in the context of Adam and Eve as related to demographic and cultural changes in recent decades,
a connection emerging throughout our interview. While Ore certainly does not attribute gender
violence only to such changes, her approach to critiquing religion in the opera also speaks to a
deeper preoccupation with national cultural identity that tends to center on the varying degrees of
(in)compatibility of “other” cultures with “our” values.
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R. Amy Elman’s study of state variance of attitudes towards, management and
understanding of gendered violence bears out Ore’s comments in a specifically Nordic context,
noting that “in the mid-1980s, many Scandinavians regarded the relative absence of assistance for
abused women as evidence that it was unnecessary. In Sweden, where gender equality is an
ostensible component of national identity, the persistent refusal to tackle the matter makes it harder
to speak out and easier to attribute male violence to misfortune and/or foreigners, despite a decade
of evidence to the contrary.” 84 Adam and Eve makes it clear that the blame for violence against
women lies not only in religious beliefs, but also in society’s collective culpability; the opera is
not, I believe, ascribing the problem only to a “foreign” value encroaching on egalitarian Norway.
Discussing the #MeToo movement’s relevance in Scandinavia with Ore confirmed this for me, as
she pointed to entrenched institutional sexism within the music world and beyond.
Religion is presented by Ore and Moslet as antithetical both to “modern democratic
society” and to “humanistic ideals” and the values embodied by the UDHR. Yet to envisage those
liberal ideals and values as absolutes presents a similar problem as seeing the words of scripture
as unchallengeable. The implication that there is set definition of “modern democracy” or
“humanistic ideals” reflects a crucial tension in human rights discourse today over how to navigate
those moments when different rights are in conflict. In Baujke Prins and Sawitri Saharso’s survey
of academic and political discourse around multiculturalism and liberalism, they convincingly set
out the discord among liberal responses to the “universalism-relativism issue and the problem of
autonomy.”85 Even where there is consensus on what human rights are, how to proceed is another
matter, and recourse to supranational bodies like the United Nations does not in itself yield results.
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Recall the central question of Ore’s multi-work project: “what does it mean to be
civilized?” This is not a question answerable by way of common consensus, nor is it the most
useful question to ask in tackling human rights violations and their legitimization by individuals
or governments. It also results in redundant and fraught debates over “civilization,” and who does
and does not adequately subscribe to its imagined values in the modern world. Discussing the
whole ten-year vocal works project, we pressed the concept further:
JF: Your ideas of two things, “humanism” and “civilization,” both come up a lot in your
work. What do those concepts mean for you?
CO: Every opera or vocal piece I have done is based on a search for understanding and
trying to find out about: what does it mean to be civilized? ... The development of becoming
more and more civilized—that’s a whole package developing towards a greater awareness
concerning empathy. 86
Despite the clear desire on Ore’s part not to pit cultures against one another, to mark some as
degraded, backwards, barbaric, and ardently religious, and others as enlightened, progressive, and
secular, it is incredibly difficult not to see how this reasoning leads to such divisions. In our
conversations, wrangling with this concept was especially difficult; on the one hand, Ore’s
fundamental beliefs in what the world needs to do in terms of protecting women and other groups
is just, and carried through her artistic practices; she also reserves strong criticism for the ignorance
and inaction of supposedly more “empathetic” societies for not doing their part to countering
human rights. Yet as in other aspects, to which I shall turn momentarily, I found it challenging to
reconcile this with exploring the notion of “civilization,” a word loaded with problematic historical
and epistemological baggage.

Politics, 785.
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Although Ore admirably wishes her audience to overcome precisely this queasiness at
discussing difficult and painful topics, I maintain the belief that the mode of discussion does, in
fact, matter as much as the actions people take: both aspects inform the other. Ore and I both
believe and feel we truly know that FGM is wrong, for example, and that there are no circumstances
in which it can be justified. But we disagree in part on how to apply and act on that certainty: she
believes that “discussion can never be painful in the way that actions can,”87 while I argue that the
emotional and rhetorical modes deployed in political, media, or personal discussion impacts
heavily on actions subsequently taken, by individuals or by governments. Even as an atheist,
perhaps a lifetime of singing in churches has conditioned me implicitly to accept religion’s
presence in the world, even as I can argue against its ideologies. Human rights advocacy today is
confronted with the central question of how to promote equality without a by-product of
discrimination. The tenor of public and academic criticism has diversified and magnified these
tensions, perceived as a split between left-wing liberal reluctance to engage in cultural critiques,
and right-wing, conservative, or populist deployment of critique as justification for racist and
xenophobic rhetoric and policies.
My discussion with Ore on this topic emerged in the context of discussing Islamophobia
and racist language used by Europeans today, opening up the specifically Norwegian context in
which these issues are framed. Norway’s experience of immigration in the past few decades, and
the impact of the widespread refugee crises in very recent years, enormously shapes its internal
political discourse on topics such as freedom of religion and women’s rights. 88 The terrorist
attacks perpetrated by Anders Breivik on 22 July 2011 in Oslo and on the island of Utøya,
87
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motivated by a white nationalist and specifically anti-Muslim agenda, has been one catalyst for
evolving discourse on race, culture, and immigration in Norway. 89 This reflects wider, often
unsettling trends across Europe that encompass increasing far-right and populist presence in
mainstream politics—stoking the archaic re-inscription of nationalist, sectarian values as well as
violent rhetoric and acts. Similar shifts in Scandinavian countries have appeared especially sharp,
due in no small part due to their reputations as peaceable, egalitarian states with benign
monarchies, strong welfare provision and human rights records, and high quality of life. 90 Norway
has its own internal political idiosyncrasies distinguishable from other Scandinavian countries as
well as the rest of Europe, however.91 Members of the Fremskrittpartiet (Progress Party [PP]), for
example, are typically the sources of racist public and political commentary on immigration,
paralleling similar European parties.92
The PP is also, however, an anti-state, libertarian party that frequently invokes human
rights and gender equality as central political goals, to a greater extent than comparable right-wing
organizations in Europe. Their political platform on the family, for instance, asserts that gender
equality in the workplace is still inadequate, that domestic violence must be tackled more, that they
will pursue “an active gender equality policy”;93 it even promotes the slogan “equal pay for equal

The effects on communities and racial tensions after 22 July are addressed for instance in Åshild Kolås, “How
Critical is the Event? Multicultural Norway after 22 July, 2011,” Social Identities 23, no. 5 (2017): 518-532.
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work” (Lik lønn for likt arbeid), both sung and seen in Adam and Eve. Tjitske Akkerman and
Anniken Hagelund’s study of the evolution of Norwegian political parties’ attitudes towards
gender and immigration notes that the PP advocates not for secularism but for the foundation of
society on a “Christian ethos.”94 This is simply code for a white, ethnically Norwegian ideal that
shapes the PP’s promotion of anti-immigrant sentiment, especially targeted at persons from
Muslim-majority countries. The PP’s policies emphasize respect for gender equality and for
fundamental human rights, for instance, sharing the explicit platform of guaranteeing and
protecting women’s rights as the opera. Yet it is how this ideology is pursued that needs more
explicit attention.
The consequences of such discussions are highly visible in Norwegian political discourse
surrounding cultural diversity that tends to target non-compliance with perceived “native” norms.
Although Ore frames the practices shown in Adam and Eve as incompatible with relatively general
values of “modern democratic society” and “humanistic ideals,” similar rhetorical ploys are also
often used by right-wing politicians as a mask for racist policy-making. For instance, extremist
organizations such as the Norwegian Defense League (NDL) 95 have used the notion of being
“critical of Islam” (islamkritiske) as justification for hate speech and racism, by couching their
actions and words as critique rather than “hostility.” Those who profess these views are positioned
widely on the political spectrum, however, not confined to fringe radical right organizations.96
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and hatred of women are a societal problem.” Kent Andersen, “Listen to the Islam-critical professional
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Statements like this appear with unhappy frequency in European political discourse today, often,
as here, in a variation on the theme of racism disguised as “protecting” women’s rights. It seems
to me impossible to argue that the mode of discussion is unimportant compared to actions.
Although the satire and criticism of religion in Adam and Eve certainly avoids the racist faux-logic
of many right-wing commentaries in Norway and Europe more widely, it is unavoidably
implicated within that discursive world. I should note that in Norway, this is also not an issue
limited to Islamophobic rhetoric. While I will shortly argue that the opera’s rendering of Islam as
especially visible is problematic, anti-Semitism has also been noted in Norwegian political
discourse as a considerable problem, 97 even with fewer than 2,000 Jewish persons currently
residing in Norway.98 While Ore opposes hateful speech or discrimination, and in no way is the
opera promoting anti-immigrant and racist attitudes, the opera’s focus on social critique does not
engage enough with the fact that “critique” is not an intellectually or culturally-neutral category.
If the opera claims that religious belief ought never to be used as an excuse for discrimination or
violence, does it apply the same logic that “critique” is not justification for racism?
Sindre Bangstad has explored extensively how discourse and policy-making on freedom
of speech and expression have been strongly shaped by perceptions of Islam in contemporary
Norway. 99 Drawing particular attention to the spread of fear and misinformation in the media

fagmiljoene/70968196. Accessed September 25, 2019.
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For instance, the Norwegian Director of Public Prosecutions, Tor-Aksel Busch, recently and controversially ruled
that the phrase “fuck Jews” does not constitute hate speech because it is a legitimate criticism of the state of Israel,
an extremely troubling precedent to set—and at a state level—that gives judicial support for “neutral” critique.
98

Source: World Jewish Congress, http://www.worldjewishcongress.org/en/about/communities/NO. Small
percentages do not diminish the place of such communities in Norwegian life, nor should they lead us to make
judgments about the relevance or importance of such communities, but this does impact the visibility and
recognizability of the topics presented in the opera.
See Sindre Bangstad, “The Weight of Words: The Freedom of Expression Debate in Norway,” Race & Class 55,
no.4 (2014): 8-28; “Islamophobia: What’s in a Name? Analysing the Discourses of Stopp Islamiseringen av Norge
(Stop the Islamisation of Norway, SIAN),” Journal of Muslims in Europe 5 (2016): 145-169; and Bangstad and Matti
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discourse on Muslims in Norway as manifesting along gendered lines—stoked by prominent
politicians100—Bangstad has analyzed how this has often been rooted in depictions of multicultural
neighborhoods, such as Grønland in Oslo. Communities are portrayed in the media and by rightwing politicians as homogeneously sexist, patriarchal, homophobic and violent; Bangstad sees an
increase in representations especially of Muslim men as a “threat” to Norwegian values. Further,
Bangstad notes that Norwegian urban sociologists in Grønland suggest that “‘whiteness’ has come
to signify a neutral, ‘secular’ position, while ‘non-whiteness’ signifies a ‘religious’ outlook.”101
This demonization of the “foreign” man as overtly sexualized and violent is a racist trope wellknown from colonial history, and continues to manifest today across Europe.
Issues relating to hate speech, crimes, and hostility towards minorities on the basis of
religion and race are growing concerns across Europe. 102 These political discussions intersect
forcefully with concepts of women’s rights in Norway, a country widely perceived by the
international community to be a world leader in gender equality and human rights.103 The concept

Bunzl “Anthropologists Are Talking about Islamophobia and Anti-Semitism in the New Europe,” Ethnos 75, no. 2
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E.g. a 2017 report conducted on attitudes towards Jewish and Muslim minorities in Norway and those groups’
experiences of discrimination found that while anti-Semitic attitudes were quantitatively less pronounced than in
2011 when the study was first conducted, “negative stereotypes of Muslims are widespread in Norwegian society.”
Christhard Hoff Mann and Vibeke Moe eds.,”Attitudes Towards Jews and Muslims In Norway: Population Survey
and Minority Study,” (Oslo: Center for Studies of the Holocaust and Religious Minorities, 2017), 7. It also
recommended the registration of a separate category for hate crimes based on anti-Semitism or Islamophobia to
ensure robust data collection and tackling of such crimes.
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Relevant legislation includes the 1999 act “Strengthening Human Rights Law in Norway” (LOV-1999-05-21-30).
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that egalitarianism and tolerance are fundamental and inherent Norwegian values is currently
undergoing a significant process of re-evaluation in Scandinavian-centered sociology,
anthropology, and political theory. 104 Scholars draw attention to disparities in the realm of
economic and personal equality and to shifting public perspectives on both. 105 The recent volume
Egalitarianism in Scandinavia (2018), for instance, thoroughly examines how these concepts are
evolving in an era of profound changes in European societies. Authors focus on, among other
issues, how “the cultural ethos of equality as sameness is socially embedded in Scandinavia”:106
and how this has had considerable consequences for immigrants and their descendants and on
intercultural relations in Scandinavian countries. These shifts in academic conceptualizations of
equality in Norway are also mutually shaped by the framing of women’s rights as a specifically
human rights issue, central to legal and sociological theory and advocacy in the past three decades.
In Adam and Eve, it is the topics of FGM and veiling that reflect most strongly this difficult
navigation of cultural difference, a conflict at heart between competing rights: freedom of religion,
and other human rights as agreed upon by international organizations. I have already noted the
extent to which women’s religious dress is disproportionately featured in European politics today;
in Adam and Eve, this topic is made especially, literally visible. In scene 6 “Envy (Veiling),”

Ruth Lister has provided a comprehensive summary of how the “Nordic Model” has been discussed and
represented by other nations, and argues for the need for more nuance and differentiation in analyzing the
particularities and effects of different governmental policies and citizen’s lives in these countries in “A Nordic
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women appear onstage in the niqab (fig. 1.6): religion materializes here in a visual, embodied
reality.

Fig. 1.6. Veiled women in “Envy/Veiling,” Oslo dress rehearsal at the Kulturkirken Jacob. Photo by Cecilie Ore.
Used with permission.

Quotations are taken from the Qur’an and the Bible, in both cases passages that emphasize
chastity as well as women’s subordinate place to men, 107 thus seemingly implicating Christianity
as equally culpable. From the Qur’an: “Do not display your finery except to your husbands, your
fathers, your husbands’ fathers, your sons, your sisters’ sons, your women-servants and your slavegirls” and “Women, turn your eyes away from temptation and preserve your chastity. Do not
display your adornments; draw veils over your bosoms.”108 Manifestly, this critique takes aim at
archaic religious laws that curtail women’s rights to dress and behave how they please; the

From the Qur’an: “Do not display your finery except to your husbands, your fathers, your husbands’ fathers, your
sons, your sisters’ sons, your women-servants and your slave-girls” and “Women, turn your eyes away from
temptation and preserve your chastity. Do not display your adornments; draw veils over your bosoms” (Qur’an,
24:30). From the Bible, “If a wife will not cover her head, then she should cut her hair short. But since it is
disgraceful for a wife to cut off her hair or shave her head, let her cover her head,” (Corinthians, 11:6) and “For a
man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God, but a woman is the glory of man. For man
was not made from woman, but woman from man” (Corinthians, 11:7).
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Qur’anic passage from which it quotes also refers to both men and women turning away from
temptation, and women preserving their chastity (Qur’an 24:30). Subsequent quotations are from
the New Testament: “If a wife will not cover her head, then she should cut her hair short. But since
it is disgraceful for a wife to cut off her hair or shave her head, let her cover her head,” (Corinthians,
11:6) and “For a man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God, but a
woman is the glory of man. For man was not made from woman, but woman from man”
(Corinthians, 11:7).
Now, listeners closely familiar with scripture of more than one religion may recognize each
quotation by its source. 109 Yet with women appearing solely in Islamic dress onstage, it is
disingenuous to believe that the scene is not attempting to draw specific attention to Muslim
women’s rights and experiences, rather than all women of faith. The line between religion and
culture here thus becomes—as is common in European attitudes towards Islam—extremely
blurred. The critique later turns scripture against itself with the Bible quotation “I the Lord, whose
name is Jealous, am a jealous God,” (Exodus 34:14). Originally intended to prohibit idol worship,
the statement now is an object of parody, associated with the crassly sexualized pronouncements
of the male chorus (e.g. “Preserve your chastity! You’re my property”) and their bombastic
attempts at self-importance (e.g. “We are the image of the glory of God!”). For some, this is an
acceptable part of the opera’s humorous approach to religious issues: partly because “Envy”
discusses less immediately violent themes than other scenes, confrontational dialogue between the
male and female choruses takes on a more banterous tone in this scene. The women frequently
interject “It’s hot in here!”; later, spurred on by Virgilia, they suggest “Wouldn’t it be better to veil
the eyes of men?” Virgilia: “Or at least give them some sunglasses!” “Veil the eyes of men!” is
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repeated as a rallying cry, functioning both as an invalidation of the scriptural pronouncements
and as a taunt: the male chorus and God do not respond, provoking Virgilia’s calls “Hello?
Anybody there?”
This scene implies that to be able to critique is more important than the danger of offending.
Saba Mahmood points out, however, that humor or satire is invoked as a way to legitimize
discrimination, describing the “polarization between religious extremism and secular freedom
wherein the former is judged to be uncritical, violent, and tyrannical and the latter tolerant,
satirical, and democratic.110 For me, the “Veiling” scene is an extremely problematic reflection of
European political discourse today; it is especially hard to separate out “the religion” from
religious people here, to hear satire as critique instead of mockery. Muslim women are made
specifically visible in Adam and Eve in a way that will resonate with spectators of any background
familiar with contemporary media and political representations of Muslims in Europe, and in a
way that women of other religions are not (there are no nuns, or women in Orthodox dress on
stage, for instance). Visible, but not audible; the obsession with the veil, dominant in European
politics in the last three decades especially, manifests uncomfortably. Part of the irrationality
surrounding recent European veiling legislation concerns the focus on the burqa and niqab-especially the burqa, the most covering of veils, worn by only a tiny percentage of Europe’s
Muslim population. Anxiety over visual symbolism is prevalent in racist attacks on this form of
religious dress. 111 Lila Abu-Lughod’s influential articulation of the need to consider Muslim
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like Finland which do not currently have any restrictions on veil wearing, and the prohibition of Sharia law in
Oklahoma. See Nussbaum, The New Religious Intolerance: Overcoming the Politics of Fear in an Anxious Age
111

111

women’s rights from their perspective is predicated, for instance, on rejecting savior narratives
that render Muslim women as subjects without agency: “We should want justice and rights for
women, but can we accept that there might be different ideas about justice and that different
women might want, or even choose, different futures from ones that we envision as best?”112
Crucially, this should apply as much to the insidiousness of right-wing media and politics
as it should to liberal left-wing feminisms. Specifically condemning Norwegian politicians’
attitudes on the topic, Therese Ignacio Bjoernaas, for example, sees the Muslim woman in Norway
today cast as “a mute subordinate.”113 They are certainly mute in Adam and Eve, even as the image
of their bodies is used to prop up the opera’s political argument. The impact of the violent actions
described in scene 7, “Pride (Honour Killings),” which I discussed in ex. 1.8, similarly relies on
the audience’s familiarity with current political discourse around Islam in European societies. In
this case, every proclamation from God is quoted from Deuteronomy:
1. If the thing is true that evidence of virginity was not found in the young woman, then they
shall bring out the young woman to the door of her father’s house, and the men of her city
shall stone her to death with stones (Deuteronomy 22:20-21)
2. She has done an outrageous thing by whoring in her father’s house (Deuteronomy 22:21)
3. And thus you shall purge the evil from your midst [sic] (Deuteronomy 22:21) 114
Though these verses represent some of the classically extreme Old Testament moral strictures, the
graphic details described in the scene bear a strong resemblance to frequently discussed issues of
forced marriage and honor killings within Muslim communities in Europe. When such events do
happen, they are indeed shocking, unlawful, and indefensible. Yet, again, it is naïve to ignore how
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“Pride” will play on today’s stage; perhaps the specific source of the scripture is irrelevant, but
“Pride” immediately follows a scene that explicitly presents women in veils onstage while quoting
from the Qur’an. It is impossible to believe that a European audience would not associate the
description of “honor killings” with modern representations of Muslim, not Christian, practices,
even though I do believe that Ore also has in mind the archaic practices of the Christian Church as
well—such as those explored in her subsequent Vatican Trilogy.
A similar problem arises with the FGM scene: the quotations from the UDHR discussed
earlier paradoxically underscore and gloss over the centrality of the topic to debates over the
universality of human rights. Again, these conversations have emerged in Norway in specific
ways. The overall shift in discussions of FGM in the late-twentieth century from a health to a
human rights perspective 115 was reflected in Norway, where Akkerman and Hagelund, cited
earlier, and Birte Siim and Hege Skjeie 116 have identified how the shaping of equality policies
according to immigration and cultural debates, focusing on violence against women, FGM, and
forced marriages. 117 On the whole, the concern over FGM in Norway is pointed (a) outwards
towards its human rights efforts abroad, and consequently (b) inwards to its immigrant population.
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The latter is not unjustified, but how prevalent the practice is in Norway is a difficult problem to
assess. 118 Similar issues have arisen in Norway regarding male infant circumcision. 119 In both
cases, the intersection of gender, human rights, and cultural identity is tense and unresolved.
As a counterpoint example, Christina Svens’s analysis of Nisti Stêrk’s performances in
Sweden identifies how she interweaves Kurdish and Swedish traditional music and comedy to
develop “an affective mode of feminist resistance to ethnically divisive state policies.” 120 In
contrast to Adam and Eve, Stêrk’s work reflects on precisely the tangible consequences of the
political ideologies I have discussed in Norway, where notions of critique and ideals of equality
are not culturally or racially neutral, and need to be understood intersectionally. Like Ore, Stêrk
aims to engage actively her audiences, who are “encouraged to participate in dances or even
improvise their own scenes on the stage…Stêrk establishes an ontological space in the theatre for
all to practise trusting their own feelings and experiences.”121 In a critique that applies to Adam
and Eve, however, Svens also notes how Stêrk uses sketch comedy in For Sweden to make “a
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broader point about how everyday racist mechanisms are at work even in the context of politically
conscious feminist theatre.”122
What is lacking in Ore’s vital attention to threats to women’s rights is not justification or
excusing, but engagement with the multitude of women who are affected by the issues discussed.
Karima Bennoune’s recent research on the fight against fundamentalism, for instance, presents a
multi-continental study on the ways in which women and men of Muslim heritage are engaged in
struggles and resistance of many forms. These stories are abundant and too infrequently centered
in mainstream European feminist discourse. Whether in Algeria, France, Egypt, Senegal, Pakistan,
or elsewhere, the individual narratives Bennoune encounters are highly individual, but reveal
continuities as well as discontinuities. For example, a repeated story across multiple continents is
that women of middle age and over recall the contrast between their youth and today in terms of
how women and gender issues at large are treated.123 Bennoune’s interlocutors resist and protest
through their writing, community work, political activism, and art, but they do not all do so with
a singularity of purpose or intent. Many have no interest in reinterpreting Islam for a modern
society; some actively reject it and work to diminish the hold of religion on young women’s lives;
others seek more reconciliation with feminist thought and faith traditions. Bennoune points out
how it is “chic nowadays in the West to focus solely on those who reinterpret Islam to make
women’s rights arguments, rather than those who fight for women’s rights from a broader
perspective without recourse to religion.” 124 During the Bergen panel discussion, Ore spoke
alongside Deeyah Khan, a Norwegian film director and human rights activist, Maryam Namazie,
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a British-Iranian writer and activist. Both Khan and Namazie are vocal critics of attitudes towards
women in Islam, and work through art, research, and activism to fight against the same patriarchal
justifications for violating women’s bodily, economic, and legal rights as Adam and Eve targets.
Yet I find in theirs and Bennoune’s works, for instance, an attention to letting women’s voices
speak for themselves, women of faith as well as women as active opponents of religion. This is
not a question of who is “allowed” to tell certain stories, but an acknowledgment that if you are
fighting on behalf of a broad group of society that is not represented in the creation of the
performance, a comprehensive engagement with the voices of that society may be in order.
There is a longer history of global women’s activism than I can adequately cover here that
has had either a less contentious relationship with religion, explicitly drawn on religious thought
for inspiration and direction, or operated concretely within a religious framework. This
complicated narrative of the intertwining of race, class, and religion in historical activism is
unevenly documented but well-recognized, whether in Christian and Quaker women’s
involvement in British anti-slavery movements in the eighteenth- and nineteenth-centuries;
abolitionism in the United States in the nineteenth-century; the religious dimensions of the British
suffragettes’ movements in the early twentieth,125 or the role of black religious women in the civil
rights movements in the United States in the 1960s, 126 or women and civil rights in Iran127—the

Jacqueline de Vries has written most extensively and influentially on the suffragettes and religion, in “Sounds
Taken for Wonders: Revivalism and Religious Hybridity in the British Women’s Suffrage Movement,” in Material
Religion in Modern Britain: The Spirit of Things, ed. Timothy Willem Jones and Lucinda Matthews-Jones (New
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), and Sue Morgan and Jacqueline de Vries, eds. Women, Gender and Religious
Cultures in Britain, 1800–1940 (New York: Routledge, 2010). Anne Summers’s analysis of the Jewish League for
Women’s Suffrage expands on non-Christian women’s involvement, “Gender, Religion and an Immigrant Minority:
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list can go on extensively. Both in response to these histories and to present-day political and social
issues around the world, recent work on feminism and secularism has struggled to reconcile the
conflicting perspectives of feminism as on the one hand, a purely secular endeavor, and on the
other, one that must allow space for a wider variety of individual relationships with faith and
spirituality. Rosi Braidotti asserts that “the feminist struggle for women’s rights has historically
produced an agnostic, if not downright atheist position.”128 Kristin Aune, meanwhile, has traced
the different attitudes in second- and third-wave feminisms in the UK especially, noting continued
discord that often manifest along cultural, class, and ethnic divisions. 129
Authors also draw attention to the lacunae and erasures of some feminist approaches to
religion. Amina Wadud has, for instance, argued for more interrogation of the “conceptual
distinctions between Islamic perspectives on the meaning of human rights and secular “universal”
standards.” 130 Laura Donaldson and Pui-lan Kwok maintain that “without critical attention to
colonial representation and epistemic violence, feminist scholarship in religion has the danger of
replicating the colonial gaze in the name of serving a feminist agenda.”131 Similarly, Niamh Reilly
asserts, in opposition to Braidotti, that “feminist approaches that contribute to the construction of
non-EU immigrant women, especially Muslims, as the antithesis of western democracy and secular

Women, Religion and Culture in Iran ed. Sarah Ansari and Vanessa Martin (Abingdon: Routledge, 2002).
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modernity, are untenable as a basis for “emancipatory politics.”

132

Janet Jakobsen has

convincingly argued that the answer to the problem of religious-based violence is not secularism,
critiquing the commonplace equation of the latter with modernization, progress and reason,
maintaining that secular discourse is by no means a guarantee of peaceful cooperation. 133 Any
discursive or political strategies that deliberately or inadvertently silence, erase, and ignore the
possibilities and lived experiences of religious feminisms (which may take many forms) are, to my
mind, antithetical to progress in women’s rights in this century. At the same time, many have
pointed out the racial biases that underscored these movements; as I discussed in the Introduction
and in the earlier part of this chapter on the #MeToo movement, the same point has been made
emphatically by feminist writers of color throughout the last century. On religion specifically, bell
hooks has asserted the need both for continued critique of misogynistic patriarchal religions and
the exploration of “alternative spiritual paths” 134 to organized, institutional religions. None of this
is to say that today’s feminists ought to turn to religion, or that it provides a good or better
framework for political action, but to engage a full awareness of the ways in which theology and
spirituality have impacted feminist thought, and thus to move towards an effective analysis of the
multiple and sometimes contradictory feminisms that exist today.
These are issues with enormous relevance to politics, art, and society generally: further
situating the performance of Adam and Eve in its Norwegian context is vital. Ore’s work alongside
Moslet is, as discussed in our interview, aimed partly at checking the complacency of Norwegian

Niamh Reilly, “Rethinking the Interplay of Feminism and Secularism in a Neo-Secular Age,” Feminist Review
97, no. 1 (2011): 12.
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society towards women’s rights, a phenomenon catalyzed if not bounded by the impact of the
#MeToo movement in Scandinavia. However strong the superiority of Nordic gender equality and
welfare states is perceived in international politics, the impression from the opera is one of
desperation and incredulity, implying that its creators—as many others—feel that whatever
progress has been made in law or in life is still vastly insufficient (as proved by social media
responses to #MeToo). Yet the opera’s exploration of feminism and equality is, as I have made
clear, unavoidably rooted in notions of culture and race in Norway.
Recent calls for more intersectional perspectives specifically within Scandinavia are
following these approaches from around the world as a vitally needed step forward in discussions
of equality more broadly. This can situate my analysis of Adam and Eve in the context of a
particular moment in the progress of Scandinavian feminism, and which highlights the difficulties
in critiquing Ore’s presentation of religion and women’s rights as antithetical opposites. I cited at
the beginning of this chapter the 2014 FRA European survey on violence against women; it is no
coincidence that the word “intersectional” itself was coined in the context of legal scholarship and
the inadequacies of the law in Kimberlé Crenshaw’s groundbreaking 1993 article. 135 That
gendered violence affects all women, regardless of class, race, sexual orientation, or nationality, is
true; it is also true, however, that the extent of domestic and sexual violence varies according to
socio-economic, racial, and ethnic criteria, and that as in areas of health generally, certain groups
are disproportionately affected. 136 This is not simply a matter of statistics, but fundamental to
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address when discussing gender-based violence. As mentioned in the first part of this chapter,
collecting data on the topic faces a number of methodological and practical hurdles. In Kathleen
J. Ferraro’s overview of national level surveys used to generate statistical data on violence against
women in the United States, she notes the efforts to develop intersectional analyses of genderbased violence since Crenshaw’s contribution, and the range of literature now available, as well as
the many problems facing researchers. 137
Sociologists, activists, human rights scholars, and many others are actively involved across
the world in collecting qualitative and quantitative information, and the topic extends far beyond
what I can address here. Of significance to the Norwegian context in this chapter specifically is
that, for instance, the first national study on violence against women was not published until
2008,138 and although it collected data on the respondents’ countries of origin, this is not central
to the discussion. 139 That it was conducted indicates that attention to the problem is increasing, but
it is positioned as primarily a public health issue. A more recent study has, however, focused on
assessing how gender-based violence affects Norway’s indigenous Sami populations. 140 In “Do

Discourage Police Reporting of Violence against Women,” Journal of Urban Health 96 (2019): 773.
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We Need Decolonial Feminism in Sweden?,” Madina Tlostanova et al. critique the conflation of
decolonial and postcolonial approaches in recent Scandinavian thought, and argue that there exists
a considerable lack of attention to the “coloniality of gender” in Nordic feminist scholarship. 141 In
Cathrine Holst’s evaluation of modern forms of Scandinavian feminism, she argues that it has
broadly developed in a different direction to “Anglo-American” and “French” feminist thought,
and lacks the same robust theoretical history;142 in very general terms, she sees Nordic feminisms
as overwhelmingly oriented to pragmatism.
In a significant qualitative study on women’s activism in Norway, Cecilie Thun carried out
interviews with “minority” and “majority” women’s rights groups based on an intersectional
theoretical framework that observed significant disparities. Thun asked: “Who is included and
excluded in the definition of “women” in contemporary Norwegian feminist discourse? What
kinds of issues are regarded as feminist and by whom? Who “owns” feminism?” 143 These are
crucial questions to put to the analysis of Adam and Eve: who and what is excluded from the
narratives presented? Thun’s presentation of how women from diverse backgrounds represented
their experiences revealed that women from the “minority” groups tended to feel that they were
excluded from “Norwegian women’s issues” proper: “The discursive effect is that white
Norwegian women are seen as the ‘real’ women.”144 Some from the “majority” groups recognized
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this, but others explicitly stated that gender supersedes race in terms of activism (e.g. “to be a
woman is more important than to be black”145). Other Norwegian women identified the cause of
minority women’s problems as coming from within their “own” culture and family, and therefore
that Norwegian society is not culpable.
Thun’s intersectional approach in these conversations highlights the struggle to frame
racism as a women’s issue, not as its own universe that cannot be folded into wider women’s rights
movements. Just as many have pointed out the (often uncredited or ignored) origins of #MeToo in
the work of African American activist Tarana Burke ten years prior to its hashtag acquisition,146
as well what has been “left out” of the discussion, 147 Thun’s interviews demonstrate that
approaches to the intersection of religion, culture, race, class, and gender in twenty-first century
cultures must be grounded in the often paradoxical nuances and discontinuities of lived reality.
Phipps’s recent critique of white feminism in specific relation to the #MeToo and Times Up
movements demonstrate that there is still a great deal of progress to be made. Thun concludes that
“hegemonic representations of feminism are embedded in the dominant representation of
“Norwegianness” in the overall Norwegian society.”148
Anthropologist Marianne Gullestad argues, in pointing out that studying racism in
contemporary Europe is a relatively new to the discipline (especially in Norway), that “majority
Norwegians see themselves as victims of Danish colonialism and Nazi-German occupation, and
not as being influenced by an unacknowledged racist culture” [emphasis original].149 Similarly, in
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her contribution to the Relating Worlds of Racism volume cited in the introduction, Anna Rastas
situates the “normativity” of European whiteness in a Northern European context, noting that in
Nordic countries “racism as a social fact and the meanings of race for individuals and communities
were avoided as topics of discussion for a long time both in the academia and in public.”150. A
detailed exploration of the history and evolution of Nordic feminism and its embeddedness in
contemporary notions of race in Norway is not possible here, but it is clear that issues recent
scholars have identified within academic discourse151 and within social attitudes towards equality
and race are subsequently reflected in the artistic sphere.
While I do not believe that Ore’s work imposes a purely secular feminism, I find it difficult
to see the voices of Muslim and minority women contributing to the opera, or a consciousness of
those “racist mechanisms” that Stêrk lays bare. As Gullestad wrote in 2004, “‘immigrant’
representations of Norway which do not underwrite majority hegemony are still few and far
between in the Norwegian public realm.” 152 I believe this has changed in the decade and a half
since, but much more engagement is needed. At the ideological core of the opera is a simple,
pervasive notion: that feminism and religion are starkly opposed. Thun’s interviews demonstrate
that the central theme of Crenshaw’s argument made in the 1990s is sorely needed today, despite
the many recent critiques of intersectionality and its deployment: “Where systems of race, gender,
and class domination converge…intervention strategies based solely on the experiences of women
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who do not share the same class or race backgrounds will be of limited help to women who because
of race and class face different obstacles.” 153 I can only believe that engaging with these
experiences through the perspectives proposed by Thun and others in Norway, would amplify and
embolden her work in its “ethico-political” dimension.154
In choosing some of the most culturally-sensitive topics circulating in European political
discourse today, it is ultimately unsurprising that Adam and Eve raises very difficult questions
about how to present such themes in art, responding to ongoing struggles between acceptance of
cultural difference and protection of human rights across the world. Ore’s exploration of these
issues in Adam and Eve privileges, as I have demonstrated, the emotional, and psychological
effects of violence against women more than cultural schisms. Yet it is unavoidably part of the
wider discourse I have outlined. I encounter tensions precisely because the opera vividly reflects
the lack of consensus across Norway and Europe today on these issues. The opera presents a
multifaceted critique of society allied with all parts of operatic culture working against gendered
violence: it rebukes violent misogyny; it emphasizes the parallel destructiveness of idealizing
women as perfect, and it showcases women themselves confronting and resisting these ideas,
thereby granting them an agency that can transcend their ascribed roles as victims. Using
discomforting musical techniques in a hermetic stage setting, its indictment of violence unsettles,
informs, and provokes its audience to action, demanding that both we as listeners, and a genre that
has been sustained by gendered violence, engage well beyond the moment of performance to
accept individual and collective responsibility for the progress of humanity.
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Chapter 2: Sounding Cultural Encounters: The Past as Political Allegory in
Moneim Adwan’s Kalîla wa Dimna (2016)
“lu tq tl al chāʿr b t ʿych bʿ duhal f ġnya. Lu tḥ rq al krma bynbt zhr yʿb ī al brya. Lu ts rq
ʿy un al-ḥ ky ʿy un al-ḥ ky btbq al ā ġā nī bkl shr y a.”
(“If you kill a poet, he will be reborn in a thousand songs. If you burn a vineyard, flowers
will spring up in abundance. If you steal the essence of speech, songs will continue to nourish
our evenings”).1

These striking words, sung in Arabic, are the first sounds we hear as the opera Kalîla wa
Dimna begins, encapsulating in a matter of seconds themes of power, struggle, and silenced voices
that will be explored in the work’s ninety minutes. Its music was written by Palestinian composer,
singer, and ‘udist Moneim Adwan (b. 1970, Rafah), alongside musical director Zied Zouari (b.
1983, Tunis),2 with a bilingual libretto in Arabic and French, 3 written by Syrian poet Fady Jomar
(b. 1979, Damascus) and French dramaturg Catherine Verlaguet (b. 1977, Chinon). First
performed at the Festival d’Aix-en-Provence in 2016 (eight performances), Kalîla wa Dimna then
toured for a limited number of performances at Opéra Lille (December 2016; three performances),
Opéra Dijon (May 2017; three performances), and at the Philharmonie de Paris (May 2017; one
performance). My analysis in this chapter argues that the opera constructs a modern political
allegory of corruption and injustice, powerfully challenging some of the most pressing global
issues today. Based on ancient tales that underwent manifold iterations and transmissions over

1

All Arabic transliterations in this chapter are taken directly from those given in the score. English translations are
my own from the French in the bilingual libretto, both for the sections written in French, and those translated from
Arabic to French, by writer and translator Jean-Pierre Dahdah (b. 1961, Beirut). The Arabics script in the libretto is
not transliterated.
2

Zouari also compiled the score; Adwan described to me a collaborative process whereby he would mostly, but not
exclusively, dictate to Zouari, who is more proficient in notated music.
3

It is written in the Sham vernacular Arabic of Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine, Levantine Arabic, known as al-lahja
š-šāmiyya. There are various small differences between local dialects.
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more than a thousand years, the opera meditates on perennial tropes of human behavior: power, its
abuse, and those who resist it. “Timeless subjects” appear alongside pointed references to the
politics of the present, dealing at once with “the thirst for social recognition, the loneliness of the
powerful man,”4 and with the oppressive consequences that corrupt and absolute power brings.
This chapter is divided into two main sections. After a summary of the sources and genesis
of the opera, the first part focuses on how the allegorical mode in Kalîla interrogates the political
present. I examine how the opera’s multidimensionality of meaning constructs an allegory of
political oppression centered on the idea of the voice. I pay particular attention to the multiple
possibilities for signifying meaning through the four overlapping domains of language and sound
in the bilingual text—Arabic, French, song, and speech. The second part of the chapter continues
to examine themes of cultural and political identity, looking in greater depth at the stylistic variety
of the opera. I consider both Adwan’s compositional techniques and the musical practices deriving
from the collaborative nature of the opera through his own concept of musical métissage. Situating
this in the context of the discourse surrounding the opera, I argue that the opera challenges and
expands notions of how cultural identity is articulated musically. Examining the unsteady stylistic
binaries of East and West, I suggest a number of possibilities for theorizing the musical encounters
in works like Kalîla, following Sheppard’s articulation of the concept of “cross-cultural operatic
experimentation.”

“L’opéra aborde des sujets intemporels: la soif de reconnaissance sociale, la solitude de l’homme de pouvoir.”
Festival d’Aix en Provence program booklet for Kalîla wa Dimna, 9. All translations are my own unless otherwise
indicated.
4
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2.1 Sources and Adaptation: Fable to Opera
Sometime before the first millennium C.E., Sanskrit texts known as the Pañcatantra (“Five
Treatises”)5 were first written down; their eventual translation into Arabic as the Kalila wa Dimna
is the basis for the opera. The geographic origin and date of production of an earliest version is
unstable and still debated: Kashmir is broadly accepted for the former, while Patrick Olivelle, the
foremost modern scholar and translator of the Pañcatantra, puts the current general consensus
regarding the date at around 300 C.E. 6 The written stories are the progeny of an Indian oral
tradition extending back thousands of years earlier. Each of the five books of the Pañcatantra
presents several narratives with anthropomorphized figures as protagonists.
The typical designation of the Pañcatantra and its subsequent iterations as “fables” is
subject to much disagreement. Olivelle takes issue with the term, arguing that the “Indian tradition
regards the Pañcatantra...specifically as a nītiśāstra, or a treatise on government or political
science,” and subsequently that it comprises both “the expert tradition of political science and the
folk and literary traditions of story-telling.”7 François de Blois’ examination of the early history
of the Kalila wa Dimna similarly emphasizes the Pañcatantra as “a textbook of arthaśāstra, of
practical knowledge... [not] a collection of folk tales or animal fables.” 8

5

As with the Kalîla wa Dimna, the spelling of the Pañcatantra varies across sources; I choose to maintain that used
by Patrick Olivelle, the scholar whose work is foremost in my references to the texts. Olivelle uses the International
Alphabet of Sanskrit Transliteration (IAST). It is also frequently written as Panchatantra.
Patrick Olivelle, ed., Pañcatantra: The Book of India’s Folk Wisdom (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997),
xii.
6
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Burzōy’s Voyage to India and the Origin of the Book of Kalīlah wa Dimnah (London: Royal Asiatic Society,
1990), 15. The discrepancy between Olivelle and de Blois’s respective definitions of the Pañcatantra as either
nītiśāstra or arthaśāstra is not significant, as the two terms are often used synonymously.
8
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These proto-Machiavellian origins in political science and the workings of governance of
the Pañcatantra belie any association with fables or children’s storytelling.9 Successive versions
adapted the Pañcatantra’s interrogation of social and political ethics according to local cultural
contexts, representing the rich, often dizzyingly complex modes of knowledge transmission in the
medieval and early modern periods. These subsequent “versions” are not mere translations,
reproductions of a single original text as faithfully as possible, but are living, evolving documents
uneasily straddling the bounds between oral and literary traditions. Carl Davila’s application of
the idea of “mixed orality” to Al-Āla, Andalusian Moroccan music, builds on Walter Ong’s work10
in examining the “interplay of orality and literacy” 11 in ways that negotiate the “traces of orality”
left in written texts: “Not only does the Āla corpus preserve traces of the oral processes that
conditioned its creation…the written texts also represent the integration of these oral processes of
performance and transmission into the cultural and historical value system that surrounds and
pervades the tradition.”12 Terms such as “versions” and “translations” cannot accurately capture
the fluidity of these texts in contrast to complete, “authentically”-authored and preserved texts in
the modern sense.13 In analyzing the operatic text, we can therefore hear these “traces of orality”

9

Scholars have recently sought to address the designation of animal fables as lowly literary objects. Richard Irwin
argues, for instance, for a new consideration of the Arabic Kalîla wa Dimna as an “essay on the archaeology of
literary taste,” for instance, affirming that “knowledge of Kalîla wa Dimna was part of the culture of every educated
speaker of Arabic,” e.g. court advisers and government officials, in “The Arabic Beast Fable,” Journal of the
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 55 (1992): 36. Others continue to stress the proto-Machiavellian and pedagogical
elements of the stories.
10

Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (London: Methuen & Co., 1982).
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Carl Davila, Nūbat Ramal al-Māya in Cultural Context: The Pen, the Voice, the Text (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 84.
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Davila, Nūbat Ramal al-Māya in Cultural Context, 125.
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The enormous literary progeny of the Pañcatantra affords copious examples of versions that adapt the source
stories considerably according to local customs and contexts; e.g. an early fourteenth-century Latin translation
compiled by Raymond de Béziers, Liber de Dimna et Kalîla (MS Lat 8504, Bibliothèque national de France) shows
a profound set of emendations and narrative decisions. Added prefatory miniatures depict scenes from Pentecost: the
knighting of the Dauphin and of nobles; three kings of Navarre, England and France ride out on their steeds, and
“139 single-column miniatures depicting scenes derived from the traditions of the Bestiary, Roman de Renard, and
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in understanding the long history of the Kalila wa Dimna, which is not simply a transition from
oral to literary, but one where orality is always present.
All pre-modern western translations of the Pañcatantra were based on the sixth-century
Pahlavi (Middle Persian), not the Sanskrit original. Shortly after, the title Kalilag wa Dimnag,
taking the names of two jackal characters in Book I of the Pañcatantra, appears in an Old Syriac
“re-translation” in c. 570 C.E. The most important stage for my purposes is the eighth century
Arabic translation by ʿAbd Allah Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ (d. 139 AH/757 C.E.), hereafter Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ,
which appeared during a flourishing period of commissioned translations from Greek, Latin, Old
Syriac and Pahlavi into Arabic during the early years of the Abbasid caliphate. 14 All western
translations from the middle ages onwards were then based on this Arabic version, taking on the
title Kalila wa Dimna. Ernst Grube’s exhaustive analysis of illustrated versions maps out the
“family tree” of the stories, showing the remarkable global spread of the stories; a reduced version
of this is created in the appendix.
The most important part of the Arabic Kalila wa Dimna for this chapter is a set of five
stories that were part of the Middle Persian version, corresponding to the five stories of the
Pañcatantra.15 These stories are nested within a frame narrative and multiple additional narrative
layers of fiction-within-fictions. “The Lion and the Ox,” the episode chosen for the opera, tells the

Ars d’amour” are also added. Alison Stones, Gothic Manuscripts, 1260–1320, pt. 1, vol. 2 (London: Harvey Miller,
2013), cat. no. I-60: 128. The royal family is placed at the center, symbolically and literally, representing not just the
“local context” of the Liber’s production, but also thoroughly westernizing—and Christianizing—efforts: Amanda
Luyster points out the Liber’s narrative of Burzōy’s conversion to Christianity, in “The Conversion of Kalîla and
Dimna: Raymond de Béziers, Religious Experience, and Translation at the Fourteenth-Century French Court,”
Gesta 56, no. 1 (2017): esp. 82-4.
Tarek Shamma, “Translating into the Empire: The Arabic Version of Kalila wa Dimna,” The Translator 15, no. 1
(2009): 65-86.
14

For the translation of the stories I have also relied on Esin Atιl’s commentary and translation of the Mamluk
manuscript (14th century, Bodleian Library, MS Pococke 400), in Kalîla wa Dimna: Fables from a FourteenthCentury Manuscript (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1981).
15
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story of a lion who is troubled by the sound of an ox, Shanzabah, bellowing in the fields having
been left for dead. Dimna, a jackal, advises the lion that there is nothing to worry about. Dimna,
having insinuated himself with the lion, brings the ox to him. A second jackal, Kalila, warns against
these machinations. The ox is eventually killed by the lion. There is a subsequent “trial” and
imprisonment of Dimna. Extant illustrated manuscripts depict this narrative clearly; two examples
are given in figs. 2.1 and 2.2. Each animal has symbolic characteristics in the stories: the lion as
proud, the jackal crafty, etc.

Fig. 2.1. Illustration of the lion killing the ox Shanzabah. Bodleian Library, MS E.D. Clarke Or. 9 (14th century), f.
60b, and fig. 2.2, illustration of Dimna the jackal talking to the ox Shanzabah. Bodleian Library, MS Marsh 673
(1652), f. 57b.16

In adapting “The Lion and the Ox” for the libretto, the most significant changes involved
recasting the animals as human characters, and simplifying the narrative structure to eliminate the
sub-levels that nest multiple tangential stories within each other. In other respects, however, the

16

Photographs taken by the author. My thanks to the curators of the Bodleian Library Special Collections for the
assistance in viewing these materials.

130

narrative is made more complex in transferring the allegorical mode to the operatic medium. Table
2.1 shows the opera’s characters and the corresponding original animals, along with the singers
creating each role, and the ensemble of five musicians. I indicate nationalities to illustrate the
diversity of performers present. The opera is divided into 24 scenes, which for the most part follow
a pattern of alternation between Kalîla, Dimna’s sister, narrating in French, and sung drama in
Arabic.
Opera character
Kalîla, narrator, sister to
Dimna
Dimna, brother to
Kalîla, King’s advisor

Animal
Jackal

The King

Lion

The King’s Mother

Lioness

Chatraba, a young poet

Ox

Jackal

Singer
Ranine Chaar
(Lebanon)
Moneim Adwan
(Palestine)

Musician
Wassim Halal
(Lebanon)
Abdulsamet Çelikel
(Turkey)

Instrument
Percussion

Mohammed
Jebali (Tunisia)
Reem Talhami
(Palestine)
Jean Chahid
(Lebanon)

Yassir Bousselam
(Morocco)
Selhattin Kabaci
(Turkey)
Zied Zouari (Tunisia)

Violoncello

Qanun

Clarinet
Violin/Musical
Director

Table 2.1. List of characters with animal counterparts, singers, and instrumental ensemble.

The plot can be summarized as follows: Dimna is restless and covets status and admiration;
he gradually insinuates himself at court as the King’s adviser. Kalîla persistently warns her brother
against this, while narrating the story in alternate scenes alone. The King, cut off from the outside
world as a result of the manipulation of his mother, is warned of the dangers of the people. The
King is worried about the poet Chatraba, who appears to be stirring rebellion with his songs and
poetry. Dimna brings the poet to court, but is gradually usurped by Chatraba and the King’s
blossoming friendship. The mother intervenes, and Dimna concocts lies about Chatraba, both
aiming to sever that bond. After the King is stricken with doubts, Chatraba is assassinated, and in
a dramatic finale the characters reflect on the deceit and corruption that have cause the chain of
events. Table 2.2 outlines each scene and its format and language. No other characters apart from
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Kalîla assume a narrating role—with the exception of the Mother in scene 17, discussed below—
but Kalîla is fully present as a character in her own right in other scenes.

Table 2.2. Scene and text format outline for Kalîla wa Dimna.

The re-humanization of the story in Kalîla the opera is not simply a reversal of the original
allegorizing process—one which returns to the “human” level whose meanings are woven into the
stories. The opera presents a second transformation, of the animal narratives into an allegory of
human behavior that uses humans themselves rather than animals to be the carriers of meaning.
Even in so doing, the operatic narrative retains all the qualities of the original animal stories.
Making new personalities out of the animal characters, for instance, was a deliberate political
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choice for Jomar, who argued it would allow the story to “speak overtly about injustice” (“parler
ouvertement d’injustice”). 17 In the following sections, I trace how the opera weaves together
overlapping layers of meaning out of and through these layers, examining first how an operatic
allegory is constituted, then turning to decoding some of these meanings in Kalîla.

2.2. Operatic Allegory
What does allegory entail in opera? Or, why might allegory adapt well to the operatic
medium? To begin with, opera’s capacity to signify on multiple levels—sonic, textual, visual,
dramatic, physical—already parallels the allegorical “mode,” as Angus Fletcher’s foundational
analysis terms it.18 Simultaneous and sometimes conflicting layers of meaning are fundamental to
opera, already allowing for multidimensional symbolism. What then distinguishes operatic
allegories? Allegory involves an intended duality—or multiplicity—of meaning, in addition to
unintended secondary meanings that might emerge from the surface narrative. Operatic allegory
is necessarily more complicated than its antecedents in literature and the visual arts, as it involves
a multisensory experience. Literary allegory tends to present a narrative surface, and a set of
secondary meanings mapping onto this surface; in fables, these constitute an intended (typically
moral) lesson. These meanings are not necessarily stable, especially with narratives in oral
traditions, recounted and reinterpreted by successive generations.
In Deborah Masden’s assessment of Fletcher’s work, she observes his attribution of clarity
and avoidance of paradox to this mode:
Fady Jomar, interviewed by Aurélie Barbuscia, “Fady Jomar, ou la force subversive des chansons,” Festival Aix
Blog, July 9, 2016, https://festival-aix.com/fr/blog/actualite/fady-jomar-ou-la-force-subversive-des-chansons.
Accessed November 28, 2019.
17

18

Angus Fletcher, Allegory: The Theory of a Symbolic Mode (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1964; 1970).
Citations refer to the 1970 edition.
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According to Fletcher...the intention of allegory is to establish clearly rationalized levels
of meaning within the narrative...allegory cannot accept doubt or irrationality but must
displace it by creating dichotomies, by organizing its characters and images in terms of a
thematic opposition of absolutes.19
Operatic allegory, however, especially in contemporary forms, involves a great deal of “doubt and
irrationality,” as well as ambiguity and indeterminacy. Following Masden, I take these latter
concepts to be more important to the allegorical mode than Fletcher allows. Fletcher observes that
“in the simplest terms, allegory says one thing and means another,”20 but to employ an allegorical
mode on the operatic stage is to work with many overlapping and unstable layers of meaning that
operate in political, cultural, musical, linguistic, emotional, philosophical, spatiotemporal, and
visual dimensions. Opera sings many things, and means many more. For some composers, operatic
allegory might entail a presentation of only symbolic meanings—everything an audience perceives
is a smokescreen, always alluding to something beyond the horizon of the immediate performance
experience. In other cases, multiple levels of meaning might be tangibly—perceptibly—staged
simultaneously. It is this multiplicity and multidimensionality that I want to bring to the forefront
of my analysis of Kalîla.
Adonis writes that “in orality there is a ‘meeting in action’ of voice, body, word and
gesture,”21 giving plentiful examples of the important physical dimensions of sung poetry in the
Jāhiliyya (the pre-Islamic era). The combination of the narrated story of “The Lion and the Ox”
and its coming to life in the sung parts of the opera reflects the orality of the Kalila wa Dimna and
its antecedents; opera is also this “meeting in action” of those dimensions. Allegory is central to

19

Deborah Masden, Allegory in America: From Puritanism to Postmodernism (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1996), 131.

20

Fletcher, Allegory: The Theory of a Symbolic Mode, 2.

21

Adonis, trans. Catherine Cobham, An Introduction to Arab Poetics (London: Saqi Books, 1990; 2003), 16.
Citations refer to the 2003 edition.
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Arabic literature, if not in the same way that earned Fredric Jameson decades of critique after his
claim that all “third-world texts” are “necessarily allegorical…they are to be read as what I will
call national allegories.” 22 Many scholars have revisited this notion and the many years of
controversy it stirred,23 and Kalîla, while certainly political and allegorical, is not projecting a
national vision. Rather, I ask the following: how does the allegorical mode function in Kalîla, and
what potential secondary meanings emerge throughout the opera from between the layers of the
narrative? These are answered at the level of narrative, characters, aesthetic, and music. Kalîla
presents an aesthetic decentering of time and place that works to project ambiguity between the
individual and the universal, allowing for multiple meanings to circulate among text, music,
performers, and spectators.
The visual and narrative dimensions of the opera serve allegorical functions: as in Adam
and Eve in the previous chapter, at no point in the narrative of Kalîla is it indicated that the action
is taking place in any given time or place. No references are made, even subtly, to details of a
region or historical era; although the narrative moves towards the focal point of Chatraba’s
execution, there is no way of knowing whether this happened on the same day as the action began,
or years, even decades later. Such abstraction is naturally common to allegorical storytelling (we
have no idea where the tortoise and the hare had their race, nor how long it took).

22

Fredric Jameson, “Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism,” Social Text 15 (1986): 69.

Ahmad Aijaz’s famous early response roundly criticized Jameson’s characterization, in “Jameson’s Rhetoric of
Otherness and the ‘National Allegory,’” Social Text 17 (1987): 3-25. In the three decades since, Jameson’s original
theory has been defended and critiqued from many disciplinary angles, especially in postcolonial literary studies and
in literary criticism from the so-called “Third-World” nations Jameson identified. See e.g. Madhava Prasad, “On the
Question of a Theory of (Third World) Literature,” Social Text, 31/32 (1992): 57-83; Thomas Palakeel, “Third
World Short Story as National Allegory?” Journal of Modern Literature 20, no. 1 (1996): 97-102; Imre Szeman,
“Who’s Afraid of National Allegory? Jameson, Literary Criticism, Globalization,” The South Atlantic Quarterly,
100, no. 3 (2001): 803-827; Roberto Strongman, “A Caribbean Response to the Question of Third World National
Allegories: Jameson, Ahmad and the Return of the Repressed,” Anthurium: A Caribbean Studies Journal 6, no. 2
(2008); and Avram Alpert “We Are Cannibals, All: Fredric Jameson on Colonialism and Experience,” Postcolonial
Studies 13, no. 1 (2010): 91-105.
23
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The Aix production contributed to these ambiguities, with direction by Olivier Letellier,
set design by Philippe Casaban and Éric Charbeau, and costumes by Nathalie Prats. Shown in fig.
2.3, the physical composition of the stage is sparse, with stacked white rostra and bench cushions.
Scant textural difference is provided by an intricate screen positioned at the very back of the stage.
While its pattern is evidently intended to gesture towards the cultural roots of the narrative, it is
only the barest hint of a setting. Very little changes in the disposition of these elements throughout
the opera, and props are few. Although the action must be occurring in different places, there is
little to no differentiation between such locations.

Fig. 2.3. Stage design for Kalîla at the Aix Festival, 2016. Photo by Patrick Berger.

The clothing similarly gives no indication of a single time period: the Mother is the most
ornately dressed, in flowing gold brocade and a matching head wrap; the King wears a 1950s-style
three-piece suit in brown/white mixed tweed, and in some scenes a long lounge robe that matches
his mother’s dress. Dimna wears a modern suit, sharper and slicker; Kalîla wears a simple faded
red kaftan, with matching trousers. Finally, Chatraba is the most informally dressed, in a basic
long-sleeved cotton t-shirt and blue jeans, and bare feet. The physical appearance of each character
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symbolizes their status and attributes rather than place or time, although neither do their clothes
imply a mythical timelessness. The opera lacks a specific time or setting, but it also rejects total
non-linearity, stasis, or timelessness, especially as it actively seeks to connect to external realities
(e.g. political events). One consequence of this is the destabilizing of normative operatic
boundaries where the action on stage is enclosed in its own fictional universe. The narrator role
contributes to this effect, but Chaar and Chahid (Kalîla and Chatraba), in the performance at the
Théâtre Jeu de Paume in Aix, also tended to move into the audience, breaking the invisible wall
marking their performance as performance. Similarly, the musicians were situated at the side of
the stage, occasionally interacting with the singers, including in one vivid violin-singer duet.
If the setting and the narrative project an abstract ambiguity of time, place, and action, what
do the characters themselves represent—are they only symbolic? Each has codified personality
traits reflecting the fables’ carefully constructed allegorical identities (it is not the feelings of this
specific tortoise that the reader is supposed to infer, but that of all humans displaying tortoise-like
qualities). Yet these symbolic figures also construct overlapping representations of fictional and
real individuals embodied in the performer on stage. This also projects the opera’s political
allegorical mode: in my interview with Adwan, he confirmed my identification of a deliberate
connotation implied between the lion (assad) in the stories, transformed into the King, and the
current Syrian president Bashar al-Assad (under whose regime Jomar was imprisoned) and a
further association with Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ, executed at the order of the Abbasid caliph al-Mansū ̣r
after penning an open letter perceived to be critical of the leader:24

Najm al-Din Yousefi calls this document, known as the Risāla fī ’l-Ṣaḥāba (Epistle Concerning the Entourage),
“the earliest documented effort in Islamic history to formulate a ‘theory’ of Islamic government.” “Islam without
Fuqahāʾ: Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ and His Perso-Islamic Solution to the Caliphate's Crisis of Legitimacy (70–142 AH/690–
760 CE),” Iranian Studies 50, no. 1 (2017): 11.
24
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JF: How did you end up working with Fady Jomar?
Moneim Adwan: The story here, about the taureau [bull/ox] who made the lion, the assad,
afraid because of his voice… Fady was my friend on Facebook, and I knew his story, and
for 3 months I didn’t see him, and I understood he was in prison, because he was against
the system there. And when he got out, he left Syria, and lived in a [refugee] camp in
Turkey. Then I contacted him and said, “You know, I was worried about you!” Then he
told me they had him in a small room alone, not more than one metre high; and he got his
food through a little window, just like a dog. And they asked him to say things, bad things,
about himself...
JF: Like false confessions?
MA: Yes. And when he left Turkey, I contacted him, and I asked him if he would
participate in this story—his story, by way of Kalîla, and he said yes. So one month later I
went to see him in Istanbul, and with the Festival [d’Aix], we helped him to come to France.
He stayed to finish writing, and then he left to stay in Germany… Yes, the story of
Chatraba, is like the same story of Fady—both names, “lion” and “lion”.
JF: Did you have that in your mind right from the beginning?
MA: Yes; I saw that it was the same story; the other one [the ox], by his voice, made the
lion afraid; this one [Jomar], his stylo [pen], is what made him [Assad] afraid.
JF: And also Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ was executed.
MA: Yes exactly, and he could have changed his mind and survived, but he refused. Fady
was lucky, because he had a chance to escape. He wasn’t so well-known…nobody would
have known if he died, if they killed him. 25
Kalîla encapsulates, then, (at least) three specific persecuted men, one fictional, two real:
the ox, killed by the lion, and Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ and Jomar, silenced or imprisoned for speaking truth
to power. Their stories and voices are enjoined across more than a thousand years, in effect a
magnification of the overlapping of fiction and reality in the Arabic Kalîla wa Dimna, where the
narrator is located both in the person of the author and in the stories themselves. Everett’s
conceptualization of characters in contemporary operas using myth highlights this dimension:
“from a psychoanalytic perspective, these operas often bring shadow representations of archetypal

25

Interview with the author, July 5, 2019. JF = Jane Forner, MA = Moneim Adwan. The primary interview took
place on July 5 in Aix-en-Provence, but we met several more times over the following days, and my references to
our conversations are drawn from all these encounters.
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figures into our interpretation of characters.” 26 Fletcher’s description of (literary) allegorical
characters as “daemonic agents”27 similarly emphasizes a notion of figures which are both shapeshifting and like shadowy souls of archetypal figures. 28 For the singers, meanwhile, inhabiting the
characters brings another layer of potential meanings; Ranine Chaar, singing Kalîla, for instance,
spoke of how her own experiences shaped her performance:
In Lebanon we have lived through several wars, and it’s not over yet: even today, we are
living in a state of injustice resulting from all these conflicts. So, yes, the story of Kalîla,
which is about political power, about corruption and how personal ambition can make an
entire people suffer, that is something I’m concerned about!... At the same time, there are
times when I have to keep a certain distance from my own story, otherwise I’m overcome
by emotion. This experience is a part of me, I don’t need to search very far inside my
imagination: all this emotional charge is there and only needs to be released. That is how I
have experienced the role of Kalîla, at any rate. 29
Chaar’s background adds another layer of specific political meaning to the opera’s narrative
alongside Jomar and Adwan’s. Even though singers may change in future performances, these
strong initial connections between creators/performers and operatic narrative would likely impact
subsequent productions.
Kalîla’s multiplicity of meaning, circulating throughout multiple subject positions, is
especially multidimensional here as a result of the overlap between allegorical “agents” and the
real-life subject positions, following my articulation of the networks of comprehension in fig. 1 in

26

Everett, Reconfiguring Myth and Narrative in Contemporary Opera, 198.

27

Fletcher, Allegory: The Theory of a Symbolic Mode.

Fletcher’s use of daemon here seems to reflect a classical understanding; the Greek δαίμων could mean
“god(dess)”, “fate, destiny, fortune (good or bad)”; δαίμονεs was “a name given to the souls of men of the golden
age, who formed the connecting link between gods and men,” (the golden age being Greece ca. 500-300 BCE).
Henry George Liddell and Robert Scott, A Lexicon. Abridged from Liddell and Scott’s Greek-English Lexicon
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1909; London: Simon Wallenberg Press, 2007), 148. Citations refer to the Wallenberg
edition.
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Ranine Chaar, interviewed by Marie Lobrichon, “Ranine Chaar: A Meaningful Kalîla,” Aix Festival Blog, June
14 2016. https://festival-aix.com/en/blog/news/ranine-chaar-meaningful-Kalîla. Accessed April 25, 2019.
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the Introduction. While Fletcher distinguishes between “naive” and “sophisticated” readers, the
form of allegory presented in Kalîla forges openness rather than opacity, offering up the work to
a heterogeneous audience. The opera’s bilingualism exemplifies the bidirectionality between the
domains of place, people, and composition object, for instance, shaping meaning at each stage of
the opera’s creation, performance, and reception. Bilingualism is laden with symbolism in itself;
few operas exist in which two or more languages equally take the stage. 30 Two prominent
examples that occupy a similar space of political interest to Adwan’s work are Steve Reich and
Beryl Korot’s 1993 multimedia work The Cave,31 which used recorded interviews with Israeli,
American, and Palestinian persons threaded around a central narrative based on the story of
Abraham, thus featuring Hebrew, English, and Arabic. Chaya Czernowin’s 2006 opera
Zaide/Adama presented a complementary narrative to Mozart’s unfinished Zaide (1780): Johann
Schachtner’s libretto features the titular character falling in love with a slave, provoking the ire of
a Sultan who also desires Zaide. 32 Czernowin’s Adama tells of a fraught love story between an
Israeli woman and a Palestinian man, in Hebrew and Arabic, her score interweaving and
overlapping with Mozart’s sung and spoken fragments.33

30

For instance, I have come across a small number of bilingual Spanish-English operas composed in the United
States, which often dealing with the politics of migration and the border. In summer 2020 Kaija Saariaho’s new
opera Innocence, with a libretto by Finnish playwright Sofi Oksanen, will premiere at the Aix Festival, and features
a cast of characters from Romania, Finland, Czech Republic, France, and elsewhere, all singing in those languages.
Ryan Ebright has addressed Reich’s professed avoidance of the genre designation opera for The Cave, noting it
was called a “documentary music video theater work,” but arguing that it is an example of “iconoclastic art,” which
Reich positioned directly “in response to the operatic tradition. It represented what Reich and Korot thought opera
could—indeed, should—be in an increasingly mediatized and technological age.” Ebright, “My Answer to What
Music Theatre Can Be”: Iconoclasm and Entrepreneurship in Steve Reich and Beryl Korot’s The Cave,” American
Music 35, no. 1 (2017): 29-30.
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Mozart’s fragmentary opera is typically seen as a precursor to the similar themes and Turkish setting for Die
Entfùhrung aus dem Serail completed two years later in 1782.
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Zaide/Adama premiered at the Salzburg Festival in 2006. In the same year, Peter Sellars staged a controversial
production of Zaide at the Lincoln Center Mostly Mozart Festival, which adapted the narrative to a modern
sweatshop setting in a commentary on modern slavery and oppression. Two years later, Adwan collaborated with
Sellars on a revival of the production for the Aix Festival, this time incorporating the amateur “choeur multiculturel”
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The significance of bi- and mulit-lingualism in Reich and Czernowin’s operas is rooted in
both the conflict in the Middle East and in its global ramifications, a context relevant to Adwan
and Jomar’s background, if not the primary political context shaping Kalîla. The linguistic
encounters in these operas is also meaningful as a result of which languages are mixed, ones whose
very interaction is laden with remnants of relationships past and present, and laden with political
symbolism. Neither Kalîla nor Reich and Czernowin’s works fetishize this linguistic mixing,
instead exploring in three very different ways the ways that the very sound of Arabic, English,
Hebrew, French, and German constructs emotional and narrative meaning, interwoven with their
musical responses to these languages’ encounters in operatic space. In Kalîla, furthermore,
recalling that the opera is written in the Sham vernacular, Jean-Marie Montangerand, director of
the documentary Les yeux de la parole inspired by the opera, establishes it as a radical act,
comparing to Dante writing in the lingua volgare:
Reiterating the gesture of the poet Dante Alighieri, it is in an “illustrious vernacular” that
Fady Jomar addresses himself to the people as to the powerful, aiming to settle a score
with those who hunted him from the Damascene city. He expresses himself in the simple
and profound words of a language which does not seek rhetorical games or exaggerated
grandstanding, but simply the moment of truth.”34
In this sense, the vernacular becomes a weapon of affirmation both of the poetic self and of the
community it represents, holding the power to speak more truthfully. Its use, however, is also

Ibn Zaydoun, which Adwan directs, and improvisation for ‘ud. This experience was clearly formative for Adwan; he
mentioned it frequently in our conversations, particularly the soprano aria “Ruhe, sanft” which is the most wellknown musical excerpt of Zaide. The Sellars collaboration was evidently an important step towards his own operatic
career that would come to fruition once again in Aix several years later.
“Réitérant le geste du poète italien Dante Alighieri, c’est dans un «vulgaire illustre» que Fady Jomar s’adresse au
peuple comme au puissant, afin de régler ses comptes avec ceux qui l’ont chassé de sa Cité damascène. Il s’exprime
dans les mots simples et profonds d’une langue qui ne cherche pas le jeu rhétorique ou l’effet de manche, mais bien
l’instant de vérité.” Jean-Marie Montangerand, “Les Yeux de la Parole: Documentaire, France, 2018, de David
Daurier et Jean-Marie Montangerand,” Hommes & Migrations 4, no. 1323 (2018): 209. Les yeux de la parole is a
documentary film exploring the significance of Kalîla wa Dimna to multicultural French communities today; highschool students in France were introduced to the fables and to the opera, which for many of them was their first
experience of opera.
34
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controversial in the context of ongoing debates from many directions over vernacular and standard
Arabic. 35 The notion of speaking without “rhetorical games” also forms another connection to
Jomar’s medieval poetic counterpart in Ibn al- Muqaffaʿ, which Jennifer London identifies as
“frank speech.”36
The distinction between languages is not a co-existence of equal, neutral partners in the
opera: the cultural politics of Arabic in a European context are rooted in colonial and imperialist
history, as well as how those legacies continue to manifest today. How the allegorical meanings
of the opera are read depends both on the different subject positions involved (performer,
composer, audience, director) and on how these languages interact in operatic space. Divisions
initially appear to be established within a normative framework: singing happens in Arabic, speech
in French. Fig. 2.4 illustrates the interactions between the four resultant domains:
song/speech/French/Arabic. As indicated by the bidirectional arrows, however, this is a fragile
border, traversed when the singing voice seems to move closer to speech-like utterances without
forgoing musical line, and made unsteady when one voice sings and speaks in quick succession,
especially in different languages. It is rendered almost imperceptible when singing and speech
happens at the same time.

Fig. 2.4. Four dimensions of vocal sound in Kalîla: song or speech, and French or Arabic, illustrating both blurred
boundaries and combinations.
35

In A War of Words: Language and Conflict in the Middle East, for instance, Yasir Suleiman offers fascinating
insights into the social dimensions of language across Arabic-speaking countries. (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2004).
Jennifer London, “How to Do Things with Fables: Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ’s Frank Speech in Stories from ‘Kalīla wa
Dimna,’” History of Political Thought 29, no. 2 (2008): 189-212. London argues that both al-Muqaffa’s writings as
himself and the act of translating Kalîla wa Dimna constitute moments of indirect “frank speech” which express
political views.
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The narrating role is the thread holding the opera together: Kalîla is our guide in navigating
these unstable linguistic and vocal boundaries. The first two scenes introduce this fluidity
immediately: as the opera opens, we hear Kalîla singing, in Arabic, the lines I quoted at the
beginning of this chapter. In one breath, however, she switches to spoken narration in French.
Shifts in lighting function here as visual, sensory indicators of narrative change: at the front of the
stage, a lion figurine is perched on a rostrum in the manner of a museum display, illuminated
during Kalîla’s singing, and cast into darkness when she switches to speech, just as Kalîla is finally
brought into the light (figs. 2.5 and 2.6). I have much to grapple with watching this scene: firstly,
as she slips from sung Arabic to spoken French, it suddenly feels that she is speaking directly to
me, in a very different way to how she had just been singing. Kalîla’s first spoken line also
references what she has just sung: “this song, everyone knows it...this song has a story,” 37 thereby
disturbing a clear separation between her singing and narrating voices and where each exists in the
drama. While this all forms a complicated listening experience, in the moment, all these linguistic,
sonic, and visual slippages pass by quickly and seamlessly.

Fig. 2.5. Kalîla in darkness and lion figurine illuminated during opening song, Kalîla, scene 1 (and detail).38

37

“Ce chant, tout le monde le connaît...ce chant a une histoire.”

38

Photos of the performance are taken from the live video stream on www.artetv.fr.
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Fig. 2.6. Light shifted to illuminate Kalîla, and lion figurine in darkness, in Kalîla, scene 2.

In the rest of the opera, Kalîla’s traversing between these layers and sound boundaries
continues. Beyond her own fluid vocal position, singing in French happens on a few occasions,
but Arabic is rarely spoken. As I discuss later regarding the ending, the King slips into spoken
Arabic at his most enraged (see ex. 2.4), but never is there a concentrated period of speech in
Arabic. The moments when Kalîla sings in French, however, occur at two points of high dramatic
significance. In Scene 17, a re-enactment of the animal fable is nested within the framing structure
of Kalîla’s narration. The Mother and Kalîla enter into an extended duet, alternating recounting
the story of “The Lion and the Ox” “in their own way,” as directed. Scene 17 is the first time we
hear Kalîla singing at all since the opening, and the first time in French. The second moment where
Kalîla sings in French, discussed more in exs. 2.6 and 2.7, is also an important moment
dramatically, coming just before the climax of the opera’s action.
Moreover, simultaneous singing in both Arabic and French also occurs, breaking down the
distinctions between the linguistic and vocal domains. Four types of vocal sound are heard: singing
in Arabic, speaking in French, singing in French, and non-verbal vocalizations (grunts, cries,
screams, animal sounds). Only Kalîla narrates in spoken French, alternating with the Mother
narrating in sung Arabic, and the two women singing together. Unlike the distinctions maintained
relatively firmly in the rest of the opera, the transitions between these four types happen irregularly,
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often in the middle of a phrase, and often simultaneously—sometimes Kalîla switches without
even a breath. Adwan’s writing for both voices and instruments adds to this varied mix of sounds,
sometimes employing a syncopated, quasi-improvised style—the score instructs “Groovy” for one
passage—passionate, lyrical, ornamented lines; rhythmically extremely complex melodies; and
fragmented, spiky vocalizing. While sometimes the women sing together in thirds or sixths in
typical opera-duet style, the excerpt in ex. 2.1 shows them singing in unison but in different
languages; in the performance, they also slip into unpitched glissandi (not notated) in the middle
of phrases, denoted by a circle. A simple tonal harmonic structure is followed, in D major/B minor,
illustrated by Roman numeral chord annotations in ex. 2.1: although the strings double the vocal
melodies, its fast tempo means that these moments are heard as harmony, not heterophony.

Ex. 2.1. Simultaneous singing in French and Arabic in Kalîla/Mother duet, scene 17. Circle denotes unpitched (and
non-notated) vocal glissandi.39

39

Musical examples in this chapter are my own, adapted from the full score provided to me by Moneim Adwan.
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In nesting a story-within-a-story, this scene comments on the allegorical nature of the opera
itself, recalling Carolyn Abbate’s identification of operatic narration as “an interlude of reflexivity,
at which the narrative performance reflects upon the greater performance in which it is
embedded.”40 Furthermore, the complex interchange between multiple dimensions of vocal sound
and language disrupts, as at the beginning of the opera, easy separations between Arabic and
French. The two languages play different roles in the opera, constructing a hierarchy of
comprehensibility, not a neutral collaboration. French is the language of where the performance is
happening, in Aix; most of the audience at the premiere would have been native French speakers.
The advancing of the plot in narration, with Kalîla giving us explanations between scenes,
functions therefore like recitative, with sung Arabic as the arias or ensemble pieces. The exceptions
I have noted notwithstanding, this raises questions around the bilingualism: it implies that French
corresponds with comprehension, and Arabic only with musicality. Moreover, as Alison Phipps
argues, multilingualism signifies, for many around the world, fundamentally a colonial practice;
the relationship of Arabic and French is implicated in this history, and French colonialism’s
“violent set of practices and knowledges, which insert themselves and write over particular local
contexts.”41
There were practical concerns motivating the creation of a bilingual libretto; although
Adwan admitted to me that he would not necessarily have had a narration of the story in French—
something suggested by the Festival—he did feel it was an acceptable sacrifice in order to bring

Used with permission.
40

Carolyn Abbate, Unsung Voices: Opera and Musical Narrative in the Nineteenth Century (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1991), 62.
41

Alison Phipps, Decolonising Multilingualism: Struggles to Decreate (Bristol: Multilingual Matters, 2019), 9.
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his works to a wider audience. On the other hand, Jomar was more committed to the presence of a
narrator, but preferred to split the role of Kalîla between two separate persons:
I imagined her either outside of the action, or personified by two distinct characters: the
narrator, and Kalîla. Olivier [Letellier] preferred the two characters to be only one.
Whatever form she takes, the presence of the narrator seems indispensable in this project.42
In the form Kalîla ultimately takes, the distinction between these two “characters” is blurry, all the
more so because mostly one voice alone negotiates the boundary between song and speech.
What is palpable in the subtext here is that an opera entirely in Arabic, sung, spoken, or
both, would have been a step too far. In the last part of this chapter, I go into greater detail about
the ways in which the music in Kalîla challenges the categories of “Arabic” versus “European”
sound, building on my discussion here of the bilingual text. I want to preface this here in mapping
out the discursive framework in which the opera was situated in, which demonstrates further
disjunctions between the creators and the European producers. These tensions come out clearly in
the documentary Les yeux de la parole (2018), which both offers significant behind-the-scenes
material of rehearsals and meetings surrounding the creation of Kalîla and, in tandem, follows
local schoolchildren in Aix as they learn about the opera and the stories’ origins. 43 The
interpersonal relations and positions between the musicians, singers, and Festival agents are
particularly illuminating, though I acknowledge that I am only viewing the conversations filtered
through the documentary makers, Jean-Marie Montangerand and David Daurier.

“Je l’imaginais soit hors de la pièce, soit incarnée par deux personnages distincts: la narratrice et Kalîla. Olivier a
préféré que les deux personnages ne fassent plus qu’un. Quoiqu’il en soit, la présence de la conteuse me semble
indispensable dans ce projet.” Jomar, interviewed by Barbuscia.
42

43

The documentary was screened in French cinemas throughout 2018-19, but I unfortunately had no chance to see it
until it was made available online in late March 2020, partly as a result of COVID-19. In future work, a fuller
integration of this film into my analyses of the opera will be possible. https://lesyeuxdelaparole.fr/.
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In one rehearsal, for instance, Chaar and Chahid make a point about what they see as
incorrect translations from Arabic to French in the libretto, which leads to a deeper discussion of
regional dialects and the process of translation—Adwan and Talhami speak as Palestinians, Chaar
and Chahid as Lebanese. In this and other rehearsals, Zouari acts as an intermediary between the
singers and the French director Letellier; as the musicians meet for the first time, for instance,
Zouari is the lynchpin, both as Musical Director and linguistically, switching between Arabic,
French, and English, and translating between musicians lacking a common language. The
positionalities of each person here are fascinating. I gain considerable insight into the difficulties
involved in viewing a meeting between Émilie Delorme, Jean-Pierre Dahdah (the translator), and
Jomar (via video call). The latter two discuss the double meanings and nuances of Arabic that are
difficult to render in French, all the while Dahdah translating the conversation for Delorme. They
focus on the phrase les yeux de la parole which initially was in the opening lines of the opera (see
my discussion below for the final version).
As regards the local collègiens, questions that will emerge more fully in the latter part of
this chapter are also addressed in their scenes: for instance, Chahid comes to speak in a classroom,
and discusses his career as a popular singer and recording artists; the students are keen to press the
difference between singing in a concert and an opera (Chahid responds that the latter is a lot more
work). The students learn about what opera “is” through a relatively narrow definition; Kalîla is
then presented as an expansion of—or exception to—the norm. Some students of Arabic descent
are asked to try to translate some of the text for their peers, which they struggle with; the dialect
is discussed again here.
To return to the opera itself, the disagreements over the narrator’s role during the opera’s
creation also generate political significance for the embodied, envoiced female presence on stage.
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While Jomar affirmed that “there’s no difference between a man and a woman” 44 when it comes
to who the narrator is, Letellier as director took the opposing view:
It is not anodyne that we chose a woman to tell a story of freedom in the Arab and Western
worlds. She speaks in order to say at what point expression is essential, that it’s essential
to be able to speak...To give voice to a woman is a powerful gesture in this context...it’s
important that it is a woman who speaks. 45
It is possible that the gender of the narrator is not the defining characteristic of this role, but for
my part, I found there to be incredible strength in Chaar’s presence as Kalîla, in that she is, perhaps
more than anyone else, in control of the narrative. But there are competing issues here. For Jomar,
who has written a libretto entirely about the silencing of the voice, and whose own voice was
silenced and condemned, the narrator is a figure who speaks openly, to everyone, for everyone; in
that sense, man or woman, it is the freedom of this voice that is important. Letellier’s comments
do describe the same idea—“that it’s essential to be able to speak.” But he does so from a position
strongly reminiscent of an uncomfortable paternalism—his words present the Festival as giving
voice to Arab women “as a powerful gesture,” women represented often in European and Western
imagination as oppressed and silenced, deprived of rights. We arrive at the same problem I outlined
in the previous chapter, especially concerning veiling: then as now, Lila Abu-Lughod’s
interrogation of this rhetoric of salvation applies: “projects of saving other women depend on and
reinforce a sense of superiority, and are a form of arrogance that deserves to be challenged.”46

44

“Il n’y a rien de différent entre un homme et une femme.” Jomar, interviewed by Barbuscia.

“Ce n’est pas anodin d’avoir choisi une femme pour venir raconter une histoire de liberté dans le monde arabe et
occidental. Elle prend la parole pour dire à quel point l’expression est essentielle, que c’est essentiel de pouvoir se
parler...Donner la parole à une femme est un geste fort dans ce contexte là...c’est important que ce soit une femme
qui porte la parole.” Letellier, quoted in Christian Jade, “Festival Aix-en-Provence 2016: Première mondiale: un
opéra en arabe, ‘Kalîla wa Dimna’” Radio-télévision belge de la Fédération Wallonie-Bruxelles (RTBF), July 14
2016. https://www.rtbf.be/culture/scene/detail_festival-aix-en-provence-2016-premiere-mondiale-un-opera-enarabe-Kalîla-wa-dimna-christian-jade?id=9353636. Accessed December 2, 2018.
45

46

Lila Abu-Lughod, Do Muslim Women Need Saving? (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013), 47.
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The presence of the French narration is clearly about intelligibility and comprehension, but
it becomes framed as a productive meeting of several binary opposites by the Festival: the opera
“treads a fine line between the human and animal, fable and tragedy, Arabic and French, Western
form and Eastern music, to tell the story of idealism crushed by ambition.” 47 The discourse
surrounding the opera becomes one of juxtaposition of elements we are supposed to comprehend
as always already antithetical. The reception was extremely favorable, but it tended to fix the
opera as an exotic novelty, one which performs bridge-building cultural harmony by uniting
apparently wholly disparate entities. In the months before the premiere, for instance, Le monde ran
an article with the headline Le premier opéra arabe: un défi aux puissants; while the article deals
primarily with the opera’s creation, this (wholly inaccurate48) idea of the “first Arabic opera” laid
the groundwork for Kalîla to be received primarily as a novel object. The claim was then widely
repeated by most European presses, and the need to identify what is or is not “Arab” in the opera
appears as a primary fixation for many writers.
Adwan’s characterization of the mixing of French and Arabic, however, challenges a
reading that is predicated on juxtaposition. He forges a “third way” that breaks out of a discursive,
racial, cultural, and artistic opposition between “east and west”: “When I try to combine the two
languages, I feel as if I’m a magician who pulls a third language out of a hat that’s somewhere in
between French and Arabic.” 49 Mixing here is posited as a primarily transformative process,

47

Kalîla wa Dimna, Aix Festival Website, https://festival-aix.com/en/event/Kalîla-wa-dimna. Accessed August 2
2019.
48

If not constituting a large corpus, Kalîla is by no means the first opera in the Arabic language either in modern
times or historically; it is also not the first bilingual Arabic opera. It may be the only French-Arabic opera in modern
times, though one needs only turn to the nineteenth century, particularly in colonial locales, for examples of bi- and
multi-lingual operatic occasions.
“Quand j’essaie de mélanger les deux langues, j’ai l’impression d’être un magicien qui tire du chapeau une
troisième langue se situant à mi-chemin entre le français et l’arabe.” Adwan, Aix Program, 12.
49
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creating new sonic-linguistic concepts that move beyond a hybrid composite of discrete opposites.
Adwan’s characterization recalls Homi Bhabha’s “Third Space”; that the latter is a space of
enunciation is especially fitting to describe the sonic play of language and music in Kalîla. This
idea of the language “in-between” is one element of its construction that resists the idea that the
opera simply “treads the fine line” between Arabic and French, playing on the bridge, but not
crossing it. In this “third language,” the line is swept away altogether in the creation of a newlyformed sound and framework of meaning.
Kalîla’s allegorical mode works at the level of language as much as in the aesthetic and
narrative elements of time and place I discussed earlier. Again, from my perspective, the most
important aspect of its allegory is openness, which produces considerable variability in how
meaning is constructed across the various subject positions present. How to map out what was
perceived differently as “foreign” or Other? For the French audiences in Aix who could not
understand Arabic, for instance, did they hear Kalîla’s sung Arabic delivery as the foreign,
interesting element, and French as the carrier of meaning, plot and narrative? Were the rich
nuances of Jomar’s Arabic text conveyed fully, with the bilingual libretto in hand and surtitles?
How did the experience differ for spectators conversant in both languages?
In other performances, meanwhile, changing audience demographics affect the kinds of
meanings circulating around the interaction between French and Arabic in the opera. For example,
Adwan relayed an anecdote to me concerning the Lille performance of Kalîla:
When we made the show in Lille, Caroline [Sonrier], who was the director of Opéra Lille,
she said to me “Thank you”; and I said, “Why? It should be me who’s thanking you!” And
she said “Because I have never seen this public here, these people…people who have
hijabs, never have they entered here, for the first time, I saw half of the women in hijabs.
I’ve never seen it in my life.” And for three shows, it was full of these people, and it was
something good, it shows an example; to play Kalîla, to play stories like that, in Arabic
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and other languages, can give hope to these people, and show them that they are important
in this life, because it touches their cultures. 50
This exchange illustrates Adwan’s aim to make his work, and opera in general, accessible and
meaningful to people for whom the genre is not seen as being “for” them. It is not my place to
speak for the women in attendance at Opéra Lille, but it is evident that there are ways this particular
performance might bring out a different set of meanings, as a result of how both the bilingual
libretto and the story of the Kalila wa Dimna, a classic of Arabic literature, was perceived in terms
of (un)familiarity. More intersections would arise according to the class or social status of those
present; while the Aix Festival is well-known to be frequented by (mostly) white middle and upper
classes, who were the audiences in Lille, Paris, and Dijon? Were these performances accessible to
the wider classes of people for whom the opera might “touch their culture”? 51
Through these examples and anecdotes, the cultural politics of the opera’s bilingualism can
be seen to intersect with its allegorical mode. In the following section, I now turn to a fuller
exploration of the construction of political allegories in Kalîla. Masden’s central thesis is that there
is a “coincidence between the writing of culturally significant narratives in an allegorical style and
a moment of peculiar cultural tension, even crisis.” 52 Kalîla was indeed born out of such
circumstances, dealing with themes of injustice, suffering, oppression, and silencing. Focusing on
the multiple conceptions of the voice that materialize in the opera, I explore its projection of
political allegory as emerging not only through post-hoc reflection, but in the moment of
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Interview with the author, July 5, 2019.
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Tickets could theoretically be purchased for less than 10 euros at all the venues in which Kalîla was performed,
although even that is far out of reach for many, especially recent immigrants to France living well below the poverty
line. Moreover, even if we decided that the tickets are generally accessible to a large number of the population,
“accessibility” is about more than economics—the barriers to attending an event like this are formed across social,
cultural, class, and intellectual lines.
52

Masden, Allegory in America, 1.
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performance through audible and legible elements in the operatic experience that encourage us to
decode references to specific and universal political ideas.

2.3. Political Allegories and the Voice
The overall theme of silenced voices is the principal way in which Kalîla functions as a
political allegory, for it represents multiple individual and collective voices, as I have outlined in
discussing its encapsulation of fictional and real personas symbolized through the poet Chatraba.
Political phenomena allegorized in the opera might be specific: the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, the
Arab Spring, the ongoing refugee crisis peaking in 2015-16 right at the time of the opera’s creation,
or the Syrian civil war. These might be overtly or subtly referenced—some contexts are more
palpable than others, because the audience is informed of specific connections through the
discourse around the opera, for example the parallels between Chatraba’s narrative and Jomar’s
own experiences. More abstract political philosophies also emerge surrounding the central topics
of injustice, oppression, and corrupt power. To decode the layers of meaning in the opera that
reflect this political mission of sorts, I focus my analysis here on key representative scenes: I return
to the opening two scenes, which presents a clear exposition of the political tenor of the work, as
well as setting up processes, expectations, and parameters that continue to re-emerge later scenes.
My discussion of Scenes 5 and 7 center on notions of the “dangerous” voice as noise. Scene 10
introduces the young poet Chatraba, and challenges and expands the idea of the voice. I then focus
the remainder of analysis on the final three scenes (22-24), presenting Chatraba’s assassination
and its aftermath.
The song we hear Kalîla singing out of the darkness as the opera begins comes to acquire
a powerful structural, emotional, and symbolic role. At first, a listener has no reason to conceive
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of it as a “song” at all, until Kalîla speaks and tells us that it is a song that “everyone knows.” In
retrospect we can reconfigure to hear it as a diegetic song, already known, presumably, by the
inhabitants of the opera’s drama. I call it the poet’s song: this “song that everyone knows” also
functions as a message that the story we are about to hear is one which has happened time and
again. Jomar’s words, richly metaphorical, perform a critique of silencing—“if you steal the
essence of speech”—defiantly offering a counterpoint: you may kill a poet, but he “will be reborn
in a thousand songs”; you can try to steal our speech (to silence us), but “songs will continue to
nourish our evenings.” The burned vineyard seems to allude to the destruction of natural
landscapes, endemic to decades of war, but out of which will nonetheless spring beauty (“flowers
will spring up there in abundance”).53
This opening text presages Chatraba’s murder, but it also signifies in multiple other
directions. The “poet” who will be reborn reflects Jomar’s fleeing from the Syrian regime’s
suppression of his (poetic) voice,54 as well as nodding to the fate of Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ; the natural
imagery (the burned vineyard, the flowers) symbolizes lands ravaged by war but out of which
beautiful things may still emerge, relevant to the personal histories of many involved in the opera.
Adwan sets these words to a slow, stepwise melody in a rough AABA’ form (ex. 2.2a); its
simplicity belies the deeply emotional character of the song, especially in its rendering by Chaar,
whose embellishments and ornaments transform it into an impassioned declaration. Here, as

Carol Bardenstein’s study of a “lexicon” of Palestinian diasporic culture places particular emphasis on the
importance of natural imagery in poetry, for instance, particularly fig, olive, orange trees, also noting this is shared
across cultures in the same region. “Figures of Diasporic Cultural Production: Some Entries from the Palestinian
Lexicon,” in Diaspora and Memory: Figures of Displacement in Contemporary Literature, Arts, and Politics, ed.
Marie-Aude Baronian, Stephan Besser, and Yolande Jansen (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007).
53

Jomar acknowledged resemblances between his and Chatraba’s stories, but noted the differences in their fates, a
fact he attributed partly to his greater common sense—effectively saying that Chatraba was rather naïve. Jomar,
interviewed by Barbuscia.
54
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elsewhere, the individual singers’ role in shaping Kalîla is paramount: the process of composing
did not involve the singers realizing a given score, but actively co-creating in that a huge amount
of the vocal performance is based in improvisation. In this moment, the emphasis on descending
appoggiaturas, replicated by the instrumental interjections (ex. 2.2b) also produces a lamenting
motif that will recur throughout the opera—paralleling the expressive power of lament in chapter
1. As every other scene begins with an instrumental introduction, it is also a testament to the power
of this opening that Adwan breaks this precedent before it is even set. During the following spoken
narration, the only musical accompaniment heard is those same fragments of the song that were
just played, again barely audible. The domains of narration and action thus overlap musically as
well as through the continuity embodied in Kalîla’s own voice.

Ex. 2.2a. Opening measures of the opera, Kalîla singing the poet’s song: lamenting melodic qualities within an AABA’
structure.

Ex. 2.2b. String interjections in opening song: descending “lament” line with repeated appoggiaturas.

Voice, words, singing, and speech are constituted in richly varied ways in the opera. This
first appearance of the poet’s song encapsulates many of the overarching themes of the opera at
once; each time the song reappears, whether in full or in fragments, it has gathered more meaning
for the listener along the way. For instance, in Kalîla’s first passage of spoken narration, we are
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introduced to the idea of her brother Dimna’s envy and ambition: “the scent of all-encompassing
royal power tickled his nostrils like that of a good meal which he was not sharing.” This reference
to “all-encompassing power” immediately leads the listener to draw a connection with the
oppressors referenced in the poet’s song.
Jomar’s own life establishes a powerful framework for interpreting allegorical meaning in
the narrative. Adwan has described Jomar’s experience in prison, and his own reaction: “Fady told
how he resisted insanity by writing poems on the walls with his fingers. Once he was released,
however, he continued to extol peace, to reject resorting to weapons. I wrote a song for him during
this time, El Sham elha nabi (Syria has a prophet).”55 The resonance between the content of the
opera and the image of Jomar as a “prophet” or spokesperson, a poetic voice for Syria in a time of
great turmoil, is especially poignant.56 In Les yeux de la parole, Jomar, on video call with the Aix
school students, speaks poignantly about how he sees himself in Chatraba, emphasizing to them
that he wasn’t a “typical” refugee—he managed to take trains, not boats, for instance—and that he
wants the children to know that he was lucky in many ways:
I think there are a lot of connections between me and Chatraba…When I was writing about
Chatraba, in many ways I was talking about my dreams, for my people, for my right to say
what I want to say...Chatraba at least died because of his poetry…he [Chatraba] was brave
enough to stay, but I left my country...he’s better than me in many ways. 57

Adwan, quoted in Laurent Carpentier, “Le premier opéra arabe: un défi aux puissants, Le Monde, June 18 2016.
http://www.lemonde.fr/musiques/article/2016/06/28/le-premier-opera-arabe-un-defiauxpuissants_4959939_1654986.html. Accessed January 5, 2018.
55

The use of El Sham is significant, to begin with—though the article translates it as “Syria,” it is really Aš-Šām, or
Bilad al-Sham, referring to a geographical area roughly corresponding to the Levantine region whose name is
thousands of years old. Aš-Šām,  الشامmeans “the North,” but literally means on the left-hand (side), referring to what
is on the left when facing east towards the rising sun. Using it here has political meaning in referring to a precolonial (and pre-Israel) geography.
56
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Jomar, speaking in documentary Les yeux de la parole, www.lesyeuxdelaparole.fr. Jomar speaks in English.
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To me this is a heartbreaking account of feelings of guilt at having chosen a better life, but I
understand the point Jomar wishes to make: that he has written an idealized, but impossible,
version of his own story through Chatraba.
The opera, though, does more than just enact this narrative. In exploring thoroughly the
idea of the voice, silenced and silencing alike, it offers meditation on these themes beyond Jomar’s
biography. At its heart, the opera presents the voice as that which gives agency and power to the
disenfranchised, the groundwork for which is laid in the opening poet’s song. In the rest of the
opera, we encounter many voices: political, rebellious, silenced, powerful, persuasive, and more.
Khawla Dunia, a Syrian poet, journalist, and activist, writes poignantly that “the Syrian people are
used to enduring their fears in secret, fearful of giving voice to them; they are used to letting their
hearts speak without moving their lips.”58 If Kalîla offers a space to give voice, and to speak out,
it also demands attention, I think, to speaking up and out: it challenges not only those who abuse
their power but those who stay silent and in doing so allow injustice to continue. Chaar quoted a
proverb in her Aix interview: “Whoever does not speak up to defend justice is a mute Satan.”59
Adwan expressed similar sentiments to me in our interviews, which also parallel Ore and Moslet’s
political motivations in Adam and Eve
Voice is cast in many different guises in the opera. It is referenced as something vulnerable;
in scene 3, Dimna relays his dreams and troubles to his sister, saying that “my voice was broken”
(“ma voix s’est brisée”), calling attention to the voice’s physical fragility. The power of singing
can be used to further one’s ambitions: “if you can sing in the King’s ear, you will probably get

Khawla Dunia, trans. Robin Moger, “And the Demonstrations Go On: Diary of an Unfinished Revolution,” in
Writing Revolution: The Voices From Tunis to Damascus (London: I.B. Tauris, 2013), 187. Dunia wrote these
words in July 2011.
58
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Chaar, interviewed by Lobrichon.
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him to hear you!” you will undoubtedly obtain whatever he hears from you!” (Kalîla narration,
scene 11).60 People and emotions are embodied as song: when Dimna begins to resent Chatraba’s
presence at court, the King decides they should let Chatraba tell his stories, to “understand how
suffering can sing” (“savoir comment la douleur peut chanter”). As well as being the voice of the
people, Chatraba’s songs are seen as embodying the people themselves—specifically, their pain
and worries: “you bear the country’s burdens on your shoulders in the form of songs” (King, scene
12).61 The burdens of his country become synonymous with his songs and with the act of singing
itself, but Chatraba describes himself as a messenger, nothing more:
I carry the voices of the people who sing. The spirit of the songs comes from their heart,
not mine. The source of these songs overflows from these people and flies like a bird from
their heads.62 [Scene 12]
Speech, or the freedom to voice oneself, is already described in the poet’s song as
something that can be “stolen”; that is, suppressed by those in power. Chatraba’s death is already
foretold in the very first line of the opera, so it is not surprising that the most common
representation of voice is as something dangerously rebellious. In scene 5, the King’s mother
manipulates the idea of the “word” and the voice as a threat to her son’s position: “My son, your
power has conquered their hearts. Yet when speech remains free, hearts are apt to lose their ways.
Beware of any voice that raises itself!”63 Simultaneously fearmongering and fanning the flames of
her son’s self-indulgence, the Mother casts freedom of speech as antithetical to sustaining power,
specifically targeting “raised” voices. She tells her son to “open his ears” (as well as his eyes),
60

“Si tu sais chanter à l’oreille du Roi, tu obtiendras sans doute qu’il t’entende!”

61

“Vous qui portez les préoccupations du pays sur vos épaules sous forme de chanson.”

“Je porte les voix des gens qui chantent. L’esprit de leurs chansons émane de leur cœur et non du mien. La source
de ces chansons déborde de ces gens et vole comme un oiseau sur leurs têtes.”
62

“Mon fils, ton pouvoir a conquis leurs cœurs. Mais quand la parole reste en liberté, les cœurs risquent de s’égarer.
Prends garde à toute voix qui s’élève!”
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implying his own power has deafened him to outside dangers; when the King childishly retorts
that his ears are “equal to those of the tiger,” she warns prophetically: “In their words there are a
thousand words to decipher. Beware of those who sing!”64
This fear of the voice “that raises itself” is rooted in the fables: it is the ox’s bellowing that
makes the lion afraid, a fear that begins as an innocent seed but which slowly, insidiously
metastasizes into an agent of suppression. In a different sense, Adonis writes that “if we go back
to the root of the word ‘song’ (nashīd) in Arabic, we see that it means the voice, the raising of the
voice and the recited poetry itself.”65 The sung voice holds a power that is feared for its poetry in
Kalîla, reiterated again in scene 7:
King: “Have you heard the rumor, Dimna?”
Dimna: “What rumor, O Lord my King? Many rumors abound.”
King: “The one about this man called Chatraba. The stones tremble with every word he
writes, speaks, or sings…O Dimna, my son, the cries of anger always start with a song!”
The King’s weak-mindedness shows here, effectively just repeating the rumor-mongering
that his mother insinuated. Later, Dimna portrays the poet’s songs/words as dissimulation, as
untruths—thereby shifting the focus from his own lies and deceit; having persuaded the King, who
petulantly replies “is it possible…that all these words are against me?” (“est-il possible...toutes ces
paroles sont contre moi?”), the latter then repeats this “spin” as truth when he confronts Chatraba,
affirming that there are “words hidden behind your words” (“paroles caches dans tes paroles”).
These examples demonstrate a dual focus on representing the attitudes towards the voice by those
in power: on the one hand, the vox populi and its embodiment in song is cast by the King and his
advisors as threatening and destabilizing, but the voices of the powerful are conversely shown to

“Ouvre grand tes oreilles!” “Mes oreilles pareilles à celles du tigre.” “Dans leurs paroles il y a mille mots à
décrypter. Prends garde à ce qu’ils chantent.”
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Adonis, trans. Cobham, An Introduction to Arab Poetics, 14.
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be consistently deceitful. Free speech, censorship, and a lack of truth that is endemic to power are
all politically potent subjects today.66 Pointed references to “fake news” are also made visually in
scene 7, during the exchange with Dimna cited above: the King reads an intentionally absurdlylarge newspaper (fig. 2.7), in a moment of genuine comedy that nods to the predicament of
consuming an overabundance of news chatter, in which truth disappears so easily.

Fig. 2.7. The King’s comically large newspaper prop, Kalîla, scene 7. Photo by Patrick Berger.

The double entendre of “rumeur” in Dimna and the King’s exchange, as meaning both
“rumor” and “noise,” subtly references the ox’s bellows, but more importantly, it establishes a
negative connotation of Chatraba’s songs as “noise” rather than speech or music. Each of the
quotes above demonstrates that his voice poses a problem for the King. This points to a wider and
complex set of associations between noise and power in the opera, because part of the core injustice
perpetrated against Chatraba (prior to his assassination) is the circulation of falsehoods and the
manipulation of the truth, mostly at the hands of Dimna and the Mother. What counts as “music”
versus “noise” is the subject of a wide array of interdisciplinary study today, as well as holding a

Some of how Adwan described Kalîla’s political relevance had already clearly shifted in the three years since the
first performance during our interview; his frequent references to Donald Trump, and obliquely to the culture of
“fake news,” are his way of reinterpreting the opera’s continuing but evolving significance.
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fundamental place in philosophical and scientific conceptions of sound throughout human history.
David Novak’s succinct summary of the concept of noise argues that it is not really sound at all,
but a “metadiscourse of sound and its social interpretation.” 67 Contesting what noise “is” has
always been culturally and historically contingent: noise is always “filtered, limited, and changed
by contexts of production and reception.” 68 Further, as many have examined, the historical
precedents for the social and political regulation of sound are copious.69
Managing and defining “unwanted” or “disturbing” sounds by using the language of noise
along class, gender, or racial lines, in ways that reinforce existing oppressive or discriminatory
power structures, has also been at the forefront of sound-focused research. Beyond the evident
statement of subjectivity that noise is in the ear of the beholder, both historical understandings of
the socially- and politically-constructed designations of noise are relevant to interpreting
Chatraba’s voice in Kalîla. Khadijah White’s analysis of noise as a “social problem,” for example,
identifies that “throughout the twentieth century, arguments about noise have relied upon the
language of war, describing noise as a weapon.” 70 In the opera, to the King’s ears, Chatraba’s
songs and their transmission through and as the voice of the people are weapons, perceived to be
mobilizing against him. Conversely, the King subsequently seizes the idea of Chatraba’s
“dangerous” voice as a way to quash any incipient rebellion, noise thereby becoming a weapon of
power, not just marshaled against it.

David Novak, “Noise,” in Novak and Matt Sakakeeny, eds., Keywords in Sound (Durham: Duke University Press,
2015), 126.
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Especially Karin Bijsterveld, Mechanical Sound: Technology, Culture and Public Problems of Noise in the
Twentieth Century (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2008).
Khadijah White, “Considering Sound: Reflecting on the Language, Meaning and Entailments of Noise,” in
Reverberations: The Philosophy, Aesthetics and Politics of Noise, ed. Michael Goddard, Benjamin Halligan, and
Paul Hegarty (London: Continuum, 2012), 240.
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Since the publication of Jacques Attali’s Bruits (1977), many scholars working on sound
have adopted his language of hegemony and resistance to analyze contemporary and historical
intersections of sound and power. Attali’s central ideas that noise and sound are integral to power
and to sustaining it, and that society can be read through music, have been essential precursors to
the historical and socio-political dimensions of sound studies. Thinking through Attali’s attention
to noise and the notions of power, control, and surveillance in modern society71 brings us to an
understanding of noise, rumeur, as a highly contested site of power in Kalîla. Others have drawn
on Attali’s language of noise as control and resistance by focusing on how “social interpretations”
of noise, in Novak’s words, can be employed both as a censoring and oppressive instrument of the
state, which adopts the language of noise for its own purposes, as well as being the thing that is
suppressed. 72 White and others draw attention to the weaponizing of noise as racially and socially
delineated: Clare Corbould, for example, analyzes contestations of noise and power in interwar
Harlem, noting that “the sound of street life in Harlem was ascribed a particular quality in the
white press,” 73 charting written depictions throughout this era of this sound as disturbing,
unintelligible, “primitive” noise. 74 In the same way, Jon Cruz’s exploration of the historical

Eric Drott’s recent necessary critique of Attali’s work reminds us that the latter’s analyses of noise are themselves
culturally and historically contingent and offers several ways to rethink Attali’s ideas for current times. Drott,
“Rereading Jacques Attali’s Bruits,” Critical Inquiry 41, no. 4 (2015): 721-756. Attali’s focus on the
commodification of music as a product, which is a significant part of his critique of the role of sound, music, and
noise in systems of power, is not relevant here.
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Ronda Sewald, “Forced Listening: The Contested Use of Loudspeakers for Commercial and Political Messages in
the Public Soundscape” American Quarterly 63, no. 3 (2011): 761-780.
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Clare Corbould, “Streets, Sounds and Identity in Interwar Harlem,” Journal of Social History 40 (2007): 859.

Ana María Ochoa’s analysis of Alexander von Humboldt’s descriptions of the soundscapes of Colombia during
his journey on the Magdalena River in the early 1800s similarly outlines historical perceptions of acoustic difference
along racial and cultural lines in a “history of aurality at the crossroads of late colonial encounters” (75), drawing
attention to Humboldt’s “acoustic disgust” (33) and the heterogenous soundscapes encountered were “made sense of
and mapped onto the practices of acoustic knowledge- making by Europeans, Creole elites, and the bogas” (34).
Ochoa, Aurality: Listening and Knowledge in Nineteenth-Century Colombia (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
2014).
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contexts of sound notes that “prior to the mid-19th century black music appears to have been heard
by captors and overseers primarily as noise—that is, as strange, unfathomable and
incomprehensible.”75
Differentiating noise from music often prevails on the basis of separating pleasing from
displeasing sound; wanted from unwanted, and intelligible from unintelligible. The ox’s bellows,
for the King, were both displeasing and unwanted; they were audible but their meaning was not
intelligible. Disturbing the ruler on these grounds morphed into fear, then translated into the sound
and idea of Chatraba’s voice as a threat to stability and rule of law. To cast his voice and the vox
populi as “noise” is a censuring strategy that deems “unknown” or “foreign,” othered sound as
troublesome and problematic. If the “powerful” in Kalîla are portrayed as censoring Chatraba by
defining his voice and songs as noise, how does the opera fight against this? Adwan and Jomar’s
political intentions are not limited to illustrating the machinations of power, they are also
emphatically dedicated to exhibiting resistance and protest. In articulating cultural contingency of
conceptualizing noise, the question of who articulates that imaginary boundary between music and
noise, or who decides when sound is unwanted (and therefore noisy), is paramount. Power grants
the agency to decide these matters, and in the opera, this is a corrupt power. Kalîla suggests that it
is those who (ab)use their power to silence that pose the true danger to humanity, not the sound of
the people’s voice, even when channeled as rebellion.
This perspective is articulated at the very beginning of the opera through the poet’s song:
“if you kill a poet, he will be reborn in a thousand songs,” songs that will have the power to
transcend murder. This view is articulated throughout the opera in two main ways: firstly, in
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Jon Cruz, Culture on the Margins: The Black Spiritual and the Rise of American Cultural Interpretation
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positioning Chatraba’s voice as extraordinarily lyrical and emotionally powerful, its sonic
reputation as threatening noise is destabilized. Secondly, I hear the opera as establishing its own
parameters of “beautiful sound” and “noise” even as it problematizes such a division. Representing
Chatraba vocally in this way is made all the more effective as it is not until scene 10 that the young
poet comes on stage—almost half of the opera goes by without him actually being present, during
which the other characters sing and speak about him and his voice. The rumors and rumeurs
abounding so far as both insidious gossip and the persistent statement of the fear of Chatraba’s
voice are now countered, turning those accusations to point back at his oppressors. Returning to
Corbould and interwar Harlem, she establishes a similar scenario for that “the sound and noise that
white New Yorkers heard as cacophonous and atavistic were to Harlem’s black residents a way to
claim that space as their own.”76 Similarly, Mark Smith has outlined the importance of silence to
nineteenth-century slaveholders’ attempts to “regulate slave soundscapes,” positing silence both
as “carefully regulated quietude” and as an important tool of “slaves’ resistance to bondage…In
their silence, slaves resisted effectively and shaped masters’ worldviews and the articulation of
those views at the level of national political discourse.”77
Chatraba is afforded a long solo introductory scene to serve this purpose, in which Jomar’s
text, rich and effecting, outlines a space for this counter-noise to sound:
Beneath smiles, behind faces, in happiness, there are tears. Beneath words, behind
whispers, in time, there are silences. The people are my family and exhaustion is their
companion. They wait impatiently for their life to have meaning. And their voices, hoarse
with wounds, resemble those of the dead… I always think of your misfortunes. O you who
are crushed by poverty and despair, all the misfortunes of which I write are yours, and they
accumulate each day…
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Who could be blind to injustice without they themselves being unjust? And who could
refuse to speak of it even though the country is full of it? I will denounce all injustice, big
or small. Let us raise our voices so that they carry our ideas far! O land which waits for the
sunrise…
It is the destiny of words to be written through toil. It is the destiny of words to speak of
the people’s dreams. It is the destiny of he who loves his country, and who would make a
warm and protective land for his children, to write these stories and to tell how our days
are deprived of the scent of roses.78
The text moves between three ideas: Chatraba first asserts the loss and suffering of his people, then
the ignorance of those who do not defend justice, and ends with a manifesto of sorts, a vision for
a better future. This poetic construction of anticipation is an important component of modern
literature in Arabic from Palestine and Syria especially, in which the relationship between memory,
exile, and landscape is often invoked.79 It also pushes the identity of the real-life poet behind these
words to the surface, for the “land which waits for the sunrise” can be read on one level as Syria.
Jomar’s assertion that “a new revolution must now begin, to bring our country towards a healthy
and happier life”80 is simply a more emphatically political version of Chatraba’s text, which sings
of a future country as a “warm and protective land.” Within the opera’s allegorical mode, this
speech also signifies on several other levels; the “country” might be a specific place, but it is also,
I believe, symbolic of the world—the “people,” all humanity, as well as specific peoples. It also
“Sous les rires, derrière le visage, dans le bonheur, il y a des larmes. Sous les paroles, derrière les murmures, dans
le temps, il y a des silences. Les gens sont ma famille et la fatigue est leur compagnie. Ils attendent impatiemment de
quoi gagner leur vie. Et leurs voix, tout enrouées par leurs blessures, sont semblables à celles des morts…Je pense
toujours à vos malheurs. Ô vous qui êtes broyés par la pauvreté et le désespoir, tous les malheurs que je décris sont
les vôtres, et vos malheurs s’accumulent de jour en jour…Qui pourrait refuser de voir l’injustice sans être lui-même
injuste? Et qui pourrait refuser d’en parler alors qu’elle remplit le pays? Je vais dénoncer l’injustice, grande ou
petite. Haussons la voix pour qu’elle porte loin nos idées! O pays qui attend le soleil du lendemain...C’est le destin
des mots d’être écrits dans le labeur. C’est le destin des mots de parler des rêves des gens. C’est le destin de celui
qui aime son pays et qui veut en faire une terre chaleureuse et protectrice pour ses enfants, d’écrire des histoires et
de raconter comment nos jours sont privés du parfum des roses.”
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points emphatically outwards to the audience: Chatraba moves out from the stage, breaking the
division, directing his song to us as well as le peuple for whom he is spokesman.
In referencing the voice itself multiple times, this soliloquy also inverts the representation
of the voice of the people that has so far been presented, duplicitously, by Dimna and the Mother,
and repeated by the King. While the Mother decries the threat of free speech, and the King
expresses fear of the “stones” that “tremble with every word he writes, speaks, or sings,” Chatraba
sings of the “silences” behind words and the voices which are “hoarse with their wounds,” turning
attention to the suffering that the people are enduring. Similarly, the text inverts the idea of the
voice which “raises itself” as a danger by positing it as an agent of collective will and which will
promise a brighter future. The song is not the danger, but that which is “destined” to carry out the
dreams of an oppressed populace.
The setting of this text is a remarkable tour de force: the singer is required to be very
vocally agile through long melismas. Ex. 2.3a below shows an extract at the climax of the scene,
showing just the vocal line to illustrate these extended passages. The accompaniment is relatively
sparse: the clarinet doubles the voice, for the most part, and the strings offer sustained chords;
including the qanun, all instruments occasionally double the vocal line, quietly. While the
instrumentation has been more diverse and less heterophonic earlier in this long solo—notably, in
the Aix performance, Zouari performed an extended violin solo in which he moved “center stage”
alongside Chahid—this passage resembles a cadenza passage, the instruments supporting the
singer’s intricate vocalizations. In ex 2.3a, the word “write” is featured in the extended melismas.
Chahid’s performance, in the Aix recording, is extremely powerful and emotional, projecting
especially vividly in the upper reaches of the tenor range. It does on this occasion mostly resemble
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what is written in the score, with some added minor ornamentations. The general harmonic space
hovers around B minor, inflected with quarter sharp Ds.

Ex. 2.3a. Extremely melismatic vocalizations in Chatraba’s introductory monologue, scene 10, on the word “write”;
chord annotations delineate a B minor space, mm. 159-175.

Harmonically, the ending projects towards B minor; as illustrated in ex. 2.3a, following the pitches
assigned fermatas reveals a commonplace tonal progression. The very final moments of the scene
move torturously through multiple fermatas to rest in B minor (also recalling the simple iii-ii-i
descent closing the poet’s song). The violin’s final flourish outlines a B minor scale in a contrary
move ascending to the upper reaches of its register, giving a dual effect of a great sinking and a
passionate, aspirational rising at once, amplified by the frequent pauses that drag out these final
bars almost painfully (ex. 2.3b). This encapsulates the emotional conflict inherent in Chatraba’s
soliloquy, presenting both an incredible suffering and pessimism and a desperate hope for the
future, a juxtaposition of psychological perspectives to the world that I would argue is fiercely
palpable throughout the opera, and in the personal perspectives its creators have brought to bear
on their work.
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Ex. 2.3b. End of Chatraba’s monologue, scene 10: dramatic end in B minor, and recalling end of poet’s song.

Throughout this lyrical exposition of Chatraba’s character, then, the symbolic power of the
voice is rendered in multiple ways: most crucially, through inverting the idea of threatening,
subversive song/speech, and through the text’s focus on words as bearing both the burden and the
hope of humanity, driven home by this remarkable vocalizing on the word “write.” Adonis writes
of orality and singer-poets in the Jāhiliyya as “its own art of poetic expression which lay not in
what was said, but in how it was said.”81 This characterizes Chatraba’s voice in Kalîla: while the
fact that Chatraba’s voice extends to its most powerful on the word write is very significant,
throughout the opera it is how he expresses himself that also sets him apart from the King, for
instance. His “noisy” voice is a positive force, offering hope in its lyricism and strength. This is
emphasized, for instance, when the King first befriends Chatraba. The poet “sings of his life—his
desires and sufferings. And the king listened with passion and curiosity…Chatraba’s words
awakened his spirit at last” (Kalîla, narration, scene 14).82 When the men sing together, the King

81

Adonis, trans. Cobham, An Introduction to Arab Poetics, 14.

“Chatraba chantait la vie - ses désirs et ses souffrances. Et le Roi l’écoutait avec passion et curiosité…les mots de
Chatraba lui ouvraient enfin l’esprit.”
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adopts Chatraba’s “manner of expression,” each vocal line mirroring the other, telling us that it is
the sound of the poet’s voice as much as his words that are important.
Vocal noise—that is, the perception that Chatraba’s voice is inherently noisy—is cast as
unthreatening when the King is singing Chatraba’s language of peace, but in the turn to violence
in assassinating the poet, the King’s voice slips away into an aggressive mix of speech and song.
It becomes noisy in the sense of moving further away from musicality, representing a loss of
control: when his emotions increase, he becomes angry and defensive, the move to speech-like
utterances manifesting as shouting, with grainy, growling, hollow notes introduced into his voice.
The most vivid instance of this comes in his confrontation with Chatraba in scene 22: first, after a
physical altercation in slow-motion, Chatraba sings the poet’s song, initially unaccompanied, then
juxtaposed with the King retorting in a kind of sprechgesang that is almost entirely spoken (indeed,
it is simply given as text, not notated, on the score). One of the most important components of this
scene, however, is the Arabic word for freedom, ( حريةhurriyah), which we hear many times in
vocalizations ranging from chorale-like singing to shouts, cries, and laments. The scene begins
with interjections from other characters at the side of the stage during the King and Chatraba’s
confrontation. The King reacts angrily by mocking it, shouting and spitting the word hurriyah back
at the rest of the cast:
Freedom! Ha! Say farewell to your songs and to the people’s praise. Never again will you
see sunlight; you will sink into obscurity where you belong.83
The other characters now seem to inhabit the vox populi, and the King’s attempt to drown them
out through shouting marks his futile attempts to quash all voices. This fulfils the prophecy of the

“Liberté! Faites adieux à tes chansons et aux éloges des gens. Tu ne verras plus la lumière du soleil, tu sombreras
dans tes propres ténèbres.”
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poet’s song: you can kill a poet, but he will be “reborn in a thousand songs”—his songs will
“continue to nourish our evenings.”84
If we were to heed the Mother’s warning to “beware any voice that raises itself!” it is not
Chatraba’s voice, but the King’s that we should fear. Although each character’s voice diverges
from what is notated in singing hurriyah, all are anchored around the lament motif, the same heard
between the phrases of the poet’s song sung at the very beginning of the opera (see ex. 2b). Ex. 4
shows an excerpt of this passage: the instrumental ensemble doggedly repeats open fifths, like a
heralding of terrible act that is to come; expressive laments soar over the top, while the King’s
angry speech punches through the sung refrain of hurriyah. What we cannot get from the score are
the extraordinary interpretations that each singer brings to this collective lament: in terms of vocal
ornamentation, register, tempo, and employment of rubato, the actual rendition is incredibly
emotionally powerful.

Ex. 2.4. Excerpt from hurriyah (Freedom!) cries and King’s spoken attacks, scene 23, mm. 207-212.

This extraordinarily dramatic and moving moment really feels like the end of the opera.
All the ensemble are on stage, with Kalîla among them, seeming to have abandoned her narrating
role, and the cries of hurriyah perfectly encapsulate the narrative’s themes of the persecution and
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suppression. After a final, dissonant held chord consisting of a perfect fifth D-A held by most
musicians and singers, and one held E by Chatraba and the qanun (it is not insignificant that
Chatraba is set apart), the scene freezes as a tableau, and a powerful percussion solo follows,
mostly consisting of vigorous rolls; the moment of murder itself is not acted out on stage. This
reflects the allegorical mode once again, as action, just like time and place, is symbolic, alluded to
but rarely physically carried out.85 The drumbeats function instead as visceral sonic symbols for
the act of killing; on the last blow, the lights snap to black, and the only sound remaining is an
eerie, ghoulish, muttering and laughing from Dimna. His manipulations have succeeded, his vocal
noise recast once more here as something dangerous and disturbing.
This is a red-herring ending: there are two more scenes following this narrative climax. We
are first thrown off the scent again in Kalîla’s final narration in Scene 23, following Chatraba’s
murder. After affirming that “Chatraba’s song has become the hymn of the people: a demand for
justice and freedom!,”86 this passage literally refers to the poet’s song we have just heard the poet
sing moments before his death. She then narrates the end of the story effectively as it happened in
the source fables. We hear that the Mother makes a point of not executing Dimna for his treasonous
manipulation, instead imprisoning him and assuring him a fair trial, because “we even offer justice
to the greatest of traitors” (“nous offrons la justice même au plus grand des traîtres”). And thus,
we hear, “the King regained the confidence of his people” (“le roi a récupéré la confiance de son
peuple”). By showing leniency to Dimna (in the fables, he is left to rot in prison), the King’s image
as a benevolent ruler is restored. This is hardly the promised revolution.
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Kalîla’s final narration certainly seems to offer a neat conclusion, fulfilling the standard
function of narrator to open and close the story. Again, this is a red herring: very well, Jomar tells
us, that is the ending that we have heard so many times, where the powers that be suffer no
consequences, but we will not let it stand now. Before leading to an ensemble finale, Kalîla’s
narration begins to fragment as it is interspersed with the cello playing the same descending lament
motif (ex. 5) that we have just heard as the cries of hurriyah. This produces a double impression
of having simultaneously returned to that moment, and also of having come full circle from the
opera’s beginning, when we first heard this motif.

Ex. 2.5. “Lament” motif played by the cello, interspersing Kalîla’s narration in scene 23.

Still in scene 23, Kalîla continues to narrate in French, expressing her sadness at Dimna’s fate but
her frustration with his actions and lack of repentance:
I came to see you behind bars, my brother; I thought that guilt would have cleansed your
soul. But you held firm, proud like the jackal you are. You are no longer a man, my brother.
Because man, when he puts himself above others, is no longer a man; is no longer a
brother.87
In this we can also read further levels of meaning in which this sibling relationship symbolizes
more general notions of solidarity and brotherhood: it alludes to the fracturing of communities in
times of civil wars, as well as evoking humanity’s general selfishness.
Accompanying her speech, the ensemble texture thickens, developing the lament motif in
chromatic descending lines and repeated appoggiaturas in unison, shown in ex. 2.6. Accordingly,
this passage acquires the character of a quintessential mélodrame, augmented by the fact that the
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“Je suis venue te voir, mon frère, derrière tes barreaux; je pensais que le regret avait lavé ton âme.

Mais tu te tenais là, fier comme le chacal que tu es. Tu n’es plus un homme, mon frère. Car l’homme, quand il se
place au-dessus de ses semblables, n’est plus un homme. N’est plus un frère.”
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text expresses Kalîla’s individual emotions far more directly than in her narrations.

88

Melodramatic moments in opera tend to occur at the most heightened part of the drama, and,
functioning like emotionally intensified recitative, are often followed by arias; 89 in Kalîla, this is
an extended sung passage in French. Aside from the brief moments in scene 17 discussed in ex. 1,
this is the only substantial occasion on which French singing occurs.

Ex. 2.6. Mélodrame instrumental accompaniment, Kalîla scene 23 (reduction from full score; strings only shown).

Illustrated in ex. 2.7, the cello and violin introduce a new melody underneath Kalîla’s last line of
spoken narration, developing the appoggiaturas of the lament motif. Imitated at the fifth and
settling into a regular compound meter, it prepares us for the ensuing “aria,” even giving a classic
cadential turn at the end. Playing on operatic clichés, Kalîla’s transition out of her narrative role
into distraught sister and incensed citizen is realized musically as well as textually. Established
patterns are ruptured here: the norm is that when Kalîla speaks in French, she is detached from the
main action, functioning as a mostly external body imparting information to the audience.
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Ex. 2.7. Cello and violin melody over Kalîla’s spoken recitation, developing the mélodrame motifs; greater metric
regularity in preparation for Kalîla’s “aria,” scene 23.

She exists, in narration, in a liminal space—literally, as she is often physically on the border
between the proscenium and the stalls seats. In this “aria,” her narration slips from this position
somewhat outside the opera’s drama to being fully implicated in it. She sings to us in an
impassioned speech, mourning the loss of her brother to his own treason:
The fire that once drove you has engulfed you completely. And I have been severed
[amputated] from you, my brother; only half of me remains. We were both born at the same
time in the same place, from the same womb, from the same love of our parents; two destinies
carved out in the same groove, even though I am a girl and you a boy. How is it possible, my
brother, that two alike souls can follow such different paths? You had embers in your heart, a
raging hearth, kindling resentment! You are leaving me an orphan.90
Although the text emphasizes Kalîla’s own emotions, it still operates on an allegorical level:
because the opera’s narrative has consistently existed on multiple layers of meaning. I interpret the
sibling betrayal here as symbolizing an idealized but often contravened fraternity of human
existence, our destructive actions severing those bonds. Kalîla’s fiercely poignant final line, “you
are leaving me an orphan,” promises once again to form a conclusive ending, but an ensemble
finale now follows. Chatraba is the first to sing: “these people have hearts of stone, but I thought

“Le feu qui te poussait t’a rongé tout entier. Et je suis amputée de toi, mon frère, je ne suis plus que ma moitié.
Nous étions deux à naître en même temps au même endroit du même ventre maternel du même amour de nos
parents; Deux destinées tracées dans un seul sillon, bien que je sois fille et toi garçon. Comment, mon frère, deux
âmes semblables peuvent-elles emprunter deux chemins différents? Tu avais dans le cœur une braise, un foyer
ardent, avivé de rancœur! Tu me laisses orpheline.”
90
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they had human hearts,”91 entangling the threads of the action—is this a message from beyond the
grave? Is he alive or dead? Is he still singing to us as Chatraba or has he become fully symbolic—
in which case, have all the characters transitioned to symbolic status? The action also strikes me
as stylized, not that all these characters are actually interacting with one another in one place as
themselves. Furthermore, it is unclear if this is taking place in relation to the story of the trial and
imprisonment related in Kalîla’s narration just prior—as an alternative ending, perhaps—or in a
new dramatic space distinct from this narrative trajectory.
I believe the latter fits best: the ending turns outwards, away from a fabular structure that
neatly ties up an allegorical plot. Although the characters argue amongst themselves, Dimna, the
King and the Mother attempting to apportion blame, Chatraba’s presence disturbs a sense that this
is normal dramatic action. Furthermore, all musicians and singers are positioned on stage in a
tableau: everyone is abstracted from their previous positions. In a repeated group refrain, rather
than projecting a single moral lesson, it questions and laments: “What has happened to those with
whom we grew up? What has happened to the world we thought we knew?.”92 The vocal melody
of the refrain in its second iteration is shown in ex. 2.8: the stepwise melodic structure of the poet’s
song is recapitualed, lending a symmetry to the whole opera that is also suggestive of the cyclical
nature of human behavior it discusses. In its homorhythm, regular phrasing, and simple stepwise
structure, this refrain resembles a chorale or hymn. Repeated at a higher pitch each time, in its final
iteration it is harmonized in solemn parallel fifths, ending on a thoroughly unresolved G-D-A triad
(stacked perfect fourths and fifths), shown at the end of ex. 2.8. Only the Mother sings the upper
melody, perhaps evoking her role as mistress puppeteer.
91

“Ces gens ont un cœur de pierre, mais je croyais qu’ils avaient des cœurs humains.”

“Que s’est-il passé pour ceux avec qui nous avons grandi? Que s’est-il passé pour ce monde que nous avons cru
connaître?”
92
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Chatraba, meanwhile, does not participate in the chorale but narrates his final lines over
the top. The musical symbolism is rife: singing in unison and parallels, the ensemble is both united
and divided. Chatraba has been robbed of a voice in the chorus, but cannot be silenced even in
death—the voice of truth lives on:
You have made oil for your lamps from my blood, Dimna, from my soul and my
blood...You have all made humans your playthings. Shame on you! Your consciences are
dead, and the lie is unmasked.
This reference to “unmasking” also hints at the finale’s function in laying bare the issues at stake
in the opera by emerging out of narrative fiction. These words also turn to the audience: have we
been complicit in this? Have we stood by as fellow humans were made “playthings” of power?

Ex. 2.8. Ending of the opera, scene 24: final iteration of the sung group refrain, and Chatraba’s spoken narration.

Kalîla’s finale performs a similar function to the lieto fine of eighteenth-century opera, an
ethical recalibration after the exploits and imbroglio of the preceding drama, but unlike those
moments of moral clarity that offer resolution to a folle journée, Kalîla ends indeterminately.
Reflective, melancholy, and unsure of the future, the opera despairs at the slipping away of a world
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once familiar; as the stage fades to black, all that remains are fragments of paper raining down
from above. Perhaps Chatraba’s songs are written here, reminding us that you can kill the poet,
but his words will outlive him; perhaps this is a visual allusion to the narrative’s fragmentation.
Masden distinguishes between myth, which “formulates answers to fundamental human hopes and
fears,” and allegory, which “constructs a hypothetical fictional reality which is centered upon, and
determined by, the ideal.” 93 This implies that the ideal is attained, or its existence at least
acknowledged. The ending of Kalîla, however, diverges from these traditional understandings of
literary allegory, because its conclusion leaves many questions open, the uncertainty over the
future of humanity palpable in the despairing final lament.
Adwan was often pessimistic in our discussions about the future of humanity:
We can show people their mistakes through Kalîla, but will it change? No! For thousands
of years, people make the same mistakes, and they know, at the same time, the
solution...We try; this is the mission of the arts, to show the people, to help the people to
see, to not be blind, to open their eyes. 94
This pessimism is shaded always with hope, as the finale demonstrates. The tumultuousness of the
dramatic organization of the opera’s dénouement is closely linked with the political dimensions of
this project. Dramatic or narrative conventions are disrupted so that an allegorical network of
meanings might reach across the stage to the audience—not allowing us to think we are observing
a purely fictional tableau of action. The cries of hurriyah can be heard as embodying a conflicted
position; they are aspirational, but voiced by persons who have not protected the right to freedom.
Gaining strength through repetition, every character’s sung hurriyah forcibly ruptures the barrier
between fiction and reality, heard as a call to action as much as a collective lament for humanity.
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Masden, Allegory in America, 125.

94

Interview with the author, July 5, 2019.
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2.4. Musical métissage? Artistic and Discursive Strategies
The openness and ambiguity of Kalîla’s allegory intersect, as I have shown, with political
and philosophical notions of voice, language, and human behavior. In this last part of the chapter,
I will situate these questions more broadly within the cultural politics of the opera’s sonic, cultural,
and linguistic mixings, focusing on the musical and discursive strategies used by Adwan and his
musical collaborators, and the opera’s critical reception. I noted earlier some of the tensions
surrounding the creation of the opera’s libretto and the presence of the narrator, as well as the
promoted perception of Kalîla as an “opéra arabe.” I conceive of this array as grounded in Born’s
formulation of genre as the articulation of “social identities” as well as her theory of four planes
of “social mediation,” which I discussed in the introduction. My discussion of bilingualism and
Kalîla’s narrator role, and the many overlapping political allegories in the opera, exemplify my
positing of a multidimensional operatic network of comprehension. Born’s third and fourth planes,
in which music is “traversed” by external social identities and hierarchies, and imbricated in
cultural and economic systems and institutions, manifest with particular complexities in the
consideration of genre, style, and identity in Kalîla. The notion of the musical encounter as a
cultural encounter is central, reflecting conflicting ideas over what kind of social identities are
produced through the opera. Just as the interaction of Arabic and French does not happen in a
neutral meeting place, the mixed musical styles do not simply reflect a harmonious sounding of
the binaries the Festival publicity suggested.
Exploring Adwan’s concept of musical métissage, I propose five types of musical
constructions, together accounting for the vast majority of stylistic formations found in the opera,
to illustrate an openness in his experimentation with various forms. Briefly, I then situate these in
relation to Arabic song forms and maqam performance, arguing that Adwan’s compositional
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techniques both draw on and challenge the boundaries of “tradition.” This forms the basis for my
subsequent critique of the discourse and reception of Kalîla, centering on what I characterize as a
discordance between the opera’s spirit of “cross-cultural experimentation” and the restrictive
category of opéra arabe. Self-reflection is necessary when thinking about these questions of
musical culture and style. Everett reminds us that “whether a musical element is perceived as
‘Western’ or ‘Eastern’ by an individual listener depends on the situated differences in cultural
attitude—localized, embodied meaning and references we attribute to music.” 95 Analyzing Kalîla
involved negotiating my own unconscious aural biases: what my ears latched on to as “familiar”
was often an uncomfortable process of realizing, but not fully escaping, the extent to which my
cultural background has conditioned me to hear certain traits as outside a zone of familiarity. In
my conversations with Adwan regarding the music specifically, however, I will say that it was in
these moments that the practices described here really came alive: his techniques made the most
sense when we discussed them through singing at and with each other.
Adwan frames his approach to musical styles in the opera specifically in terms of
métissage: “the future of French music is métissage, I’m convinced!... It’s evident that the French
are used to mixing, that their ears are ready!... I myself am a product of French métissage.”96
Linking his own background as an émigré-cum-exile 97 with an emphatic assertion of France’s
always-already-mixed identity, Adwan reclaims the negative connotations of the category métis—
historically, an inherently racist denominator whose colonial-era fears of miscegenation continue
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Everett, “Intercultural Synthesis in Postwar Western Art Music,” 10.

“Le futur de la musique française passe par le métissage, j’en suis convaincu!.. C’est bien la preuve que les
Français sont habitués aux mélanges, que leurs oreilles sont prêtes!... Je suis moi-même le fruit du métissage à la
française.” Aix Festival program, 12-13.
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Adwan’s departure from Gaza is a form of self-exile, but it is also true that he cannot freely come and go from
Palestine—he can return, but not re-exit; thus there are still traces of being exiled from one’s homeland here.
97
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to shape political ideology. Emmanuelle Saada’s analysis of the term’s ongoing contentiousness
in France argues that its “racial thinking” is inextricably linked to “French notions of citizenship
and inclusion in the political community,” 98 and that “even in progressive discourse, it [métissage]
can reinforce the notion of biological differences between populations.” 99
What does it mean for Adwan to proclaim métissage as the “future of French music”? To
my mind, this is a regaining of control over the term and its implications, as well as positing an
important role in French musical culture for the kind of work Adwan himself is doing.. It also
points back towards the source texts, which lay the groundwork for musical interpretation based
on collaborative cultural exchange. 100 Kalîla opens up manifold modes of hearing, just as its
allegorical meanings are differently constituted among the multiple subjects involved. To conceive
of the musical fabric in terms of métissage inevitably necessitates a consideration of what elements
have been “mixed,” and what strategies can be identified in doing do. Adwan affirmed that “in
Kalîla wa Dimna, I compose oriental music in the French language and vice-versa,”101 implying a
stylistic challenging of the bilingual division. Except, as I have noted, there is only one substantial
passage of singing in French, in Kalîla’s aria in scene 23. (Similarly, I would not note anything
specifically French about the music composed for most of the opera, this really meaning
“European” or “Western.”)

Emmanuelle Saada, “Race and Sociological Reason in the Republic: Inquiries on the Métis in the French Empire
(1908–37),” International Sociology 17, no. 3 (2002): 386.
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Marianne Marroum characterizes the patterns emerging in the journeys of the Kalîla wa Dimna as an example of
métissage and “transculturation,” for instance. Marianne Marroum, “Kalila wa Dimna: Inception, Appropriation,
and Transmimesis,” Comparative Literature Studies 48, no. 4 (2011): 517.
“Dans Kalîla wa Dimna, je compose de la musique orientale sur de la langue française et inversement.” Adwan,
Aix Program, 12.
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This inversion is a convenient way to describe the opera to the Festival, but it is certainly
more complicated than Adwan suggests here, and indeed as he acknowledged to me. For example,
Zied Zouari, the musical director, violinist, described the many musical sources present:
It’s music that emerges from, I’d say, the Maghreb, from Ghana, and from sub-Saharan
music, which travels through Egypt...which goes to Turkey, and we find Turkey almost
like an omnipresent color in almost every scene...there are also gestures towards the Far
East; also evoking Indian music.102
How are all of these influences present in the opera? Are these musical cultures all located under
the rubric “oriental,” linked only by an implicit shared non-European identity? Each cultural region
is constituted slightly differently, however, in Zouari’s phrasing: North, West, and sub-Saharan
Africa are initially discrete entities, but then he describes a journey, where music “travels” through
places, undergoing transformations along the way. Turkey appears as a kind of interstitial nexus,
reflecting its endlessly-debated status as quasi-European.103 In this way Zouari characterizes the
music in Kalîla as a métissage of already-hybrid musical traditions; its sounded encounters are all
by way of this or that culture, rather than strictly “from” or representing it.
The “Far East” and “Indian music” are represented, according to Adwan in our interviews,
by pentatonicism and rāga respectively, treated perhaps as less fluidly mixed than the other styles
present. For example, Adwan told me that he used the “Chinese” pentatonic scale when writing
for the Mother in some scenes. The stereotypical association of pentatonicism with East Asian
music has, however, long-since been challenged; pentatonicism is part of the traditional music of

“C’est une musique qui part, je dirai, du Maghreb, du Ghana même, et de la musique sub-saharienne, qui passe
par l’Egypte...qui vont en Turquie; on retrouve la Turquie presque comme une couleur omniprésente un peu partout
dans pratiquement toutes les scènes...on a même des envoles vers l’extrême orient, pour aussi évoquer la musique
indienne.” Zied Zouari, interview in video trailer Kalîla wa Dimna, Festival d’Aix, July 4 2016,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qsPl87hI4tg. Accessed April 20 2019.
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Meltem Müftüler‐Bac, for instance, discusses the contrasting perceptions of labeling Turkey as non-European
through western European eyes, typically based on cultural and racial features, and Turkish recognition of its own
Europeanness, in “Through the Looking Glass: Turkey in Europe,” Turkish Studies 1, no. 1 (2000): 21-35.
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many diverse cultures. As it struck me in our conversations, Adwan’s pan-cultural approach to
musical style also tended occasionally towards sonic essentialism, whereas in the moment of
hearing, it is not often possible to mark out individual styles as obviously distinct at any point. For
instance, ethnomusicologist Caroline Bithell, on hearing excerpts I played of Kalîla, was strongly
reminded of her own research in (male) Corsican polyphonic song, paghjella. 104 Despite the
contrast between the heavily polyphonic texture of the paghjella and the solo song in the opera,
the vocal qualities do share many resemblances, particularly in the male singers’ voices in Kalîla:
a partly nasal, partly throaty sound, high tessitura, heavy use of melisma and ornamentation, and
pitch flexibility.
Bithell’s response to Kalîla opens up ways of thinking about vocal sound that reflect, perhaps,
shared features emerging from the Mediterranean, even if Corsica itself is of no particular
relevance to Adwan’s work. The Mediterranean as a site of exchange and encounter between the
many diverse cultures that touch its shores across ethnomusicology, anthropology, and other fields,
is the kind of framework Zouari articulates implicitly in his description of transcontinental musical
journeys and exchanges. This was certainly in the mind of the creators: Bernard Foccroulle, general
director of the Aix Festival (2006-2018), under the title “Opera as the experience of humanity”
(“L’opéra comme expérience de notre humanité”) wrote that “in a time when the Mediterranean is
associated with images of shipwrecks and of refugees fleeing terror, it seemed to us vital to reread
our shared Mediterranean heritage.” 105 Foccroulle’s efforts to bring into the opera house the current
political context, which touches the region directly—Marseille being a mere twenty miles to the

Caroline Bithell, “Polyphonic Voices: National Identity, World Music and the Recording of Traditional Music in
Corsica,” British Journal of Ethnomusicology 5 (1996): 39-66.
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“En cette période ou la Méditerranée est associée à des images de naufrages et de réfugiés fuyant la terreur, il
nous semble essentiel de relire l’héritage commun méditerranéen.” Bernard Foccroulle, Aix Festival program, 5.
105
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south—were shared by Emilie Delorme, then-director of the Académie européenne de musique du
Festival and the Orchestre des jeunes de la Méditerranée. Delorme asserted that “opening up to the
Mediterranean is a real responsibility for a festival like ours...there are many reasons for this:
artistic, social, political...but the most pressing is, without a doubt, to fight for the free movement
of artists. Obtaining visas has become a true act of resistance.” 106
The common rhetorical positioning of the Mediterranean as the great sea of the inbetween,
with Europe on one side, Africa on another, and the “East,” has been critically re-evaluated to a
great extent in ethnomusicology and anthropology in recent years. Adwan’s own version of
métissage in Kalîla might be thought of as engaging with a shared Mediterranean heritage; Bithell
has also argued that “embracing a specifically “Mediterranean” identity allows today’s musicians
to exist in the tension between—or simply the meeting place of—East and West.”107 However,
this liminality of music and cultural encounter can engender a sense of forced homelessness that I
want to avoid here. The sound of métissage in Kalîla is, I argue, something productive and
transformative, neither a mixing of antithetical discrete elements nor a set of encounters in rootless,
itinerant cultural space. Returning to Bhabha’s idea of the third space to which I referred earlier in
the context of bilingualism, Bhabha observes, as have many postcolonial scholars theorizing
hybridity, that purity is already impossible, making the idea of hybridity contentious:

It is only when we understand that all cultural statements and systems are constructed in
this contradictory and ambivalent space of enunciation, that we begin to understand why

“S’ouvrir sur la Méditerranée est une vraie responsabilité pour un festival tel que le nôtre...à cela, plein de
raisons: artistiques, sociales, politiques... Mais la plus immédiate est sans doute de lutter pour la circulation des
artistes. Obtenir des visas est devenu un vrai acte de résistance.” Emilie Delorme, quoted in Carpentier, “Le premier
opéra arabe.” The several anecdotes Adwan relayed to me regarding how he worked with the Festival and local
organizations to arrange visas and family reunifications for immigrants in the region are testament to the real-world
impacts of what is otherwise promotional material aimed at enhancing the Festival’s diversity credentials.
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hierarchical claims to the inherent originality or ‘purity’ of cultures are untenable, even
before we resort to empirical historical instances that demonstrate their hybridity. 108
In the examples below I identify some uses of maqam modes as well as other harmonic processes:
what I want to emphasize, however, is precisely the unsupportability, following Bhabha, of
asserting this as a “pure” expression of Arabic music. I would argue that Adwan’s musical
métissage is subtle, exploring and exploiting the seemingly infinite possibilities in the liminal
spaces between and on the fringes of a melody or a scale.
Here I want to emphasize the importance of the singers in the performance of Kalîla, even
accepting the caveat that this may change in the future. I believe that Adwan and his collaborators
are positioned in Kalîla as embodying the agency and ability to move through varied sonic terrain.
Both improvisation and collaboration are central: I have indicated that what is heard in
performance is much more elaborate than what is notated in the score. This is true for most of the
vocal lines, and sometimes the instrumental accompaniment. Almost all the singers performing in
the opera were classically trained in Middle Eastern and/or western conservatoires, and are all
well-versed in both the traditional music of their native countries, classic Arabic popular music
repertoire of the twentieth-century (e.g. Fairuz, Umm Kulthum), and in western classical musical
traditions. The singers all maintain extremely diverse international performing careers in both
popular and classical Arabic music, as well as western music. Adwan’s own career as a performer,
a singer and ‘ud player, also demonstrates a similar openness to his composing style. To explore
how this musical métissage operates in the opera, I suggest five types of musical constructions,
illustrating patterns established over the course of the opera, outlined first in Table 2.3, and
subsequently in detail below.
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Type #
1

Distinguishing Characteristics
Slow tempo; fragmentary melodies; lament topoi.

2

Call and response; fast tempi; rhythmic and melodic imitation; timbre spatialization.

3

Solo vocalizations over instrumental drones

4

Instrumental introductions; imitative textures.

5

Extended, complex vocal melismas, at climactic dramatic moments.

Table 2.3. Outline of suggested 5 main types of musical processes in Kalîla.

Type 1
Type 1 describes scenes where the music, at least in general, is slower and more fragmentary than
in the majority of scenes. It often involves the descending “lament” motif, which I discussed in
exs. 2.2, 2.4 and 2.5, and is especially prevalent in those scenes which recall the chant populaire:
the opening, Chatraba’s monologue in scene 10, and in the finale.
Type 2
Type 2 features a call-and-response texture between a solo singer and the ensemble, and between
two singers. It is typically rhythmically complex and in a fast or middling tempo. One instrument
will often double parts of the vocal melodies, either throughout, or this duty might move around
the ensemble, perhaps passing around small fragments of the melody. This creates a spatialization
of timbre, almost like a Klangfarbenmelodie, but dealing in longer units than single notes. Again,
my hearing of it as such is shaped by my training and familiarity in the European modernist musical
canon. Other instruments typically interject short phrases or accented chords. Passages range from
playful to argumentative. Ex. 2.9 shows an excerpt of scene 7, in which the King interrogates
Dimna about what he knows about Chatraba’s songs. The melody is rhythmically diverse and
slightly unpredictable, but punctuated by the recurrent motif on the words mās m’t (“have you
heard?”).
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Ex. 2.9. Musical “type 2,” showing call-and-response texture, and corresponding maqam Hijazkar.

This whole passage turns around a small range of notes (C, D♭, E, F, A♭), projecting the distinctive
sound of the augmented second intervals produced by the flattened second and sixth scale degrees.
It corresponds to maqam Hijazkar, as illustrated, although its descending nature is not preserved.
In the last measure of this excerpt, the introduction of quartertones implies a modulation. The jins
is a 3-6 note fragment “building block” of the scale, the “basic melodic unit of Arabic music.”109
Traditionally, these smaller fragments will be built up into longer melodies.
Type 3
Type 3 presents vocalizing that happens over drone or pedal notes, typically played by the
stringed instruments. These might be framed by more rhythmically active sections such as in type
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2, or may dominate a whole scene. The emotional quality of these passages is more somber, as
exemplified in ex. 2.10, which shows the King’s first line in scene 4. Tempi are slower, and while
rhythms tend to be complex and irregular, the melodies are more elongated and lyrical than the
faster dialogue in type 1. The King’s line seems to outline the maqam Awj ‘Iraq, with the slight
modification of an A♮ rather than A#. Again, as in ex. 9, the descending identity is not preserved.

Ex. 2.10. Musical “type 3,” showing vocalizing over pedal or drone notes; modified maqam Awj ‘Iraq with A♮.

Type 4
Type 4 describes the instrumental introductions preceding most scenes. Typically, a
melody is played by one or two instruments then developed, often imitatively, by the ensemble.
With the aforementioned powerful exception of the first scene, singing rarely opens a scene.
Introductory rhythmic and melodic ideas are often developed extensively by the voices, though
not in “motivic” sense. Ex. 2.11 demonstrates this process in the introduction to scene 3: the qanun
starts slowly, with a stepwise motif (I), joined by the clarinet, and then the full ensemble for a new
motivic idea (II); all instruments then engage in imitative back and forth before a unison statement,
followed by the entrance of the singers after the end of this excerpt.
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Ex. 2.11. Example of type 4, an imitative, developing instrumental introduction of two motifs, scene 3, mm. 1-28.

Type 5
Type 5 characterizes a set of harmonic and melodic gestures that tend to combine most
often at a moment of musical climax at the end of a scene. These patterns become familiar as a
kind of closing music, and are normally deeply expressive. Typically, near the end of the scene, a
long melisma is written for the singer(s). Chatraba’s melismas in scene 10 are good examples (exs.
3a and 3b). Exs. 2.12 and 2.13 illustrate this in two consecutive passages from the end of Scene 3,
the siblings’ first reckoning in relation to Dimna’s machinations at court. Ex. 2.12 shows Dimna’s
extraordinary melisma on part of the line “The King’s heart trembles, and in its trembling lies my
dream” (“Le cœur du Roi frissonne, et dans ses frissons il y a mon rêve”). It is a performative fauxinjustice; his flowery lines mimicking the frissonnement of his ambition, expressed with a
powerful intensity in the uppermost reaches of the tenor range. After the melisma reaches its peak
at the highest pitch, E flat, in the penultimate bar, the voice descends to a pause. In passages like
this, the texture tends to then shift to a fuller, rich sound. Often, the instrumental lines shift to
simple half-note chord progressions, as shown in ex. 2.13, where my Roman numeral annotations
illustrate mostly conventional tonal progressions in G-minor, with diminished pre-dominant
sonorities emphasized, moving towards tonic resolution at the end of the example.
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Ex. 2.12. Dimna’s extended melismas as performative injustice, scene 3, mm. 138-144.

Ex. 2.13. Kalîla’s answering melisma and instrumental chord progressions denoting type “5” and maqam Hijaz/G
minor, Scene 3, mm. 145-158.
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These two examples aptly reflect the integrative approach of Adwan’s musical métissage: Kalîla
and Dimna’s vocal lines in exs. 2.12 and 2.13 also evoke maqam Hijaz, and it would be tempting
to conclude that the (vocal) melodies are constructed according to maqam modality, and the
accompaniment with western tonal progressions. The central harmonic properties of maqam Hijaz,
however, are in this rendition occupying a parallel space to the G harmonic minor scale.
With such a variety of musical textures, vocal and instrumental writing in Kalîla; to what
extent can broader comments be made about what these represent, according to Adwan’s notion
of musical métissage? Earlier in this chapter, I discussed examples showing primarily western
tonal harmonies, and others displaying a similar blending of non-western modalities with tonal
progressions as can be seen in these examples. Experimentation is free and not fixed to any given
patterns, based on the large musical-cultural sonic palette that Zouari outlined. Adwan did use
maqam, however, which can be identified in certain instances, as shown. To what extent, then, do
these examples illustrate his relationship to “traditional” forms of Arabic music?
Johnny Farraj and Sami Abu Shumays’s recent exhaustive analysis of Arabic maqam
performance in the twentieth century (covering what they call the “Golden Age” of Arabic music
from the 1930s-1970s) offers a survey of the “primary secular forms that flourished in urban
music... [that] supported Arabic maqam music.”110 I am not a scholar trained in Arabic music, and
for my analyses here, I have relied especially on this volume for information, and thus
acknowledge they may be incomplete. I intend the following discussion to form a starting point
for further discussions, not a comprehensive assessment. Farraj and Shumays note that while in
Western (common-era) classical music, theorists think of scales as the “dominant framework for
melody,” scales in maqam-based music “are much less frequent…Arabic melodies typically use a
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span of 4-5 notes for a longer period of time before moving on to a new area, rather than going up
and down a full scale repeatedly.” 111 In the vocal examples I have discussed, the opposite is often
true; in ex. 2.13, for instance, Kalîla sings the whole of maqam Hijaz as if it were a scale; the same
is true in ex. 2.10. In ex. 2.9, on the other hand, the King’s melody does turn around just four or
five notes in maqam Hijazkar, which is closer to what Farraj and Shumays describe.
Covering the regions of Egypt, Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria (for which they use
the term al-sharq, also known as al-mashriq 112 ), the song forms in particular that Farraj and
Shumarys discuss are also a useful background for understanding the various forms of musicmaking in Kalîla. Song forms like the qasida and the muwashshah, originating as poetic genres in
the pre-Islamic era and the ninth century respectively, employ maqam and other elements
including iqa’at (rhythmic cycles), form, meter, harmony, and the relationship between singer(s)
and accompanying instruments, in prescribed ways. Some of the aspects of Adwan’s musical style
in Kalîla evoke the influence of these traditions, for instance. First, there is the tafrid in the
muwashshah, “a solo improvisation on the composed melody by one or more singers,” 113 often
repeating a single, short word, and stretched melismatically. Secondly, the muwashshah “stands
apart from other vocal forms in its rhythmic complexity and the intricate way the lyrics are fitted
to the melody.”114 Thirdly, the ughniya is an interesting form discussed by Farraj and Shumays
referring to “any general composed Arabic song that doesn’t fit into any of the vocal forms
described previously,” arguing that it makes up “bulk of the Arabic music repertoire in the second
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half of the 20th century.”115 Because its “large-scale form is not set by tradition,” ughniya “has
been the vehicle for the greatest experimentation within the maqam system.”116
All of these are evoked in Kalîla, although the degree to which they are perceptible to any
audience, musically literate or not, is not clear. Perhaps the influence of the tafrid can be heard in
the remarkable melismas I have discussed; perhaps a familiarity with the muwashshah shaped the
intricacy of Adwan’s songwriting. I am not suggesting that we interpret Kalîla as an example of
ughniya, but that the idea of its expressive freedom is similarly integral to the opera. These
elements leave perceptible traces in the opera’s music but are not employed in traditional ways.
The opera’s embrace of experimentation happens in a much wider frame than only “within the
maqam system.” Béatrice Albert-Adwan, for instance, has drawn attention to Adwan’s
intertwining of classical maqam with modern narrative techniques.117 That Farraj and Shumays
put ughniya specifically in the later twentieth century—after the “Golden Age” of Arabic music—
establishes a precedence for experimentation with traditional forms that we could see as laying the
groundwork for the next generation of singers. Unlike Adwan’s other compositions, for example
for ‘ud and voice, there is a greater distance in Kalîla from “tradition.”
How does this square with the reception of Kalîla? The sound of musical encounters in the
opera is a space contested from multiple directions. In the aforementioned Le monde article, for
example, in conversation with Letellier, the director, Carpentier draws attention to the “challenge”
that this hybridity or métissage posed (without using those words): “two years to invent a common
language, to mix the monophonic musical traditions of Arabic song with the polyphonic rules of
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opera, with its Western theatricality, with contemporary dramaturgy. Two years to win each other
over.”118 In the end, Letellier says, they created “a magnificent universality.” 119 Yet much may be
lost or erased in this transcendence of difference, in this mutual meeting and creation of a “common
language,” which, as I discussed earlier in this chapter, is not a meeting on equal terms.
Carpentier’s troubling distinction between “Arabic” monophony and “operatic polyphony”
speaks to wider discrepancies between the open strategies of musical métissage I have described
and these sonic categories of difference. Similarly, in a review in Diapason, Didier Van Moere
positions Kalîla firmly as a product of Arabic culture simply transplanted to the French stage,
asserting that “even though we can flush out a few traces of western traditions, the score remains
authentically Arab, founded on the maqam modes.” 120 This both ignores the wide range of
influences perceptible in the music, as well as proposing the problematic idea that an “authentic”
Arab musical product can exist, and that the presence of maqam is sufficient to denote it.
Moreover, as I have demonstrated, while Adwan’s score does use maqam, it is certainly not
“founded” on it in any conventional structural sense. Van Moere goes on to assert that the opera
“defies our criteria of judgement” and which “does not enter into any of our categories,”121 but
also employs phrases such as opéra arabe and opéra d’orient, thereby classifying it—just not
according to “our” cultural categories. The narrative yielded from these reviews is one that resists
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Adwan’s vision of métissage, accepting the performance of “authentic” Arabic music on a French
stage, but not accepting that a new sonic language is being created.
Zachary Woolfe’s review of Kalîla in the New York Times describes that “sometimes the
interplay of these worlds was delightful: the caramel sound of the cello relaxing into the twang of
the qanun. At its best, the chanting played lightly with the brightly rhythmic instrumentation,
curling around the beat.”122 “Caramel” is a questionable term to use, but the reductive assessment
of vocal sound is more problematic: he notes that all the singers “were trained in traditional Arabic
chant.” While Adwan certainly was trained in Qur’anic recitation in his youth, Woolfe uses
“Arabic chant” as a catch-all term, effectively for “singing that sounds Arabic.” Nothing in the
opera, from how I have described the singing throughout this chapter, resembles “chanting.”
The language of all these reviews performs the dual function of distancing Adwan’s work
from opera proper (i.e., European opera), and projecting it as an exoticized but illegible artistic
product; it cannot be “judged” because “our” categories cannot comprehend it. It is easier, for
those commentators, to cast the opera as an “authentically Arab” musical event that merely dabbles
in the occasional “western” reference than to acknowledge its complex existence—let alone assess
Kalîla as a European opera, created and produced (almost) entirely in France. The performance’s
collaborative framework is collapsed to a homogenous group of Arab musicians on one side, and
the French director, producer, and institutional mechanisms on the other. Singers and musicians
are celebrated for their pan-Arab diversity, but not treated as individuals. It is a missed opportunity
to hear their fascinating collaborative creation of the opera shaped by their internal differences in
class, religion, gender, musical training, and nationality.
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It is clear from the various quotes in this chapter that Adwan made concessions in order to
fit this work to the context. He addressed this topic implicitly in our conversation in commenting
that
If you want to present an opera by oriental way, to French people, without mixing, it would
be a little bit difficult for them to understand, because the mind of the European people is
not the same as the mind of the oriental people; oriental people can accept the mix, because
they think it’s one step forward in developing what they have. 123
The notion of needing to temper a purely “oriental opera” reflects a “taking things slow” approach.
Analyses of other recent operas that deliberately mix styles of many cultural provenance have
grappled with similar issues: in a study of Tan Dun’s The First Emperor (Metropolitan Opera,
2006), for instance, Everett focused on his 2007 revisions to the score, arguing that he “made
concessions, tipping the balance more toward the ‘exotic’ grand opera tradition in this final version
in order to placate his western critics.”124 Sindhumathi Revuluri similarly expressed her conflicted
feelings in experiencing the opera, moving past the idea of “auto-exoticism” to argue that the
western, traditional operatic legacy as manifest in The First Emperor was “purposefully subverted
via the inclusion of a non-Occidental ancient history and musical styles from outside the
conventional operatic spectrum.” 125 Without having been present at the performances of Kalîla, I
cannot make statements about audience reactions except as filtered through Adwan’s reports and
critical reception.
A short review in the French-language liberal Lebanese paper L’orient le jour marked
Kalîla as something of an incursion or intervention into an “eminently western genre.”126 The
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opera as a kind of insurrectionary act is not so far from how Adwan described it to me, in the sense
of diversifying and opening up opera, both in its sounds and its audiences. On the other hand, the
opera is also described as “subversive” in at least two places by Western writers—in the program,
where the opera “deals with the subversive force of a work of art,”127 and Jomar’s interview with
Barbuscia, which is subtitled “the subversive force of songs” (“la force subversive des chansons”).
There is a tension here surrounding this language, which is too often used in inflammatory rhetoric
describing the Middle East, particularly in commentaries by the Western media; the Aix Festival’s
use, however, leans more towards a fetishization of resistance that is happening elsewhere.
Whether from right or left, the perception of Middle Eastern societies as homogenous landscapes
of war, violence, and protest produces a kind of disaster-zone orientalism, whether that gaze is
conditioned by condemnation or praise.
Fixing Kalîla as an operatic embodiment of the “disillusionment of the Arab Spring”128
perhaps allows western audiences to feel that their critiques of foreign regimes are not curbed by
political correctness, because it appears to have been legitimized by the representatives of the
Other on stage. Kalîla does concern resistance, protest, and subversions, resisting restrictive
notions of what an opera “should” be, protesting against injustice, and subverting entrenched
expectations of genre. But the tantalizing prospect of its perceived “subversiveness” creates a
situation where it is read only as a political work, something so related to the outside world that it
can’t possibly just be an opera. In my sense of how Adwan and Jomar see their work, it is as a
subversion of western opera that is aimed at opening and democratizing, rooted in a holistic artistic
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vision for the futures of music and society. Adwan sees his practice as built from within the genre,
from a deep love of and affinity for opera, but its reception positions the opera as being welcomed
(temporarily) into this space—it is an unquestionably foreign enterprise brought to “our” stage—
an opéra d’orient, an opéra arabe, always qualified. Adwan is already “part of” opera, in my view,
intervening in that space from the inside to shift and challenge its boundaries. 129
Likely as a result of the opera’s negligible exposure outside Europe,130 commentaries from
Arabic-speaking sources are not particularly forthcoming. Some reviews in French-language
independent newspapers offer a counterpoint. 131 Still emphasizing the nouveauté of Kalîla, Walid
Mebarek in the Algerian daily newspaper El Watan situated the opera’s mission more closely to
Adwan’s vision of diversifying the genre. Mostly avoiding the classically orientalizing tropes
present elsewhere, Mebarek calls the opera “typically oriental and modern” (“typiquement oriental
et moderne”), positing it more as a product of a kind of pan-Arabic artistic modernity. Considering
Kalîla in relation to a discourse of Arab modernity, which is a topic much bigger than can
adequately be addressed here, offers a potential framework to productively think through these
questions of genre and style. Kay Dickinson identifies lacunae in conceptualizing Arab
modernities, against a “Western discourse on the avant-garde [which] snubs Arab exponents.”132
This frames some of the problems I have observed in the reception of Kalîla: because the “Arabic”
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parts of the music are considered to represent “authentic” traditions means it struggles not only to
be heard as an opera that is expanding the genre from within, but also as musically participating
in modernity or the contemporary.
Restricting the opera’s access to the “discourse on the avant-garde” is another way of
maintaining separation, of excluding, even as these writers applaud its progressiveness. In the
recent publication of The Routledge Companion to Musical Modernism, for instance, the editors
address the established and “invariably white male composers” 133 that form their scholarly
subjects, in wishing to acknowledge the fundamentally racist and sexist mechanisms that underpin
canon formation. Moreover, they acknowledge the existence of plural modernisms: “The very fact
that modernism can be recognized across such diverse terrains suggests that the concept retains
sufficient coherence to be graspable in its essential impulses, even when its cultural manifestations
differ.”134 Yet the analyses presented in the volume are without exception rooted only in the history
and legacy of European, twentieth-century modernism, in which is embodied an “essential
impulse.” Notions of modernity or the avant-garde drawn from other “essences” can potentially
enrich this understanding without diluting it.
Adonis defines Arab modernity as “something imported from abroad,” 135 but others
challenge this notion of a European transplant. Tarek El-Ariss summarizes varied conceptions and
manifestations of modernity (hadatha) in Arab societies from the nineteenth century to present
day, expanding Adonis’s premise of modernity as innovation out of tradition. El-Ariss sees it as a
process existing since the mid-8th century (Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ’s time) not as the European product
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of the late-nineteenth to mid-twentieth centuries. 136 Salma Jayyusi also points to the semantic
discrepancies between “modern” (hadith) and “modernism” (al-hadatha) in Arabic, arguing that
while the former has a huge range of meanings, the latter is used specifically to refer to early
twentieth-century Western modernism. 137 Marvin Carlson expands further on the complex ways
that this terminological distinction emerges in centering the use of the word “Nahda” (renaissance
or reawakening) to refer to a cultural and artistic movement in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries: “The close relationship between this general cultural movement in the Arab
world and the various influences associated with European modernism itself created a complex
cultural mixture that gave the concept of modernism in the Arab world distinctly different
orientations than it had elsewhere.” 138
Evidently, definitions of modernism/modernity and the “modern” are subject to wide
interpretations. In its relationship to tradition, Adonis articulates Arab modernity as in part that
“history is repeating itself with just one objective: the continual actualization of the past”;139 the
glorification of traditions can work both for and against artistic practices. Jonathan Holt Shannon’s
study of “authenticity” in contemporary Syrian music highlights a similar struggle over competing
uses of heritage and the past, “often the distant past (pre-Islamic, even prehistoric).”140 Kalila wa

136

Tarek El-Ariss, Trials of Arab Modernity: Literary Affects and the New Political (New York: Fordham
University Press, 2013).
Salma Khadra Jayyusi, “Modernist Poetry in Arabic,” in Modern Arabic Literature, ed. M.M. Badawi
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 134.
137

138

Marvin Carlson, “Negotiating Theatrical Modernism in the Arab World,” Theatre Journal 65, no. 4 (2013): 524.

139

Adonis, trans. Cobham, An Introduction to Arab Poetics, 78.

140

Jonathan Holt Shannon, Among the Jasmine Trees: Music and Modernity in Contemporary Syria (Middletown,
CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2006), 7. Though this study was published in 2006, only mid-way through Bashar
al-Assad’s first decade of presidency, he undertook the research over the previous two decades, during the latter
years of Hafez al-Assad’s regime. Fifteen years hence, the situation is even more fraught in terms of competing
ideas of heritage and authenticity.

199

Dimna, representing a classic of Arabic literature, can be read in this sense as a recourse to distant
cultural pasts in a mode of resistance to hegemonic narratives of tradition. These negotiations are
expressed differently in the case of a younger generation of composers who, like Adwan, have
mostly taken up residence in Europe or the United States, as demonstrated in Shayna Silverstein’s
study of three Syrian composers. Silverstein builds on Shannon’s work in assessing how this new
generation of Syrian experimental composers conceive a “space for musiqa mu‘asira, or
contemporary art music…composers affiliated with musiqa mu‘asira draw on particular
compositional devices and techniques in ways that mediate global discourses of avant-gardism.”141
Kalîla engages these ideas of modernity in a number of ways. I have no intention of
claiming an “avant-garde” identity for Adwan, and his Palestinian heritage offers different modes
of negotiations between tradition and innovation. Nonetheless, Kalîla does resemble Silverstein’s
examples; in Zaid Jabri’s (b. 1975, Damascus) music, for instance, she identifies his use of maqam
in experimental and non-traditional frameworks. Paralleling Kalîla, in the piece Song without
Words III (2009) Jabri “represents maqam as a scalar figure rather than as a dynamic field
organized by modes.”142 Jabri’s 2015 opera Cities of Salt, performed at the Royal Opera House,
also similarly incorporates multiple musical traditions. 143 Another similar example is the
Palestinian-Israeli composer Samir Odeh Tamimi (b. 1970),144 analyzed recently by Petra Györek
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as an example of intercultural musical practices. She argues that Tamimi’s music inhabits “contact
zones between Arabic and European musical traditions,” 145 considering it through the lens of
“symbiosis,” “integration,” and twenty-first century globalization. 146 All of the composers
Silverstein analyzed took up residence in Europe before 2011 and intend to remain there, the same
applying to Tamimi and Adwan.
The creation of Kalîla represents a mode of “diasporic cultural production,” to use
Bardenstein’s phrase, which exemplifies especially complex and diffuse relationships between
“home” and elsewhere, between past and present, and tradition and modernity. Most of the singers
and musicians in the opera, as well as Adwan and Jomar, are either permanently settled in Europe
or maintain international schedules. Many negotiate complex relationships within their “home”
countries as well as where they have settled abroad. Reem Talhami, singing the Mother, for
instance, has spoken openly about the struggles in her career as a Palestinian later obtaining Israeli
citizenship and training at the Music Academy in Jerusalem. 147 For Adwan, meanwhile, living in
France is attractive because of the artistic opportunities available, to be sure, but also purely for its
safety:
I’m here because of the security. I was born in a political situation, in Gaza, in Palestine; I
lost many sisters and brothers because of the war; when I was twelve years old, my father
Coincidentally the librettist was Albert Ostermaier, who wrote the libretto for Eötvös’s Paradise Reloaded which is
the subject of chapter 4 of this dissertation. That these connections are rooted in and routed through Germany is not
surprising, as immigration and the settling of refugees and asylum from the Middle East in Germany has been
significant in recent years, but most importantly, has resulted in a varied culture of artistic projects addressing these
topics. That both Tamimi and Adwan, of the same age, choose the same story unaware of one another is testament to
the attraction to mythological tales as vehicles for reflecting and interrogating political Europe today.
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was dead, and even when I grew up I lost two sisters and three brothers. So what I feel
most in France, it’s security; there are no planes, no drones on my head all the time, I can
go to sleep and I know that, oh my god, tomorrow no soldiers will knock on my door to
take…what I feel in France, it’s security, for me, the people I love, I can play music, I can
do what I have to do, without being afraid. 148
With lives marred by inhumanity and destruction visited upon their families and homelands,
Adwan and Jomar’s use of the past is marked not by an escapism from the present, exactly, but
following Shannon and Silverstein, a renegotiation of heritage and tradition that is perhaps
particular to a younger generation. How this younger generation of poets, musicians, and
composers explore pasts in their practice fluctuates between negotiating and avoiding a
conservative “re-actualization” of the past, which manifests in music and in narrative in the wide
range of sounds and modes of expression chosen. The instability of the present and relationship to
pasts is, as Edward Said has described concerning Arabic prose of the twentieth century, central
to diasporic cultural production, both an experience and expression of this relationship:
The present, temporally speaking, is unstable and seems subject to echoes from the past, to
synesthesia as sight gives way to sound or smell and as one sense interweaves with another,
to a combination of defensiveness against the harsh present and the protection of some
particularly cherished fragment of the past.149
Personal and collective time and history, not just memory, are evoked for Said in Palestine through
“the production of poetry and fiction based upon a sense of recovered history.”150 Said’s reference
to an unstable present strewn with “echoes” of the past is borne out by other commentators on
modern Arabic prose and poetry (especially after 1948), which exemplifies a concept of the past
that is not at all fixed or stable, but constantly “regenerating the present,” to paraphrase Joseph
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Zeiden writing about Adonis. 151 Yet these echoes have not ended or ceased as the past might have
done; they are not tinte, as in Sheppard’s analysis of The First Emperor. Analyses of LebaneseFrench writer Amin Maalouf (b. 1949), for instance, librettist for Kaija Saariaho’s L’amour de
loin, have consistently drawn on his complicated relationship with pasts. Hamid Bahri and
Francesca Sautman assert that the past is not seen as “other or strange” by Arab writers, 152 and that
Maalouf “reads the present back into the past,” 153 in doing so, opening “the possibility of a
theorization of a distant past (European and Middle Eastern) as antithetic to stable origins and rigid
timeframes…Maalouf’s “medieval” is always en devenir, a state of nonfixity, of traveling, of
motion toward a different plane. 154
Insistence on only hearing works like Kalîla as representative of “traditional Arabic music”
performs a double exclusion where it (a) sets it as inherently other to opera and (b) denies it
membership in the traditions of the (European) avant-garde. Despite the globalized and
transnational contexts all these composers operate, discourses of modernity and contemporary
music tend to restrict them to consideration first and foremost on the basis of the presence of nonEuropean soundworlds. Silverstein’s composers “collectively articulate the possibilities for
transforming modern Arab music into a contemporary space for experimentation,” 155 and this is,
broadly speaking, exactly what I have described in the spirit of musical openness in Kalîla. The
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characterization of Jabri, Tamimi (and others) correlates with Sheppard’s concept of “crosscultural operatic experimentation.” The musical métissages occurring are never neutrally
constituted however, and the challenge faced in a work like Kalîla is to seek out these encounters
in operatic space without causing a hyper-saturation of meaning, where every note is weighed
down by its identity-referent potential.
The narratives surrounding Kalîla’s performance offer pride of place to its “universal” and
“timeless” credentials. Yet the rhetorical positioning of Adwan and his collaborators within
European discourse is that of a paradoxical erasure: opéra arabe is at once both an unquestionably
foreign object, while the celebration of the opera as atemporelle conversely erases the
inharmonious aspects of the sonic and narrative cultural encounters occurring. 156 This reinforces
the notion that the sounds and words of what we are presented with in Kalîla come from a “here”
and “over there” that are distinct and opposite, rather than reflecting a material social reality of
musical and cultural networks that are never articulated from a single point of origin. This
paradoxical foreign universality imposed on the work (and others like it) reflects Mayanthi
Fernando’s articulation of the “management of so- called Muslim difference” in France. 157 In
chapter 1, I drew attention to her examination of the intersections between ideas of
visibility/invisibility as articulating a public (secular)/private (religious) divide. Here, Fernando’s
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comment that “Republican citizenship demands that individuals abstract their particular racial or
religious identities in order to be proper, universal citizens” 158 opens up another way of looking at
the discourse around Kalîla. If we broaden this to include social and cultural identities, again the
paradox manifests, which forces a double exclusion: Kalîla and its creators are required both to
play the game of (Republican, French) universality, the opera lauded for its ability to transcend
culture and not assert difference, while simultaneously promoted on the basis of its novel
Otherness as an opéra arabe.
Kalîla the opera shifts the focus on ethics and practices of good governance allegorized in
the Pañcatantra and later versions of the Kalîla wa Dimna to a contemporary realm of the abuse
of political power, and the injustice and suffering endured by a populace living under absolute
rule, while maintaining its roots in seemingly timeless themes of humanity. At once encapsulating
so much hope for the future—Jomar’s “new revolution”—and tinged with deep reservations and
pessimism, it is perhaps the most vivid example in this dissertation of contemporary opera’s
engagement with the medieval, and what that dialogue offers in the twenty-first century political
imagination. Kalîla is full of ambiguities and nuances, of challenges to linguistic and musical
boundaries, and of cultural encounters that stress affinity, hybridity, and collaboration over
difference. It represents a transformative form of engagement with the distant pasts encapsulated
in those sources; noisy voices resound through its fabric from the eighth century to modern-day
Syria, and its capacity to signify in many political, geographical, narrative, and emotional
dimensions at once offers a new mode of operatic allegory for contemporary times.
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Chapter 3: A Short Introduction to Lilith
Chapters 4 and 5 present analyses of two operas based on the subject of Lilith: 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. This short introduction serves
to outline the historical and mythological significance of the figure of Lilith, before each chapter
presents a specific examination of how she manifests, very differently, in the two works. Eve and
Lilith are constituted in both operas in a classic counterpoint of purity and vice, of light and dark,
but with significant re-interrogation of the stereotypes attached to both female figures. Adam and
Eve as the archetypes of human transgression have a far greater cultural footprint than could
adequately be assessed within this project. Lilith, by contrast, although a favorite icon of 1960s
feminist movements and of literary and artistic subcultures for centuries, represents new territory
for opera into which both the following two works are positioned.
Lilith has persisted in almost unimaginably diverse forms for thousands of years. The most
substantial studies of Lilith have treated her appearance in Jewish traditions, as well as tangentially
related appearances in multiple ancient documents and folk mythologies. Raphael Patai (19101996) was a foremost twentieth-century authority on Hebrew mythology and Jewish folklore, and
on Lilith especially; all modern scholarship on the subject owes his studies a great debt, often in
collaboration with British poet, historian and classicist Robert Graves (1895-1985), particularly in
dealing with complex and mystifying ancient sources. Siegmund Hurwitz, meanwhile, authored a
significant study based on historical-mythological and Jungian psychological analysis. 1 Both

Hurwitz was trained directly by Jung, and was a member of the close circle known as the “Zurich School.”
Siegmund Hurwitz, trans. Gela Jacobson, Lilith - the First Eve: Historical and Psychological Aspects of the Dark
Feminine (Einsiedeln, Switzerland: Daimon Verlag, 1992). Jung himself was also heavily influenced by the
Kabbalah in his writings; Sanford Drob has identified the latent traces of Kabbalistic thought in “Jung and the
1
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Patai-Graves and Hurwitz are the most reliable substantial studies currently available with regard
to translations, ethnology, and historical analysis.
The most common understanding of Lilith, as it pertains to these two operas, is that of
Adam’s “first wife” before Eve—a demonic goddess who, among other dastardly deeds, has a
tendency for child strangling and abduction, as well as the seduction of unsuspecting men. Lilith
is posited as the very antithesis of Eve. These identities have been traced through two main types
of sources: firstly, written and oral mythological and religious traditions, and secondly, objects
such as bowls, amulets, and stone tablets. Lilith can be traced to Assyrian, Babylonian, and
Sumerian cultures, although she is most closely associated with Jewish mythology. Hurwitz and
Patai both note the earliest mention of Lilith in the Sumerian version of the Gilgamesh epic, in c.
2000-2400 BCE, 2 from which she evolved from the two goddesses Lamashtu and Ishtar as a
generic mythological figure. (These are the kind of “chthonic cults” which Harrison described.)
In tracing the etymology of the various names used, Graves and Patai note the following
monikers describing liliths:
1. Lillake, on a Sumerian tablet from 2000 B.C.E: a “demoness dwelling in the trunk of a
willow-tree tended by the Goddess Inanna (Anath) on the bank of the Euphrates.”
2. Lilitu, “a female demon, or wind-spirit, one of a triad mentioned in Babylonian spells.”
3. Layil, meaning “night” in “popular Hebrew etymology...she therefore often appears as a
hairy night-monster, as she does in Arabian folklore. Solomon suspected the Queen of
Sheba of being Lilith, because she had hairy legs.”
4. Lilim, “Lilith’s children, in the Targum Yerushalmi.”
5. Lamiae, “who seduced sleeping men, sucked their blood, and ate their flesh...also known
as Empusae, ‘forcers-in,’ or Mormolyceia, ‘frightening wolves.’”3

Kabbalah,” History of Psychology, 2, no.2 (1999): 102-118.
2

Raphael Patai, The Hebrew Goddess, 3rd ed. (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1990), 221-222.

3

Robert Graves and Raphael Patai, Hebrew Myths: The Book of Genesis (New York: Doubleday, 1963; New York:
Rosetta Books, 2014). Citations refer to the 2014 edition.
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Document sources for Lilith’s mythology primarily include the following, in addition to physical
objects such as bowls or amulets:
1. The Old Testament.
2. The Babylonian Talmud, compiled c. 500 C. E.
3. The Alphabet of Ben Sira, an anonymous midrashic collection of stories and proverbs
written in Aramaic and Hebrew, dating from somewhere between the 6 th and 11th
centuries C.E.
4. The Zohar, the central text of the Kabbalah, first appearing in the 13 th century C.E.
These are all variations on a similar theme, but what is important in their divergences is not
etymology per se, but how the names reflect diffuse conceptions of the monstrous female across
cultures, in an historical period of flux and fluidity when it comes to the evolution of local
mythologies. 4 When discussing pre-Rabbinic mythology, the tendency is to consider many liliths
as opposed to a single figure, given the extraordinary variety in appearances in ancient sources. 5
Central to all scholarly analyses is the notion of Lilith’s “dual aspects”: that of the seducer, and
that of the child-stealer (or child-murderer).
Lilith is referred to as “the strangler” “since the discovery of Arslan Tash.”6 She is often
constituted as a threat to unborn children; Harry Geduld asserts that “the Jews of the Middle Ages
ascribed all infant mortality to the evil influence of Lilith.” 7 On a bowl from Nippur, thought to be
able to capture the demonic spirit, the Aramaic incantation text reads:

4

Patai asserts that the plurality of myths surrounding the Lilith figure can also be explained in part because of the
diasporic nature of Judaism (especially in ancient and medieval times), and the tendency to greater local variance in
doctrine than, for instance, Roman Catholicism’s “one church.” The Hebrew Goddess, 26.
5

Following this convention, references to the various demons in sources preceding the Hebrew Bible and the
Bablyonian Talmud will use the lowercase “lilith” or “liliths”; all subsequent appearances will be referred to using
the single Lilith indicating a somewhat more homogenized figure with the aspects of identity and lineage that
warrant capitalization.
Hurwitz, Lilith – The First Eve, 69. Arslan Tash is an archaeological site in what is now northern Aleppo, wherein
there is a shrine to the goddess Ishtar, hence the relevance. It became Assyrian in the 9 th century BCE.
6

7

Harry Geduld, “The Lineage of Lilith,” The Shaw Review 7, no. 2 (1964): 59.
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I am going to the woman’s house and to the child she is carrying, to take it from her, to
drink its blood, to drain the marrow from its bones and to devour its flesh. 8
Similar incantations protecting against Lilith subsequently appear on bowls in Persia, e.g.:
The evil Lilith, who causes the hearts of men to go astray and appears in the dreams of the
night and in the vision of the day, who burns and casts down with nightmare, attacks and
kills children, boys and girls—she is conquered and sealed away from the house and from
the threshold of Bahram-Gushnasp son of Ishtar-Nahid. 9
Patai notes the existence of a Jewish colony in Nippur at that time, pointing out that the injunctions
upon these bowls against Lilith and her hordes of hag-demons demonstrate what Lilith meant to
“the simple people.”10 Its eastern migration indicates both the fluidity of the myth—Patai observes
that the dedicatee of the bowl must have been a follower of the Parsi religion—and the reach of its
influence even in these early times. 11
Lilith in the forms described above can also be considered as broadly related to the many
other gendered understandings of power, magic, ritual, and sexuality throughout history—the most
obvious and frequently invoked being that of witches and witchcraft, the study of which has
produced a host of feminist readings of male preoccupations with female power.12 Given that in
the past few years a shocking—for modern times—number of incidents have been reported in

8

James Montgomery, Aramaic Incantation Texts from Nippur (Philadelphia: University Museum, 1913), 258,
quoted in Hurwitz, Lilith – the First Eve, 78. Nippur is an ancient Sumerian city located in present-day Iraq.
Cyrus H. Gordon, “Two Magic Bowls in Teheran,” Orientalia 20 (1951): 306-7, cited in Patai, The Hebrew
Goddess, 229-230, n. 26.
9
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Patai, The Hebrew Goddess, 225.
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Today, inscriptions relating to Lilith may still be found in the mezuzah, a parchment scroll containing verses of the
Torah encased in a decorative box, hanging on the doorpost outside Jewish homes; Havis discussed with me finding
this out in the course of his research for writing Lilith.
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Alison Rowlands gives a thoroughly informative summary of historical, political, philosophical, and
psychological approaches to the topic in “Witchcraft and Gender in Early Modern Europe,” in Brian P. Levack, ed.,
The Oxford Handbook of Witchcraft in Early Modern Europe and Colonial America (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2013).
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which women have been physically and verbally abused, in several cases murdered, as a result of
being accused of practicing witchcraft, these are topics which link ancient and early modern
cultures with the present in an especially disturbing manner. 13 In the Bible, Lilith is only mentioned
once by name, in Isaiah 34:14:
Wildcats shall meet with hyenas, goat-demons shall call to each other; there too Lilith
shall repose, and find a place to rest.14
Or,
Wildcats and hyenas will meet there; and billy-goats call to each other; Lilit [the night
monster] will lurk there and find herself a place to rest.15
Hurwitz observes that “whereas in illustrations originating from Sumer and Babylon, Lilith was a
goddess closely connected with Lamashtu and Ishtar, in Biblical literature she—together with
other spectral figures—has already become a colorless spirit of the desert.”16
By between the 7th and 11th century CE, the midrash in the Alphabet of Ben Sira explicitly
describes Lilith as Adam’s first wife.17 This midrash is one of the primary Lilith texts, as it is here
that the legend which would become most familiar was first written down, characterized by a need
to reconcile competing tales of Genesis. Judith Baskin describes the Alphabet of Ben Sira as a
“mysterious text, which seems to be an anthology of bawdy and often misogynistic parodies of
midrashic traditions.”18 It is in this story that the idea of Lilith’s equality with Adam emerges as
the main problem of her demonic or disobedient identity, and for which she is banished. The notion
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Many of these have taken place in India, most recently in January 2019, but cases have emerged in South Africa
(also as recently as 2018), Papua New Guinea, Tanzania, the Central African Republic, Nigeria, and elsewhere.
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Isaiah 34:14, in the New Revised Standard Version, Anglicised (NRSVA).
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Isaiah 34:14, Complete Jewish Bible (CJB).
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17
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Judith R. Baskin, Midrashic Women: Formations of the Feminine in Rabbinic Literature (Waltham, MA:
Brandeis University Press, 2015), 58.

210

of divorce is also already inherent to the Lilith and Adam myth, for instance as noted by
Montgomery on his inspection of the Nippur bowls’ incantations, wherein the casting-out of Lilith
is explicitly couched in the language of divorce as banishment:
A divorce-writ has come to you from across the sea...Hear it and depart from the house and
dwelling of this Geyonai bar Mami and from Rashnoi his wife...Thou Lilith, male Lili and
female Lilith, Hag and Snatcher, I adjure you by the Strong One of Abraham, by the Rock
of Isaac, by the Shaddai of Jacob, by Yah his name...I adjure you to turn away from this
Rashnoi, the daughter of Marath...your divorce and writ and letter of separation...sent
through holy angels. 19
Patai charts the six-century gap between the Aramaic incantation texts and Lilith’s
appearance in thirteenth-century Spanish Kabbalistic texts, by which time there existed a longer
mythological genealogy attached to her, as evidence of the continuing presence the myth will have
held, in many forms, during that time. He observes that
Although the major characteristics of Lilith, as we have just seen, were well developed by
the close of the Talmudic period, it remained for Kabbalistic mysticism to establish a
relationship, and quite a close one at that, between her and the deity. 20
And as Hurwitz argues,
That the tale itself is to be found almost everywhere and that the manner of its
presentation is somewhat primitive both lead to the assumption that, in this instance, an
archetypal motif is involved, and that it became constellated as a result of migration. 21

It is clear, therefore, that by the time these medieval texts were written, lilith myths had
multiplied in incredibly diverse directions, quite in the manner of a “constellation,” as Hurwitz
suggests; each instantiation of the myth, however small, is connected to others through shared
features, even if they are physically or temporally distant. In the Kabbalah, Lilith appears again as
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Adam’s first wife, in the “Zohar,” the principal work of the Kabbalah, began in approximately the
14th century by Moises de Léon,22 but the Kabbalah distinguishes between two Adams: the “first
man” (rishon) and Adam the primordial, androgynous in the likeness of God (qadmon).23 The
Zohar is also notable for containing an especially long description of Lilith, and for far more
explicitly asserting a female side to the divinity than in biblical and rabbinic traditions. 24
Later, it was in Talmudic literature and associated collected rabbinic writings that Lilith
was portrayed as a seductress, and also “as a completely negative figure.” 25 The particularities of
gender dynamics in Jewish late antiquity, however, bear some consideration in reflecting on these
texts and their authorship. That recorded voices in these traditions, both oral and literary, are
exclusively male, and thus, that analyzing these descriptions of Lilith is to be always peering
through a patriarchal filter, is an inescapable fact of working with mythology. Moreover, while I
draw on a number of women poets and writers, both the operas I discuss are by men, bringing to
the fore questions of whose perspectives are being privileged. Identifying these texts of late
antiquity as revelatory of cultural attitudes towards women, and how these attitudes had a mutually
affective relationship with mythological representations of women, must however be tempered by
the ambiguities surrounding notions of authorship in these early times, as Martin Jaffee’s work
elucidates on the question of collective rabbinic authorship. 26 They offer windows onto how the
dynamics of lived society worked their way into narratives evolving over centuries.

Hurwitz, Lilith – The First Eve. De Léon is considered the compiler of the Zohar, but the precise authorship of the
Zohar is a matter of considerable debate, as is the notion of original authorship at all.
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Recent work has applied categories of gender analysis to rabbinic literature: Baskin
expands on the premise that rabbinic writings “are wholly androcentric: women played no active
part in the development and codification of these traditions,” 27 for instance pointing to women’s
active participation in economic activities. Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert argues that Jewish
feminist criticism has only recently moved on from focusing on this androcentrism to examining
the “underlying logic” of this exclusion, 28 including applying queer theory to the “figure of the
androginos.”29 Such analyses are seeking to historicize gender roles in Jewish societies in late
ancient and early medieval times by reading the specific kinds of patriarchal hierarchies that left
their imprint on written documents. Women’s exclusion from the theological sphere, however, has
very specific ramifications on how we might approach the Lilith myths. Baskin notes for instance
that “explanations for the female exclusion from mystical circles include the association between
women and the demonic that permeated medieval Jewish mystical speculation.” 30 Theological
teachings and mystical wisdom are sources of power, and women possessing that (Lilith-like,
demonic) power were inherently mistrusted. All these factors reinforce why the Lilith myth was,
then, quite so powerful—negatively, as the manifestation of the fear of female agency (sexual,
cultural, political, theological), and positively, as a source of female strength. As Baskin
summarizes, “the very notion of an autonomous woman, co-existent with the first man and
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dangerous to submissive men and their children, was a source of significant social, spiritual, and
sexual anxiety to the collective rabbinic psyche.”31
The study of Lilith from historical, psychological, literary, and theological perspectives was
dominated for a long time by a mostly male circle of scholars. Without negating the exhaustive
and reliable source studies by Patai, Graves, and Hurwitz, exploring more recent feminist and theofeminist perspectives on Lilith offers considerable expansion of our understanding, particularly in
broadening the psychological concepts of Lilith. Hurwitz criticizes Barbara Koltuv and Judith
Plaskow, two prominent feminist scholars working on Lilith, for their contributions to a kind of
collective fantasy that seeks to replace patriarchy with matriarchy—a patronizing attitude towards
“the women’s movement” which is completely misplaced. 32 While there are certainly questionable
aspects of Koltuv’s work, 33 especially in its reliance on unattributed dreams as sources, I am
equally unconvinced of the applicability of Hurwitz’s stridently heteronormative psychological
evaluation of the aspects of Lilith to the feminine psyche. By contrast, Plaskow’s many Lilith
essays strike a balance between personal experience and critical feminist theoretical thought that
offers a strong basis for feminist interpretations of Lilith in the twenty-first century. As a Jewish,
lesbian feminist theologian, she was especially concerned to counteract the fallacy of an
incommensurability between feminist and theological thought,34 as well as to investigate the erotic
potential of the Eve-Lilith relationship.
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At least since the early twentieth century, scholars in the history of mythology and religion
have looked behind written mythological literature to examine the roots of archetypal figures in
ritual and oral traditions. The remarkable classicist, historian of art, myth, and religion Jane Ellen
Harrison (1850-1928), for instance, urged against the ingrained “habit of viewing Greek religion
exclusively through the medium of Greek literature”; 35 her examination of the “survivals of
matriarchal notions of Greek mythology” 36 are particularly enlightening. Harrison sought out the
unexplored crevices of mythological history to shine a light on the powerful imagery of female
goddesses and other archetypes that culminated in the named characters of familiar myths. In her
later Themis, Harrison describes eloquently her approach to seeking out the unexamined roots of
Greek mythology:
The Olympian Gods—that is, the anthropomorphic gods of Homer and Pleidias and the
mythographers—seemed to me like a bouquet of cut-flowers whose bloom is brief, because
they have been severed from their roots. To find those roots we must burrow deep into a
lower stratum of thought, into those chthonic cults which underlay their life and from which
sprang all their brilliant blossoming.37
We can look to Lilith’s many pasts, as I have outlined here, similarly to “burrow deep” beyond a
single narrative to the extraordinary history of the “dark feminine.”
Finally, before delving into these two Lilith operas, it is worth a brief mention of the
extraordinary cultural imprint the Lilith myths have had over hundreds of years, ranging from
artistic and literary interpretations to popular media of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.
Since those ancient times, who—and what—has Lilith become? She has been a sensuous muse for
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painters throughout the ages; figs. 3.1 and 3.2 give examples from the Renaissance, in both of
which Lilith is depicted as a half-snake, half-naked woman hybrid. Many similar examples can be
found in frescoes, carvings, paintings, and early illustrated Bibles, all depicting the “love triangle.”

Fig. 3.1. Raphael, Fresco (ceiling) in the Stanza della Segnatura, Vatican (1508-1511) and fig. 3.2: Hugo van der
Goes, Sündenfall (c. 1479).

For instance, the Furtmeyr Bible (a richly-illustrated German Old Testament manuscript
named for the painter Berthold Furtmeyr, who was active in Regensburg in the last three decades
of the fifteenth century) contains a set of remarkable inset miniatures depicts scenes from the book
of Genesis. The full page is shown in fig. 3.3. These miniatures include elements not in the text—
namely, Lilith’s presence as an anthropomorphized serpent. In the left-hand column, Christ and
Adam converse, the latter seeming to be warned off the forbidden fruit. A small panorama at the
bottom of the left-hand side shows Adam surveying several animals, clearly being introduced to
the idylls of Eden. In the right-hand column, however, everything will change: first, Eve’s creation
is illustrated in an astonishingly clear rendition of the story, her fully-formed nude body emerging
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from Adam’s ribcage. Eve’s introduction now threatens the pre-lapsarian bliss, shown in the final
portrait at the bottom of the right-hand column plucking the doomed apple, faced by Lilith.

Fig. 3.3. Four inset miniatures depicting scenes from Genesis including Lilith as serpent in the Furtmeyr Bible (late
15th century). Bayerische Staats-Bibliothek, Cgm 8010a, f. 10r.

Unlike in the Raphael and van der Goes examples, here we only see Lilith’s head and long golden
hair, not her bust, as if to emphasize her distance from Eve as the ideal, perfect woman. These four
illustrations give a remarkable impression on just one page of the narrative to any reader, and to
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modern eyes, it is especially interesting to see how apparently seamlessly the Lilith myth was
absorbed into visual representations of the ideas of sin and temptation, despite the lack of reference
to her existence in the Christian text of Genesis.

Fig. 3.4. Richard Westall, Faust and Lilith (1831).

Fig. 3.5. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Lady Lilith (1866-68).

In Romantic paintings, Lilith appears in a more obviously sexually seductive guise: in
Richard Westall’s 1831 oil painting, “Faust and Lilith” (fig. 3.4), she is stripped (literally) of the
anthropomorphic qualities typical to medieval and early modern depictions. While in written
mythical tellings Lilith had wings, hairy legs, clawed feet, and wild black hair, all of these images
feature fair-haired Liliths. In Westall’s version, her temptation here is clearly primarily sexual;
despite the celestial imagery, the Biblical context of original sin is less immediately relevant. She
is bewitching to men, beguiling the attendant Faust; she is cast here as nothing more unusual than
the creamy-skinned, lightly curved, perfect-breasted female nude common to western painting
since the Renaissance. The devilish details in the background of the painting do indicate her
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association with dark forces of enchantment: Mephistopheles lurks in the lower left, and in the
lower right, a great deal of semi-naked cavorting appears to be ongoing. Just above the apex of
Lilith’s white garment, a small female figure is visible, chastely dressed with arms crossed at her
chest38—I would suggest this is Gretchen, pushed to the visual depths of the painting in order to
highlight Faust’s distance, in this moment of sensuous temptation, from the virtues of das EwigWeibliche. Here Lilith is a siren agent of Satan, drawing Faust to illicit temptation, if visually
tempered in appearance.
In Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Lady Lilith (1866-68), the darker tendencies of the PreRaphaelites reveal a Lilith a step closer to the descriptions considered above—long wild hair,
deathly rather than creamy white skin (fig. 3.5). The woman’s physical features, though, are not
unique, and thus difficult to attribute specifically to representing a Lilith aspect, as Rossetti used a
small handful of female models as his muses—that is, we see the same kind of face in almost all
his paintings.1 Rossetti had verses from his poem of the same name inscribed on the frame of the
painting for Lady Lilith.39 Further, although the tendency is to associate Lilith’s modern feminist
manifestations with mid-twentieth century culture, recent work by Swedish historian of religions
Per Faxneld has established her substantial presence in discourses of early feminism in the
nineteenth century; he quotes an American abolitionist minister from Virginia as a “protomartyr
of female independence” in 1878, quite an excellent image. 40 Faxneld assembles a wide range of
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authors, male and female, writing about Lilith in this period with considerable overtones of early
women’s rights.
The general consensus is that most mythological females who are characterized as faintly
demonic seductresses—the “dark feminine” that is at the heart of Hurwitz and others’ analyses—
are related to Lilith, whether directly or not. This tallies with Harrison’s analysis of archetypal
representations of womanhood, or what she calls “conditions of woman,” 41 in Greek mythology;
she examines their transformations when they “crystallized into goddess forms.” 42 For instance,
she argues that “primarily the conditions expressed are Mother and Maid, woman mature and
woman before maturity,” but that in “crystallized” form (such as the goddesses Demeter and Kore),
they “appear as Mother and Daughter [emphasis original].” 43 The attributes of these “conditions
of woman” morph throughout history as they are depicted visually and described variously in
written and oral tales. In this way, the history of liliths can embrace a fuller range of “conditions
of woman” than the assorted versions of Lilith’s story as Adam’s first wife. Although both the
operas in the next two chapters primarily rely on the midrash for their Lilith narrative, the
wonderful fact of modern retellings of Lilith is that she will always encompass the spirit of the
many goddesses, named and unnamed, who preceded and followed her.
Lilith’s history of critical rehabilitation is both much more recent than Eve’s, and occupies
a different space of female sin, that of spirits, demons, evil forces, and cosmic power. Twenty-first
century Liliths are positioned in a lineage of manifestations of the demonic goddess that seems to

University Press, 2017), 61.
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Harrison, Prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion, 262.
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Harrison, Prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion, 263.
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stretch back infinitely, crossing between mythology and religion, oral and literate traditions, visual
and written representations. The operas are both humorous and satirical works, as well as inclined
to philosophical and psychological inquiry: combining all these elements, they are invigorated by
the spirit of myth and its potential for revitalization in the contemporary era.
Across history, these Liliths are not versions of one original, but related manifestations of
especially the male preoccupation with female power and sexuality. 44 Lilith is the sexualized
demon of science fiction and fantasy media, from literature to video games; the stonily
monochrome ex-wife of beloved television character Frasier Crane; the inspiration for numerous
feminist projects from pulp comics to Lilith Fair and musical groups. She is the figurehead of the
Lilith magazine, “Independent, Jewish, and Frankly Feminist”; 45 she is in the Eagles’ Witchy
Woman as the figure with “raven hair and ruby red lips” who “can rock you in the night-time ‘til
your skin turns red”; she is present in the modern occult, from tarot cards to manuals for
transcendental magic. Simply put, there is no shortage of liliths in the modern age. That a mostlyfemale traveling music festival would choose her for a moniker makes Lilith’s general perception
clear: regardless of the specifics and intricacies of her mythological history, she is seen as a source
of female empowerment, of solidarity, unity, and strength. In my analyses of the following two
Lilith operas, I aim to demonstrate how she performs a similar function similarly on the twentyfirst century operatic stage, as both Lilith and Paradise Reloaded turn a critical gaze on human
behavior in their re-imaginings of (especially female) sin.

A number of art historians have drawn attention to the “masculine” features of Rossetti’s female faces as he drew
them, and the ensuing psychological interpretations that can then be put forth. J. B. Bullen, “Dante Gabriel Rossetti
and the Mirror of Masculine Desire,” Nineteenth Century Contexts 21, no. 3 (1999): 329-352, and Karen Yuen,
“Bound By Sound: Music, Victorian Masculinity and Dante Gabriel Rossetti,” Critical Survey 20, no. 3 (2008): 7996.
44

45

Lilith Magazine website, www.lilith.org. Accessed February 12 2020.
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Chapter 4: Sex, Sin, and Myth: Reclaiming the “Dark Feminine” in Anthony
Davis’s Lilith (2009)
“You were an accident of femininity, witchcraft, and maternity.
The Creator is sorry for His mistakes.”
In Anthony Davis’s opera Lilith, the “Voice” reveals the origins of the title character to her
in these striking words, during divorce proceedings in Eden. This archangel, spokesperson for the
Almighty, attempts to assert the patriarchal authority vested in him on Lilith, the aberration of
humankind. Lilith is an accident of womankind—a mistake soon to be rectified through Eve, the
Original Woman 2.0, arriving in Eden as Adam’s new wife.
With music by Davis (b. 1951) and a text adapted by Allan Havis (b. 1951) from his own
1991 play of the same name, the opera Lilith follows in the long line of cultural interpretations of
the ancient myth discussed in the preceding introduction. Although many endeavors to reclaim
and rehabilitate Lilith as a feminist icon emerged vividly in the last half of the twentieth century,
opera, despite its deep investment in transgressive femininity, has almost never turned its attention
to this quintessential demonic woman.1 In bringing this mythological universe to the genre, Lilith
offers a comic and provocative meditation on the cultural legacy of narratives of sex, equality, and
women’s power.
As a source of inspiration for generations of feminists, Lilith has great symbolic power in
any narrative. Choosing to situate her at the center of an opera offers a compelling strategy to
confront, from within, a genre whose empire has been built on punishing transgressive women.

The only other “Lilith” opera I have found to exist before Davis’s is Deborah Drattell’s reworking of an earlier
Lilith orchestral piece into a full-length opera for New York City Opera, premiered November 11, 2001. While other
operas have, of course, interrogated the general idea of the “dark/demon feminine” and Adam and Eve, a drama
explicitly based on Lilith was not previously forthcoming.
1
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What work might Lilith do for feminism and feminist music in the twenty-first century? Given the
extraordinary abundance of diverse manifestations of Lilith or liliths, feminist responses to myth
have to grapple with many different social, religious, and cultural constructions of the feminine,
evolving over millennia. Davis and Havis position the opera explicitly as a feminist act, engaging
Lilith as an archetypal idea of dangerous womanhood through satire, dark humor, and
philosophical reflection, as well as drawing on the politicized images, words, and sounds through
which she served twentieth-century art and activism.
In this chapter, I examine how the opera reflects modern feminist discourses, particularly
those which relate to religion, in interrogating the intersecting notions of transgressive femininity,
sexuality, and spirituality as framed by Lilith mythology. After giving an overview of the opera’s
genesis, the bulk of this chapter is concerned with my analysis of Lilith as an act of feminist
rehabilitation of the dark feminine. First, I situate it within a genealogy of post-1960s feminisms
that I argue impact Davis and Havis’s thinking. I then focus on the opera’s interrogation of notions
of female transgression, sexuality, and motherhood, through psychological and cultural lenses,
arguing that Lilith presents a satirical feminist challenge to persistent negative constructions of
female identity. I especially explore the aesthetic realization of this reimagining of Lilith in
discussing the semi-staged 2015 workshop production of the opera, [Re]Creating Lilith. In the
latter part of the chapter, I turn my attention to Davis’s wider operatic oeuvre and compositional
career, focusing on the topics of style, genre, and identity within the cultural context of his work.
Throughout, interviews I conducted with Davis, his wife Cynthia Aaronson-Davis (Cindy), who
sang the title role at the premiere, and Havis, form an important framework for my discussion. 2

2

Interviews with the author and Anthony Davis and Cindy Davis took place in San Diego on May 5, 2019; a
subsequent interview with Davis was conducted on January 26, 2020. Interview with Allan Havis took place at the
University of California, San Diego (UCSD) on May 6, 2019.
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4.1. The Opera: An Overview
Although Davis and Havis worked collaboratively on the opera, its dramatic structure and
narrative themes were already in place from Havis’s 1991 play. As I learned through interviews,
Havis also undertook the majority of the research into the mythological background of Lilith—
although both Anthony and Cindy Davis were familiar with her presence in feminist movements
and popular culture, and, in the latter case, the Kabbalah. Havis, of Jewish background, was
familiar with the figure of Lilith, but considerably augmented his engagement through research at
a Yiddish Library on the Upper East Side of New York City, and at the YIVO Institute for Jewish
Research in the Chelsea district.
Lilith the opera maintains much of the structural design of Havis’s play, most notably in
its doubled timeframe. The play is divided into two parts, reflecting the settings of Eden and
present-day New York respectively. For the libretto, Havis adapted this design to fifteen scenes in
two acts: in Act I, the opera’s scenes alternate between “past” and “present,” and in Act II, the
action remains in the present. Consequently, the opera involves more “time-shifting” than the play
which, as I discuss later, is a contributing factor to the blurring of both the characters’ separate
identities and to a linear sense of narrative.
Table 4.1 shows the outline of the drama. In modern-day New York, we meet Claire, a
mysterious and threatening stranger; Eppy, a wife and mother; Eppy’s son Earl, and her husband
Arnold. The scenes in Eden present divorce proceedings between Adam and Lilith, presided over
by an Angel (known as “The Voice”). Adam and Arnold, and Claire and Lilith, are doubles; no
Eve is present to double Eppy, however, as Eve is only ever referred to obliquely by the other
characters. The double narrative follows, respectively, both the fate of Adam and Lilith’s failed
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union and the latter’s banishment from Eden, and Claire’s seduction of Arnold and abduction of
Earl. The action leads to a dramatic confrontation between Eppy and Claire.

Table 4.1. Dramatic structure of Lilith.

This temporal set-up invites ambiguity: neither past nor present are bound to their places
in time, in that it is not clear whether they are happening simultaneously or in chronological
sequence. This is central to Havis’s imagining of the narrative: time is fluid and unfixed, because
we are dealing both with mythical archetypes—Lilith, Adam, Eve—and specific times and places
(e.g., New York in the 1990s/2000s). Both play and opera engage with fundamental aspects of
human existence and relationships mediated through these three figures; at the same time,
however, the opera does not exist in pure stasis, in a mythical or universal time. This parallels
Adwan and Jomar’s approach to narrative in Kalîla wa Dimna, but Havis’s structure is much less
allegorical; ambiguity serves more as vehicle to interrogate psychological aspects of gender and
identity. The scenes in the “past” that is Eden parallel and mirror those in the present, and by the
same token, the unfolding of the drama in the “present” is shaped by what is happening in Eden.
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The opera premiered in a concert performance at the University of California, San Diego, in
2009, and was subsequently staged at UCSD in a workshop performance of five scenes in 2015,
with minimal set and choreography, albeit significantly more than at the premiere. When referring
to elements of staging, it is primarily the later performance to which I refer. I also aim to make a
clear distinction when discussing the music between the different performers in the two versions,
most importantly the women singing Claire/Lilith and Eppy. There are some striking contrasts
between elements of Aaronson-Davis’s Claire/Lilith (2009), and Bonnie Lander’s (2015), for
instance. The chamber orchestra is small, matching the vocal forces: clarinet and bass clarinet,
string quintet, percussion (vibraphone and marimba), drums, and keyboards (piano and Kurzweil
synthesizer). In this respect, Lilith is associated with two other chamber operas by Davis: Tania
(1992), and Lear on the Second Floor (2013). These contrast with his larger operatic works both
in their smaller forces, and that their performances take place in more intimate spaces as opposed
to larger operatic venues: Tania premiered at the American Music Theater Festival, and Lear, like
Lilith, at UCSD.

4.2. Sex, Sin and Feminist Challenges
The distant pasts of this opera, consisting in Lilith’s mythology, are both a tool to
interrogate contemporary society and its attitudes towards sexual equality and female power, and
a setting, a space of imagination for the drama to inhabit. Davis made it clear that the opera is
engaged in a relationship with both mythology and contemporary society at once:
I felt how it related to modern times, how it related to today, the kind of fatal attraction
aspect of the story intrigued me too, because I wanted to root it back into something today,
how it could reflect on today. 3

3

Davis, “Talking “Lilith”: The Creators,” University of California San Diego Television (UCSD-TV), December
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Siegmund Hurwitz concludes his study of Lilith, equal parts historical and psychoanalytical, with
the question: “what does the confrontation with the dark aspect of the feminine mean to people
today?”4 Davis and Havis have been explicit about their intentions in Lilith to rethink the myth
from a feminist perspective, asking how this lesser-known element of narratives of human origins
has shaped, and continues to shape, society’s conceptions of “what a woman is…what a modernday woman is.”5
In Lilith, Davis and Havis’s goal is to “re-examin[e] the roots of our religion…disturbing a
lot of what we think of, book of Genesis.”6 The intent is to push against the grain of accepted
knowledge, against the ways in which mythologies take hold of and shape human existence and
our treatment of one another—specifically, of course, the treatment of women. (By “our religion,”
they are referencing Jewish and Christian traditions, primarily in the in the United States.) In
analyzing the representation of female transgression in Lilith, I pay attention especially to how
female (im)morality and sin have been addressed in modern feminist discourses, especially those
which have connected themselves to Lilith in some way. As I demonstrated through the paintings
of Westall and Rossetti in Chapter 3, in the nineteenth century imagination, Lilith’s appeal lay in
her unbridled and faintly unhuman, bewitching sensuality, just as transgressive women on the
operatic stage of the same era were considered attractive for their tainted sexuality as “fallen
women.” In the last several decades, however, critical re-examinations of these archaic ideas of

15, 2009. https://www.ucsd.tv/search-details.aspx?showID=18555. Accessed April 12, 2017.
4

Hurwitz, Lilith - The First Eve, 229.

5

Davis, UCSD-TV Interview.

6

Ibid.
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the transgressive feminine have increased considerably, as I touched on at the beginning of chapter
1. Lilith is especially interesting in this regard because she represents not only a reclamation of
women’s power from its negative categorization, but also women who are obviously, and
unapologetically, breaking moral codes as part of their rejection of societal expectations of
womanhood.7
Hurwitz believes that “most people...come into contact in some way or other with the
problem of the feminine in its negative aspect.”8 If Lilith’s popularity for late twentieth-century
feminist movements centers on this notion of the “dark feminine,” Davis and Havis complicate the
idea of what it is to be a “bad” woman, what this “negative aspect” could be—not through a process
of complete rehabilitation, but by turning their attention to how and why Liliths have been viewed
this way—turning a critical lens onto society. In this pursuit, the opera’s creators are allied with
Ore and Moslet, whose preoccupation is with how and why patriarchal oppression of women has
continued to persist almost uninhibited. Where Lilith differs from Adam and Eve is in the aspects
of contemporary culture with which the opera is intended to resonate, as well as the explicit
examination of the original human couple. In contrast with stridently European and global human
rights-based politics of the last chapter, Lilith casts a more humorous eye over narratives of human
origins, from a feminist perspective.
Both the original play and the opera journey into how society has imagined and tarred the
female psyche, particularly when it comes to sex and sexuality. Havis and Davis reject notions of
the feminine as inherently flawed: in doing so, they ground this operatic Lilith in a continuity with

Two recent pop culture manifestations of this are in British television dramas, Sandra Oh’s Eve and Jodie Comer’s
Villanelle in Killing Eve (BBC, 2018-present) and Phoebe Waller-Bridge's protagonist in Fleabag (BBC, 2016-19),
though many examples abound.
7

8

Hurwitz, Lilith – The First Eve, 229.
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feminist movements of the 1960s and 1970s, in which she was harnessed as a figure of
empowerment, of radical subversion against the patriarchy. There is a reason why the Seattle
Women’s Majority Union chose to name their revolutionary feminist manifesto Lilith’s Manifesto;
Davis notes that it is an “underpublicized myth, at least in Western society…and the feminism of
Lilith…with Lilith Fair...and in the late 60s many women’s group seized on Lilith as an exciting
icon that needed rehabilitation.”9 Distinctions between the “second wave” of this time and the later
third- and fourth-wave feminisms are the subject of a great deal of critical scholarship, 10 and I am
skeptical of using even the seemingly vague metaphor of “waves” to segment history. Nonetheless,
the fundamental aspects of struggle for basic women’s rights in the 1960s and 1970s 11
(reproductive rights, socio-economic status) are thematically central to Lilith’s mythology.
In an anthology of Lilith-inspired works (short stories, poems, essays), Naomi Wolf notes
that the selected works reveal similarities even in their diverse forms: they all use Lilith to “reenvision the concepts of female independence, loneliness, and alienation.” 12 Wolf similarly speaks
to Lilith’s resonance for feminists in 1970s, “who claimed her, in a sense, as their own personal
one-woman Act Up guerrilla fighter…she offers us a vision of pure female autonomy.”13 In music,

9

Davis, UCSD-TV Interview.

Ann Braithwaite teases out the conflicts and nuances in the ideas of “third-wave feminism” and “post-feminism,”
and the different directions these are conceptually pulled, in the late 1990s-early 2000s era, especially in how these
“new” feminisms related to and rejected the “second wave.” “The Personal, the Political: Third-wave and
Postfeminisms,” Feminist Theory 3, no. 3 (2002): 335–344; similar useful critiques are Susan Archer Mann and
Douglas J. Huffmann, “The Decentering of Second Wave Feminism and the Rise of the Third Wave,” Science &
Society 69, no. 1 (2005): 56–91; Third Wave Feminism, ed. Stacy Gillis, Gillian Howie, and Rebecca Munford (New
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004).
10

Judith Evans’s illustrative study of second-wave feminist thought and theory identifies that it comprised “liberal
equality feminism” and “early radical,” the latter more aligned with Civil Rights movements in the 1960s. Feminist
Theory Today: An Introduction to Second-Wave Feminism (London: Sage, 1995).
11

Naomi Wolf, Introduction to Which Lilith? Feminist Writers Re-Create the World’s First Woman, ed. Enid Dame,
Lilly Rivlin, and Henry Wenkart (Northvale, NJ; Jerusalem: Jason Aronson Inc., 1998), xvii.
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Wolf, Introduction to Which Lilith?, xii.
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poetry, activism and more, Lilith ceases to be both demon mother and whore; instead, she becomes
a symbol for the defiance of patriarchal knowledge and the assertion of sexual freedom, all
hallmarks of this era that leave an imprint on Davis and Havis’s feminist re-imagining of Lilith.
For example, the opera deals with the perennial question of a woman’s maintaining both full sexual
agency and a meaningful marriage. 14
Another important reference from popular culture of this era that had a strong influence on
Havis’s conception of the play and libretto is J.R. Salamanca’s 1961 novel Lilith, and the
subsequent film directed by Robert Rossen in 1964, starring Warren Beatty and Jean Seberg.
Vincent, a young man recently returned from serving in Korea, becomes employed at a home for
the mentally ill in his Maryland hometown, an idyllic-seeming institution for wealthy clients. One
of these is Lilith Arthur, a mysterious woman with whom Vincent develops a deep and dangerous
obsession. Havis also discussed in our interviews the influence of Hollywood femmes fatales in
general on his character creation, including Jean Harlow, Ingrid Bergman, Barbara Stanwyck, and
Kim Novak. Glenn Close in Fatal Attraction was mentioned by both Havis and Davis to me several
times as an important more recent femme fatale symbol to their approach to Lilith’s character.
The notion of “pure female autonomy,” one that is dangerous and demonic, is common to
all these references, and resonates throughout Lilith. In Plaskow’s words, Lilith is a “classic
example of male projection...[she] is not a demon; rather she is a woman named a demon by a
tradition that does not know what to do with strong women.” 15 The operatic Lilith is staged as an

14

Among several studies of second-wave feminism, Leslie Heywood and Jennifer Drake address the either/or choice
women of this generation often had to take, which in subsequent years certainly has become less black and white,
while not being expressed equally across, for instance, racial and age lines. In Heywood and Drake eds., Third Wave
Agenda: Being Feminist, Doing Feminism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997).
Plaskow, “Lilith Revisited” (1995), reprinted in “The Coming of Lilith: Essays on Feminism, Judaism, and Sexual
Ethics, 1972-2003,” ed. with Donna Berman (Boston: Beacon Press, 2005), 82.
15

230

extremely powerful figure, to be feared as much as she is desired. By playing on elements of flawed
or transgressive femininity, the work operates both humorously to destabilize those perceptions
and to present female agency and empowerment. The scenes set in an Eden “divorce court”
examine these ideas in focusing on the idea of female power as inherently transgressive. Sowing
the seeds of discord in debates over feminine sexual desire and agency has an extremely long
presence in Lilith mythology, as previously discussed, thereby offering a wealth of material from
which Havis and Davis can draw. Elements of the midrash blend with Havis’s witty repartee
between Lilith, Adam, and the presiding “Voice,” performing a commentary simultaneous to the
dramatic action. Similar to the courtroom setting in Adam and Eve, these scenes in Eden frame an
investigation into societal ideas of woman in (often humorous) legalistic language. While it is clear
that God is on trial in Adam and Eve, here the role of defendant is shared: sometimes it is Lilith
and femininity itself, judged by patriarchal authority;
Sexuality and equality are tethered from the very beginning of the opera. Adam complains
to the mediating angel that the root of their marriage problems “began in bed...she demands to be
on top, always.” As the dialogue continues, Lilith fights back:
VOICE: Adam is supposed to take the missionary.
LILITH: Because he’s a man? Where’s it written?
ADAM: Because I am man.
LILITH: Why should you precede me? We were born at the same time.
Havis’s text draws attention to the absurdities inherent in this (failed) exercise of patriarchal power
while also, by virtue of the entire dramatic project, affording Lilith an individual voice that she is
generally denied in mythology. This reflects the various accounts of Lilith’s provenance: she
asserts that she and Adam were “born at the same time.” In some versions of the myth, she was

231

created in the same way as Adam was—not from Adam, as in Eve’s case.16 In another, they were
both created at the same time as one hermaphroditic being (although Lilith’s soul was mysteriously
called up from “The Great Abyss” 17); eventually God split the creature in two, and the Lilith side
“flew off to the Cities of the [Red] Sea, where she still lurks ready to harm mankind.” 18
Crucially, though, many commentators have pointed out that most of these versions imply
a form of equality between Lilith and Adam that became too threatening to allow.19 That sex is the
root of the problem of Lilith is unsurprising; women throughout history (fictional or not) have
rarely had much success in asserting sexual agency without consequences.20 Patriarchal societal
constructions of the feminine ideal as it emerges in Lilith embody a double standard, in that
perceptions of deviancy or sin are not morally neutral. Lilith is provocative, and deliberately
explicit, and reclaiming female sexuality and sexual agency from its historical designation as
inherently trouble is one of the foremost principles on which the opera is allied with modern
feminisms. Considering female power as especially troublesome also resonates with the long

16

Patai, The Hebrew Goddess, 230.

17

Ibid.
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Ibid. As I understand the mythological sources, Lilith never quite appears as an ex nihilo creation in any version:
there is, however, a consistent (and rather odd) presupposition of a previously located identity, for instance that her
soul already existed somewhere (the Great Abyss), although the nature of what constitutes “existence” in mythology
is, unsurprisingly, far from clear. As Robert Graves and Patai make clear, there are multiple contradictory and coexistent versions throughout mythological discourses on the creation of Adam and Lilith, as discussed in part 10 of
Graves and Patai, Hebrew Myths: The Book of Genesis (New York: Doubleday, 1963; New York: Rosetta Books,
2014). Citations refer to the 2014 edition. Divergence is framed around versions that narrate, in one form or another,
the “helpmeets” (i.e. Earthly mates) which were created by God for Adam.
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Lilly Rivlin argues that the compiler of the Alphabet Ben Sira not only needed to reconcile differing Genesis
stories, but also to obliterate this notion of equality by having the legend punish Lilith for her (sexual and other)
independence. See Rivlin, “Lilith,” in Dame et al., Which Lilith?, 3-14. Hurwitz discusses the discrepancy only as a
facet of evolving interpretation of scripture between Yahwist and Elohist versions.
20

On sex and society today, two excellent surveys are Janet Jakobsen and Ann Pellegrini, Love the Sin: Sexual
Regulation and the Limits of Religious Tolerance, (New York: New York University Press, 2003), and Geoffrey
Stone, Sex and the Constitution: Sex, Religion, and Law from America's Origins to the Twenty-first Century (New
York: Liveright, 2017).
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history of gendered understandings of (dark) magic and witchcraft discussed in the introduction,
and turning a critical eye to this theme is manifesting more generally in current feminist operas. 21
Lilith’s emphasis on the eponymous character as the “true” first woman encompasses these
strands of women’s empowerment, bringing to life the possibilities latent within mythology and
within her feminist reclamations that might posit her as a force surpassing Adam’s, and equal to—
perhaps even greater than—God’s. Davis’s musical setting of the scenes in “divorce court”
similarly places an emphasis on equality between the three figures: Lilith refuses to be dominated
in either the legal or the sexual arena. All three voices occupy similar spaces of enunciation; they
all use sprechstimme, melodic and rhythmic contours are similar, and aside from tessitura, there is
no difference in vocal range (i.e., none are more restrictive than any others). In ex. 4.1, for instance,
each character’s vocal line is constructed from the C-C# octatonic scale, enmeshed in the same
rhythmic and pitch space. Moreover, the pitches of each line are not merely drawn from the
octatonic scale, but set out in scalar form, one that continues between voices, though not
unbroken—the Voice’s line skips from G to B♭, but this is then rectified in Lilith’s.

21

For instance, three short miniature chamber operas recently premiered under commission by Fresh Squeezed
Opera, an organization with a reputation for programming innovative and progressive works. One of these,
Invocation, by New Zealand-born composer Gemma Peacocke, weaves the texts of two “ancient Egyptian magical
hymns,” one to Hecate, an ancient goddess, and one a curse, from a female perspective. Like Lilith, Hecate is
portrayed in mythological texts as an object of desire and beauty, possessing unnatural and threatening power, a
“chthonic hag associated with evil, witchcraft, magic, and necromancy” (Gemma Peacocke, Program notes, “The
Female Gaze,” Invocation, Roulette, February 1 2019). I noted similarities with Lilith in associations with dark
nocturnal sexual activity. Blending electronics and acoustic sound with only a soprano, piano, and cello as the live
ensemble, Peacocke’s work is a much more pared-down musical experience than Davis’s Lilith, but remarkably
takes up extremely similar themes: ancient women castigated for their powers as a source of strength and inspiration
to contemporary feminists. I have also attended several non-operatic new music events in the course of this project
in which the witch/dark/demonic feminine has been a theme. Anglo-Indian sound artist Naomi Blacklock has also
drawn attention to these practices in contemporary art, sound or otherwise, in her doctoral thesis, “Conjuring
Alterity: Refiguring the Witch and the Female Scream in Contemporary Art,” PhD diss., Queensland University of
Technology, 2019.
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Ex. 4.1. Lilith, Adam, and Voice all sing from octatonic scale C-C#, in Lilith, scene 2, mm. 380-384.22

This musical setting gives the aural impression of the three members in the debate taking part on
an equal footing—that Lilith is conversant in the (musical) language of the men in the room, not
subservient or inferior. These few measures are not exceptional but exemplary: the process shown
in ex. 4.1 is often prevalent throughout similar scenes of dialogue between Lilith and the men.
I have already mentioned that these scenes operate on the level of humorous repartee; this
banterous tone was, for Davis, influenced by the blues. While I could hear this in general terms of
style and harmony, it was not until our conversations that the wider significance of this reference
emerged:
When they’re talking about the relationship between men and women, and they say, “OK,
let’s go back to the archives,” I made it a blues—it had to be the blues. For me it was about
that exchange, that history of recalling, you know, duets with Otis Redding,23 all kinds of
things—the repartee of the blues, and how I could exploit that…There’s this incredible
battle of the sexes that’s always implicit in the blues, whether it’s Bessie Smith or Robert
Johnson talking about it, it’s always this position of a battle over sex, and power. Most
often in a playful way, like “Candy Man,” and during this period,24 I studied all this music,
and that came out in Lilith too—especially the kind of dirtiness, the salaciousness of it, and
22

All score excerpts are my own reductions adapted from the original full score, Anthony Davis, Lilith (Episteme
Music, 2009). Used with permission.
23

Davis was likely thinking of the album King & Queen, duets between Redding and Carla Thomas (Stax/Atlantic,
1967).
24

This refers to time Davis spent working with writer Arnold Weinstein on a musical about Elvis Presley, called
TUPELO, which drew heavily on Presley’s influences from African American musical cultures—primarily, of
course, the blues.

234

also the raw, emotional aspect, the fact that it’s laying bare these feelings and this anxiety
about sexuality, which is basically at the root of Lilith. …So that was fascinating to me,
because in a way, these blues figures, from Ma Rainey, Bessie Smith, all these people, they
really negotiated those things in the songs they sang, so it seemed natural to me to draw on
that idea, even though it’s unnatural for an opera singer. 25
The “archives” passage he refers to comes in scene 2:
LILITH: He never loved me...
ADAM: I love no other.
LILITH: And Eve?
ADAM: Who?
LILITH: The next woman.
VOICE: Enough, Lilith. How do you know?
LILITH (sprechstimme): I know what’s coming, I have awareness. May I read from the
archives?
. The men are threatened, we may note from the above passage, precisely by her capacity for
knowledge—“I have awareness,” she reminds the men. Davis’s comments in our interview situate
this witty banter in a different cultural sphere than this dialogue would have first read in Havis’s
play; here, he takes his own relationship to this particular kind of repartee between the sexes and
establishes connections with his personal musical pasts. The “battle of the sexes” he hears in the
blues is here translated to a feminist, but still ultimately humorous, level. Moreover, the idea of
the raw and open sexuality of the material brings to mind Angela Davis’s analyses of women’s
blues, which she frames as subversive of gendered expectations:
The representations of love and sexuality in women’s blues often blatantly contradicted
mainstream ideological assumptions regarding women and being in love. They also
challenged the notion that women’s “place” was in the domestic sphere. 26
These passages in the drama are also useful to highlight some of Davis’s compositional
techniques. Modality, especially octatonicism, is prevalent throughout, as I noted in ex. 4.1. Modal
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Angela Y. Davis, Blues Legacies and Black Feminism: Gertrude Ma Rainey, Bessie Smith, and Billie Holiday
(New York: Pantheon, 1998; New York: Vintage, 1999), 11. Citations refer to the 1999 edition.
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and non-diatonic scales and clusters are, in general, the primary soundworld, guided especially by
the piano. This reflects Davis’s background as a pianist: Keith Waters identifies the harmonies of
modal jazz as especially relevant to post-bop genres, noting Chick Corea and Herbie Hancock in
particular, both of whom are important figures in a long piano tradition within which Davis is
situated.27 Moreover, Davis described to me a composing process driven strongly by the piano:
“Because I’m an improviser, I start playing, then I figure out what I want to write down from that,
so I can experiment with things. Sometimes I’ll take a whole libretto, or an act of an opera, and I
just play through the whole thing on the piano!”28 This process is perceptible in the relationship of
the vocal and instrumental melodies to the piano’s clusters, all centered modally: Ex. 4.1 shows a
linear, melodic use of the octatonic scale, which also manifests harmonically, as can be seen in ex.
4.2, where cluster chords built from the C-C# octatonic scale recur, alongside its melodic iteration
in the catchy, syncopated eight-note riff.

Ex. 4.2. Harmonic and melodic dominance of C-C# octatonic scale in opening riffs of Lilith, mm. 1-4 and 19-22.

27
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Davis’s use of modal scales as melodic content expresses in two ways: either an entire
passage will be dominated by a single collection, or multiple collections are elided. Exs. 4.3a-c
demonstrate the mixing of octatonic and whole tone scales, for instance (4.3a), and the use of
Messiaen’s third mode of limited transposition, shown in ex. 4.3b as a stacked piano chord. Cluster
trichords drawn from these scales, (013), (014), and (023), are often used in the opera, an example
of which is illustrated in ex. 4.3c. I designate these as clusters especially as a result of their
proximity in pitch space as played on the piano: Davis tends to write these trichords specifically
in close clusters, not spaced out registrally.

Ex. 4.3a. Elision of octatonic and whole-tone scales in clarinet melody, Lilith, opening of Scene 2, mm. 1-3.

Ex. 4.3b. Messiaen’s third mode of limited transposition in piano cluster chords, Lilith, Scene 2, m. 63.

Ex. 4.3c. Common trichords (013), (014), and (023) dominate in Lilith, Scene 3, mm. 15-19.

These three examples are intended to establish the harmonic parameters of Davis’s techniques: he
has a preference for particular sonorities, and these tend to be dissonant cluster chords and melodic
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lines built from modal scales, constructing an overall very rich harmonic language. All of these
are shaped by Davis’s extensive and diverse musical voice, especially as a pianist and improviser
.In the court passage shown in ex. 4.1, Lilith asserts her power through equality with Adam
and the Voice; conversely, she often articulates this strength through musical difference. As Havis
asserts, “really, Adam is deficient, and Lilith was much more perfected toward greatness, and in a
sense rivalling the angels.” 29 Another popular culture reference that Havis described to me as
influencing his character development for Lilith was the 1960s television series Bewitched, with
its relationship between Darren Stephens, a suburban advertising executive, and his stay-at-home
wife Samantha, a powerful witch who was passing for human. While Samantha is not an example
of the Hollywood femmes fatales mentioned earlier, Havis saw elements of Darren in his Adam,
something of a hapless, occasionally pathetic character who is beleaguered by both the women and
the magic disturbing his comfortable suburban life. Havis and Davis both drew attention to Adam
as similarly a rather pitiable creature—Davis also noted that although the vocal abilities of Ruff
Yeager, who sang Adam at the premiere, were somewhat lesser than the other performers, he did
not mind, as this fit with his conception of Adam as a weak figure.
Lilith’s threat, therefore, comes not just from being equal to Adam—created at the same
time—but, in fact, superior. A vivid example appears during scene 2, when she utters the “ineffable
name.”30 As above, Lilith outlines the C-C# octatonic scale, soaring to an astronomical D♭ (ex.
4.4a), followed by the Voice’s angry demand, “Who said the Ineffable Name?” over dramatic
cluster chords in the piano and orchestra (ex. 4.4b). The score also here instructs instrumentalists
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In the Jewish tradition, the name of the God of Israel, YHWH (Yod-Hei-Vav-Hei), or the tetragrammaton, is
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to “improvise harmonic texture with space”: in both the 2009 and 2015 performances, AaronsonDavis and Lander each fill this space in improvising with a variety of non-linguistic vocal sounds.
A considerable sonic rupture takes place during this passage, as a result of both the loud, dissonant
held chords in the ensemble and Lilith’s swooping, multi-octave line, reflecting the apparently
earth-shattering reverberations of Lilith’s blasphemy. Lander also employs this technique at the
end of Scene 1, as Claire morphs backwards in time to become Lilith—the abdication from
language and descent into anarchic vocal sound represents this transformation into Lilith. This
moment also recalls the Lilith of Salamanca’s novel and the subsequent film, in which she is said
to have created her own language, which no one else can understand.

Ex. 4.4a. Lilith pronounces the “ineffable name” on octatonic scale C-C#. Scene 2, mm. 301-308.

Ex. 4.4b. Dissonant cluster chords underlay the Voice’s angry response to Lilith, scene 2, mm. 309-310.

These court scenes humorously explore sexual and social inequalities in power through the
economically driven framework of a divorce settlement and arguments over property rights. How
Lilith is treated by the three male figures—Adam, the Voice, and God, though absent—is
representative of both her mythological history and how the patriarchal attitudes displayed have
manifested in all areas of gendered life; her rebuttals, then, offer a path to feminist empowerment.
This is achieved primarily, in my view, through an emphasis on reclaiming female sexual agency
from its categorization as sinful or threatening. When offered a “proposition,” for example, which
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involves wearing covering robes over her legs and breasts, forsaking the missionary position, never
saying the ineffable name, and taking a blindfold and gag each night, Lilith’s rejection of Adam
and the Voice’s demand of female deference points out that her disagreement is more than mere
contrariness. It is because she insists that she be recognized as an equal and multifaceted being:
I’m a loud woman of certain needs/Someone more complex demanding many speeds/I’m
a wise woman of distinction and mood, someone deeply refined with softness and
feeling/I’m a tender woman. (Scene 2)
She demands that her womanhood be recognized in all its forms, good and bad, and for its
multidimensionality that will not be persuaded to submit to a one-dimensional existence. Indeed,
the demand for sexual submissiveness here is inverted later in the present-day when Claire seduces
Arnold at his home in Scene 10, a re-enaction of their last sexual union in Eden that resulted in her
pregnancy. Engaging in “domineering sexual interplay,” it is now Arnold/Adam who is
blindfolded, thereby restoring to Lilith-Claire the power that caused her exile in Eden.
It is this very equality and superiority of strength which was so problematic for those
tackling Lilith in the Middle Ages, as Baskin made clear in discussing the representation of women
in midrashic traditions. Lilith sings “you made me too clever” during the court scenes, gesturing
precisely to the persistent fear of women’s knowledge-as-power. Davis renders this in a soaring
and meditative aria for Lilith in scene 3; arias, a term that I use to mean substantial solo passages
for a coherent section of text, are rare in the opera, with only one each afforded to Lilith and Eppy,
making this a significant moment. Firstly, Havis’s text here contrasts with the witticisms and biting
humor of the rest of scenes 2 and 3, in a poetry full of lyrical mysticism:
These aren’t mere arms, these are wings of a fiery spirit. The sun, the moon, and the earth
became triumvirate. I too have a magic amulet against them and their kind. Taste it, it’s
just like chocolate. A blue flame lives forever. Butterflies scatter, idle talk is chatter,
spinning centuries shall change us. Our lost memories may shame us…. Our union will
never sever!
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Moving away from octatonicism to a different, even more striking modality, Davis now articulates
a musical identity that is thoroughly associated with Lilith, reflecting, I argue, a sonic embodiment
of the different aspects of her character—mysticism, enchantment, seduction, power,
transcendence. This is a beguiling texture of white-note cluster chords; the harmony acquires a
modality that is also reflected in Lilith’s vocal line (ex. 4.5). Slowly, dissonances infiltrate this
texture, forming ever-denser tone clusters (ex. 4.6).

Ex. 4.5. White-note modal cluster chords in Lilith’s aria in Scene 3, mm. 203-207.

Ex. 4.6. Dissonances infiltrate the white-note cluster chords in Lilith’s aria, Scene 3, mm. 227-230.

Davis informed me that these passages were a gesture to Cecil Taylor, an important
influence, whose piano music is renowned for its dense tone clusters:31
That’s how he [Taylor] approaches modal music, as opposed to McCoy Tyner, or other
people; he thinks of these clusters, but also highlighting the dissonance. So I tried to create
that; it was my little tribute to Taylor; no one really knows that but me. It was fun for me,
but also drawing on my experience as an improviser, to bring the unexpected; what I’ve
absorbed from Cecil Taylor into this music was interesting, because he’s one of the
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musicians I most admire, and it tickled me, it was fun. I thought if Cecil heard it, he would
have got a kick out of it.32
Steven Block’s analyses also point to how Taylor uses cluster not merely used for coloristic effect,
but as part of the “structural design” 33 of his music. Block has also identified how “whole-tone
and chromatic gestures are additively developed as pc collections,” referring to Taylor’s Air above
Mountains (Buildings Within) (1976).34 The remarkable change in music and text at this point in
the opera reflects both a revelation of Lilith’s inner spirit—the aria is a vehicle for soliloquizing
and revealing oneself—and a seductive siren song which lures Adam into a final sexual encounter.
The white-note modality both gestures aurally to an atemporal state of being, a primal sense of
sound, while the dissonances that creep incrementally into the texture mimic, perhaps, the act of
seduction itself—if Lilith were thought of as the disruption, the dissonance, perhaps we can hear
those gradual black notes as Lilith’s growing influence, reflecting, moreover, that Lilith is in
control of the music as much as of Adam.

4.3. Divine Whore, Terrible Mother
Projecting Lilith’s agency is central to the whole opera; her moving aria represents, in my
view, the empathy that Davis and Havis have for Lilith, which they would like us as listeners to
engage with. Nevertheless, they are determined to probe the complexities of this power; while
Lilith’s rehabilitation is spurred by a feminist revisionism, her morality is never quite above
scrutiny; her behavior is never intended to appear to us as perfect, because the opera aims to
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complicate the categories of what it means to be a “good” or “pure” woman. It frames these
questions especially through exploring the two foremost aspects of Lilith’s identity: seducer and
mother. The elements of Lilith’s ever-changing identity are apt, according to Hurwitz, to morph
depending on whom she faces. When she is faced with a man:
The aspect of the divine whore, or, psychologically speaking, that of the seductive anima,
comes to the fore. To a woman, however, she will present above all the aspect of the terrible
mother [original emphasis]. 35
My analyses thus far have dealt with the “divine whore” side, in which Lilith’s sin is firstly posited
as sexual: her refusal to submit to the missionary position is indicative, for the male authorities, of
a dangerous and destructive level of female power. Hurwitz’s dual construction also turns the onus
of determining Lilith’s character onto the psychology of the individual perceiving her, thereby
confirming the argument Plaskow and others maintain that Lilith represents the projection of male
anxieties. Although Hurwitz attributes this projection also to female anxieties, from a feminist
perspective, both the “divine whore” and the “terrible mother” are inherently and exclusively
reflections of male patriarchal concerns.
Havis also mentioned to me the influence of the “Madonna-Whore” complex on his
creation of Lilith, again heavily shaped by cinematic representations. Hurwitz’s divine
whore/terrible mother dichotomy is evidently an expansion of Freud’s theory. The opera
interrogates these categories accordingly: following the standard version of the myth, it is only
once Lilith falls pregnant by Adam, after one last fling, that she is truly punished, and banished to
the Red Sea. Once the sin of sex has borne fruit in a child, the sin becomes that of the terrible
mother: her motherhood becomes a cursed one, as she will give birth to thousands of demon
children, which will all perish continually, like fruit flies. Recalling the quotation with which I
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opened this chapter, the Voice describes her as an accident of maternity as well as femininity.
Lilith’s reputation as child-stealer or killer as well as night-time seductress marks her sins as
especially feminine; devouring babies as a transgression of motherly duty, and active sexuality as
a transgression of female purity and submissiveness.
Nobody could reasonably claim that Lilith’s actions in the opera towards children are good
models for parents to follow; rather, Davis and Havis expand on the premise that the “terrible
mother” aspect of Lilith myths represents male anxieties about female agency. In a satirical critique
of society’s censure of failed or flawed mothers. Her offspring is forcibly aborted:
Lilith, before your body swells, we will abort this child, a young soul defiled. You may
covet every infant newly born to Adam and Eve. Yet such pure life so nascent is beyond
the reach of a thief in the Creator’s prison. We have fears to allay...We warn all mothers to
watch their children. [Voice, Scene 4]
Her punishment stems not only from the perception, in the eyes of the Voice, God, and Adam, that
she is unfit to mother her own child, but equally from the threat she is supposed to pose to all
children—an idea derived, as we have seen, directly from mythology. It is also here that a
dichotomy between the tainted Lilith and Adam and Eve’s progeny as inherently pure is most
explicitly stated. When I discussed this passage with Havis, I was curious about its emotional
impact; he said that he thought of Lilith’s punishment as a form of “genocide,” almost, in that the
race of children she bears are all wiped out. The judgment strikes us as particularly horrific, the
mother condemned to lose all children because she will not take up her subservient place, and the
opera is, as I understood it, making a larger point about how we treat women as mothers.
The idea of the “terrible mother” subsequently becomes the driving force of the narrative
in the latter half of the opera. Claire’s seduction of Arnold is unwelcome, but it is Lilith’s behavior
towards their son, Earl, which propels the drama forwards. Eppy is stirred to action not primarily
by Claire/Lilith’s sexual depravity in itself but its threatening potential to the child, made explicit
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when Claire avows that “[Earl] will worship me...he will confuse mother and whore.” The boy is
made to stand in for a whole host of anxieties, or psychological topoi: motherhood insecurities and
paranoia projected to him through Eppy, and through Lilith’s relationship with pregnancy and
child-bearing in the Eden scenes; there are also clear resonances with a Christ-like figure, the son
of mankind under threat, as well as Cain, as a stand-in for human sin.
Eppy’s anxiety over Earl’s corruption by Claire/Lilith is, in its humorous presentation, also
a satirical parody of what modern society perceives to be immoral and corrupting. Davis evoked
this musically in two especially powerful instances: firstly, in Scene 3 in Eden, when Lilith taunts
that she will haunt Adam and Eve’s offspring:
I tickle little boys in their sleep/They never stir, or make a peep/Before they awake, their
sheets are wet/Their flannel pajamas are drenched in sweat/All the little boys in their cribs,
jammies under their beds.
Over a highly syncopated, jagged ostinato riff played by the contrabass and the piano, Davis
requires the singer to alternate between rapping and singing these lines (ex. 4.7); in the premiere,
the Angel beatboxes in the background. (In the workshop performance, there is no beatboxing, but
rather electronic amplification and distortion of Lilith’s voice.) On first hearing, this passage struck
me as extremely uncomfortable to listen to: I recoiled at the unpleasantness of listening to a
character revel in causing young boys’ nocturnal emissions, especially as this scene is geared
towards attracting sympathy for Lilith from the audience due to her mistreatment by God.

Ex. 4.7. Lilith’s rapping in Scene 3, with heavily syncopated contrabass and piano ostinati.
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Given further consideration, however, it becomes clear that provoking this discomfort is
deliberate (a perception confirmed to me by Davis): listeners are supposed to recognize in Lilith’s
words not her unsavory desires, but precisely those projected anxieties I described above—that a
woman’s sexuality is deemed particularly depraved when expressed around children, a corruption
of her motherly role. This rap was also intended to play subversively on the dominance of male
sexuality in hip hop, Davis told me. Afterwards, Lilith is judged too transgressive to stay in Eden;
too sexual (for a woman), her pregnancy is soiled, evil, and her fault alone. Consequently, she is
transformed into the mythological “cradle-snatcher.” In Rossen’s film, Lilith Arthur appears
several times in the guise of the demonic mother, firstly in uncomfortably quasi-erotic interactions
with young boys at a country fair, and then with a boy in the street in the town. In the latter scene,
Vincent watches on, Rossen overlaying the present image with his memory of the earlier incident
at the fair, where Lilith induced the boy to touch her lips (fig. 4.1). In the novel, she speaks the
disturbing line, “to possess a child—oh, that would be exquisite.”36

Fig. 4.1. Jean Seberg as Lilith in Lilith (1964): overlaid images of interactions with two young boys, shown from
Vincent’s memory. 37
36
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Lilith’s threat to tickle boys and make them laugh has a basis in mythology; Graves and
Patai identify that “If Lilith nevertheless succeeded in approaching the child and fondling him, he
would laugh in his sleep.”38 Laughter here is both an unnatural nocturnal behavior, representative
of the intrusion of a dark force, and resonant with her witch side, the laughter of the boys forming
an expression of the sorceress’s cackle, a sound that exists beyond the line of the normal voice.
Vincent’s boss in Rossen’s film, Miss Bryce, quips ominously at the beginning that “somehow
insanity seems a lot less sinister to watch in a man than a woman, doesn’t it?” Lilith’s voice
throughout the film plays on this, endowed with a dual sonic association; first, early on, laughter
at a picnic turns into a manic, hysterical sound that merges with the thunder of a gathering storm.
Later, when Vincent’s obsession has deepened, he tosses and turns at night—and, in a single bed
in his grandmother’s home, quite paralleling the young boy—hearing Lilith’s laughter in his
dreams, as once again a storm rages outside. Lilith’s hysterical voice thus becomes linked sonically
with the dark, threatening, primal force of nature, contrasting with the enchantment and seduction
that arises through the sound of her playing the flute.
The “terrible mother” image is subsequently developed with a straighter humor in scene
14. As Eppy fretfully guards Earl in a hotel room, the young boy is playing a video game titled
“Lilith, the Succubus Bitch,” a clear nod to Lilith’s seductress-demonic mythical image,
accompanied by shimmering sounds from a Kurzweil synthesizer that cut eerily through the
conventional orchestra (ex. 4.8). This passage adds another dimension to the opera’s parody of
notions of how society treats women who behave “abnormally,” here playing on another the fear
that video games will corrupt children, especially with violent and/or sexual content. 39
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Ex. 4.8. Kurzweil synthesizer played to simulate Earl’s video game, “Lilith, the Succubus Bitch,” Scene 14.

Davis drew on his own son Jonah’s playing of video games (Jonah sang the role of Earl in the
premiere), infusing this scene with a strong sense of play and irony throughout. Again, these
elements all form psychological topoi in the opera that manifest in different contexts. In the game,
Earl defeats an Angel in a battle over the Red Sea, also thereby blending three different realities:
the game, the hotel room, and the myth, the Red Sea as the place whence Lilith was banished, and
where she birthed her many demon children. Subsequently, the Angel (the Voice) speaks to Eppy
through the video game, telling her she can use an amulet to ward off Claire/Lilith. Although most
of the action in the opera appears to happen in the “present,” then, as the dramatic climax nears
the temporal boundaries become increasingly blurred.
Lilith as the terrible mother is a thread uniting the different strands of the opera’s feminist
narratives, given its centrality to the dramatic action. The other side to motherhood in the opera is,
of course, Eppy, and the confrontation between the two women, reflecting the classic duality of
female archetypes. I have spent some time characterizing the different manifestations of liliths

as the classic games Davis was inspired by, that are titled “Lilith” in some form, even if no related character actually
appears; a number would fall under the category of “adult” games in their overtly sexualized imagery, essentially
softcore pornography.
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across history and in various media, and a complement to this is the idea of Eve, although she
appears only in her modern incarnation. While the “battle of the sexes” motif is a humorous way
for Davis and Havis to interrogate Adam and Lilith’s relationship, it is undergirded, first and
foremost, by a rehabilitation of Lilith; similarly, the Eve-Lilith duality is complicated in the opera
beyond the conventional stereotype of women competing over a man. Psychological ambiguity,
fluid notions of identity and sense of self, and female sexuality, all stand at the center of this
relationship.

4.4. Eve-Lilith Duality
Who is Eve in the opera? Is she simply the good half of an eternal feminine counterpoint
of purity and vice? While Lilith has been absent from representations of woman throughout
history, Eve has always been the archetype of flawed femininity, the root of original female sin,
the cause of humanity’s innate defects. Eve was perfectly formed, but imperfectly human—
imperfectly female. Restoring Lilith to the narrative, though, obscured Eve’s transgressions,
bringing the demonic, dark side to the fore. The opera’s narrative foregrounds Eve as the perfect
woman as yet unrealized, who will take Lilith’s place, at the same time as it shows us Eppy, today’s
manifestation of this improved wife. While we meet Eppy in scene 1, the other characters’
references to Eve throughout the opera offer clues to her identity:
VOICE: Know Eve. She is Lilith without fire, she is Lilith without danger, nothing
stranger. (Scene 2)
LILITH: The woman without song...She’s just my size, but clearly not of my stature.
(Scene 2)
This Eve, this woman, will introduce you to sin...she acts unconscious. This is evil. Her
ignorance will tempt the serpent. The serpent will enter her, making her worse than me.
(Scene 3)
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Lilith’s attitude during the divorce scenes is predominantly disdainful towards the “new woman”
who is about to be created, insinuating that she will be empty-headed, vacuous, subservient, and
unintelligent—and that Adam will always desire his first wife. When Adam asks, for instance, “Is
she [Eve] as sexy as Lilith?,” Lilith disdainfully replies “She has a vagina, Adam”; Eve for Lilith
will be nothing more than an empty vessel to fulfil Adam’s sexual needs, but without Lilith’s
powerful sexuality.
A particularly intriguing reference in the play is the characterization of Eve/Eppy as a
“cipher”: it is eliminated from the libretto, doubtless for expediency—much of Havis’s dialogue
is necessarily cut or condensed—but I consider the play’s original text to be a relevant source for
interpreting the opera. In Part One, Lilith states plainly that “Eve is a cipher”; subsequently, in Part
Two, Claire describes Eppy to Arnold thus: “Let her see us. She’ll be more satisfied if she confirms
her fears. Eppy is a masochistic squirrel. Weak wuss woman. A cipher. An insect in an apron.”40
The latter line is condensed in the opera to simply: “Eppy is a masochistic squirrel, an insect in an
apron.” There is another subtext here too: the idea of an “insect in an apron” belittles Eve/Eppy
both in terms of her physical appearance and her identity as mother and wife. The apron’s
implications of suburban domesticity are cast as bound up with the restrictive, patriarchal
femininity against which Claire/Lilith explicitly fights.
Havis’s notion of the “cipher” struck me as an unusual choice of word, one which I had
also recently encountered in a comparable literary context. In Anna Burns’s novel Milkman (2018),
the 18-year-old female protagonist and narrator expresses her frustration at how her community,
especially the local men, view her, with a reference to being a “cipher” that resonates with Havis’s
use:
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It’s that they have this idea, these people, that you’re stupid, that you’re incapable of
discerning that they think you stupid. Also, they don’t see you as a person but instead as
some cipher, some valueless nobody whose sole objective is to reflect back onto them the
glory of themselves. 41
The novel also anonymizes all its characters, who are given ciphers as the more usual connotation
of a coded message or moniker (Milkman, Boyfriend, Mother, etc.). The secondary meaning of
the term cipher used to refer to a person of little importance, of empty significance, a drone or
servant with no individual free will, is drawn on by both Milkman’s narrator and by Claire/Lilith;42
Eve is cast as lacking any personality or identity beyond that which is in service to Adam/Arnold.
Just as Milkman’s protagonist feels she is seen as worthy only when reflecting the glory of the men
around her, so too is this Eve nothing but a reflection of the First Man, a “valueless nobody.”
The opera hardly lets this conception of Eve exist without scrutiny: unlike the Eve of
mythology, Havis and Davis’s Eve fights back, counteracting the image of her being presented by
others, and complicating a one-dimensional portrayal of Eve as subservient, ignorant, and both
guileless and “evil.” To begin with, she is set against Arnold/Adam, who is thoroughly clueless, a
wet, hopeless figure—it is obvious from the first scene in which Claire and Eppy trade barbs that
it is the women who will be driving the drama. In Arnold and Eppy’s marriage, moreover, Davis
introduces a twist on the blues-inspired repartee discussed above; he thought of their relationship
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Williams ed., Advances in Cryptology: Proceedings of the Conference on the Theory and Application of
Cryptographic Techniques, (Berlin, Heidelberg: Springer, 1985). As well as the homonymic correspondence
between “eve” and “eave,” it bears consideration that Eve would be chosen to represent a specifically passive figure
in this context. The cryptographic and literary uses of the term have evolved in very separate contexts, but
nonetheless reflect a parallel coincidental use of the idea of Eve.
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and dialogue in terms of bebop, as well as referencing Leonard Bernstein’s one-act opera Trouble
in Tahiti (1952) as a model, Eppy paralleling the discontented 1950s suburban housewife Dinah.
I certainly hear these parallels in style in Eppy and Arnold’s bickering in Scene 6, of which ex. 4.9
shows an excerpt; their fast-paced and rhythmically diverse lines evoke both bebop and Sam and
Dinah’s argument, similarly about the husband’s potential infidelity, in scene 1 of Trouble in
Tahiti.

Ex. 4.9. Eppy and Arnold’s bickering in scene 6, mm. 41-46, evoking bebop and Trouble in Tahiti.

Later, just as Lilith was given a moving aria in scene 3, Eppy is similarly foregrounded in
Scene 9, in an aria that establishes a counterpoint to other characters’ representations of her
character. The text deals with questions of aging, happiness, and waning marital love; it also gives
Eppy the opportunity to exalt her own sexuality and the pleasure she sees in her own body, a
statement mirroring Lilith’s sexual power:
The petals of my flower bleed as if time died. Look at the hourglass; listen to the red oriole.
Am I aging needlessly when kisses turn to dust? Must I hemorrhage to please you? Your
wife is not loved. My fine breasts for you, my silky hair, my sweet wetness, for us lost in
candlelight. Cry for me tonight. Your wife is not loved.
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Davis’s setting is pensive and lament-like, emphasizing falling chromatic motion, appoggiaturas,
and diminished triads (vocal line only shown in ex. 4.10), and is indeed a true aria—as discussed
in Exs. 5 and 6 above, a privilege, operatically speaking, not granted to the men in Lilith.

Ex. 4.10. Eppy’s lamenting aria in scene 9, “The petals of my flower,” mm. 13-18.

The connection drawn here between marriage discontent and the aging female body was
proposed by Davis as particularly relevant to how “women of a certain age relate to Lilith, relate
to the story, relate to the fact of all the physical things that women have to deal with… it’s more
of an identification with women over 35 than women under 35...they understand her desperation,
the sense of lack of control, the relationship to the body, all those things.”43 In that interview, Davis
says this perception is based partly on his interactions with female audience members, but the
watershed moment of age 35 is problematic—the association is clearly with the transition of
menopause, but that varies widely. Moreover, this is a rather generalized statement based, I
believe, on a very personal perception of women “of a certain age.” Though this is a problematic
assertion, Eppy’s lament draws on (and potentially challenges) widespread stereotypes of the postmenopausal woman as lacking sexual attraction, couched in references to lost virginity (her
“petals”) and the cessation of menstruation (“Must I hemorrhage?”), both code for a specifically
female youth and purity. It also recalls my earlier reference to the parallels between Lilith and the
history of witches; in the latter, both menstruation and lactation have figured in analyses of why
women—normally older women—were accused of witchcraft.44 Clarke Garrett identifies these
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themes as central to male psychological panic surrounding witches, 45 and Hilda Ma has addressed
the subject as indicative of “early modern anxieties over the aging bodies of unruly women.” 46 I
see Eppy’s aria, therefore, at the intersection of several strands of concepts of womanhood—the
aging female body as both suspect and repulsive, and the association with demonic female power
through Lilith.
Beyond these aspects, Eppy/Eve is shown to be more complex a figure in her fight to save
her son from Claire/Lilith’s clutches. Above all, Havis and Davis emphasize their duality in taking
inspiration from the psychoanalytical tradition which denotes them as two halves of female
identity. In the concluding dialogue of scene 8, the idea that Lilith is the “enemy within” every
woman is foregrounded, erasing a distinction between Lilith the child-stealer and Eppy/Eve the
true mother:
CLAIRE: We have given birth to the very same child.
EPPY: Get away! Fly to Hell!
CLAIRE: We are beloved sisters...
EPPY: I will kill you!
CLAIRE: ...genuine mothers of one mystical uterus.
EPPY: If you come again, I’ll tear your fucking eyes right out from your skull! This, I swear.
On one level this is a straightforward confrontation between a villainous predator and a mother
protecting her son. Yet Havis’s comments on their relationship invite a deeper understanding:
The opera is saying “What happens when Eve becomes Lilith?”...and that’s another
paradox for women to look at, if they can see Lilith inside themselves as mother or as
wife... Eve and Lilith can look at each other in the mirror, that they are really one identity,
about which still persist to this day, for instance when young girls are “exiled” during their time of the month.
Suffice to say that these are related ways in which a certain facet of womanhood is used as justification for
misogynistic behavior.
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that have to deal with the tension in modern life as well as in biblical times. How do you
survive if you’re 100% Lilith?47

Havis interrogates the shades of feminine identity through implying not only that Eve and
Lilith are two sides of the same coin, but also that Lilith is a part of our identity. Moreover, the
implication is that Early is, in fact, the product of Adam and Lilith’s final, fateful sexual union.
The opera positions two pairs of men and women, a son, and an ombudsman-like God,
mediated through the Voice, but in effect none are important as characters in their own right, rather
acting as metaphorical proxies for the male and female psyche. It is clear from the earliest scenes
that the underlying implication throughout the opera is that Lilith and Eve are two sides of the
same womanly coin—although, as in the narrative temporalities, there is a deliberate ambiguity
about how and to what extent this duality manifests. The following comparison between scene 2
and the final scene emphasize this point:
Scene 2
LILITH: The other woman is my enemy.
VOICE: The other woman is still you.

Scene 15
EPPY: I am the natural female; you are the
counterfeit.
CLAIRE: You seem so much like me...

As we never meet Lilith and Eve together, but only ever as Claire and Eppy, the “duality”
is in fact threefold, a network of associated references linking (a) the Eden group characterizing
Eve, (b) Claire describing Eppy, and (c) Eppy’s own actions. In their scenes together, Davis
typically places Claire and Eppy in an extremely intimate musical space, rather than a more typical
operatic opposition between soprano and alto or mezzo-soprano voices—one can easily imagine a
stereotypical division of these roles in which the innocent woman is cast as soprano, and the
witch/seductress/terrible mother as a lower voice (Verdi’s Azucena, Bizet’s Carmen, Strauss’s
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Klytemnestra, perhaps). At their first meeting in scene 1, for instance, upon first introduction, their
melodies are constructed in near-identical fashion, dominated by tritones and octatonic movement,
and often presenting the “mirror image” of each other. Ex. 4.11 shows Claire’s lines rising in
answer, matching Eppy’s descending tritone, while their lines together cover almost the full C-C#
octatonic scale (missing only an A). In the court scene shown in ex. 4.1, I read musical similarity
as equality; here, the same techniques instead work to emphasize a blurring between the two
identities that Claire and Eppy represent. between the characters as just that: equality; here, the
context offers the possibility of an interpretation more closely aligned with emphasizing Claire
and Eppy’s blurred identities.

Ex. 4.11. Eppy and Claire’s melodic lines matched in contour and pitch content, using only 7 notes of the C-C#
octatonic scale. Lilith, scene 1, mm. 137-142.

Ex. 4.12. Claire and Eppy echo one another, Scene 8, mm. 48-53.

The closeness of the two women’s lines intensifies further in scene 8, during the
confrontation quoted above: the women are cast as musical shadows of one another, echoing and
imitating, emphasized by the final question “Am I?” (ex. 4.12). Who is looking into the mirror,
and seeing the reflection of the other? At the same time, however, this blurring does not lead to a
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reconciliation between the two women—they are neither fully melded into one being nor purely
oppositional. Davis and Havis’s shared penchant for ambiguity remains in place throughout the
opera. It is also worth noting that Havis has demonstrated a consistent focus on exploring the
psychology of dysfunctional and ambiguous liaisons in several of his other plays, especially those
(step)mother-daughter, father-daughter, and husband-wife relationships. Three in particular,
spanning the five years before Lilith premiered in 1991, are especially indicative: in Mink Sonata
(1986), Havis puts the spotlight on strenuous father-daughter and stepmother-daughter
relationships, in which the two women are posited in a deliberate counterpoint of
beautiful/disturbed, but are both played by the same woman, playing on the same blurring of
identity prevalent in Lilith. It also touches on the similar issue of how “abnormal” women are
treated and represented by society, especially regarding mental illnesses.
In an interview on his play Haut Gout (1987), Havis drew attention to his attraction to
portraying confrontation and ambiguity through psychological prisms: “whatever the tapestry, I
like an unusual conflict. I also like either the fantastical or things that are very much real—but
because of some deep-seated psychology, they reverberate and don't become realistic.” 48 Finally,
in Morocco (1988), which Mel Gussow described as a “comedy of menace,” 49 a husband and
wife’s marriage is put under the microscope through a darkly humorous look at the representation
of woman through the lens of the men around her. Coupled with the Hitchcock-like elements of
Salamanca and Rossen’s Lilith, as well as all the Hollywood femmes fatales that inspired Havis, it
is the construction of a deepening psychological drama around the idea of a the dark feminine, in

Havis, quoted in Janice Arkatov, “Havis Develops ‘Haut Gout’ for Confrontation,” Los Angeles Times, September
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an indeterminate narrative, that is at the center of the opera. When I suggested a Hitchcock parallel
to Havis, he agreed, but pointed out that in Hitchcock the viewer knows what the crime is that’s
been committed—in Lilith’s case, it is instead the threat, the sense, the idea of what she might do,
rather than the femme fatale who stabs, poisons, robs, and deceives poor unsuspecting men.
In our interview, Havis offered a vivid analogy to how he sees the concept of identity in
Lilith; referring to the dual timeframe, I asked about memory and identity—what happens when
Claire and Arnold seem to remember that they are Lilith and Adam? Havis often used the word
“jolt” to describe these moments, something that forces the modern-day characters into the
memory that they are more than those identities, that they are instantiations of archetypal human
beings. It was also, for Havis, analogous to the experience of a psychedelic trip: assuming you
don’t have a bad trip, he described it as shedding your name and identity, which falls away “like a
jacket” falling off your body. It is a moment of knowing that you inhabit a timeless existence, an
awareness that you don’t really exist. I pressed Havis on whether this has a disruptive effect on
“real” life, when you emerge from the trip, and agreed that it does because you cannot go back
from having had that experience. Havis’s thinking is also reminiscent of the influence of
Salamanca’s Lilith, especially in the protagonist-narrator’s reflection on the story:
This whole period of my life has about it the quality of a dream, lurid and grotesque, whose
bizarre intensity has nevertheless a kind of demented splendor, like a heap of shattered
stained glass from a ruined cathedral window which I saw once in the rubble of a Manila
street: broken images in livid, leprous colors, the fragments, once holy, profaned by
mutilation, insanely and obscenely juxtaposed.50
Vincent’s descriptions, while seeming to illustrate the imagery that this period in his life has
imprinted on his memory, clearly signify Lilith: the “lurid and grotesque” and the “profaned”
“leprous” colors, the woman “obscenely juxtaposed” as at once siren and demon.
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Building on this psychological understanding of identity in the opera, I return to Hurwitz’s
application of Jungian psychoanalysis to the Lilith myth—it would seem to resonate well with
Davis and Havis’s approach in the opera—but my earlier expressed skepticism towards the
relevance of Hurwitz’s reading to a twenty-first century reading of Lilith is magnified by Davis
and Havis’s final scene. In the first instance, this is because the opera denies any strict boundary
between these “sides” of the feminine, and secondarily, because it also introduces a degree of
sexual ambiguity into the Lilith narrative, and her relationship with Eve. For instance, Hurwitz
argues that because the Alphabet Ben Sira was written by and for men, it is primarily about the
male rather than the female psyche. His criticism of Plaskow and other feminist authors on Lilith
perpetuates a heteronormative framework which only considers relationships between man and
woman as illustrative of the psychological dimensions of the Lilith myth.
Plaskow, by contrast, writes that it was only upon coming out, approximately a decade
after first writing “The Coming of Lilith,” that she realized the “potentially sexual nature of the
energy between Eve and Lilith.” 51 Davis and Havis’s consciousness of the personal and political
significance of Lilith in the feminist movements of the later twentieth century influences their reexamination of Lilith mythology in a similar way. The opera’s ending offers a space of imagination
where sexual empowerment transcends Lilith’s refusal to submit to the missionary position in
highlighting the erotic potential of the Eve-Lilith duality. The dramatic climax in the final scene,
during which Eppy appears to morph into Lilith, brings the conflict between the two “sides” to the
fore. Eppy’s attempts to use amulets to banish Claire, however, become sexually charged in their
duet, just before Lilith/Claire’s spirit evaporates into iridescence.
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The opera’s manifold strategies of questioning conventional patriarchal notions of
femininity are greatly augmented by exploring this aspect, because it offers a challenge to
persistent representations of Eve-Lilith in archaic and sexist modes, where their duality is nothing
more than opposition. Those tend to fetishize the idea of women’s competitiveness, pitting vice
against virtue, and, as in Hurwitz’s psychoanalytical framework, do not allow the two women to
exist as anything other than heteronormative archetypes. The direction for this finale reads: “Eppy
is caught in Claire’s spell. Their lips touch,” as Claire implores Eppy for a kiss. Shown in ex. 4.13,
Davis reverts to the Taylor gesture: dense white-note chord clusters, slowly giving way to creeping
dissonances, the same process as in Lilith’s scene 3 aria (see Exs. 4.5 and 4.6). As before, modality
here lends an air of mysticism and meditation. The final Cmaj9 chord of the opera sustains the
harmonic ambiguity of these tone clusters, with a persistent A♭ refusing to disappear.

Ex. 4.13. White-note clusters in final moments between Claire and Eppy in Scene 15, Lilith.

This sonically embodies the confrontational duality between Eve and Lilith, but in a more
muddled and deliberately ambiguous way than a simple division between modal purity/goodness
(Eve) and dissonant intrusion (Lilith). Firstly, the modality has throughout the opera been
associated with Lilith, not Eve; it symbolizes a mystical, powerful, spiritual force. Secondly,
though the clustered chords are technically dissonant, they do not sound harsh or unpleasant to my
ears, , even though the A♭s and B♭s are audible intrusions in the harmonic space. This certainly
does symbolize Lilith’s disruptive presence to the cosmic order that Adam and Eve are supposed
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to have embodied for eternity—that theirs is the story of humanity, not Lilith; here she is returned
to the narrative. Thirdly, as I scrutinize the score, I am separating out these elements, but of course,
we hear them simultaneously; they bleed into one another, mingling, sometimes distinguishable,
sometimes muddled in dense clusters. Taylor’s own description of the dimensions of sound in his
music speak to the multiple interpretative possibilities of the layers emerging from these tone
clusters, as cited by John Litweiler in his analysis of Taylor and free jazz:
I can have four or five bodies of sound existing in a duality of dimension...I might decide
to have three or four different voices or choirs existing and moving with different weight
propelling their ongoing motion...you have therefore, what starts out as a linear voice
becoming within itself like horizontal because of the plurality of exchange between the
voices.52
There is no way to hear the ending as meaning in one direction, and I read this as
embodying the openness of the Eve-Lilith (Eppy-Claire) erotic energy here. Implying a sexual
attraction is in itself a potent act, a gesture of reclaiming power over the Eden narrative and its
cultural legacy; but this openness pushes further. Judith Peraino’s insightful work on queer
listening and music, inspired and shaped by classic work on gender and sexuality in the 1990s,
argues that because music has often been thought of as “ineffable…[it] can be understood as
resembling queer subjectivity: music’s position outside language resembles the impossibility of
signifying subjectivities that lie outside normative heterosexuality.” 53 Peraino’s work is especially
interesting in this context in her tracing of music’s loose signifying capacities to the songs of the
Homeric Sirens; more specifically, her use of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s description of queer
subjectivity captures perfectly the ambivalence of the Lilith ending in its resistance to clear
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categories of musical and narrative experience—who loves whom, and how, what is dark or light,
what idea of the Woman comes out triumphant, what is dissonance and what is diatonicism. Queer
subjectivity for Sedgwick is an
Open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and
excesses of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s
sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically. 54

In musical space as Peraino and others conceive of it, the imposed heteronormativity of the
Lilith-Adam-Eve triumvirate is overturned in Lilith in favor of Sedgwick’s “open mesh of
possibilities.” Returning to Angela Davis’s analysis of women’s blues, she also drew, particularly
in discussing Billie Holiday, Audre Lorde’s idea of the feminist possibilities of “the erotic as
power.”55 Looking in more detail at Lorde’s articulation of eroticism, I find a strong resonance
with Lilith; Lorde writes that
The erotic offers a well of replenishing and provocative force to the woman who does not
fear its revelation, nor succumb to the belief that sensation is enough. The erotic has often
been misnamed by men and used against women. It has been made into the confused, the
trivial, the psychotic, the plasticized sensation. 56
This is a perfect encapsulation of Lilith’s strength, and millennia of male anxieties over female sex
and sexuality, and apt for what happens at the end of Lilith, moving beyond hearing it as merely a
dramatic conflict between womanly forces of good and evil. Lilith is strength, because Lilith does
not fear the “revelation” of the erotic. Her erotic power is precisely not psychotic but
“replenishing”; as Davis quipped, “even God couldn’t deal with a woman’s power.”57 I can also
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sense another absorbing feminist urge intermixed here: if Eppy/Eve/Claire/Lilith are, in fact, not
intended to be distinguishable, separate women, but facets of womanhood, this energy morphs
perhaps into a form of self-love, one that transcends the sexual implications. Ultimately, however,
these elements are left ambiguous, not through an unwillingness to commit to a concluded
narrative, but because this Eve/Lilith relationship should be open, to be able to signify differently
for different listeners.
The narrative and philosophical significance of this ending is also in question. It would
seem appropriate that Lilith apparently disintegrates into the ether, melting as the ultimate Wicked
Witch, but in an act of final resistance, we hear her shout “Bitch!” as she fades away. Has the Lilith
threat been neutralized? As the orchestra similarly dissolves into silence—from fff to ppp in the
space of three measures—the overriding impression is rather of assimilation, that the Lilith
“aspect” has neither triumphed nor failed, but has been re-absorbed into an internal struggle.

4.5. Staging Duality in [Re]Creating Lilith
In the above examples I have complicated the inherent binary oppositions presupposed in
longstanding assessments of feminine identity based on the mythical archetypes of Eve and Lilith,
and have pursued a discussion of how feminist and queer thought is especially well placed to
problematize these oppositions. I now turn to discussing the 2015 workshop production, which I
watched through a filmed version that is primarily static—it integrates film into the design, but the
camera does not manipulate angles; I am therefore watching approximately as an audiene member
would have. Promotional material for [Re]Creating Lilith notes that “because Lilith and Eve share
aspects of each other, the opera’s directing and design concept relies on windows, mirrors, screens
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and shadows to reflect the myriad contours of female identity split into two halves.” 58 As this
version has only five scenes, it ends a third of the way in: scene 1 occurs in the present day, in
which Claire and Eppy meet; scenes 2-4 in Eden, with the divorce proceedings, Lilith and Adam’s
final sexual encounter, and scene 5 presents Lilith’s monologue reacting to her exile. The music
remained the same. Initially the production was to be a full staging, but it was not possible.
The production played explicitly with the psychological complexities of the Eve/Lilith
dichotomy I discuss above. When Eppy demands “Who are you?” in Scene 1, Claire replies simply,
“I am you in the mirror late at night” (shown in ex. 4.11). Keturah Stickann’s direction and
choreography used mirrors to literalize this aspect of their relationship: these mirrors are not
simply reflective, but diffractive, their strategic placing fragmenting the space. Although the
production notes indicated the “splitting” of female identity, I argue that the multifaceted
refractions of the women’s likenesses are not a simple bisection. As in the examples above, Davis
and Havis’s presentation of two ideas of the feminine is in fact suffused with far more ambiguity.
Figs. 4.2-4 show images from the performance: in scene one, we witness Eppy checking
her reflection and make-up in a mirror in the café immediately prior to meeting Claire (fig. 4.2);
now in the final scene, the use of mirrors and videos turns that simple action inside out. By using
images from the first scene, this staging of scene 5 emphasizes visually the complex notion of
Claire and Lilith as one being. This is a fact that the audience could readily infer, as it is obvious
that Claire is a modern-day Lilith, but what is never explicitly asserted is whether she is actually
Lilith, brought into the present from the past. The same goes for Eppy and Eve, even though Eve
never has a corporeal presence in the opera: these characters are neither identical nor separate. In
fig. 4.3, Lilith gazes into the same mirror from the inside, seeing both her and Eppy’s reflections;
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in fig. 4.4, the mirrors form a triple effect, with Lilith at the center, a video projection of her
preening on stage right, and Eppy applying make-up at stage left.

Fig. 4.2. Eppy checks her reflection in Scene 1, [Re]Creating Lilith (2015).59

Fig. 4.3. Lilith and Eppy in the mirror, Scene 5, [Re]Creating Lilith (2015).

Fig. 4.4. Lilith and Eppy in the mirrors, and a pregnant Lilith, Scene 5, [Re]Creating Lilith (2015).

Images are stills taken from the recorded performance, “[Re]Creating Lilith,” University of California Television,
https://youtu.be/3936v5A-8p8. Accessed November 2018.
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These images change rapidly in the moment of performance, lending an aura of chaos and
confusion rather than the static reflection these stills imply. The staging choices here magnify,
both literally and metaphorically, the question Havis posed: “What happens when Eve becomes
Lilith?” There is no transformation either way, rather a gradual revelation of, it feels, as a spectator,
to be the interior of the female mind. Havis’s production notes for the 1991 play indicates,
similarly:
In the final twilight moments, Eppy may recognize Lilith in her own image—two women
with the same face, this being a far greater paradox than simply a wife fighting a beautiful
invading mistress from the Garden of Eden. 60
Ending the opera with scene 5 also radically alters the narrative arc of the work, as well as the
ultimate conclusions—ambiguous as they may be—that are drawn in the final scene. Firstly, the
subplot of Earl’s abduction, which I have argued is the driving force of the narrative in the latter
half of the opera, is excised; secondly, ending with Lilith’s sorrowful and contemplative soliloquy
forms a striking contrast to the electrifying confrontation between Claire and Eppy that concludes
the full version. Havis’s text is mournful, a song of loss for Lilith’s unborn child whom she will
never see: “Little you, little me, in the trees, on our knees/Little me, on the beach, out of
reach/Under leaves, without sleeves/Little you, little me.” While the emotional strength of this
scene is still present in the original structure for the opera, its placement at the end of the scenes
in Eden is especially impactful as an ending, even if not initially intended as such.
The Taylor-esque white-note cluster chords appear once more, emulating this time pathos
for Lilith rather than the mystical strength they evoke in the full opera’s ending, drawing more on
the atmosphere of prayer and meditation created by the slow tempo and gentle fluctuating of each
instrumental line (ex. 4.14). Furthermore, the very end of the scene, which in [Re]Creating Lilith
60
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is the end of the opera itself, dissipates into almost nothing, with Lilith’s last “you” and “me” sung
on long held notes, and a brief eighth-note plucked at the very last second (ex. 4.15). It is worth
noting that of course Davis never conceived of the ending at this point until the workshop, and in
our conversation, he pointed out his desire for it to be “more sinister,” but that this “protective
Lilith” is an interesting element drawn out in the pathos of this (now) final aria.

Ex. 4.14. Calm modal texture across full ensemble, Lilith’s soliloquy, scene 5, Lilith, mm. 12-16. (Last scene in
[Re]Creating Lilith (2015).

Ex. 4.15. Dissipating texture at the end of scene 5, mm. 30-33, and conclusion of [Re]Creating Lilith (2015).
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Why end with such ambiguity, whether ending after five scenes or in the full production?
Why not bring Lilith to triumph (or is the reality that she remains always)? The endings both offer
a vivid counterpoint to the typical fates of operatic women; Lilith does not die, but is absorbed into
something resembling a fundamental life-force, a white light energy, Eve does not die, and the
men are really quite forgotten about altogether. Unlike Lulu, who must be eviscerated for her
sexual sinning out of sight by Jack the Ripper so that we hear only her primal scream, Lilith and
Eve both get to speak, not just cry, and ambiguity also allows them to live on past the final note.
We do reach the limitations of the lack of a full staging of the opera at this point, which would be
capable of interrogating these ideas in a more multidimensional aesthetic—something that Davis
was keen to achieve with the workshop, but which was simply not realized.
Both Davis and Havis described to me the ways in which the opera shows Eppy’s
transformation into a more Lilith-like figure. This certainly materializes in the sense of a feminist
reclamation of Lilith’s power: it is a strength she finds within herself, finding that little bit of Lilith
that might lie within all women. I am not so sure, however, that the opera shows Eve/Eppy
transforming into Lilith/Claire, taking on her aspects; I think it is left more open to the possibility
that neither of these ideas of womanhood are entirely legitimate.61 Havis asks what happens when
you’re “100%” Lilith, implying that when this occurs, it is fatal and destructive. But this to me
feels like a continuation of the old formulation of female identity as made up of just these two
sides—I might be only 10% Lilith, only occasionally letting the darkness break through, or, at

Estela V. Welldon’s pioneering work on the ideas of motherhood and perversion, for instance, sat well neither
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90%, I’d be up with the legions of femmes fatales, with only the slimmest hope of salvation.
Although my discussion of the opera’s ending outlined a wider set of possibilities for transcending
this duality, I think it could push further: it rehabilitates Lilith’s supposed transgressiveness, but it
does not go so far as to reject transgressive/pure binary entirely. Psychology, wrote Naomi
Weisstein in 1968, “has nothing to say about what women are really like, because psychology does
not know.”62 When the women see themselves and each other in the mirror, I feel that this moment
is like the “jacket falling off” LSD-effect that Havis described; the women see themselves, but
lose sight of who they are, not in a Lucia-like descent into madness, but in a sense of realizing that
I am neither whore nor Madonna; I am none of what the world has tried to tell me I am.

4.6. Opera, Genre, Identity
My analyses of Lilith have touched on notions of duality, feminist agency, identity, and the
central impetus of Davis and Havis’s interpretation of Lilith mythology as one of rehabilitation,
reclamation, and imagination. In this final section of the chapter, I want to situate this opera within
Davis’s wider operatic oeuvre, as well as within the context of American opera today. Lilith is
both the most pervasively humorous of his operas, and the one which deals most thoroughly with
gender and sexuality. While its feminist investigations are far from apolitical, Lilith is one of two
or three of Davis’s chamber operas that seem to be exceptions to his reputation for staging operas
about race and cultural politics in the United States. I will aim to complicate this narrative in
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Morgan ed., Sisterhood is Powerful: An Anthology of Writings from the Women’s Liberation Movement (New York:
Vintage, 1970), 208.
62

269

considering how discourses of genre and identity intersect in idiosyncratic ways in modern operatic
culture.
To reflect on my position in this discussion before delving deeper, I acknowledge fully the
potential hazards in my writing, as a white English person, about the intersection of the experiences
of musicians of color and their art, as I did in the last chapter in negotiating the complex and
fraught notions of “Arab” music and identity. The purpose of what follows is to allow Davis’s
perceptions of his work to complement my own analyses. This is a topic which needs a far greater
amount of work than this chapter can afford, and I hope primarily to map out some of the most
important questions that can be explored in the future.
Davis is, by modern standards, a prolific opera composer: as of 2019, Davis has composed
eight operas; when I spoke to him in early 2020, he had three more opera projects on the horizon,
at varying levels of completion. These reflect the diversity of Davis’s interests: one is a children’s
opera about life on the Mexican border; one will be based on Edith Wharton’s 1912 novel The
Reef; and a third, of which much has already been written, is Darkest Light in the Heart, an opera
based on the murder of nine African Americans at the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal
Church in Charleston, during the mass shooting perpetrated by white supremacist Dylann Roof in
2015.63 Davis also has an extensive career as a performer and improviser, and has composed a
large number of non-operatic works, although he focuses mostly on opera today. Davis has
established a reputation for addressing pressing political topics, particularly relating to African
American experiences in the United States, both historical and contemporary. Three of his major
operas over four decades illustrate this: X: The Life and Times of Malcolm X (1985); Amistad
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(1997), with a libretto by Thulani Davis, retelling the events of an 1839 slave revolt upon the
eponymous ship, and the Trump-era politics of racism and the justice system in Five/The Central
Park Five (2015-16/2019).64
Both Davis and his commentators have consistently emphasized the importance to his
work of politics, resistance to conservative or establishment notions of opera, and attention to
forgotten or ignored narratives that expose the erasures and silences in operatic history. He has
asserted:
All these works indicate my continued and sustained concern with our ongoing political
struggle...These pivotal events in our history offer windows into understanding who we are
today and how we arrived at our present situation. The slogan “Black Lives Matter” is not
only an important political statement but it also the central focus of my work as an artist
and composer.65
X has been the focus of many commentaries on this central element of Davis’s work: David Gutkin
describes Davis’s X as reflecting “a legacy of progressive historicism, stemming from the feminist,
civil rights, Black Power, and anticolonial movements of the 1960s that sought to recover histories
of the dominated and marginalized.” 66 Leon James Bynum similarly refers to X as “epic, a larger
than life rendering of Malcolm as a historical figure...it reflects new dynamics of American life
and culture with his political message taking center stage.”67 Finally, for Henry Louis Gates Jr., X
represented a “prime example... [of a] concern with the black cultural past and the self-conscious
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grounding of a black postmodernism in a black nationalist tradition.”68 All these statements align
with Davis’s own comments, and importantly shape a discourse of contemporary opera that pays
attention to what voices, what topics, what ideas are being heard, and what is being excluded.
My conversations with Davis took place, which took place thirty-five years after the
premiere of X, revealed deeper complexities surrounding narratives of political progressiveness in
his operas. I am not referring here to the analyses by Gutkin, Bynum, Gates Jr., or other excellent
writers on Davis, but to the larger social mechanisms and institutions that determine what gets
produced, commissioned, publicized, and supported, in new opera composition. A few years after
X was first performed, Davis spoke of his struggle to become an opera composer:
I had to fight to overcome in the institution and transform it; make a white institution serve
a black person.69
Now, established as one of America’s foremost composers in the genre, how has the institution
served him? Given that Lilith was not commissioned, Davis is understandably keen for it to be
fully staged in its entirety at some point; when I asked about the possibility of this happening, his
response highlighted the main problem at hand:
Anthony Davis: It’s such an anomaly for me; it’s very funny now, I’m in this box, in a way,
everyone wants to produce my operas that deal with the black experience—Lilith is not
about that, and Lear on the Second Floor is in the same boat. But I’m very attached to those
works, because it was important for me, particularly as an African American composer,
that I’m not just writing about African American characters, just about the political struggle
and civil rights, I wanted to do something that expanded that, that brought me out of that.
And it’s funny because for producers, it’s hard for them to accept my pieces that don’t
fulfil a certain social function for them, and that’s unfortunate.
JF: And the crazy thing is, it does, of course—the feminist angle of it, that’s never going
to stop being relevant, for instance.
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AD: It was a funny reaction to it, it’s like, we were two men writing a feminist piece, and
we said that, and they say “why are you writing that?” And it’s the same kind of
essentialism that I’ve faced as an African American composer—“Oh, you can’t...”!70
Lilith is conceptualized here not as an anomalous exception in a large output of works that
Davis sees as demonstrating “continued and sustained concern with our ongoing political
struggle,” but as an expansion of this process. I am well aware of the questions that arise when
men make feminist art, and the different resonances this has, but it seems here that Davis is doubly
restricted: Lilith is seen by (unnamed) “producers” as off-limits, not ticking the boxes they need
him for. In his own words, he is essentialized, in a “box.” The problem is not so much, as I see it,
that the opera is not (overtly, at least) about “the black experience”—this is not the attitude of
producers concerned about diversity and progressivity on the operatic stage. It is the fact that Davis
is not perceived to imagine operatic worlds beyond those that look like his own. Davis saw his
writing of Lilith in terms of freedom:
I wrote Lilith for fun—I felt very free, in the way I was writing it, in a way that hearkened
back to when I wrote X, and no one knew what I was going to write, what I was going to
be. And I felt a certain kind of freedom in writing that, because I didn’t feel the weight of
expectation or anything.71
After the fact, however, those expectations are weighing down on the opera, in direct contradiction
to the spirit of freedom that created it. It is a question of mobility, freedom, and openness: it is a
question of who gets to tell what stories. In this idea of mobility, the question of responsibility, of
who bears the burden of political action, is also encapsulated in Davis’s frustrations with musical
essentialism: the responsibility to bring progressive political subjects to opera should be shared,
not fall always on the shoulders of composers of color.
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Probing the disjunction between Davis’s sense of freedom in composing the opera and the
restrictions imposed on it from without illustrates how these issues manifest at multiple levels: of
genre, style, narrative, and aesthetic. What does it mean to be free and mobile in each of these
areas? The question of genre in opera is particularly subject to processes of gatekeeping and
exclusions; there are especially strong, entrenched notions of what an opera “is” and sounds like,
even in the world of new opera today which takes astonishingly varied forms. Davis’s operas often
demonstrate the intermingling of many different musical styles; as I have explored in the examples
discussed above, in Lilith one can hear blues, jazz, bebop, modality, video game music, Cuban
jazz, rap, hip hop, and more. The San Diego Tribune review of the premiere made an explicit point
is made of addressing the opera’s stylistic plurality, describing it as a “genre-leaping opera.”72
I asked Davis about his conceptualization of the co-existence of different genres in Lilith:
I think that’s part of my aesthetic, using reference—to author my own voice—I think it’s
mediated through that because I have my own thing…So for me it’s fun, it’s a sense of
play, to play with different forms, but that all these forms are available in a different way,
and you can touch on it.73
He sees all these “forms,” sounds, styles, genres, as open and available to him to choose from. I
pressed further:
JF: I’m interested in this idea of play; do you think of that as a kind of openness, or a
mobility, maybe, to be able just freely move between things?
AD: Yes, in a way, it makes the opera immediate, there’s an immediacy about it. Because
music helps to put you in a certain space in the world that allows you to escape the
straightforward treatment of material. So I guess in a way you could say a kind of
postmodern way of looking at it, using reference, something recognizable, yet mediated
into something I’m creating, but I’m thinking about these forms when I’m creating it. And
also it takes me out of my patterns and what I would normally do, to put me in a different
musical space—sometimes an uncomfortable space. And I find it’s enjoyable to me;
sometimes the references I use may be unrecognizable to the audience in some way, but it
George Varga, “‘Lilith,’ a Family Affair: In This Family, You Start Young,” San Diego Union-Tribune,
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gives me pleasure, because it’s also establishing my connection to the past, my connection
to all this other music that helped make me who I am.
JF: And it’s all palpable: even if the audience can’t necessarily hear specifics, it forms part
of the whole impression that they’re getting.
AD: And sometimes it’s subversive too...It’s an assertion of my identity, who I am, where
I come from, for me.74
The striking contrast here for me is between Davis’s spirit of play and freedom, and notions of
genre and identity that work to curb this. Something changes between the act of composition,
where for Davis all forms are “available” to him, and the subsequent reception and perception of
the resulting music, when the sounds become subject to external processes of judgment. Returning
to Born’s conceptualizing of the “materialization” of social identities in music, examples of the
“racial coding” of genres is especially relevant here. In David Brackett’s assessment, for instance,
“one reason the contradictions of genre are more apparent in black popular music is precisely
because the label highlights its associations with social identity.” 75 Building on Born, then, entails
a consideration in specific cases of how these identities are materialized or articulated unequally.
Robin James’s work on the concept of “post-genre” in popular music explores how this
issue is articulated in the difference between how the musicianship of white artists and artists of
color are respectively perceived. 76 The white pop artists in James’s study are perceived as
respectable by their ability to “overcome” or transcend what are seen as archaic divisions between
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genres, but that kind of mobility is not equally granted: the former demonstrate in their music a
“commitment to and capacity for the kind of respectable diversity that defines the ‘non-black’ side
of the post-identity colour line.”77 Plenty of examples abound throughout popular music of genre
gatekeeping, such as the “not country” controversies of recent years (the rejection of Beyoncé’s
“Daddy Lessons” from the 2016 album Lemonade from the Grammys country category, or the
removal of Lil Nas X’s remix of “Old Town Road” from the Billboard country charts in 2019, for
instance, as an instance of post-hoc genre exclusion).
The central themes exemplified by these cases and James’s analysis cut across the
popular/classical music divide, representing the same forms of paradoxical genre transcendence
(categories are passé) and genre exclusion (that’s not opera). These popular music examples
parallel the discourse around Davis and other composers of color, in which many cases of the
uneven and racially-marked delineation of genre boundaries may be found. This is not of course a
recent phenomenon: discussing prominent black composers of the first half of the twentieth
century including William Grant Still, Florence Price, and Margaret Bonds, for instance, John
Michael Cooper emphatically asserts that the question of composers’ facility with several musical
genres is not one of selling out, pandering, or anything else, but simply that “all were simply
exercising their freedom to speak, musically, in the idiom that best met their own personal
needs.”78 This freedom is not universally accepted to exist. The most pertinent connection to Davis
is the association between the notions of genre transcendence that James discusses, and
conceptions and receptions of musical pluralism or eclecticism, which my following discussion
will demonstrate.
77

Robin James, “Is The Post- in Post-Identity the Post- in Post-Genre?,” Popular Music 36, no. 1 (2017): 25.

John Michael Cooper, “People of Color Who Write Classical Music: Recovering “Lost” Music by Black
Composers as Resistance and Revolution,” Black History Bulletin 82, no. 1 (2019)): 23.
78

276

How does Lilith respond to these issues? The aesthetic freedom driving Lilith is perceived
by Gates Jr. (writing in 1997) to be an important part of a “movement,” including Davis, which is
characterized by a “certain openness... [and] by its deep self-confidence in the range and depth of
the black experience as a source for art.”79 Davis’s comment on the “subversive” elements that
might emerge through his play with genre and style recall my earlier discussions of his deployment
of blues and rap in Lilith. He characterized this to me as a powerfully disruptive force in the fabric
of the opera:
Sometimes the language [of the libretto], it’s not usual in a lot of opera; almost some
contemporary operas are too pristine. And so rap, the immediacy of the language… and
also sometimes he [Havis] would have in the libretto things that cut away, you feel the
rage, the crudeness of the language. It’s almost like a fissure, something that breaks open,
even from something that would usually be in the blues paradigm, something you wouldn’t
say—you create expectations, and sometimes there are fissures, disjunct aspects. 80
Recalling the presence of blues in the opera, my examples earlier touched both on the idea of
“repartee” and of sexuality, framed by Angela Davis and Audre Lorde; there, I read subversiveness
as Lilith’s erotic resistance to male patriarchy, just as her rap, for Davis, playfully pushed against
male-dominated hip hop. This subversiveness, the creation of disruption, disjunction, fissures, also
works on a larger level; Davis’s discussion of play and freedom in our conversation above in
writing Lilith is also crucially established as part of realizing and mediating his connection to pasts,
musical and otherwise. In this then I return to Angela Davis’s discussion of the political
significance of the presence of sexuality in the blues; she argues:
For the first time in the history of the African presence in North America, masses of black
women and men were in a position to make autonomous decisions regarding the sexual
partnerships into which they entered. Sexuality thus was one of the most tangible domains
in which emancipation was acted upon and through which its meanings were expressed. 81
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In this way, the history of the blues is part of the “connection to the past” that Davis
articulated above, its presence in Lilith encompassing both musical and political significance. The
connections between genre and identity in Lilith speak to larger issues, as evident in the work of
Brackett, Born, James, Eidsheim and others. The stylistic plurality of Lilith is more than collage,
or a kaleidoscopic presentation of musical bric-a-brac that fits together into a pleasingly exotic
assemblage. As a listener, I do not feel that a randomly collected assortment of sounds washes
through the opera; rather, we hear a vibrant soundscape, encompassing a broad stylistic palette that
is neither wholly cohesive—papering over any differences—nor jumbled. In the context of Davis’s
experience as a composer and his wider work, these questions of plurality and identity connect
both to conceptions of jazz in relation to Western classical music on a large scale and ideas of jazz
and/in/as opera.
When I suggested that Lilith was more multidimensional than other characters, in the range
of ways she is expressed in both music and text, Davis replied “Multidimensional and also
multicultural! She can draw on different cultures, exist in different cultures in different ways.” 82
We might see in here the intersectional possibilities of Lilith; her presence in twentieth-century
feminisms already speak to an overlap between spirituality, politics, and identity, as represented
in Plaskow’s articulation of a Jewish feminist theology. In the same way that Plaskow affirmed
the need for modern (predominantly secular83) feminism to work for women of faith—“because
we will not let ourselves be defined as Jewish women in ways in which we cannot allow ourselves
to be defined as women”84—other mobilizations of Lilith have also reclaimed her as a powerful
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figure working against other erasures and silences in feminist movements.85 As one brief example,
Hoda Zaki sees Octavia Butler’s science-fiction trilogy Lilith’s Brood (1987-89) 86 as both a
reclamation of Lilith for black feminism, and an “indirect critique of the liberal feminist
imagination and politics expressed in contemporary feminist SF [science fiction].” 87 Michele
Osherow also sees in Lilith’s Brood resonances with the history of black female slaves in American
history, particularly regarding the theme of motherhood, loss of and separation from one’s
children.88 In referencing this I am not attempting to force a particular political interpretation onto
Lilith, but to point to the expansive potential for Lilith to speak and sing for many—for her
multiculturality as well as her multidimensionality
Naomi André writes that “Davis’s operas tell a story of American life encompassing
multiple experiences and vantage points that center-stage race, ethnicity, and gender in a jazzinspired voice.”89 The “-inspired” is important, because Lilith is not a jazz opera, nor would it
make sense to describe it as such, and indeed Davis has been well-documented in rejecting the
label. Robert Tanner observes:
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Davis sought to incorporate the structural exactness of composition with the improvisatory
freedom of jazz…In doing so, Davis found himself in a position where he was called upon
to define the exact nature of his music, a process which would eventually lead Davis to
discard the label “jazz” entirely. 90
Similarly, interviewed in 1982, Davis asserts his preference to be associated with “new music”
rather than jazz, noting a general distaste for all labels. 91 In a wider sense than these questions of
genre, the issue of labeling and identity is as prominent now as it was then (and long before that);
in three interviews with conductors Dennis DeCoteau, Tania León, Jon Robinson in 1984 and
1986, Anne Lundy posed them all the same question: “I get mixed reactions from some conductors
when they are called black conductors. What are your feelings? Is that how you wish to be
known?”92 While each had their own reasoning, they were all unanimous on the last point: no, this
is not a label I accept, all referring to the fact that they should be known as conductors “who happen
to black,” not as “black conductors.” Tania León put it most strongly: “I am tired of all our
labels…I am not a feminist, am not a black conductor, and am not a woman conductor. I am
nothing that the people want to call me. They do not know who I am.” 93
Tanner locates Davis as caught between these two ill-fitting orthodoxies of “new music”
and “jazz,” alongside the other composers in his project—Olly Wilson and George Lewis—
“whose creative innovations are notable for their extensions of what was once thought (and in
some sectors, is still thought) to be boundaries of the African American musical tradition.” 94
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Davis’s rejection of the jazz label allies him with musicians of the same generation such as
Anthony Braxton and others whose careers, burgeoning in the 1970s and 1980s, are marked with
dissatisfaction with the characterization of musical practices surrounding the categories of “jazz,”
“classical,” “experimental,” and “improvisation.” Ronald Radano affirms that Braxton, who
between 1994 and 2020 completed at least four of a projected twelve of his Trillium series of
operas,95 “exposed the limitations of traditional jazz categories, categories which could not make
sense of an artist who responded to the new aesthetic licenses of the postmodern epoch,” 96 drawing
attention especially to the perceived disjunctions between experimentalism, improvisation, jazz,
classical music. Braxton, for Radano, articulates “a vital, dynamic art that referred to the modernist
legacy but in a distinctly African-American creative voice [that] signaled the appearance of a
dramatically new kind of musician: the black experimentalist.”97 On the perceived disjunctions
emerging from this, Fred Moten critiques the “problematically positivist conclusion that the avantgarde has been exclusively Euro-American… [and] a deeper, perhaps unconscious, formulation of
the avant-garde as necessarily not black.”98 The black avant-garde for Moten “exists, as it were,
oxymoronically—as if black, on the one hand, and avant-garde, on the other hand, each depends
for its coherence upon the exclusion of the other.”99
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Pushing against such boundaries is a struggle against the essentialism Davis identified, that
the musical and cultural heritage to which one has access, or in relation to which one might position
one’s art, is bounded, fenced in, or restricted. Gutkin has comprehensively traced the interlinking
of jazz and opera in America, his work filling in many lacunae in twentieth-century histories of
both opera and of jazz in effectively demonstrating how two categories, often posited as innately
antithetical, have a far longer and deeper entanglement.100 This relationship and history is not the
focus for me here, but some specific manifestations in contemporary opera. Davis is by no means
the only composer to whom these issues applies today; in the last chapter, I discussed precisely
these issues in the notion of “Arabic” opera as an exclusionary qualifier. Here we shift from that
specifically European context of ideas of race, social identity, and genre, to the opera-jazz
conundrum in the United States.
How have other contemporary opera composers negotiated the central concepts here of
mobility and freedom when it comes to genre and style? I present here some brief representative
case studies, relying primarily on critics’ reviews, as scholarship is thin on these works,
acknowledging that reviews offer only one dimension of the impact and reception of an opera.
Each deals with the notion of two antithetical soundworlds whose difference is articulated not as
a meeting of equal opposites, but as a cultural mechanism that posits jazz, and related genres, as
inherently Other to opera. In the New York Times review of X, for example the writer, though
overall praising the work, confines the majority of his argument about the stylistic qualities of the
opera, observing that “Mr. Davis’s score is an amalgam of contemporary atonality, repetitive chant
and what sounded to these untutored ears like modern jazz” and that “the musical interest is chiefly
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rhythmical” 101 —the latter a comment often used pejoratively as a way to circumscribe the
musicality of non-classical forms.
A stronger condemnation of contravening operatic boundaries comes from reviews of Bill
T. Jones and Leroy Jenkins’s Mother of Three Sons (1990).102 The New York Times reviewer took
issue with its operatic mélange: “The musical setting for this phantasmagoric plot is an equally
exotic mixture of musical styles...But there was little consistent or coherent about its
effects…There was something in the opera for everybody; but that just made it seem as if
everything was really for nobody.” 103 New York Magazine described it as “grab-bag operatic
pageantry,” affirming that “the piece is not incoherent, just hopelessly muddled...The hyperactive
score drowns in its own eclecticism, the whole musical olla podrida never sounding half as vital,
imaginative, or memorable as any one of its various ingredients.” 104
Another compelling example is George Elliott Clarke, a renowned Africadian (his own
concatenation of African Canadian) and Canada’s Poet Laureate from 2012 to 2015, who was the
librettist for the self-styled jazz opera Québécité (2003), with music by D.D. Jackson.105 In a recent
essay reflecting on the opera, responding to criticisms of the opera, Clarke noted a tendency to

Donal Henahan, “Opera: Anthony Davis’s ‘X’ (The Life and Times of Malcolm X),” New York Times,
September 29, 1986. Digitized version accessed on the New York Times website,
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conceive of jazz and opera as “puritanically distinct,” accounting for the charges of “generic
instability” that Québécité received.106 Clarke also suggested that the thinking around the notion
of jazz opera as inherently oxymoronic is “racially coded,” revealing an aversion to “acoustic
multiculturalism.”107 One reviewer, for instance, declared that “the work is operatic only in having
recitatives and songs.”108
Jackson, meanwhile, pointed to (white) composers’ genre boundary-pushing operas
(Adams, Glass, for instance), arguing that “their work is accepted as opera, even though it’s not in
the language of Puccini. And similarly, our work should be accepted as opera, even though it uses
elements of jazz and blues, and everything else.” 109 Academic work on Clarke, however, has
sought to read “generic instability” as a decolonization of operatic sound: Julia Catherine Obert
analyzes Québécité as a work which “stages acoustic hybridity, harmonizing a wide variety of
cultural sonorities,”110 while Katherine McLeod argues that “the music of Québécité works with
and against the visual in order to resist and challenge what it means to hear identity as fixed or
known.”111 Jackson and Clarke’s hybridity here is positive, a countercultural act, rather than unoperatic confusion.
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Reviews of Terence Blanchard’s 2013 opera Champion, which tells the story of bisexual
professional boxer Emile Griffith, though generally positive—it had three productions in four
years112—also fixate on the intermingling of jazz and other forms:
Blanchard’s score, melodic and somewhat anodynely “operatic” in its vocal writing,
though integrating a jazz quartet, was at its best whenever he let more of the jazz come out.
(Anne Midgette, Washington Post).113
Blanchard’s substantial score is heavily jazz-inflected in a variety of styles, from bluesy to
Afro-Cuban, but it owes just as much to his work in film. There aren’t a lot of memorable
tunes to take away, and at times it threatens to slide into background music, but it’s
perfectly suited to its dramatic purpose. (Sarah Bryan Miller, St Louis Today).114

There are two fundamental forces at work here: firstly, the inability to consider works on their own
terms as verified participants in the operatic tradition, stemming from the notion of an
incontrovertibly dialectical relationship between jazz and opera. For Clarke, “the division between
jazz and opera arises from competing nationalisms originating in the slave trade and in European
imperialism,” a racially-marked division in which “jazz [is] painted black and opera masked as
white.”115 My final example is in counterpoint: British composer Mark Anthony Turnage’s Anna
Nicole (2011), represented in three excerpts from reviews. One is from the Covent Garden
premiere, and a second from the New York City Opera’s 2013 revival:
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Turnage seems to have found precisely the right musical idiom for such a drama—an
Americana, brashly orchestrated and violently propulsive which embraces jazz, blues, musical
comedy, and lounge smooch so ingeniously and responsively as to transcend mere pastiche.
(The more sophisticated may pick up the pointed allusions to Stravinsky’s The Rake’s Progress
too.) (Rupert Christensen, The Telegraph).116
A brainy modernist but also a lifelong jazz fan, Mr. Turnage has written a score that bristles
with jazzy energy, touches of sardonic cabaret and stretches of bittersweet waltzes. The
music’s harmonic complexity and textural richness humanize Anna and reach tragic realms in
the final scenes. (Anthony Tommasini, New York Times).117
Here, it is precisely the stylistic eclecticism that maligned Mother of Three Sons that is now
Turnage’s stroke of genius (although there were dissenting voices among the critics, this is the
prevailing tone of Anna Nicole’s reception). Why is one “grab-bag operatic pageantry,” while the
other transcends “mere pastiche”? The answer would bring us back to James’s post-genre, and the
inequality of access to “transcending” categories as racially coded.
Similarly, there is an irony in Davis’s use of Bernstein’s Trouble in Tahiti as a model, as
the latter performs a parallel intermingling of many different genres—Carol Oja’s review of a
recording of Trouble notes that Bernstein “confected a fusion of opera, musical theater, and
television sitcom, inhabiting the realm of hybridity and crossover shaped by composers from
George Gershwin and Marc Blitzstein to Kurt Weill.” 118 As Oja notes, this was not universally
praised in Bernstein’s case, but the reception of Trouble in Tahiti mirrors the Turnage example: in
their cases, plurality, hybridity, eclecticism, or whatever term might be used, is read as a skillful
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versatility; in the Clarke and other examples, it is read as incoherence. To navigate expertly
multiple genres and styles is posited as a problem in the reception of Davis and these composers,
while white composers are situated not only as proficient but also as neutral, not marked by
proscribed boundaries of identity. Concurring with Moten and Radano’s discussions, George
Lewis stresses in his history of the Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians
(AACM) the significance in experimental and classical music of these gatekeeping mechanisms,
stressing that “unlike the black artists who preceded and influenced them, Downtown II artists
were routinely framed as transcending race as well as genre.”119
In each of the operatic examples above, it is not only the presence of “jazz” elements,
whatever they may be, that generate extensive and persistent commentary. Rather, it is the very
notion of plurality, of a mélange, similar to those plaguing the reception and presentation of Kalîla
in chapter 2, that leads to a drawing of boundaries over what sounds are permissible in opera, and
what are not. More than that, though, these understandings of genre privilege a notion of coherence
that derives from socio-cultural parameters set up to define the value of certain musics—and
musicians—over others: there are no objective standards of what a “coherent” opera is, or what
makes certain sounds cohere and others not. This ideal of coherence is rooted in traditions of
thinking about music that have systematically excluded certain voices and sounds, and the mixing
we see in the examples above is therefore constituted as an intrusion, a disruption that prevents
good coherence, again recalling Moten’s critique of the racial and ideological frameworks of the
avant-garde.

Lewis, A Power Stronger Than Itself, 508. Lewis distinguishes between the “Downtown I” and “Downtown II”
artists as divided ca. 1980, noting that “both Downtown I and Downtown II are generally racially coded in press
accounts as white.” Ibid., 331.
119
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Davis, I think, sees a productivity in this disruption, something that he can transform into
a play of expectations; the “fissures” and “disjunct” aspects he referred to when talking about
introducing rap and hip hop into Lilith, for example. Radano identifies stylistic pluralism as not a
“peaceful co-existence,” but rather a “complex contradictory, and nearly schizophrenic world
fraught with differences often leading to conflict.”120 Opera, for Davis, is a place “where you can
create this world, and then you have ruptures, things that disrupt it, because you’re creating an
expectation, and I think part of the joy.” 121 Joy, pleasure, and freedom are found in the spirit of
play and openness that runs throughout Lilith. Searching for reviews and articles about Davis’s
work, a quote from Opera News often takes the first line: “Davis has been called a ‘national
treasure.’” He is one of few African American composers today to have had operas commissioned
by major houses; he is more prolific than many opera composers today.
And yet: what does it take for an artist to enjoy the creative freedom where good, interesting
work gets produced, not just the ones that fulfil a “certain social function,” if you can’t do it as a
“national treasure”—one recognized with a Pulitzer, no less? I do not intend to turn this chapter
into a soapbox, but to point to wider, systemic problems in opera today that transcend just one
opera not being staged, much as I am biased towards the future of Lilith. Contentions over genre
and social identity on which I have touched speak to those larger topics of what opera “is” and can
be today, a subject typically delineated by aesthetic, economic, and institutional parameters. The
examples I have discussed in this chapter relating to Davis and other American opera composers’
work make it clear that notions of who opera is needs more critical attention as an essential
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component of discussions over the future of the genre, to paraphrase Lewis’s assertion that the
question is not “what is jazz” but “who is jazz.”122
In 2007, Anne Midgette wrote that “American opera needs to find its voice again”: 123
whose voices, singing and creating, will come to define the future of American opera? Most would
agree with Midgette that in the label “American opera,” “the elements that make it “American”
are so various as to be meaningless in aggregate.”124 Who is included in the lineages and histories
of the genre, and who then becomes exemplary of “American” Opera today, is contentiously
defined. Davis’s assertion that his goal “is to be the American composer who helps to define opera
for the next century, to give opera its unique American voice, and leave a legacy of works that do
that”125 necessitates an operatic democracy entailing fundamental reconceptions of the relationship
between genre and social identity that Born analyzes. Openness is at the heart, as it is to all Liliths
of the past fifty years: as a source of empowerment, Lilith can be many things, and Davis and
Havis’s Lilith shares this with all those who have drawn succor from “great tradition of dangerous
women,”126 in new visions of the dark feminine on the modern operatic stage.
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Chapter 5: Lilith’s Utopia, Humanity’s Dystopia: Sinful Journeys to
Knowledge in Péter Eötvös’s Paradise Reloaded (Lilith) (2013)
In the last chapter, the reclamation of the pervasive idea of the “dark feminine” in Lilith
produced a firmly feminist response to several centuries of the transgressive woman on the operatic
stage. With music by Hungarian composer Péter Eötvös (b. 1944), and a libretto by German
playwright Albert Ostermaier (b. 1967),

1

Paradise Reloaded is an equally remarkable

interrogation of the archetypal figures of humanity and feminine identity, re-examining the cultural
footprint of religious mythology through a deeply philosophical lens. It has been staged four times
to date: its premiere took place at the Neue Oper Wien (Vienna) in 2013; a Hungarian production
followed in Budapest in 2014; a new production was staged at the Theater Chemnitz (Germany)
in 2015, and it is currently in revival, with several performances at the Theater Bielefeld
(Germany) in January 2020. 2 The opera engages with fundamental questions about human
existence in modes that are both satirical and deeply philosophical, with Lilith at its center as a
disruptive but utopian symbolic presence.
Allied with Lilith in the previous chapter, Paradise Reloaded reimagines and reinvents
narratives of humanity’s origins, an operatic thought experiment investigating what it would be
like if Lilith and Adam had fully replaced Adam and Eve as the original human couple. Rather
than the disintegration of Adam and Lilith’s relationship we saw in Lilith, in Paradise Reloaded,

The libretto was also arranged by Eötvös’s wife and business partner Mari Mezei, who has written libretti for
several other works. I do not wish to diminish Mezei’s role in the creation of this or other operas, but it is my
understanding that her role in the case of Paradise Reloaded was primarily editorial.
1
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Further scheduled performances in April 2020 at the Theater Bielefeld were canceled as a result of the COVID-19
crisis. The references in this chapter are primarily to the Vienna and Chemnitz productions, as documentary material
was made available for the Bielefeld productions at too late a stage to permit full examination; a full recording of the
performances is also not yet available to me. I include some details nonetheless, as the Bielefeld production offers a
markedly altered aesthetic.
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Lilith joins forces with Lucifer to bring Adam and Eve on a whirlwind tour of human existence,
past, present, and future. Although this Lilith too desires to reunite with Adam, of greater
importance is the opera’s presentation of competing quests for utopia, thwarted by the dystopian
landscapes encountered on this journey. Lilith offers, to the audience as much as to Adam, a chance
for a better Paradise.
This chapter argues that the particularities of Lilith’s rehabilitation in this opera construct
a feminist interrogation of sin, knowledge, and truth. I begin by giving an overview of the sources
and genesis of the opera, touching also on its adaptation from an earlier opera by Eötvös and
Ostermaier, Die Tragödie des Teufels (2010), which was based on the same story. I discuss the
philosophical and narrative ideas emerging from the several sources for Paradise Reloaded, as
well as its influences drawn from a long literary lineage. I then turn to a close investigation of
Lilith’s character in the opera, examining the different aspects of her mythical identities that
Eötvös and Ostermaier have chosen to emphasize. Eötvös’s inspiration from Kundry in Wagner’s
Parsifal weaves throughout all these shifting Liliths, reinventing the seductress/witch/mother
ideology. Secondly, using analyses of Eötvös’s musical techniques, I propose several ways in
which a utopian/dystopian dialectic is established in the opera, centered on parody, satire, and the
evocation of the grotesque. Predicated on the notion of distortion, I explore the opera’s dystopian
landscapes in contrast with the utopian vision that Lilith offers at the end. Finally, I take a broader
look at the contextual backgrounds to Eötvös’s relationship to the opera’s political subtexts,
considering its wider implications in Hungarian and European society.
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5.1 Sources and Genesis
Born in Székelyudvarhely (Odorheu, Romania) in 1944,3 Peter Eötvös has established an
internationally successful career as both a composer and a conductor, although when I interviewed
him in early 2020, he indicated he was reducing conducting engagements, devoting considerable
time to opera and orchestral commissions and his foundation for young composers and conductors.
After obtaining a DAAD scholarship in 1966 to travel to West Germany, from 1968 to 1976 Eötvös
worked as Stockhausen’s copyist, and subsequently, a member of the Stockhausen Ensemble.
From 1971 to 1979 he worked in the Electronic Studio of the WDR in Cologne. This set the
foundation for a remarkable international career in which he has lived and worked in France,
Germany, and the Netherlands, before returning to settle permanently in Hungary in 2004. I
explore some of the significance of this personal and professional background in discussing
Eötvös’s negotiation of the political in his music in the last part of this chapter.
Discussing Eötvös’s operas prior to Paradise Reloaded, 4 Aurore Rivals proposed that
“each literary or dramatic work after which the libretto of your operas is written is anchored in an
historic past. It is saturated with a culture and a very discernible background, and entailing
humanist and social values unique to a given place or tradition.” 5 Paradise Reloaded departs in
some respects from this precedent in that it is not anchored in one “historic past,” but engages
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many different pasts through a long literary lineage of sources. The opera zooms out to view all of
humanity’s existence in one ninety-minute frame, representing not the humanism of a given era,
but of everything we have done and the futures that might lie ahead.
Eötvös and Ostermaier undertook considerable research into the Lilith myths: the program
for the Vienna premiere, for example, provides audiences with an overview of source material
ranging in provenance from ancient Sumerian objects, to the Alphabet of Ben Sira and religious
texts, to present-day poetry, sculpture, and painting. They relied primarily on the Graves-Patai
Hebrew Myths volume for information, using the same standard narrative of Lilith’s existence as
in Davis’s Lilith, based on the midrash. In contrast with the previous chapter, however, during our
conversations 6 it became clear that Eötvös was only faintly acquainted with the political and
artistic uses of Lilith in feminist movements of the second half of the twentieth century.
The main literary source for Paradise Reloaded, in addition to Lilith mythology, is Imre
Madách’s epic dramatic poem The Tragedy of Man (Az ember tragédiája) (1861), a muchcelebrated work of Hungarian literature. (After a morning spent interviewing Eötvös in Budapest,
I found myself having coffee on Imre Madách útca [street].) Eötvös and Ostermaier collaborated
to create the opera Die Tragödie des Teufels based closely on this text.7 The overall plot is as
follows: after Adam and Eve are expelled from Eden, Lucifer brings Adam on a chaotic journey
through thousands of years of human life, including far into the future. Madách in turn based this
story partly on John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667), which is in many ways just as important an
influence on Paradise Reloaded, its title a twist on Milton. Lilith is not a character in Madách’s
Tragedy, and in Die Tragödie des Teufels, a minor character named “Lucy” is revealed only in the
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latter stages to be Adam’s first wife. Introducing Lilith as the central character in the latter opera
is a substantial dramatic shift away from Madách,8 partly explained by Eötvös’s dissatisfaction
with Die Tragödie, expressed to me in our conversation.
For Paradise Reloaded, Eötvös began from scratch; Madách’s work nonetheless provides
the narrative structure that is roughly replicated in Paradise Reloaded, though adapted
considerably. The Tragedy of Man’s fifteen scenes, eleven of which take place in locations around
the world over the course of several millennia, and four in or near Heaven, are condensed by
Ostermaier into twelve shorter scenes. Lucifer and Lilith take Adam and Eve on the dizzying tour
throughout humankind, but Lucifer’s journey rarely goes according to plan, partly because Lilith
acts as an agent provocateur throughout the process, manipulating and seducing Adam. In the
central “journey scenes,” characters take on different host identities: in Madách’s Tragedy, Adam
morphs into various famous historical figures, but in the opera, no names are given to the new
identities. The libretto retains the same two locales framing the journey: Paradise, and a celestial
no-man’s land, a wasteland to which Adam and Eve are expelled. The narrative structure is partly
symmetrical, in that scenes 3 and 9 mirror each other once the journey returns to the outside-Eden
wasteland.
Table 5.1 shows a comparison of Madách’s structure with Ostermaier’s libretto: readily
apparent is the contrast between the eleven journey scenes in the original compared with only three
in the opera; similarly, while the characters Adam inhabits in Madách are all well-known and
important historical men, these are absent in the opera. Both place and identity function on a deeply
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Ostermaier was more closely drawn than Eötvös, by all accounts, to the Madách; Eötvös preferred a greater
distance from the source material, not believing that the dramatic poem could work well as theater. Eötvös relayed
to me that he had composed incidental music for a staged theater version of Az ember tragédiája at around age 19—
it was in 1964, during a period where he composed much for plays and films. He knows the text extremely well, but
believes it works as literature, not staged drama. There was clearly some artistic disagreement over its adaptation,
mostly centering on the practicalities demanded by an opera libretto as opposed to a play.
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symbolic level in Paradise Reloaded: as with the operas examined in chapters 1 and 2, the
decentering of time, place, and character is an integral part of the exploration of myth and humanity
on the operatic stage. Also paralleling the other three operas in this dissertation, Paradise Reloaded
shares their focus on human behavior and exploring philosophical questions about our history and
future.

Table 5.1. Comparison of narrative structure of Madách’s Tragedy and the libretto for Paradise Reloaded.
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Paradise Reloaded exists in most respects external to conventional temporalities, but at the same
time very clearly moves forward and backward through time—from ancient civilizations through
to the future, even if specific epochs are left undefined, unlike in The Tragedy of Man. However,
the “pasts” in the opera—roughly corresponding to the ancient locations visited in The Tragedy of
Man—are known to us as pasts, but exist as Adam and Eve’s future. Moreover, Lilith and Lucifer
possess knowledge about both distant pasts and distant futures that transcends time and space,
thereby resulting in a permanent unsettled doubling where every movement back in time is also a
journey forward.
Is the journey really just a dream or vision, enabled by Lucifer and Lilith? Interpreting it
only as a dream sequence would complicate Lilith’s position—would she then be the controller of
the vision? If she is the protagonist, should the visions not happen from her perspective? The
journey scenes certainly resemble such dreams and visions as are present in literature, but without
firmly asserting that this is definitively the frame through which to view the action. Its ambiguity
is pervasive—there is never really any assertion of either a complete temporal stasis, an abyss-like
Eternity, or a mythical cyclicity; we move through time even as time seems not to exist; characters
seem to dream, even though it is unclear there was ever wakefulness.
The journey scenes enhance this fluid sense of time in adapting the doubled consciousness
of the characters from Madách’s Tragedy. They do not transform into specific historical or future
figures in each scene, but into archetypal, symbolic personas. Moreover, the characters have an
awareness of who they are: we do not see Adam watch himself as a General, but as inhabiting the
body of a General, for example, all the while still thinking, feeling, and acting as Adam as well.
Unlike the process in Charles Dickens’s Christmas Carol where the protagonist is led on a journey
seeing himself in another role, but is not actually present in the scenes unfolding before him, Adam
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and Eve enter fully into the worlds through which Lucifer and Lilith bring them (with the exception
of scene 5, when Adam and Lucifer watch from the sidelines). They are not spectators to human
history, but active participants. The moral crisis that Adam undergoes in every scene is thereby
precipitated not simply by witnessing the worst that humanity will endure, but by physically
experiencing it himself.

5.2. The Idea of the Journey
The impetus driving Madách’s narrative is man’s quest to understand himself; having been
driven out of Paradise, Adam demands to know the future of humanity. George Szirtes asserts that
in The Tragedy of Man, “the action is triggered by thirst for knowledge, not the disobedience of
Paradise Lost.”9 Paradise Reloaded encompasses a wide range of literary influences by way of
Madách and Milton that all deal in one way or another with the idea of a journey for knowledge,
and the circumstances of the sin and the Fall. Scholarship on Paradise Lost has emphasized the
echoes of classical epics (Aeneid, Odyssey) in Milton, as well as Renaissance and early
seventeenth-century works (themselves responding to Vergil and Homer):
From the Odyssey: Satan’s wiles and craft and Satan’s Odysseus-like adventures on the
perilous seas (of Chaos) and in new lands...from Tasso’s Gerusalemme Liberata and
Camoes’s Lusiads: allusions to contemporary voyages of exploration and imperialism in
Satan’s voyage to earth through Chaos.10
Threads of epic journeys, allegory, and humanity’s place in the universe cover a wide array of
possible sources, and as such I restrict this survey to those authors and works that have been
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identified in Milton and Madách scholarship as especially pertinent. Lewalski also sees in Milton’s
genre eclecticism a hallmark of Renaissance attitudes towards classical epics:
Tasso, whom Milton recognized as the premier epic poet and theorist among the moderns,
observed that Homer and Virgil had intermingled all forms and styles in their great epics...
Moreover, the major sixteenth-century English narratives with claims to epic status—
Sidney’s New Arcadia and Spenser’s Faerie Queene—were quite obviously mixtures of
epic, romance, pastoral, allegory, and song. 11
Dante’s Commedia similarly compares in presenting a journey undertaken in which the male
protagonist is led by a wiser, older male figure. Like Ore and Moslet’s inversion of Virgil’s role
in the character of Virgilia, so too does Lilith effectively supplant these male guides, whether
Milton’s Archangel Michael, Dante’s Virgil, or Madách’s Lucifer.
Madách literature has tended to establish The Tragedy of Man as a dialectic between
utopian optimism and dystopian pessimism; the last phrase of the poem, spoken by God—the only
time God speaks in the poem—encapsulates this in the work’s defining motto: “Man, fight on and
trust!” (“Mensch, kämpfe und vertraue!”). Erika Gottlieb interprets this idea of constant striving
as encapsulating a conceptual tug between the religious and the secular, similarly in a dialectical
experience of aspiration and disillusionment, arguing that it demonstrates a “consistently
compelling parallel between the eschatology of salvation and damnation and the secular, political
images of utopia and dystopia.”12 Emphasizing that Madách’s Tragedy is a prime example of a
nineteenth-century “push and pull between secular and religious notions when contemplating
history,”13 Gottlieb further points out that its moral and existential questions offer a “primarily
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Lewalski, “The Genres of Paradise Lost,” 115.
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Erika Gottlieb, Dystopian Fiction East and West: Universe of Terror and Trial (Montreal: McGill-Queens
University Press, 2001), 44.
13

Gottlieb, Dystopian Fiction East and West, 43.
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secular answer to the religious dilemma.”14 Neither Madách’s work nor the opera are ultimately
about a search for God, but about human nature. Adam’s deepening existential crises as the journey
progresses are not answered by a clarion call from on high. God speaks to man at the end of the
Tragedy only to push him into himself—the unseen being offers no salvation here. Nor does God
provide solace or authority in Paradise Reloaded, remaining unseen, much like the voice of God
in Adam and Eve, but also unheard. Man(kind) has only to continue the Sisyphean task of moving
forward again and again; as Dieter P. Lotze observes, noting all the Romantic heroes that parallel
Adam and Lucifer, “Man can reach perfection only within himself and by himself, not through
help from without.”15
Is this perfection located in a utopian vision? Both Madách’s Tragedy and the opera differ
from the early modern utopian literature that defined the genre, however. Introducing three
examples by Thomas More, Francis Bacon, and Henry Neville (Utopia, New Atlantis, and The Isle
of Pines), Susan Bruce points out that “early modern utopias, even as they embraced fiction as
their mode of representation, insisted on the location in real space of the communities that they
described… they rejected any temporal relocation, refusing to displace their ideals into the past
(as do Golden Age narratives) or project them into the future (as does millennial literature or
today’s science fiction).” 16 Bruce notes that More, who invented the word “utopia,” writes
“fictional works which claim truly to describe a community posited at some level as ideal.” 17
Neither of these descriptions fit either the Tragedy of Man or Paradise Reloaded: they project into
14

Gottlieb, Dystopian Fiction East and West, 46.

Dieter P. Lotze, “Madách’s Tragedy of Man and the Tradition of the “Poème d’humanité” in European
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both past and future, and crucially at no point attempt to define an ideal, utopian society. No
locations visited on the journey are established as a potential Utopia; the opera engages with the
idea of utopia without really committing to its material aspects, instead setting most scenes in
distorted dystopian landscapes.
In addition to the classical and early modern influences, literature closer to Madách’s own
era form an important background to the themes manifesting in Paradise Reloaded. Goethe’s
Faust is an obvious comparison, 18 but Lotze also argues that The Tragedy of Man is a prime
example of the French Romantic genre poème d’humanité; in part, he bases his analysis on the
later development of Romantic literary tendencies in Hungary than in Germany and England,
linking it more closely to French contemporaneous traditions. Lotze sees the poème d’humanité as
an “attempt to show the development of mankind through one or more of its outstanding
representatives in dramatic or epic form, trying to find an answer to the question that has plagued
mankind from the beginnings of civilization: ‘What is man’s purpose on earth?’”19
The net result of all this is that Paradise Reloaded comprises a remarkable array of source
material that can all be seen to form a literary lineage stretching from antiquity to the 1860s, even
without considering all of the modern trends in European literature that will have shaped
Ostermaier’s approach to the opera’s subject matter. Eötvös is, I propose, part of this complex
genealogy whether voluntarily or not, but how much can the presence of these literary ancestors
be felt in Paradise Reloaded? The central element of the journey as a kind of vision or
hallucination by the protagonist is key, reflecting a merging of the classical and Renaissance epic
with Romantic genres such as the poème d’humanité. The opera prefaces its journey with a parody
18

Lotze identifies that while German scholarship on Madách has fixated on the Goethe connection, Hungarian
scholars have tended to downplay it.
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of Milton’s Satan: the devil is at war, constantly, in Paradise Lost, and the temptation of Eve is
really a by-product of this conflict: “What time his pride/Had cast him out from Heav’n, with all
his host/Of rebel angels, by whose aid aspiring/To set himself in glory above his peers,/He trusted
to have equaled the Most High” (I: 36-40). This battle can be assumed to have occurred prior to
the beginning of Paradise Reloaded because the opera commences with a “resignation” letter from
Lucifer to God, indicating he is tired of all the fighting. Ostermaier establishes here an ironic frame
for the sincere striving in Madách’s motto, complete with spoken punctuation:
God (comma), what do you advise me; “Fight on and trust” (period). You fight like a child
(comma)
In Paradise Lost, the journey exists exclusively in visions, shown to Adam by the
Archangel Michael in Book XI. Several elements shape the scenes in Madách’s Tragedy and
subsequently the opera. God’s instruction for Michael is to show Adam humanity’s future, good
and bad:
Know I am sent
To show thee what shall come in future days
To thee and to thy offspring; good with bad
Expect to hear, supernal grace contending
With sinfulness of men. (XI: 355-59)20
Michael shows Adam generations of great kingdoms; he witnesses a battle and grisly massacre,
both of which scenes find their way into the opera’s narrative. This is translated to Lucifer’s offer
to Adam in scene 3 of Paradise Reloaded: “You can be God. I will show you humankind
throughout all time, in war and peace.”21 The narrative arc of each journey scene in Paradise
Reloaded parallels the visions which Michael shows Adam in Paradise Lost: in each case, the
developing action ends with Adam wringing his hands, burdened with guilt and shame at what his
20

All direct quotations from Milton are taken from Paradise Lost, ed. John Leonard (London: Penguin, 2000).
References are given in the format of book number in Roman numerals, followed by line numbers.
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“Du kannst Gott sein. Ich werde dir die Menschen zu allen Zeiten zeigen, im Krieg und im Frieden.”
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sin will cause humanity, and desperate to escape from what he is seeing—“Much at that sight was
Adam in his heart/Dismayed, and thus in haste to th’angel cried” (XI: 448-49). The operatic Adam
echoes a similar sentiment in nearly every scene.
Paradise Reloaded also explores several of the eschatological questions that frame
Madách’s Tragedy and Paradise Lost, as well as the other literary influences: at the center is a
moral and philosophical dilemma over the nature and purpose of knowledge, and the
characteristics of humanity’s journey to understand itself. On this philosophical level the opera is
closely aligned with the conflicted attitudes towards human knowledge in Paradise Lost, in which
the Tree of Knowledge is associated with death: “not to taste that only tree/Of Knowledge, planted
by the Tree of Life,/So near grows death to life, what e’er death is” (IV: 423-25). Satan questions
this in calling forbidden knowledge “suspicious, reasonless” (IV: 516) asking “Can it be sin to
know,/Can it be death?” (IV: 517-18). When Eve eats the fruit, she frames it in terms of the
acquisition of human knowledge—rather than being struck dead, in eating one becomes “Endued
with human voice and human sense,/Reasoning to admiration” (IX: 871-72).
As the ensemble prepares to leave Eden in Paradise Reloaded, Eve announces “We’ll
smash the mirror. Let’s see what’s behind it!” Here we see more of the “disobedience” of Milton’s
narrative: Adam and Eve are supposed to be punished by God, but in the opera God is absent.
Their existence, then, constitutes more of a response to Lilith and Lucifer’s second temptation to
see “another Paradise”; to see, and moreover, to know a better Paradise than God’s. It is a great
amplification of the “grass is always greener”: something greater than what God can provide is
suggested to be found on earth, not in Heaven, as Lucifer tells us in scene 3: “Do you want a world
that gets better? If you make man better than he is, then you have won. If you lose faith in mankind,
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you are one of the devils.”22 Similarly, in scene 7, as Adam tries to fly away from earth, a haunting
chorus, singing as der Erdgeist (“the spirit of the earth”) tells Adam, the last line quoted from
Madách’s Tragedy: “Adam: turn back, on Earth you can be great. My power knows no bounds
here; turn back, if you want to live; pass through and you will die.”23 Earth calls to Adam—earth
calling earth, the etymology of Adam’s name being the classical Hebrew  אֲדָ מָ הmeaning earth, soil,
ground—but is der Erdgeist a false promise, a siren call, or a sincere warning? What message is
this sending to us? What kind of faith are we supposed to infer? In the opera’s questioning of
humanity’s place in the universe, is it commenting on our naïveté for putting trust in gods, in faith,
or for believing in the power of knowledge and truth?
This “thirst for knowledge,” as Szirtes put it, manifests in a literal thirst in the opera: once
Adam and Eve are expelled from Paradise, they enter into a permanent state of thirst brought about
by their sin. The journey scenes all teeter on the verge of death, ending either with the murder or
suicide of a character or a near-miss, precipitating the jump to the next location. The opera’s
dramatic climax, finally, is a three-way confrontation between Lilith, Adam, and Eve that nearly
results in Eve’s death (and does, in the earlier Die Tragödie). There are strong parallels with
Karlheinz Stockhausen’s seven-opera cycle Licht (1977-2003) here,24 in subject matter—Lucifer,
Adam, Eve, and Michael’s journeys—as well as several elements of compositional style. 25

“Du willst eine Welt die besser wird? Machst du den Menschen besser, als er ist, dann bis du der Sieger. Verlierst
du den Glauben an die Menschenheit, bist Du des Teufels.”
22

“Adam: kehre um, auf Erden kanns große sein. Hier ist die Schranke meiner Macht; kehr um, so lebst du;
übersteig sie, und du stirbst.”
23
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A recent condensed performance of key scenes from the Licht cycle by Dutch National Opera (2019) revealed
especially strong parallels in my view, especially in the production aesthetic.
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I do not know if Eötvös specifically thought of Licht during writing Paradise Reloaded (and he has a tendency to
disavow direct Stockhausen influences), but he certainly will be familiar with it, and it is likely it has impacted his
composition.
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However, Licht comprises a set of unique and mammoth artistic concepts that put it in a very
different category to Paradise Reloaded, and as such I refrain from embarking on more than
occasional comparisons between the two.
Zsolt Czigányik argues that “The Tragedy of Man presents human history as a series of
failed attempts to improve human existence.” 26 Each historical scene pushes further into disaster,
the promises of the French Revolution dashed by Madách’s critique of utilitarianism in nineteenthcentury England. Fourier’s utopian Phalanstère is portrayed not as a desirable ideal but as a
hyperbolic extension of utilitarian logic, which Mihály Szegedy-Maszák describes in Orwellian
terms as a “negative Utopia, a vision of a totalitarian state in which the network of such traditional
communities as nation and family is replaced by the ideal of official truth.”27 The scenes occurring
in what constitutes Madách’s future indicate, for Szegedy-Maszák, that Madách “foresaw the
threat of technocracy at a time when he could have no first-hand experience of its influence in his
own country, and when some Positivist thinkers, living in the most highly developed capitalist
societies, were unaware of such a danger.” 28 Szegedy-Maszák also argues that “the closure of The
Tragedy of Man also foreshadows Nietzsche’s reflections on the disadvantages of history for life.
Adam’s obsession with history has led to the paralysis of personality, a loss of self-respect, and
the belief in the old age of mankind.” 29
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The Tragedy of Man is a dense, epic work, and is bound up in an extraordinarily complex
network of mid-nineteenth century philosophical thought and in Madách and his contemporaries’
changing perceptions of humankind in post-revolutionary Hungary. 30 Man is urged to “strive on”
by God, but the ending is open-ended, neither a fully “secular answer,” as Gottlieb suggests, nor
an affirmation of the value of religion, as Szegedy-Maszák points out: “while raising the most
troubling issues of his age, the Hungarian poet gave no definitive solution to any of them.” 31
Paradise Reloaded is similar, as my analyses in this chapter will show: it is not ultimately clear
what message Eötvös and Ostermaier are sending.
Most importantly, in Paradise Reloaded, it is the re-insertion of Lilith into the Genesisbased narratives of Madách and Milton that forms the lynchpin in this interpretation and
transformation of these sources. Eötvös and Ostermaier reconceive the fundamental question
“What is man’s purpose on earth?” in putting Lilith at the center: both the earlier opera Die
Tragödie, Madách’s Tragedy, and the many literary works that influenced it, are focused on man’s
quest for knowledge, with Eve’s role as secondary, if crucial. Lilith’s presence thus functions, in
my opinion, similar to her role in Davis and Havis’s Lilith, where her reintroduction into myths of
human creation and development are a disruptively feminist act. While Milton’s Archangel
Michael could lament “What misery th’inabstinence of Eve/Shall bring on men” (IX: 476-77), in
Paradise Reloaded it is Lilith who will be an antagonistic presence. Rather than bringing “misery,”
however, Lilith is ultimately shown to be an empowering, positive force surpassing all others.
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5.3. Lilith Reloaded
What kind of Liliths are present in Paradise Reloaded? While Davis and Havis explicitly
positioned their opera as a feminist act, Eötvös has by contrast disavowed any such motivation,
stating “my opera is not about equal rights of men and women, but the development of society and
civilization with Lilith, instead of Eve, as its starting point.”32 However, it is my contention in this
chapter that Paradise Reloaded is in fact far closer to Lilith in terms of a feminist rehabilitation of
Lilith than Eötvös might openly acknowledge. Moreover, Eötvös’s attitude is paradoxical: he
avoids in conversation the political ideologies associated with labels such as “feminism” or
“equality”—instead actively promoting that it is not these. Yet in our interview, he emphasized
over and over how central Lilith’s equality with Adam is to the opera, at odds with his reluctance
to assert this as a feminist position. Inserting Lilith into the narratives drawn from Milton and
Madách, he and Ostermaier evidently have approached this recalibration of humanity through
notions of equality, but the composer (more so, I understand, than the librettist), appears keen to
avoid what he sees as a commitment to or promotion of a perceived politicized feminism.I Reading
somewhat more against the grain of the composer’s views here than in previous chapters, I
accordingly view this opera through a feminist lens, developed principally with regard to Lilith’s
multiple identities. It is Lilith and the other women who are the strongest; it is Lilith who
understands both God and humanity; it is Lilith who is given the last word, as my discussion of
the opera’s ending demonstrates. Similarly, as my analyses of Scenes 3 and 5 in the next section
explore, other political subtexts are present but not acknowledged explicitly, a conundrum to which
I will turn in the last part of this chapter.

Eötvös, interview on publisher’s website, “Work of the Week: Péter Eötvös’s Paradise Reloaded,” Schott Music.
https://en.schott-music.com/work-of-the-week-Péter-Eötvös-paradise-reloaded-lilith Accessed December 12 2019.
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Ostermaier’s libretto, like Havis’s doubled timeframe of Eden and the present day,
responds to the idea of the two sides of the feminine by bringing Eve and Lilith together, as an
alternative retelling of Lilith mythology, in which Adam’s two wives never meet. Both operas
share the aspiration to bring these two archetypal iterations of womanhood into confrontation, not
just as symbolic ideas, but in enacting their meeting physically. Unlike in Lilith, however, in
Paradise Reloaded the two women meet in all times—in Eden, the Wasteland, and the journey
scenes—not just in an invented modern scenario. Lilith and Eve journey together throughout the
scenes in Paradise Reloaded, sometimes allies, sometimes adversaries, leading to a similar conflict
that saw Lilith melt away (or into Eve) at the end of Lilith.
The approach to Lilith in Paradise Reloaded was framed, like for Davis and Havis, by a
fascination with her history, and by a motivation to expose a wider audience to it in reinventing
her demonic identity. For Eötvös, Lilith is an “artist: she represents art, philosophy, thought, and
intelligence.”33 In our conversation, Eötvös described his belief that art is the “real” truth of the
world—that art does not mirror reality, but that it comes before life. I asked if it follows logically
that Lilith equals truth, and he agreed. I found these to be surprising and remarkable statements,
going beyond a simple interest in the dark feminine as a captivating dramatic concept in
representing a sincere investment in the power of Lilith’s womanhood. He made it clear to me that
he found great depth and inspiration in her character, again allying him more than he would
perhaps welcome or admit, in my opinion, with feminist reclamations of Lilith.
Paradise Reloaded takes us on a dizzying journey throughout eons of human existence:
the Liliths we encounter are, therefore, already multiplied many times over. We meet Lilith as a
temptress in Eden, as a mother figure, as a seductress, as an avenger, as a warrior, as a betrayed,
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heartbroken woman, as a philosopher. While Madách describes that Lucifer’s aim is “to sow
negation and spread anarchy,”34 Lilith takes on this role in different ways as she navigates between
these identities, which all stem in one way or another from the wide range of imaginary liliths
manifest within mythological, religious, and popular cultures, as explored in the Lilith Introduction
in chapter 3. That Lilith has many forms is central to her mythical identity. Notions of self are
already destabilized in the opera, as the drama is built around the characters inhabiting many
different personalities or “host bodies” throughout the ages of humanity. Lilith’s existence is even
more shadowy, as she already embodies many archetypes of mythical feminine being. One specific
figure representing the dark feminine that served as a model for the opera is Kundry, the sorceressseductress in Parsifal, although Eötvös also mentioned inspirations from Circe and other
quintessential mythological sorceresses and siren women. I focus the following analyses on
representations of Lilith as Seductress, as Mother, as Witch, and finally as God’s Rival.
This is not a reference I was aware of until my conversation with Eötvös, and does not limit
us to interpreting Lilith in Paradise Reloaded only through a Wagner connection, but the
correlations between Kundry and Lilith do prove to be remarkable.35 Like Lilith and Eve, Kundry
represents the (predominantly male) vision of the duality of women, once again materializing
through the Madonna-whore complex, as Barry Emslie observes: “Wagner conjoined two
conflicting notions of the Woman. The most splendid of whores in the most magical of brothels
was united with the mysterious and devoted servant of all that is most holy and good.” 36 In
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Parsifal, Kundry’s identity is described frequently by other characters in very Lilith-esque terms:
in Act I, Gurnemanz calls her “a wild woman” (“das wilde Weib”); the squires call her “a wild
animal” (“ein wildes Tier”) and “a heathen, a sorceress” (“Eine Heidin ist’s, ein Zauberweib”),
and also refer to her “magic balm” (“ihrem Zaubersaft”). In Act II, Klingsor casts her in stronger,
vitriolic terms as an evil force, calling her “nameless one, primeval witch, rose of Hell!”
(“Namenlose, Urteufelin, Höllenrose!”), and “the devil’s bride” (“des Teufels Braut”). “Primeval
witch” cannot adequately translate the powerful meaning of Urteufelin—the Ur she-devil. Behind
Kundry is Lilith already present, then, as the real Urteufelin.
That Kundry is “namenlose” is an important part of the narrative in Parsifal, which
emerges in Paradise Reloaded. In general, there are two sides to the significance of names in the
Lilith world: one is as a marker of identity, and the other as the name of God. When Lilith utters
the Ineffable Name in Davis’s Lilith, it is supposed to be her moment of greatest blasphemy against
the unutterable, inviolable sanctity of God. This is omitted from Paradise Reloaded: the opera
tends to ignore God altogether except as an unseen object of parody. Rather, Lilith’s own name is
shown to be a powerful indicator of her shifting identities: strength through being unknown. In
Parsifal, Kundry’s namelessness is similarly a source of fear to others, but as a lack, underscoring
her inhumanity and incompleteness. Parsifal, however, although established at the outset as the
“innocent fool” (“der reine Tor”), is eventually named by Kundry in Act II. Discussing this
moment, Suzanne Stewart notes that “while both characters are initially nameless, it is only
Parsifal who will earn his subjective consistency, while Kundry will remain unanchored, a floating
signifier.”37 I suggest that Paradise Reloaded inverts this process: not only is Lilith named, she
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becomes even more powerful and dangerous as a result. She is not “unanchored” but instead
endowed with the greatest agency of all the opera’s characters.
In another important parallel with Kundry, we also hear Lilith sing before she first appears
in Paradise Reloaded.38 At this crucial moment in scene 1, she is a voice out of the darkness that
sings mocking praises to God. Becoming seen, the Angels recognize her, but Lucifer cannot see
her true identity:
LUCIFER: What is your name, then, dear little devil woman?
LILITH: What’s in a name, O bringer of light!
THREE ANGELS quietly, to Lucifer: Lucifer, Lucifer, Lucifer…
LUCIFER: Then I call you… Lucy!
ANGEL B: Lucy??
ANGEL C: No, no, no! But she is Lilith! What the devil—does he not see who she is?
ANGEL A: He is blinded by the light!
ANGEL B, whispering to the audience: It is Adam’s first wife, Lilith. She is a demon!39
This exchange reminds us that no one can really fix Lilith’s identity—that she cannot be defined,
least of all by men; the proverb “what’s in a name?” uses the German words for “sound” and
“smoke” (Schall und Rauch), thus associating her with fleeting, ephemeral things that, crucially,
have no tangible form and cannot be physically pinned down or captured. Lucifer cannot see her
for what she is because her power supersedes his. The “light” he is blinded by is not the light
shining from Heaven, but something I prefer to conceive of as a manifestation of pure strength;
that Lilith emits such a force as to make herself unable to be truly perceived by others. Moreover,
that Lucifer attempts to name her as a female version of himself—Lucy—is indicative of millennia
of men who have tried, and failed (including Lucifer’s former employer) to tame Lilith, for she
was never made in man’s image (as well as cross-referencing the earlier Die Tragödie). Eötvös’s

This also compares with Salamanca’s Lilith which I discussed in chapter 4, where Vincent first hears Lilith
playing the flute before he meets her and identifies it as a primeval, enchanting sound.
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setting of Lilith’s line here, shown in ex. 5.1, introduces a particular style of vocal writing that
becomes central to Lilith’s sonic identity throughout the opera: slow, languorous glissandi, and a
chromatic melodic line typically spanning more than an octave and linking her contralto and
soprano ranges.

Ex. 5.1. Lilith’s comments on names, demonstrating her wide vocal range, scene 1, mm. 161-65.40

Lilith also asserts her power when pronouncing others’ names, too, especially Adam’s. In
her role as seductress or temptress, she often sings to Adam in a siren call, drawing out his name
languorously as if she is bewitching and enchanting him. In scene 9, for example, when they have
all returned to the wasteland outside Eden, her call to Adam perfectly encapsulates her identity
musically as at once sensual and threateningly manipulative. Overall, her vocal line outlines a
rising major third/semitone motif (which recurs often in the opera), combined with a slow ascent
up a whole-tone scale with octave displacement, as shown in ex. 5.2. As in the previous example,
wide glissandi evoke her seductive power. Nested within this is also a “Name motif,” based on
Eve and Adam’s names (in German), which functions as a calling card throughout the opera. It
consists simply of moving from E-A and A-D (EvA-ADam). Eötvös marks this explicitly on the
score in some instances, which is only relevant for performers and analysts, but it is audible; the
prominent interval of the fifth would be audible to an audience. The Naming motif is heard in
almost every instance in which one of the other characters calls to either Eve or Adam.

40
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Ex. 5.2. “Naming motif”: Lilith names Adam in seductive glissandi, scene 9, mm. 5-7.

This moment also palpably re-enacts the power of Kundry’s voice in Act II of Parsifal,
where she calls out his name (“Parsifal—Stay!”)—the first time we have heard the young man’s
name. As Emslie discusses, this scene reinforces that Kundry’s voice inspires great dread (as does
Lilith’s), because the maidens of the magic garden are “struck with fear” upon hearing it (“Die
Mädchen sind bei dem Vernehmen der Stimme Kundrys erschrocken”). Furthermore, although
Eötvös told me that the EvA-ADam motif is based only on the names, I hear another Wagnerian
reference here: the Parsifal motif, which we hear when Kundry names him. It recurs consistently
throughout the seduction scene in the garden, consists of a descending perfect fifth followed by a
rising minor third (ex. 5.3).

Ex. 5.3. Fifth-based naming motif in Act II of Wagner’s Parsifal; Kundry’s call and Parsifal’s response shown.

Just as Stewart reads Kundry’s naming of Parsifal as a seductive act in itself, so too is
Adam’s seduction by Lilith presented as a struggle with resisting the dark force of the femme fatale.
The influence of Parsifal on Eötvös’s conception of Lilith is a combination of the attitudes towards
knowledge and sin in the main sources for the opera (Milton and Madách), and the strong Christian
symbolism running throughout Wagner’s opera, to which much Parsifal scholarship has been
devoted. For many analyses, religious and secular notions of sexual sin converge around Kundry,
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which parallels Lilith exactly. 41 Yet in Paradise Reloaded, Lilith’s sexuality is not equated with
original sin in the same way; as my discussion of the opera’s ending in my later discussion
demonstrates, she manages to achieve a positive power that is never afforded the Kundrys of
nineteenth-century opera.
In both Paradise Reloaded and Parsifal, seduction of the flesh and of the mind are equally
posited as manifestations of female sin. In the mythology, each is attributed effectively to Adam’s
two wives: Lilith tempts with her body, Eve with the knowledge that the forbidden fruit will bring.
Lilith appears in many other scenes in Paradise Reloaded in the guise of the bewitching seductress.
Parallels between Lilith as seductress and the snake in the Garden that tempts Eve are made literal,
as it is Lilith who offers Eve the forbidden apple. The opera occasionally gives the impression that
Lilith’s primary goal is pursuing Adam, but this is overridden, I believe, by the disruption her
insertion into the Genesis narrative causes. Lilith’s seductive nature is brought out clearly in
Paradise Reloaded, but it is not limited to a purely physical or erotic ploy—her sexual power
becomes a display of agency and strength, rather than the quintessential operatic image of the
sinning sexual woman.

Ex. 5.4. Lilith seducing Adam in scene 9; combination of sexuality with motherhood.

Especially in Linda Hutcheon and Michael Hutcheon, “Syphilis, Sin and the Social Order: Richard Wagner’s
‘Parsifal,’” Cambridge Opera Journal, 7, no. 3 (1995): 261-275. Emslie further describes the Zaubergarten in Act II
as a place of (sexual) imagination and exploration for Parsifal.
41
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Most vividly, this occurs in the final scenes, after the conclusion of the journey in Adam’s
failed attempt to leave Earth in a jet engine. She circles Adam as they return to the wasteland
outside Eden in Scene 9 (having come full circle from the beginning) “like a sorceress,” as the
libretto instructs, imploring him to lie down with her. She demands that he leave Eve and return to
her, singing that “the purest water flows from my veins”—a reference also to the couple’s
continuous thirst throughout the opera; the elongated, soaring lines are marked at one point to be
sung “like a lullaby.” At another, the singer is instructed to utter the word “water” “like a magic
word” (ex. 4).42 The long, lyrical lines and gentle syncopation on the word “reinste” evokes a
soothing, rocking motion that resembles the dual function of this music as both enchantment and
lullaby.
Lilith’s persuasion of Adam is a seduction that couples, therefore, her sexual allure with
her motherly identity—again evoking Kundry. When she names Parsifal, he replies “Parsifal?
Once my mother called me that in a dream…” (“Parsifal? So nannte träumend mich einst die
Mutter…”), introducing a thoroughly proto-Freudian sheen to the magic garden scene. 43 Emslie
describes that “as she sets about the seduction proper, Kundry has only one theme: the absent
mother... When we approach the climax of the seduction Kundry has ceased to be the messenger
of the dead mother; rather she has become her.” 44 Hurwitz’s divine whore/terrible mother
construction is clearly evoked here.
Lilith’s motherhood in Paradise Reloaded is much less incest-laden in its symbolism,
instead using the framework of the journey scenes to explore alternative scenarios in human

The second part of scene 9, a pantomime, is also supposed to evoke the “dumb show” in Act III, scene ii of
Hamlet.
42

43

Most Parsifal scholars have also explored the elements of the opera that anticipate Freudian psychoanalysis.

44

Emslie, “Woman as Image and Narrative in Wagner’s Parsifal”: 118.
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history. She takes on the guise of mother in a literal sense in Scene 4, when she transforms into
Eve’s mother—Eve acts as the son of the General (Adam). This is a remarkable moment in the
interpretation of Lilith myths. We might remember that in Havis’s play and libretto, the emphasis
on Lilith and Eve as two sides of the feminine is brought out in many ways: the doubling effects,
the mirrors, the merging of the two in a quasi-erotic union at the opera’s climax; the notion that
these are competing sides of which one must be obliterated or absorbed into the other to ensure
survival. Havis reiterates this with the vivid line, discussed in the previous chapter, stating that
they are both born of one “mystical uterus.” What does it mean here, then, for Eve to be born of
Lilith, albeit temporarily? Eve’s position as the original mother is destabilized, restoring Lilith to
that role and as such endowing her with a universal, omnipresent strength—in the program for the
Vienna production, the term “Urmutter” was used, paralleling the description of Kundry as the
“Urteufelin.” It also offers the chance to explore a dystopian perversion of the trio’s relationship,
where in an alternative vision Eve is not made from Adam’s rib but is instead the product of Adam
and Lilith’s final union before her banishment to the Red Sea (contrasting with the implication that
Earl is this child in Davis’s Lilith).
In Scene 4, the details of the setting are left undefined, though likely evoking the ancient
civilizations visited in comparable sections of Madách’s Tragedy. Lilith takes the role of a sirenmother here in a similar way to her seduction of Adam: she seems to comfort her “son” Eve with
almost a lullaby as an angry crowd protests against the General, who has clearly caused some great
massacre of their sons:
EVE, as the General’s son: Do you hear that, mother? Why are they blaspheming my
father, is he a traitor?
LILITH as the General’s Wife: Come! Come with me, close your ears and eyes, sing the
song your father sang to you on his knees, when he showed you the city and the sea, where
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his ships were on the horizon, carrying freedom so far, until your little finger could find no
land on the map.45
There are strong Odyssey resonances in the Wife’s description of the General’s sea voyage, as
Lilith morphs into a waiting Penelope comforting Telemachus. The scene ends with the Son’s
death, running into a sword to sacrifice himself to save his father. Is it perhaps fitting too that
Telemachus was said to have married Circe, according to the Telegony (the lost epic following the
Odyssey chronologically)? The many allusions to Homeric mythology in Lilith’s kaleidoscopic
identities seem to continually offer simultaneous possibilities for interpretation, where Lilith is at
once Wife, Mother, Penelope, and Circe. In the following Scene 5, which I discuss in more detail
in the next section, Lilith again assumes the role of Eve’s mother, but this time the latter is her
daughter.
The quintessential mythical images of Lilith’s character manifest primarily in Paradise
Reloaded as the seductress and mother identities I have so far discussed, but Lilith as a witch or
sorceress is also presented. As discussed in the previous chapters, the association of feminine
sexuality with sin and witchcraft has a long and august history that continues to exert an influence
today. I have already cited several examples of how her seduction is not only sexual, but is a
threatening and dark force, paralleling Kundry and Parsifal’s relationship. The principal way in
which Lilith-as-witch appears in Paradise Reloaded is through Eötvös’s writing for the female
voice; like the siren call, her voice both enchants and seduces. One vivid example is in scene 3,
where Lilith comments dispiritedly on the dystopian scenes unfolding: “Hjajajajaja… The life of
a man is shorter than eternity, like a breath.”46 The mimicry of laughter in a semi-sprechgesang
“Hörst du, Mutter? Warum lästern sie Vater, er sei ein Verräter?” “Komm! Komm zu mir, schliesse Ohren und
Augen, summ das Lief, das Vater dir sang, als er dir auf seinen Knien die Stadt zeigte, das Meer, worauf seine
Schiffe zum Horizont fuhren, die Freiheit so weit zu tragen, wo dein klein Finger kein Land mehr auf der Karte
fand.”
45

46

This is also a potential reference to the Captain’s musings in the first scene of Alban Berg’s Wozzeck: “Es wird

316

witchy cackle —more Brünnhilde than Kundry—gives way to a direction to emulate Marlene
Dietrich (perhaps Eötvös was thinking of Dietrich’s performance as a classic femme fatale in the
1935 film The Devil is a Woman). Illustrated in ex. 5.5, the sung line evokes a smoky, languorous
contralto, drawn out and sensuous with its emphasized tritones resolving gratifyingly.

Ex. 5.5. Lilith transitioning from witch-voice to Marlene Dietrich, scene 3, mm. 149-156.

Lilith’s witch voice again recalls Kundry in its laughter: as many Parsifal scholars discuss,
Kundry’s particular sin was laughing at Christ—not a sexual sin, at least in the beginning: this
establishes her in a position of blasphemous proximity to God that we can see manifest in Lilith’s
defiance towards the creator. Hutcheon and Hutcheon note that “for laughing at Christ, she has
been condemned to wander forever and—it would seem—to seduce men and, laughing, bring their
souls to perdition.”47 Elisabeth Bronfen, meanwhile, draws attention to Kundry’s hysterical voice,
arguing that her “function as hysteric thus resides in giving Parsifal knowledge of his being the
counterpoint to the wounded Amfortas.” 48 Kundry has an “excess” of knowledge—which she
bestows upon Parsifal—and Bronfen reads this as stemming from Kundry’s laughing at Christ.
Rather than the hysteric, Lilith’s voice in Paradise Reloaded sounds not as hysterical inhumanity
mir ganz angst um die Welt, wenn ich an die Ewigkeit denk’. ‘Ewig,’ das ist ewig! Das sieht Er ein. Nun ist es aber
wieder nicht ewig, sondern ein Augenblick, ja, ein Augenblick! - Wozzeck, es schaudert mich,wenn ich denke, daß
sich die Welt in einem Tag herumdreht.” (“I feel very scared in the world when I think about eternity. ‘Eternal,’,
that’s eternal! He sees that. But again it is not eternal, but a moment, yes, a moment! - Wozzeck, I shudder when I
think that the world revolves in one day.”)
47

Hutcheon and Hutcheon, “Syphilis, Sin and the Social Order: Richard Wagner’s ‘Parsifal’”: 263-4.

48

Elisabeth Bronfen, “Kundry’s Laughter,” New German Critique 69 (1996): 152.
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but as an expression of her superhuman power, a combination of seduction and mockery.
Moreover, her fractured laughter in ex. 5.5 represents a different kind of “excess knowledge”:
Lilith’s comment that life is “shorter than eternity” puts her above the rest in tessitura as much as
in philosophical insight—recalling, as Eötvös sees it, that Lilith embodies truth, as we will see at
the opera’s end. There are also many examples of other characters assuming this witchy or
hysterical-sounding aspect of Lilith’s voice, representing, I argue, her infectious power. Eve’s first
appearance in scene 2 is extremely florid, but her voice transforms in tandem with Lilith’s
temptation as the snake. We first hear Eve extolling life’s beauty, in the passage shown in ex. 5.6:
the extensive coloratura here is not hysterical or unnatural-sounding, but sounds as a blossoming,
a pure expression of natural (naïve) joy. I can hear Olympia, Mignon, Marie or Amina, singing
innocence and freshness in nineteenth-century coloratura roles, rather than vocal excess.

Ex. 5.6. Eve’s “innocent” coloratura in scene 2, mm. 12-15.

Ex. 5.7. Eve’s disintegrating voice, choking on the apple, scene 2; mm. 20-27 and 35-44.
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Once she bites into the proffered apple, however, her beautiful voice begins to collapse,
becoming dry and brittle as she chokes on the bitter fruit (ex. 5.7). Eötvös chooses to stretch out
this process over a long period of vocal disintegration, thereby demonstrating that Eve’s voice—
her very identity—is mutating. As she plays with the apple, her runs of staccato triplets become
looser and higher, mimicking her giving in to temptation. Biting in, her voice begins to lose its
ability to sing properly, first in a swooping glissandi very reminiscent of Lilith’s voice, and then
dissolving into a comical, grotesque choking. That Eve descends into Lilith’s contralto range on
her last iteration of “schön” also indicates that the temptation and sin has fully entered her body.
The dark feminine as a blasphemous, witchy presence is intermingled in Paradise
Reloaded with the idea of the “terrible mother” as well as the siren-seductress-sorceress, who
enchants, bewitches, seduces, corrupts, and destroys. This is a clear parallel with Lilith: as
discussed in the previous chapter, these operatic explorations of Lilith’s many mythological
presentations demonstrate deliberate conflations of different “aspects” of her character. The
attraction for both sets of composers and librettists, as well as the stage designers and directors
who render this visually, is manifestly those places where apparently different concepts overlap
and become entangled in one another. In Paradise Reloaded, a further shade made even more
explicit than in Lilith is her insertion into patriarchal narratives as a replacement for Lucifer. In the
conflict of the celestial and satanic realms which underscores the opera’s literary sources, it is
Satan and Lucifer warring with the Almighty. In this transformation of Lilith, she does not simply
argue with God’s authority in court, she supplants Lucifer as the direct antagonist to heavenly
power, positioning herself as at war with God, and capable of bringing destruction upon the whole
Earth her powers are presented as equal to God’s. I move now to another form she takes: Lilith as
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God’s rival. This identity is primarily centered on themes of strength, power, and equality in her
character.
After Lilith’s seduction in Scene 9, Adam faints in response (quite unlike Parsifal’s manly
resistance to Kundry’s wiles). This moment encapsulates in microcosm the distinction between the
two: Lilith is very often the only figure on stage who maintains control, self-possession, and
strength of character. Lucifer, for instance, although he brings Adam on this great journey and thus
possesses powers of some kind, fails at every opportunity, and loses control of Adam and Eve,
only to return to God, humbled and beaten, at the opera’s close. As Eötvös noted, the opera is
about imagining Lilith as the beginning of humanity, not Adam and Eve. Lilith is also simply the
most capable character in the opera: like Davis and Havis’s Adam, in Paradise Reloaded the First
Man is a weak, irritating figure, deliberately written as generally being rather useless at dealing
with the challenges he and Eve face, instead wheedling and moaning at his wife. Eötvös also
identified Adam as resembling Parsifal, as well as other well-known “heroic” tenor roles such as
Tamino, but surely he intends his Adam as a parody of these operatic heroes.
Although Eve is also often presented as weak—constantly dying of thirst, for example—
she is endowed with much greater agency in the journey scenes, whereas Adam is mostly incapable
of dealing with the situations he is in. When in Scene 7 he attempts to fly away from Earth in some
sort of jet-machine construction, back to beg God’s forgiveness, he is compared to Icarus, a pointed
reference to a figure who is foolish and acts beyond his abilities, as well as one who, instead of
striving where one belongs, tries to reach the inaccessible heavens. In scene 4, when Adam is a
General, he is unable to answer the furious mob, instead resigning his post; Eve as his son,
meanwhile, dies by the sword to save him, Adam’s act of cowardice contrasted with one of selfsacrifice. In Scene 5, meanwhile, the women are dramatically very much at the center.
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There is one aspect to the opera that presents Lucifer as equally capable to Lilith, which
comes about through another historical operatic reference, this time to the villain of Verdi’s Otello.
Eötvös’s strongest deliberate musical reference is deployed in paraphrasing Iago’s principal aria,
“Credo in un Dio crudel” (I believe in a cruel God), as Lucifer sings at the end of scene 2 just prior
to the great voyage for “another Paradise” commencing. Singing “Who told you to bite into the
apple, Eve? Did you see a snake?,” the three key motivic elements of what James Parakilas calls
Iago’s “anti-creed” and “disloyalty oath”49 appear in Lucifer’s line, as shown in ex. 5.8.

Ex. 5.8. Three motivic comparisons between Iago’s “Credo” aria in Verdi’s Otello (Act II), and Lucifer’s paraphrase
in scene 2, mm. 173-182.

49

James Parakilas, “Religion and Difference in Verdi’s ‘Otello,’” The Musical Quarterly 81, no. 3 (1997): 376.
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The central motive of the chromatic “rotary triplets,”50 fast turns which dominate act II of Otello,
also manifest in many other parts of Lucifer’s vocal writing throughout the opera. That Eötvös
chose the Credo is, of course, important not only because of the play on parallels between Iago
and Lucifer’s characters (manipulative, diabolical), but also because of the blasphemous
reconfiguration of the liturgy that Verdi’s aria constitutes.
For Lucifer, it is all downhill from here; at this moment he has the most control he will
attain throughout the opera. Moreover, we could hear this not as an indication of Lucifer’s Iagoesque powers of manipulation, but instead as a pastiche, a parody of the devil who, unlike Iago,
cannot actually get anyone to do his bidding. By contrast, Lilith only gains in power. I propose
that a considerable part of her strength derives from her portrayed lack of faith. In challenging
God, her assertion of power also morphs into a feminist blasphemy. My interpretation of Madách’s
ending, as I have said, is that humankind should not put their trust arbitrarily in God, and let things
take their course, but assert their agency—they must strive on. This manifests in Paradise
Reloaded, when Lilith points out how Adam’s faith in the God that banished them has led to
nothing, as they return to the wasteland in Scene 9:
ADAM holding Eve in his arms: She’s dead!
LILITH: And still you believe in God, who fools you again and again. Who loves you
the most?51
Not only does Lilith mock Adam’s naive trust in God, but in reiterating that her love is truer than
God’s, she takes a blasphemous standpoint in placing herself not merely as His equal, but superior.
This parallels the Lilith of Havis’s satirical divorce court scenes in Lilith, when she refuses to
accept the subordinate place that has been assigned to her—sexually, economically, and socially.
50

As named by James Hepokoski, Giuseppe Verdi: Otello (1987; repr., Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1993), 7.
51

“Sie ist tot!” “Und da glaubst du noch an Gott, der dir immer wieder nimmt, was du am meisten liebst?”
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It also gives her an opportunity to assert again her superiority to Adam, a concept based in some
versions of her creation story in mythology, as I discussed in the Lilith Introduction.
Lilith reminds Lucifer of her status in scene 8, just as Lucifer has failed to control Adam,
in a powerful monologue that is contemptuous of the Devil, vengeful towards God, and assertive
of her ability to keep Adam:
LUCIFER: Why did you follow us all this time? I didn’t ask for you! You’re like a
shadow running behind me, like a hound, wounded and lovesick. 52
LILITH: Me? You’re nothing more than a devil in training. And just to clarify: I was not
made from your rib; I was not crafted in your image; I am never your subject. Adam is
your last chance! (x3) I want to be his best, and I will be his best. I was his, I was like
him, formed from clay, one and the same, at his right hand, until I was wronged by God.
His betrayal made me into a demon! Instead of humans I bring demons into the world,
until it falls. 53
The musical contrasts between the two voices in this duet are telling, even though both are
ornate, chromatic, and virtuosic lines. Ex. 5.9 shows Lucifer’s staccato, hiccupping scale on “Lie”
seems to act out sonically his charge that Lilith is “lovesick”; but it is he that sounds sick,
descending into an unholy low Sprechgesang. In this moment, I hear Lucifer as vocally unstable,
his line a hysterical overflow of sound—Eötvös is inverting the feminization of hysteria so
common in operatic voices. This is brought into even sharper focus by Lilith’s response, which
morphs into a powerful, commanding aria, the first two lines of which are shown in ex. 5.10. Her
voice switches between scalar runs and disjunct, wide leaps of a seventh or more, which hint at a
regal, commanding operatic topos. Lilith’s voice is in control of its coloratura, employed for effect

“Was folgst du uns die ganze Zeit? Ich hab dich nicht gerufen! Du bist wie ein Schatten und läufst mir hinterher,
wie eine Hündin, gekränkt, und krank von Liebe.”
52

“Ich? Du bist nur mehr ein Teufel auf Bewährung, und dir zu Klärung: Ich bin nicht aus deiner Rippe gebrochen,
bin ich nicht nach deinem Bild gestochen, nie bin ich dir Untertan. Adam ist deine letze Chance! [x3] Ich will sein
Bestes und werde seine Beste sein. Ich war die Seine, ich war wie er, aus Lehm geformt, gleich und gleich an
Rechten, bis mir Unrecht ward durch Gott. Sein Verrat hat mich zum Dämon gemacht! Statt Menschen bring ich
Dämonen zur Welt, bis sie fällt.”
53
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and strength, unlike Lucifer’s wayward line that strays away from singing to speech. This miniaria is in my view the most intense display of Lilith’s strength in the opera, importantly asserting
with no doubt that she is superior to Lucifer, whose devilish credentials are disdainfully tossed
aside.

Ex. 5.9. Lucifer’s hysterical voice in duet with Lilith, scene 8, mm. 38-44.

Ex. 5.10. Lilith’s show of strength in response to Lucifer’s insult through coloratura and powerfully disjunct vocal
lines, scene 8, mm. 44-57.

Lilith’s strength and capability in the opera is often set against Eve’s weakness and naiveté.
Eve is often in a state of heightened weakness: in scenes 3 and 9—paralleling each other in the
Wasteland outside Paradise—she is dying of thirst, her contributions often limited to begging for
a drop of water; Eötvös writes her voice in these moments as sonically embodying the physical
expiration of her body, first with a monotonous recitation on E flat, and then by drawing her line
up to its highest tessitura in a pure, clear line that fades away to nothing. Ex. 5.11 shows these two
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moments in Scenes 3 and 9, with the final pitch rising one half-step higher in the latter—the
recitation is identical in each scene.

Ex. 5.11. Monotony and fading in Eve’s voice, parallel moments in three passages from Scenes 3 and 9.

Furthermore, in the future of scene 6 (which I discuss in greater depth below), she is almost
completely incapacitated, presented as a patient in a mysterious clinical facility, seemingly devoid
of all her mental faculties and in a physically debilitated state. In both moments when Adam tries
to break out and escape the voyage, firstly in the jet-engine flying machine and secondly at the end
of scene 11 when he finally refuses Lilith, Eve is rendered silent, appearing as a mute doll dragged
along on Adam’s journey; we have little idea what she thinks of these actions. This strikes me as
a far cry from the Eve of the intervening scenes, when she is, as I have said, endowed with courage,
agency, and presence. Remembering that Adam is generally terrified by what he sees in the visions
of humanity’s future encapsulated in the journey scenes, perhaps another aspect that prompts him
to reject Lucifer and God’s plan for him is that Eve is too capable—that she does not behave as he
would like; he sees her as a horribly deformed version of the wife he believed he once had in Eden,
the wife who was beautifully created, unblemished, from his own body.
The opera’s literary antecedents also deal with the status of Eve in relation to God and
Man; Elisabeth Liebert’s analysis of Paradise Lost, for instance, emphasizes Milton’s paradoxical
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rendering of Eve in the narrative, as “subordinate and privileged simultaneously, at once liberated
by Milton’s revision of tradition and proscribed by the limitations of that revision.”54 While Lilith
is unambiguously strong and equal, Eve demonstrates agency, bravery, and intuition, but is also
weak, subservient, and in strong need of Adam. In Paradise Reloaded she is portrayed as
psychologically and physically incapacitated, but nonetheless on two occasions she tries to
sacrifice her own life to save others. Where Lilith controls destiny, Eve seems out of control of her
own future. Liebert’s appraisal of her paradoxical position in Paradise Lost, where she is “capable
of understanding,” but most certainly not Adam’s equal, 55 is reflected in Paradise Reloaded: Eve
is tempted by knowledge, but it is Adam who embarks on the journey in search of it. Eötvös and
Ostermaier explore the “conflit des femmes,” as the composer put it to me, through giving Lilith
the majority of the power, rather than dramatizing an equal meeting as in Lilith. The Chemnitz
production56 enacted this duality visually in dressing Eve and Lilith as monochromatic opposites
(fig. 5.1)—an obvious choice, but improved from the Vienna premiere’s skimpy undergarments
(see fig. 5.2). In the 2020 Bielefeld production, both women were visually less glamorous than
either of these earlier productions; Lilith wearing a dark sackcloth-like smock and black boots (the
same costume is worn by the three Angels, who present as gravediggers), and Eve and Adam both
wear flesh-colored contraptions somewhere between a straightjacket and armor.57

Elisabeth Liebert, “Rendering “More Equal”: Eve’s Changing Discourse in ‘Paradise Lost,’” Milton Quarterly 37,
no. 3 (2003): 152.
54

55

Liebert, “Rendering “More Equal”: Eve’s Changing Discourse in ‘Paradise Lost’”: 156.

56

Eötvös had no input on this production (by choice); he also stated that he much preferred it to the premiere. The
producer was Helen Malkowsky, lighting by Holger Reinker, stage design by Hermann Feuchter, and costumes by
Henrike Bromber.
57

The Bielefeld production was desgined by Wolfgang Nagele and Stephan Mayer, with costumes by Irina
Spreckelmeyer. Unfortunately I could not secure permissions in time to include photos and detailed analysis here.
They can be found on the opera’s page on the Theater Bielefeld website, https://theaterbielefeld.de/veranstaltung/paradise-reloaded-lilith.html.
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Fig. 5.1. Monochromatic visual duality of Eve (Marie-Pierre Roy) and Lilith (Frances Pappas) in Chemnitz
production. Photo by Dieter Wuchanski.

Eve and Lilith should map easily onto archetypal binaries of good/evil, heaven/hell, and
the drama narrating those eternal struggles—between Eve as Faust’s Gretchen, the embodiment of
das Ewig-Weibliche, and Lilith as Kundry. The two women could also be seen to embody the
dialectic between utopian and dystopian visions of humanity that are central to Madách’s narrative,
but Paradise Reloaded complicates this by inverting Lilith from her traditional position on the
dark side. However, it is not as simple as saying that Lilith becomes associated with the forces of
good, heaven, utopia, and so on. Rather, I would suggest that Eötvös and Ostermaier complicate
the boundaries of those categories: to be good is not to be Eve; to be a strong, sexual woman is not
bad; utopia is not the Paradise we know, but something hinted at as a possible future shaped around
Lilith.

5.4. Musical Dystopias/Utopias: Parody and Satire
Paradise Reloaded is a space, like Parsifal’s magic garden and the classical voyages, of
exploration and philosophical questioning. The opera’s takes a satirical look at human history and
at what we perceive ourselves to be: religion appears not in a struggle between Christian belief
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and secular thought as in Paradise Lost or The Tragedy of Man, but as an object of satire and a
starting point for philosophical musings on humanity’s past, present, and future outside of that
theosophical dialectic. Paradise Reloaded engages the archetypal moral and psychological quest
through dialectical visions—dystopia and utopia, pessimism and optimism, disillusionment and
aspiration—while departing from the serious and broodingly philosophical mode of Madách’s
Tragedy. Instead, the opera employs irony, satire, and humor as the defining parameters for the
action that parody the epistemological quest even as it is being undertaken.
In this section, I want to look in closer detail at how Eötvös articulates musically the
contrasting and conflicting notions of utopian and dystopian visions of humanity latent in Madách.
I suggest some techniques Eötvös uses to depict the universe musically, for which in our
conversations we jointly came up with the term la musique cosmique. I discuss the two scenes that
are most important in illustrating the overall atmosphere of the cosmos that the opera inhabits: the
instrumental prelude and the beginning of Scene 1, and Scene 7, when Adam attempts to fly to
space in a jet-engine construction. I turn then to exploring the deployment of satire and parody in
both music and narrative. Both are prevalent in articulating the dystopian scenes of the central
journey, as utopia and dystopia alike are predicated on the notion of distortion which is the
fundamental characteristic of the satirical mode. I propose that there are three satirical techniques:
1. Humor and sarcasm: classic satire, pastiche
2. Dark and sinister humor: the grotesque and uncanny mixed with political parody
3. Combination of types 1 and 2
I analyze type 1 in Scenes 1 and 2, in Paradise and after the Fall; I discuss a brief glimpse of type
2 in Scene 2, and then I present Scenes 3 and 5 as exemplary representations. For type 3, I discuss
Scene 6, set in the future. I then move on to the ending of the opera, which offers ambiguities about
possible dystopian/utopian futures after a dramatic confrontation between Adam, Eve, and Lilith.
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The short orchestral prelude articulates vividly the idea of the cosmos: Eötvös conjures
impressions of an expansive universe, but one that is full of awe, mystery, and beauty on the one
hand, and dark, threatening abysses on the other. The sound seems to emerge ex nihilo before
growing into a thundering cacophony. Ex. 5.12 illustrates the opening soundworld of la musique
cosmique: sustained cluster chords on the accordion maintain a piercing but almost hypnotically
shimmer at the top of the texture, rendering musically the galaxies and heavens. Continuous bass
drum rolls evoke the breadth and infinity of the cosmos, while dissonant string glissandi interject
dynamically into the static harmonies, hinting at action, perhaps foreshadowing threat. The
opening conjoins the extremes of the universe at once, in a very tightly controlled space: Eötvös
gives measures precise durations, also corresponding to lighting changes. I hear this opening as
conjuring a sense of awe and depth, comprising techniques which Eötvös uses throughout the
opera, juxtaposing opposites of dynamics, pitch, and timbre.

Ex. 5.12. Evocation of musique cosmique in sustained cluster, bass drum rolls, and glissando strings motif in
prelude, mm. 2-6. Reduction of full orchestral score.

Eötvös returns to conjuring the cosmos in a literal evocation of space in Scene 7: Ex. 5.13
shows a reduction of the orchestra during Adam’s attempt to fly from Earth (like Icarus, as is
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written in the score). Sustained chords again generate a sense of great depth, but the principal
technique here is shifting sound masses, which gradually increase and decrease in density and
energy. The clarinet and trumpets’ rhythmically offset lines introduce an apocalyptic note,
complemented by machine-like percussion rolls—sonically evoking a flying contraption.

Ex. 5.13. Fluctuating sound masses evoking space, Adam’s flight from Earth, scene 7
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.

Eötvös’s manipulation of the texture manifests in extremely detailed dynamic marking,
combing to form permanent simultaneous crescendi and diminuendi. As mentioned, the Vienna
production did little to recreate the specific locations for the opera’s action: in Scene 7, for instance,
the only indication of flight is Adam putting on Lucifer’s wings, but both he and Eve remain mostly
immobile in the center of the stage, Eve’s lifeless body draped across a sloped rostrum. Eotvos’s
musical depiction of the cosmos paired with the text, then, functions as an important aural indicator
for the audience in the absence of obvious visual cues. The techniques in this scene (and elsewhere
in the opera) recall György Ligeti’s micropolyphonic textures: Amy Bauer’s discussion of Ligeti’s
structural use of timbre is highly relevant here, in which she identifies Ligeti’s “landmark
compositions from the 1960s” as all composed with a “static harmonic language, an immobile
pitch structure animated primarily through the actions of secondary parameters.” 58 Eötvös’s “pitch
structures” are less static than Ligeti’s, but much of his orchestral writing parallels Bauer’s
description of mostly other parameters than pitch “animating” harmonic space: in both these
orchestral examples, it is dynamics, texture, and timbre that articulate movement. In a conversation
with Bálint András Varga in 1983, Eötvös drew attention to this formal or textural aspect of his
compostitional process—and refers to having “recently” discussed it with Ligeti: “In composing,
I first have a sense of the density, the mass of the piece. Similarly to a sculptor, I first have to
decide whether to use wood, tissue, or stone.”59
These two examples represent several of Eötvös’s principal harmonic, textural, and timbral
techniques emplyoed throughout the opera. After the orchestral introduction’s expansive musique

Amy Bauer, “Composing the Sound Itself”: Secondary Parameters and Structure in the Music of Ligeti,” Indiana
Theory Review 22, no. 1 (2001): 44.
58
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Eötvös, interview with Bálint András Varga in Three Questions for Sixty-Five Composers (Rochester: University
of Rochester Press, 2011), 72.
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cosmique, the beginning of Scene 1 descends to ground with a visceral thud into a punchy, comic
soundscape: Lucifer dictates his resignation letter to God, carefully noted down by his angelscribes. From the outset, the staging for the Viennese premiere amplifies the comic rhythm of
Ostermaier’s text in a humorously erotic aesthetic: barely clothed, Adam and Eve are covered not
with fig leaves but skimpy swimwear—neon shorts for Adam—and Adam and Lucifer appear
muscular, shirtless, stereotypically masculine (fig. 5.2). The production here enacts visually the
satire on the very serious philosophical themes that the opera’s narrative embodies; the angels in
Lucifer’s letter-dictation, for instance, deliberately ham up their role as secretaries in exaggerated
gestures and provocative poses.

Fig. 5.2. Lucifer (David Adam Moore), Adam (Eric Stoklossa), and Eve (Rebecca Nelsen), Vienna.60

Anna Dalos reads a meta-narrative into Eötvös’s penchant for satire in his other works, arguing
that “his compositions aim at interpreting the concept of art...playing with such means as humor
and self-irony, and querying constantly the artist’s role in the creation of works of art.” 61

60

The Vienna premiere was directed by Johannes Erath, with décor by Katrin Connan and lighting by Norbert
Chmel. Photo from Péter Eötvös’s website,
http://eotvospeter.com/index.php?node=compositions&id=119&function=&targetpage=photos&current_menu=com
positions_commissions. No photo credit is given online.
61

Anna Dalos, “Searching for the Composer’s Role in Péter Eötvös’ First Creative Period (1963–1989),”
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Elsewhere, interviewed by Rachel Beckles Willson, Eötvös drew attention to his attraction to this
technique as reflecting Hungarian political history, referring to his opera based on Chekhov’s
Three Sisters: “Because there’s plenty of grotesquery and humour in Hungarian thought, the whole
Soviet occupation becomes absurd, humorous. One can deal with it...I think it’s typically Central
European, Eastern European... it’s a kind of intellectual defence against absurdity. Life is so
absurd, so peculiar, so mixed up: the humour within it becomes the ‘real’ reality.” 62 In Esti
Sheinberg’s thorough analysis of different types of musical irony, satire, parody, and the grotesque
in the music of Dmitri Shostakovich—the most well-known of Russian musical satirists in the
twentieth-century—she establishes a useful semiotic framework for examining the different role
each of these plays. Of most significance for my following discussions is her distinction between
irony and satire: Sheinberg’s identification of the centrality of (in)congruities to musical irony is
not as relevant here as her discussion of satirical forms.63 As she elucidates in her exploration of
the semiotics and semantics of musical satire, “more than any other kind of musical irony, musical
satire depends on musical norms” 64: it is this relationship that is present in this opera.
Both the above accounts of Eötvös’s prior deployments of musical humor and satire are
reflected in Paradise Reloaded. One of the most vivid and audibly prominent ways is in musical
parodies and pastiches of J.S. Bach’s chorales. These constitute the main soundworld of the second
half of Scene 1 and the majority of Scene 2. After Lucifer has written his resignation letter to God
at the beginning of Scene 1, he is joined by the angels, who, thrown out of Paradise, sing sarcastic

Perspectives of New Music 54, no. 2 (2016): 93.
62

Eötvös, in Rachel Beckles Willson, “Péter Eötvös in Conversation about ‘Three Sisters,’” Tempo 220 (2002): 13.

63

See Esti Sheinberg, Irony, Satire, Parody and the Grotesque in the Music of Shostakovich: A Theory of Musical
Incongruities (Farnham: Ashgate, 2000; Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), 64. Citations refer to the Routledge edition.
64

Sheinberg, Irony, Satire, Parody and the Grotesque in the Music of Shostakovich, 69.
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praises to God, in a parody of the hymn “Lobe den Herren.” They mockingly sing “lobet unseren
Gott” in a distortion of conventional part-writing: ex. 5.14, for instance, shows a sequence of
parallel minor chords in a dissonant harmonic progression, with the upper two parts ascending
through a whole-tone scale, and the bass progressing chromatically. In the Vienna production, the
Angels were cast as sardonic middle-aged men, grubby singlets marking a humorous contrast with
their white feathered wings (fig. 5.3). Eötvös told me that he intended these a cappella passages
to resemble the choruses in Mozart’s Zauberflöte; in this staging, I suggest they specifically parody
the drei Knaben.65

Fig. 5.3. The Three Angels, Vienna production: A, Gernot Heinrich; B, Andreas Jankowitsch; C, Michael Wagner.66

Ex. 5.14. Angels’ initial parody of “Lobe den Herren” in parallel minor chords, scene 1, mm. 114-118.

65

In the Chemnitz production, the three Angels were cast as a Rabbi, a Protestant, and a Catholic in a different and
more pointed comedy, but it has not been possible to find images of this.
Photo from Eötvös’s website,
http://eotvospeter.com/index.php?node=compositions&id=119&function=&targetpage=photos&current_menu=com
positions_commissions. No photo credit is given.
66
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Lilith joins the fray as she appears for the first time: as I have mentioned, she is unseen initially,
her voice emerging from the darkness in a mocking echo of “Lobe den Herren.” Entering on the
words “[on] High, Praise, praise, praise,” her swooping glissandi and sprechgesang are coupled
with a deliberately sarcastic tone on the elongated “ö” sound. She announces her presence aurally
in a mockery of the hymn, taking the angels’ bumbling parody of Bach’s chorale one step further
(ex. 5.15).

Ex. 5.15. Lilith’s first line, sung unseen, in a mockery of “praising,” scene 1, 119-120.

At the end of Scene 1, pastiches of Bach are set alongside more literal musical evocations
of laughter. We first hear the female chorus join the angels, who sing only rhythmically, not on
pitched clefs, while the women sing staccato scales soaring to the highest reaches of the soprano
tessitura. This passage recalls the idea of the “witch voice” I discussed in relation to Lilith and
Kundry, a musical evocation of hysteria that helps to construct the scene as a parody (ex. 5.16).

Ex. 5.16. Hysterical laughter sung by female chorus and Angels between the Bach parodies, scene 1, mm. 148-151.

The angels then close the scene with a striking a cappella parody of “Lobet den Herren,”
more obviously referencing the chorale tune itself this time. As it is the last line of the final verse
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of the hymn which is set, the comic value increases, this passage having the greatest weight as the
final praise to God and “Amen.” Bach’s harmonization is shown in ex. 5.17a, and the angels’
parody in ex. 5.17b. The first ten measures of the chorale-satire mimic part-writing, only quoting
the melody directly at the very end; Angel B’s sung mimicry of laughing in the penultimate bars
carry through the wild frenzy of the preceding chorus. This comic use of Bach reflects, of course,
a kind of cultural cachet—it depends on audiences recognizing both the melody and the words,
and consequently their distortion elicits an affective response in humor. It is fair to assume that
Eötvös could expect his audiences to possess this knowledge enough for the comedy to “land.”

Ex. 5.17a. Final bars of the last verse of the hymn “Lobe den Herren” as harmonized by J.S. Bach.

Ex. 5.17b. Angels’ dissonant chorale, parody of “Lobet den Herren,” end of scene 1, mm. 230-239.
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Returning to Sheinberg’s emphasis on musical satire as contingent on musical norms, in
this case, the “norms” encompass both the stylistic traits of the chorale or hymn form (mostly
homophonic and syllabic, predicated on a principal tune harmonized in four parts) and the
technical details of correct part-writing (e.g. avoidance of parallel fifths and octaves; avoidance of
unprepared/unresolved dissonances; appropriate spacing and register). Unlike in Shostakovich’s
music, however, Eötvös projects these moments of satire overtly; while there is no guarantee that
all the spectators will “get” the joke, its meaning is not hidden or made ambiguous for reasons of
political self-preservation—although, as I suggest in my discussions below, such ambiguities are
introduced at the level of narrative and reference to external political events.
The sarcastic, humorous treatment of the chorale by the Angels is contrasted immediately
in Scene 2 with the full chorus singing a drawn-out adaptation of the chorale that lasts with only
brief interruptions for the first 62 measures of the scene. In a straightforward evocation of Paradise,
the scene begins in a shimmering A major, with the chorale now rendered in almost fully diatonic
harmonization. Ex. 5.18 shows a reduction of the six voices, with green boxes tracing the original
chorale melody, which is shown alone above the chorus’s extract. Only the tenor part is dissonant,
obstinately persisting on the seventh until it acquiesces to the tonic at the end of this passage.

Ex. 5.18. Choir rendition of “Lobe den Herren” in almost-perfect A major, with original chorale melody shown above,
opening of scene 2 in Paradise, mm. 1-5.
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Juxtaposed with the biting parodies in Scene 1, this shift embodies the utopian/dystopian
struggle that structures the opera as a whole. As the chorale progresses, durations are augmented,
the metric pulse of the chorale ceases to operate, and the harmony grows more dissonant, reflecting
the narrative of Eve’s temptation and the Fall. The second type of satire presents darker dystopian
landscapes with political subtexts, especially in Scenes 3 and 5. There is a brief moment in Scene
2 which plays with musical articulations of the grotesque and the uncanny, however rooted in the
musical and narrative aesthetic of dystopian distortion. Eve has eaten the apple; realizing they must
leave Eden, Adam’s voice transforms slowly into Edvard Munch’s The Scream (1893), on the first
vowel of the word “angst” in his line “is that fear I’m feeling in my chest?” (ex. 5.19). Pointing
towards the influence of psychoanalysis-laden Viennese fin-de-siècle—as manifest in the strong
proto-Freudian elements of Parsifal and their influence on Eötvös—this brief reference engages
the psychological distortion that is mental illness. Fading from song to Sprechgesang, Adam turns
to the audience—and literally becomes the image of Munch’s painting, metamorphosing into a
tableau.

Ex. 5.19. Adam’s voice becomes Munch’s Scream, Scene 2.

Perhaps we can also see in the Munch connection the painter’s Madonna (fig. 5.4), in which she
is rendered in a sexually-heightened pose, with large, prominent breasts, and swirling dark hair—
a very Lilith-like image, as Havis clearly saw, as this painting was used as the cover for the play
Lilith. Munch’s own description of his Madonna also reveals vivid Biblical imagery of the serpent
and the apple: “Your lips are like two ruby-red serpents, and are filled with blood, like your
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crimson red fruit.”67 If the Madonna’s lips are serpents, filled with blood-fruit, it is impossible not
to see her as fully embodying Lilith here.

Fig. 5.4. Edvard Munch, The Madonna (1894-5).

In Scenes 3 and 5, there is little humor: while occasional comic undertones emerge, Eötvös
and Ostermaier engage fully with the dystopian mode. Scene 3 sees Adam and Eve wandering the
earth “as migrants,” confronted with their first voyage after having left Paradise: “They are
searching for food, they are thirsty, wandering around, sensing an omnipresent threat.” The Choir
sings ominously of an “artificial city” (“die künstliche Stadt”)—they have undergone quite the
transformation from Heavenly Chorus in the previous scene:
CHOIR: Howls, just howls! There is the artificial city, stuffed with peasants and migrants!
The Sun Metropolis is sweating, and its eyes are bulging out, like a young boa trying to
devour a goat. Howls, just howls!
EVE: Adam, I’m thirsty.
ADAM: I’m a god now myself, and I’m thirsty.
EVE: The night was so cold, I felt like there was a sharp knife in my eyes. Adam, I’m
thirsty!
67

Reinhold Heller, Munch: His Life and Work (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 129, citing manuscript
T 2547 in the Munch Museum Archives, Oslo. Cited in Kristie Jayne, “The Cultural Roots of Edvard Munch’s
Images of Women,” Woman’s Art Journal 10, no. 1 (1989): 28.
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ADAM: I’m looking for water. Adam goes.
EVE: The wind is hotter than the sun. O Heaven, just a drop.68
Adam’s glib comment that he is a “god now” is a ray of humor, however overshadowed by the
“omnipresent threat” that pervades the scene.
The political subtext here is one I have inferred: I know of no specific location that it is
intended to reflect. It draws its aesthetic, as I see it, from representations of cities that have become
hubs for the refugee crises in recent years, evoking overcrowding, adverse weather, and desertlike conditions where the nights are freezing and the days blisteringly hot—with echoes of the
Ancient Egypt visited in Madách’s Tragedy, perhaps. The narrative evokes obvious dystopic
qualities: a location that partially resembles somewhere familiar (a city), but it is in the grip of
mysterious and undefined terrors. Frequent repetition reiterates that nothing is quite how it should
be—Eve is going in circles, mechanically repeating her request for water, locked in stasis. While
the Angels taunt Eve with the offer of water as they and Lilith had done in Paradise, this is also
framed in a more sinister context, especially through the third Angel’s disturbing speech to her:
ANGEL C: Do you know how they punish those who enter the city without authorization?
They pour rum all over you, and lay you out on a stone, then they wait until the sun rises
the next day; slowly catching fire...kiss me!69

More important than decoding what specific location this city might represent is the powerful
evocation of particular aspects of the human condition under duress, especially in the grips of what
appears to be a repressive regime. This symbolism was brought out more strongly in the Chemnitz

“Heult nur, heult! Dort ist die künstliche Stadt, gestopft mit Landvolk und Migranten! Die Sonnenmetropole
schwitzt, und die Augen treten ihr hervor, wie einer jungen Boa beim Versuch, eine Zeige zu verschlingen. Heult
nur, heult!” “Adam, ich habe Durst.” “Jetzt bin ich mir selbst ein Gott und verdurste.” “Die Nacht war so kalt, mir
war, als fielen scharfe Messer in meine Augen. Adam, ich habe Durst!” “Ich suche Wasser.”
68

“Weißt du, wie sie jene bestrafen, de unbefugt die Stadt betreten? Sie übergießen sie mit Rum und legen sie
nachts auf einen Stein, dann warten sie, bis die Sonne sie am nächsten Tag langsam entzündert…küss mich!”
69
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production than the Vienna premiere, as its staging was in a crumbling hotel in East Germany (fig.
5.5). It is an overall aesthetic rather than a coherent new adaptation of the narrative, but it also
opens the way for political symbolism to emerge, if loosely and ambiguously.

Fig. 5.5. East German Hotel setting for Chemnitz production. Photo by Dieter Wuchanski.

In Scene 5, Ostermaier’s text constructs a similarly hellish landscape: the setting is a
“bombed city” (“ein zerbombte Stadt”) in ruins; two of the Angels can be seen beating a man to
death, while the third, as a journalist, photographs the scene, before being held at knifepoint by the
others—some scream hysterically about “free press.” The women are the focus of this scene,
however: Adam and Lucifer do not participate. The female chorus sing of a vision similar to Scene
3: “I see a city full of smoke, I see wars and soldiers with hidden weapons, and God’s name written
in blood everywhere!”70 They lament for the dead of an unnamed massacre, preparing, it seems,
to create an explosion that will leave “every daughter a widow, and every mother alone” (“jede
Tochter eine Witwe, und jede Mutter allein”). Eve, confronted with a dead husband, dons a grenade
belt, and the women transform into “black widows” (“schwarze Witwen”):

“Ich sehe eine Stadt voller Feuerwolken. Kriege und Krieger mit unsichtbaren Waffen sehe ich, und überall den
Namen Gottes in Blut geschrieben!”
70

341

EVE, LILITH, THREE WOMEN: Murder! Murder!
LILITH: Kiss your dead husband, daughter, and avenge him!
THREE WOMEN: Avenge him! Lilith straps a grenade belt onto Eve and dresses her in
widow’s black.
LILITH AND THREE WOMEN: From now on we are all black widows!
ALL: Come, let us praise Islam, and pay for it with our lives. 71
Musically, Eötvös evokes the dystopian horror of this scene in similar techniques of building
intensity through increasing sound masses and extreme repetition. The word “murder” is repeated
seven times on fourteen different cluster chords, and at the dramatic climax, the line “Tomorrow
she will be in the city of the dead, and every daughter will become a widow” is set in a fraught
chorus that builds relentlessly in pitch and dynamic, accompanied by the full orchestra articulating
every beat at full volume (ex. 5.20). I hear another possible Zauberflöte reference here, with the
three women as a dystopic version of the Queen of the Night’s drei Damen.

Ex. 5.20. Eve, Lilith, and female chorus in dramatic “black widow” climax of scene 5.
“Mörder! Mörder!” “Küss den Toten, Tochter, deinen Mann und räche ihn!” “Räche ihn!” Lilith schnallt einen
Granatgürtel um Eva und kleidet sie als schwarze Witwe. “Ab jetzt sind alle Witwen schwarz!” “Kommt, lasst uns
preisen den Islam und sie mit dem Leben bezahlen!”
71
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While the reference to Islam, with the women all dressed in black, is a glaringly obvious
reference, the main political subtext here is buried deeply, not readily apparent to most viewers; I
was not at all aware of it until Eötvös explained the symbolism of the scene to me. It was intended
to symbolize the Russian apartment bombings in 1999 and the aftermath in the Second Chechen
War. 72 Eötvös told me that he saw this scene as representing female self-sacrifice: that women are
always called upon to offer themselves to something; while valid, this does not strike me as an
obvious interpretation, and I am doubtful whether audiences would see past the immediate imagery
of dystopic jihadi brides. When the Russia connection is known, it is more easily understood as a
commentary on the scaremongering propaganda about “Islamist militants” from the state in the
aftermath of the 1999 bombings, but again, that relies on the legibility of that symbolism, which I
argue is an inconspicuous subtext.
The “black widows” as female suicide bombers is a very uncomfortable aesthetic; I am
reminded of my hesitations surrounding Ore’s “veiling” scene in Adam and Eve. In both instances,
the Muslim female body is used aesthetically and narratively by others to make a political point,
but with no input drawn from the subjectivity of Muslim women; these moments render them as
mute pawns, used to provoke and push boundaries. It is fleeting in Paradise Reloaded, with much
less dramatic weight than in Adam and Eve, but the comparable use is disappointing, reflecting the
same obsession over the Muslim woman’s body and appearance that the European media has been
fetishizing for the last two decades.

72

To summarize, the bombings took place in three cities: Moscow, Volgodonsk, and Buynaksk; the latter is located
in the Dagestan Republic in the North Caucasus, which has a majority-Muslim population. Blamed on “Islamist”
militants, the bombings provided the newly-appointed Putin to declare war. In the first Chechen war earlier in the
1990s, rebels had attempted to break away to form a fully independent republic. Despite the numerous articles on
the subject, the culpability of the Russian state/FSB for the bombings remains an open secret, widely acknowledged,
but officially denied. Framed as an Islamic terrorist attack, Putin’s handling of the conflict guaranteed his
ascendancy.
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The opera’s futuristic vision in Scene 6 is a thoroughly dystopian reflection of society,
combining types 1 and 2 of the satirical modes. The Choir in Scene 3 has already articulated a poor
prognosis of humanity’s development: “We see no pleasure in the future.”73 Set in a “Phalanstère,”
Scene 6 projects an uneasy mix of early nineteenth-century socialist utopian thought with a sci-fiesque apparition of automatons and psychological distortion. The Phalanstère, the setting drawn
from Madách, is based on plans for an imagined (mostly unrealized) utopian community by
Charles Fourier (1772-1837). Given form in his writings in the 1830s, others drew up plans for
“Phalanstères” based on his sketches after his death.74 Fig. 5.6 shows a Versailles-inspired design
completed by Victor Considérant (1808-1893). It would fully enclose society, founded upon
shared progressive ideals, as Laurent Baridon describes: “The imagined society was egalitarian
and collectivist, founded on well-educated members living together in peaceful communities.”75

Fig. 5.6. Excerpt from Victor Considérant’s plans for Fourier’s Phalanstère, mid-19th century. 76

73

“Wir blicken nicht mehr gerne in die Zukunft.”

74

There were several communities established in the nineteenth century that aimed to realize the Phalanstère, but
with limited success; the French colonies in the United States led to a number of designed communities, but on a
much smaller scale than envisioned by Fourier, for example the North American Phalanx in Monmouth County,
New Jersey, in 1843 (which burned down in 1857). Le Corbusier designed a building in Marseilles in the late 1940s
inspired by the idea, but no fully-fledged Phalanstère was ever realized.
Laurent Baridon, “The Fourierist Phalanstère: Building a New Society through Architecture?” in The Companions
to the History of Architecture, Volume III, Nineteenth-Century Architecture, ed. Martin Bressani and Christina
Contandriopoulos (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2017), 3.
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L’Avenir. Perspective d’un phalanstère ou palais sociétaire dédié à l’humanité, d’après le plan de Charles
Fourier (Bordeaux, n.d.). Bibliothèque nationale de France. Accessed at www.gallica.bnf.fr, December 28 2019.
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The ideas and projects of the Fourierists, as Fourier and his followers would become
known, involved the use of automation, machinery, and child psychology in a curious mix that
reflected both utopian social theories and the spirit of post-industrial revolution invention.
“Utopian architecture” was seen as “not only a way of improving living conditions, but of making
the inhabitants live by utopian principles.”77 Nathaniel Coleman, meanwhile, describes Charles
Fourier as one of a group of positivists who “embraced technology; they were also concerned,
though with the problem of alienation endemic to industrialized mass society.”78 In Madách, this
dialectic appears in a Phalanstère which, though a vision of scientific and philosophical progress,
also reflects the psycho-social consequences of this constructed “utopia.”
The Phalanstère reappears in Paradise Reloaded with the slight adaptation that it now also
resembles a clinical facility, a sanatorium or institution for the mentally unstable, as Eve is cast as
a near-dead, ghostly shadow of a woman, rocking back and forth while nurses scratch at fiddles in
the background.79 It is described as follows in the libretto:
A large hall. Slowly pulsating, harsh light. Eve, the three women, and the three angels are
sitting in a row, dressed identically. Each of the three women is holding a violin. Eve sits
passively. Lilith is a matron. Adam and Lucifer watch on. Unbearable monotony, bright
light.80
The stage design for this scene in the Vienna production uses a typically futuristic aesthetic; the
bright white light, stark, monochromatic contrasts, and hard, geometrical lines (fig. 5.7). The
women appear as cyborgs, and the angels in gaudy blonde wigs, playing violins and guitars in the
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Baridon, “The Fourierist Phalanstère: Building a New Society through Architecture?” 15.
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Nathaniel Coleman, Utopias and Architecture (Abingdon: Routledge, 2005), 90.

In the Chemnitz production, there also was a children’s chorus, in futuristic gold garments—this plays on the
social functions of Fourier’s Phalanstère.
79

“Eine große Halle. Langsam pulsierendes, steriles Licht. Eva, die 3 Frauen und die 3 Engel sitzen in einer Reihe,
identisch gekleidet. Jede der 3 Frauen hält eine Geige. Jeder der drei Männer hält eine Gitarre. Eva sitzt passiv.
Lilith als Aufseherin. Adam und Lucifer schauen zu. Unerträgliche Monotonie, strahlendes Nichts.”
80
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background. The women make robotic, eerie repeated motions, while the angels perform
exaggerated comic gestures. The fembots eventually collapse, musically, into scratching
discordance; in a comic moment, Lilith observes that their “batteries have run out” (“Ihre Batterie
ist alle”). The bright light is also rendered musically in a pulsating texture that slowly increases in
intensity, accumulating energy until it overwhelms.

Fig. 5.7. Setting for scene 6 in the Phalanstère, Vienna production.81

Throughout this scene, the combination of satire types 1 and 2 is evident in a tempering of
the dystopian mode is with elements of the absurd and light humor. Recalling the connections
Eötvös made between his attraction to musical satire and humor in Russian and Czech music, the
Russian connection in Scene 5 combined with the comically-grotesque future presented in the
Phalanstère exist in a continuity. The use of the grotesque mode is also prevalent in many
discussions of modernist and postmodernist opera, especially in analyses of Ligeti’s Le Grand
Macabre. 82 As in the orchestral prelude, Eötvös continues to articulate dystopia through
juxtaposition here: ex. 5.21 is extracted and reduced from the early part of the scene, in which the

Photo from Eötvös’s website,
http://eotvospeter.com/index.php?node=compositions&id=119&function=&targetpage=photos&current_menu=com
positions_commissions. No photo credit given.
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See for instance Everett, “Signification of Parody and the Grotesque in György Ligeti’s Le Grand Macabre,”
Music Theory Spectrum 31, no. 1 (2009): 26-56.
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accordion plays a simple, diatonic chorale-like melody in A minor, jarring against a sustained
B♭/D♭ dyad in the orchestra. The female chorus and Angels sing “Liebe” repeatedly on a chilling
glissando built around the Naming motif, recalling the strings in the opera prelude. Adam’s voice
enters in a state of fear and uncertainty, asking “is this the future?” in a dissonant B♭ minor melody.
Increasing in intensity in an enormous crescendo that explodes in a moment of stark parody, the
orchestra and choir explode in a brutally clashing rendition of the “Hymn of Europe,” sounding
more as Hell’s army advancing than an ode to brotherhood and solidarity—“alle Menschen sind
Brüder geworden.” Lucifer and Lilith mock the message, a pointed commentary, perhaps, on the
state of the European Union in recent years.

Ex. 5.21. Juxtaposition of diatonic accordion chorale and dissonant orchestra evoking futuristic dystopia in scene 6,
reduction of orchestral parts.

This is a prime example of a different application of musical satire that leans toward the
grotesque: whereas the Bach parodies discussed above offer a humorous, light-hearted distortion
of the familiar that suggests no great threat, the changes in orchestration, source melody, and
dramatic context here reflect Sheinberg’s classification of the grotesque in music as primarily
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sensual and emotional rather than intellectual or analytical. Building on the work of Wolfgang
Kayser, in defining the grotesque as “an unresolvable ironic utterance, a hybrid that combines the
ludicrous with the horrifying”83 Sheinberg establishes it as a mode that relies on more immediate
sensory reactions from listeners (and spectators), rather than the hermeneutic reflection required
in the case of irony and satire. In Paradise Reloaded, this sensory stimulation occurs, I suggest,
primarily in the music and text. The visual plane is in the Vienna production primarily humorous
(as in fig. 6.8); in the Chemnitz, a small army of children in shiny golden clothes suggests
something more sinister, perhaps hinting at the cultish side of a Phalanstère-type existence. The
chorus and angels’ parallel glissandi on “Liebe,” juxtaposed with the mournful simplicity of the
accordion, dissonant with the held minor third in woodwind and brass, and the sudden bursts and
eruptions of percussion, create together a musical world of unease and distortion.

Fig. 5.8. Angel A’s dark-comic solo in Scene 6 as a “Fledermaus,” Vienna production.84
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Sheinberg, Irony, Satire, Parody and the Grotesque in the Music of Shostakovich, 207.
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Photo taken as a screenshot from the video of the Vienna production.
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The Angels’ three solos in this scene also distort familiar motifs. One by one, the angels,
in blonde wigs and sunglasses (fig. 5.8), introduce themselves as mysterious, dark creatures in the
world, performing mildly threatening monologues tempered by their caricature-like performance.
Angel C is a “spider, I spin a web in which the world gets caught”; Angel B is “a scorpion, I stab
the world and myself with my stinger.” Lastly, Angel A is given the longest monologue: “I am a
bat, I fly in the night, listening to the world’s dark secrets, and sucking its blood. I drink, I slurp, I
silently kill, I kill, kill, kill.”85 The text, and implied visual imagery (none are actually dressed as
spiders, scorpions, or bats in any production), conjure a classically grotesque scene: as Sheinberg
writes, “the grotesque not only presents, but actually embraces, dysphoric human values: the
despised, the ridiculous, the horrifying.”86 This scene revels in the horrifying without descending
into extreme fear or chaos. Each angel also repeats Eve’s mantra, “wie schön es ist zu leben,”
mocking her joyous hymn to life.
Ex. 5.22a shows Angel C and B’s repetition of the “wie schön” motif, preserving the same
interval leaps as in Eve’s first introduction in scene 2, but accompanied by a wild and chromatic
orchestra, with a heavy emphasis on percussion; the excerpt also shows the celesta and piano’s
scurrying scales, often discordant with each other, the tubular bells’ strident intoning, and the
glockenspiel’s black-note only long glissandi. In ex. 5.22b, Angel A’s solo is shown, the vivid,
vampiric imagery of “listening to the world’s dark secrets” and “sucking its blood” rendered in a
chromatic and almost playful line, becoming increasingly monstrous as he repeats “töte” over and
over. Strings scratch fast glissandi underneath, mimicking the bat’s flying. At the end of his solo,

Angel C: “Ich bin eine Spinne, ich spinne ein Netz, in dem die Welt sich verfangen wird”; Angel B: “Ich bin ein
Skorpion, ich ersteche die Welt mit einem Stachel und mich selbst”; Angel C: “Ich bin eine Fledermaus, ich fliege
durch die Nacht, höre die dunklen Geheimnisse der Welt und sauge ihr Blut. Ich sauge, ich schlürfe, ich töte
lautlos...ich töte, töte, töte, wie schön es ist zu leben....”
85

86

Sheinberg, Irony, Satire, Parody and the Grotesque in the Music of Shostakovich, 210.
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the sound of the women’s chorus’ repetition of the “Liebe” glissandi merges with Angel A’s
“leben,” providing an assonance that suggests an association between the gloomy depths that both
love and life have entered into in this futuristic apparition.

Ex. 5.22a. Angel C and B’s mocking rendition of Eve’s “wie schön” motif; disturbed, chromatic percussion-heavy
orchestral accompaniment, mm. 57-60, scene 6.

Ex. 5.22b. Angel A’s solo as a vampiric bat, merging the words “leben” and “liebe” at the end, mm. 68-83, Scene 6.
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This scene presents a dystopian vision not only through a twisted experience of a dark
future, but through refracting melodies from earlier in the opera in a distorted mirros. Parodying
Eve’s “wie schön” refrain, Eötvös satirizes his own music. This continues most fully as Eve is
instructed to sing in this scene “like an Ophelia,” a reference which evokes listlessness,
lifelessness, female faiblesse at its most wan and pathetic. Ex. 5.23 shows this passage’s morose
musical paraphrase of her recurrent phrase “wie schön es ist zu leben,” discussed in ex. 7. Now it
is sung haltingly, unsteadily chromatic, in a monotonous tone in her lower range, as opposed to
the exuberant soprano extoling the joys of life. That Eve presents in this scene as a patient at a
mental health institution is also a tragic evocation of Ophelia’s death by suicide in Hamlet and her
typical staging as a Lucia-like frail madwoman.

Ex. 5.23. Eve as “Ophelia” in scene 6, vocally and mentally weakened.

In the Dutch National Opera’s 2018-19 staging of selections of Stockhausen’s Licht, Eve is also
shown as a mentally-ill patient in a straitjacket. Both these operas play on the idea of Eve as feeble,
weak, and subservient, an image augmented by classic visual stereotypes of the pale madwoman
in a long white dress. Eötvös and Ostermaier present us with an ambiguous commentary, but one
that seems to hold little hope. The scene ends with Eve’s morose question “Where am I? Everyone
looks like me. Am I dead?”; is this the final word on humanity one of a dystopian, pessimistic
future?
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5.5. After the Future, Where Now?
Dystopian futures are clearly delineated in the journey scenes of Paradise Reloaded,
always occupying a doubled position as both a distortion of what we the audience know to be the
past, and what is also simultaneously Adam and Eve’s future. At the beginning of scene 8, after
Adam has tried to fly to space to leave Earth, Lucifer once again repeats his frustrated refrain:
“This wasn’t my plan!” (“Das war nicht mein Plan!”). I have already outlined the extent to which
he and Adam are parodied, in a sense, by the opera, in establishing Lilith as the only really
powerful figure. This Lucifer strikes quite the contrast with Milton’s Satan, who speaks, in his
covetousness of Almighty leadership, of the freedom that his new dark dwelling offers after
expulsion from Heaven: “Here at least/we shall be free” (I: 258-59)...“Better to reign in Hell than
serve in Heav’n” (I: 263). In Paradise Reloaded (and in Madách’s Tragedy), this freedom is proven
to be an illusion. In Paradise Lost, at least he wages war with God; in the opera, he sulks churlishly,
only losing out by trying to reign rather than serve. While the idea that the original Paradise was
perfect is also skewed in the opera, when Adam falls and enters Satan’s world, he has no greater
liberty. Where does that leave us at the opera’s ending, having torn through human history and
been faced largely with only dystopian visions? How and where is utopia articulated—as a dream,
an ideal, or an impossibility?
The opera’s ideal is never materially articulated—we do not see a complete description of
a utopian social order. Yet the qualitative aspects of utopia—truth, idealism, beauty—are seen to
be embodied in Lilith’s character even as she represents the traditionally dark side of the universe,
that associated with Satanic chaos. As Gottlieb points out, ideas of truth and justice are central
utopian and dystopian literature:
While More’s Utopia implies a reversal of our flawed, irrational, unjust society and the
world of Utopia, classics of dystopian fiction...offer a definite sense of continuity between
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the flawed world of the present and the even more profoundly flawed, monstrous world of
the hypothetical future, where our society’s errors against justice and reason become a
totalitarian dictatorship of organized justice.”87
In the conclusion of the opera’s narrative, the stage is given over entirely to Lilith, turning a critical
eye on both the “flawed present” and the dystopian scenes we have witnessed. During her
attempted seduction of Adam in the outer-Eden Wasteland in Scene 9, Lilith offers him the chance
to start afresh in a new, equal relationship: “Kiss my lips, Adam, otherwise they will dry up. Kiss
me, I belong to you again. Let’s start a new race, as equals!”88
This is a specifically feminist utopian ideal; after the futures we have traversed, Lilith here
states that the only viable option is a humanity restarted—reloaded—on an equal basis. This
explicit evocation of the positive value of equality contradicts Eötvös’s assertion that the opera is
“not about the equal rights of men and women.” That Adam chooses not to take up this offer
reflects his failing, not a resistance of a seduction, as emerges in the opera’s penultimate scene. A
dramatic three-way confrontation between Eve, Adam, and Lilith unfolds (while Lucifer despairs
from the sidelines). The scene begins with Lilith apparently pregnant, urging Adam to kill Eve and
leave with him. In a modification of the Naming motif, Adam’s name is sung correctly, but Lilith
then moves chromatically in consecutive fifths, abandoning the E-A movement (ex. 5.24).

Ex. 5.24. Lilith’s urging Adam to kill Eve in an altered statement of the Naming motif, scene 11, mm. 17-21.

Eve, unfortunately, is also pregnant by Adam:
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Gottlieb, Dystopian Fiction East and West, 27.

“Küss mich, küsse meine Lippen, Adam, sonst vertrocknen sie. Küss mich, ich gehöre wieder dir. Beginnen wir
ein neues Geschlecht, von Gleich zu Gleich!” Lilith, pregnant, is asking Adam to join her in giving birth to an
alternative human race.
88
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EVE: Stop! Stop, Adam! I am...I’m pregnant. Adam, don’t you feel my heart?
I love you. Don’t you hear your heart beating?89
LILITH to Eve: Pregnant, you? To Adam I denied all others, I denied all others, until I
could be one with you again, until I could be one with you again, until we made love in
the sand… Kill Eve!90

These competing pregnancies recall the shattering loss that is at the core of Lilith’s banishment
from Paradise, for she was not only cursed to bear thousands of demonic children, but for them
continually to die. Remembering that the aim of the opera is to investigate the possibility of Lilith
being the origin of humanity, her appearances in the guise of a mother throughout the opera reach
a powerful culmination in this final confrontation with Eve: both pregnant, Eötvös wanted this
scene to cast doubt on who really gave birth to humanity. Is Lilith the true mother of all the living?
Adam does not kill Eve, although in Die Tragödie he did murder Eve at the end. There, the
opera ended with a vision of man brought to his ultimate destruction in a remarkably gruesome,
apocalyptic finale. Rejecting God, subsumed by a greater evil than even Lucifer can cope with,
Adam effectively wiped out humanity, killing the original mother. Eötvös expressed to me
considerable dissatisfaction with this ending, which is entirely altered in Paradise Reloaded. Adam
and Eve decide to reject both God and Lucifer, breaking out on their own. A thoroughly fed-up
Lucifer, meanwhile, puts his devil’s tail between his legs and returns to God’s employ: “Gott, ich
komme.” Adam’s last lines give the impression that the hermetically sealed world they have
inhabited so far, expelled from Paradise and journeying through time, has trapped them in a world

“Halt! Halt ein Adam! Ich bin...ich bin schwanger. Adam, spürst du mein Herz? Ich liebe dich. Hörst du sein
Herz schlagen?”
89

“Schwanger, du? Zu Adam Ich habe alles verneint, bis ich wieder eins wurde mit dir, als wir uns liebten im
Sand...Töte Eva!”
90
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they cannot control. He believes them to have only been pawns in a game played by figures more
powerful than themselves—God, Lilith, and Lucifer:
ADAM: Eve, let’s go! We don’t need God, or you, shadows! We’re smashing through
the mirror. Let’s see what’s behind it!91
This brings the narrative full circle, as scene 2 closes with Eve pronouncing the same idea at the
beginning of their journey: “We’ll smash the mirror. Let’s see what’s behind it!” The symbolism
of mirrors recalls the 2015 workshop staging of Lilith, used similarly here both in the text and in
the staging in the premiere of Paradise Reloaded to indicate complex and blurred notions of reality
and identity.
They believe that behind this enclosure of mirrors, which only endlessly refracts upon
itself, is a better world, a better opportunity to live than their existence in Eden, in the
Wasteland/Desert, or in any of the worlds Lucifer has shown them. The Vienna premiere staged
this in a striking tableau: Adam and Eve walk hand in hand towards a bright light, while Lucifer
and Lilith frame them in darkness. We also see a reflection of all figures on the stage floor,
constructing visually the idea of being surrounded by mirrors (fig. 5.9). Here we are confronted
both with the feeling endemic to the human condition that we lack control over our own lives, and
also a conflicting view of the extent to which we can change the course of our destinies. Madách’s
Adam is instructed to fight on, and trust in himself. Is the operatic Adam striving on to a better
future, or just fooling himself into believing that there is a real “truth” behind the mirror?

“Eva, lass uns gehen! Wir brauchen weder Gott, noch euch, Schatten! Wir zerschlagen der Spiegel. Lass uns
sehen was dahinter liegt!”
91
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Fig. 5.9. End of scene 11; Adam and Eve walk through the “mirror,” Vienna production.92

Lilith addresses the metaphysics of Adam’s decision to escape with Eve in her solo
monologue in the last scene. The couple’s future is ambiguous, but musing on the concept of the
mirror, Lilith reflects on the likely failure of their venture: they will “break through” only to be
confronted with the same mirrors, eternally. The world is nothing but constructed and false:
LILITH, recalling Adam’s last word: “...we’re breaking through the mirror.…” Behind
the mirror lies another mirror. My heart, do you see it, it’s made of glass. It’s becoming
blind, like the love that carried it. Nothing remains of the world except deception.
Behind the mirror lies another mirror. They’ll smash through again and again; just look at
the sky, its reflection is breaking, and its stars fall deep into hearts like shards of glass;
like love.93
This idea initially struck me as wholly pessimistic. Talking to Eötvös, however, his comments on
Lilith being equated with truth puts a different spin on her speech. He saw the other characters as
all “liars,” and their world “deception,” describing the ending to me as optimistic only for Lilith.

Photo taken from Eötvös’s webstie,
http://eotvospeter.com/index.php?node=compositions&id=119&function=&targetpage=photos&current_menu=com
positions_commissions. No photo credit given.
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“‘...wir zerschlagen der Spiegel...’ Hinter den Spiegeln, warten nur Spiegel. Mein Herz, siehst du’s, es is aus Glas.
Es wird blind, wie die Liebe, die es trug, von der Welt bleibt nichts, nur Betrug. Hinter den Spiegeln, warten nur
Spiegel, sie werden immer wieder brechen, sieh nur den Himmel, er ist aus Spiegeln gebrochen und seine Sterne
fallen tief in den Herzen als Splitter, wie die Liebe.”
93
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By choosing Eve and not Lilith’s offer to start anew “as equals,” Adam’s intention to strive
on for a better world would seem to exemplify a utopian quest. Lilith tells us, however, that all he
will find are more dystopias, more halls of mirrors twisting and distorting his world. Visually
marking this point, in the Vienna production a curtain draws back during Lilith’s second iteration
of “hinter den Spiegel, warten nur spiegeln,” revealing the larger-than-life glassy fragments
stacked across the stage (fig. 5.10). In the Bielefeld production, much action is contained in a glass
prism onstage—a device beloved of contemporary opera stagings—thus also visually rendering
the idea of Adam and Eve as trapped.

Fig. 5.10. Rostra as fragments of mirrors behind stage curtain in Lilith’s monologue, Scene 12, Vienna production.94

Are the shards of the sky-mirror that pierce us a comment on the quest for knowledge that has led
mankind down many dangerous Faustian routes—that gazing up into what we think is the
boundless universe, thirsting to know, will always come back to attack us? Does Paradise
Reloaded heed the Miltonian Satan’s words “Can it be sin to know, Can it be death?” (IV: 51718)? If Lilith is truth, the message is that ignoring the true knowledge and seeking to look past it
will trap Adam eternally in the vicissitudes of human existence. Ostermaier’s text just barely hints
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Photo taken as a screenshot from the video of the Vienna production.

357

at a utopian vision beyond the horizon of the opera. Lilith’s emotions are palpable, her heart is
likened to fragile glass. The orchestra evokes these shards and splinters in a very high-pitched,
shimmering texture in a combination of piccolos, celesta, and glockenspiel, the rhythmic offsetting
in the middle lines creating the impression of the act of shattering and falling apart (ex. 5.25).

Ex. 5.25. Orchestra evoking shards of glass at beginning of final scene, mm. 1-7.

The ideas of truth, deception, heartbreak, and the ambiguity of the future, are all
encapsulated musically in Lilith’s aria. Shown in ex. 5.26, a simple descending C major scale
motif, repeated twice on the important first lines of each verse, symbolizes Truth. Eötvös places
the Naming motif at the center, on the word “deception” itself, signaling EvA and Adam’s
association with false reality. Cementing the discordance between utopia and dystopia, Lilith’s
“Truth” motif is also set against orchestral dissonance continuing the pattern shown in ex. 5.25.
Her melody becomes increasingly chromatic as it progresses, reflecting the deepening of her pain;
after resetting on the second Truth statement, the last part of the aria is dominated by repeated
melodic tritones, indicated by annotated circles, pushing upwards to a climax on the highest pitch
of the aria, F5. Though followed by a prominent perfect-fifth descent—seemingly offering a
resolution of the prominent tritones—Lilith’s line does not fully resolve harmonically, but gently
descends, still tritone-heavy, ending with rhythmic and melodic instability,. Finally, the very last
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sound we hear in the opera is a dissonant dyad between piccolo and alto flute, playing G and G#
respectively.

Ex. 5.26. Lilith’s aria, scene 12. Naming and Truth motifs shown; dominance of melodic tritones indicated by
circles, culminating in the pitch apex on F5.

I find it impossible not to hear this ending through feminist ears. Lilith, the embodiment of
so many different facets of woman, is granted the last word, alone on stage. This monologue offers
space to emotion and heartbreak without reducing her to a woman scorned. She is also a woman
who represents world-altering strength, whose actions can (and might still) change the course of
all human history. Despite the open ending, Eötvös has said, “Lilith is no tragic figure.” 95 When
“Lilith ist…trotz des offenen Endes, keine tragische Figur.” Eötvös, in Pedro Amaral and Péter Eötvös, Parlando
- Rubato: Gespräche, Monologe und andere Umwege (Mainz: Schott, 2018), 267.
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the Angels declare at the end of Scene 1 that they are going to “peel the apple” and see the worm
inside, Lilith declares herself to be that worm (“...und der Wurm bin ich!”)—she is the disruption,
the antagonist. Yet Eötvös also referred to the Worm as a “humorous symbol for the imperfection
in the world.”96 The opera eschews conventional and patriarchal notions of perfection, giving us a
Lilith who is not “the worm in the world,” but “an omnipotent figure” (“eine omnipotente
Figur”97). Eötvös and Ostermaier see such strength in Lilith that, in fact, the positive future for the
world is seen as coming from her alone; she is greater than humanity, truer and stronger than God
himself. The unresolved dissonance closing the opera leaves the future hanging on a question
mark: will Lilith’s power triumph, or will we just smash through the mirror again and again?

5.6. Negotiating the Political
In discussing what kind of Liliths appear in Paradise Reloaded, I have argued that Eötvös’s
objections to political feminism or gender equality as subjects in the opera are at odds with his
construction of an extraordinarily powerful and sympathetic Lilith character. In this final section,
I will map out the negotiation of politics in the opera in the wider context of Eötvös’s oeuvre.
Márta Grabócz has persuasively argued that despite Eötvös’s wish to maintain each of his operas
as unique entities (something he reiterated to me), they do share “at least one common
characteristic…their subjects explore a relatively chaotic moment in history.” 98 If Eötvös is
attracted to points of crisis, this offers a relevant framework to explore Paradise Reloaded, in

“Der Wurm im Apfel ist ein humorvolles Symbol für die Unvollkommenheit der Welt.” Eötvös, Parlando Rubato, 268.
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Eötvös, Parlando – Rubato, 267.

“On décèle au moins une caractéristique en commune...leur sujet traite d’un moment relativement chaotique de
l’histoire.” Márta Grabócz, ed., Introduction to Les opéras de Péter Eötvös: entre orient et occident (Paris: Éditions
des archives contemporaines, 2012), 2.
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which the moment of original sin becomes a distorted catalyst for new chaos, paralleling Masden’s
argument that the allegorical mode has typically been employed in moments of political crisis.
As I outlined at the beginning of this chapter, Eötvös displays a reluctance to bring political
ideology explicitly into his work, yet paradoxically often works on topics that are unavoidably
political. In Paradise Reloaded, because the locations and identities are more elusive in the journey
scenes, it is harder to read political subtexts into the work. While Madách scholars have read
parallels in The Tragedy of Man with political turbulence in post-1848 Hungary, inside knowledge
is required to perceive the political commentaries in the opera, such as the Russian setting of Scene
5. The opera opens itself to political symbolism without fully committing to it as easily legible or
audible; even the East German aesthetic of the Chemnitz production is subtle, refraining from
embedding explicit references. Eötvös’s other work offers further clues to how he negotiates the
political in music. Comparing an operatic and orchestral example, I will also situate this
negotiation within the context of his background and career as a composer and how they intersect
with politics, especially surrounding the Cold War and Hungary’s modern government. I suggest
two main ways to interpret these: artistic preservation, and self-preservation.
In his setting of Tony Kushner’s Angels in America (premiered 2004, Théâtre du Châtelet,
Paris), 99 with a libretto adapted by Mari Mezei, Eötvös presents us with a similar paradox to
Paradise Reloaded. The content of Angels is much more obviously political than the latter, but
Eötvös and Mezei actively avoided it, focusing on “the individual fates of the protagonists rather
than on the political aspects of the original text.” 100 Eötvös discussed this abstraction in an

In my first interview with Davis when I mentioned Eötvös’s work, he noted the coincidences that both composers
have written Angels in America—Davis wrote the music for the 1993 Broadway adaptation of Kushner’s play—and
subsequently Lilith operas.
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“Commentary” in Angels in America page on publisher’s website, Schott Music. https://en.schottmusic.com/shop/angels-in-america-no276087.html. Accessed December 20, 2019.
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interview with Jeffrey Arlo Brown in July 2019.101 He affirmed the subject as close to his heart,
referring to the death of an American colleague from AIDS, with whom he had previously worked
during the 1970s in the Cologne studio. Eötvös nonetheless preferred to focus on the strength of
the individual, saying that the core message would be effectively the same if the play had been
about cancer instead.
While I refrain certainly from casting judgment on Eötvös’s personal connections to the
topic of Kushner’s play, it is difficult to comprehend how that topic can be seen as so easily
exchangeable with another form of human suffering when it has such specific political resonances
with a certain era. Angels is not just a story of suffering and death, but of the discrimination faced
by thousands, and the complicity in their deaths by political institutions and individuals, reflecting
a set of historically-specific attitudes. For example, when asked by Brown: “Aren’t Reagan’s
policies during the crisis extremely important for the plot of Angels in America?” Eötvös replies
that he wanted to leave “the political aspect of the play out of the opera.” His justification is that
the details of Reagan’s administration would be lost on current and future audiences, but that “a
character like Roy Cohn is present in every epoch.”102 Angels is, therefore, an example of Eötvös’s
political distancing as a form of artistic preservation: future longevity in the repertoire safeguarded
through diminishing the work’s concrete ties to the present.
A professed timelessness or distancing from the present in Eötvös’s works is juxtaposed
with, as I have noted, the very clearly rooted pasts (recent or distant) that his operas inhabit, which
Rivals commented on in noting that each of his works embodies specific “humanist values.” While
for him universality is key to a work’s permanence, scholars tend to emphasize the political and
Péter Eötvös in conversation with Jeffrey Arlo Brown, “An Interview with Péter Eötvös,” Van Magazine, no.
140, July 18, 2019. https://van-us.atavist.com/sonic-cultures. Accessed December 18, 2019.
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Eötvös in conversation with Brown.
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humanist subtexts of his operas, as I have done in the dystopian scenes of Paradise Reloaded. At
other times he seems to concur: speaking to Judit Rácz, when asked about his relationship to
Stockhausen as a composer, he avowed “his function in the world and mine were different. His
was building the future, mine one of continuous participation in the community of music, which
to some degree is oriented both to the present and the future.”103 Yet the balance tips away from

the present when it comes to what Eötvös allows to exist at the surface, not just in the
(sometimes imperceptible) subtext of his operas.
An orchestral example is Eötvös’s 2017 piece Alle vittime senza nome. 104 In the work
description, he responds to the defining humanitarian crisis of this decade in Europe:
My work is created in memory of the numerous Arabic and African individuals who
unwittingly climbed into overcrowded boats in the hope of arriving to a happier world and
sank in the open sea before even reaching the Italian coast. While working on this
composition, I observed the poignant images: not only the faces of individuals, but also the
incredibly dense mass of people crowded together on these vessels. 105
Similar to Angels, this is an empathetic evocation of the trauma faced by individuals, but Alle
vittime is, by contrast, emphatically contextualized within contemporary political circumstances—
he does not abstract the idea of the refugee as a timeless figure, but connects the piece to a very
specific geographic trajectory. Perhaps Eötvös is more comfortable expressing the political in
instrumental music, free of a text might force an ideological stance, and which would threaten the
work’s future in tying it too closely to the present; a form of artistic self-preservation, perhaps. At

Eötvös and Judit Rácz, “Settled in the Present—Judit Rácz in Conversation with Péter Eötvös,” The Hungarian
Quarterly 192 (2008): 65.
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The work was commissioned jointly by four Italian orchestras: the Filarmonica della Scala, Milan, the Orchestra
dell’Accademia Nazionale di Santa Cecilia in Rome, the Orchestra Sinfonica dell’Opera di Firenze and the
Orchestra Nazionale della RAI in Turin.
Eötvös, work page on publisher’s website, Schott Music. https://en.schott-music.com/shop/alle-vittime-senzanome-no344129.html. Accessed December 17 2019.
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the same time, Eötvös avoids the resonances the refugee crisis has closer to home in focusing on
Italy. 106 Viktor Orbán’s policies and attitudes to refugees has been criticized within and outside
Hungary: Edina Mészáros argues that Orbán, like other right-wing European politicians, has
consistently framed these events as a clash of civilizations between “the Christian self and the
Muslim other.”107 This recalls the Norwegian context of “culture clash” discussed in chapter 1.
Why might Eötvös turn so openly to the topic of the refugee crisis in his work, and yet
ignore its acute impact in his own country? A cynical answer would turn to self-preservation:
unlike in Angels, this topic is very clearly of the “now,” meaning its significance may indeed
diminish in the future. As Hungary’s leading contemporary composer, openly taking a position on
one’s own government’s politically contentious policies could be disastrous. One can readily
comprehend, then, why a composer of his standing would be reluctant to threaten this status quo
by using his work to critique the Hungarian government. As he discussed openly with me, he
receives many awards and prizes from Orbán; in the last two years, meanwhile, the benefits that
Orbán’s administration have bestowed upon the arts, particularly opera, have emerged, as well as
the negative consequences of this ideological and economic investment.
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The closing of the Western Balkans migratory route in late 2015 and early 2016 caused more than 14,000
migrants to be stuck along the Greek-Macedonian border; Hungary closed the Serbian border on September 15
2015, three days later beginning construction on a fence along its Croatian border. Hungary was also one of a group
of mainly Eastern European countries to vote (unsuccessfully) against the EU interior ministers’ vote on September
22 to resettle 12,000 refugees across the whole EU area. On March 7 2017 the Hungarian Parliament approved the
automatic detention of all asylum seekers on the border. An extensive and detailed timeline is given in Igor Ž.
Žagar, Neža Kogovšek Šalamon, and Marina Lukšič Hacin, eds., The Disaster of European Refugee Policy:
Perspectives from the “Balkan Route” (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars, 2018), especially 7-27.
Edina Lilla Mészáros, “The Politicization, Mediatisation and the Visual Framing of the Refugee Crisis in
Hungary,” in Muslim Minorities and the Refugee Crisis in Europe, ed. Katarzyna Górak-Sosnowska, Marta
Pachocka, and Jan Misiuna (Warsaw: Szkoła Główna Handlowa w Warszawie [Warsaw School of Economics],
2019), 244.
107

364

Although the Hungarian National Opera has received substantial increases from Orbán’s
government,108 many see this as a poisoned chalice, inviting reticent critique internationally. While
the opera community is not normally wary of more money, Orbán’s use of opera as a cultural
expression of racist politics has been criticized. 109 In a speech given to mark the reopening of the
Erkel Theater in 2013, for instance, Orbán cemented his ideological use of culture as part of a
nationalist rhetoric, declaring that “theatres, opera houses and concert halls are all temples of
national culture, where the spirit and intellectual greatness of the nation is made apparent.”110
Orbán concluded with a line many would find deeply ironic, if not downright chilling: “It is with
respect that I am able to report to the art-loving general public that we have succeeded in saving,
renovating and returning the people’s opera house to the people.” 111 The implication that the
theater will be a great service to the working-class masses as it once was—by the people, for the
people—strikes a jarring tone with the reality of Orbán’s policies. 112 Opera regresses here to a
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order to get around those conditions for performance.
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disturbingly seventeenth-century existence as primarily an articulation of absolutist power and
nationalistic glorification.
In terms of personal and professional self-preservation, then, there is a precarious balance
to be maintained in the arts in Hungary, where contemporary artists and musicians are subject in
part to the whims of a virulently anti-intellectual right-wing government. There is more to this
narrative than pure self-interest, however. As mentioned, Eötvös was born in Transylvania, in “a
place that no longer existed” by the time he was a toddler. This early life was already marked by
political turmoil: “I began a globetrotting life when I was just a few months old, when the Russians
were coming from the east, so we were obliged to trek westwards. For quite some time my family
wandered around in Austria and Germany, before coming back to Miskolc in eastern Hungary.” 113
This produced a sense of unbelonging: “On the whole, I belong nowhere…I may feel

Transylvanian, but I do not belong there.”114
Later, his burgeoning musical career would be marked by the constraints and uncertain
patronage of Hungary’s communist regime and a European cold-war climate. As a composition
student in Budapest in the late 1950s, his experiences mirrored familiar tales: a moment of youthful
epiphany in first hearing the music of Anton Webern on bootleg tapes; the individual freedom to
compose as one wished curbed by the aesthetic demands of the regime; the discovery of prohibited
music in secret sessions with fellow musicians. Ferenc Szabó (1902-69), the director of the
Budapest Music Academy at that time, was notorious: a former Red Army officer, he was an open
Stalinist, dedicated many of his compositions to the Russian leader, and was said to have been

work, foreseeing a future of censorship and anti-democratic control of the arts in Hungary if the situation worsens.
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involved in the Moscow show trials in the late 1930s which resulted in the executions of many of
his colleagues and comrades. 115 Eötvös describes in conversation with Amaral a distressing
anecdote concerning his teacher at the Academy, János Viski, who died in 1961 hours after an
interrogation by Szabó concerning one of the young Eötvös’s compositions: “all I know is, that
when he got home, Professor Viski’s heart stopped beating.” 116 Similar stories are relayed about
Szabó and the difficulties facing young composers and their mentors alike in Budapest in the 1950s
and 60s; Zoltán Jeney (1943-2019), studying at the same time as Eötvös, similarly had teachers
fight on his behalf against Szabó when it came to the musical styles of his compositions. 117 Ligeti,
twenty years Eötvös’s senior, endured a different if related series of constraints on his musical
career: he lived through both world wars, lost his father, brother, and other family members to
concentration camps, and as Eötvös was born in 1944, Ligeti was put to work in a forced labor
unit for the Hungarian army. Leaving Hungary in 1956 after the suppressed revolution, 118 he too
would maintain a difficult relationship with his home country. György Kurtág (b. 1926), studying
at the Liszt Academy at the same time as Ligeti, left for Paris in the late 1950s, and continued to
sustain an internationally mobile career
The generation of Hungarian composers’ coming to maturity behind the Iron Curtain lay
no doubt encountered different circumstances than their predecessors, but both groups’ careers
(born in the 1920s or 1940s respectively) and their artistic futures evidently depended on their
ability to travel abroad, if they were fortunate enough to acquire the necessary sponsorship and
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Eötvös and Amaral, Parlando-Rubato, 198.

“Ich weiß nur, dass Professor Viski, als er nach Hause ging, einen Herzstillstand erlitt und starb.” Eötvös,
Parlando-Rubato, 198.
116

117

Jeney, interviewed by Nicholas Clapton in Budapest: A City in Music (London: thebookhaus, 2010).

The revolution, from late October to November, was a rebellion against the Soviet-controlled People’s Republic;
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travel permissions. Of the younger composers, Jeney would go to Rome to study with Goffredo
Petrassi; Eötvös to Cologne and Stockhausen’s studio, initiating several decades of life away from
Hungary. In 1966, he tells Rácz, “I travelled under contract to what was called the Hungarian
Concert Office. I paid them a percentage of my earnings and I got my passport through them. The
condition was that “the comrade had better come back,” and the comrade always did.” 119 Rachel
Beckles Willson describes Eötvös’s Three Sisters as a “critical part of a narrative about Hungarian
opera,”120 especially in its relation to its Russian setting. Comparing his story with his compatriots
such as Bartók, Dohnányi, Kodály, Ligeti, and Kurtág, she establishes Eötvös as the exception
who managed to leave Hungary during the Cold War, study, work, and live in several countries
abroad (West and unified Germany, France, the Netherlands), remain in touch with Hungary, and
move back.121 His survival, personal and professional, is quite the feat, taken in the broad view of
the narratives of Russian, Central and Eastern European composers in the twentieth century, filled
with fraught relationships with the “homeland”: exiles unbidden and self-imposed mark many
lives. Others never left the country; some left and returned, not always with success or of their own
volition. Despite the difficulties in applying biographical knowledge to music analysis, Wolfgang
Marx identifies Ligeti’s experiences during the Holocaust and the subsequent Hungarian
communist regime as a narrative of trauma that gains some cultural expression in his music, even
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if not explicitly intended as such by the composer.122 Many similar studies have been made of
composers living through extraordinarily traumatic events. 123
For the next generation of composers in Hungary, different challenges, different political
and ideological autocracies had to be faced, but the same questions linger as to how to interpret
their music in light of their experiences. My purpose in delving into this history is to illuminate
the complex nuances in integrating a composer’s identity into analyses of the political subtexts of
their work. In the previous three operas in this dissertation, each composer’s explicit openness
about the relevance of contemporary politics to their work paved the way for my own analyses.
Eötvös’s professed political fatigue and seeming distance from ideological commitment
conversely encouraged me to read against the grain of his interviews with me and others in
interpreting Paradise Reloaded, but I temper this critique with knowledge of the challenges faced
by composers during and after the Cold War. Orbán’s Hungary reflects in some ways an
ideological continuation of the Soviet occupation and communist regime in spite of which Eötvös
succeeded in establishing a varied musical career. If, as Eötvös describes, Hungarian operatic
culture is benefiting “from a kind of benign neglect,”124 in whose interest is it to disrupt that
precious equilibrium? In our conversation, his concern for the future was palpable, uncertain of
the intellectual survival of the arts. Bálint András Varga characterizes the stories from Eötvös’s
early years as “courage in the face of the tyranny of ideology”; 125 how has this courage been
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sustained over decades? What tyrannies might now be faced, and by what principles are we to
establish the measure of courage and resistance?
The only thing of which we can be sure is that Lilith is the only optimistic force in Paradise
Reloaded: it is she alone who Eötvös sees as pursuing truth, as embodying truth. This is a
remarkable rehabilitation of the quintessentially dark feminine transcending his objections to
feminist labels. As we leafed through boxes of Lilith material in his studio, Eötvös unearthed a
battered copy of the Graves-Patai Hebrew Myths; looking inside the front cover, he noted two
identical dates: the publication of this edition, a hand-written inscription, showing that he had been
given the book in 1969. He laughed, observing that this book had come to us from “la période
communiste,” seeing a great irony in his having consumed such a volume on myth and religion
whose subject matter was of the kind to be prey to communist censorship. It seemed to me in that
moment that he truly believes in the subversive power of Lilith, and that he sees Paradise Reloaded
as a political challenge to all repressive ideologies, be they that of the communist era through
which he emerged relatively unscathed, or of Orbán’s proto-fascism. The oppressive systems
reflected in Madách’s Tragedy rear up once again as a dark shadow in Paradise Reloaded, but
rather than to fight on and trust, we might put our faith in the strength of Lilith, and the
empowering, deep truth of an alternative eternal feminine.
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Epilogue: Operatic Futures
Contemporary opera today is incredibly heterogenous in terms of sound, style, performance
practice, physical spaces, and aesthetics. But what historical forms of knowledge shape how these
are interpreted? What works against a new opera being heard as part of a longer lineage of opera,
rather than outside it? In what ways are new forms of opera working against or reproducing
structures of canon formation?
This dissertation has aimed to map out a subset of topics with which contemporary opera
is engaging, and the ways in which it is establishing important and varied dialogues with the
political present in overlapping cultural and geographical contexts. My analyses have brought up
questions of defining what opera sounds and looks like today, aiming to draw out the convergences
and divergences emerging around similar themes. It has been my intention to establish an adaptable
framework for exploring new operas’ extraordinary ways of engaging continually with pasts and
traditions, of which these four operas represent one cross-section. The dialogues instituted here
have consisted of operatic interrogations of mythological legends that continue to shape narratives
of humanity today, and also of communications with distant pasts established anew. Reflecting on
two decades of twenty-first century opera, I want to close in articulating some of the threads which
I see as at the heart of opera’s potential futures in the twenty-first century.
The sheer messiness of the political in art, through art, as art, is the defining quality of
opera’s engagement with the humanity of the present. Embracing this chaos is, I argue, the way
for operatic work to continue, eschewing imposed theoretical or practical frameworks that would
seek to codify how music-political engagement is or should be happening, and how we can best
respond to it as listeners, performers, scholars, and teachers. Even in Lilith’s supernatural strength,
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the focus of all the operas in this dissertation is humanity; though gazing into both pasts and
potentially futures, and occasionally outwards to the depths of the cosmos, none are concerned
with the superhuman, the unreal, or the beyond of humanity. They are grounded in the present,
and that present is, as Said writes, unstable and “strewn with echoes from the past.” Sounding out
and probing these echoes as well as the futures toward which these dialogues point requires
attention to the complexities of how political and social identities are “materialized,” in Born’s
term, through and in music.
In chapters 2 and 4, the questions of genre, style, and identity intersected in a number of
ways, exposing underlying tensions and competing interests in defining the sounds of opera today.
Everett’s recent articulation of the need to rethink music scholarship’s attitude to phenomena
coming under the various terms “hybrid,” “fusion,” “cross-cultural” or “intercultural,” meanwhile,
argues that an intercultural approach “reframes music analysis by incorporating indigenous
perspectives and by privileging the multiple subject positions of composer, performer, and/or
analyst.”1 Sheppard’s concept of “cross-cultural operatic experimentation” is a defining quality of
many new works today. What forms of knowledge about operatic production and consumption are
being produced through these different notions of hybridity, cross- and inter-cultural?
The term “intercultural” to describe artistic practices particularly gained ground in the
1970s and 1980s, and subsequently as an analytical category, to assess “mixings” of many
varieties. If it lacks the uncomfortable biological connotations of “hybrid,” “intercultural”
nonetheless brings its own problems of identifying both what the “culture” is and where the

Everett, “From Exoticism to Interculturalism: Framing the East/West Binary,” (Plenary Lecture, 42nd Annual
Meeting of the Society for Music Theory, Columbus, OH, November 9 2019). Viewed on YouTube,
https://youtu.be/ZSOFpwDIZCA?list=PL7EdSIX7ZDUYCyceCvb8XrdSS3_tjEBB9&t=9447, accessed November
15, 2019.
1
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“between” is located. Jason Stanyek defines interculturalism in music as “a series of diffuse
organizational strategies, built upon taxonomies of difference, which musicians and other
performers use to articulate intercorporeal relationships across various kinds of sociallyconstructed identities.”2 Here, then, it is an embodied practice, something that manifests in and
through performance (and Stanyek assesses only face-to-face contact as a valid articulation of
those “taxonomies”).
Any analysis of contemporary operas that deal in some form with the mixing of cultural
elements, particularly laden with issues in the domains that these scholars identify as a result of its
visual and textual elements, must therefore account for the multiple subject positions involved,
and crucially, integrate these into the process of analysis itself. Moreover, intercultural analyses
must acknowledge the imbalances, biases, and differences of power relations that may be at work.
Stanyek cautions, for instance, that over-celebration of meetings of different cultures “cloaks the
persistence of racial and ethnic violence;” 3 similarly, recent critiques of interculturalism have
emphasized imbalances in power relations, often stemming from colonial history as well as
modern political dynamics, and the non-neutrality of cultural “borrowings.”
In the context of late-twentieth century theater, Erika Fischer-Lichte et al. remind us that
although purportedly “intercultural” work of that era claimed that “all cultures and artists would
meet on equal ground through forms of theatre that combined elements from different traditions,”
in fact “the term always indicates the fusion of something Western and non-Western...this strongly
implies that ‘intercultural’ here refers to a notion of equality that almost always requires the West

Jason Stanyek, “Diasporic Improvisation and the Articulation of Intercultural Music,” PhD diss., University of
California, San Diego (2004), 1.
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to be involved [my emphasis].”4 How can inter- or cross-cultural approaches to music-making
more broadly investigate encounters and weavings together of multiple elements that exceed the
“East-meets-West” paradigm? The European operatic mainstream takes it for granted that it is
cosmopolitan, that its membership is nomadic and moves easily between cultural centers across
the continent, but there appears to be a line that is crossed when a culture becomes too different to
be part of this transnational network, and thus instead constitutes a rehoming of foreign elements,
not an equal participation in this cosmopolitan circulation.
While Stanyek and other scholars’ work on improvisation focuses on the embodied
presence of different identities and their encounters in physical space,5 others have established
successful music-theoretical frameworks that do incorporate the multiple subject positions at work
in performance. I have noted the individual processes of hybridity discussed in Everett’s analyses
of Tan Dun’s The First Emperor and Marco Polo, for instance. Although she and other scholars
whose work is based on this approach focus primarily on East Asia, especially China and Japan,
the three central pillars of this framework are certainly adaptable to other “intercultural” contexts:
“transference” “syncretism,” and “synthesis.” 6
André’s articulation of the musical and cultural encounters in Bongani Ndodana’s Winnie:
The Opera (2011), meanwhile, focuses on the capacity of opera to “reach across culture and
geography to create complementing narratives of black bodies, experiences, and voices on both
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sides of the Atlantic.” 7 André also skilfully navigates a similar conceptual terrain that defined
Kalîla’s contentious position as an “opéra arabe.” Rather than a meeting of binary musical and
cultural opposites, for André Winnie presents “a situation where the non-West is fluent in the
musical languages of the West but is also employing additional ‘languages’ in terms of musical
allusion and sound, historical context, and cultural references.” 8
The idea of “the first Arabic opera” that captured European headlines in describing Kalîla
is also by no means a unique situation. Robin Elliott’s analysis of the contested categories of genre
in the opera Pimooteewin (The Journey), created by Melissa Hui, Tomson Highway, and Michael
Greyeyes in Toronto in 2008, notes that although it was promoted as “the first Cree opera,”9 this
was at odds with the creators’ visions. Some felt it was more of an oratorio; others used no labels.
In Kalîla, the genre designation came more from Adwan than from marketing, but the parallels
reflect wider issues in new opera creation today, particularly in intercultural collaborations. As
André identifies in her analysis of Winnie: The Opera, while the term opera is “transformed to do
different things. No longer a borrowed replication of a foreign tradition…South Africa is creating
a new vision and function for opera.”10 The rich interweaving of “musical diasporas” 11 which
André identifies is similarly evokes in Innocentia Mhlambi’s analysis of Winnie, which explores
the presence of the isiXhosa language in the opera as a sonic gateway:
7
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Vernacular idioms drawn from varied indigenous and contemporary sonicscapes are
introduced through the representations of the ritualisation processes embodied by the
Mothers of the Missing, the Afrocentric world of Columbus (Winnie’s father) and the
religious and secular music of black contemporary culturalscapes… [the opera] unfolds
syncretic strands of contemporary classical music and a wide range of southern African
indigenous and contemporary black musical forms.12

These articulations of diasporic, intercultural, and cross-cultural frameworks and practices
offer a vital life-force to the future of opera scholarship, both on historical and new works. The
other main impulse explored in this dissertation, that of feminist responses to mythical and
medieval pasts, is not distinct from these structures, but intersect with them in many different
contexts. How might feminist responses to and creations of opera in the twenty-first century
engage productively with a modern spirit of “cross-cultural operatic experimentation”? The
feminisms represented in these chapters are diverse, and all have elements I have critiqued. In
Davis and Eötvös’s Lilith operas, powerfully empathetic reconceptions of the dark feminine offer
visions of womanhood beyond the binary of purity and transgression. Eötvös saw in Lilith an artist
who pre-empts reality by embodying the pure power of truth, and continuing to subvert the “divine
whore/terrible mother” paradox will always be, by virtue of opera’s history, at least in part a selfcritical act, a gaze turned inwards at the mechanisms and strategies that keep the genre alive.
The Lilith operas employ a spirit of feminist revisionism that works satirically and
philosophically. My admittedly subjective reactions to the overwhelming maleness and egoism of
Birtwistle and Pärt’s works, though framed by a sensitivity to the treatment of women in myth,
were stimulated by much more than a recognition of entrenched sexism and misogyny. It is about
how to tell these stories that have been told over and over for millennia: what do we want myths
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to mean in the twenty-first century? Interrogating this question necessitates attention to the kinds
of voices being recovered from the lost annals of history as well as today’s voices being brought
to the fore. While this feminist power and revisionism is still a driving force in Ore’s Adam and
Eve, my analyses in chapter 1 illuminated the difficulties of analyzing political ideology as opera.
Its eschewing of intersectional perspectives hampers the opera’s ability to tackle both modern
forms of misogyny and the racist discursive and political mechanisms that are emerging, with
unsettling frequency, across Europe today in the defense of women’s rights, a similar issue which
marks the gratuitous aesthetic use of the “Islamic” women in scene 5 of Paradise Reloaded. As
Linda Alcoff and John Caputo bluntly summarize, “feminist narratives of progress can be no less
imperial and hegemonic than any other over-glorified trope put forward as transcultural.”13 The
antithetical nature of the relationship between feminism and religion in Adam and Eve is, as I
elucidated, impossible to sustain today. But these questions are also embroiled in a much vaster
discourse of secularism and religion more generally, which is one of the most important challenges
facing the modern world.
Implicit and explicit acceptance of and discrimination against religion in the modern state
is implicated in an overwhelmingly complex network. Overlapping, intersecting, and mutually
shaping one another are juridical, cultural, and educational practices that rarely demonstrate
consistency or unambiguous rationality, comprised of historical precedents, modern law, and
intangible forms of cultural knowledge. Disjunctions are often evident between local, national, and
international ways in which religious practices are both justified and regulated. Supra-national
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organizations such as the European Union and the United Nations are faced with accounting for
and managing evolving tensions in all these areas, in increasingly diverse and globalized societies.
On the surface, rhetoric of cultural incompatibility are undergirded by historical and
modern racial and ethnic biases that often manifest in the expending of state power in uneven
directions. Sanctions and protections alike are disbursed disproportionately, exacerbating
inequality and discrimination. Commentaries posit a religious “renaissance,” or that we have
entered a “post-secular” age; others explicitly disavow the idea of the post-secular on the basis of
its potential for racist and ethnic bias;14 others critique it in offer contrasting narratives aiming to
map out the nuances in how institutionalized religion is posited as paradoxically declining and
increasing across the world. As succinctly expressed by Lisbeth Mikaelsson, “the belief that
secularization would gradually drain off the power of religion has crumbled away.” 15 Others argue
that “increasing recognition of the fact that the uncritical deployment of the categories of the
religious and the secular severely limits the analysis of international politics and social change
throughout the world.”16 Belief in a neutral public space that is free from religion tends to fall into
four camps: either (a) it is still the ultimate goal (b) something that existed and has been
lost/tarnished with a “religious renaissance,” (c) something that never existed and should, or (d)
something that has never existed and should not be the telos of modern progress.
Tyler Roberts notes that “the temptation is great to attempt to rebind the seams of
secularism by asserting once more the need for the privatization and depoliticization of religion.” 17
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Drawing on Paul Gilroy’s notion of “diasporic” identity, and William Connolly’s advocacy for a
“pluralist sensibility,” Roberts articulates a vision of “secular diaspora.” For Roberts this is a set
of strategies to move beyond, on the one hand, the discrete binaries of the old formulations of
secular public space, and on the other, the dense and contested philosophical space of modern
identity politics. Both questions formed part of my discussions in chapters 1 and 2: rather than
continue to contend with the merits and flaws of the secular/religious, and public/private model,
Roberts’s argument highlights potential way to exit the impasse of liberal secularism that
establishes the public sphere as inviolably secular. 18
Writing in 2008, however, Roberts’ characterization of hegemonic exercises of power over
public space and public identities needs revisiting. In chapter 1, I situated the tensions between
religious freedom and women’s rights in the context of human rights discourses, noting that how
to navigate these issues is one of the most important challenges facing the twenty-first century.
Chelsea Ebin and J. Ricky Price’s recent analysis of the case Masterpiece Cake v Colorado, a
controversy which attracted widespread global media coverage, 19 they expand on the problems
Roberts identified Specifically considering the context of the United States, they rightly observe
that the sense of a “hierarchy” of rights emerged, with those of women, LGBTQ, and minorities
allotted lower importance than religious freedom and accommodations: “we have arrived at a

and Ann Pellegrini (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008), 283.
18

This is not irrelevant in non-secular countries; as I illuminated in chapter 1, nations with state religions such as the
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The 2018 Masterpiece v Colorado case was a Supreme Court decision that ruled that a Christian baker’s free
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political moment when religious actors are claiming a right to be exempted from antidiscrimination laws on the grounds of Free Exercise rights.” 20 However, they argue that “the
‘conflicting rights’ paradigm creates a false dichotomy.” 21 Instead of viewing this is a problem of
competing interests, each backed by First Amendment and Free Exercise claims, against antidiscrimination and equality legislation, Ebin and Price make it clear that debating this paradigm
will not offer a way out. They argue that the grounds on which “liberal” advances have been made
have not guaranteed the kinds of protection needed: “limited private sphere protections garnered
through victories like Roe v. Wade, Lawrence v. Texas, and Obergefell v. Hodges have paved the
way for the Religious Right’s recent successes, which are advanced on the grounds of spiritual
harm caused by having to accommodate the rights of sexually active women and sexual minorities
publicly.”22 Thus without progress that guarantees the public rights of those groups, those claims
of “spiritual harm” “pose serious material harm to women and sexual and racial minorities.” 23
There are hundreds of similar examples to the Masterpiece v Colorado example across the
United States, Europe, India, and elsewhere in recent years, often involving the denial of women’s
reproductive rights. The question of competing or conflicting rights and the protection of religious
freedom is also crucially defined by racial and ethnic inequalities. Ebin and Price propose that
“arguments for equality have moved from being the provenance of unprotected minority
communities to the ground on which majoritarian claims of religious discrimination and
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disenfranchisement are staked.” 24 The key term is majoritarian here. Furthermore, in a 2017
report, the Public Rights/Private Conscience Project, based at the Center for Gender and Sexuality
Law at Columbia Law School, identified that recent “waves” of religious freedom bills across the
United States demonstrate “the use of religious liberty as part of a large scale attack on sexual
liberty and equality rights.”25 The report goes on to establish that as a result, “the compounding
effects of sexism and racism render women of color particularly vulnerable to the effects of
measures that build into law a preference for a partisan view of sexual morality.” 26 Finally,
Danielle Boaz succinctly notes:
Jurisprudence regarding the free exercise of religion in the United States has continued to
hinge on the intersections of race and acceptable spiritual practices...white practitioners are
usually the litigants in the most pivotal cases about the freedom to engage in minority
religious practices…[and] appellate courts, for a variety of reasons ranging from the
preservation of Western norms to doubts about the sincerity of the practitioner’s beliefs,
frequently rule against these individuals. 27
From these brief examples, the wider discourse around which is beyond the scope of this
dissertation, it becomes clear that minorities are treated unequally under the law whether the case
concerns free exercise of religion or discrimination experienced on the basis of the discriminator’s
religion, and that moves towards increased protections for religious freedoms at state and federal
levels are having and will have especially difficult consequences for minorities, particularly
women of color, in cases not really involving religion at all.
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How might these questions emerge or shape artistic discourse? The two framing case
studies of this dissertation each illustrated operas which tackle, in their own way, philosophical
and political notions of religion and society. While the two differed in many respects, musically,
aesthetically, and politically, they both present us with journeys guided by powerfully symbolic
women, Virgilia and Lilith, through narratives questioning faith, existence, and humanity’s
actions. Notions of the religious, spiritual, and secular may prove to be more substantial in twentyfirst century art than we might have thought, particularly as the issues I described above do not
exist in a separate sphere from the arts, but impact every aspect of our lives. In my analyses in
chapter 1 especially, I illuminated the difficulties in analyzing the intersection of religion and
politics in art today. As all my case studies demonstrate, when the “political” work of art is not
simply a clear expression of a singular message, but embroiled in a multifaceted discourse that
remains unresolved in the real world, this presents complex challenges for the scholar. Moreover,
given that the notion of (self-)expression is often significant in the negotiation of expression vs
discrimination, not to mention the implication of artistic and legal institutions alike within the same
political economies, I suggest that the arts are well-placed to be sites of strategic exploration of
these contestations of power, public and private identities, and evolving notions of freedom.28
Aaron Rosen interrogates the stereotype of the (stridently secular) “blaspheming modern
artist,”29 who has nothing but irreverence and ironic disdain for art’s long religious past, arguing
that there are far more examples of rapprochements between art and religion than there is pure,
unadulterated disdain. He sums up: “As a new millennium begins to find its legs, it is time we set

Máiréad Enright has, for example, recently established the importance of art to the Irish “Repeal” campaign which
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aside old assumptions about the antagonism between art and religion.” 30 When British artist Mark
Wallinger’s sculpture Ecce Homo took to the fourth plinth in Trafalgar Square in 1999, it caused
something of a stir. Although its position on the steps of St Paul’s Cathedral eighteen years later
in 2017 offered a meditation on Christian and public responsibility for countering global human
rights abuses, its first location was both more controversial and more dialectical. Shown in fig.
E.1, Christ stands against St Martin in the Fields; from other perspectives, he could be seen against
the backdrop of the National Gallery; from others still, one could stand behind the plinth and follow
Christ’s gaze past Nelson’s column to Whitehall.

Fig.E.1. Mark Wallinger, Ecce Homo (1999-2000). Installation, Trafalgar Square, London. Photo: John Riddy.
Courtesy the artist and Frith Street Gallery, London. Used with permission.

In a three-dimensional public space, the sculpture embodied multiplicities of signification and
symbolism that highlighted the contradictions between public/private/religious/secular in modern
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Britain. As Jonathan Koestlé-Cate describes, “the very public appearance of a representation of
Christ in the last days of the twentieth century was a forceful reminder that so much of what we
call the secular world is built upon Christian precepts. Ecce Homo was a way of making Britain’s
putative religion as visible as possible, as if to say, here he is, behold the man whose teachings
underpin your culture, your politics and your society” [original emphasis]. 31
Why might this impact the future of new music composition, especially opera, beyond the
specific contexts that Adam and Eve brought up? I follow Rosen’s point even as an avowed atheist
with grave misgivings over the power of religious orthodoxy, but also with the frustrations outlined
in chapter 1. Debates over modern forms of secularism and the place of religion in modern global
societies vary in relevance. But central notions of the state, liberalism, equality, democracy,
discrimination, and freedom have transformed in the twenty-first century, and manifest in the many
diverse conceptions of what the “political” is in/as/through music. Philip Bohlman, for instance,
adopts a post-secular frame in describing “music that resounds the musical variations from the
diverse religions and practices of a post-secular Europe...the narratives/tales/history of post-secular
Europe [which] arise from a counterpoint of voices that are both poetic and political.” 32 Jesse
Rosenberg, meanwhile, has identified a widespread and continually held assumption that “since
opera is the exclusive product of secular culture, religion is essentially foreign to it,” as well as
claiming that scholarship has tended to “privileg[e] secular culture as the matrix of the genre.”33
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These questions speak to an intersection of notions of space, power, and identity that are
in fact at the center of contemporary music-making today. Roberts argues that affirming a pluralist
view of identity “not only can make us more cognizant of the processes that shape and reshape our
own identities but can increase our awareness of the way these processes work on other groups. In
turn, this can allow us to see connections, even new identities, where before we saw only the empty
space between discrete ways of being.” 34 Returning to the “planes” of Born’s social mediation
theory, therein are articulated the ways in which all forms of music production and consumption
are “traversed” by external social and economic conditions, whether in a hierarchy of identity or
in the role of genre in articulating collective and individual identities. Roberts and other secularism
scholars’ ways of reconceiving the domains of public and private identity, for instance, map
theoretically onto musical discourse and creation. If the “public can no longer be defined
exclusively in secular terms,” neither can musical encounters with political presents ignore the
religious-secular dimension of the “musically imagined communities and social identities” that
Born posits.
In a holistic approach to opera analysis, consideration of diversity happens at all levels: of
whose voices are heard singing and creating as well as what subject matter is represented and
privileged. Consideration needs to happen at all levels of musical culture; efforts in scholarship,
for instance, to be replicated in practice, teaching, and commissioning, and vice versa. What are
some of the challenges that will be faced? In my discussion of Davis’s work and genre in chapter
4, I briefly mentioned Tania León’s disavowal of composer “labels.” Will Robin teased out these
issues in a recent article in the New York Times centered on a premiere of Léon’s work as part of
the New York Philharmonic’s “Project 19.” In Robin’s fascinating portrait, the discordance
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between León’s long and distinguished career and the paltry offering of a spot among these 19 that
emerges most strongly. 35 The Metropolitan Opera, after staging Saariaho’s L’amour de loin in
2016, after more than a century since it first took the plunge and allowed a woman’s opera onto its
stage, subsequently commissioned two new operas by women composers, Jeanine Tesori and
Missy Mazzoli, to premiere within the next few years. There are many examples like Project 19 of
recent concerted efforts to address inequality in classical music, in performances and commissions
as well as in archival and research work. Efforts centered on gender equality include the Archiv
Frau und Musik,36 based in Frankfurt and founded in 1979; “Musicwomengermany,” founded in
September 2019;37 “Composeher,” a new project launched in Glasgow in February 2020. 38 “Key
Change,” a PRS foundation, aims to reach 50/50 representation in the music industry by 2022.39
Several other initiatives ranging widely in size and scope exist.
The goals are similar: address historical imbalances, draw attention to “forgotten” voices
and narratives of women, and work towards gender equality across the corners of classical and
popular music industries in terms of commissions and representations. And yet, improvement is
cast almost exclusively in quantitative terms: if we can reduce carbon emissions to net zero by
2050, the climate will be saved; if we can achieve gender equality by 2022, feminism has won.
Assessing progress through percentages is important: the bare minimum that should be in place is
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the closing of gender pay gaps, for instance; quotas can and do work productively, whereas arguing
about whether or not quotas are conceptually acceptable produces only stagnation. But my glibness
is based in the same issues that Adam and Eve uneasily navigates and to which I drew attention in
that chapter and in the Introduction, that the dominant driver of these initiatives is white feminism.
In a conference I attended on women and music in Budapest in early 2020, after interviewing Péter
Eötvös, the refusal to acknowledge that intersectionality must be at the forefront of future feminist
work was palpable. The attitude was one that very clearly marked out separate categories of being,
in which attention is focused only on a broad notion of “women in music,” that paid no heed to the
“system of interlocking oppressions” at the foundation of intersectional thought. 40 The colleagues
I met during the event, mostly European women, were involved in many remarkable enterprises,
from youth music camps to national festivals to archival work. What they are doing is working,
but for whom? The British organization Multitude of Voyces, which recently published the first
two in its series of anthologies of sacred music by women composers (SATB, 2019; Upper Voices,
2020) is similarly having a remarkable impact on the choral music world; hallowed walls of
Oxbridge chapels resounding with women’s lost and ignored voices. Yet only one of the twentytwo women published in the first Anthology is not white, Undine Smith Moore (1904-89); the
second offers twenty-four, all white (some overlap with the first volume). I draw on this example
as one close to my own sphere of knowledge as a choral singer, not because it is unique, neither
am I suggesting an Anthology simply needs to add in composers of color. Reflecting on why the
consideration is absent from most of the discussions I have witnessed may be a first step.
Issues with labeling such as those discussed in chapter 4 will keep being contested: how to
increase the representation of composers of color or women composers when the very existence of
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that category is the problem? (The answer?—just do it.) Blanchard’s 2019 opera Fire Shut Up in
My Bones will be staged at the Metropolitan Opera in an upcoming season. If it premieres in the
2021-22 season, the 50-50 gender equality goal of Keychange will be reached (if successful) in
the same year as the first opera by a black composer ever staged at the Metropolitan Opera. Change
is happening, but examples like this demonstrate that there is a discrepancy between practice and
theory. Niche, localized efforts around the world are working towards laudable goals; while aiming
to speak for all marginalized voices, there is less attention to transforming the underlying systems
that have created these inequalities in the first place. Intersectional perspectives are vital to not
only analyze but overhaul these systems, but, as Sara Ahmed reminds us, there is a lot more to
diversity, feminism, and anti-racism than commitments to diversity which, she argues “can be
mechanisms for reproducing whiteness…adding color to the white face of the organization
confirms the whiteness of that face” (emphasis original). 41 Ahmed writes of academic institutions
primarily, but her thorough interrogation could be transferred and offer vital infusions to thinking
through operatic institutions and organizations.
What opera is or might be in the future is already a more heterogeneous phenomenon than
I imagined at the beginning of this project. Who do we see when we imagine opera? When we all
fall quiet in the dark of the opera house, where do we go? Whose faces do we see, and whose
voices do we hear? Who is the “we” in these questions that might shape “our” answers? Moneim
Adwan said to me: “opera will never finish, because it’s the most beautiful thing humans have
done in culture…so it will never stop.” To sustain its future, these are the questions facing us,
whether traversing the present or voyaging into distant pasts.
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Appendix

Reduction of the “family tree” of the versions of the Pañcatantra and the Kalila wa Dimna.
Based on the frontispiece in Ernst J. Grube, ed., A Mirror for Princes from India: Illustrated
Versions of the ‘Kalilah wa Dimnah,’ ‘Anvar-i Suhayli,’ ‘Iyar-i Danish,’ and ‘Humayun Nameh’
(Bombay: Marg, 1991). The influence of Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ’s seminal translation is readily
appreciable here, as is that of other significant versions, shown in bolded type. Most remarkable
is the proliferation of versions in the same language from multiple different origins. Many
versions are omitted here due to space; I have also focused on the genealogy of the Arabic Kalila
over the Sanskrit line.
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