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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation presents the first theoretical model for understanding narration and point 

of view in opera, examining repertoire from Richard Wagner to Benjamin Britten. Prior music 

scholarship on musical narratives and narrativity has drawn primarily on continental literary 

theory and philosophy of the 1960s to the middle of the 1980s. This study, by contrast, engages 

with current debates in the analytic branch of aesthetic philosophy. 

One reason why the concept of point of view has not been more extensively explored in 

opera studies is the widespread belief that operas are not narratives. This study questions key 

premises on which this assumption rests. In so doing, it presents a new definition of narrative.  

Arguably, a narrative is an utterance intended to communicate a story, where ñstoryò is 

understood to involve the representation of a particular agent or agents exercising their agency. 

This study explores the role of narrators in opera, introducing the first taxonomy of explicit 

fictional operatic narrators. Through a close analysis of Britten and Myfanwy Piperôs Owen 

Wingrave, it offers an explanation of musicôs power to orient spectators to the points of view of 

opera characters by providing audiences with access to charactersô perceptual experiences and 

cognitive, affective, and psychological states. My analysis also helps account for how our 

subjective access to fictional characters may engender sympathy for them. 

The second half of the dissertation focuses on opera in performance. Current thinking in 

music scholarship predominantly holds that fidelity is an outmoded concern. I argue that 

performing a work-for-performance is a matter of intentionally modelling oneôs performance on 

the work-for-performanceôs features and achieving a moderate degree of fidelity or matching 

between the two. Finally, this study investigates how the creative decisions of the performers and 

director impact the point of view from which an opera is told.
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RÉSUMÉ 

Cette thèse propose le premier modèle théorique visant à expliquer la narration et le point 

de vue narratif dans lôop®ra ¨ travers lôanalyse dôun r®pertoire sô®tendant des îuvres de Richard 

Wagner ¨ celles de Benjamin Britten. Jusquô¨ pr®sent, les ®tudes portant sur la narrativit® en 

musique se sont basées principalement sur la théorie littéraire issue de la philosophie dite 

continentale élaborée entre les années 1960 et la moitié des années 1980. Inversement, cette 

thèse tient compte des débats contemporains de la branche analytique de la philosophie 

esthétique. 

Une des raisons pour lesquelles le point de vue narratif en op®ra nôa pas fait lôobjet 

dô®tudes approfondies est la notion g®n®ralis®e que les op®ras ne sont pas des r®cits. Cette th¯se 

remet en question les prémisses de base sur lesquelles repose cette croyance. Ce faisant, elle 

pr®sente une nouvelle d®finition de la narration. On peut soutenir quôun r®cit, une narration, est 

un ®nonc® ayant pour objet la communication dôune histoire, o½ ç lôhistoire » implique la 

repr®sentation dôun ou plusieurs agent(s) exer­ant leur pouvoir dôaction. Cette thèse explore le 

r¹le des narrateurs dans lôop®ra, offrant la premi¯re taxonomie des narrateurs fictifs op®ratiques 

explicitement identifi®s comme tels. Lôanalyse rapproch®e de Owen Wingrave de Britten et 

Myfanwy Piper révèle les manières dont la musique oriente les spectateurs vers le point de vue 

des personnages de lôop®ra en offrant au public acc¯s ¨ leurs exp®riences cognitives, affectives, 

de perception, et à leurs états psychologiques. Cette analyse explique aussi comment notre accès 

subjectif à des personnages fictifs peut engendrer de la sympathie envers ces derniers. 

La seconde partie de cette th¯se sôint®resse ¨ la repr®sentation dôop®ras. Le courant 

prédominant dans la musicologie contemporaine considère la fidélité comme une préoccupation 

d®pass®e. Je soutiens que la repr®sentation dôune îuvre vou®e ¨ la repr®sentation n®cessite un 
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modelage intentionnel de la repr®sentation en tant que telle aux caract®ristiques de lôîuvre vou®e 

¨ la repr®sentation, afin dôatteindre un certain degr® de fidélité ou une adéquation entre les deux. 

Enfin, cette ®tude explore lôimpact des d®cisions cr®atives des interpr¯tes et metteurs en sc¯ne 

sur le point de vue à partir duquel un opéra est raconté. 

 

Translated by Zoey Mariniello Cochran 
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INTRODUCTION 

Relative to literature and cinema, opera would seem to be lacking in resources for 

articulating point of view. Live opera performances rarely evince the presence of a fictional 

narrator or presenter, an imagined source of or guide to the narrated events who might also offer 

insights into, or distortions of, charactersô thoughts, feelings, and motivations. Opera also lacks a 

reasonably similar correlate to cinemaôs point of view shot, that is, a means of allowing 

spectators to see the fictional world from a particular characterôs vantage point. Opera spectators 

are typically under the impression that they enjoy unmediated perceptual access to the fictional 

world of an opera. For the foregoing reasons, many opera scholars are under the impression that 

operas are not narratives.1 

Yet, an operaôs music, libretto, and staging frequently afford spectators access to 

charactersô points of view by expressing aspects of what a character is thinking, feeling or 

perceiving. And, composers like Richard Wagner and Benjamin Britten often use music as a 

vehicle to offer their own points of view on the storyôs characters and events. Since Wagnerôs 

time, it has become commonplace to regard the opera orchestra as a narrator or, at the very least, 

to think that some of the roles the orchestra performs in the presentation of an opera bear 

comparison to some of those performed by the narrator of a work of literature. 

Elaborate theoretical machinery has been constructed to understand how point of view is 

conveyed in works of literature and cinema.2 Unsurprisingly, some of the same obstacles that 

                                                 
1 The most influential articulation of this view is Carolyn Abbate, Unsung Voices: Opera and Musical Narrative in 

the Nineteenth Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), chap. 1, especially 28. 
2 On literature, refer to Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method, trans. Jane E. Lewin (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 1983), chap. 4; Seymour Chatman, Coming to Terms: The Rhetoric of Narrative in Fiction 

and Film (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990), chap. 9; Gregory Currie, Narratives and Narrators: A Philosophy 

of Stories (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), chap. 7. On film, refer to Edward Branigan, Point of View in the 

Cinema (Berlin and New York: Mouton, 1984); Murray Smith, Engaging Characters: Fiction, Emotion, and the 

Cinema (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995); George M. Wilson, Narration in Light: Studies in Cinematic Point of 
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have hindered the study of point of view in opera have plagued its investigation in theatre 

studies, but there exists one monograph devoted to the topic, Dan McIntyreôs Point of View in 

Plays.3 In opera studies, Philip Rupprechtôs examination of how the orchestral music of Britten 

and Myfanwy Piperôs Death in Venice orients spectators to Aschenbachôs experience of the 

world constitutes the most extensive explicit treatment of point of view.4 Implicitly, however, 

opera scholars routinely make use of the concept when they explain how opera spectators learn 

about charactersô subjective states and why they may be apt to sympathize, empathize, or 

identify with particular opera characters. 

This dissertation is the first theoretically focused study of narration and point of view in 

opera. By theoretically focused I simply mean that my analyses and interpretations will serve to 

advance a theory about point of view and narration in opera, as opposed to the approach more 

typical of musicology, by which a theory, which has been developed by others, is applied to the 

analysis and interpretation of a particular example. 

Taking a theoretical approach allows me to study the concepts of point of view and 

narration in a wider range of repertoire, generating a model for understanding these concepts that 

could be applied to works not examined in this study. I subject these concepts to more rigorous 

scrutiny than they have received in the existing studies that are directed towards the 

interpretation of a single opera. I also take a more critical stance to narrative theory than that 

which has been adopted in existing work on music and narrative within music scholarship. I use 

                                                                                                                                                             
View (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986); George M. Wilson, Seeing Fictions in Film: 

The Epistemology of Movies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), chap. 7. 
3 Dan McIntyre, Point of View in Plays: A Cognitive Stylistic Approach to Viewpoint in Drama and Other Text-

Types (Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2006). See also Monika Fludernik, ñNarrative and 

Drama,ò in Theorizing Narrativity, ed. John Pier (Berlin and New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 2008): 355ï84; Brian 

Richardson, ñPoint of View in Drama: Diegetic Monologue, Unreliable Narrators, and the Authorôs Voice on 

Stage,ò Comparative Drama 22, no. 3 (1988): 193ï214. 
4 Philip Rupprecht, Brittenôs Musical Language (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001), chap. 6. 
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opera to rethink assumptions commonly held by narrative theorists and philosophers, 

contributing not only to our understanding of opera but also to our understanding of narratives. 

Another way this study diverges from existing work in music scholarship on narrative is 

in the primary body of theory with which I am engaging. Music scholars have drawn exclusively 

from continental, chiefly French, literary theory and philosophy from the period of the 1960s to 

the middle of the 1980s (e.g., Gérard Genette, Paul Ricoeur, Roland Barthes). My work, by 

contrast, engages in current debates in Anglo-American or analytic philosophy. Scholars of 

literature and cinema have turned away from narrative theory in the last two decades. 

Meanwhile, analytic philosophy has experienced a surge of work on narratives and narration 

during this same period.5 But despite the growing interest in music and philosophy within both 

musicology and music theory (attested by the formation of interest groups in the American 

Musicological Society, Society for Music Theory, and Royal Musical Association), the 

aforementioned philosophical contributions to narrative theory have failed to attract any notice 

from music scholars on either side of the disciplinary divide. 

As I see it, there are two primary reasons for this orientation. First, the aforementioned 

analytic-philosophical studies of narrative ignore music entirely and instead focus on literature, 

cinema, and, more recently, video games. Second, music scholars, especially those working in 

the anglophone sphere, have much closer ties to continental philosophy, remaining largely 

ignorant of the work being done by philosophers on their very own campuses.6 One of the larger 

                                                 
5 See, for example, Currie, Narratives and Narrators; Gregory Currie, Image and Mind: Film, Philosophy, and 

Cognitive Science (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), chaps. 7, 9; Berys Gaut, A Philosophy of 

Cinematic Art (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), chap. 5; Andrew Kania, ñAgainst the Ubiquity of 

Fictional Narrators,ò Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 63, no. 1 (2005): 47ï54; Jerrold Levinson, ñFilm Music 

and Narrative Agency,ò in Contemplating Art: Essays in Aesthetics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2006): 143ï83; Derek 

Matravers, Fiction and Narrative (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014); Wilson, Seeing Fictions in Film. 
6 There are numerous, complex reasons behind musicologistsô greater familiarity with continental philosophy. I shall 

not attempt to provide an explanation here. David Z. Saltz, ñWhy Performance Theory Needs Philosophy,ò Journal 



  INTRODUCTION

   

4 

aims of this study is to bring music scholarship and analytic philosophy into a closer rapport, one 

that will be mutually beneficial for both scholarly disciplines. The methods of analytic 

philosophers can be a powerful tool in interrogating the soundness of apparent truisms in music 

scholarship while music scholars can offer philosophers much needed grounding in current and 

historical practices of musical composition and performance. 

To be clear about the nature of the present scholarly project, I do not merely draw on 

work in analytic-philosophical aesthetics but actually participate in current debates in that field. 

As such, my mode of discourse has been influenced by its associated practices and conventions. 

Accordingly, musicological readers may find my language more stark and my criticisms of other 

scholarsô work more direct and unsparing than that to which they may be accustomed. One of the 

most attractive features of analytic-philosophical discourse is its inherently dialogic nature. 

Another is its emphasis on conceptual clarification and logical rigour. My aim to bring greater 

conceptual clarity to the knotty issues surrounding operatic storytelling and the ontology of 

operatic works is well-served by the precision and rigour of philosophical methods. 

As an amalgamation of methodologies drawn from musicology and analytic philosophy, 

this study involves two kinds of analysis, employed in tandem. The first is the analysis of 

theoretical concepts, such as point of view and narration, employing the methods of analytic 

philosophers. Deserving of comment is my reliance on theories of point of view in literature and 

cinema studies primarily. Since opera is a form of theatre, it would appear as if a study like 

McIntyreôs would provide at least the groundwork for a theory of point of view in opera. The 

problem is that neither McIntyre nor other scholars who have explored the concept of point of 

view in theatre discuss the role of music. McIntyreôs study is directed towards linguistic means 

                                                                                                                                                             
of Dramatic Theory and Criticism 16, no. 1 (2001), 151, makes a similar observation about the disconnect between 

theatre and philosophy and offers some reasons. 
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of conveying point of view. His focus on the role of stage directions is indicative of the fact that 

he is attempting to provide an account of the act of reading a play as opposed to experiencing a 

performance of a play. Without denying that one can learn a great deal about opera from reading 

scores and libretti, such activities do not constitute normative modes of engagement with opera. 

I apply the concepts of narration and point of view to the second type of analysis 

previously mentioned: the analysis and interpretation of operas, both as works-for-performance 

(typically detailed in a score and libretto) and performances thereof. My knowledge of the 

majority of opera performances I discuss has been gleaned through attending live performances, 

but to add a historical dimension to my discussion of opera performance and staging, I also rely 

on video recordings. 

Carolyn Abbate and James Treadwell have rightly pointed to some of the limitations of 

using recordings in the study of live opera performance, particularly those arising from the 

profoundly different phenomenologies of experiencing a live performance versus a recorded 

performance.7 Additionally, depending on the particular decisions of the sound engineers 

responsible for recording and mixing the audio and the camera set-ups and editing choices of the 

video director, some features of the performance may not be on display in the recording. Despite 

the foregoing limitations, I have decided to take advantage of recordings to broaden the scope of 

productions I would be able to examine and to aid in my ability to place the live performances I 

discuss in a performing tradition. 

It is worth noting that oneôs perspective on a live performance may also be limited in 

various ways. Depending on where one was seated and where one chose to direct oneôs attention, 

                                                 
7 Carolyn Abbate, ñMusicðDrastic or Gnostic?ò, Critical Inquiry 30, no. 3 (2004): 505ï36; James Treadwell, 

ñReading and Staging Again,ò Cambridge Opera Journal 10, no. 2 (1998): 205ï20. Treadwell critiques David 

Levinôs reliance on video recordings in David J. Levin, ñStaging a Reading/Reading a Staging,ò Cambridge Opera 

Journal 9, no. 1 (1997): 47ï71. 
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one could fail to perceive many salient features of the performance. Thus, in discussing 

performances I have seen live as well as those I have experienced solely on video, I have 

consulted statements made by the director, conductor, and performers; reviews of the 

performance; and discussions of it in the scholarly and popular presses. 

In terms of the works-for-performance I discuss, the historical scope of my study is 

roughly Wagner to Britten with operas by these two composers constituting the majority of my 

examples. Although opera authors have used music and lyrics to provide spectators access to 

charactersô emotions and psychological states from the art formôs beginnings, the preoccupation 

with the emotional and psychological life of the individual and the belief that music is the art 

form best able to express interiority were products of German Romantic aesthetics, particularly 

the philosophy of Arthur Schopenhauer. I begin with Wagner, in particular, because he was a 

pivotal figure in the history of opera, not only as a musical art form, as is well known, but as a 

narrative art form, as I aim to show. Directly influenced by Schopenhauerôs ideas about musicôs 

exalted place among the arts, Wagnerôs operas from Tristan onwards mark a shift in the primary 

means by which spectators gain access to charactersô subjectivities, with the orchestral music 

assuming primacy over the vocal music. Although Wagner was not the first to employ recurring 

musical motives with semantic tags, the intricate relationships and complex morphologies 

Wagner created with his leitmotifs constitute some of the reasons why his orchestra is able to 

play such an important role in expressing points of view in his later music dramas. As is also 

well known, Wagnerôs operas are notorious for foregrounding acts of storytelling. And Wagnerôs 

music dramas are some of the first operas in which a large part of the orchestraôs job is occupied 

with expressing the composerôs own attitudes about his characters and their actions. 
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Although Wagner and Britten are composers not commonly mentioned in the same 

breath, they share a surprising amount in common. Britten was similarly preoccupied with 

narration in opera. While Wagnerôs interest resided in what I will  later term character-to-

character storytelling, Brittenôs lay in imposing various types of framing devices on his operas 

and seeing what happened. Part of this fixation may be due to the fact that Britten chose 

primarily novels and short stories for his sources, rather than plays, and some of the sources 

Britten chose, like Henry Jamesôs The Turn of the Screw, featured elaborate framing devices. 

The fact that Britten decided to adapt two works by James is also significant. James was a 

pioneer of storytelling strategies that systematically orient readers to the point of view of a 

particular character. In Chapter 3, I argue that Britten used music for analogous purposes in his 

and Piperôs adaptation of Jamesôs ñOwen Wingrave.ò And like Wagner, Britten used his 

orchestra as a mouthpiece for personal attitudes he wished to express about his characters, their 

situations, and also more general issues of concern to him like the evils of war and the corruption 

of innocents. A salient difference is that Britten did not write his own libretti and, furthermore, 

did not always allow his librettistsô intentions to guide his compositional activities. Accordingly, 

a plurality of authorial voices may at times be discerned. 

Since each chapter contains a review of the pertinent scholarly contributions on the topic 

in music scholarship as well as literary theory and philosophy, I will forego further literature 

review in this Introduction. 

Chapter Breakdown 

Point of view is an aspect of narration. The prevailing belief among musicologists that 

operas are not narratives is one of the primary reasons why point of view has not been more 
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extensively studied in this medium. In Chapter 1, I critique some of the premises underlying this 

belief and present a new definition of narrative. Since most scholarship on music and narrative 

focuses on instrumental music, I take time to discuss how my definition adjudicates the 

narrative-status of such works. Richard Straussôs Don Quixote and Stravinskyôs Octet constitute 

my primary test cases. Next, I define what is involved in presenting a story operatically through 

comparisons of operatic storytelling with storytelling in related media like opera films; other 

genres of vocal music that can be used to tell stories, including songs, cantatas, oratorios, and 

serenatas; and works of theatre that include singing. 

The remainder of the dissertation is divided into two parts, corresponding to the two 

different types of works involved in appreciating opera: works-for-performance and work-

performances.8 Through the example of Jamesôs What Maisie Knew, I demonstrate how an 

inquiry into the point of view from which a story is told must begin with the an inquiry into the 

narratorôs point of view, after which, one may delve into the ways in which the narration may 

express the points of view of others. Accordingly, Chapter 2 investigates the role of narrators in 

opera. I begin by arguing against the view, widespread in opera studies and also some corners of 

literary theory and philosophy, that all narratives require explicit fictional narrators. Whether an 

opera has a fictional narrator must be decided on a case-by-case basis. Thus, I move on to 

examine various cases from the operatic repertoire, grouping them into the first taxonomy of 

explicit fictional operatic narrators. Finally, I explore the idea that the orchestra is a kind of 

narrating agency. Contrary to suggestions made by Abbate and Rupprecht, I argue that the 

orchestraôs ability to function in such a capacity is not dependent on the deployment of 

leitmotifs, even though leitmotifs can be a powerful tool for generating fictional truths in an 

                                                 
8 The terms work-for-performance and work-performance are borrowed from David Davies, Philosophy of the 

Performing Arts (Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 17. My reasons for avoiding referring to the former as ñthe 

workò will be become clear in Chapter 5 when I defend the idea that work-performances are themselves works. 
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opera. Through examples from Wagnerôs Ring cycle and Die Meistersinger, I argue that some 

acts of narrative commentary are best understood as expressions of authorial points of view, 

rather than those of an implied author or radically effaced fictional narrating agency. 

Another reason for the lack of investigation of point of view in opera is musicologistsô 

uncritical acceptance of Gérard Genetteôs theory of focalization. I begin Chapter 3 by pointing 

out some problems in Genetteôs theory, even when it is applied to his primary medium of study, 

literature. My account of how point of view is articulated in an opera is based on Gregory 

Currieôs concept of character-focused narration as well as Murray Smithôs discussion of 

alignment in cinema.9 Chapter 3 focuses on musical means of conveying point of view, 

examined through a close analysis of Britten and Piperôs Owen Wingrave. I demonstrate how 

Brittenôs music singles out Owen and orients audiences to his subjective experiences while 

simultaneously distancing them from Owenôs family by making their expressions of their points 

of view sound ridiculous. Finally, drawing on Currieôs concept of narrative frameworks and 

Smithôs concept of allegiance, I explore some consequences of the structures of alignment in 

Owen Wingrave, specifically, their relation to audience responses like sympathy and empathy.10 

For Chapters 4 and 5, I shift my primary object of study from works-for-performance to 

the act of work-performance itself. Chapter 4 questions several assumptions commonly held by 

music scholars about what works-for-performance and work-performances are. Although leading 

voices in the field of contemporary opera staging like David Levin and Clemens Risi regard both 

as texts, I point out how their view fails to mesh with actual artistic practice.11 Both, I argue, 

                                                 
9 Currie, Narratives and Narrators, chap. 7; Smith, Engaging Characters, chap. 5. 
10 Currie, Narratives and Narrators, 86; Smith, Engaging Characters, chap. 6. 
11 David J. Levin, Unsettling Opera: Staging Mozart, Verdi, Wagner, and Zemlinsky (Chicago and London: 

University of Chicago Press, 2007); Clemens Risi, ñShedding Light on the Audience: Hans Neuenfels and Peter 

Konwitschny Stage Verdi (and Verdians),ò Cambridge Opera Journal 14, no. 1/2 (2001): 201ï10; Clemens Risi,  

ñThe Gestures of the Dutchman: Wagnerôs Staging Instructions, 1852 and Today,ò Opera Quarterly 28, no. 3ï4 

(2012): 159ï71. 
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ought to be regarded as works. Following a suggestion from philosopher Paisley Livingston, I 

contend that works have a dual nature, encompassing not merely a product but also the process 

by which the artist or artists generated that product.12 

Scholars like Risi as well as Richard Taruskin and Roger Parker have suggested that 

fidelity is inessential to the enterprise of work-performance.13 I argue that a moderate degree of 

fidelity to the work-for-performance is one of the necessary requirements for a performance to be 

a work-performance. My account of the enterprise of work-performance is similar in structure to 

those presented by philosophers Stephen Davies, David Davies, and Jerrold Levinson but is 

better able to accommodate free and transgressive approaches to work-performance, such as 

those practiced by Glenn Gould and Peter Sellars.14 To illustrate how my account relates with 

existing accounts, I begin by discussing instrumental music, addressing peculiarities of opera 

performance later on. 

Chapter 5 explores the ways in which the artistic choices of the director and performers 

can enhance or undermine the expressions of point of view and narrative framing devices already 

present in an operatic work-for-performance. I focus on the role of visual elements in particular, 

such as mise-en-scène, lighting, costumes, blocking, and acting. My discussion is grouped into 

three scenarios. First, I examine various productions of Tristan (particularly, the Peter Sellarsï

Bill Viola production, in its incarnation at the Canadian Opera Company, 2013) that use visual 

                                                 
12 Although Livingston is not the first to put forth this idea, my position most closely aligns with his in Paisley 

Livingston, ñOn Cinematic Genius: Ontology and Appreciation,ò Royal Institute of Philosophy Supplement 71 

(2012), 91. For more on the history of this ontological stance, refer to Paisley Livingston, ñHistory of the Ontology 

of Art,ò The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta, article published 6 May 2013, 

plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2013/entries/art-ontology-history/, sec. 3.4.2.  
13 Clemens Risi, ñSwinging Signs, Representation and Presence in Operatic Performances: Remarks on Hans 

Neuenfels, Jossi Wieler, and a New Analytical Approach,ò Arcadia 36, no. 2 (2001): 363ï64; Richard Taruskin, 

ñSetting Limits,ò in The Danger of Music and Other Anti-Utopian Essays (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

2009), 459; Roger Parker, Remaking the Song: Operatic Visions and Revisions from Handel to Berio (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 2006), 5, 12. 
14 Stephen Davies, Musical Works and Performances: A Philosophical Exploration (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2001), 182; D. Davies, Philosophy of the Performing Arts, 72; Jerrold Levinson, ñWhat a Musical Work Is,ò 

in Music, Art, and Metaphysics: Essays in Philosophical Aesthetics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 85. 

http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2013/entries/art-ontology-history/


  INTRODUCTION

   

11 

elements of performances to achieve analogous effects to those achieved by Wagnerôs music: 

orienting spectators to the points of view of the lovers. Next, I return to the two cornerstone 

works of Chapter 2, Billy Budd and The Turn of the Screw, examining productions (Tim Alberyôs 

Billy Budd [English National Opera, 1988] and Tom Diamondôs Turn of the Screw [Opera 

McGill, 2011]) that take a more cavalier attitude towards the operasô stage directions in order to 

draw attention to some of the consequences of the narrative framing devices of these operas such 

as the possibility for unreliable narration. Finally, I discuss productions that radically 

reconceptualize the epistemic structure of the work-for-performance (Joachim Herzôs Der 

fliegende Holländer [motion-picture, 1963], Harry Kupferôs Der fliegende Holländer [Bayreuth, 

1978], Neil Armfieldôs Peter Grimes [Canadian Opera Company, 2013], Aria Umezawaôs 

Pygmalion [Opera McGill, 2014]). The range of artist merit represented by my chosen 

productions affords opportunities to put into practice some of the more abstract discussions about 

value in work-performance contained within Chapter 4. 
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1   WHAT IS AN OPERATIC NARRATIVE? 

One of the reasons why opera scholars have not explored the concept of point of view 

more extensively is that it is considered to be a facet of narration and, according to current 

opinion in opera studies, operas are not narratives. In this chapter, I subject some prominent 

conceptions of narrative to critical scrutiny, rejecting several of the premises on which they are 

based. I then present a new definition of narrative, which includes some, but not all, operas. In 

the final section, I explore what it means to present a story operatically. 

1.1 A Sample of Existing Definitions 

As providing a comprehensive survey of existing definitions would be impractical, I will 

focus on the work of the music scholars who have tackled the question most rigorously, 

musicologist Carolyn Abbate and music theorist Byron Almén.1 Although music scholars have 

put narrative theory to many innovative usages, when it comes to defining what a narrative is, 

they have largely left the task to literature scholars. Fred Maus has expressed the prevailing 

feeling that debating the ñessential properties of narrative [is] not a fruitful preoccupation for 

musicology.ò2 Accordingly, it will be necessary to first examine the theoretical resources on 

which music scholars have relied, chiefly, the structuralist literary theory of Gérard Genette and 

his foremost anglophone successor Seymour Chatman.3 Finally, I will survey the view of 

narrative put forth by philosopher Gregory Currie in Narratives and Narrators. Although 

                                                 
1 Abbate, Unsung Voices; Byron Almén, A Theory of Musical Narrative (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 

2008). For readers interested in an overview of current conceptions of narrative in literary studies and philosophical 

aesthetics, I recommend Paisley Livingston, ñNarrative,ò in The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics, eds. Berys 

Gaut and Dominic McIver Lopes (London and New York: Routledge, 2001): 275ï84; Paisley Livingston, 

ñNarrativity and Knowledge,ò Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 67, no. 1 (2009), 26ï29. 
2 Fred E. Maus, ñClassical Instrumental Music and Narrative,ò in A Companion to Narrative Theory, eds. James 

Phelan and Peter J. Rabinowitz (Malden: Blackwell, 2005), 466. 
3 Genette, Narrative Discourse; Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978); Chatman, Coming to Terms. 
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Currieôs study constitutes one of the most significant contributions to narrative theory in recent 

years, it remains unknown in music scholarship. My focus throughout the discussion will be on 

the broader intellectual commitments underlying each scholarôs approach to the topic. Questions 

surrounding the ontology of artworks and the nature of art criticism are central to the debates 

about what narratives are and, thus, should not be the exclusive domain of philosophers. 

Despite Abbateôs stated scepticism of structuralism, when set with the task of defining 

narrative, she quotes directly from Genetteôs Discours du récit.4 Genette observes that the term 

narrative is used variously to refer to a text, a story, and an act of telling a story, but he is solely 

concerned with the first of these senses, which he defines as an ñoral or written discourse that 

undertakes to tell of an event or series of events.ò5 Genetteôs tendency to view narratives as texts 

rather than works conveys a great deal about what he believes a narrative to be. A text is merely 

the product the author produces, divorced from its circumstances of production and, especially, 

its author. Notice how Genette speaks of the ñdiscourseò itself as performing the action of 

telling, rather than its actual author. Determining whether a text is a narrative involves merely 

the study of the sequence of words of which it is constituted and the conventions governing their 

use. The approach to interpretation just described is known as formalism or, in analytic 

philosophical circles, aesthetic empiricism.6 

The ontology of a text is clarified when contrasted with that of a work. Following a 

pregnant suggestion from philosopher Paisley Livingston, I propose that works have a dual 

nature, encompassing not only the product of the artist or artistsô laboursða text, structure, or 

                                                 
4 See Abbate, Unsung Voices, 20, 46, for her attempts to distance herself from structuralism; 26, for her quotation of 

Genette. 
5 Genette, Narrative Discourse, 25. Abbate quotes this same passage. The passage in the original French: ñrécit 

d®signe lô®nonc® narratif, le discours oral ou ®crit qui assume la relation dôun ®v®nement ou dôune s®rie 

dô®v®nements.ò G®rard Genette, Discours du récit, in Figures III (Paris: Seuil, 1972), 72. 
6 Gregory Currie, An Ontology of Art (New York: St. Martinôs Press, 1988), chap. 2, appears to have coined the 

latter term. 
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artistic vehicleðbut also parts of the process the artists undertook in generating that product, 

including their actions, comprising expressive and other artistically relevant activities, as well as 

the intentions guiding those actions and various facts about historical context.7 (I realize that my 

claim that a work is part-process, part-product is controversial. I argue this point in more detail in 

Chapter 5.) In conceiving of narratives as texts alone, Genette ignores important aspects about 

the contexts in which they were created and the creative process. 

Abbate begins her investigation of musicôs narrative capabilities by disavowing 

definitions that conceive of narratives as mere sequences of events, and thus include virtually all 

works of music.8 Abbate is right to regard such indiscriminate definitions with scepticism, not 

because they are deficient at offering ñintellectual pleasure,ò but because they ill fit the actual 

use of the term. Drawing on the work of Genette and Chatman, Abbate proposes that a fictional 

narrative must have a fictional narrator and one must be able to distinguish between the textôs 

story (the events of which it is comprised) and its discourse (the particular way in which the 

events are told by the narrator).9 Abbateôs discussion of a specific example will clarify how she 

applies these concepts to music.10 

                                                 
7 Livingston, ñOn Cinematic Genius,ò 91. On the concept of the artistic vehicle, see David Davies, Art as 

Performance (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2004), 60; Livingston, ñHistory of the Ontology of Art,ò sec. 2.2. 

Jean-Jacques Nattiezôs view that ñthe musical work is not merely what we used to call the ótextô; it is not 

merely the whole composed of óstructuresô é . Rather, the work is also constituted by the procedures that have 

engendered it (acts of composition), and the procedures to which it gives rise: acts of interpretation and perceptionò 

may seem to be an early example of a kindred point of view to Livingstonôs within music scholarship. However, 

Nattiezôs inclusion of what he calls the ñesthesic levelò (reception) as part of the musical work is where his 

ontological views diverge from those of Livingston and myself. Without intent to devalue the process of reception, I 

agree with Livingston that listenersô interpretive activities are ontologically separate from the work itself. Jean-

Jacques Nattiez, Music and Discourse: Toward a Semiology of Music, trans. Carolyn Abbate (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1990), ix. 
8 Abbate, Unsung Voices, xi, 28. 
9 On the requirement of narrators, see ibid., 28; 48 for the story-discourse distinction. In addition to Genette, Abbate 

draws on Chatman, Coming to Terms, 115; Chatman, Story and Discourse, chap. 1. 
10 Carolyn Abbate, ñWhat the Sorcerer Said,ò 19th-Century Music 12, no. 3 (1989): 221ï30, which became chap. 2 

of Unsung Voices. 
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Paul Dukasôs symphonic poem Lôapprenti sorcier contains many musical representations 

of events from Goetheôs poem Der Zauberlehring, of which it is an adaptation.11 Most notable is 

the multiplication of the brooms, which Dukas represents with the instruments of the orchestra 

most broom-like in appearance, the contrabassoon and bass clarinet, whose obscene grumblings 

lead to the resumption of the bassoon theme, later presented in canon with the clarinet and bass 

clarinet (reh. 42ï45). The fact that Lôapprenti sorcier was modelled on and can put appropriately 

informed listeners in mind of Goetheôs story is insufficient grounds for it to qualify as a 

narrative, according to Abbate. Nevertheless, she is able to argue in its favour by finding an 

analogy between its Epilogueðspecifically, the appearance of the main theme in rhythmic 

augmentation (e.g., clarinet solo at ñEn retenant un peuò after reh. 56)ðand the quotation marks 

encasing the sorcererôs words at the end of Goetheôs poem. Both, she argues, imply the presence 

of ña third person narratorò who recounts the events to us, thus creating the necessary distance 

between the events themselves and the narratorôs telling of those events.12 Based on the 

examples Abbate selects and the features to which she draws our attention, narration in music is 

marked by ruptures in the musical texture that have no evident musical-formal explanation.13 

Although the representation of events is more easily achieved and commonplace in opera, 

Abbate argues that operas face the same problems instrumental music does, namely, of lacking 

narrators and the requisite story-discourse distinction. Operas are not narratives, but they may 

                                                 
11 Although it may be unconventional to refer to works like Lôapprenti sorcier as adaptations, by the definition of 

adaptation I endorseða work intentionally modelled on a pre-existent work in another mediumðLôapprenti sorcier 

qualifies. The foregoing view of adaptation has been influenced by those of Trevor Ponech and Livingston, ñOn 

Cinematic Genius,ò 93. 
12 Abbate, ñWhat the Sorcerer Said,ò 230. See also Carlo Caballero, ñSilence, Echo: A Response to óWhat the 

Sorcerer Said,ôò 19th-Century Music 28, no. 2 (2004), 164. 
13 Abbate, Unsung Voices, 12, 29. 
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contain moments of narration, identifiable by ñnoncongruence,ò either within the music itself, as 

previously explained, or between the music and the libretto.14 

Abbateôs stipulation that ñnarrative always involves a storyteller é not merely a storyò 

cannot be gainsaid.15 But it is not entirely clear who the storyteller is in Abbateôs view, as she 

denies the most obvious candidate, ñthe composer,ò as explored in the classic study by Edward 

T. Cone.16 The ñvoicesò of which she speaks ñare potentially multiple musical voices that inhabit 

a workðnot the creative efforts of the historical author, or even the utterance of a virtual 

author.ò17 The answer to the question of who is speaking can only be the text itself, it seems. 

Thus, Abbate shares more in common with Genette than it may at first appear. 

Abbateôs commitments to a particular stance on interpretation are difficult to determine, 

as she spends more time denying affiliations than revealing them. For instance, she discounts 

strategies that attempt to bolster interpretive arguments through a ñreconstruction of the cultural 

or historical context that determined the workôs production,ò but also rejects formalist 

approaches when she states that ñthere is nothing immanent in a musical work (beyond the 

material reality of its written and sonic traces), and our perceptions of forms, configurations, 

meanings, gestures, and symbols are always mediated by verbal formulas, as on a broader scale 

by ideology and culture.ò18 Yet, when Abbate is wrestling with the question of whether 

Lôapprenti sorcier is a narrative, she looks solely at the immanent formal properties of the 

workôs sound structure, not at Dukasôs intentions or how his audiences received his work. 

It is true that Abbate has, more recently, critiqued both formalism and hermeneutics for 

their privileging of the musical work-for-performance over what she repeatedly refers to as the 

                                                 
14 Ibid., xii. 
15 Ibid., 28. 
16 Edward T. Cone, The Composerôs Voice (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974). 
17 Abbate, Unsung Voices, x. 
18 Ibid., xivïxv. 
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ñreal music,ò the performance itself, the true object of music scholarship in her estimation.19 

Nevertheless, as she is at pains to emphasize, the study of a work-performance is a different 

enterprise than the study of a work-for-performance. When Abbate is in her hermeneutic or 

ñgnosticò mode, speaking about works-for-performance, she regards her object of study as less a 

work than a text or product. 

The work of Byron Almén is an apt foil to Abbateôs. He approaches the topic from the 

discipline of music theory and instrumental music is his sole subject of study. While Abbateôs 

work was a pioneering effort in the narratology of music, Alménôs arrives long after the 

movementôs heyday. Previous work in this area consisted of analyses of individual compositions 

in the mould of Abbateôs article on Lôapprenti sorcier. The importance of Alm®nôs study is less 

the originality of his approach than his consolidation of the contributions of previous scholars 

into a grand theory of what a musical narrative is and how to perform a narrative analysis of any 

such example. 

In the wake of Abbateôs rejection of the possibility that musical works could constitute 

narratives and her denigration of narrative-interpretive approaches, music scholars treaded more 

cautiously with regard to the narrative-definitional question, typically avoiding it altogether. 

Almén, however, is not content merely to say that musical works are like narratives and that it 

may be profitable to regard them as such. He argues that musical works are narratives and 

presents a new definition of narrative to support his claim. According to Almén, the problem 

with previous scholarship in this area is the hegemony of literary theory. As a consequence of 

our taking our cue from scholars like Genette and Chatman, ñwe have largely failed to recognize 

                                                 
19 Abbate, ñMusicðDrastic or Gnostic?ò, 530ï32. Abbate borrows the terms ñdrasticò and ñgnosticò from Vladimir 

Jankélévitch, Music and the Ineffable, trans. Carolyn Abbate (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003). Also 

refer to Carolyn Abbate, In Search of Opera (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), ix. 
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the distinction between narrative proper and narrative as manifested in literature.ò20 He claims 

that 

most of what is traditionally considered the subject matter of narrativeð

character, setting, point of view, and so onðmore particularly belongs to the 

literary manifestation of narrative, although musical analogues do exist. If such 

concepts are stripped away to reveal the core properties of narrative, what remains 

are a few irreducible factorsðtemporality, hierarchy, conflict, and the observerôs 

perspective.21 

Almén proposes what he calls a ñmedium-independentò definition of narrative, which is 

based on a definition put forth by James Jakób Liszka. A narrative consists of a hierarchy 

established within a system of signs that is subject to change over time, which a listener 

interprets as being isomorphic to a change in a cultural hierarchy.22 

Almén is explicit that his definition of narrative 

does not depend upon the presence of a narrative agent or upon a narrator that 

comments upon or manipulates its activity. However useful narrative agency or an 

implied narrator may be in further specifying the semantic content of a work, they 

are not fundamental to the definition of musical narrative, but are non-essential 

importations from literary narrative.23 

So, in Alm®nôs view, narratives do not require tellers; they only require listeners that interpret 

the sequence of sounds as a narrative. 

Briefly, Alménôs method for interpreting a work of instrumental music as a narrative 

proceeds as follows. First, one identifies the salient features of the music (pitches, keys, themes, 

motives, instruments, etc.) that are brought into conflict during the course of the work and 

assesses the hierarchy in which they are found at the beginning. Then the analyst tracks changes 

in that hierarchy throughout the composition. Finally, one classifies oneôs findings according to 

                                                 
20 Almén, A Theory of Musical Narrative, 12. 
21 Ibid., 40. 
22 Ibid.; James Jakób Liszka, The Semiotic of Myth: A Critical Study of the Symbol (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 1989), 117. 
23 Byron Alm®n, ñNarrative Archetypes: A Critique, Theory, and Method of Narrative Analysis,ò Journal of Music 

Theory 47, no. 1 (2003), 12. 
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Northrop Fryeôs narrative archetypes: romance, tragedy, comedy, and irony (resulting from the 

permutations of the binaries of order/transgression and victory/defeat).24 At this stage, the analyst 

can interpret the musical conflicts in the composition as representing conflicts taking place 

within a single agent, between agents or groups of agents, or between an individual and a group. 

Seemingly in contradiction with his definition, Almén also allows for the possibility of ñnon-

actorial narratives é , in which the musical conflict does not correlate with an analogous 

conflictò between agents.25 

Once again, an example will help elucidate Alm®nôs definition. To highlight how his 

theory builds on existing analytical-hermeneutic practices in music theory and musicology, 

Almén incorporates discussions of well-known analyses from a range of analytical-hermeneutic 

approaches. One such example is Susan McClaryôs interpretation of the first movement of 

Bachôs Brandenburg Concerto no. 5.26 McClary chooses to focus on the relationship between the 

harpsichord and the rest of the players (both the other soloists, flute and violin, and the ripieno). 

The initial hierarchy Bach establishes is conventional of concertos from the High Baroque. The 

harpsichord, seemingly part of the continuo, appears to occupy a role subservient to the rest of 

the players.27 As the piece progresses, however, the power dynamics change. The harpsichord 

begins to assert itself beyond its station, eventually usurping from the ostensible soloists the right 

                                                 
24 Following Liszka, Almén refers to the first two stages of analysis as the ñagentialò and ñactantial levels.ò Alm®n, 

A Theory of Musical Narrative, 55ï56; Liszka, The Semiotic of Myth, 120. The final stage is the ñnarrative level.ò 

Almén, A Theory of Musical Narrative, 64ï66; Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1957). 
25 Almén, A Theory of Musical Narrative, 162ï63; quotation from 163. As an example of a ñnon-actorialò approach, 

Alm®n cites his own analysis of Chopinôs Prelude in c minor, op. 28, no. 20: Alm®n, ñNarrative Archetypes,ò 20ï27. 
26 Susan McClary, ñThe Blasphemy of Talking Politics during a Bach Year,ò in Music and Society: The Politics of 

Composition, Performance, and Reception, eds. Susan McClary and Richard Leppert (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1987): 13ï62. 
27 Admittedly, if one is looking at the score, the harpsichordôs role as an obbligato instrument is clear from the very 

beginning, as the harpsichordôs part is fully notated. However, from the perspective of someone listening to the 

work without a score, the harpsichord does appear to function as a continuo instrument at the beginning. 

Furthermore, the assumption that the harpsichord is performing the subservient role of continuo player is a natural 

one as this was the predominant role of the harpsichord in music of the High Baroque. 
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to perform the cadenza. Only after an inordinately long display of its virtuosity, unleashing 

ñelements of chaos, irrationality, and noise until finally it blurs almost entirely the sense of key, 

metre, and form upon which eighteenth-century style depends,ò only then does it deign to allow 

the other instrumentalists to re-enter with the final ritornello.28 

McClary interprets the foregoing musical conflict as representing the conflict between the 

aspirations of bourgeois individuals of Bachôs time (represented by the harpsichord) and the 

society in which they lived (represented by the ripieno), which was dependent for its stability on 

the policing of individualism.29 A conventional concerto of this period would represent 

individualism and social stability as co-realizable through one of the narrative archetypes Almén 

spells out: ñ(1) the appropriate submission of individual aspiration for the good of society or (2) 

the reconciliation of the apparently contradictory aims of the individual and society.ò30 Bachôs 

concerto represents individualism that exceeds social acceptability. While the harpsichordôs 

yielding to the ripieno at the end may appear to represent the individual submitting to the greater 

good of society, as in Alménôs first scenario, McClary observes that ñthe subversive elements of 

the piece seem far too powerful to be contained in so conventional a manner.ò31 

Alménôs definition of narrative is highly inclusive. His placement of demands on the 

interpretive activities of listeners would seem to combat the concern of excessive 

permissiveness, but it is unclear precisely what requirement Almén is advancing with this portion 

of his definition. Almén could be advocating a constructivist-relativist position to the effect that 

listeners, by adopting or failing to adopt the interpretive strategy he describes, impart to the work 

                                                 
28 McClary, ñThe Blasphemy of Talking Politics during a Bach Year,ò 36. 
29 Ibid., 23. 
30 Almén, A Theory of Musical Narrative, 25. 
31 McClary, ñThe Blasphemy of Talking Politics during a Bach Year,ò 40. 
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the property of being a narrative or not being a narrative (henceforth N and ïN).32 Thus, he may 

believe that there is no intersubjectively valid truth with regard to a work possessing the property 

N or ïN. Indeed, it may possess both simultaneously, depending on the listener in question, or 

neither, if the work has never been interpreted by a listener. According to this view, the most one 

can say is that the work has the property N or ïN for a particular listener at a particular time. 

Alternatively, Almén could be advancing the argument that a narrative is a work towards which 

it is appropriate to adopt a narrative-interpretive strategy, irrespective of whether anyone actually 

does so. Thus, he may believe that there is a single correct answer to the question of whether a 

work possesses the property N or ïN, one that is unchanging through time. 

Of all the approaches surveyed in this section, Currieôs is most congruent with the one I 

will pursue. He begins by stipulating that narratives are artefacts made for the purpose of 

communicating a story. Currieôs initial stipulation excludes non-artefacts like lives, dreams, and 

naturally occurring phenomena as well as artefacts resulting from other sorts of intentions.33 So 

far, I am in agreement with Currie, but this is as far as he is willing to go in placing necessary 

and jointly sufficient conditions on narratives. Beyond this point, he suggests that a workôs 

narrative status is a relative property that changes based on context. Thus, Currie prefers to speak 

of the scalar or gradational concept of narrativity, providing illustrations of the following type. If 

one were to compare a parableðfor example, one about the dangers of expecting oneôs life to 

resemble those of characters in romance novelsðwith a story about a particular agent, say 

Emma Bovary, eponymous protagonist of Flaubertôs novel, one may be inclined to regard only 

                                                 
32 Constructivism comes in a variety of forms, but all are committed to the idea that ñinterpretations are not simply 

instruments for discovering properties already to be found in works, but contribute to the creation of such 

properties.ò Robert Stecker, Interpretation and Construction: Art, Speech, and the Law (Malden: Blackwell, 2003), 

96. Relativism is the belief that there are no universal standards for interpreting art. The correctness of an 

interpretation ñalways depends on something local such as a conceptual scheme, conventions or norms shared within 

a community, or the reactions of a group or an individual.ò Ibid., 185. Constructivism does not entail relativism, but 

the two work well together. 
33 Currie, Narratives and Narrators, chap. 1, especially 5. 
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Madame Bovary and not the parable as a narrative, because of the parableôs relative lack of 

particularity in comparison with Flaubertôs novel. But compare the parable with an artefact 

possessing even less narrativity, such as a mathematic proof, and one would be more inclined to 

classify the parable as a narrative.34 Since the narrative status of an artefact is mutable in this 

way, it is futile to attempt to posit a set of necessary and jointly sufficient conditions for an 

artefact to be considered narrative, according to Currie. All one can do is identify properties, like 

particularity, that contribute to an artefact possessing more narrativity than another artefact. 

1.2 Works & Authorial Intentions 

I suggest that we are justified in saying that Madame Bovary is a narrative and Fermatôs 

Last Theorem is not, irrespective of the context in which these artefacts are examined or how 

they are interpreted by anyone. That is because works are imbued with either the property N or 

ïN upstream of reception, through the actions the author(s) performed in creating their work.35 

Thus, unlike the definitions previously examined, mine will depend on the actions and intentions 

of the workôs actual author(s), in addition to the context in which it was created and the workôs 

perceptible structure. In light of the controversies that continue to surround the topic of real 

author intentionalism, and the important role intentions will play throughout this study, I will 

take some time to explain what intentions are and why a commitment to intentionalism need not 

entail a regression back to a time when the study of music was the study of the accomplishments 

of great white men, regarded as infallible deity-like beings. 

Currently the most robust definition and comprehensive discussion of the role of 

intentions in the creation of art is Livingstonôs Art and Intention. Drawing on work in the 

                                                 
34 Ibid., 34ï35. Currie emphasizes the importance of particularity in ibid., 11. 
35 That is not to say that all of a workôs properties are fixed at the time of its creation. 
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philosophy of action, specifically that of Alfred Mele, Livingston defines intentions as 

ñexecutive attitudes towards plans.ò36 In contrast to desiring or wanting, intending involves being 

ñsettled upon executing that plan, or upon trying to execute it.ò37 Intentions need not be 

conscious nor need they be the product of deliberation. Commitment to intentionalism does not 

entail regarding art-making as an entirely rational, highly controlled endeavour. ñIntentions can 

be formed óat the speed of thought,ôò and are subject to revision based on changing 

circumstances or the artistôs whims.38 

To be clear, the intentions to which Livingston and I are referring are the intentions of the 

actual persons responsible for creating the work, not an implied, hypothetical, or fictional 

author.39 One rival form of intentionalism is hypothetical intentionalism, the interpretive strategy 

by which a workôs content is determined by ñthe best hypothesis, from the position of an 

appropriately informed, sympathetic, and discriminating reader, of authorial intent.ò40 It comes 

in at least two varieties, depending on whether one aims at discovering the intentions of the real 

author, as Jerrold Levinson recommends, or a hypothetical or fictional author. For those 

interested in the real author, the crux of the debate between real author intentionalists and 

hypothetical intentionalists resides in their differing contentions with regard to the 

appropriateness of seeking knowledge about the psychological causes that produced the work. 

Livingston believes that the critical appreciation of artworks can and often should involve the 

                                                 
36 Paisley Livingston, Art and Intention: A Philosophical Study (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2005), x. The quotation is 

from Alfred R. Mele, ñDeciding to Act,ò Philosophical Studies 100, no. 1 (2000), 100. See also Alfred R. Mele, 

Springs of Action: Understanding Intentional Behaviour (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), chaps. 8ï11. 
37 Livingston, Art and Intention, 7. 
38 Ibid., 10. 
39 The concept of the implied author was invented by Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 1961), 70ï71. Within music scholarship, Cone makes use of the concept of the implied author in 

The Composerôs Voice. Seth Monahan espouses a form of fictional intentionalism in ñAction and Agency 

Revisited,ò Journal of Music Theory 57, no. 2 (2013): 321ï71. 
40Jerrold Levinson, ñHypothetical Intentionalism: Statement, Objections, and Replies,ò in Levinson, Contemplating 

Art, 302. The term was first coined by Jerrold Levinson, ñIntention and Interpretation in Literature,ò in The 

Pleasures of Aesthetics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996): 175ï213. Currie states his commitment to 

hypothetical intentionalism in Narratives and Narrators, 25ï26. 
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inquiry into the attitudes and mental states of the author(s) during the creation of the work. 

Levinson denies that the understanding and appreciation of art involves such causal 

explanations.41 As a result, Levinson contends that interpreters ought to restrict their research to 

only those sources the artist made public, whereas Livingston argues that there are no restrictions 

on the sources permissible to consult.42 

There are several problems plaguing non-realist conceptions of authorship and authorial 

intention (e.g., fictional intentionalism).43 First, there is the logical problem that if the author and 

her intentions are merely post hoc constructs of readers or spectators, they could not perform the 

functions readers and spectators commonly use them to perform like explaining how and why the 

work possesses the properties it does. And from a humanist standpoint, if one has an interest in 

appreciating art as a historical practice (allowing that, in certain circumstances, one may not have 

such an interest), we owe it to the real authors involved in that practice to appreciate their works 

in light of the actual struggles they faced and what they were attempting to accomplish, express, 

or communicate through their works, even if they were partially or wholly unsuccessful in doing 

so. 

Real author intentionalism has faced critiques on various fronts, and this is not the place 

for a thorough defense. I will merely respond to the two most salient objections, appropriately 

those levied by Monroe C. Beardsley and William K. Wimsatt in their famous essay.44 First, it is 

                                                 
41 Livingston, Art and Intention, 158; Levinson, ñIntention and Interpretation in Literature,ò 206. 
42 On the difficulty of drawing a line between ñpublicò and ñprivateò sources, see No±l Carroll, ñInterpretation and 

Intention: The Debate between Hypothetical and Actual Intentionalism,ò Metaphilosophy 31, no. 1/2 (2000), 92. 
43 For a thorough critique of non-realist conceptions of authorship, see Livingston, Art and Intention, chap. 6. 
44 William K. Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley, ñThe Intentional Fallacy,ò Sewanee Review 54, no. 3 (1946): 468ï

88. Although this essay is primarily concerned with refuting the idea that the authorôs intentions ought to play any 

role in the evaluation of his works, Wimsatt and Beardsley have been interpreted as making much broader claims 

about the role of intentions in art criticism. Wimsatt has encouraged such a widening of the scope of their 

arguments, writing that the following sentence from their original essay ñóthe design or intention of the author is 

neither available nor desirable as a standard for judging the success of a work of literary artô é should certainly 

have read: óThe design or intention of the author is neither available nor desirable as a standard for judging either 
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sometimes impossible to know what the author intended. Second, authors are not always reliable 

sources of information on their works and how they ought to be interpreted. Both statements are 

undoubtedly true. It is the conclusions Wimsatt and Beardsley reach from the foregoing 

observations that require reexamination. The fact that there are limits to what knowledge may be 

attained does not motivate their assertion that we ought to abandon author-directed inquiries 

altogether. 

The author fallibility problem is a legitimate problem for the forms of intentionalism that 

Wimsatt and Beardsley were critiquing, namely, what Livingston refers to as absolute real author 

intentionalism, by which the content and meaning of an artwork is always precisely that which 

the author intended.45 In the intervening seventy years, more sophisticated versions of real author 

intentionalism have been proposed that evade Wimsatt and Beardsleyôs concerns. The kind of 

intentionalism I support is the moderate or partial form of real author intentionalism put forth by 

Livingston.46 The actual artistôs (or artistsô) intentions play a role in certain types (but by no 

means all meaningful types) of art-interpretive endeavours, such as the aim of appreciating 

works of art as the creations of real people and doing so in a contextually sensitive manner. In 

such art-interpretive endeavours, intentions help us to determine the workôs meaning and value 

but only in combination with an examination of the properties the work actually possesses and 

facts about historical context. Unlike absolute intentionalism, moderate intentionalism is 

consistent with the fact that some artworks possess unintended properties, and not all authorial 

                                                                                                                                                             
the meaning or the value of a work of literary art.ò (my emphasis) William K. Wimsatt, ñGenesis: An Argument 

Resumed,ò in Day of the Leopards: Essay in Defense of Poems (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976), 36. 
45 Defenses of absolute intentionalism include E. D. Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1967); P. D. Juhl, Interpretation: An Essay in the Philosophy of Literary Criticism (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1980); William Irwin, Intentionalist Interpretation: A Philosophical Explanation and Defense 

(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1999). 
46 Livingston, Art and Intention, chap. 6. 
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intentions, even those that are acted upon, are successfully realized.47 Thus, believing that the 

artistôs intentions are relevant to art appreciation does not entail regarding authors as infallible 

nor does it reduce art to merely the manifestations of the artistôs psychological peculiarities. 

1.3 A Moderate Intentionalist Definition of Narrative 

What separates artefacts like (a) Jane Austenôs Pride and Prejudice from Alménôs A 

Theory of Musical Narrative; (b) Alfred Hitchcockôs Vertigo from Stan Brakhageôs Mothlight; 

(c) Doctor Atomic by John Adams and Peter Sellars from Einstein on the Beach by Philip Glass 

and Robert Wilson; (d) Richard Straussôs tone poem Don Quixote from Igor Stravinskyôs Octet; 

(e) my recounting of my numerous failed attempts to make a Sachertorte from a recipe for this 

delicious but formidable dessert? Without much thought or deliberation, someone sufficiently 

knowledgeable about the items in question will tend to categorize the former but not the latter in 

the class of narratives. Like Currie, I contend that this determination is based on the fact the 

former were intentionally made to communicate stories and succeed in doing so, whereas the 

latter were not.48 Obviously, I have not gone very far in determining what a narrative is. I have 

merely displaced the question What is a narrative? onto that of What is a story? Before moving 

on to examine the nature of stories, I must first interrogate the validity of the intuitive view that 

the former of the pairs of items in my list are narratives. 

Each of the examples conveys a story through a different medium. In the case of (a), 

readers gain access to the story of Pride and Prejudice by reading a text. With cinematic works 

                                                 
47 Ibid., 142. 
48 Currie, Narratives and Narrators, 5. 
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like (b) Vertigo, spectators attend to an audio-visual display.49 In the cases of (c), (d), and (e), a 

story is conveyed through a performance, a musical and theatrical performance in the case of (c) 

Doctor Atomic, and a musical performance with accompanying program in the case of (d) Don 

Quixote. In (e), I conveyed my story through a performance employing language and histrionic 

gesturing. 

The majority of narratologists place constraints on the medium of story conveyance. At 

the most restrictive, there is Genetteôs contention that the story must be conveyed through an oral 

or written discourse, which allows examples (a) and, theoretically, (e) to qualify but excludes the 

cases in between. Case (e) qualifies only in theory because it is neither a work of art nor is it a 

work of fiction, and as such, it holds little interest for Genette.50 Even though I too will be 

considering neither nonfictional nor non-art narratives in this study, it is worth noting that these 

are contingents within the class of narratives. 

Later narratologists who have brought narrative theory to cinema have expanded the 

means of conveying story content to include showing by means of images and sounds. Assuming 

a symmetry between the mechanics of narration in literature and film, Chatman contends that, 

since narrators are ubiquitous to the former art form, the same is true for the latter.51 Similarly, 

narratological investigations of spoken theatre by scholars like Brian Richardson and Dan 

                                                 
49 I employ the phrase ñaudio-visual displayò rather than ñaudio-visual recordingò because not all cinematic works 

are recordings. For example, Mothlight was not produced with a camera but by placing objects like moth wings, 

flower petals, and grass between two strips of mylar film. 
50 The account of the fiction-nonfiction distinction I am employing to classify (e) as nonfiction and (c) as fiction is 

that put forth by Trevor Ponech, What Is Non-Fiction Cinema? On the Very Idea of Motion Picture Communication 

(Boulder: Westview Press, 1999), 31: ñregardless of diversity in space-time location, cultural context, spectatorsô 

interpretations, medium and style of representation, and veracity of representation, a work is non-fiction if and only 

if its author produces it with the purpose of getting the audience to recognize that they are intended to believe that 

such and such is the case.ò 
51 Chatman, Coming to Terms, 115; Levinson, ñFilm Music and Narrative Agency,ò 250ï51, follows suit. 
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McIntyre focus on the role of fictional narrators.52 A more complete discussion of the question of 

whether narratives require fictional narrators must be deferred until Chapter 2, where I discuss 

the role of narrators in opera. For now, I will simply state that I will not be pursuing a similar 

strategy as that taken by Richardson and McIntyre, but neither will I be endorsing a position 

analogous to David Bordwellôs with respect to cinema by contending that operatic narratives 

present themselves.53 I agree with Genette and Chatman that all narratives are told or presented 

by an agent; our point of disagreement lies in the possible candidates for this role. In the cases of 

my story about my cake-baking efforts, as with Doctor Atomic, Don Quixote, and Vertigo, there 

is no fictional narrator, but these utterances have authors, who in authoring their work or 

utterance also narrate it. 

I regard the category of narratives as cutting across the mimesis-diegesis (in Aristotleôs 

terms) or showing-telling (in Chatmanôs) divide.54 With regard to the question of whether a 

particular utterance is a narrative, I do not care how the story is conveyed, merely that the 

utterance was created to convey a story and that it succeeds in doing so. And although some 

scholars assume that narratives must be told in the past tense, I see no reason why narration 

cannot be conducted in the present or even future tense (such as when we inform others about 

our future goals and the means by which we plan on achieving them).55 Accordingly, any of the 

means described above are valid, including others such as dance, pantomime, painting, sculpture, 

                                                 
52 Richardson, ñPoint of View in Drama,ò 207ï8, focuses on fictional narrators, but includes the implied author and 

real author in his taxonomy of narrators. McIntyre, Point of View in Plays, 74, rejects Richardsonôs assertion that 

authors can function as narrators. 
53 David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), 61ï62. 
54 Others who make similar claims include Currie, Narratives and Narrators, 28n.3; Brian Boyd, On the Origin of 

Stories: Evolution, Cognition, and Fiction (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2009), 177. Due to the lack of 

consensus on the meaning of the terms diegesis and mimesis, this will be my sole mention of them. Paul Woodruff, 

ñAristotle on Mimesis,ò in Essays on Aristotleôs Poetics, ed. Amélie Oksenberg Rorty (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1992), 73. James R. Hamilton, ñMimesis and Showing,ò in Mimesis: Metaphysics, Cognition, 

Pragmatics, eds. Gregory Currie, Petr Kotô§ko, and Martin Pokorny (London: College Publications, 2012), 343, 

355, also argues that these terms fail to make the distinction they are commonly assumed to make between 

narratives and non-narratives. 
55 For example, Abbate, Unsung Voices, 52ï53, regards the past tense as a necessity. 
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architecture, comic strip, graphic novel, puppetry, shadow play, video game, and any others I 

have neglected. Throughout this study, I will use the verb ñto narrateò to describe any act of 

communicating narrative content to an audience, and ñnarratorò to refer to any agent (fictional or 

non-fictional, human or non-human) engaged in such an act, regardless of whether it is 

conducted through language, music, sounds, gestures, pictures, or moving images. I will, 

however, restrict my usage of ñtellò and its various forms to descriptions of linguistic acts, 

employing ñshowò and ñpresentò to describe storytelling involving visual and/or auditory 

displays. 

Now that I have clarified my position on the range of acceptable storytelling media, it is 

time to turn to the question of what makes a story. Using as a heuristic device the 

aforementioned pair of instrumental musical works, Straussôs Don Quixote and Stravinskyôs 

Octet, I will investigate some of the reasons behind our inclinations to classify the former but not 

the latter as a narrative. My motivation for picking non-operatic examples is to clarify my stance 

on what a narrative is vis-à-vis the existing narratological work in music scholarship, which 

focuses on the limit case of instrumental music. Nevertheless, since instrumental music is not my 

primary subject of study, my account is not intended to address all of the pertinent issues with 

regard to the narrative-status of such compositions. 

Strauss uses music to represent the central characters and events of Cervantesôs story. In 

keeping with Currieôs identification of particularity as an important unifying factor of artefacts 

high in narrativity, Strauss particularizes his characters and their activities as much as possible. 

He begins with a character sketch of the protagonist (Ex. 1.1). Most immediately striking about 

the first dozen measures is the unusual harmonic plan. The key of D major is firmly established 

by a cadence in m. 4, but only four bars later, Strauss has modulated to A-flat major, a tritone  
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Ex. 1.1: The harmonic eccentricity of Don Quixote 
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away, returning again to D major by m. 12. Even in the context of the fin de siècle Romanticism 

and Straussôs progressive harmonic idiom, the establishment of tritone key relations within such 

a compressed time span is unorthodox.56 And yet, the musical style is blissfully unperturbed. The 

lilting rhythms and graceful, if exaggeratedly Romantic, swooping gestures in the strings create a 

sense of complacency, minimizing the effect of the unstable harmonic terrain being traversed. 

In just these twelve measures, Straussôs music informs listeners that Don Quixote is a 

romantic of questionable psychological stability, but whose eccentricity remains largely hidden 

at this point. Many may be fooled into thinking Don Quixote entirely normal, just as he does 

himself, although this belief becomes increasingly unsustainable as Straussôs harmonies become 

even more outlandish later on in the Introduction. 

At this point, one may object that my description required considerable imagination on 

my part, guided by extra-musical features of the work like Straussôs title and program as well as 

my knowledge of Cervantesôs novel, without which I would have had no hope of divining what 

Straussôs music was intended to represent. Indeed, Jean-Jacques Nattiez has verified this 

hypothesis in an experiment involving playing Lôapprenti sorcier to hosts of Montréal 

schoolchildren who had never heard it before, and who were not provided with the program. 

They were told merely that the music tells a story and were instructed to write down what they 

thought the story was. Predictably, Nattiez received all sorts of responsesðstories about battles, 

revolutions, animals, mountain climbing, espionage, Medieval chivalry, princes rescuing 

                                                 
56 Scholars who have commented on the outlandishness of this key progression include James Hepokoski, ñStraussôs 

Second Cycle of Tone Poems,ò in The Cambridge Companion to Richard Strauss, ed. Charles Youmans 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 86ï88; Heinrich Schenker, Harmonielehre (Vienna: Universal 

Edition, 1906), 299ï300; Charles Youmans, Richard Straussôs Orchestral Music and the German Intellectual 

Tradition: The Philosophical Roots of Musical Modernism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2005), 205. 
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princesses, and biographies, including one about the life of Beethovenðbut none even remotely 

corresponding to Dukasôs intentions.57 

That is not to say that music is incapable of representation without extra-musical aids. If 

oneôs object of representation is an aural phenomenon, one could certainly expect more success. 

Arthur Honeggerôs Pacific 231 is a particularly vivid example, but it is a ñmusical pictureò of a 

train, to employ Peter Kivyôs turn of phrase, not a narrative.58 Musical representation, 

particularly the complex feat of representing a narrative, usually requires extra-musical 

assistance, but this should not be a cause for concern that knowledge of facts external to the work 

are required to hear it as a narrative. The title and program of Straussôs Don Quixote are part of 

the work.59 It is entirely appropriate that I relied on them in my discussion and even filled in 

details beyond those provided by Strauss. This is just what Strauss invites listeners to do. 

Returning to Straussôs particularization of his characters, Sancho Panzaôs music 

represents not only his initial state but also the effect Don Quixote has had on him (Ex. 1.2). The 

ungainly leaps in the tenor tuba and bass clarinet parts, so unidiomatic as to be impossible to 

execute with grace, are entirely appropriate to Sancho Panzaôs humble occupation as a farmer. 

Abruptly, a viola enters with a jittery oscillating figure. After the initial bumbling motive is 

repeated, the viola takes over, imitating, if wanly, the romantic flamboyancy of Don Quixoteôs 

musical gestures and the noble heroism he espouses (reh. 15 and reh. 16, respectively). Strauss  

                                                 
57 Jean-Jacques Nattiez, ñY a-t-il une di®g¯se musicale?ò, in Musik und Verstehen, eds. Peter Faltin and Hans-Peter 

Reinecke (Cologne: Arno Volk Verlag, 1973): 247ï57. An English summary of the study may be found in Jean-

Jacques Nattiez, ñCan One Speak of Narrative Music?ò, trans. Katharine Ellis, Journal of the Royal Musical 

Association 115, no. 2 (1990), 246ï48. 
58 This example was suggested to me by Peter Kivy, Sound and Semblance: Reflections on Musical Representation 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984), 29ï35. Although Honneger represents the train accelerating, Pacific 231 is 

not a narrative, according to my definition, because there are no agents. If he represented an athlete running in a 

race, it is possible that his work would be a narrative. The train, however, does not have desires and aims. 
59 For arguments justifying why a workôs title is part of the work, see Hazard Adams, ñTitles, Titling, and 

Entitlement To,ò Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 46, no. 1 (1987): 7ï21; Jerrold Levinson, ñTitles,ò in 

Levinson, Music, Art, and Metaphysics, 159ï78. I see no reason why the same logic could not be applied to 

programs or pictures intended to accompany works of music. 
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Ex. 1.2: Character sketch of Sancho Panza 

 
  



  1  WHAT IS AN OPERATIC NARRATIVE? 34 

Ex. 1.2 (cont.) 
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introduces Sancho Panza as a country bumpkin, initially reticent of the lunatic knightôs proposal 

(hence the oscillation between the bumbling-farmer and viola motives, and the nervousness of 

the latter). However, he easily becomes intoxicated by delusions of grandeur and agrees to play 

along. 

Having introduced his characters, Strauss proceeds to represent them undertaking 

purposeful actions. They combat windmills Don Quixote believes to be giants (Variation I) and 

sheep he mistakes for a mighty army (Variation II). Although Variation II is one of the more 

audaciously mimetic passages of the work, again, it exposes the limits of musicôs 

representational capacities. Strauss represents the sheepôs distressed bleating with winds and 

brass performing dissonant chords while flutter-tonguing. Recalling that the work was premiered 

in 1898, at which time neither such harmonies nor the technique of flutter-tonguing was yet 

common practice, these extraordinary features are clearly intended to represent something, but as 

the resemblance between bleating sheep and flutter-tonguing winds is slight, it is impossible to 

know for certain what this passage was intended to represent without Straussôs program and 

knowledge of Cervantesôs novel. 

In Variation III, Don Quixote extols the virtues of knight errantry, responding to doubts 

raised by his squire. Their next adventure involves attempting to halt a procession of penitents 

marching with a portrait of the Virgin Mary, based on Don Quixoteôs belief that it is a damsel in 

distress (Variation IV). Don Quixote keeps an all-night vigil to thoughts of his beloved Dulcinea 

(Variation V). To provide comfort to his friend and perhaps some personal amusement, Sancho 

Panza attempts to pass off a country wench and her companions as Dulcinea and her ladies-in-

waiting (Variation VI). The pair takes a trip on an imaginary flying horse (Variation VII), 

followed by a real voyage by boat, which concludes with the capsizing of their vessel (Variation 
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VIII). They proceed to attack some monks, believed to be evil magicians (Variation IX). Finally, 

Don Quixote stakes his knighthood against the Knight of the White Moon and loses, which 

causes him to come to his senses and return home, where he dies (Variation X). 

In arguing that Straussôs Don Quixote is a narrative, I am not arguing that its narration 

works in precisely the same way as it does in Cervantesôs novel. The most salient difference is 

that regarding Straussôs composition as a narrative requires knowledge of not only various extra-

musical features of Straussôs workðits title, descriptions in the score, and composer-authorized 

programs printed in guidebooks to his symphoniesðbut also of Cervantesôs novel.60 Unlike 

Cervantesôs novel, Straussôs tone poem does not bring into existence the characters of Sancho 

Panza and Don Quixote. Rather, it is designed to put listeners who are appropriately informed 

about Straussôs intentions and Cervantesôs novel in mind of the novelistôs characters and their 

adventures.61 

In my view, successfully putting appropriately informed listeners in mind of a story is 

sufficient for a work to qualify as a narrative. Since there is as yet little consensus about what 

narration involves, I realize that other scholars may wish to place more stringent demands on the 

act of telling or presenting a story, claiming, for instance, that mere pointing to a pre-existing 

narrative is insufficient.62 Although such claims might eventually win out, my feeling at present 

is that they are predicated on too narrow a focus on linguistic narratives. In this regard, I agree 

with Almén that a consideration of musical works has something to teach us about narratives 

more generally. 

                                                 
60 For more information about these guidebooks, refer to Hepokoski, ñStraussôs Second Cycle of Tone Poems,ò 80, 

303n.9, 92. 
61 I am grateful to Trevor Ponech and Steven Huebner for making this point and helping me to clarify my position 

on this issue. 
62 And while such scholars would, thus, classify both Don Quixote and the Octet as non-narratives, they would still 

need to admit a crucial distinction between these works, namely, that the former points to a pre-existing narrative 

while the latter performs no such demonstrative function. 
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In my discussion of Don Quixote, I focused on how Strauss laboured to represent, in the 

sense of putting appropriately informed listeners in mind of, particular agents and their goal-

directed activities.63 My agent-focused approach contrasts with the more prevalent event-focused 

approaches. Such approaches typically require the representation of at least two events, upon 

which additional conditions are placed governing their relationship, such as the events being 

temporally ordered or causally related.64 The problem with this approach is precisely the one 

levied by Abbate. The resulting definition is so broad as to include many phenomena that no one 

would consider to be narratives. For instance, there is nothing barring chemical reactions from 

qualifying. Chemical reactions may contain events, which are temporally ordered and causally 

related, and although they may involve chemical agents, these agents are not the kind of agents 

of which I am speaking, individuals capable of intentional action.65 As the existence of stories 

featuring animals, extraterrestrials, allegorical figures, and even talking vegetables attests, the 

agents of narratives need not be human, but they must be at least human-like in their sentience 

and their possession of the capacities for intentional states, such as beliefs and desires, and self-

impelled action. The requirement that narratives represent human or human-like agency 

constitutes a more reliable filter and focuses our attention on one of the more compelling aspects 

                                                 
63 The necessity of agents performing goal-directed actions is stressed in the definition of narrative offered by Jerry 

R. Hobbs, Literature and Cognition (Stanford: Centre for the Study of Language and Information, 1990), 39ï40. 
64 For example, Gerald Prince, Narratology: The Form and Function of Narrative (Berlin: Mouton, 1982), 4, defines 

a narrative as ñthe representation of at least two real or fictive events or situations in a time sequence, neither of 

which presupposed or entails the other.ò In his earlier A Grammar of Stories: An Introduction (The Hague: Mouton, 

1973), Prince focuses on causation, as does Arthur C. Danto, Narration and Knowledge: Including the Integral Text 

of Analytical Philosophy of History (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985), 251ï52; Brian Richardson, 

ñRecent Concepts of Narrative and the Narratives of Narrative Theory,ò Style 34, no. 2 (2000), 170. Another 

minimalist definition is Peter Lamarque, ñOn Not Expecting Too Much from Narrative,ò Mind and Language 19, 

no. 4 (2004), 394. No±l Carroll, ñOn the Narrative Connection,ò Beyond Aesthetics (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2001), 126, adds the criterion that the events concern ñthe career of at least one unified subject,ò an 

essential requirement in my view. 
65 Livingston, ñNarrative,ò 278. 



  1  WHAT IS AN OPERATIC NARRATIVE? 38 

of narratives.66 Additionally, the reliance on causality in most event-focused definitions is 

problematic, in light of the fact that experts on causation cannot agree on its nature.67 

The typical methodology employed in narratological analyses of instrumental music 

confirms the importance of agents.68 Most instrumental compositions contain many events with 

rich temporal and causal relations. What is required to understand musical events as constituting 

a narrative is to regard these events as representing one or more agents. For listeners interested in 

interpreting a work of instrumental music as a narrative, the first step is to identify some salient 

musical featuresðthemes, motives, keys, pitches or pitch classes, and so onðand then to 

anthropomorphize them, regarding them as agents, fleshing out their characteristics and 

attributing to them desires and beliefs, which serve to motivate their actions.69 I will perform an 

analysis of this type on the beginning of Variation B of Stravinskyôs Octet, mov. II (Ex. 1.3). My 

analysis is counterfactual insofar as I am not arguing that the Octet is a narrative or that 

Stravinsky was engaged in fiction-making when he composed the Octet. Rather, I wish to 

illustrate that the property of being conducive to being used as a prop in narrative-imaginative 

games of make-believe is not sufficient to classify a work as a narrative. 

                                                 
66 This approach has been suggested to me by Ponech, What Is Non-Fiction Cinema?, 128. Another scholar who 

stresses the centrality of character is Smith, Engaging Characters, chap. 1, especially 20ï21. 
67 A point made by Livingston, ñNarrativity and Knowledge,ò 27. 
68 Monahan, ñAction and Agency Revisited,ò argues that the tendency to speak about music as having agency 

pervades most writing and speaking about Western art music.  
69 This methodology was first proposed by Cone, The Composerôs Voice, chap. 5. Scholars following in Coneôs 

footsteps include Almén, A Theory of Musical Narrative, chap. 4; Marion A. Guck, ñRehabilitating the 

Incorrigible,ò in Theory, Analysis and Meaning in Music, ed. Anthony Pople (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1994): 57ï73; Gregory Karl, ñStructuralism and the Musical Plot,ò Music Theory Spectrum 19, no. 1 (1997): 

13ï34; Fred E. Maus, ñMusic as Drama,ò in Music and Meaning, ed. Jenefer Robinson (Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press, 1998): 105ï30; Fred E. Maus, ñMusic as Narrative,ò Indiana Theory Review 12 (1991): 1ï41; Susan 

McClary, ñA Musical Dialectic from the Enlightenment: Mozartôs Piano Concerto in G Major, K. 453, Movement 

2,ò Cultural Critique 4 (1986): 129ï69; Anthony Newcomb, ñAction and Agency in Mahlerôs Ninth Symphony, 

Second Movement,ò in Robinson, Music and Meaning, 131ï53. 
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Ex. 1.3: Stravinsky, Octet, mov. II, Variation B 

 

Octet by Igor Stravinsky 

© Copyright 1924 by Hawkes & Son (London) Ltd. 

Reprinted by permission.  
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I take as the fictional characters of my narrative the instrumental parts Trumpet 2 and 

Trombone 2. Trumpet 2 performs a solo march, accompanied by the bassoons and trombones. 

Two measures before reh. 29, Trombone 2 interrupts Trumpet 2 with a crass-sounding glissando, 

and derails the march. So far, I have some agents performing some actions. Theorists like Almén 

may be inclined to regard my description as a narrative, but others may, with good reason, have 

some doubts. The problem, I suggest, is that neither Trumpet 2 nor Trombone 2 scores very high 

on the scale of particularity, at least in comparison with human agents.  

Suppose I were to flesh out my agents and their actions, and provide a setting. Since the 

musical topic characterizing this passage is a march, a military setting is apropos. The melody-

accompaniment texture coupled with the regular pulse of the accompaniment suggests the 

scenario of a platoon going on a march with Trumpet 2 as the leader of the platoon, the Corporal, 

letôs imagine. Based on the brisk tempo, dry accompaniment, the rigid dotted rhythms of 

Trumpet 2ôs part, his relative loudness, and Stravinskyôs very choice of instrument, I could 

attribute to my Corporal the character traits of seriousness, formality, arrogance, a need for 

control, and a desire to be the centre of attention. The measure of triple metre, which would 

derail any attempt to successfully perform a march to this music, suggests that Trumpet 2 is not 

as competent a leader as he thinks he is. However, within the context of Stravinskyôs rhythmic 

practice, the metric abnormality is slight (compare the march at the Allegro moderato of mov. I). 

Perhaps it is not appropriate to think of the Corporal as entirely incompetent, merely 

inexperienced and over-confident. 

Within this fictional framework, Trombone 2 may be cast in the role of a Private with a 

chip on his shoulder. Fed up with taking orders, he cracks a rude joke. The vulgar sound of his 

glissando might even suggest a topic of the joke, the Corporalôs sexual potency. Noticing the 
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ensuing behaviour exhibited by the other members of the platoonðthe circus-like bassoon 

ostinato accompanying the flute, who lackadaisically mocks Trumpet 2ôs dotted rhythmsðwe 

may conclude that the Privateôs prank succeeded in putting a halt to the march, undermining the 

Corporalôs authority, and causing a ruckus. 

By now, my remarks on the Octet do constitute a narrative, according to my definition, 

but a narrative of my making, not Stravinskyôs.70 One may wish to argue that my narrative about 

Don Quixote was also of my making, but that would be to elide crucial differences between these 

two cases. Although my discussion of Straussôs work did involve creative extrapolations, these 

were invited by Strauss and were guided by features of his work, namely, its title and program, 

which in turn refer to features of Cervantesôs novel. 

To clarify why my narrative description of a section of Stravinskyôs Octet did not 

demonstrate that the Octet should be considered a narrative, it will be helpful to employ the 

concept analytic philosophers refer to as fictional truth.71 Fictional truths are facts about the 

content of a fictional narrative. According to moderate intentionalism, what is true in a given 

fiction is determined by the features of the workôs structure and the effective communicative 

intentions of its author(s).72 Thus, in my description of the Octet, it is fictionally true that 

Variation B represents the tomfoolery of a Private against his commanding officer because my 

storytelling activities were guided by that intention and the features of my story support this 

proposition. With regard to Stravinskyôs work, it is not fictionally true that Variation B 

represents the frivolous story I have concocted, because Stravinsky provides no indication that 

                                                 
70 Jerrold Levinson, ñMusic as Narrative and Music as Drama,ò in Levinson, Contemplating Art, 134n.6, makes this 

important distinction. In most narratological analyses of music, ñthe narrating is being done by the analysis [or, 

rather, the analyst], not by the music being analyzed.ò 
71 Philosophers regard narratives as part of the broader class of corpora, systems according to which propositions 

are true. Other examples include belief systems, textbooks, and encyclopedias. Both the concepts of corpora and 

fictional truth come from David K. Lewis, respectively, ñLogic for Equivocators,ò Noûs 16, no. 3 (1982), 435; 

ñTruth in Fiction,ò in Philosophical Papers (New York: Oxford University Press, 1983): 261ï80. 
72 Livingston, Art and Intention, 186ï200. 
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Trumpet 2 and Trombone 2 are to represent the aforementioned agents and their actions. In fact, 

Stravinsky gives us no reason to think that the Octet is properly understood as a representation of 

anything at all. 

This contention is further supported by Stravinskyôs writings about the work and his 

philosophy of music. In his article on the Octet, Stravinsky begins by telling his readers that his 

work is ña musical object.ò It ñis not an óemotiveô work but a musical composition based on 

objective elements which are sufficient in themselves.ò73 Furthermore, in his ghost-written 

autobiography, Stravinsky sanctioned the following aesthetic credo to be published on his behalf: 

ñI consider music, by its very nature, incapable of expressing anythingða feeling, an attitude, a 

psychological state, and natural phenomenon, etc. Expression has never been an inherent 

property of music.ò74 Stravinskyôs claim that music is incapable of expression is dubious in the 

extreme, as it is not even supported by his own compositions, including the passage under 

consideration. Nevertheless, his remarks do support the argument that the Octet was not intended 

to represent a story about particular human-like agents. 

At this point, one might object that I have chosen cut-and-dried examples. A more 

challenging case would be Mahlerôs Todtenfeier, which originated as a symphonic poem but 

eventually became the first movement to his Second Symphony. The Todtenfeier was based on 

Adam Mickiewiczôs verse drama Dziady but Mahler never made this fact public. In my 

discussion of Don Quixote, I identified two actions Strauss performed that made his work a 

narrative. Strauss not only modelled his musical composition on the characters and events of 

                                                 
73 Igor Stravinsky, ñSome Ideas About My Octuor,ò The Arts 6, no. 1 (1924); reprinted in Eric Walter White, 

Stravinsky: The Composer and His Works, 2nd ed. (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 

1979): 574ï77. This essay was originally published in English.  
74 ñJe consid¯re la musique par son essence, impuissante ¨ exprimer quoi que ce soit : un sentiment, une attitude, un 

état psychologique, un phénomène de la nature, etc. Lôexpression nôa jamais été la propriété immanente de la 

musique.ò Igor Stravinsky, Chroniques de ma vie (Paris: Denoël, 2000 [1936]), 69ï70. All translations are mine 

unless otherwise noted. Stravinskyôs ghost writer was Walter Nouvel. 



  1  WHAT IS AN OPERATIC NARRATIVE? 43 

Cervantesôs novel but he also made this fact known to his audience by pointing to Cervantesôs 

work through his title and program. In the case of the Todtenfeier, Mahlerôs decision not to make 

public the story on which his work was based indicates that he did not want audiences to 

interpret the Todtenfeier as a representation of that particular story. Additionally, there is some 

doubt that Mahlerôs compositional activities were guided by the intention to achieve a high 

degree of correspondence between the musical form of his composition and the form of 

Mickiewiczôs Dziady.75 

Even if Mahler did not intend listeners to think about Dziady while listening to his 

Todtenfeier, one could still argue that he intended listeners to invent their own stories while 

listening to his work. Such an argument would be quite sound because of the features of 

Mahlerôs Todtenfeier, which practically demand extra-musical explanations; the fact that Mahler 

originally categorized the work as a symphonic poem, a genre of instrumental music 

conventionally used to tell stories; and because narrative listening was a part of the culture of 

music listening and criticism in Mahlerôs socio-cultural context. Nevertheless, I argue that we 

should reserve the classification of narrative to musical works in which composers intend to 

present a particular story involving human-like agents who undertake particular struggles of 

some sort. Thus, the so-called Kampf und Sieg narrative of Beethovenôs Fifth Symphony would 

not qualify as a narrative according to my definition. Who is struggling? What is the nature of 

this struggle? With Don Quixote, there are answers to such questions; with Beethovenôs Fifth 

and Stravinskyôs Octet, there are not. 

                                                 
75 Stephen E. Hefling, ñMahlerôs Todtenfeier and the Problem of Program Music,ò 19th-Century Music 12, no. 1 

(1988), 43, notes radical changes to the workôs form throughout its different versions, which suggests that Mahler 

did not intended each moment of his composition to correspond to a particular event in Mickiewiczôs story. 

Heflingôs interpretation accords with Mahlerôs own statements about this work, such as the following remark in a 

letter to Max Marschalk: ñIn conceiving the work I was never concerned with the detailed description of an event, 

but to the highest degree with that of a feeling.ò Quoted in ibid., 41. 
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My categories of narrative and non-narrative music do not align with the categories of 

program and absolute music, as there is much program music that is non-narrative, according to 

my definition. Works like Honnegerôs Pacific 231 or Debussyôs La mer are undoubtedly 

representational, and are thus examples of program music, but since neither work represents or 

puts listeners in mind of any particular agents, they are not narratives, according to my 

definition. 

Using music to present or put listeners in mind of a particular story is a different sort of 

achievement (and not necessarily a better one) than composing a musical work that is merely 

conducive to narrative imaginings. Additionally, the use of the term narrative to refer to musical 

works that communicate particular stories better accords with the termôs usage vis-à-vis other 

media. Since particularity admits of degrees, the question of the requisite degree of particularity 

arises. Although I do not have a neat answer to this question, to help clarify my position, I will 

state that, as sketchy as Straussôs musical representations of characters and events from 

Cervantesôs story are, they are sufficiently particular to qualify as a narrative. However, I am 

disinclined to lower the bar such that Beethovenôs Fifthðand, as a result, most other Romantic 

symphoniesðclear it, since I would like to preserve the distinction commonly made between 

works like Don Quixote and those like Beethovenôs Fifth. 

In concluding that works in the latter category are not narratives, I am by no means 

denigrating narrative-analytical approaches. I disagree that narrative descriptions of music are 

ñsuperfluous metaphor,ò as Nattiez has declared.76 I also have no desire to police narrative-

listening behaviour, as Kivy has done.77 There are good reasons to believe that many composers 

intended audiences to imagine narratives while listening to their works. Even if that is not true of 

                                                 
76 Nattiez, ñCan One Speak of Narrative Music?ò, 257. 
77 See Peter Kivy, ñAction and Agency,ò in Antithetical Arts: On the Ancient Quarrel between Literature and Music 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2009): 119ï56. 
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the particular example in question, I believe that employing oneôs imagination is a legitimate 

way of appreciating music, motivated by our natural narrative-making impulses and, in many 

cases, by the cultural contexts in which particular works were created and the discourses 

surrounding them.78 Many analyses that have come out of this tradition offer genuine insights 

into the works they discuss, chiefly because they escape the normalizing tendencies of more 

conventional analytical tools. 

Furthermore, our relative inclinations to imagine narratives while listening to different 

works of music indicate something about the properties of these works. Even though the Octet is 

not a narrative, according to my definition, we can still say that it has a degree of narrativity that 

is non-zero. Like Currie, I find the scalar concept of narrativity useful. Narrativity is a property 

distinct from the aforementioned property N, being a narrative. In fact, narrativity is better 

understood as a cluster of properties, including particularity, causal connectedness, thematic 

unity, teleological directedness, and being a representation of agency.79 Both narratives and non-

narratives may possess such properties. Thus, it is not oxymoronic to compare the relative 

narrativity of two non-narratives, making statements like Stravinskyôs Octet has more narrativity 

than Satieôs Gymnopédie No. 1.80 

To summarize, narratives are utterances intentionally made for the purpose of conveying 

a story. A workôs narrative status is determined by its generative process, including the actions 

and intentions of its author(s). As such, the actions of performers and listeners can bring about no 

alteration to the work in this regard, even if the author(s)ô intentions are not respected. In my 

investigation of the necessary components of stories, I have taken an agent-oriented approach, 

                                                 
78 For an evolutionary account of our narrative-making impulses, see Boyd, On the Origin of Stories, 137. 
79 Currie, Narratives and Narrators, chap. 2. 
80 The usefulness of comparing the narrativity of non-narratives has been demonstrated by Vera Micznik, ñMusic 

and Narrative Revisited: Degrees of Narrativity in Beethoven and Mahler,ò Journal of the Royal Musical 

Association 126, no. 2 (2001): 193ï249. 
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which, I have argued, is superior to traditional event-oriented definitions because it is a more 

reliable filter, directs our attention to one of the more compelling aspects of narratives, and 

avoids reliance on the concept of causality. Stories require human or at least human-like agents, 

individuals capable of performing intentional actions. But it is not enough simply to represent an 

agent capable of action. If it were, a character sketch of an agent would be just as much a 

narrative as a description of that agentôs deeds and struggles. To exclude character sketches, it is 

not merely sufficient that the agent has the capacity to act; the agent must exercise that ability.  

As I illustrated in my comparison of Straussôs Don Quixote and Stravinskyôs Octet, 

narratives concern particular agents performing actions towards particular goals. As such, 

themes, pitches, and keys are not good candidates to be the agents of narratives, but they may be 

rendered more particular if listeners exercise their imaginations. A composer of a work of 

instrumental music expresses his intention that his work presents a story by inviting listeners to 

use their imaginations while listening and, specifically, to imagine that the music represents a 

story involving particular agents and their goal-directed activities.81 In most cases, this invitation 

is made through extra-musical means, such as the workôs title and accompanying program or 

pictures, which help guide audiencesô imaginative endeavours.82 

Putting it all together, I propose the following definition: A narrative is an utterance 

intended to communicate a story, which necessarily involves the representation of a particular 

agent or agents exercising their agency through intentional actions guided by their beliefs and 

desires. According to the tenets of moderate intentionalism, the authorôs intention to tell or 

present a story must be consistent with the features the work actually possesses. 

                                                 
81 The mere presence of a descriptive title is insufficient to render a work of instrumental music a narrative. Thus, 

my category of narrative instrumental works is distinct from the category of program music, which would include 

works like Vivaldiôs Four Seasons. 
82 An example of a musical work with accompanying pictures is Heinrich Ignaz Franz von Biberôs ñMysteryò 

Sonatas. 
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1.4 Operatic Storytelling 

Having recommended a means by which to determine whether an utterance is a narrative, 

all that remains in answering the question What is an operatic narrative? is an examination of 

what it means to present a story operatically. I do so by comparing operatic storytelling with 

storytelling in related media. Opera, as I understand it, is constitutively a medium of live 

performance. Accordingly, my first task will be to differentiate opera from opera-cinema hybrids 

like opera films, television operas, and the Metropolitan Operaôs ñLive in HDò broadcasts. From 

there, I will move on to songs; cantatas, oratorios, and serenatas; and finally works of theatre that 

include singing. Although I will not discuss musicals, much of what I will have to say will apply 

to this genre as well. 

In light of the controversy that surrounds the idea of medium specificity, it would be 

prudent to make the nature of my claims clear. Following Berys Gaut and David Davies, I 

understand the concept of artistic medium as encompassing two facets, not only the materials 

with which the artist works but also the practices governing how those materials are used.83 

Opponents of medium specificity like Noël Carroll attack an extreme version sometimes referred 

to as medium essentialism, the view that each medium possesses properties that are unique to it 

and artists should exploit only those unique properties.84 I reject medium essentialism, believing 

it to limit unnecessarily the options available to artists. My aim is merely to identify properties 

that differentiate opera from other media like opera films and songs. I make no claims about 

uniqueness. 

                                                 
83 Gaut, A Philosophy of Cinematic Art, 288; David Davies, ñMedium,ò in The Routledge Companion to Philosophy 

and Music, eds. Theodore Gracyk and Andrew Kania (London: Routledge, 2001): 48ï58. 
84 No±l Carroll, ñForget the Medium!ò, in Engaging the Moving Image (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003): 

1ï9. The term ñmedium essentialismò is employed by Gaut, A Philosophy of Cinematic Art, 290ï91.   
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Additionally, while Gaut argues that the effective exploitation of medium-specific 

qualities of cinema makes a film like Cloud Atlas (Lana Wachowski, Andy Wachowski, Tom 

Tkywer, 2012) cinematically better than a film like My Dinner with André (Louis Malle, 1981), I 

do not endorse such a view.85 Although a commonsensical idea, its endorsement would seem to 

lead to a limitation of the possibilities legitimate to pursue in any given art form, a situation I am 

keen to avoid. In my view, opera authorsô successful exploitation of the properties particular to 

opera may or may not generate operatic works that are superior in any respect to those that are 

less characteristically operatic. In terms of what is to be gained from an inquiry into the nature of 

opera as a medium, I support Gautôs arguments about the crucial role the medium plays in 

various aspects of art appreciation. For instance, making reference to distinctive properties of the 

medium is essential to certain types of evaluations and explanations of features of artworks.86 

Undoubtedly the most fundamental feature of opera is that it involves song, or, more 

generally, singing. Deliberately, I will not attempt to be too precise about what shall qualify as 

song. The trouble with placing too stringent requirements may be demonstrated by examining 

Levinsonôs definition of song as ña melodically and rhythmically distinctive arch of fully-fledged 

tones of definite pitch, produced in the form of vocables coalescing into words and sentences, 

and typically with support, primarily harmonic, from some cohort of instruments.ò87 Levinsonôs 

definition is too restrictive. He seems to excludeðor, at the very least, regard as peripheralð 

much that standardly comprises opera, including recitative, vocalise (singing to non-linguistic 

vocables), Sprechstimme, even unaccompanied singing. 

My hesitance to embrace Levinsonôs definition should not suggest that anything goes. I 

was spurred to deeper reflection on the nature of singing by Montréal-based composer Luna 

                                                 
85 Gaut, A Philosophy of Cinematic Art, 295. 
86 Ibid., secs. 7.3, 7.4. 
87 Jerrold Levinson, ñSong and Music Drama,ò in Levinson, The Pleasures of Aesthetics, 44. 



  1  WHAT IS AN OPERATIC NARRATIVE? 49 

Pearl Woolfôs ñvoiceless opera,ò Mélange à trois (2014), a work of instrumental theatre for 

violin, cello, and percussion, and Christine Sun Kimôs work of performance art Face Opera II 

(2013) for nine pre-lingually deaf performers. In the former, some of the factors motivating 

Woolf to call her work an opera include the one-to-one mapping of instruments to fictional 

characters, with the sounds emitted by the instruments representing the charactersô ñvoices,ò or 

primary means of expression and communication.88 The latter was inspired by the expressivity of 

the faces of opera singers, an aspect of opera performance that becomes salient when visual 

perception is oneôs primary means of engaging with the art form. Employing the lexicon of facial 

expressions of American Sign Language, Sun Kim invited audiences to regard her and the other 

performersô facial utterances as singing. As Jessica Holmes argues, Face Opera II calls into 

question the idea that the voice necessarily issues from the vocal chords in order to claim a voice 

for the deaf community.89 

While acknowledging the radical questioning of the nature of the voice and singing in 

contemporary music and performance art as well as the growing scholarly subfields of voice 

studies and disability studies, in the context of this project, my use of the verb ñto singò will 

accord with its more conventional or literal usage to describe utterances produced by the 

performerôs own vocal apparatus that possess a discernable pitch or pitches with at least enough 

sustainment to allow for pitch discernment. To show how latitudinarian I am willing to be, I 

would consider Rex Harrisonôs ñtalking on pitch,ò immortalized in the film musical My Fair 

Lady (George Cukor, 1964), to qualify as singing. 

                                                 
88 Conversation with the author, 16 April 2015. 
89 Jessica A. Holmes, ñSinging Beyond Hearing,ò Journal of the American Musicological Society, Colloquy on 

Music and Disability (Forthcoming Summer 2016). 
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1.4.1 Operas vs. Opera-Cinema Hybrids 

Also fundamental is that opera involves the live performance of singing. Scores, libretti, 

and sound and video recordings provide us access to features of operatic works, but as a 

performing art, full appreciation of an opera comes from attending a live performance. Opera 

films, television operas, and their kin constitute different media in my view. As commonsensical 

as the foregoing stipulation may appear to be, it is controversial in current opera scholarship, 

which takes as a truism Philip Auslanderôs claim that ñwithin our mediatized culture, whatever 

distinction we may have supposed there to be between live and mediatized events is collapsing 

because live events are increasingly either made to be reproduced or are becoming ever more 

identical with mediatized ones.ò90 If true, there would be no ontological difference between the 

art forms of theatre and cinema. A closer comparison of opera and cinema will reveal some key 

differences between them and, more generally, the performing and non-performing arts. 

Since Auslander employs several different senses of the term ñliveness,ò in the present 

context, I define a live performance as one in which the performers and spectators share the same 

space at the same time. A mediatized performance is a recording or broadcast of a live 

performance, and would include not only opera films and television operas but also so-called 

ñliveò broadcasts in which performance and spectatorship occur at the same time but not in the 

same place. 

Auslander is correct in his observation that mass media have had an enormous influence 

over the aesthetics and technologies employed in theatre performance, including opera 

                                                 
90 Philip Auslander, Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture, 2nd ed. (London and New York: Routledge, 

2008), 35. Uncritical citations of Auslander by musicologists include Melina Esse, ñDonôt Look Now: Opera, 

Liveness, and the Televisual,ò Opera Quarterly 26, no. 1 (2010), 82ï83; Christopher Morris, ñDigital Diva: Opera 

on Video,ò Opera Quarterly 26, no. 1 (2010), 99ï100; Christopher Morris, ñWagnervideo,ò Opera Quarterly 27, no. 

2ï3 (2011), 238; Richard Will, ñZooming In, Gazing Back: Don Giovanni on Television,ò Opera Quarterly 27, no. 

1 (2011), 32. 
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performance. Cinematic projections and video screens are now ubiquitous components. Perhaps 

most famously, Alban Berg prescribed the presentation of a silent film that depicts several key 

plot events in his opera Lulu. Even when the work being performed does not contain such 

prescriptions, there is nothing stopping directors from employing nested cinematic works in 

opera productions today. In Robert LePageôs Ring for the Metropolitan Opera, the charactersô 

environments and even entire characters, such as the Forest Bird, are represented through 

computer-generated projections, which respond in real time to the singersô movements and vocal 

utterances.91 There are even cases of portions of the musical performance of an opera being 

substituted with a recording. In Hans Neuenfelsôs production of La traviata (Komische Oper 

Berlin, 2009), he played a recording of the background party music of Act I while the pit 

musicians sat mute. 

From such evidence, Auslander concludes that there is little to no difference between a 

live performance and a recording, a claim that effectively undermines a distinction between 

theatre and cinema, at least with regard to ontology and phenomenology if not their respective 

artistic practices and conventions. But demonstrating that mass media have influenced or 

infiltrated theatre is not sufficient to warrant such a conclusion, since ontologically distinct 

entities may influence one another without thereby becoming identical. 

Noël Carroll has attacked Auslanderôs position on ontological grounds.92 With 

performing arts like theatre, there are two possible objects of artistic appreciation, the work being 

performed and the performance itself. Producing a work of cinema also involves performances 

                                                 
91 Robert LePage, dir., Der Ring des Nibelungen, Metropolitan Opera, 2010ï12 (Deutsche Grammophon, 2010ï12), 

DVD. For other examples of the use of cinema in live opera performance, refer to Patrick Carnegy, Wagner and the 

Art of the Theatre (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2006), 243; Esse, ñDonôt Look Now,ò 82; 

Morris, ñWagnervideo.ò 
92 Noël Carroll, ñPhilosophy and Drama: Performance, Interpretation, and Intentionality,ò in Staging Philosophy, 

eds. David Z. Saltz and David Krasner (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2006): 104ï21. See also Noël 

Carroll, Theorizing the Moving Image (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 67ï69; Noël Carroll, A 

Philosophy of Mass Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 211ï17, to which Auslander directly responds. 
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by actors and musicians. Their performances are, however, internal to the cinematic work. And 

since the act of showing a film does not standardly involve any artistry on the part of the 

projectionist, there is only one work to appreciate. 

However, given Auslanderôs scepticism of ontology, perhaps a more apropos critique 

would be one arising from his phenomenological concerns. One key difference between the 

experience of a live performance and that of a recording is that a live performances supports 

spectator-performer interaction. Spectators have the ability to influence the performerôs actions, 

and thus the features of the performance, in a way that spectators of a film, even a ñliveò 

broadcast from the Met, cannot.93 Additionally, scholars like Clemens Risi have observed that 

live opera singing has a distinctive phenomenological character due, in large part, to the fact that 

it is unamplified.94 As such, singers cultivate a particular acoustic effect known as the singerôs 

formant, which allows their voices to carry in large halls like the Met, even over a Wagner-sized 

orchestra.95 The unique experience of live singing spurs opera buffs to seek out opportunities to 

hear their favourite singers again and again, even when they own recordings that exhibit a higher 

degree of perfection than any live performance could. Another reason for the tendency to 

appreciate the flawed live performance over the note-perfect recording involves the greater risks 

and difficulties attending live performance, as highlighted by Abbateôs account of attending a 

                                                 
93 Auslander, Liveness, 68, acknowledges this point but attempts to undermine it by claiming that performances of 

most theatre productions vary little from one another, despite the fact that they were performed to different 

audiences. Another scholar to stress the ability of spectators to influence the performers is David Osipovich, ñWhat 

Is a Theatrical Performance?ò, Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 64, no. 4 (2006), 466. 
94 Clemens Risi, ñThe Divaôs Fans: Opera and Bodily Participation,ò Performance Research 16, no. 3 (2011): 49ï

54. 
95 William O. Beeman, ñThe Neurobiology of Opera,ò in Teatro e neuroscienze: Lôapporto delle neuroscienze 

cognitive a una nuova teatrologia sperimantale, ed. Francesca Bartoletti (Bologna: University of Bologna, 2007), 

140ï43. 
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performance of Wagnerôs Die Meistersinger in which Ben Heppner cracked every money note in 

the Prize Song.96 

However, in citing Abbateôs essay, I do not wish to align myself with her extremist 

position that the only way to truly appreciate music is by attending a live performance. In my 

view, engaging with sound or video recordings, and studying scores and libretti, also constitute 

legitimate ways of appreciating opera. They may even be preferable for some audiences or for 

some interpretive aims. Nevertheless, I do regard live performance as a privileged mode of 

appreciation, since, in deciding to create a work-for-performanceðas opposed to a work for 

playback, screening, or readingðthe composer and librettist indicate their intention that their 

work be performed and appreciated in that manner. In light of the increasing mediatization of 

operatic performance, it will be necessary to qualify my earlier statement in the following 

manner: Operas are works that involve the live performance of singing and acting, possibly in 

combination with pre-recorded components, either aural or visual. 

1.4.2 Operas vs. Songs 

Storytelling is a privileged function of opera, more so than is the case with other genres 

of vocal music in the Western art music tradition, such as songs, song cycles, cantatas, chamber 

duets, serenatas, and oratorios. Since its origins, opera has been defined primarily as a medium 

for presenting stories. By far the most common generic label applied to early operas was favola 

in musica, story presented through music. And so it has remained, even throughout the twentieth 

century. While practitioners in virtually all other art forms were abandoning narrative and even 

representation altogether, opera-authors kept on representing stories through their works. There 

are exceptions, like Einstein on the Beach, but these are few and far between, and are considered 

                                                 
96 Abbate, ñMusicðDrastic or Gnostic?ò, 535. 
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radical, lying somewhat outside of the opera canon, in large part because of their denial of our 

expectation for storytelling when attending the opera. Significantly, audiences are not similarly 

disturbed by the lack of storytelling in songs, cantatas, and chamber duets. With oratorios and 

serenatas, there is a higher degree of expectation for storytellingðnotably both were used as 

opera-substitutes during Lent and papal bansðbut non-narrative examples exist, including the 

most famous oratorio of all, Handelôs Messiah. 

Comparing opera with song, it would seem that one could differentiate these media based 

on the distinction between singers enacting characters and singers telling about characters. These 

modes of conveying a story roughly correspond to the Aristotelian modes dramatic and epic, but 

I will avoid using Aristotleôs terms because of the implication that stories told in the dramatic 

mode are not narratives. On first blush, it appears that operatic storytelling is conducted by 

singers enacting characters and can easily be distinguished from songs in which singers tell about 

characters. However, Edward Cone has pointed out that there is not always a clear distinction 

between these two activities. As an example, he cites Schubertôs setting of ñDer Erlkönig,ò 

which begins and ends with the narrator telling about the characters, but for the internal stanzas, 

the singer impersonates the utterances of the father, son, and elf king, thereby enacting these 

characters. Cone also notes that some operas contain narrator-characters (a situation that will be 

discussed in Chapter 2). The conclusion he reaches is that ñevery song is to a certain extent a 

little opera, every opera is no less an expanded song. Opera, although it appears superficially to 

be a purely dramatic form, is as much a mixture of the narrative and dramatic as individual 

song.ò97 

Cone is too hasty in concluding that the difference between songs and operas is primarily 

a matter of duration. One important difference between songs like ñDer Erlkönigò and operas is 

                                                 
97 Cone, The Composerôs Voice, 21. 
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that the singers and characters of an opera are typically in a one-to-one relationship. All of the 

utterances made by a given singer are to be understood as representing the fictional utterances of 

the character the singer is playing, not any other. One common exception is the representation of 

characters at different stages of life. In Alain Gauthierôs production of Faust (Opéra de Montréal, 

2012), for example, Faust was played by Guy Bélanger and Antoine Bélanger (father and son). A 

more idiosyncratic example is Hans-Jürgen Syberbergôs opera film Parsifal (1982). The medium 

of cinema allowed Syberberg to distribute the singing and the acting to different performers, 

most radically in the case of Parsifal, who was sung by the Heldentenor Reiner Goldberg, but 

acted by a boy (Michael Kutter) and, after Kundryôs kiss, a woman (Karin Krick). 

To illustrate some of the features required for a work to be conducive to singers enacting 

characters, a look at Stravinskyôs Baika pro lisu, petukha, kota da barana (better known by non-

Russian speakers as Renard) will be instructive. Richard Taruskin summarizes the performance 

directions as calling for ña troupe of óbuffoons, ballet dancers, or acrobatsô who act the story out 

in pantomime on a trestle-stage, which they never leave, while the singers remain seated with the 

instrumentalists in the rear, their voices disembodied after the fashion of Diaghilevôs Coq 

dôor.ò98 Even if one wished oneôs performance of Renard to consist of singers enacting 

characters, it would be impossible, since the work lacks a one-to-one mapping of vocal parts and 

character parts. Notably the vocal parts are not designated Cock, Fox, Cat, and Ram but Tenor 1, 

Tenor 2, Bass 1, and Bass 2. Sometimes, as in the very beginning of the work, all four singersô 

utterances constitute the utterance of a single character. 

Equally, opera characters who function as narrators pose no threat to the foregoing 

account. In the course of enacting a character in an opera, a performer may also tell about 

                                                 
98 Richard Taruskin, Stravinsky and the Russian Traditions: A Biography of the Works through Mavra (Berkeley and 

Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1996), 2:1237. 
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character, as when a soprano enacts Senta in Wagnerôs Der fliegende Holländer, and in so doing, 

performs a Ballad that tells about the legend of ñder bleiche Mann.ò Such instances do not 

constitute a collapse of the distinction between enacting character and telling about character 

because the singerôs act of telling about ñder bleiche Mannò is embedded within her act of 

enacting the character of Senta. 

1.4.3 Operas vs. Cantatas, Oratorios, & Serenatas 

Opera is not the only genre of Western art music capable of presenting stories by means 

of singers enacting characters. Some examples, incidentally all by Handel, include the oratorios 

Esther and Il trionfo del tempo e del disinganno, the serenata Aci, Galatea e Polifemo, and the 

cantatas Clori, Tirsi e Fileno and La Lucrezia.99 The difference between these genres and opera 

largely hinges on how they are intended to be performed. Of course non-compliance with the 

authorsô intentions is common. Operas may be given concert performances and non-operas may 

be staged as if they were operas. In what follows, I will be speaking about performances that 

comply with the authorsô intentions with regard to performance means: operatic performances 

for operas and concert performances for cantatas, oratorios, and serenatas.100 But any work that 

supports storytelling by means of singers enacting characters could theoretically be given an 

                                                 
99 A serenata is a large-scale dramatic cantataðdramatic in the sense of singersô utterances representing charactersô 

utterances, not in the sense of singers wearing costumes and participating in a fully staged theatrical production. The 

line between multi-voice instrumental cantatas (calling for instruments aside from the continuo) and serenatas is ill-

defined. Aci, Galatea e Polifemo is variously classified as a serenata and a cantata. Michael Talbot, ñSerenata,ò in 

Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/25455 

(accessed 5 March 2015). 
100 The composer may intend that his work be given different types of performances. Handel endorsed both concert 

and operatic performances of some of his oratorios. His first oratorio Esther was first given a fully staged 

performance at the Crown and Anchor Tavern in 1732, which escaped the ban on theatrical representations of 

Biblical stories because it was considered a private performance for a select group of people, the Philharmonia 

Society. Handel investigated the possibility of mounting another staged performance at the Kingôs Theatre, but was 

unsuccessful in doing so and turned his attentions to concert performances. Howard E. Smither, ñOratorio,ò in 

Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/20397 

(accessed 5 March 2015). 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/25455
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/20397
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operatic performance, and my account of operatic storytelling would be equally applicable to 

such performances.101 

Intriguingly, what makes a work an opera ends up turning on the function of the visual 

features of performances. In operatic performances, what a singer looks like, what she is 

wearing, and the movements she performs generate fictional truths about what the character 

looks like and how she moves. With dramatic songs, cantatas, oratorios, and serenatas, the 

singerôs appearance and movements do not typically generate fictional truths about her character. 

It would be highly idiosyncratic for a singer performing La Lucrezia to appear in Roman garb 

and to pretend to commit suicide at the end. More typically, the singer will appear in modern 

formal attire. The inappropriateness of her dress in the context of the fictional world does not 

disturb audiences, since her apparel is not intended to generate fictional truths. 

To understand the significance of the difference I have just identified, Currieôs definition 

of the category of visual fictions will be useful. ñVisual fictions are distinguished from non-

visual ones by how content is determined. With a visual fiction, content is determined, in part, by 

what we see. We see, on stage or screen, a man who moves in a certain way. That man plays a 

character, and his visible movements determine as part of the content of the play or movie that 

the character moves in that way.ò102 Currieôs account applies to operatic performances but not to 

concert performances of operas or other vocal genres. However, since sound is necessary to 

opera, while it is not in the case of cinema and other forms of theatre, I propose a new category 

                                                 
101 An example of a non-opera, Clori, Tirsi e Fileno, being successfully performed operatically would be A Synonym 

for Love, Volcano Theatre and the Classical Music Consort, dir. Ross Manson (Gladstone Hotel, Toronto, 20ï31 

August 2012). As the title intimates, the work was given a new English-language libretto by Deborah Pearson. The 

only significant aspect of the performance that was contrastandard for opera was the fact that it was, to a limited 

extent, interactive. The ñstageò comprised multiple rooms of a hotel, with different portions of the work being 

performed simultaneously. Performers and audience members moved from room to room, so spectatorsô choices of 

which characters to follow played a role in shaping the story they experienced. I am grateful to Alvin Penner for 

bringing this example to my attention. 
102 Gregory Currie, ñVisual Fictions,ò Philosophical Quarterly 41, no. 163 (1991), 140. 



  1  WHAT IS AN OPERATIC NARRATIVE? 58 

for operas called aural-visual fictions.103 If operas are aural-visual fictions, songs, oratorios, 

cantatas, and serenatas (in addition to instrumental works like Don Quixote) are aural fictions 

because their content is determined by what one hears.104 

The connoisseur of song recitals may protest that I am too hasty in dismissing the 

importance of seeing to appreciating song performances, since watching their favourite singers 

contort their faces and gesticulate is an essential part of their appreciation of song performances, 

particularly of singers like Ian Bostridge. Indeed, most singers school their facial expressions and 

body language to be appropriate to the content of the songs they sing. These actions may be 

similar, even identical, to those they might perform in an opera performance. Facial expressions 

and gestures can have a profound impact on spectatorsô emotional responses, level of 

engagement, and overall appreciation of the performance. 

A performer may even highlight or particularize fictional truths through his gestures and 

expressions. Take, for example, ñIch grolle nichtò from Robert Schumannôs Dichterliebe. The 

speaker has been jilted in love. He declares repeatedly that he bears no grudge. If a singer 

performed this song with an angry facial expression and a clenched fist, one would be less likely 

to take his words at face value. Admittedly, the turgid pounding of the piano would cause the 

astute listener to come to this conclusion even without the singerôs expression, so his angry face 

would merely make this fictional truth more salient. But I can imagine another scenario where a 

singer, through facial expressions and body language alone, marks an utterance as ironic that 

                                                 
103 That is not to say that the sound in films and plays is unimportant, merely that there are films and plays with no 

sound, indicating that sound is not a requirement for instances of these media, as it is for opera, or so I claim. 
104 This lack of visual representation may explain why composers are prone to using the accompaniment to represent 

the missing aspects of setting, character bodily motion, and so on, even more in song than in opera. Examples 

include the motion of the spinning wheel in Schubertôs ñGretchen am Spinnrade,ò the ñBªchleinò in several songs in 

Schubertôs Die schöne Müllerin, and the rustling of leaves in Schubertôs ñDer Lindenbaum.ò Thus, I am arguing the 

opposite of Levinsonôs contention in ñSong and Music Drama,ò 53: ñthe music in opera is usually charged with 

reflecting in some way what the singer is doing and undergoing, as well as relating or describing, whereas the music 

in lieder may confine itself, typically, to reflecting only the latter.ò 
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would not otherwise be interpreted in this manner. Thus, I concede that watching is important to 

the full appreciation of song performances, even more so than symphony concerts, I suspect, 

because of the rich representational content of vocal music. This observation does not, however, 

suggest that songs, oratorios, and the rest ought to fall into the category of aural-visual fictions. 

One must be precise about the nature of the information obtained from spectatorsô visual 

perceptual experiences in non-operatic performances of songs. In my hypothetical example of 

the angry-looking singer performing ñIch grolle night,ò the fictional truth generated by the 

singerôs facial expression is simply that the character is angry, not that the character is 

grimacing. Similarly, the singerôs beard does not generate any fictional truths about the 

characterôs facial hair or lack thereof. Notice the disparity with opera performance, in which a 

bearded, grimacing singer playing the role of Otello makes it true in the story that Otello has a 

beard and is currently grimacing. In an opera performance, every detail about what a singer looks 

like and the actions he performs may generate fictional truths about the character he plays. 

Likewise, the visual appearance of the stage generates fictional truths about his environment. 

At this point one might raise the objection that my account only describes naturalistic 

approaches to stage direction employing traditional operatic performance practices. Even 

traditional productions like the Metôs former Ring cycle by Otto Schenk can pose difficulties 

because of practices like ñcolour-blindò casting. For the DVD release, African-American 

soprano Jessye Norman and white Heldentenor Gary Lakes were cast as the Wälsung twins 

Siegmund and Sieglinde.105 Clearly when Sieglinde comments that she sees in Siegmundôs face a 

likeness of her own (Act I Scene 3), we are not to imagine that she is lying or deceived. In some 

                                                 
105 Otto Schenk, dir., Die Walküre, Metropolitan Opera, 1989 (Deutsche Grammophon, 2002), DVD. I am grateful 

to Udayan Sen for first bringing this example to my attention and to Lloyd Whitesell for recommending its use in 

the present context. 
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cases, singersô physical appearances do not generate fictional truths about charactersô 

appearances. 

Another exception of a similar kind arises in Robert LePageôs Nightingale and Other 

Short Fables (Canadian Opera Company, 2009). LePageôs work involves the performance of a 

conglomeration of works by Stravinsky including Le rossignol, Renard, the Pribaoutki, Ragtime, 

and Three Pieces for Clarinet Solo. Not all of these works are operas nor are they all narratives. 

As only Le rossignol is both, my remarks will concern the portion of LePageôs work that 

constitutes a performance of Le rossignol. Singersô vocal utterances constituted the utterances of 

characters, but the physical forms of the characters were represented by puppets and marionettes, 

in most cases manually operated by the singers, whose bodies were also in view.106 While 

singersô appearances typically represent charactersô appearances, there are some exceptions, such 

as the foregoing production by LePage. 

An example involving troublesome sets and costumes is Martin Kuġejôs production of 

Don Giovanni for the Salzburg Festival (2004), in which the set was entirely white and 

frequently populated by a dozen or so women underwear models. It seems obvious that the all-

white set did not make it fictional that Don Giovanniôs world is devoid of colour. And spectators 

are not to imagine that women in this world typically stand about like living mannequins in 

nothing but their underclothes. But just because these features of the set and costuming do not 

generate fictional truths about what Don Giovanniôs world looks like does not mean that they 

generate no fictional truths at all. In both cases, they generate fictional truths about the world in 

which Don Giovanni lives, just not about its visual appearance. Several interpretations are 

possible. These features could convey something about Don Giovanniôs experience of the world. 

                                                 
106 LePage was inspired by Vietnamese mua rôi nuoc and Japanese bunraku. Robert LePage, ñThe Making of The 

Nightingale & Other Short FablesðPart 1: Inspiration,ò video interview by the Canadian Opera Company (2009), 

www.lacaserne.net/index2.php/exmachina/gallery_video - id=album-37&num=0. 

http://www.lacaserne.net/index2.php/exmachina/gallery_video#id=album-37&num=0
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The bare, colourless set could plausibly be interpreted as representing his boredom and 

loneliness.107 The presence of the models may also indicate that Don Giovanni perceives all 

women as sex objects or that this is an attitude generally held in his society. 

There may be cases when the visual elements of a performance generate no fictional 

truths but merely express the directorôs attitudes about the work, for instance, that Don Giovanni 

represents women as sex objects. Such a scenario does not pose problems for my account, since 

the visual features of the performance still help determine its content. And the expectation that 

what one sees will generate fictional truths remains appropriate, even when the expectation is 

denied. For spectators who find productions like Kuġejôs disconcerting, I suggest that his denial 

of the foregoing expectation may form part of an explanation. 

1.4.4 Operas vs. Plays 

The final and most difficult task is to differentiate operas from plays that contain 

performances of song. Establishing firm rules may be a futile exercise and that is not what I 

intend to do. My aim is merely to draw attention to some pitfalls of current approaches and to 

point towards a more fruitful avenue. 

If the difference between the musical and non-musical theatre lay in the quantity of 

music, we would run into problems with the Sorites paradox.108 Equally unsatisfactory would be 

an approach hinging on the musicôs quality or, as Paul Woodruff has suggested, its ability to be 

                                                 
107 The interviews with Thomas Hampson, who performed the role of Don Giovanni, and the director in the ñmaking 

ofò documentary included on the DVD release confirms that both intended to represent Don Giovanni as 

psychologically troubled, his sex addiction a vain attempt to alleviate his loneliness. Martin Kuġej, dir., Don 

Giovanni, Salzburg Festival, 2006 (Decca, 2006), DVD. 
108 The term derives from the Greek word soro meaning heap. In its original formulation, attributed to Eubulides of 

Miletus, one is asked to consider a heap of sand from which grains are individually removed until only a single grain 

remains. Operating under the seemingly sensible assumption that removing one grain of sand cannot turn a heap into 

a non-heap, one is left with the false conclusion that a single grain of sand constitutes a heap. If one wishes to reject 

such a conclusion, one is left with the problem of determining at what point the heap turned into a non-heap.  



  1  WHAT IS AN OPERATIC NARRATIVE? 62 

performed as a concert.109 A more likely candidate is the function the music serves. Saying that 

an operaôs story is told through its songs (and other musical numbers) is undoubtedly a truism, 

but it is unclear what it means to say that the songs tell an operaôs story. 

One might be tempted to clarify the foregoing statement by proposing that the songs 

advance the plot, but requiring that a new plot development occur in every song will exclude the 

majority of songs, both in operas and in musicals. Many songs merely provide more information 

about what a character is feeling at a given moment. Perhaps songs in operas and musicals 

perform the function of generating new fictional truths beyond the banal fact that a song is being 

performed. The litmus test would be the ability to omit the song without a noticeable gap in story 

content. Yet, many songs involve characters merely expounding on the current situation in which 

they find themselves, or feelings we already know them to have.110 Such songs are no worse off 

for their putative superfluity. Furthermore, the requirement that songs generate fictional truths is 

hardly exclusive to opera. When Ophelia sings her mad songs in Shakespeareôs play, several 

fictional truths are generated, such as the crucial fact that she is mad. Thus, the fictional-truth-

generation requirement fails to differentiate the function of songs in operas from the function of 

songs in non-musical plays. 

I propose that a key difference between operas and plays is that song is at least one of the 

normative modes of communication and expression in the fictional world of an opera. In most 

cases, singing will be the primary mode of communication and expression but for opera 

                                                 
109 Paul Woodruff, ñTheatre,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Aesthetics, ed. Jerrold Levinson (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2003), 601. 
110 John Mueller, ñFred Astaire and the Integrated Musical,ò Cinema Journal 24, no. 1 (1984), 29. 
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subgenres like opéra comique and Singspiel, speaking will be another and, in operas like Auberôs 

La muette di Portici, gestures and dance may also play a key role.111 

The foregoing suggestion is in opposition to the view advanced by Abbate, and now 

widely accepted in opera studies, as well as statements by philosophers like Kendall Walton and 

Currie.112 Their position is that if one entered the world of an opera, one would not hear any 

music. Elsewhere I have exposed problems with the dominant view and defended the position 

that an operaôs music is best understood as comprising part of the ontology of its fictional 

world.113 An upshot of this view is that operatic fictional worlds are strikingly different from 

those of plays. They are characterized by non-naturalistic ontologies whereas the world of a play 

is more similar to our world. As a result, when watching a play, one expects there to be a reason 

for a character to break into songðthe character is a professional singer, for instance, or she is 

insane. In an opera, no such explanations are required. Songs happen anywhere at any time, even 

in the most unlikely scenarios, such as when one is dying of consumption! 

Operatic fictional worlds operate according to substantively different rules than the world 

in which we live. For this reason, I suggest that it is incorrect to complain about how quickly 

opera characters fall in love or the implausibility of characters undergoing fundamental changes 

to their belief structures during the course of a duet. While these occurrences may be unrealistic 

in our world, they are not unrealistic for opera because of the fact that such exchanges are 

conducted through song. I suggest that the act of singing together may forge emotional bonds 

                                                 
111 For reminding me not to forget opera with spoken dialogue, I am thankful to David Charlton, ñContinuing 

Polarities: Opera Theory and Opéra-Comique,ò in French Opera, 1730ï1830: Meaning and Media (Aldershot: 

Ashgate, 2000), 1ï3, and also Dan Wang. 
112 Abbate, Unsung Voices, 119; Kendall L. Walton, Mimesis as Make-Believe: On the Foundations of the 

Representational Arts (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990), 182; Currie, Narratives and Narrators, 59. 
113 Nina Penner, ñOpera Singing and Fictional Truth,ò Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 71, no. 1 (2013): 81ï

90, which builds on Edward T. Cone, ñThe World of Opera and Its Inhabitants,ò in Music, a View from Delft: 

Selected Essays, ed. Robert P. Morgan (Chicago: Universiy of Chicago Press, 1989): 125ï37; Peter Kivy, ñOpera 

Talk: A Philosophical óPhantasie,ôò Cambridge Opera Journal 3, no. 1 (1991): 63ï77. 
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and bring about a harmonization of divergent points of view more efficiently than spoken 

discourse. 

1.4.5 Conclusion 

Contrary to the current scepticism that there is anything particular about opera as an 

artistic medium, the foregoing investigation into the nature of operatic storytelling has revealed 

the following medium-specific features of opera. Operas necessarily involve singing. Unlike 

cinema, operas are intended for live performance. In contrast to song, operas present stories by 

means of singers enacting characters. In contrast to non-operatic performances of other genres of 

vocal music in which character-enactment is possible, operas are aural-visual fictions. Content is 

determined not only by what we hear but also by what we see. Finally, I suggest that opera may 

be differentiated from non-musical theatre by the fact that singing is a normative mode of 

communication and expression. 
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2   NARRATORS &  NARRATION 

One of Genetteôs chief contributions to the discipline of narratology was his refinement 

of the study of narrative perspective by identifying the common conflation of the question ñwho 

is the character whose point of view orients the narrative perspective? and the very different 

question who is the narrator?ò1 While previous scholars sometimes assumed that the answer to 

both questions was the narrator, Genette proposed that the answer to the former question was the 

entity he called the focal character. Genetteôs disentangling of the functions of the narrator and 

focal character has led to more sophisticated scholarly discussions of point of view. However, 

Genetteôs contention that the study of point of view involves merely the examination of the focal 

characterôs point of view, not the narratorôs, requires reexamination.2 

As illustration, I will use Henry Jamesôs novel What Maisie Knew, a story about a girl 

who, through her observation of the power struggles between her divorced parents and their 

romantic liaisons, achieves wisdom about human nature and relationships far beyond her years. 

Initially, James had considered telling the story with Maisie as the narrator. Although intrigued 

by the idea, James found it unworkable. In the preface to the New York Edition, he commented 

that ñsmall children have many more perceptions than they have terms to translate them; their 

vision is at any moment much richer, their apprehension even constantly stronger, than their 

prompt, their all producible, vocabulary.ò Therein lay the rub. Jamesôs characteristic style, at 

once florid, exacting, and subtle, would be inappropriate to represent a childôs account. 

Moreover, the formal structure and logical coherence of the telling would suffer as well, he 

observed, since ñthe infant mind would at the best leave great gaps and voids; so that with a 

                                                 
1 Genette, Narrative Discourse, 186. 
2 Ibid., 186ï87. I am not the first to critique this aspect of Genetteôs theory. See also Currie, Narratives and 

Narrators, chap. 7; McIntyre, Point of View in Plays, 36; Gene Moore, ñFocalization and Narrative Voice in What 

Maisie Knew,ò Language and Style 22, no. 1 (1989), 4. 
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systematic surface possibly beyond reproach we should nevertheless fail of clearness of sense.ò3 

In the end, James decided to narrate Maisieôs story, but with certain oft-mentioned restrictions.4 

The narratorôs telling is primarily focused on Maisieôs experiences, which he interprets from 

approximately her knowledge base, reflecting, in particular, her lack of knowledge about certain 

aspects of adult relationships, such as the protocols of propriety governing the interactions of 

unmarried men and women. For instance, when Maisie returns to her fatherôs care, she asks him 

about his time with her governess Miss Overmore.5 Mr Farangeôs response confirms that they 

had been cohabitating while Maisie was with her mother, sending the governess into a horrified 

frenzy for reasons Maisie cannot surmise but one assumes the adult narrator can. Nevertheless, 

he avoids divulging the cause of Miss Overmoreôs hysterics until Maisie is provided with an 

explanation. 

Imagine that James followed through with his initial impulse to tell Maisieôs story, not 

only according to her experience and interpretive capacity, but also in her own words. Letôs call 

this hypothetical version of Maisieôs story with Maisie as the narrator What Maisie Knew*.6 

Genette would claim that What Maisie Knew and What Maisie Knew* are told from the same 

point of view; the difference is that they are told by different people. But telling a story from 

oneôs own point of view (the situation in What Maisie Knew*) and telling a story according to 

anotherôs point of view (What Maisie Knew) are distinct activities, which would result in 

different stories. In What Maisie Knew*, Maisieôs narrative would be constrained, by necessity, 

in the ways James identifies whereas the narratorôs constraint to tell the story according to 

                                                 
3 Reprinted in Henry James, The Art of the Novel: Critical Prefaces (New York: Scribnerôs Sons, 1934), 145. 
4 I realize that some would prefer to imagine that the narrator is a fictional entity, however impersonal. I discuss my 

preference for regarding the workôs real-life author as its narrator in cases like What Maisie Knew later on. 
5 Henry James, What Maisie Knew (London: Penguin, 1985), 53. 
6 The idea for this thought experiment came from Currie, Narratives and Narrators, 124ï27, but Currie uses 

Jamesôs The Ambassadors as his example. My choice of What Maisie Knew was prompted by the fact that James 

actually considered writing What Maisie Knew*. 
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Maisieôs point of view in What Maisie Knew is self-imposed. He is selective about what facets of 

Maisieôs point of view to represent, and, on numerous occasions, abandons all such constraints, 

expressing his own point of view on the situation. Take, for example, his observation, made early 

on, that ñshe was the little feathered shuttlecock they could fiercely keep flying between them.ò7 

By the end of the story, it is possible that Maisie would see herself as a pawn in a cruel game 

played by her parents, but surely not at the point in the story at which the remark is made. Even 

if the narrator were more fastidious about curbing such behaviour and remaining perfectly self-

effacing, and thus representing more thoroughly Maisieôs point of view, his own point of view 

would remain crucially relevant. Any act of telling a story from another personôs point of view is 

dependent on the tellerôs beliefs about what the other personôs point of view is. Thus, one cannot 

help but narrate from oneôs own point of view even if one is trying oneôs best to narrate 

according to the point of view of someone else.8 

Unlike Genette, I contend that understanding the point of view from which a narrative is 

told begins with inquiring into the narratorôs point of view, after which one can explore how the 

narrator may express the points of view of others. As such, before I can examine what presenting 

a narrative according to a characterôs point of view amounts to in opera, it will be necessary to 

examine the entities responsible for operatic narration. After defining some key terms and 

concepts, the first task will be to reexamine the question of whether all narratives have fictional 

narrators. Although I will reject the validity of any sort of a priori assumption in this regard, the 

question of whether there is a good reason to understand a particular opera as having a fictional 

narrator remains. Answering this question is the task to which the remainder of the chapter is 

devoted. 

                                                 
7 James, What Maisie Knew, 42. 
8 This is a point made by Currie, Narratives and Narrators, 127. 
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2.1 Types of Narrators 

At the outset, it will be important for me to identify the animal Iôm hunting and to make 

some distinctions between different breeds within this species. According to traditional 

narratology, a narrator is a fictional agent engaged in a fictional act of telling or presenting a 

story. An implied author is not a fictional entity; it is a mental construct, generated by each 

reader on each occasion of reading, of the person who authored the work. Finally, the workôs real 

author(s) are the person(s) actually responsible for creating the work. 

Although traditional narratology advocates a strict separation between these three types 

of agents, in practice they are often conflated. One source of confusion may be traced to the 

category of the extradiegetic-heterodiegetic narrator (in Genetteôs terminology), an agent who is 

not a character in the story and who tells or presents the story as fictional.9 As Currie has 

observed, extradiegetic-heterodiegetic narrators are suspiciously similar to authors. For this 

reason, he has declared the category redundant. References to it are more accurately regarded as 

referring to either the real author or the implied author, he contends, depending on the degree to 

which the person who appears to have authored the work corresponds to publicly accessible facts 

about the person(s) who actually authored it.10 

Currie has taken this idea further in recent work, arguing that the distinction 

narratologists have been attempting to enforce between authors and narrators is mischaracterized. 

He contends that ñfor virtually all cases of narrative we are likely to come across, there is no 

                                                 
9 The extradiegetic-intradiegetic distinction identifies whether or not the narrator occupies the same fictional world 

as the characters in the story. The heterodiegetic-homodiegetic distinction identifies whether or not the narrator is a 

central character in the story. Genette, Narrative Discourse, 228, 224ï45, 248. 
10 In Currie, Image and Mind, 263, Currie states that the extradiegetic narrator is always the implied author, but in 

his later Narratives and Narrators, sec. 4.2, Currie advocates for a more circumscribed role for the implied author. 

Works have implied authors only if there is a disjuncture of the type specified above. Richard Walsh, The Rhetoric 

of Fictionality: Narrative Theory and the Idea of Fiction (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2007), 84, makes 

a similar argument that extradiegetic-heterodiegetic narrators ñare in no way distinguishable from authors.ò Unlike 

Currie, Walsh is against the concept of the implied author. 
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distinction that should or can be made between authors and narrators, for there is no distinction 

to be made between narrative-making and narrative-telling.ò11 Rather, the relevant distinction is 

between internal author-narrators and external author-narrators, the qualifiers referring to the 

author-narratorôs relationship to the work.12 Henry James is the external narrator of The Turn of 

the Screw while the Governess is an internal narrator, responsible for producing a written 

account of her tenure at Bly. External narrators are always real people, and for fictional stories, 

internal narrators are always fictional agents, even when they happen to be based on real 

persons.13 Currieôs contention that any act of authoring a fictional story is also an act of narration 

opens up new avenues for thinking about storytelling in media like cinema and opera, as I shall 

explore. 

A narrator is an agent who tells or presents a story for the purpose of communicating that 

story to an audience. I employ the term agent to include both human beings like the Governess in 

The Turn of the Screw and non-human creatures like the horse who is the narrator of Black 

Beauty. Contrary to the assumptions grounding traditional narratology, I embrace the 

commonsensical idea that a narrative is necessarily the product of an act of narration performed 

by some real agent or agents. Allowing that stories can be conveyed by telling or presenting 

includes non-linguistic modes of storytelling, such as gestures, images, and music. The story 

itself may be fiction or nonfiction, the difference lying in the attitude audiences are intended to 

                                                 
11 Currie, Narratives and Narrators, 65. 
12 Ibid., 69. Also refer to Currieôs distinction between external and internal perspectives on narratives. Ibid., 49. 
13 Wilson, Seeing Fictions in Film, 114ï15, argues that the fictionality stipulation results in ambiguity in cases 

where historical persons function as narrators of fictional works, such as Robert Cooverôs The Public Burning, in 

which Richard Nixon is the narrator. To this, I would respond that the narrator of The Public Burning is a fictional 

entity, despite being based on a real person. This entityôs difference from the historical figure Richard Nixon is most 

evident when one considers that what is true about Cooverôs Nixon is dependent solely on the features of Cooverôs 

story and Cooverôs intentions, not on what is true simpliciter about the historical figure Richard Nixon. 
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take towards the storyôs contentsðbelief or make-belief.14 In other words, the Governessôs story 

is nonfiction because she intends readers to believe her story even though it may, in reality, be 

based on delusions or contain falsehoods. Henry James, however, told his story as fiction. He did 

not intend anyone to believe that there was a governess who may or may not have contended 

with malevolent supernatural forces at Bly; he intended readers to imagine such propositions. 

Finally, narration involves not merely conveying facts about the content of the story but 

expressing attitudes about the storyôs characters and events. Determining the identity of the 

narrator will hinge on determining what agent possesses the appropriate attitudes. 

In addition to the internal-external distinction, two others will be of use in the present 

discussion. Within the category of fictional narrators, Currie distinguishes between controlling 

and embedded narrators, a distinction that will be essential to the understanding of debates 

surrounding the purported necessity of fictional narrators to narratives.15 A work has a 

controlling narrator if it is appropriate to imagine that a fictional agent is the source of the text 

we are reading or the audio-visual display or performance we are watching. For example, 

Watson is the controlling narrator of most of the Holmes stories because it is fictionally true that 

he is the author of the texts we read when we engage with these stories. In the case of embedded 

narration, it is fictionally true that the text, audio-visual display, or performance reports or 

presents a fictional agentôs telling, but it is not fictionally true that the character is responsible for 

creating and disseminating or presenting the entirety of the text, audio-visual display, or 

performance. The provenance of the text, audio-visual display, or performance as a whole is 

fictionally indeterminate. 

                                                 
14 The method by which I differentiate fiction from nonfiction is based on Ponech, What Is Non-Fiction Cinema?, 

31. 
15 Currie, Image and Mind, 265ï66. 
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One potential difficulty of Currieôs account, one he does not directly address, is that there 

are some embedded narrators, like the Governess of The Turn of the Screw, that readers are 

invited to imagine as being the author of a portion of the text they are reading. There are also 

some controlling narrators, like Humbert Humbert of Nabokovôs Lolita, who are not to be 

understood as the author of the entirety of the text with which readers engage. Humbert is not the 

fictional author of the psychologist John Ray Jrôs ñForeword,ò for instance. The difference 

between the Governess and Humbert is not merely a quantitative difference in the proportion of 

the text of which they are to be understood as authoring but also amounts to a difference in kind. 

Controlling narrators possess the resources, whether they utilize them or not, to marshal and 

direct the narrative-making activities of other agents. Embedded narrators, by contrast, only have 

control over their own narrative-making activities.16 

While controlling narrators are common in literature, few films invite spectators to 

imagine that a fictional character or characters are responsible for shooting and disseminating the 

film they are watching.17 Cinematic narrators are overwhelmingly of the embedded type, even 

when the narrator apparently exercises control over the audio-visual display. For example, All 

About Eve (Joseph L. Mankiewcz, 1950) begins with Addison DeWittôs commentary on Eveôs 

award ceremony, in which he appears to direct the camera to each personage as he introduces 

them, to put the diegetic sound on mute because he finds the wizened actorôs speech tedious and 

irrelevant, and to institute freeze-frame at the moment of Eveôs receipt of her award to allow 

himself more time to pontificate. It is also common to speak of characters controlling the audio-

visual display when it renders their mental cogitations, such as Lauraôs recollections of her 

romance with Alec in Brief Encounter (David Lean, 1945). Another familiar scenario is a 

                                                 
16 I thank Lloyd Whitesell for bringing the foregoing difficulties with Currieôs account to light and Trevor Ponech 

for pointing out that the difference between controlling and embedded narrators is not merely a quantitative matter. 
17 Currie, Image and Mind, 266. 
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character beginning to tell a story, and at a certain point, the audio-visual display cutting from 

the scene of narration to an audio-visual representation of the story. The embedded narrative may 

be fictional, as in The Princess Bride (Rob Reiner, 1987), or, more commonly, nonfictional, as is 

the case with Salieriôs confession in Amadeus (Milos Foreman, 1984) and the contradictory 

testimonies in Rashomon (Akira Kurosawa, 1950). Finally, in films like Letter from an Unknown 

Woman (Max Ophüls, 1948) and Journal dôun curé de campagne (Robert Bresson, 1951), the 

audio-visual display may represent the contents of a written narrative. 

Despite the control the aforementioned narrators appear to have, they are not controlling 

narrators because it is not fictionally true that they are responsible for making the film that 

spectators are watching.18 Admittedly, with movies like Annie Hall (Woody Allen, 1977), in 

which the filmmaker plays fast and loose with the fiction-nonfiction divide such that the 

narratorôs and filmmakerôs roles blur together, it may be tempting to regard the narrator/director-

surrogate character as the fictional author of the film. Yet, despite the resemblances between 

Alvie Singer and Woody Allen, it is not fictionally true of the former that he is a film director 

who has made a film about his love life. Thus, Alvie is not a controlling narrator. Given the 

requirements narrators in films must meet to be considered controlling narrators, it should come 

as no surprise that few examples of controlling cinematic narrators exist. Those that do come 

from films about the nature of cinema like F for Fake (Orson Welles, 1973), mockumentaries 

like This Is Spinal Tap (Rob Reiner, 1984), and films presented as the recovered footage of 

                                                 
18 Some scholars have argued that DeWitt should be construed as a controlling narrator. See, for example, Gaut, A 

Philosophy of Cinematic Art, 209ï11; Sarah Kozloff, Invisible Storytellers: Voice-over Narration in American 

Fiction Film (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 64ï68. I am in agreement with Mario Slugan, ñSome 

Thoughts on Controlling Fictional Narrators in Fiction Film,ò American Society for Aesthetics Graduate E-Journal 

6, no. 2 (2014), 4ï5, who points to evidence of the limits of DeWittôs control, such as the presence of nondiegetic 

music of which it is implausible to imagine DeWitt being the source. 
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charactersô documentary-making efforts, as in The Blair Witch Project (Eduardo Sánchez and 

Daniel Myrick, 1999). 

The narratorôs degree of characterization will also be a crucial factor in our discussion of 

purported narrators of films and operas. Unlike the previous distinctions, it is a gradational 

concept. At one extreme lie narrators like Humbert, about whom readers know a great deal. At 

the other are narrators like that of Herman Melvilleôs Billy Budd. Although readers may glean a 

sense of the narratorôs personality, style of communicating, values, and beliefs, they may never 

discover many other features of the narratorôs identity, such as his or her name, age, or gender. In 

some circumstances, it may be appropriate to imagine narrating agents that are even more 

radically ñeffacedò or ñelusive,ò whose skills and abilities bear little resemblance to those of any 

beings currently known to man.19 

2.2 Reexamining the Necessity of Narrators 

With some terminological gear in hand, it is possible to formulate with more care the 

question of whether all narratives have narrators. For any narrative in any medium, is it 

necessary for audiences to understand the story as being conveyed through a fictional act of 

telling or presenting? In light of the foregoing discussion, it is clear that such an agent would 

have to be a controlling narrator. The narration of embedded narrators, like Addison DeWitt in 

All About Eve, is subsumed within this other, controlling narratorôs act of narration. It is the 

controlling narrator who decides to begin his or her narrative with the embedded narration of Mr 

DeWitt and who determines that the audio-visual display should dutifully follow his pompous 

verbal introduction to the world of the theatre. 

                                                 
19 For the origin of these terms, see Ann Banfield, ñNarrative Style and the Grammar of Direct and Indirect Speech,ò 

Foundations of Language 10, no. 1 (1973), 1; George M. Wilson, ñElusive Narrators in Literature and Film,ò 

Philosophical Studies 135, no. 1 (2007): 73ï88.  
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Cases where the fictional narratorôs identity is made explicit and his character vividly 

represented are uncontroversial. The contentious issue is whether audiences invariably posit a 

fictional narrating agency for narratives that lack such explicit evidence. The debate has been 

most heated with regard to cinema. As shall become clear in the following section, fictional 

controlling narrators are just as rare in operas as they are in films. As such, opera scholars have 

much to gain from examining the debates on this topic in the philosophy of cinema. 

On the side in favour of the ubiquity or near ubiquity of fictional narrators, there are three 

primary lines of argumentation, the a priori or analytic argument put forth by Chatman, the 

ontological gap argument of Levinson, and George Wilsonôs phenomenological argument.20 

Since Wilsonôs argument is a direct response to arguments on the side of the opposition, I will 

defer the consideration of his work until after I have examined theirs. 

The a priori or analytic argument is so named because proponents thereof uphold an 

analytic connection between narratives and fictional narrators. In other words, they believe that if 

one knows that a work is a narrative, one can determine a priori (i.e., without examining the 

workôs particular features) that it has a fictional narrator. Or so goes a typical summary of 

Chatmanôs argument. There is more to it than that, however, as Katherine Thomson-Jonesôs 

digest makes evident: 

 1. Narration is the activity of telling or showing a story. 

 2. Every activity has an agent. 

 3. The agent of fiction narration is the narrator. 

So 4. All narrative fictions, including all narrative fiction films, have 

  narrators.21 

                                                 
20 The first two labels come from Kania, ñAgainst the Ubiquity of Fictional Narrators,ò 47ï48. The last comes 

directly from Wilson, Seeing Fictions in Film, 121. 
21 Katherine Thomson-Jones, ñThe Literary Origins of the Cinematic Narrator,ò British Journal of Aesthetics 47, no. 

1 (2007), 83. For Chatmanôs original argument, see Coming to Terms, 115ï16. 
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With Premises 1 and 2, Chatman identifies what is incoherent about David Bordwellôs 

suggestion that we can talk about the narration itself (or, in the Russian formalist terms he 

employs, the syuzhet) performing actions like suppressing information.22 Premises 1 and 2 are 

unassailable. The problem with Chatmanôs argument lies in Premise 3, which contains the 

groundless assumption that an agent responsible for narrating a fictional story must be a fictional 

entity. Even if this proposition were true, its truth would need to be demonstrated. 

That is precisely what Levinson has endeavoured to do. The following is my own 

summary of his argument: 

 1. It is reasonable to expect an answer to the question of how audiences  

  gain epistemic access to the fictional world of a narrative. 

 2. There exists an ontological gap between the fictional world and the  

  real world. 

 3. The agent responsible for providing audiences access to the fictional  

  world must be on the same side of the gap as the characters and events  

  of which he narrates. 

 4. Authors, either real or implied, are on the other side of the gap. 

Thus 5. The narrating agent must have the status of fictionality. 

So 6. All fictional narratives have fictional narrators.23 

As Andrew Kania has countered, even if Premise 1 were correct and Premise 2 were to pose a 

legitimate epistemic problem for story comprehension (neither of which is established by 

Levinsonôs discussion), Premise 3 does not solve the problem of the ontological gap.24 If there 

exists an ontological gap between the real world and the fictional world such that the author 

cannot tell or show the fictional, it is not clear how a fictional agent would have an easier time 

traversing said gap. It makes more sense that the author would be able to do so, since works of 

fiction are part of our world but our world is not part of all fictional worlds. 

                                                 
22 Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film, 62. This critique has been raised by Chatman, Coming to Terms, 127ï28; 

Currie, Image and Mind, 247ï49; Gaut, A Philosophy of Cinematic Art, 200. 
23 Levinson, ñFilm Music and Narrative Agency,ò 149ï50. 
24 Kania, ñAgainst the Ubiquity of Fictional Narrators,ò 51. 
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The number of philosophers who have opposed the ubiquity thesis makes a 

comprehensive list impractical. The most notable include Currie, David Davies, Gaut, Kania, and 

Thomson-Jones. Although each has taken issue with different aspects of the arguments on the 

ñproò side, they all share a commitment to the idea that postulating a fictional narrator should not 

be decided a priori. Whether a given narrative has a fictional narrator depends on the features of 

that narrative, not on any general truths about narration tout court or narration in any particular 

medium.25 

Another problem, most extensively probed by Gaut, is the fact that positing narrators in 

films generates silly questions like Why donôt the lovers notice that thereôs a camera inches from 

their faces as they embrace? or How did someone make a motion-picture recording of fictional 

events that take place before the invention of cinema?26 Some narratives require us to imagine 

impossible scenarios, but, according to Gaut, if positing a fictional narrator generates silly 

questions that detract from our appreciation of the work, and there is no compelling reason to do 

so, we should refrain from doing so. Given the legitimacy of Premises 1 and 2 of the a priori 

argument, it may appear as if we have a compelling reason to posit a fictional narrator in every 

narrative. Since narration is an action, there must be an agent responsible for that action. 

However, as Gaut and Kania have argued, what follows from Premises 1 and 2 of Chatmanôs 

argument is the necessity for the narrative to have an author, not for it to have a fictional 

                                                 
25 Statements to this effect have been made by Currie, Narratives and Narrators, 69; David Davies, ñEluding 

Wilsonôs óElusive Narrators,ôò Philosophical Studies 147, no. 3 (2010), 393; Kania, ñAgainst the Ubiquity of 

Fictional Narrators,ò 52; Thomson-Jones, ñThe Literary Origins of the Cinematic Narrator,ò 94. 
26 Gaut, A Philosophy of Cinematic Art, 213. I employ the phrase ñsilly questionò in Kendall Waltonôs sense. 

Walton, Mimesis as Make-Believe, sec. 4.5. Silly questions are those that distract from ñthe workôs real qualities and 

purpose.ò Currie, Narratives and Narrators, 59. 
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narrator.27 They contend that Chatman and Levinson err in their rejection of the possibility that 

the author could function as the narrativeôs teller or presenter. 

Wilsonôs recent defense of the ñtimid and helplessò creatures he calls ñelusive narratorsò 

shares much in common with arguments put forth by his colleagues on the opposition.28 Like 

them, he opposes a priori arguments like Chatmanôs and Levinsonôs. His reason for supporting 

the near ubiquity of narrators is phenomenological. It is part of normative games of make-believe 

that we learn about what is true in the story from a fictional entity.29 In the case of film, the 

normative mode of engagement involves imagining seeing naturally iconic images of fictional 

characters and events.30 Since our access to the fictional world is mediated, there must be a 

corresponding act of fictional showing performed by a fictional entity. But for Wilson, unlike for 

other cinema theorists like Christian Metz, this entity is less an agent than a fictive device or 

mechanism.31 In response to cries of absurdity, voiced most vociferously by Currie, Wilson 

explains that the mechanics of this primitive cinematic-narrating-agencyôs activity are fictionally 

indeterminate, just as it is fictionally indeterminate how Huck, in The Adventures of Huckleberry 

                                                 
27 Gaut, A Philosophy of Cinematic Art, 201; Kania, ñAgainst the Ubiquity of Fictional Narrators,ò 48. One point of 

divergence between scholars is whether the author referred to in this sentence is the real author or the implied 

author. Kania, ñAgainst the Ubiquity of Fictional Narrators,ò 52, refers to the former but many others believe that 

the implied author is more appropriate in some cases. See, for example, Currie, Narratives and Narrators, sec, 4.2; 

Gaut, A Philosophy of Cinematic Art, 200; Thomson-Jones, ñThe Literary Origins of the Cinematic Narrator,ò 81. 
28 Wilson, ñElusive Narrators in Literature and Film,ò 77. Wilson was against the cinematic narrator in Narration in 

Light, 134, but made an about-face in ñLe Grand Imagier Steps Out: The Primitive Basis of Film Narration,ò 

Philosophical Topics 25, no. 1 (1997): 295ï318, which became chap. 2 of Seeing Fictions in Film, and ñElusive 

Narrators in Literature and Film,ò which became chaps. 5ï6. Subsequent references to these essays will be to their 

revised versions in Seeing Fictions in Film. 
29 Wilson, Seeing Fictions in Film, 117. 
30 The qualifier ñnaturally iconicò specifies that the images possess natural counterfactual dependence, which is to 

say that their properties do not depend on anyoneôs intentions, beliefs, or desires. Unaltered photographically-

produced images display natural counterfactual dependence; paintings do not. Wilson uses the term ñimagesò 

instead of ñmotion-picture shotsò because he wants to avoid the stipulation that the images were produced with a 

motion-picture camera. Ibid., 47. 
31 Compare Christian Metz, ñNotes Toward a Phenomenology of the Narrative,ò in Film Language: A Semiotics of 

the Cinema, trans. Michael Taylor (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974), 20ï21; Wilson, Seeing Fictions in 

Film, chap. 2. 
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Finn, managed to write a 300-page memoir despite being barely literate and unable to bear the 

thought of sitting still for long periods of time.32 

Wilsonôs claim that his argument is not grounded in a priori assumptions about the nature 

of narration like those of Chatman and Levinson, and thus escapes the critiques levied against 

them, is questionable. Wilson states that Chatman is wrong to suppose that the act of telling or 

showing a fictional story necessitates an act of fictional telling or showing, but, in effect, that is 

precisely what Wilson is arguing. Reviewing Kaniaôs suggestion that Graham Greene is both 

author and narrator of his novel The Heart of the Matter, Wilson rejects on principle the idea that 

any real person can tell or show the fictional. Rather, according to Wilson, what we ought to 

imagine about narratives that are apparently narrated by their authors is that a fictional version of 

the author tells the story as actual.33 Wilsonôs rejection of the possibility that real persons can tell 

or show the fictional poses problems for how he would characterize the experience of the few 

examples he provides of narratives that involve no fictional act of narration, such as his 

hypothetical example of a hand-shadowed show about a hawk and mole and Ivy Compton 

Burnettôs novel The Present and the Past, which consists entirely of dialogue.34 If there is no 

fictional act of narration, and the worksô authors cannot function as the storyôs teller or presenter, 

it is unclear how Wilson proposes we understand the narration of these works. 

In the debate on the logical necessity of narrators, I side with the opposition. Like them, I 

do not believe that there is any weight to arguments attempting to prove that fictional 

storytelling, by definition, requires a fictional act of telling or showing. The question of whether 

                                                 
32 Currie, Image and Mind, chap. 7; Wilson, Seeing Fictions in Film, 46ï47. The Huckleberry Finn example comes 

from David Hills, cited in Wilson, Seeing Fictions in Film, 44m.28. 
33 Wilson, Seeing Fictions in Film, 115. 
34 Ibid., 112, 32. 
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a given narrative has a fictional narrator must be decided on a case-by-case basis. So, in 

examining whether operas have fictional narrators, it is time to look at some cases. 

2.3 Explicit Fictional Narrators in Opera 

Many operas have fictional narrators. Any time a character tells a story, either fictional or 

nonfictional, he or she is acting in such a capacity. For cinema, taxonomies of different kinds of 

narrators have already been proposed.35 Since the terrain is uncharted for opera, I will take a bit 

of time to define some of the most common types.36 

Before doing so, it will be important to recall that the study of the performing arts may be 

directed towards two kinds of works, works-for-performance and work-performances. Works-

for-performance and work-performances necessarily differ with respect to their properties. A 

work-for-performance possesses far fewer properties than any of its work-performances, a 

situation that allows works-for-performance to give rise to many different but equally legitimate 

work-performances. Accordingly, it is possible that a work-for-performance lacking an explicit 

fictional narrator may be given a performance that has such a narrator, a possibility I shall 

explore in Chapter 5. In this chapter, unless otherwise specified, I will be discussing what is 

fictionally true in works-for-performance, as conceived by their creators and detailed in their 

performing instructions, not about what is fictionally true in any particular work-performances. 

                                                 
35 See, for example, Avrom Fleischman, Narrated Films: Storytelling Situations in Cinema History (Baltimore and 

London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), 71ï72. 
36 Abbate, Unsung Voices, chap. 3, constitutes the most extensive treatment of the topic, but she limits her 

discussion to only one of the types of narrator I will identify in this section, a fictional character who tells a story to 

other fictional characters. Within this type, Abbate focuses on the subcategory of the mise-en-abyme song. 
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2.3.1 Character-to-Character Storytelling  

By far the most commonplace storytelling situation is that of a character telling a story, 

either fictional or nonfictional, to other characters. Most often, the story is told as fact for the 

purpose of apprising other characters about past events, and thus constitutes a nonfictional story 

within the context of the fictional world. Examples include Tannhäuser recounting to Wolfram 

his journey to Rome (Tannhäuser Act III Scene 3), Isolde revealing to Brangäne her prior history 

with ñTantrisò (Tristan Act I Scene 3), and Gurnemanz explaining to his young squires why 

Amfortasôs wound never heals (Parsifal Act I Scene 1). Although Wagner is the composer most 

notorious for his predilection for backstory narrations, such scenes do occur in operas by other 

composers. Verdiôs Il trovatore is another opera unusually preoccupied with the past, 

specifically, the death of Azucenaôs mother and Azucenaôs kidnapping and supposed killing of 

the Countôs brother.37 The opera juxtaposes two opposing versions of these events, first that 

narrated by Ferrando, captain of the Countôs army, and then Azucenaôs account, told to Manrico, 

the man believed to be her son (Act I Scene 1 and Act II Scene 1, respectively). 

The function of scenes of narration has been debated at length in Wagner scholarship, in 

large part because Wagner-the-opera-theorist explicitly opposed such dramaturgical tactics. One 

of his stated motivations for expanding his initial idea for the Ring cycle, Siegfrieds Tod, into a 

tetralogy was to replace all of the instances of Erzählung (narration) with Darstellung (dramatic 

enactment).38 As is well known, the plan Wagner actually executed resulted in the addition rather 

than the subtraction of narration, and not just in Das Rheingold; Götterdämmerung contains the 

                                                 
37 The unusual number of narrations in Il trovatore was a subject the librettist Salvadore Cammarano took up with 

the composer, in response to Verdiôs demand for yet another: ñDo you want Manriqueôs [Manricoôs] dream 

narrative? (Remember that we will have three narratives in this opera!).ò Letter from Cammarano to Verdi; in 

Martin Chusid, Verdiôs Il trovatore: The Quintessential Italian Melodrama (Rochester: University of Rochester 

Press, 2012), 22. Verdi abandoned the dream narrative idea. 
38 Refer to Daniel H. Foster, Wagnerôs Ring Cycle and the Greeks (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 

52ï53, for an explanation for why Wagner preferred enactment to narration. 
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most expository scenes of them all.39 From the perspective of Wagnerôs creative process and the 

relationship between his theory and his artistic practice, Wagnerôs backstory narrations are 

fascinating, but from a narratological point of view they are not especially vexing. Tannhäuser, 

Isolde, Gurnemanz, Ferrando, and Azucena are all unambiguous examples of embedded 

narrators. The same applies to the related phenomenon of mise-en-abyme songs, folk narrative 

ballads through which characters tell fictional stories that bear a striking resemblance to that of 

the opera of which they are a part.40 

There is at least one question arising from such examples deserving theoretical scrutiny, 

namely, what we ought to imagine about the provenance of the orchestral music. In most of the 

aforementioned cases, the orchestra performs a crucial role in conveying the characterôs story, 

such as recalling or introducing musical motivic material that corresponds to the primary 

characters, events, places, and ideas of the narrative. Are we to imagine that the characters 

exercise control over the orchestral music? In Abbateôs analysis of Wotanôs monologue in Die 

Walküre Act II Scene 2, she states that the uncharacteristic tautologies marking the orchestral 

accompaniment indicate that ñthe music comes from Wotan. There is no untainted or external 

                                                 
39 For example, the Norns recapitulate the salient events of the previous operas in the Prologue; Hagen tells Gunther 

the story of Siegfriedôs conception, defeat of Fafner, and wooing of Br¿nnhilde; Waltraute describes to Br¿nnhilde 

her fatherôs worrisome behaviour; and Siegfried entertains Hagen and company with tales of his youthful 

adventures. Scholars offering explanations of Wagnerôs creative decisions in this regard include Abbate, Unsung 

Voices, 161; Sandra Corse, ñThe Voice of Authority in Wagnerôs Ring,ò in New Studies in Richard Wagnerôs óThe 

Ring of the Nibelung,ô ed. Herbert Richardson (Newiston: Edwin Mellen, 1991): 19ï38, especially 20; David J. 

Levin, Richard Wagner, Fritz Lang, and the Nibelungen: The Dramaturgy of Disavowal (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1998), 11; James Treadwell, ñThe Ring and the Conditions of Interpretation: Wagnerôs Writing, 

1848 to 1852,ò Cambridge Opera Journal 7, no. 3 (1995), 230ï31. For an overview, refer to Foster, Wagnerôs Ring 

Cycle and the Greeks, 58ï60. 
40 Examples include Pedrilloôs Romanze in Mozartôs Die Entführung aus dem Serail, Emmyôs Romanza from 

Marschnerôs Der Vampyr, the Ballad sung by Rimbaud in Meyerbeerôs Robert le diable, Sentaôs Ballad in Der 

fliegende Holländer, Lakm®ôs Bell Song from Delibesôs Lakmé, and the Ballad in Brittenôs Owen Wingrave. All 

save the last are mentioned by Abbate, Unsung Voices, chap. 3. 
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musical narrator.ò41 Cone has argued that the default situation in opera is for characters to author 

their accompaniments.42 Most recently, Matt Baileyshea has pointed to instances in the Ring 

where ñcharacters are understood to exert direct control over the orchestra,ò using it as a ñtool 

for power and persuasion.ò43 In response to the foregoing suggestions, I argue that it is important 

to distinguish between examples where it is appropriate to imagine that the character composed 

the orchestral music, such as the guitar-like accompaniment to Don Giovanniôs ñDeh, vieni alla 

finestra,ò and others, like Wotanôs monologue, where the orchestral music assists in the 

characterôs act of narration but where it is fictionally indeterminate how it does so and who its 

author is. In the case Abbate cites, Wotan appears to exercise control over the orchestra, but 

there is no evidence to indicate that we ought to imagine that he authored the orchestral music. In 

this way, Wotanôs relationship to the orchestral music is analogous to that of Addison DeWitt to 

the audio-visual display at the beginning of All About Eve. 

2.3.2 Greek Choruses 

The most time-honoured, though still rare, form of narrator in opera is the Greek chorus, 

a feature that harkens back to operaôs origins as a reimagining of Greek tragedy. The Greek-

chorus-type narrator may be an individual or a group who offer(s) moment-by-moment 

commentary on the events of the story without intervening in the course of those events. At least 

that is the typical scenario. As we shall see, there are some exceptions to the non-involvement 

rule. 

                                                 
41 Ibid., 201. I also contest the claim that the tautological use of leitmotifs is uncommon in the Ring, but that is a 

topic to pursue on another occasion, as Abbateôs claim that we should regard Wotan as exerting control over the 

orchestra does not hinge on its legitimacy. 
42 Cone first suggested this idea in ñThe World of Opera and Its Inhabitants,ò 136ï37. Kivy, ñOpera Talk,ò 73ï77, 

seconds Coneôs suggestion, with some qualifications. I argue against Cone and Kivy in ñOpera Singing and 

Fictional Truth,ò 84ï85. 
43 Matt Baileyshea, ñThe Struggle for Orchestral Control: Power, Dialogue, and the Role of the Orchestra in 

Wagnerôs Ring,ò 19th-Century Music 31, no. 1 (2007), 4. 
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The tradition has continued into the modern era with works like Stravinskyôs Oedipus 

Rex, an adaptation of Sophoclesôs play, containing not only a Greek chorus, perversely singing in 

Latin, but also a Speaker who performs an analogous function in a language intelligible to the 

audience. Brittenôs The Rape of Lucretia, an adaptation of André Obeyôs play Le viol de Lucrèce 

(1931), contains a Male and Female Chorus (performed by individual singers), who provide 

additional details of setting and characterization; accounts of portions of the action that cannot be 

represented onstage, such as Tarquiniusôs ride to Rome; and, most controversially, an 

anachronistic Christian interpretation of the story. 

The opera begins with the Chorusesô recounting of relevant extracts from Roman history, 

which, according to the stage directions, they are to read from books.44 Even if the 

aforementioned directions are not acted upon in performance, the Chorusesô references to Christ 

indicate that they exist in a different fictional world than the other characters, a world in which 

Christianity has been founded and Lucretiaôs rape has entered the history books. The Chorusesô 

omniscience is a significant departure from Obeyôs play, where they are no more apprised of 

future events than the other characters. The difference is most notable when one compares the 

worksô respective representations of the factors motivating Tarquiniusôs decision to visit Lucretia 

in Rome. Obeyôs male narrator expresses fear and confusion about Tarquiniusôs actions.45 When 

he realizes Tarquiniusôs intended destination, he is unpleasantly surprised and speculates about 

the princeôs intentions without successfully divining them: 

  

                                                 
44 Ronald Duncan, Libretto to The Rape of Lucretia, in The Operas of Benjamin Britten: The Complete Librettos 

Illustrated with Designs of the First Productions, ed. David Herbert (New York: Columbia University Press, 1979), 

117. 
45 For example, the male narrator asks ñO½ va-t-il?ò (Where is he going?). Andr® Obey, Le viol de Lucrèce (Paris: 

Nouvelles editions latines, 1931), 24. 
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My God! He resumes galloping! Heôs going to Rome! He just shouted it while 

whipping his exhausted horse. To Rome! To Rome! Itôs senseless! Is he 

deserting? é Is he conspiring? é Is he betraying? é Is someone waiting for 

him? é Will he surprise? é Tarquinius in Rome like last night! But all alone 

tonight! é And why tonight?46 

When he finally figures out Tarquiniusôs intended course of action, he shudders with anxiety, 

and attempts to persuade Tarquinius against it.47 

By contrast, Britten and his librettist Ronald Duncan portray the Male Chorus as an 

instigator in Tarquiniusôs behaviour. Junius is the first to taunt Tarquinius, but Tarquinius does 

not take the bait until the Male Chorus applies more pressure after Junius has retired for the 

evening: 

Tarquinius does not dare,  

When Tarquinius does not desire;  

But I am the Prince of Rome  

And Lucretiaôs eyes my Empire.  

It is not far to Rome é  

Oh, go to bed, Tarquinius é  

The lights of Rome are beckoning é  

The city sleeps. Collatinus sleeps.  

Lucretia! Lucretia!48  

With lines 1ï2, the Male Chorus provides commentary on Tarquiniusôs nature, but with lines 3ï

4, he gives voice to Tarquiniusôs thoughts. After this point, it is ambiguous which of the two 

functions the Chorus is performing. Indeed, it is possible that he may be performing both if we 

think of him as planting thoughts in Tarquiniusôs mind. Brittenôs musical setting, particularly the 

                                                 
46 ñMordieu! Il reprend le galop! Côest ¨ Rome quôil va! Il vient de le hurler en cravachant son cheval fourbu. À 

Rome! ê Rome! Côest insens®! Est-ce quôil d®serte? é Est-ce quôil conspire? é Est-ce quôil trahit? é Est-ce quôon 

lôattend? é Va-t-il surprendre? é Tarquin ¨ Rome, comme hier soir! Mais tout seul ce soir! é Et pourquoi ce 

soir?ò (Ellipses in the original.) Ibid., 26. 
47 The stage directions are as follows: ñLe R®citante tressaille. Puis, avec angoisse.ò Ibid., 35. The male narrator 

asks him, ñDôailleurs, quôest-ce que tu gagnes si tu obtiens ce que tu cherches? Un rêve, un souffle, la billevesée 

dôune jouissance ®ph®m¯re. Qui donc, pour atteindre une grappe, voudrait d®truire la vigne? Quel est lôhomme assez 

insens®?ò (Besides, what do you gain if you obtain that for which you search? A dream, a whim, the nonsense of 

ephemeral pleasure. To attain a grape, would you destroy the vine? What man is so foolish?) Ibid., 38. 
48 Duncan, Libretto to The Rape of Lucretia, in Herbert, The Operas of Benjamin Britten, 120. Juniusôs taunting is 

also absent from Obeyôs play. Obey, Le viol de Lucrèce, 20ï21, represents Tarquiniusôs decision to go to Rome as 

unmotivated by Juniusôs actions. 
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alluring manner in which the final line is set, supports the interpretation of the Male Chorus as 

enticing Tarquinius into action. Earlier in the scene, Britten associated Lucretiaôs name with a 

quintuplet motive (Ex. 2.1a). Initially, it performs an ornamental function. But almost 

immediately after its introduction, it begins pervading the musical texture like sonic wallpaper, 

representing Tarquiniusôs growing obsession with Colatinusôs wife. In the Male Chorusôs 

speech, the rhythmic augmentation to which Britten subjects the motive brings out its melodic 

qualities, and in so doing, exploits its slinky chromaticism and contour (Ex. 2.1b). Seemingly in 

direct response to the Male Chorusôs seductive strains, Tarquinius calls for his horse and ñgoes 

off with sudden resolution,ò according to the libretto.49 

Ex. 2.1a: Introduction of the Lucretia motive (Rape of Lucretia, Act I Scene 1) 

 

The Rape of Lucretia, op. 37 by Benjamin Britten, Ronald Duncan, Andre Obey 

© Copyright 1946, 1947 by Hawkes & Son (London) Ltd. 

Reprinted by permission. 

Ex. 2.1b: The Male Chorusôs seductive strains (Rape of Lucretia, Act I Scene 1) 

 

Despite the Chorusesô omniscience and the Male Chorusôs apparent influence over 

Tarquiniusôs thoughts and actions, there is nothing to suggest that the Choruses are responsible 

                                                 
49 Duncan, Libretto to The Rape of Lucretia, in Herbert, The Operas of Benjamin Britten, 120. 
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for presenting the opera to us. Thus, they are not controlling narrators. Calling them embedded 

narrators may not seem appropriate because the Choruses are external to the fictional world of 

Lucretia et al. Furthermore, they are higher-order entities vis-à-vis Lucretia et al., since they have 

epistemic access to their world and seem to exert influence over them, while the reverse is not 

true. Yet, one is not invited to imagine that the Choruses are the fictional authors of opera 

performance we are watching. As such, they are embedded narrators. 

2.3.3 Frame Narrators 

When librettists and composers began pillaging novels and short stories for their sources, 

the frame narrator infiltrated opera. This type of narrator appears at the beginning and end of an 

opera, representing the commencement and conclusion of an extended storytelling act or private 

reminiscence, of which spectators are to imagine the middle portion is a representation. Frame 

narrators begin appearing on the operatic stage in the nineteenth century. In Jacques Offenbachôs 

Les contes dôHoffmann, an adaptation of three short stories by E. T. A. Hoffmann, a fictional 

version of Hoffmann regales the patrons of a tavern with tales of his lifeôs three great loves.50 

Similar to storytelling situations in movies like The Princess Bride and Amadeus, spectators are 

to imagine that the performance of Acts IIïIV is a representation of the contents of Hoffmannôs 

verbal telling. 

If Wagner takes home the award for most backstory narrations, Britten would win in the 

category of frame narrators. Given that Brittenôs partner Peter Pears made his debut as a 

professional opera singer in the title role of Les contes dôHoffmann, it is certain that Britten was 

                                                 
50 Acts IIïIV were based on ñDer Sandmannò (1816), ñRath Krespelò (1818), and ñDas verlorene Spiegelbildò 

(1814), respectively. The aria ñChanson de Kleinzachò from Act I is based on ñKlein Zaches, genannt Zinnoberò 

(1819). 
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well acquainted with Offenbachôs work.51 He went on to compose several more frame-narrator 

roles for Pears, including the Narrator (doubling as Quint) in The Turn of the Screw and Vere in 

Billy Budd. 

Although most operas that have frame narrators are adaptations of literary works, not all 

operatic adaptations of literature contain frame narrators. Most librettists discard framing devices 

in the process of adapting a work of literature to the medium of opera. Thus, one question that 

arises from examples in which the frame is retained is why one would import a literary conceit 

into an opera. One aim suggested by Les contes dôHoffmann is a desire to draw attention to oneôs 

source to ensure audiences appreciate the opera as an adaptation. Another suggested by The Turn 

of the Screw is a desire to imbue the opera with ambiguity by raising the possibility of unreliable 

narration. 

Jamesôs short story must be the most commonly cited example of unreliable narration in 

all of English literature. It concerns a young woman who assumes a post as governess of two 

children, Miles and Flora, in a country house called Bly. The Governess becomes convinced that 

Bly is haunted by the ghosts of her predecessor and Quint, a valet suspected of having an 

inappropriately ñfreeò relationship with Miles.52 She attempts to protect the children against the 

corrupting influence of the ghosts, but the story ends with Miles dying in her arms of an 

indeterminate cause. At the time of the operaôs composition, the question of whether The Turn of 

                                                 
51 Christopher Headington, Peter Pears: A Biography (London: Faber, 1992), 116ï17. Britten praises Pearsôs 

performance in Hoffmann in a letter to Beata Mayer, 17 May 1942, in Letters from a Life: The Selected Letters of 

Benjamin Britten, 1913ï1976, eds. Mervyn Cooke, Donald Mitchell, and Philip Reed (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1991ï

2012), 1:1052. 
52 Henry James, The Turn of the Screw, in The Turn of the Screw and Other Stories, ed. T. J. Lustig (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1992), 150. 
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the Screw is a ghost story or one about female sexual repression resulting in psychosis was hotly 

debated by literature scholars.53 

Chief contributor to the ambiguity of Jamesôs short story is the elaborate way in which it 

is framed. First, there is an unidentified narrator who tells readers that he was present at an oral 

reading of a real womanôs account of a haunting during her first post as governess. The narrator 

on this occasion was a man by the name of Douglas, who later bequeathed to the unidentified 

narrator the governessôs written account on which his oral narration was purportedly based. 

Readers are invited to imagine that the text they are readingðexcluding the initial framing 

chapterðis an ñexact transcriptò the unidentified narrator made of the account Douglas gave 

him.54 However, given the number of hands through which the governessôs account had passed, 

there is some doubt about whether readers enjoy unadulterated access to that account, doubt that 

is further exacerbated by Douglasôs insinuation of a romantic relationship between himself and 

the Governess.55 James expended considerable effort building not only anticipation but also the 

                                                 
53 The first critic to publish an interpretation that called into question the Governessôs sanity was Edna Kenton, 

ñHenry James to the Ruminant Reader: The Turn of the Screw,ò Arts 6 (November 1924): 245ï55; reprinted in A 

Casebook on Henry Jamesôs ñThe Turn of the Screwò, ed. Gerald Willen (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell 

Company, 1960): 102ï14. The most frequently cited interpretation is Edmund Wilson, ñThe Ambiguity of Henry 

James,ò originally published in Hound & Horn 7 (AprilïJune 1934): 385ï406; revised in his The Triple Thinkers 

(1938); revised again for the 1948 edition; reprinted with a new postscript in Willen, A Casebook on Henry Jamesôs 

ñThe Turn of the Screwò, 115ï53. Piperôs awareness of Freudian interpretations is revealed in ñWriting for Britten,ò 

in Herbert, The Operas of Benjamin Britten, 12. 

Critics who have argued against the Freudian reading, citing not only features of the short story but also 

Jamesôs statements about his work include Oliver Evans, ñJamesôs Air of Evil,ò Partisan Review 16, no. 2 (February 

1949): 175ï87; reprinted in Willen, A Casebook on Henry Jamesôs ñThe Turn of the Screwò, 200ï11; Nathan 

Bryllion Fagin, ñAnother Reading of the Turn of the Screw,ò Modern Language Notes 56, no. 3 (March 1941): 196ï

202; reprinted in Willen, A Casebook on Henry Jamesôs ñThe Turn of the Screwò, 154ï49; Robert B. Heilman, ñThe 

Freudian Reading of The Turn of the Screw,ò Modern Language Notes 62, no. 7 (1947): 433ï45; reprinted in The 

Turn of the Screw: Authoritative Text, Contexts, Criticism, 2nd ed., eds. Deborah Esch and Jonathan Warren, (New 

York: Norton, 1999): 177ï84; Glenn A. Reed, ñAnother Turn on Jamesôs óThe Turn of the Screw,ôò American 

Literature 10 (January 1949): 413ï23; reprinted in Willen, A Casebook on Henry Jamesôs ñThe Turn of the Screwò, 

189ï99; A. J. A. Waldock, ñMr. Edmund Wilson and The Turn of the Screw,ò Modern Language Notes 62, no. 5 

(May 1947): 331ï34; reprinted in Willen, A Casebook on Henry Jamesôs ñThe Turn of the Screwò, 171ï73. The 

foregoing items represent only a selection of publications that predate the composition of the opera. 
54 James, ñThe Turn of the Screw,ò 119. 
55 Ibid., 117ï18. 
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possibility for unreliable narration in the first chapter of his short story. At the other end, James 

cut off the narrative at the death of Miles, leaving the frame incomplete. 

The operaôs frame is similar but made somewhat less byzantine by the subtraction of one 

of Jamesôs layers of mediation (Fig. 2.1). 

Fig. 2.1: Comparison of the framing of Jamesôs short story and Britten and Piperôs opera 

James  Britten & Piper 

An unnamed narrator has made a transcript of 

 Douglasôs oral reading of An unnamed narrator is in possession of 

  the Governessôs story.    the Governessôs story. 

The opera commences with a Prologue in which a man, in a direct address to the audience, sets 

the stage in the following manner: 

It is a curious story. 

I have it written in faded inkða womanôs hand, 

governess to two childrenðlong ago.56 

Vis-à-vis the Governessôs account, the Narrator is in a similar position as Jamesôs Douglas. 

Musically, Britten sets the frame apart from the remainder of the opera with an anachronistic 

gesture towards the days when scenes of narration would have been performed as secco 

recitative; for example, the Act I Trio of Le nozze di Figaro, which lapses into recitative when 

the Count recounts finding Cherubino under a table at Barbarinaôs house.57 The orchestra enters 

surreptitiously at the Narratorôs last line that relays the Governessôs reply to the Guardianôs 

conditions: ñóI will,ô she said.ò 

Many commentators have argued that Brittenôs insistence that the ghosts sing 

semantically meaningful utterances and appear on stage, even when the Governess is absent 

                                                 
56 Myfanwy Piper, Libretto to The Turn of the Screw, in Herbert, The Operas of Benjamin Britten, 233. 
57 Abbate discusses this moment in Unsung Voices, 63ï67, and the use of recitative for narration more generally. 



  2  NARRATORS &  NARRATION 90 

(e.g., at the beginnings of Act I Scene 8 and Act II Scene 1), renders the opera less ambiguous 

than Jamesôs short story, since these features supposedly prove that the ghosts are not a product 

of the Governessôs mind.58 Representative is David Clippingerôs statement that ñthe decision to 

óstageô the ghostsðgiving them voice and presenceðerases a point of central ambiguity in 

Jamesôs text by stabilizing the uncertainty of the ghosts.ò59 However, this view ignores the 

operaôs Prologue, which strongly suggests to spectators that they imagine that the rest of the 

opera is a representation of the Governessôs account. As such, she would be its narrator. If the 

Governess is the source of everything that spectators are seeing and hearing, it is possible that 

what they are seeing and hearing is a representation of her hallucinations, delusions, or 

imaginings, which could very well include private conversations between the ghosts. 

One explanation for the operaôs frame may be the adaptersô desire to be faithful to their 

source in preserving its notorious ambiguity. Significantly, the decision to include a frame was 

made by Britten long after he had begun composition. Britten initially broached the subject to 

Piper as a response to the fear, shared with his director Basil Coleman, that the opera would be 

too short. However, the letterôs postscript suggests that one should treat Brittenôs disappointingly 

mundane explanation with a certain amount of scepticism. Britten signs off: ñI donôt want it to 

sound as if the proposed alteration comes only because the piece might be too short, because it 

has been in my head for some little time ï ï a prologue? é the interview or the ghost-story 

                                                 
58 Piper, ñWriting for Britten,ò 9, recalls that ñBritten was determined that they [the ghosts] should singðand sing 

words (no nice anonymous, supernatural humming or groaning).ò 
59 David Clippinger, ñThe Hidden Life: Benjamin Brittenôs Homoerotic Reading of Henry Jamesôs The Turn of the 

Screw,ò in Literature and Musical Adaptation, ed. Michael J. Meyer (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2002), 137. Similar 

statements have been made by Jennifer Barnes, Television Opera: The Fall of Opera Commissioned for Television 

(Rochester: Boydell, 2003), 50; Michelle Deutsch, ñCeremonies of Innocence: Men, Boys and Women in The Turn 

of the Screw,ò in Henry James on Stage and Screen, ed. John R. Bradley (New York: Palgrave, 2000), 82; Patricia 

Howard, ñMyfanwy Piperôs The Turn of the Screw: Libretto and Synopsis,ò in Benjamin Britten: The Turn of the 

Screw, ed. Patricia Howard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 23ï24; Gary Tomlinson, Metaphysical 

Song: An Essay on Opera (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 155ï56. For an argument that the opera is 

as ambiguous as the short story, see Rupprecht, Brittenôs Musical Language, chap. 4, especially 180ï81. 
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party? possibly spoken? But I wonôt whet your imagination any more.ò60 Whatever Brittenôs 

precise reasons for including the Prologue, its effect on the epistemic structure of the opera is 

profound, a fact of which it is difficult to imagine Britten being entirely unaware. 

While the Prologue was one of the last additions to The Turn of the Screw, the frame of 

Billy Budd was one of the first made by Britten and his librettists E. M. Forster and Eric 

Crozier.61 Their decision is all the more surprising given that it was not evidently motivated by 

the narrative structure of Melvilleôs novel. Vere is captain of a British naval ship during the 

French wars of 1797. His evil Master-at-arms Claggart wrongfully accuses the young, handsome 

sailor Billy of planning a mutiny. Billyôs speech impediment prevents him from speaking out 

against Claggartôs groundless claim. He expresses himself in the only way he is able: striking 

Claggart, accidently killing him. As captain, Vere is faced with the moral dilemma of following 

the rule of law and sentencing Billy to death, or doing what he feels to be right, which would be 

to save Billy, whom he knows to be the best and most loyal of his men. He chooses the former. 

Billyôs last act is to bless the man who has condemned him to death. 

In Melvilleôs novel, Vere is not the narrator. He does not even live to be the age at which 

he appears in the operaôs framing scenes. But that is not to say that there is nothing in Melville 

that may have served as inspiration for the operaôs frame. Melville goes out of his way to draw 

attention to the gaps in his narratorôs knowledge and the extent to which the narratorôs narration 

is based on mere speculation. Most famously, at the crucial scene of Vereôs private interview 

with Billy, the narrator remarks: ñBeyond the communication of the sentence, what took place at 

                                                 
60 Letter from Britten to Myfanwy Piper, 12 April 1954, in Cooke, Reed, and Mitchell, Letters from a Life, 4:236. 
61 It was made during the collaboratorsô January 1949 meeting at Brittenôs home in Aldeburgh, during which they 

produced the first synopsis of the opera. By 27 January, Forster wrote to Britten with a first draft of the Prologue. 

Philip Reed, ñFrom First Thoughts to First Night: A Billy Budd Chronology,ò in Benjamin Britten: Billy Budd, eds. 

Mervyn Cooke and Philip Reed (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 47ï49. Reed refers to the January 

meeting as the collaboratorsô first meeting, but Hanna Rochlitz, Sea-changes: Melville ï Forster ï Britten 

(Göttingen: Göttingen Universitätsverlag, 2012), 463ï64, demonstrates that it was their second meeting. 
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this interview was never known.ò Nevertheless, ñsome conjectures may be ventured,ò he 

suggests and proceeds to offer many indeed, all qualified with phrases like ñit is not improbable 

that é .ò62 Britten and his collaborators may have inserted a narrator to raise similar 

epistemological questions as Melville, but that still does not explain why they chose Vere, in 

particular, as the narrator. 

Potentially suggestive is Crozierôs explanation that their decision to impose a frame on 

the opera was a ñnatural developmentò from their decision to cast Pears as Vere.63 Although 

Crozier did not elaborate on why he believed these seemingly independent decisions were 

related, it does not take much to fill in the gaps in logic. Making Vere the narrator would focus 

the audienceôs attention towards Pearsôs character. In an interview from 1960, when asked by 

Crozier what character most attracted him, Britten confessed that it was ñVere, who has what 

seems to me the main moral problem of the whole work, round whom the drama was going to 

centre.ò64 Although Forster named Billy in response to the same question, the operaôs framing 

device would have also facilitated Forsterôs stated aim to ñrescue Vere from Melville.ò65 All 

three collaborators were in agreement about the need to present Vere as a tortured figure, 

replacing the rational stoicism they found so odious in the novel. Showing Vere as an old man, 

still wracked with guilt about his decision to execute Billy, highlights the effect of the storyôs 

events on his character. It is true that another narrator could have generated the fictional truth 

that Vere is tormented by his prior decision by simply telling audiences this fact, but surely the 

adaptersô decision to allow audiences to see and hear Vereôs tortured state for themselves is more 

                                                 
62 Herman Melville, Billy Budd, Sailor: An inside Narrative (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962), 114ï15. 
63 Eric Crozier, ñThe Writing of Billy Budd,ò Opera Quarterly 4, no. 3 (1986), 13. 
64 Interviews between Crozier and Forster and Crozier and Britten, 4 November and 9 November 1960, respectively, 

were spliced together and broadcast on 12 December 1960, BBC Third Programme; published as ñDiscussion on 

Billy Budd,ò in Britten on Music, ed. Paul Kildea (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 197. 
65 Letter from Forster to William Plomer, 17 March 1949, in Rochlitz, Sea-changes, 499n.669. 
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dramatically effective. Having old-Vere as the operaôs narrator also played a crucial role in 

Forsterôs attempts to bring Melvilleôs story in line with the narrative archetypes of his other 

prose works (for more on this topic, see Chapter 5). 

Another question that arises in connection with frame narrators in opera is whether they 

function analogously to literary ones. In most cases of frame narrators in literature, readers are 

invited to imagine that the narrator is the fictional author of the text they are reading. Turning to 

the operatic incarnations of the Governess and Vere, it is implausible to imagine that they are the 

source of everything spectators see and hear. At the very least, some other agent must be 

responsible for presenting the operasô framing scene(s). There has been considerable agreement 

that Vere is the narrator of the interior portion of Billy Budd.66 For whatever reason scholars have 

been less inclined to make similar claims about The Turn of the Screw. Although there is 

evidence to suggest that Vere and the Governess are the sources of everything spectators see and 

hear in their respective operas, I argue that the music of both operas does not support this 

conclusion. Recalling that narration involves not merely conveying what happened but 

expressing attitudes about the storyôs characters and events, the attitudes the music expresses do 

not correspond to the attitudes of Vere and the Governess. 

                                                 
66 See, for example, Stephen Arthur Allen, ñBilly Budd: Temporary Salvation and the Faustian Past,ò Journal of 

Musicological Research 25, no. 1 (2005), 46; Michelle Fillion, Difficult Rhythm: Music and the Word in E. M. 

Forster (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2010), 135; Michael Halliwell, ñNarrative Elements in Opera,ò in 

Word and Music Studies: Defining the Field, eds. Walter Bernhart, Steven Paul Scher, and Werner Wolf 

(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1999), 138; Joe K. Law, ñóWe Have Ventured to Tidy up Vereô: The Adaptersô Dialogue in 

Billy Budd,ò Twentieth-Century Literature 31, no. 2/3 (1985), 298, 300, 301; Joe K. Law, ñThe Dialogics of 

Operatic Adaptation: Reading Benjamin Britten,ò A Yearbook of Interdisciplinary Studies in the Fine Arts 1 (1989), 

419; Robert K. Martin, ñSaving Captain Vere: Billy Budd from Melvilleôs Novella to Brittenôs Opera,ò Studies in 

Short Fiction 23, no. 1 (1986), 51; Shannon McKellar, ñRe-Visioning the óMissingô Scene: Critical and Tonal 

Trajectories in Brittenôs Billy Budd,ò Journal of the Royal Musical Association 122, no. 2 (1997), 261; Andrew 

Porter, ñBrittenôs Billy Budd,ò Music & Letters 33, no. 2 (1952), 112; Claire Seymour, The Operas of Benjamin 

Britten: Expression and Evasion (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2004), 136; Erwin Stein, ñBilly Budd,ò in Benjamin Britten: 

A Commentary on His Work from a Group of Specialists, eds. Donald Mitchell and Hans Keller (London: Rockliff, 

1952), 198; Arnold Whittall, ñBilly Budd,ò in The New Grove Dictionary of Opera, Grove Music Online, Oxford 

Music Online, www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/O009276 (accessed 14 April 2015). 

Scholars opposing this view include Rochlitz, Sea-changes, 114ï17, 121ï23; Rupprecht, Brittenôs Musical 

Language, chap. 3. 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/O009276
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The obstacles facing the interpretation of the Governess as the narrator of The Turn of the 

Screw are similar to those facing the interpretation of Oph¿lsôs film Letter from an Unknown 

Woman as being narrated by Lisa, even though she is the fictional author of the eponymous letter 

on which the audio-visual display is based, and provides the filmôs voiceover narration. Both 

narrations provide markedly different perspectives on the events than the women possess, either 

at the time the events occurred or when the women took pen to paper. Lisaôs love for Brand is 

based on a flawed conception of the man. She views their interactions as comprising a tragic 

story of star-crossed lovers. The narration suggests otherwise, as Wilson has demonstrated.67 Just 

one of the pieces of evidence he provides is the similarity of the sequence of shots representing 

Brand bringing a nameless woman up to his apartment and Brand bringing Lisa there later in the 

story. Through this parallelism, the narrator (Ophüls, I suggest) draws attention to the fact that 

Lisa is merely one in a series of women with whom Brand has had meaningless one-night stands. 

Despite the fact that Lisa saw Brand bring another woman up to his apartment, her perspective 

on her own night with Brand is one of singularity not sameness. Thus, it is incoherent to imagine 

that she is the one responsible for the similar presentation of these two events. 

The meticulous and highly unconventional formal construction of Britten and Piperôs 

opera The Turn of the Screw strongly suggest the presence of a storyteller. Since the details of 

Brittenôs ingenuity are well known, I will provide only the briefest of summaries. At the seam 

between the Prologue and the Governessôs entrance, the orchestra presents a theme, commonly 

referred to as the ñScrewò theme, comprising an aggregate of all twelve pitch classes. In 

interludes between each scene of the opera, Britten subjects the Screw theme to variations, each 

with a different pitch class as its tonal centre. The tonal centres themselves form a twelve-tone 

aggregate, organized fastidiously according to a master plan. Not only does the ñScrewò theme 

                                                 
67 Wilson, Narration in Light, chap. 6. 
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permeate the interludes, but by virtue of constituting the primordial soup from which all the other 

themes of the opera evolve, it pervades the entire work.68 

Despite that one is poised to imagine that the opera has a narrator, and that the Governess 

herself is the most likely candidate, it is difficult to sustain the imagining that she is the fictional 

source of everything we are seeing and hearing. The music provides a perspective on the 

narrative that is distinct from that of the Governess. Most problematic is the way Britten 

establishes parallels between the Governessôs behaviour towards the children and the ghost 

Quintôs. To quote Patricia Howardôs pithy description, ñthe governess expresses her intention to 

protect the children in notes almost identical to those Quint uses to corrupt them.ò69 The two 

characters share the most recognizable motive of the score (a derivative of the Screw theme). Ex. 

2.2a represents its first occurrence in the Governessôs vocal line as she expresses her doubts 

about coming to Bly. 

Audiences hear the motive during the Governessôs first meeting with the children (Act I, 

reh. 9+3)70 and whenever she performs pivotal actions or inactions with regard to their well-

being: deciding not to respond to Milesôs dismissal from school (Act I reh. 15), vowing to protect 

the children against the ghosts without the help of their guardian (Act I, reh. 44; Act I reh. 46+5; 

Act II reh. 39-3), frightening Flora by attempting to force her to confess to seeing Miss Jessel 

(Act II reh. 113), and pledging to save Miles in a mode of discourse more appropriate to the 

address of a lover (Act II reh. 121). 

  

                                                 
68 For more on the workôs tonal and motivic construction, refer to Peter Evans, The Music of Benjamin Britten 

(London: J. M. Dent & Sons, 1979), chap. 10; Patricia Howard, ñStructures: An Overall View,ò in Howard, 

Benjamin Britten: The Turn of the Screw, 71ï90. 
69 Howard, ñStructures: An Overall View,ò 72ï73. 
70 The +3 indicates three measures after the rehearsal number, not including the measure in which the rehearsal 

number appears. 
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Ex. 2.2a: The Governess expresses her doubts (The Turn of the Screw, Act I Scene 1) 

 

The Turn of the Screw, op. 54 by Benjamin Britten and Myfanwy Piper 

© Copyright 1955 by Hawkes & Son (London) Ltd. 

Reprinted by permission.  

Ex. 2.2b: Quintôs siren song (The Turn of the Screw, Act I Scene 8) 

 

In Quintôs employ, the motive is a siren song to Miles (Act I reh. 72-7, represented in Ex. 

2.2b; Act II reh. 125). Although more blatantly erotic than the Governessôs final outpouring of 

sentiment, the perlocutionary intentions with which the two utterances are performed are not 

substantively different, the music suggests. 
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In light of musicôs lack of semantic specificity as well as the ambiguity of this particular 

work, it is impossible to pin down with precision the meaning of all of Brittenôs motivic 

connections. What one can say for certain is that the audibility of the Governess-Quint 

connection suggests a degree of similarity between their respective behaviours towards the 

children. But given that the Governess views herself as occupying a role antithetical to that of the 

ghostsðas a combatant against the threat she believes them to pose, not as a threat herselfðit is 

implausible to imagine that the perspective on the narrative expressed by the music is her own. 

Thus, the Governess cannot be understood as the narrator responsible for presenting this music to 

us. Rather, its source would seem to be an agent external to the fictional world, its real-life 

author Benjamin Britten, I suggest.  

The case of Billy Budd is similar. As strongly as the operaôs frame encourages spectators 

to interpret Vere as the narrator of the interior portion, there are serious problems with this 

proposal. As with The Turn of the Screw, the interior portion of the opera is not restricted to just 

those scenes that Vere himself witnessed. As one could imagine that these scenes represent 

Vereôs imaginings about what he believes, or hopes, to have taken place, this is not an 

insurmountable problem. The real problem lies, once again, in features of Brittenôs musical 

setting, specifically the fact that Vereôs and Claggartôs musical personae are disconcertingly 

similar.71 As early as their first appearances in the opera, Britten forges a musical connection 

between them via a motive of falling fourths followed by a stepwise ascent (cf. Exx. 2.3a and 

2.3b). 

                                                 
71 Donald Mitchell, ñA Billy Budd Notebook,ò in Cooke and Reed, Benjamin Britten: Billy Budd, 127, was the first 

to comment on the Vere-Claggart convergence. Rupprecht, Brittenôs Musical Language, chap. 3, has extended this 

line of inquiry. Literature scholars have observed similar verbal leitmotifs. Billyôs ñBut Iôve sighted a sail in the 

storm, the far-shining sail thatôs not Fate, and Iôm contented. Iôve seen where sheôs bound for. She has a land of her 

own where sheôll anchor for everò is echoed by Vere in the Epilogue both textually and musically. Rochlitz, Sea-

changes, 114ï15; Law, ñWe Have Ventured to Tidy up Vere,ò 301ï5. See also my discussion of the relationship 

between Billyôs final aria and Vereôs Epilogue in Chapter 5. 
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Ex. 2.3a: Introduction of Vere (Billy Budd, Prologue) 

 

Billy Budd, op. 50 by Benjamin Britten, Eric Crozier, and Edward Morgan Foster 

© Copyright 1951 by Hawkes & Son (London) Ltd. 

Reprinted by permission.  
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Ex. 2.3b: Introduction of Claggart (Billy Budd, Act I Scene 1) 

 

Claggartôs vocal utterances are saturated with fourths. Vereôs accompaniments contain 

similar features but his vocal lines do not take on these features until after Claggartôs death. In 

his ñScylla and Charybdisò and ñverdictò arias, Vere even quotes an entire line from Claggartôs 

so-called ñCredoò aria, in which he vows to take down Billy (cf. Ex. 2.4a with Exx. 2.4b and 

2.4c). Disconcertingly, Vere never heard Claggart sing this music. Thus, the citation cannot be 

construed as intentional on Vereôs part, evidence that weighs against the proposition that Vere is 

the narrator. 
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Ex. 2.4a: Claggartôs ñCredoò aria (Billy Budd, Act I Scene 3) 
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Ex. 2.4b: Vereôs ñScylla and Charybdisò aria (Billy Budd, Act II Scene 2) 

 

Ex. 2.4c: Vereôs ñverdictò aria (Billy Budd, Act II Scene 2) 

 

As Donald Mitchell has remarked, Vereôs unintentional echoes of Claggartôs music 

present a particular perspective on the conclusion of the narrative, namely, that Vere completes 

ñClaggartôs task for him, despiteðor rather (a further layer of irony) because ofðthe latterôs 

death.ò72 Although Vereôs guilt over his decision to sentence Billy to death follows him into old 

age, it is difficult to imagine him viewing himself as having anything in common with Claggart. 

                                                 
72 Mitchell, ñA Billy Budd Notebook,ò 128, interprets these features as ñan ironic intervention é on the part of the 

composer,ò an interpretation I support. 
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More plausibly, the point of view on Vere and Claggart conveyed by the music belongs to an 

agent external to the narrative, specifically, the musicôs real-life author, Benjamin Britten. 

How an opera is performed can enhance or undermine the idea that it has a fictional 

author (a possibility I will explore in Chapter 5). Even so, in the case of both The Turn of the 

Screw and Billy Budd, only extensive revision of the music would remove the obstacles I have 

raised to understanding the Governess and Vere as the source of everything spectators are seeing 

and hearing. Even if Britten had composed music that better accorded with the attitudes of his 

characters there would still be obstacles to understanding them as controlling narrators. If a 

controlling narrator in a literary work is the imagined source of the text readers are reading, then 

a controlling narrator in an opera would need to be the imagined source of not only the operaôs 

music and libretto but also the performance spectators are watching. Accordingly, such an agent 

would necessarily function as composer, librettist, director, and impresario. As with cinema, the 

very idea of a controlling narrator in opera is peculiar but not necessarily impossible.73 

Potential candidates for operas with fictional controlling narrators include those about 

putting on an opera like Richard Strauss and Hugo von Hofmannthalôs Ariadne auf Naxos, in 

which the character called the Composer mounts a performance of a fictional opera of his own 

composition. However, even Ariadne auf Naxos is not perfectly analogous to literary examples 

like The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn since the Composer and his collaborators can only be 

understood as the controlling narrators of the second act of Ariadne auf Naxos. Thus, one still 

needs to imagine some other narrating agency that is responsible for the presentation of Act I. 

Brittenôs ñchurch parableò Curlew River is a more promising example. It is fictionally true that 

                                                 
73 For an argument that a controlling operatic narrator is an impossibility, see Irene Morra, ñóA Song Not Without 

Wordsô: Singing Billy Budd,ò in Meyer, Literature and Musical Adaptation, 16ï17: ñthe form of opera does not 

allow a controlling narrator an omniscient creative power; once a singer sings, that song as staged and heard comes 

from the singer, not the narrator. As a result, any controlling subjective voice is very difficult to evoke in either 

libretto or music, and depends primarily on staging for representation.ò 
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the Abbot and his Monks, Acolytes, and Instrumentalists have composed and are in the process 

of performing the entire spectacle audience members are witnessing, including not only the story 

about the Madwoman and her lost boy but also the framing processional chant and direct 

addresses to the real-life audience. 

2.4 The Orchestral Narrator 

Unlike the situation for literature, exceptionally few operas have controlling narrators that 

are explicit, robustly characterized fictional entities. Yet, the case against all operas possessing 

fictional controlling narrators cannot be closed until I explore the supposition that all  operas have 

implicit, less robustly characterized fictional controlling narrators. 

Since Wagnerôs time, it has been commonplace to think of the orchestra as performing a 

role analogous to that of a narrator, at least some of the time. Not only do his works offer some 

of the most compelling examples in which to apply the concept of the orchestral narrator, but in 

his theoretical writings, particularly Oper und Drama (1850ï51) and Zukunftsmusik (1860), 

Wagner was one of the first, if not the first, to conceptualize the narrator-function of the 

orchestra. The following is an extract from the latter work: 

In the drama as I conceive it the orchestraôs relation to the dramatic action will be 

roughly similar to that of the chorus in Greek tragedy. This latter was constantly 

in attendance, watching the motivation of the action unfold before its eyes and 

seeking to fathom the meaning of those motives in order thereby to form an 

opinion concerning the action. But this interest on the part of the chorus was 

essentially reflective in nature; the chorus itself stood apart from the action and 

from its motives. The modern symphony orchestra, by contrast, will be so 

intimately involved in the motivation of the action that, just as, on the one hand, it 

is uniquely able, as harmony incarnate, to invest the melody with a specific 

expression, it will, on the other hand, maintain that melody in a state of 
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uninterrupted flux, and thus convey the motives to the audienceôs feelings with 

the most forceful conviction.74 

As the first sentence implies, Wagner is not describing contemporary practice, even of his 

own operas up until this point, but the function of the orchestra in a form of opera not yet 

realized, which he endeavoured to bring into existence in his subsequent works, the Ring cycle, 

Tristan, Die Meistersinger, and Parsifal. As an enthusiast of classical Greek art and philosophy, 

Wagner imagined himself returning opera to its roots as a reincarnation of Greek tragedy. 

Although Wagner naturally gravitated to the Greek-chorus metaphor, his contemporaries were 

more apt to compare Wagnerôs orchestra to a more modern narrating agency, the literary 

narrator.75 

Vague as they are, Wagnerôs ideas about the function of the orchestra have had a marked 

influence on later opera theory right up to the present day. Currently, references to the 

ñorchestral narratorò or ñorchestra-narratorò are about as commonplace in opera scholarshipðat 

least on composers like Wagner, Strauss, and Brittenðas the term ñcinematic narratorò is to film 

studies. Despite the prevalence with which scholars invoke the orchestral narrator, it has been 

subject to virtually no theoretical investigation as to what claims are being made through its 

invocation about the nature of operatic storytelling, the purview of its utility and appropriateness, 

and its relationship to narrators in other media. 

                                                 
74 Richard Wagner, Zukunftsmusik, in Gesammelte Schriften und Dichtungen, 2nd ed. (Leipzig: E. W. Fritzsch, 

1888), 7:130; quoted in translation in Dieter Borchmeyer, Richard Wagner: Theory and Theatre, trans. Stewart 

Spencer (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 165. Wagnerôs statement that the orchestra is ñinvolved in the motivation 

of the actionò may seem to discount the idea that he regards it as functioning like a narrator. However, it is unclear 

whether Wagner means to say that the orchestra is helping to convey the charactersô motivations to the audience or 

whether he contends that the orchestra influences the motivations of the characters. Even if Wagner intended the 

latter, I see no reason why a narrator must always be at armôs length to the characters. The Male Chorus of Brittenôs 

Rape of Lucretia is undoubtedly functioning as a narrator but one who also appears to have influence over the 

actions of characters like Tarquinius.  
75 For example, Otakar Hostinsky, Musikalisch-Schöne und das Gesamtkunstwerk von Standpuncte der formalin 

Aesthetik (Leipzig: Breitkopf und Härtel, 1877), 113ï15; discussed in Thomas S. Grey, ñóé wie ein rother Fadenô: 

On the Origins of the óLeitmotifô as Critical Construct and Musical Practice,ò in Music Theory in the Age of 

Romanticism, ed. Ian Bent (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 193. 
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In terms of the scope of the orchestral narratorôs applicability, there are two stances, 

corresponding to two distinct conceptions of the role of the orchestral narrator in opera. Michael 

Halliwell has argued that the orchestra always functions like a narrator. Halliwellôs theory is a 

mélange of two suggestions, one made by Peter Conrad and the other by Cone. From Conrad, 

Halliwell takes the idea that ñoperaôs actual literary analogue is the novel,ò not drama, since 

ñdrama is limited to the exterior life of action,ò while the novel ñcan explore the interior life of 

motive and desire.ò76 Following Coneôs suggestion in The Composerôs Voice, the music, 

particularly the orchestral music, expresses charactersô inner lives, thus performing an analogous 

function in opera to the role of narrators in novels.77 Where Halliwell diverges from Cone is in 

his claim that the orchestra literally brings the characters into existence, an idea that Cone 

considers but ultimately rejects. 

Halliwell contends that ñjust as the characters in [literary] fiction are the direct result of a 

narrative act performed by a narrator (of whatever kind), so too are the operatic characters the 

result of an act of narration by the orchestra-narrator.ò78 Since the orchestra-narrator is 

responsible for the fictional presentation of the opera, Halliwellôs conception of the orchestra-

narrator has much in common with the cinematic narrator, as it is generally construed. Imagining 

that the performance spectators are witnessing is produced by the orchestra-narrator generates 

silly questions like What kind of entity is this orchestra-narrator that it knows the things and 

                                                 
76 Peter Conrad, Romantic Opera and Literary Form (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977), 1; Michael 

Halliwell, Opera and the Novel: The Case of Henry James (Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, 2005), 45. Another 

scholar to assert that some operas, like the Ring, are more similar to novels than spoken theatre is John Daverio, 

ñóThe Total Work of Artô or óNameless Deeds of Musicô: Some Thoughts on German Romantic Opera,ò Opera 

Quarterly 4, no. 4 (1986), 66. 
77 Cone, The Composerôs Voice, 12ï13; Halliwell, Opera and the Novel, 83. 
78 Halliwell, Opera and the Novel, 68, 73. According to Halliwellôs theory, the real author, implied author, and 

narrator ought to be strictly differentiated, but in practice, the fact that the orchestra is to be regarded as the fictional 

presenter of the opera leads Halliwell to conflate these roles. See, for example, Michael Halliwell, ñóThe Masterôs 

Voiceô: Henry James and Opera,ò in Bradley, Henry James on Stage and Screen, 29. 
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possesses the powers it does? Halliwell does not present any reasons in favour of the model of 

operatic narration he proposes compelling enough to overcome such obstacles. 

Most other scholars who invoke the concept of the orchestral narrator follow more 

closely Wagnerôs ideas on the subject. According to the dominant view, the orchestra functions 

as a narrator only at certain moments of certain works. Consequently, it is not to be imagined 

that the orchestral narrator is responsible for providing us epistemic access to the fictional world. 

Rather, we are to imagine that its function is similar to that of a Greek chorus that comments on 

the action and guides our attention. 

To better understand this special narrator-like function of the orchestra, it will be useful 

to first define some of the non-narrator-like functions it performs. Much of the actual orchestraôs 

job is taken up with artistic tasks and aesthetic goals other than fictional truth-making, such as 

imbuing the narration with formal features like unity, continuity, closure, and more generally 

enhancing the narrative as an object of aesthetic appreciation. Turning to functions that do 

generate fictional truths about the operaôs story, there are the functions of indicating, 

emphasizing, modifying, or qualifying aspects of charactersô cognitive, affective, or 

psychological states; and indicating or emphasizing the occurrence of actions, events, or states of 

affairs. More concisely, the orchestra helps to provide spectators access to charactersô actions, 

feelings, thoughts, points of view, and environments. 

In differentiating the foregoing functions from the narrator-like function, Coneôs 

suggestion that characters author the orchestral music is a useful heuristic tool, my disagreement 

about its validity notwithstanding. In most operas composed before the Ring cycle, it is not 

outlandish to imagine that the characters author their own accompaniments because the orchestra 

is more or less confined to the expression of their points of view. Coneôs suggestion is 
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problematic for operas like those constituting the Ring cycle because the orchestral music 

frequently expresses points of view no character holds.79 The most immediately troubling 

problems are epistemic. The orchestra knows too muchðmore than the king of the gods, Wotan, 

more even than the ostensibly all-knowing Erda. It foreshadows events no character foresees, 

recalls events none have witnessed, reveals information no one knows, draws connections 

between characters and ideas that exceed the levels of self-awareness of the implicated 

characters, and more generally, provides a tangible point of view on the narrative that is distinct 

from any character therein. 

Some of the clearest examples of the orchestra anticipating events no character foresees 

are the uses of the Curse motive in Götterdämmerung. In Das Rheingold, after Alberich loses the 

ring to Wotan, he curses it (Ex. 2.5a), proclaiming that it will deal death to its wearers. Those 

who possess it shall never experience joy and those who do not will be ravaged by envy. At the 

first casualty of Alberichôs curse, Fasoltôs death at the hands of his brother Fafner, the melody 

Alberich sang is ominously proclaimed by the trombones (Ex. 2.5b). Henceforth, this 

instrumental version of the motive resounds each time death or misfortune attends those who 

covet the ring: Wotanôs obligations to kill Siegmund and to punish Brünnhilde, Fafnerôs death by 

Siegfried, Alberichôs death by Hagen, and Hagenôs plunge into the Rhine in pursuit of the ring at 

the end of the cycle. The Curse motive serves to recall the pivotal event of Alberichôs curse and 

to suggest that these later events were caused by it. 

  

                                                 
79 Cone attempts to justify the applicability of his stance to Wagner in ñSiegfried at the Dragonôs Cave: The Motivic 

Language of The Ring,ò in Hearing and Knowing Music: The Unpublished Essays of Edward T. Cone, ed. Robert T. 

Morgan (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009): 80ï105. 



  2  NARRATORS &  NARRATION 108 

Ex. 2.5a: Alberichôs curse (Das Rheingold, Scene 4) 

 

Ex. 2.5b: Curse motive after Fasoltôs death (Das Rheingold, Scene 4) 

 

In Götterdämmerung, the Curse motive takes on another function: foreshadowing the 

numerous ring-related deaths that take place during the opera. It first appears when Hagen and 

the Gibichungs are concocting a plan to manipulate Siegfried to enhance their wealth, power, and 

renown. When Gunther wonders how they will find Siegfried, the orchestra answers him with the 

Curse motive. The motiveôs appearance anticipates that Siegfried will fall into their trap and 

suggests that he will do so because of Alberichôs curse and Siegfriedôs possession of the ring. It 

resounds at every subsequent step Siegfried takes towards his demise: his appearance at the 

Gibichungsô court, his confusion about how they know his name, his taking of the magic potion, 

his swearing an oath of blood-brotherhood with Gunther, and finally his capture of Brünnhilde as 

Guntherôs bride. Another notable instance of foreshadowing involving the Curse motive is its 

appearance when Hagen swears to his father Alberich that he will remain true, obtaining the ring 

on his fatherôs behalf and thus fulfilling the sole reason for which he was conceived and raised. 

Here the Curse motive anticipates that Hagen will not be true to his father but will betray him in 

order to possess the ring. 

Some retrospectively pointing references include the use of motives for the purposes of 

reminding spectators of the complex lineages of the characters. Throughout Die Walküre Act I, 



  2  NARRATORS &  NARRATION 109 

the occurrences of the Valhalla motive (see Ex. 2.6c, beginning at Scene 2) reveal the identity of 

Siegmundôs father and the stranger Sieglinde saw at her wedding to Hunding, who planted the 

sword in the ash tree. In Siegfried, when Siegfried mentions looking at his likeness in a stream, 

spectators hear the motive associated with his family line, the Wälsungsô motive, following on 

the heels of Siegfriedôs own motive.80 In these cases, some characters possess the knowledge the 

orchestral music provides, but not the characters on stage. 

The relationships between and morphology of the motives in the Ring also reveal a 

distinct point of view that corresponds to no character but rather an external storytelling agent. 

The relationship Wagner establishes between the Ring and Valhalla motives is especially 

eloquent in this regard. The Ring motive is introduced by the Rhinemaiden Wellgunde as she 

explains the power of the Rheingold (Ex. 2.6a). Subsequently, it is employed not only in 

connection with the ring, which Alberich subsequently forges with the Rheingold, but the 

corruptive influence of wealth and power more generally.81 In the Orchesterzwischenspiel 

between Scenes 1 and 2, as we travel from the bowels of the Rhine to Wotanôs glittering new 

castle, we hear the Ring motive gradually transform into the Valhalla motive. The first 

transformation is rhythmic and metric (Ex. 2.6b). From the compound metre (9/8) associated 

with the Rhinemaidensô music, the Ring motive is squared off into a simple meter (4/4). With 

respect to timbre, it passes from voice and winds to just winds and finally to the horns (Ex. 2.6c), 

which paves the way for the Valhalla motiveôs characteristic Wagner tubas. Finally, Wagner fills 

out the harmony from parallel thirds to full triads and fixes the modally changeable initial 

                                                 
80 Foster, Wagnerôs Ring Cycle and the Greeks, 136, argues that the orchestra performs a radically different function 

in Siegfried. Unlike the previous operas, ñno musical narrator intrudes upon the scene or seems to know more about 

Siegfried than Siegfried himself knows.ò The appearance of the Wªlsungsô motive is incontrovertible evidence 

against Fosterôs claim. At this point in the narrative, Siegfried does not know of the heroic lineage from which he 

descends. 
81 Other common labels include ñworldôs wealthò and the ñcorrupted power motive.ò See, respectively, Barry 

Millington, Stewart Spencer, et al., Wagnerôs Ring of the Nibelung: A Companion (London: Thames and London, 

1993), 17; Michael Ewans, Wagner and Aeschylus: The Ring and the Oresteia (London: Faber and Faber), 93. 
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statement by Wellgunde into the major mode, appropriate to the grandeur and the ñewige Machtò 

of Wotanôs magnificent new abode (Ex. 2.6c, beginning at Scene 2).  

Ex. 2.6a: First appearance of the Ring motive (Das Rheingold, Scene 1) 

 

Ex. 2.6b: Ring motive in 4/4 (Das Rheingold, Scene 1) 
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Ex. 2.6c: Ring motive transforms into the Valhalla motive (Das Rheingold, Scenes 1ï2) 
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Doubtless, these gradual transformations of motivic material perform the formal function 

of providing continuity between scenes, but they also perform a narrator-like function, forging a 

connection between the two objects the motives represent, their respective owners, and that 

which these characters sacrificed in order to attain them.82 In both cases it was love. Alberich 

renounces love in order to forge the ring and Wotan barters his sister-in-law Freia, the goddess of 

love, in order to attain his resplendent Götter-Burg. The implicit critique of Wotanôs most recent 

accomplishment at the moment of its unveiling represents an external perspective on the 

narrative, attributed most plausibly, I suggest, to the musicôs real-life composer, Richard 

Wagner.83 

All of the aforementioned examples involve the deployment of leitmotifs or music with 

semantic tags, which may imply that their presence is a necessary condition for orchestral 

narration. That is a claim suggested by both Abbateôs and Rupprechtôs discussions of narration in 

opera but it is one I question.84 It is impossible to assess whether the orchestra is functioning in a 

narrator-like capacity purely on the basis of the operaôs musical formal structure. Such a 

determination can only be made through examining the function the music performs in the 

presentation of the operaôs story. Leitmotifs are a powerful tool for orchestral commentary due to 

their semantic specificity but they are not the only means by which the orchestra can fulfil a 

narrator-like role, as I will demonstrate with an aria from an entirely non-leitmotific score, 

Orestesôs ñLe calme rentre dans mon cîurò from Gluckôs Iphigénie en Tauride (Ex. 2.7). 

  

                                                 
82 Foster, Wagner and the Greeks, 81. 
83 Another scholar to remark on the salience of Wagnerôs authorial voice in his works is Bryan Magee, The Tristan 

Chord: Wagner and Philosophy (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2000), 85. 
84 Abbate, Unsung Voices, 169; Rupprecht, Brittenôs Musical Language, 88, 110. 
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Ex. 2.7: Orestes is not calm (Iphigénie en Tauride, Act II Scene 3) 

 

One of Gluckôs contemporaries wrote about the singularity of this aria to the Mercure de 

France on 15 June 1779, shortly after the operaôs premiere. Orestes professes his calm state of 

being, 

but listen to the instruments; they will tell you that this is exhaustion, not repose. 

They will tell you that Orestes has lost not the awareness of his troubles, but the 

strength to give them voice. Indeed, his melody is more admirable, the more true, 

in that it extends over a very small range of harmonies, and has no periodic 

phrasing; his melody is accompanied by the violas, which lash the subdued, 
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remorseful voice, which the violins express a profound agitation, mingled with 

sighs and tears.85 

Most immediately noticeable, and exceptional for its time, is the syncopation in the viola part. 

Gluckôs careful dynamic markings, particularly the sfzorzandos, also contribute to a skittish 

effect. The ñagitation, mingled with sighs and tearsò comes from the violin parts, specifically 

their articulation markings, staccato followed by a slur. That Orestesôs vocal line proceeds 

throughout almost entirely by step lends credence to the correspondentôs mention of exhaustion. 

The harmony is static with an interminable pedal A, the key of the aria, but notice the F-natural 

in the voice, which brings about modal mixture. It is as if Orestes lacks the energy to reach the F-

sharp. The music suggests a rather different perspective on Orestesôs state than that which he 

professes through his words. Gluck accomplishes this feat without leitmotifs through rhythm, 

articulation, melodic gesture, tonality, and the voice-accompaniment dynamic. 

In the absence of leitmotivs, the sense of the orchestra as commenting on the action is 

largely dependent on a contrast between words and music. If the music represented the calm of 

which Orestes speaks I doubt listeners would be much inclined to interpret the music as 

providing commentary on Orestes. Another difference between Orestesôs aria and the foregoing 

examples from the Ring that the former is an exceptional moment in Iphigénie en Tauride, so 

remarkable that people were talking about it well into the nineteenth century.86 

While Wagner may not be the fountainhead of orchestral commentary, his works and 

theoretical writings were pivotal in making the narrator-like function of the orchestra a far more 

widespread phenomenon than it hitherto was. The pervasiveness of orchestral commentary in 

Wagner necessitates imagining some kind of agent external to the narrative who is providing us 

                                                 
85 Quoted in translation in Patricia Howard, Gluck: An Eighteenth-Century Portrait in Letters and Documents 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), 199ï200. 
86 Tomlinson, Metaphysical Song, 59, notes that this passage was celebrated by such luminaries as Madame de Staël, 

De lôAllemagne (Paris: Garnier, 1932), 2:91. 
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with this information, guiding our experience of the narrative, and influencing how we think 

about characters like Wotan and deeds like the construction of Valhalla. But is the orchestral 

narrator the most plausible candidate as the purveyor of such commentary? 

2.5 Authors as Narrators 

By the stipulative definition in most widespread use, the orchestral narrator is a fictional 

agent, distinct from the implied author of the opera and its real author(s). As a fictional entity, 

imagining how it accomplishes many of the feats attributed to it leads to silly questions, such as 

what kind of exotic creature it is and how it knows the things it does. While I believe the 

examples cited in the previous section generate considerable troubles of their own, for the 

sceptic, I have one final example that exacerbates the problem even further. In Die Meistersinger 

Act III Scene 4, Wagner quotes from Tristan when Hans Sachs tells Eva to forget about him and 

to marry Walther, explaining that he wishes to avoid the fate of King Marke in the ñtraurig 

Stückò of Tristan and Isolde.87 In the fictional world of Die Meistersinger, there exists the story 

of Tristan and Isolde but certainly not Wagnerôs operatic adaptation. If the orchestral narrator is a 

fictional agent internal to Die Meistersinger, it is unclear how it would have epistemic access to 

Wagnerôs Tristan such that it would be able to quote strains from that work. One response would 

be to claim that the narrator resides in a different fictional world than the other characters, 

specifically, a world in which Wagnerôs Tristan exists. But by now, this narrator is beginning to 

sound suspiciously like the workôs real-life author, Richard Wagner. 

Surveying the possible reasons we could have for preferring to imagine this commentary 

originating from an effaced fictional agent like the orchestral narrator over viewing the opera as 

                                                 
87 For a more thorough discussion of this and other citations of Tristan in Die Meistersinger, see Steven Huebner, 

ñTristanôs Traces,ò in Richard Wagner: Tristan und Isolde, ed. Arthur Groos (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2011), 142ï43. 
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a whole as being narrated by its author, first, there are the concerns voiced by Chatman and 

Levinson that every fictional narrative must involve an act of fictional telling or showing. 

Admittedly, not everyone has been convinced by the oppositionôs case, but the orchestral 

narrator cannot serve the function the ubiquity-thesis supporter needs it to. According to the most 

common usage of the concept, the orchestral narrator is not a controlling narrator, because it is 

not responsible for a fictional act of presenting the opera to us. Following Wagner, most opera 

scholars envisage a role for the orchestral narrator that is more akin to the functioning of the 

chorus in Attic tragedy. 

Another raison dôêtre of the orchestral narrator is to explain instances of external 

commentary not logically attributable to any character. However, imagining that the orchestral 

music constitutes the utterance of a radically effaced fictional narrator is not our only option, nor 

our best, I suggest. Imagining a fictional agent inserting a quotation from Tristan in Die 

Meistersinger is illogical, but it is not absurd to think of Wagner, author of both works, doing so. 

According to the model of operatic narration I propose, there is no need to imagine that 

all operas have fictional controlling narrators. All evidence suggests that fictional controlling 

narrators are rare in this art form. Nor is there any need to imagine that the orchestra constitutes a 

fictional narrating agency when it functions in a narrator-like capacity. In such instances, we can 

imagine that the operaôs author(s) are providing commentary on the narrative. Perhaps most 

controversially, I suggest that we can always attribute the operaôs narration directly to the 

operaôs real authors, not an implied author. 

My model for understanding operatic narration is simple, disarmingly so, especially for 

music scholars more comfortable with the byzantine than the ontologically parsimonious. I also 

realize that before it will be convincing to either music scholars or philosophers, I will have to 
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say a bit more about my exclusion of the implied author. One may agree that it is illogical to 

imagine that a fictional agent is responsible for the Tristan quotation in Die Meistersinger but 

insist that the implied Wagner, not the real Richard Wagner, is the most appropriate agent to 

whom to attribute this instance of commentary. In Chapter 1, I rejected the reliance on the 

implied author as a general interpretive strategy. Now I will consider arguments that the implied 

author is necessary in certain interpretive situations. 

In my view, the most compelling argument for the utility of the implied author is its 

purported necessity in explaining cases where there is a palpable disjuncture between the 

personality and point of view of the author that is implied by the work and the real person or 

persons who actually created it. An example cited by Currie is Thomas Mannôs Der Tod in 

Venedig, which appears to be authored by a sententious individual with no sympathy for the 

protagonist, despite the fact that Mann did not possess these traits.88 Other related situations 

include Boothôs argument that we need the implied author to explain how different works by a 

single author may imply different authorial personae and Chatmanôs suggestion that the implied 

author is necessary to understand unreliable narration and all instances of irony, be they 

performed in everyday conversations or in works of art.89 

All three authors undermine their own arguments when they make comparisons to 

everyday communicative situations. Booth tells us that ñjust as oneôs personal letters imply 

different versions of oneself, depending on the differing relationships with each correspondent 

and the purpose of each letter, so the writer sets himself out with a different air depending on the 

needs of particular works.ò90 But understanding a letter does not involve making inferences 

about what the implied author of the letter intended to communicate; it involves making 

                                                 
88 Currie, Narratives and Narrators, 70ï71. 
89 Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction, 71; Chatman, Coming to Terms, 75. 
90 Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction, 71. 
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inferences about the intentions of the actual person who authored the message. We have no 

difficulty understanding how our manner of communication, and thus the image of ourselves that 

may be gleaned from our correspondence, can change depending on the addressee, context, and 

purpose of the message, so I see no reason why we cannot imagine that authors may present 

different, even radically different, facets of themselves in their works. Currie makes a similar 

point, but he still feels it necessary to drive a wedge between the author and an implied or second 

author for cases in which the author is engaged in too artificial an act of self-presentation.91 I find 

more continuity between cases of entirely veridical self-presentation, moderate self-

improvement, and complete personality overhaul. As such, I see little motivation to invent 

hypothetical entities to explain instances that fall too far on the synthetic end of the spectrum. 

Contra Currie, I propose that narratives like Der Tod in Venedig are still narrated by their 

authors. In this case, Mann narrated the story according to a point of view he did not himself 

hold in order to repudiate that point of view. 

The other primary argument is specific to multi-authored works, which would include 

most operas, though not Wagnerôs. Chatman contends that interpreting a work produced by 

multiple authors requires us to imagine that it was produced by one agent, namely, the implied 

author.92 Livingston and Gaut, in their respective investigations of authorship in cinema, have 

defended multiple authorship against Chatmanôs claims of incoherence. Furthermore, they 

demonstrate that imagining that a film was produced under radically different circumstances than 

it was in actuality hinders oneôs ability to appreciate and evaluate the film.93 An apt illustration is 

                                                 
91 Currie, Narratives and Narrators, 76. The category of the ñsecond authorò was coined by Dorrit Cohn, The 

Distinction of Fiction (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), chap. 6, to describe Mannôs Der Tod in 

Venedig. Currie, Narratives and Narrators, 70, employs the implied author for more moderate ñupgradingsò of the 

authorôs persona ñfor the purpose of public display.ò 
92 Chatman, Coming to Terms, chap. 6. 
93 Berys Gaut, ñFilm Authorship and Collaboration,ò in Film Theory and Philosophy, eds. Richard Allen and 

Murray Smith (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997): 149ï72; Gaut, A Philosophy of Cinematic Art, chap. 3, specifically 
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Chatmanôs discussion of The Red Badge of Courage (John Huston, 1951).94 Chatman observes 

that critics tended to regard Huston as the workôs sole author. Although Chatman demonstrates 

that the interpretive approach for which he advocates is common, he does not demonstrate that it 

is justified. The critics Chatman cites arrived at flawed interpretations of the film precisely 

because they held mistaken beliefs about how it was produced, thus proving Livingston and 

Gautôs point. 

Given the important role authors play in my account of operatic storytelling, the question 

of who the authors of an opera are becomes a crucial question, one less straightforward than is 

commonly believed. Current opinion in opera studies is that the composer and librettist (if these 

roles are performed by different persons) are to be regarded as the joint authors of an opera.95 My 

view is that the authorship of any work, including an opera, cannot be made through reference to 

any sorts of conventions or a priori rules but through the examination of the particular workôs 

actual process of making. 

Livingston and Gaut agree on the foregoing point but disagree about what authorship 

entails. For Gaut, anyone who intentionally makes an artistic contribution to a work should be 

counted among its authors.96 The result is that just about everyone who works on a filmðsave 

caterers, personal assistants, and gripsðwould qualify as one of the authors of the film. I agree 

with Livingstonôs contention that we ought to be more demanding in our conception of 

                                                                                                                                                             
116; Paisley Livingston, ñCinematic Authorship,ò in Allen and Smith, Film Theory and Philosophy, 132ï48; 
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95 See, for example, Linda Hutcheon and Michael Hutcheon, Opera: Desire, Disease, Death (Lincoln and London: 
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Multiple Authorship,ò Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 72, no. 2 (2014): 147ï56; C. Paul Sellors, ñCollective 

Authorship in Film,ò Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 65, no. 3 (2007): 263ï71. 
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authorship. Being an author of a work involves exercising sufficient control over the outcome of 

the work as a whole.97 In cases where no individual or group exercised such control, Livingston 

argues that the resultant work has no author, only makers.98 

Livingston also contends with multiple-authorship scenarios with more subtlety than 

Gaut. Co-authorship involves more than merely the creative input of multiple people, but rather a 

collaboration or co-labouring involving components like a shared commitment to the project, 

mutual responsiveness and support for each otherôs actions and ideas, and efforts by all parties to 

coordinate their respective plans such that they could be co-realizable. Ingredients vitiating co-

authorship include coercion, sabotage, and strongly hierarchical, non-egalitarian divisions of 

labour and decision-making processes. 

Operas admit of a greater diversity of authorship scenarios than hitherto acknowledged. 

Some operas, even those for which the composer and librettist were not one and the same person, 

may have only one author. The control Britten exerted over Duncanôs libretto-writing activities 

during their collaboration on The Rape of Lucretia suggests that Britten ought to be regarded as 

the author of the work as a whole, for better or worse.99 Puzzled by the anachronistic Christian 

commentary, the critic ought to interrogate the actions and intentions of Britten, not his librettist, 

for enlightenment. 

In other cases, the authors of an opera may include individuals who performed neither the 

role of librettist nor composer. Director Robert Wilsonôs role in the creation of Einstein on the 

Beach warrants him to be counted as one of the authors of the work in my view, despite the fact 

that Wilson authored neither the score nor the libretto. Equally, Peter Pearsôs influence over the 

                                                 
97 Livingston, ñCinematic Authorship,ò 136, 143ï44; Livingston, Art and Intention, 175ï90; Livingston, Cinema, 

Philosophy, Bergman, chap. 5. 
98 Livingston refers to such cases as ñtraffic jamò authorship scenarios. Livingston, ñCinematic Authorship,ò 139ï

40; Livingston, Art and Intention, 39ï40, 80. 
99 On the genesis of The Rape of Lucretia, see Seymour, The Operas of Benjamin Britten, chap. 4. 
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shaping of the title character of Peter Grimes illustrates that one should not discount the 

possibility that a singer deeply enmeshed in the creative process of the opera from initial 

conception to opening night could count as one of the operaôs authors.100 

Having explored the question of who is responsible for presenting operas, the following 

chapter will delve into the question of how opera presentersðopera authors, according to my 

accountðmay express the points of view of characters through their acts of narration. 

  

                                                 
100 Philip Brett, ñPeter Grimes: The Growth of the Libretto,ò in The Making of Peter Grimes, ed. Paul Banks 

(Woodbridge: Boydell, 2000), 58ï61; Philip Brett, ñóFiery Visionsô (and Revisions): Peter Grimes in Process,ò in 

Benjamin Britten: Peter Grimes, ed. Philip Brett (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 47ï57, 61. 
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3   POINT OF VIEW 

Let four men make a tour in Europe. One will bring home only picturesque 

impressionsðcostumes and colors, parks and views and works of architecture, 

pictures and statues. To another all this will be non-existent; and distances and 

prices, populations and drainage-arrangements, door- and window-fastenings, and 

other useful statistics will take their place. A third will give a rich account of the 

theatres, restaurants, and public balls, and naught beside; whilst the fourth will 

perhaps have been so wrapped in his own subjective broodings as to tell little 

more than a few names of places through which he passed. Each has selected, out 

of the same mass of presented objects, those which suited his private interest and 

has made his experience thereby.1 

Like his brother William (the author of the above quotation), Henry James was 

preoccupied with studying and representing the particularities of how different individuals 

perceive and react to the same stimuli. James typically focused on a particular character, 

narrating the story in a way that reflected his or her unique experiences, dispositions, and 

capabilities. Even though the narrator of What Maisie Knew is not its eponymous protagonist but 

rather James himself, I suggest, James tells the story according to Maisieôs point of view. He is 

most interested in how the storyôs events affect Maisie. His interpretation of those events even 

mirrors the limited understanding Maisie herself is able to achieve, leading to some interesting 

misinterpretations along the way. He also provides readers access to Maisieôs subjective states, 

more than those of any other character. 

Not only was James a leading practitioner of storytelling strategies that systematically 

orient readers to the points of view of characters, he was also one of the first to theorize the 

practice. In his critical prefaces to his novels, he referred to characters like Maisie as ñmirrors,ò 

ñcentres,ò or ñreflectors.ò2 Subsequently, a panoply of other terms have arisen, including Franz 

                                                 
1 William James, The Principles of Psychology (New York: Dover, 1950 [1890]), 1:286ï87. 
2 James, The Art of the Novel, 70ï71, identifies Rowland Mallet in Roderick Hudson, Isabel Archer in The Portrait 

of a Lady, Merton Densher in The Wings of a Dove, Lambert Strether in The Ambassadors, Maisie in What Maisie 

Knew, among others, as ñmirrors.ò James employs the term ñcentreò in his discussion of Roderick Hudson, What 
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K. Stanzelôs ñreflector-charactersò or ñfigural media,ò Genetteôs ñfocal characters,ò Chatmanôs 

ñfilters,ò and Mieke Balôs ñinternal focalizors.ò3 Genetteôs account of the phenomenon he terms 

focalization remains the most widely known, but even when charitably interpreted and applied to 

literary examples, it fails to successfully account for many changes in point of view. 

Accordingly, I will be employing a distinct but related concept called character-focused 

narration, recently introduced by Currie.4 

Several of the sources on which Britten based his works for the stage employ character-

focused narration, including Mannôs Der Tod in Venedig and Jamesôs short story ñOwen 

Wingrave.ò Furthermore, there is evidence that Britten was attracted to such sources for 

precisely this feature. When asked by John Culshaw why he chose the latter, rather obscure story 

(by most accounts, justifiably so), Britten responded: 

I think what was most attractive to me in [Jamesôs ñOwen Wingraveò] was that 

this bombshell which arrived in the middle of this family and the circle in which 

Owen Wingrave moved would give a marvellous opportunity to show each 

personôs individual reactions to the bombshell.5 

It appears that Britten may have shared Jamesôs preoccupations with expressing charactersô 

points of view. In this chapter, I investigate how an operaôs narrators, i.e., its author(s), use 

music for the purpose of character-focused narration. Jamesôs short story ñOwen Wingraveò and 

its operatic adaptation by Britten and Piper furnish my cornerstone examples.6 

                                                                                                                                                             
Maisie Knew, and The Ambaassadors. Ibid., 16, 147, 317. ñReflectorò arises in conjunction with The Wings of a 

Dove. Ibid., 305. 
3 Frank K. Stanzel, A Theory of Narrative, trans. Charlotte Goedsche (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1984), 9, 144ï45; Genette, Narrative Discourse, 185ï94; Chatman, Coming to Terms, chap. 9; Mieke Bal, 

Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative, trans. Christine van Boheemen (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 1985), 100ï6. 
4 Currie, Narratives and Narrators, chap. 7. 
5 Myfanwy Piper, interview by John Amis in 1970 for the BBCôs program ñMusic Now,ò in Owen Wingrave, 

directed by Basil Coleman (Decca, 2009), DVD. 
6 The fact that Owen Wingrave was composed for television may appear to complicate matters. But in addition to 

producing a work for television, Britten and Piper also produced a work-for-performance, and it is their work-for-

performance I will be discussing. 
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3.1 What Is Point of View? 

Aside from a chapter-length study of Death in Venice by Rupprecht, the concept of point 

of view has remained virtually unexplored in opera studies.7 One explanation for this lacuna is 

the fact that point of view is a component of narration, and the received wisdomðat least since 

the publication of Abbateôs Unsung Voicesðis that operas are not narratives because they 

typically lack fictional narrators.8 The previous chapter refuted the validity of the assumption 

motivating Abbateôs conclusions. All narratives require an agent who is responsible for telling or 

presenting the narrative, but there is no reason that agent cannot be the workôs actual author(s). 

Another obstacle is the narrative theory on which musicologists have drawn, chiefly, 

Genetteôs Narrative Discourse. Taken at face value, Genetteôs ideas about what point of view is 

and how it is articulated in a narrative are non-starters when applied to opera. Given that Genette 

never intended such an application, it would be wrong to fault him for his theoryôs inaptness in 

this regard. The fact that Genetteôs statements about point of view fail to hold true for literature 

points to more fundamental flaws in his account. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, Genetteôs most famous contribution to narrative 

theory was his identification of the commonplace ñconfusion between the question who is the 

character whose point of view orients the narrative perspective? and the very different question 

who is the narrator?ò9 In other words, the fact that the narration expresses aspects of Maisieôs 

point of view should not lead us to conclude that she is the one telling the story. So far, so 

sensible. Problems arise when Genette goes on to recommend that the former question may be 

paraphrased as ñwho sees?ò, which implies that point of view is exclusively a matter of visual 

perception. 

                                                 
7 Rupprecht, Brittenôs Musical Language, chap. 6. 
8 Abbate, Unsung Voices, Preface. 
9 Genette, Narrative Discourse, 186.  
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Such a narrow conception of point of view is obviously problematic when applied to 

opera. While the music, libretto, or staging may convey aspects of a characterôs visual perceptual 

experiences, opera authors cannot provide its spectators with the opportunity to see the fictional 

world from a characterôs spatial position and perceptual orientation (unless they employ nested 

cinematic displays containing images of what a character is seeing). Observing this difficulty, 

Rupprecht proposes that ñoperatic point of view, where apparent, might be defined in the terms 

suggested by the phrase óaccess to consciousnessô as a sounding-forth of the mental and 

emotional basis of what is occurring on stage.ò10 Rupprechtôs phrasing implies that his expansion 

of the purview of the concept is necessary only for opera. A more inclusive understanding of the 

concept is required to adequately understand point of view in literature as well, I suggest.11 

There is evidence that Genette did not intend to limit the scope of point of view to visual 

perception. Genette rejects the very term point of view because of its ñtoo specifically visual 

connotations.ò12 And in his retrospective Narrative Discourse Revisited, he acknowledges that 

his ñwho sees?ò method of determining the focal character is too ñpurely visual, and hence 

overly narrow.ò As a replacement, he proposes the ñbroader question of who perceives?ò13 Yet, 

even the verb ñperceiveò is not quite inclusive enough. Elsewhere in Narrative Discourse, he 

states that a narrator tells a story according to the point of view of a character by limiting himself 

to the knowledge the character possesses.14 Now it appears that point of view also includes the 

individualôs epistemic position. Perceptual orientation and epistemic position, even taken in 

                                                 
10 Rupprecht, Brittenôs Musical Language, 111. Rupprecht is not alone in understanding Genette to be equating 

point of view with visual perspective. See also Bal, Narratology, 104. 
11 I am not the first to make this suggestion. See Currie, Narratives and Narrators, 123ï29. 
12 Genette, Narrative Discourse, 189. 
13 Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse Revisited, trans. Jane E. Lewin (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988), 64. 

Original French: ñJe ne reviens pas sur la distinction, aujourdôhui couramment admise, au moins dans son principe, 

entre les deux questions « Qui voit » (question de mode) et « Qui parle? » (question de voix)ðsi ce nôest pour 

regretter une formulation purement visuelle, et donc trop ®troite é il faut donc ®videmment substituer ¨ qui voit? la 

question plus large qui perçoit?ò G®rard Genette, Nouveau discours du récit (Paris: Seuil, 1983), 43. 
14 Genette, Narrative Discourse, 189. 
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combination, lack the ability to track all changes in narrative perspective. As illustration, I will 

take the first scene from Jamesôs ñOwen Wingrave.ò 

It is a story about a young man who comes out about his pacifist convictions to his 

bigoted and domineering military family. Most commentators observe that it is told from the 

point of view of Owenôs tutor, Mr Coyle.15 By the ñwho sees?ò method of determining the focal 

character, one would cite the fact that readers are privy to only those exchanges Coyle witnesses; 

or following the epistemic-position method, one would observe that the reader knows only what 

Coyle knows at any given moment. Genetteôs methods are unable to track the numerous points 

where the narrative perspective shifts, for example, at the italicized portions of the following 

passage: 

Less than a week after this the elder man [Coyle] received a note from Miss 

Wingrave [Owenôs aunt], who had immediately quitted London with her nephew. 

She proposed he [Coyle] should come down to Paramore [the Wingrave family 

estate] for the following SundayðOwen was really so tiresome. On the spot, in 

that house of examples and memories and in combination with her poor dear 

father [Sir Philip], who was ñdreadfully annoyedò, it might be worth their while to 

make a last stand. Mr Coyle read between the lines of this letter that the party at 

Paramore had got over a good deal of ground since Miss Wingrave, in Baker 

Street, had treated his despair as superficial. She wasnôt an insinuating woman, 

but she went so far as to put the question on the ground of his conferring a 

particular favour on an afflicted family; and she expressed the pleasure it would 

give them should he be accompanied by Mrs Coyle, for whom she enclosed a 

separate invitation. She mentioned that she was also writing, subject to Mr 

Coyleôs approval, to young Lechmere [Owenôs classmate and friend]. She thought 

that such a nice manly boy might do her wretched nephew some good. The 

celebrated crammer decided to embrace this occasion; and now it was the case not 

so much that he was angry as that he was anxious. As he directed his answer to 

                                                 
15 Winton Dean, ñMusic in London,ò Musical Times 114, no. 1565 (1973), 719; Halliwell, Opera and the Novel, 

239; Arne Muus, ñóThe Minstrel Boy to the War Is Goneô: Father Figures and Fighting Sons in Brittenôs Owen 

Wingrave,ò in Benjamin Britten: New Perspectives on His Life and Work, ed. Lucy Walker (Woodbridge: Boydell, 

2009), 101; Frances Spalding, ñDramatic Invention in Myfanwy Piperôs Libretto for Owen Wingrave,ò in Walker, 

Benjamin Britten: New Perspectives on His Life and Work, 89. 
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Miss Wingraveôs letter he caught himself smiling at the thought that at bottom he 

was going to defend his ex-pupil rather than to give him away.16 

Lacking the blatant signalling of the latter italicized portion (prefaced by ñshe thought 

thatò), the former is the more subtle and interesting of the two. The narratorôs dry, factual 

reportage is interrupted by the intrusion of a particular perspective on the situation. The phrase 

ñOwen was really so tiresomeò not only constitutes a non sequitur but is also stylistically 

incongruous. Its bluntness is uncharacteristic of both the narratorôs and Coyleôs manners of 

communicating, and the sentiment cannot be attributed to either. 

Coyleôs opinions on the relative merits of his pupils have been revealed earlier in the 

story: 

[Lechmere] had unconsciously performed for Mr Coyle the office of making the 

promise of his [Owenôs] great gifts more vivid by contrast. He was short and 

sturdy and as a general thing uninspired, and Mr Coyle, who found no amusement 

in believing in him, had never thought him less exciting than as he stared now out 

of a face from which you could no more guess whether he had caught an idea than 

you could judge your dinner by looking at a dish-cover. Young Lechmere 

concealed such achievements as if they had been youthful indiscretions (42ï43). 

In light of the higher esteem with which Coyle regards Owen, it is clear that he is not the 

character orienting the narrative perspective at the italicized portions. It is Miss Wingrave who 

possesses the appropriate values, as well as the requisite lack of subtlety and tact, to be the 

character whose point of view they express. 

In reaching the foregoing conclusions, I have relied on neither of Genetteôs methods of 

determining the focal character. At no point in the first excerpt does the narrator provide the 

reader access to any characterôs perceptual experiences. As for the epistemic-position method, 

the only portion that contains knowledge that one character possesses but the other does not is 

                                                 
16 Henry James, ñOwen Wingrave,ò in The Turn of the Screw and Other Stories, ed. T. J. Lustig (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1992), 55ï56 (my emphasis). All subsequent references to the short story will refer to this edition 

and will be placed in the body of the text. 
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the final two sentences, where readers learn that Coyle plans to side with Owen, even though he 

has led Miss Wingrave to believe that his loyalties lie with her. The epistemic-position method 

cannot help one in tracking the shifts in point of view at the italicized portions. One knows that 

they represent Miss Wingraveôs point of view because of a shift in values and beliefs, 

specifically, the fact that Miss Wingrave places more value on dull but obedient Lechmere than 

astute, free-thinking Owen, and believes the former to be a positive influence over the latter. 

Coyle is of the opposite opinion on both matters. Genetteôs methods, while effective in certain 

circumstances, are not reliable tools for tracking changes in point of view in all cases. This 

suggests that point of view amounts to more than the sum of an individualôs knowledge and 

perceptual experiences. 

A theory of point of view that is able to track such subtle shifts has been put forth by 

Currie. He proposes that ñpoint of view arises from an agentôs limitations of access to and 

capacity to act on the world.ò17 Thus, it encompasses the agentôs resources and habits of 

perceiving, knowing, thinking, feeling, and doing, which would also include the agentôs beliefs, 

values, and desires. In light of Genetteôs remarks on later scholarsô misinterpretations of his 

theoretical writings, it is possible that Genette had a broader conception of point of view in mind 

all along, but simply failed to articulate his position effectively in Narrative Discourse. In any 

case, the multi-faceted conception of point of view made explicit by Currie is what is required to 

adequately account for the myriad ways individuals differ from one another. Currieôs account 

also opens up possibilities of applying the concept to opera. 

                                                 
17 Currie, Narratives and Narrators, 89. 
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3.2 Character-Focused Narration in Literature & Film 

In everyday life, humans make their points of view known through their actions, 

particularly how they express themselves. Similarly, narrators express their points of view 

through their acts of narration. Just as oneôs actions cannot help but express oneôs point of view, 

a narrator cannot help but tell the story from her point of view. In addition, she may do so in 

ways that orient readers to the point of view of a character in the story, in other words, she may 

narrate the story according to that point of view.18 This is what Currie calls character-focused 

narration. In contrast to narrating from a point of view, which is non-optional and all or nothing, 

narrating according to a point of view is optional and admits of degrees. Coyle is the primary 

character whose point of view orients the narrative perspective but it is inaccurate to say that 

Jamesôs story is told from his point of view, as most commentators do. Not only does the narrator 

shift focus from Coyle to other characters, as we have seen, but the narrator also provides 

commentary on Coyleôs character that does not represent Coyleôs self-perceptions. 

The story begins with Coyleôs reaction to Owenôs confession, presumably that he is 

morally opposed to the family tradition of military service. 

 ñUpon my honour you must be off your head!ò cried Spencer Coyle as the 

young man, with a white face, stood there panting a little and repeating ñReally 

Iôve quite decided,ò and ñI assure you Iôve thought it out.ò They were both pale, 

but Owen Wingrave smiled in a manner exasperating to his supervisor, who 

however still discriminated sufficiently to feel his grimaceðit was like an 

irrelevant leerðthe result of extreme and conceivable nervousness. 

 ñIt was certainly a mistake to have gone so far; but thatôs exactly why it 

strikes me I mustnôt go further,ò poor Owen said, waiting mechanically, almost 

humblyðhe wished not to swagger, and indeed had nothing to swagger aboutð

and carrying through the window to the stupid opposite houses the dry glitter of 

his eyes. 

 ñIôm unspeakably disgusted. Youôve made me dreadfully illòðand Mr 

Coyle looked in truth thoroughly upset. 

                                                 
18 Ibid., 127. 
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 ñIôm very sorry. It was the fear of the effect on you that kept me from 

speaking sooner.ò 

 ñYou should have spoken three months ago. Donôt you know your mind 

from one day to the other?ò the elder of the pair demanded. 

 The young man for a moment held himself: then he quavered his plea. 

óYouôre very angry with me and I expected it. Iôm awfully obliged to you for all 

youôve done for me. Iôll do anything else for you in return, but I canôt do that. 

Everyone else will let me have it of course. Iôm prepared for thatðIôm prepared 

for everything. Itôs what has taken the time: to be sure I was prepared. I think itôs 

your displeasure I feel most and regret most. But little by little youôll get over it,ò 

Owen wound up. 

 ñYouôll  get over it rather faster, I suppose!ò the other satirically exclaimed. 

He was quite as agitated as his young friend (39ï40). 

The final phrase is blatantly ironic, in light of the preceding conversation. Coyle is indeed 

agitated but Owen is not. Although the narrator remarks that Owen ñquavered his plea,ò 

Owen expresses himself in lucid, measured tones. By contrast, the narrator observes that Coyle 

ñlooked thoroughly upset,ò and later on, even the dim-witted Lechmere perceives a change in his 

teacherôs disposition, particularly his ñbad languageò and a ñfreshness, as of a forgotten 

vernacular, it had imparted to the governorôs vocabularyò (42, 43). If Coyle were listening to 

what Owen was attempting to tell him, he would realize the falsity of interpreting Owenôs 

actions as ill-considered products of over-heated youthful emotions. In actuality, they arose out 

of calm and careful deliberation. 

The above passage of Jamesôs short story shows Coyle to be unable both to come to grips 

with Owenôs pacifist convictions and to recognize the disturbing effect they have had on him. 

The fact that Coyle displaces his feelings of distress and agitation onto Owen is further 

emphasized when, through free indirect discourse, the narrator relays Coyleôs suggestion that 

Owen ñhad better go off somewhereðdown to Eastbourne, say: the sea would bring him 

roundðand take a few days to find his feet and come to his sensesò (40). In reality, Coyle is the 

one in need of time to cool his nerves, not Owen. When the narrator provides readers access to 

Owenôs point of view later on, they learn that even Owen has reached this conclusion: 
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He [Owen] couldnôt refuse to go through the form of trying Eastbourne or at least 

of holding his tongue, though there was that in his manner which implied that if 

he should do so it would be really to give Mr Coyle a chance to recuperate. He 

didnôt feel a bit overworked, but there was nothing more natural than that, with 

their [Owenôs familyôs] tremendous pressure, Mr Coyle should be. Mr Coyleôs 

own intellect would derive an advantage from his pupilôs holiday (41). 

At the beginning of the story, Coyle holds mistaken beliefs about Owenôs feelings and 

thought processes as well as his own reactions to Owenôs news. If the narrative were told from 

Coyleôs point of view, the disjuncture between Coyleôs beliefs and reality would not be apparent. 

As it is told according to Coyleôs point of view, the narrator is free to pick and choose what 

aspects of Coyleôs point of view to represent and to offer ironic commentary that highlights some 

limitations of his point of view. 

Having examined some examples, we are now in a position to define more precisely what 

narrating according to a point of view entails. At minimum, readers must be informed of the 

salient features of the point of view in question, particularly how it differs from those of other 

characters. But examples like ñOwen was really so tiresomeò involve more than that. With this 

phrase, the narrator not only tells readers that Miss Wingrave finds Owen tiresome but he does 

so in a way that imitates Miss Wingraveôs exasperation and blunt manner of expressing herself. 

If, instead, James had written ñMiss Wingrave found Owen tiresome,ò the narrator would not 

have provided readers with this extra information about how Miss Wingrave might express her 

feelings. 

If point of view refers to an agentôs characteristic ways of responding to the world, then 

narrating according to a point of view involves imitating those characteristic modes of response 

so that readers get a sense of what it would be like to have that point of view.19 Imitation admits 

of degrees. At the most imitative are cases like ñOwen was really so tiresome,ò an instance of 

                                                 
19 Ibid., 130. 
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free indirect discourse, in which the narrator departs from his own style of narration to perform 

an utterance that imitates one Miss Wingrave might make. Other examples are not so thoroughly 

imitative of their subjects. The narratorôs account of Coyle and Owenôs initial conversation 

betrays more of a sense of the narratorôs presence through the use of irony. Yet, the narrator still 

provides readers some form of access to Coyleôs subjective states, and as such, the narrator is 

still telling the story according to Coyleôs point of view. 

Providing readers subjective access to characters is essential to character-focused 

narration, as Currie has defined it. In this respect, the concept differs from that of focalization, 

which encompasses what Genette refers to as externally focalized narratives. A textbook 

example is Hemingwayôs short story ñThe Killers,ò in which readers follow a characterôs 

trajectory through the narrative but do not have access to the characterôs unexpressed feelings 

and thoughts.20 Focalization, as defined by Genette, does not always involve subjective access. 

Precisely how character-focused narration is accomplished depends on the medium, and 

within each medium, there exists a variety of ways that a narratorôs telling can orient readers to a 

characterôs point of view. Although there are examples of literary works with nested illustrations, 

graphs, photographs, and even musical notation, the literary narratorôs primary resource is 

language.21 Thus, the imitation of modes of speech and thought is an important device of 

character-focused narration in literary media. In particular, Currie draws attention to the 

importance of free indirect discourse, a phenomenon that has arisen several times in the 

                                                 
20 Genette, Narrative Discourse, 190. 
21 W. G. Sebaldôs Austerlitz (2001) incorporates photographs. Edwin A. Abbottôs Flatland (1884) contains 

geometrical diagrams. Myrtle Reedôs short story ñTrªumereiò from The White Shield (New York: G. P. Putnamôs 

Sons, 1912), 170, contains excerpts of musical notation from Schumannôs piano miniature of the same title. Arthur 

Schnitzlerôs novella Fräulein Else (in the version published by Paul Zsolnay, not the original publication of 1924 in 

Die neue Rundschau) contains score excerpts from Schumannôs Carnaval. Fräulein Else, in Desire and Delusion, 

Three Novellas by Arthur Schnitzler, trans. Margret Schaefer (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2003), 251. The musical 

examples were brought to my attention by Ivan Raykoff, ñSchumannôs Melodramatic Afterlife,ò in Rethinking 

Schumann, eds. Roe-Min Kok and Laura Tunbridge (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 168ï72. 
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discussion of Jamesôs narrational techniques. While free indirect discourse is commonly 

understood as displacing the narrator, literature scholar Daniel Gunn has shown that this 

hypothesis is unsupported by literary practice. Gunn characterizes free indirect discourse as ña 

kind of narratorial mimicry, analogous to the flexible imitations of othersô discourse we all 

practice in informal speech and expository prose.ò22 Gunnôs account explains why free indirect 

discourse would be an important device of character-focused narration, more so than directly 

reported speech. Being a word-for-word transcription of a characterôs utterance, directly reported 

speech is a better representation of that utterance than free indirect discourse. However, it is less 

an imitation of that utterance, since readers have little sense of the imitator, the narrator. With 

free indirect discourse, readers are aware of both the imitator and the object of the imitation.23 

In a film, the primary means by which spectators gain subjective access to characters is 

through the visual qualities of shots.24 One might assume that the point of view shot (a shot that 

represents a particular characterôs visual perspective on the fictional world) would be the primary 

means of achieving character-focused narration in cinema, but both Smith and Wilson have 

argued against its centrality. ñNot all POV shots produce subjective access, and not all subjective 

access is produced by POV shots,ò Smith observes.25 Reaction shots, particularly close-ups, are a 

more powerful device because they let spectators know how the character is responding to what 

he or she is seeing, knowledge typical point of view shots fail to provide. 

Taking Nicholas Rayôs Rebel Without a Cause (1955) as an example, Wilson has 

demonstrated how features of the mise-en-scène, blocking, choice of camera angles, lenses, and 

editing style express qualities of the teenagersô experience of the world, namely, their feelings of 

                                                 
22 Daniel P. Gunn, ñFree Indirect Discourse and Narrative Authority in Emma,ò Narrative 12, no. 1 (2004), 35ï36. 
23 Currie, Narratives and Narrators, 140ï44. 
24 With sound cinema, music and sound effects can also orient spectators to particular charactersô points of view, but 

this possibility has received little extended theoretical attention to date. 
25 Smith, Engaging Characters, 161. 
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claustrophobia and imprisonment.26 As part of a discussion of Fight Club (David Fincher, 1999), 

Wilson has drawn attention to a type of shot he calls the impersonal subjectively inflected shot, 

which represents salient ñphenomenal qualities or contents of a characterôs field of vision,ò even 

though it does not represent the characterôs visual perspective.27 Since spectators are able to look 

at the character while also with the character, to a certain extent, they are able to see not only 

what the character is reacting to but also how it makes him feel. 

3.3 Character-Focused Narration in Opera 

In contrast to the sense-modality hierarchy operative in cinema, hearing is more 

important than seeing when attending an operatic work-performance. Most opera spectators are 

seated too far away from singers to discern much of anything about their facial expressions. 

Accordingly, music takes on a more important role in conveying aspects of charactersô points of 

view, but it is not the only means. Visual elements of operatic performancesðmise-en-scène, 

blocking, lighting, costumes, and actingðcan also be used to express charactersô points of view, 

just as they can in a film, but I will save my consideration of such possibilities until Chapter 5. In 

this chapter, my focus will be on the role music can play in orienting spectators to charactersô 

points of view. 

At the outset, one must acknowledge some crucial differences between musical means of 

expressing charactersô points of view and linguistic and cinematic ones. Linguistic discourse 

contains deictic markers that indicate the speakerôs identity, her relation to other persons or 

objects mentioned, and the utteranceôs temporal relation to other events to which it refers. The 

nature of the medium of pictorial cinema ensures that every shot represents a distinct visual 

                                                 
26 Wilson, Narration in Light, 170ï71. 
27 Wilson, Seeing Fictions in Film, 149. 
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perspective on that which is represented. Music, by contrast, lacks such indicators. Although 

music possesses tremendous powers to express emotions and evoke actions and gestures, it is 

impossible to know to whom to ascribe such states and acts without extra-musical cues, such as 

words, images, dramatic action, pantomime, or dance. 

Luckily, with opera at least some of the aforementioned items are present to provide 

guidance in attributing musicôs expressive and representational effects.28 Nevertheless, there is 

more ambiguity when dealing with music than with language or images. Advancing an argument 

that a strain of music expresses a particular characterôs point of view requires considerable care, 

specifically the citation of extra-musical features of the work corroborating the interpretation. In 

general, arias are less problematic than ensembles, as there is only one fictional character whose 

point of view the music could possibly express. With ensembles, one must decide whether the 

music expresses an emotion or sentiment shared by all participating parties, just some, or perhaps 

none. Sometimes the available evidence is insufficient to lead interpreters to a single, decisive 

conclusion about what the music expresses or represents. More often than not, the music of an 

opera serves multiple functions. A listing, by no means exhaustive, would include defining the 

locale, setting an appropriate mood, representing charactersô actions, expressing the point of 

view of a character or group of characters, expressing the real-life composerôs point of view on 

some aspect of the story, suggesting how spectators ought to feel about some aspect of the story, 

imparting formal properties to the work like continuity, or otherwise enhancing its aesthetic 

beauty. 

As previously mentioned, point of view is a multi-faceted concept, encompassing an 

agentôs perceptual experiences, knowledge base, modes of thought, and emotional and 

                                                 
28 Thus, I am in disagreement with Peter Kivyôs assertion: ñWhat music canôt do, opera canôt do.ò Osminôs Rage: 

Philosophical Reflections on Opera, Drama, and Text, rev. ed. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999), 275. 
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psychological states. For each medium, some facets assume salience, and some may be 

impossible to convey at all, in light of the mediumôs characteristic strengths and weaknesses. 

3.3.1 Perception 

Opera lacks resources for allowing spectators to see the fictional world as a character sees 

it. Nevertheless, Rupprecht has convincingly argued that the music Britten composed for Tadzio 

represents particularities of how Aschenbach sees Tadzio.29 Specifically, the exotic, alluring, 

gamelan-inspired music represents the way Aschenbach regards Tadzio as the image of 

perfection and as an object of erotic desire. Thus, Brittenôs music aligns us with Aschenbachôs 

point of view. But it is important to note that he does so by allowing us to hear how Aschenbach 

sees Tadzio, not by allowing us to see Tadzio as Aschenbach sees him. 

Turning to the aural domain, it seems possible that operas could allow spectators to hear 

what a character hears, an aural analogue to Wilsonôs subjectively inflected shot in cinema. 

Although speaking about art song, Cone has famously argued that accompaniments representing 

sounds or music in the protagonistôs environment represent the way the protagonist perceives 

those sounds, as opposed to intersubjectively accessible facts about the sounds.30 The French 

grand opera tradition and others influenced by it afford a wealth of operatic examples. One of the 

innovations developed at the Paris Opéra in the 1830s was the idea of manipulating the 

placement of musicians in such a way as to afford spectators access to the particularities of 

charactersô aural perceptual experiences. In the final scene of Les Huguenots, Meyerbeer directs 

the chorus of martyrs singing the chorale ñEin feste Burgò to be located backstage. In so doing, 

he aligns spectators with Valentine, Raoul, and Marcel, who hear the singing from outside the 

                                                 
29 Rupprecht, Brittenôs Musical Language, 267ï74. 
30 Cone, The Composerôs Voice, 35ï36. 
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church in which it is taking place. If Meyerbeer had the chorus appear on stage, he would still 

have afforded spectators perceptual access to the music the three characters were hearing but 

without the added spatial dimension differentiating the three individuals from the collective 

voices of the martyrs and aligning spectators with the former group. 

It is worth noting the vagueness of the information spectators are provided about how the 

chorale singing sounds to the fictional characters. It is so vague that it is impossible to say that 

Meyerbeerôs performing directions align spectators with any one character. This observation 

identifies another medium-specific difference of which to be aware when dealing with musical 

means of communicating point of view. It would be idiosyncratic to claim that a point of view 

shot represents more than one characterôs visual perspective. A shot may represent the field of 

vision of a group in a general way but it may not provide the subtle differences between the 

precise location of each individual, their eyelevel, and so on, which human beings are able to 

keenly discern. But given humansô vastly inferior abilities to distinguish between aural 

perspectives, it is perfectly logical to claim that the backstage chorale singing communicates the 

aural perspective of Valentine, Raoul, and Marcel. Similarly, in a film where a sound effect 

represents a noise in the environment of three characters, it is reasonable to speak of the sound 

representing the aural perceptual experience of all three characters.31 

Even so, there are some operatic examples in which spectators are aligned with a 

particular character in terms of his or her aural perceptual experiences. Abbate identifies one in 

her discussion of the horn calls in Tristan, Act II Scene 1.32 The beginning of this scene 

constitutes a disagreement between Isolde and Brangäne about whether the horns of King 

                                                 
31 A film scholar to remark on humansô differing capabilities at differentiating aural and visual perspectives is 

Michel Chion, Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen, trans. Claudia Gorbman (New York: Columbia University Press, 

1994), 90ï91. 
32 Abbate, Unsung Voices, 131. 
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Markeôs hunting party can still be heard, and thus whether Isolde can put out the light, signalling 

to Tristan that it is safe for him to come to her for their planned tryst. 

The women hear the very same sonic stimuli. Wagnerôs music draws our attention to the 

divergent effects the sounds have on the characters. His meticulous performance directions call 

for two groups of horns: one located behind the scenery, and the other in the pit, playing with 

mutes.33 When Brangäne listens, Wagner represents the loud, clear sound of the horns Brangäne 

hears by employing the former group, which sound nearer than the latter because, although 

backstage, they are not playing with mutes. Isolde accuses Brangäne of being misled by fear into 

mistaking the sounds of the wind for those of her husbandôs hunting party. Now Wagnerôs 

orchestra represents Isoldeôs aural perceptions. String tremolos performed near the bridge (ñam 

Stegeò) represent the sound of the rustling leaves of which she speaks. The horns do eventually 

appear, but they sound as if from a distance and after a single strain of their call, their musical 

material transfers to the clarinets and gradually dissipates back into the nature sounds. The 

louder backstage group returns when Brangäne professes once more to hear the horns and 

accuses Isolde of imagining things, her senses clouded by desire. When Isolde listens for one last 

time, the horns are nowhere to be heard, just as she professes. 

Abbate states that ñwe hearðwith Isolde. The music emanating from the orchestra at this 

moment seems to be a trace of sound inside her mind, this sound pushed outward, sung to us. 

She is no longer deaf to music that we can hear, for she has imagined it and created it, and in this 

                                                 
33 With respect to the former group, Wagner includes the following directions: ñAuf dem Theater, zur Seite hinter 

dem Prospekt, sehr allmählich entfernter. (Diese Hörner sind womöglich doppelt oder auch noch mehrfach zu 

besetzen.)ò (On the stage, behind the back-cloth, becoming very gradually more distant. [When possible, this group 

of horns should be doubled, or increased in size even further.]) At the beginning, he directs them to play with their 

bells in the air (ñImmer sehr stark, mit dem Schallrichter in die Hºheò), which would also increase their volume. 

Richard Wagner, Score to Tristan und Isolde, in Sämmtliche Werke, vol. 8, no. 2, eds. Isolde Vetter and Egon Voss 

(Mainz: Schott, 1992), 9. 
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is momentarily celebrated as the locus of authorial discourse.ò34 Abbate makes two missteps in 

the conclusions she draws from this scene. First, her suggestion that Isolde is the author of the 

orchestral music neglects the fact that it expresses not only Isoldeôs point of view but also that of 

Brangäne. Wagner provides us access to Isoldeôs perceptions of the horn calls as dissipating into 

the sounds of the natural world, and her delight and excitement at this observation. He also gives 

us a sense of Brangäneôs experience of the sounds of the hunting party as near and, by extension, 

as a tangible threat. In fact, it is only through Wagnerôs juxtaposition of the womenôs differing 

perceptual experiences that the particularity of each is made apparent to the audience. 

Abbateôs account also conflates Genetteôs questions ñWho is the narrator?ò and ñWho is 

the character whose point of view orients the narrative perspective?ò The fact that the orchestra 

provides spectators subjective access to Isolde and Brangäne does not prove that either is the 

narrator, much less the author, of the relevant passages. In the absence of any cues indicating that 

there is a fictional author of the foregoing passage, it makes as much if not more sense to 

imagine Wagner as doing the presenting. 

3.3.2 Knowledge 

The scene of Owenôs disinheritance in Owen Wingrave, Act II Scene 1, involves an 

alignment in terms of perception, which brings about an alignment in terms of knowledge. Piper 

and Britten specify that Owenôs conversation with his grandfather Sir Philip is to take place 

behind closed doors in the fictional world. In the real world, Britten directs the performers to 

locate themselves backstage while spectators watch the remaining characters as they attempt to 

eavesdrop (Ex. 3.1). Remarkable about this scene is the way Britten represents the eavesdropping 

                                                 
34 Abbate, Unsung Voices, 131. Other scholars to make similar statements include Thomas S. Grey, ñIn the Realm of 

the Senses: Sight, Sound and the Music of Desire in Tristan und Isolde,ò in Groos, Richard Wagner: Tristan und 

Isolde, 77; Roger Scruton, Death-Devoted Heart: Sex and the Sacred in Wagnerôs Tristan and Isolde (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2004), 51ï52. 
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charactersô failed attempts to hear what they, and spectators, so dearly want to hear, namely, how 

Owen justifies his pacifist convictions to Sir Philip, and what is prompting the old manôs 

hysterical exclamations, which can be overheard. Britten did not write any music for Owen to 

sing during this exchange. Spectators only hear muffled strains of Sir Philipôs portions of the 

conversation while an off-stage horn seems to represent Owenôs responses, although without 

providing spectators access to the semantic content of those responses. Brittenôs compositional 

choices align spectators with the eavesdropping characters by saddling both parties with the 

same limitation with regard to aural perception. As a consequence of this limitation, both 

spectators and eavesdroppers are barred access to keenly sought knowledge.35 

Ex. 3.1: The eavesdropping scene (Owen Wingrave, Act II Scene 2) 

 

                                                 
35 The question of precisely what prompts Owenôs disownment remains unanswered at the workôs conclusion, which 

provides fuel for queer interpretations of the opera. See, for example, Stephen McClatchie, ñBenjamin Britten, Owen 

Wingrave and the Politics of the Closet; or, óHe Shall Be Straightened out at Paramore,ôò Cambridge Opera Journal 

8, no. 1 (1996), 68. 
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3.3.3 Thought Processes 

The facet of point of view Currie refers to as ñhabits and capacities of mindò 

encompasses not merely charactersô thought processes but also what they tend to find salient 

and, thus, worthy of attention.36 In Nabokovôs Lolita, for example, Humbert Humbertôs narration 

reflects his focus on the tantalizing qualities of nymphets, to the exclusion of most other aspects 

of his existence. This facet also includes charactersô abilities to interpret what they observe, a 

factor salient in stories with children and non-human focal characters as well as foreigners 

unfamiliar with local customs, the mentally handicapped, and the psychologically disturbed. 

In opera, as with leitmotific classical Hollywood film scores, the most commonplace 

device of expressing charactersô thought processes is the deployment of recurring musical 

motives with semantic tags. Countless examples may be cited, particularly from Verdiôs operas. 

To name a well-known example from Il trovatore, the melody to Azucenaôs aria ñStride la 

vampaò comes to represent the characterôs traumatic memory of seeing her mother burnt at the 

stake as well as her motherôs exhortation to vengeance against the Count. In the final scene when 

she realizes how to exact her revenge (preceding ñUn giorno turba feroce lôava tua condusseò), 

spectators hear the melody played by the orchestra and know the nature of her thoughts. 

3.3.4 Emotional & Psychological States 

To counter the concern that the kind of information that may be conveyed through music 

is necessarily of a banal, tautological sort, I draw attention to a few more complex examples 

from Brittenôs oeuvre.37 Brittenôs motivic manipulations in the trial scene of Billy Budd generate 

                                                 
36 Currie, Narratives and Narrators, 129. The issue of salience was brought to my attention by Nicholas 

Wolterstorffôs concept of ñfocus.ò Works and Worlds of Art (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980), 183ï84. 
37 I have in mind sceptics like Peter Kivy, who has remarked on ñthe obvious inability of music to impact much in 

the way of fictional truths about the psychology of operatic characters.ò ñHow Did Mozart Do It? Living Conditions 
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fictional truths about Vereôs mental, emotional, and psychological states, facts that are not 

generated by the libretto or stage directions. The music explicitly contradicts the air of 

composure Vere displays in his verbal utterances. Rupprecht has identified a curious non-

congruence between the verbal account Vere provides of the events leading up to Claggartôs 

death and the musical motives associated with these events.38 While Vereôs verbal narration is 

chronological, the orchestral ñnarrationò is out of sequence and some motives receive 

disproportionate emphasis, particularly the one representing the death of the master at arms. 

Through his orchestral music, Britten provides spectators access to Vereôs thoughtsðindicating 

that they are confused and dwell obsessively on Claggartôs deathðas well as his anguished 

emotional and psychological state. 

Another example along similar lines is the Epilogue of Gloriana, an opera about the 

relationship between Queen Elizabeth I and the Earl of Essex by Britten and William Plomer. To 

grasp the dramatic significance of Brittenôs music in the Epilogue, some context will be required. 

During the coupleôs tête-à-tête in Act I, the Queen bids her Lord to take up the lute and transport 

her away from the ñcares of State.ò He begins with a cheery tune in the hopes of lifting her 

spirits. While he plays, the pedal tones, foreign to the key of his singing, and the repeated 

intrusions of the motive previously associated with the Queenôs ñcaresò reveal that his song is 

not having the intended effect. Eventually, she cuts him off. ñToo light, too gay: a song for 

careless hearts,ò she explains. ñTurn to the lute again, evoke some far-off place or time, a dream, 

a mood, an air to spirit us both away.ò39 Essex satisfies her desire with his second attempt, a 

melancholy song about a hermit living out his days amid nature, away from society, in solitary 

                                                                                                                                                             
in the World of Opera,ò in The Fine Art of Repetition: Essays in the Philosophy of Music (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1993), 166. 
38 Rupprecht, Brittenôs Musical Language, 104ï6. 
39 William Plomer, Libretto to Gloriana, in Herbert, The Operas of Benjamin Britten, 213. 
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contemplation. The text of the second lute song was written by the historical Earl himself.40 And 

if the music suddenly sounds more evocative of Tudor times, that is because it too is based on 

music from the period. Britten borrowed the melodic incipit from a madrigal by John Wilbye, 

ñHappy, oh happy he,ò though his treatment of it owes more to Purcellôs songwriting. To ensure 

that performers and scholars would notice and appreciate his gesture of homage, Britten even 

included quotation marks in the score in the tutti first violin part, which, unlike the vocal line, is 

an exact quotation (Ex. 3.2a).41 

Strains of the second lute song are heard at several pivotal moments in the Queen and 

Essexôs relationship. After their quarrel about Essexôs failure to subdue the threat of the Irish 

rebels, they sing a nostalgic reprise to the words ñhappy were we.ò But Britten saves the most 

powerful effect for the Epilogue, immediately following the Queenôs signing of Essexôs death 

warrant (cf. Ex. 3.2b with Exx. 3.3a and 3.3b). Penelope Rich (Essexôs sister) expresses her 

horror and despair through a hysterical glissando. The Queen, however, can afford no outward 

manifestation of her grief. Nevertheless, Britten gives voice to it through the orchestraôs recall of 

Essexôs song, radically transformed. 

  

                                                 
40 Plomer and Britten came upon it in Lytton Strachey, Elizabeth and Essex: A Tragic History (New York: Harcourt, 

1928), 107ï8, chief source for the opera. Only minor word substitutions were made, presumably in the interest of 

singability. At least one critic noted the textual borrowing: Erwin Stein, ñGloriana,ò Listener (4 June 1953), 949, an 

advance review of the score. 
41 Benjamin Britten, Score to Gloriana (London: Boosey & Hawkes, 1953), 90. Desmond Shawe-Taylor, ñRoyal 

Operas,ò New Statesman and Nation (13 June 1953), 701, was the first to identify the musical borrowing. For a more 

in-depth discussion of the antique patina to the song, refer to Heather Wiebe, Brittenôs Unquiet Pasts: Sound and 

Memory in Postwar Reconstruction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 144ï45. For comparative 

musical examples of Wilbye and Britten, see Antonia Malloy-Chirgwin, ñGloriana: Brittenôs ñSlighted Child,ôò in 

The Cambridge Companion to Benjamin Britten, ed. Mervyn Cooke (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1999), 126ï27. 
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Ex. 3.2a: Second Lute Song: Quotation marks (Gloriana, Act I Scene 2) 

 

Gloriana, op. 53 by Benjamin Britten and William Plomer 

© Copyright 1953 by Hawkes & Son (London) Ltd. 

Reprinted by permission.  
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Ex. 3.2b: Second Lute Song, first two phrases (piano reduction) 
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Ex. 3.3a: Gloriana Epilogue, first phrase of the lute song 
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Ex. 3.3a (cont.) 
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Ex. 3.3b: Gloriana Epilogue, second phrase of the lute song 

 



 3  POINT OF V IEW 

 
149 

Indicative of just how conventional the meaning of such thematic reprises had become by 

this time, Britten had planned this effect early on in the operaôs genesis. In a letter to Plomer, he 

described his vision of the final scene as follows: ñSigning of warrant. Take lights down except 

for a spot on Elizabeth. Then, so as to suggest her mind is on Essex, play an orchestral version of 

the óBrambleberryô song [the Second Lute Song], while people come & hand her documents to 

sign, consult her on mattersðto which she replies automatically or not at all.ò42 

Brittenôs perfunctory description does not do justice to the expressive effect he achieved 

through the songôs transformation. Despite the Queenôs resolve not to betray her feelings and 

thoughts to her courtiers, Brittenôs deformations of the lute song provide spectators access to the 

Queenôs point of view. No longer an intimate bardic tune, improvisatory in character, Britten has 

forced it into the shape of a bombastic march. The delicate flourishes of the original songðnow 

performed exactly in time, marcato, and triple forte by a full complement of brass and windsð

have become garish, even grotesque. Remarkably, the first phrase is virtually identical to its 

original form in terms of melody and harmony, right down to the key. Britten achieved a 

complete transformation of affect from wistful rapture to anguished recollection solely through 

manipulations of orchestration, dynamics, articulation, and performance style. 

The remainder of the Epilogue is a variation on Essexôs song with spoken recitations 

acting as punctuation between the songôs phrases (see Table 3.1). However, since each phrase is 

treated in turn and only once, it is less a theme and variations than a modern resuscitation of 

Renaissance paraphrase technique. The imitative treatment to which some of the phrases are 

subjected also recommends the foregoing comparison. In the section following the Queenôs first 

spoken reflection, Britten uses the first four notes of the songôs second poetic line as a point of 

imitation, reaching a climax with the Queenôs entrance at the pitch level of the original song (Ex. 

                                                 
42 Letter from Britten to Plomer, 24 July 1952, in Cooke, Reed, and Mitchell, Letters from a Life, 4:76. 
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3.3b; Section B in Table 3.1). Entries occur at irregular time and pitch intervals, and create 

dissonance against one another as well as the walking bass line. For example, the second entry 

(clarinets, bass clarinets, and bassoons) generates a tritone with the first entry (flutes, oboes, 

English horn), and the third entry (trumpet) is a major second away from the bass (basses, 

contrabassoon, tuba). 

Table 3.1: Structure of the Gloriana Epilogue 

 
Reh. Portion of Lute Song Treatment 

A 167+14 ï68 Happy were he could finish forth 

his fate 

original tune transformed into 

a bombastic march for full 

orchestra 

 Queenôs first speech: victory over fame and over a great mind 

B 169ï70 in some unhaunted desert, treated as a point of imitation 

for winds and brass; Queen 

joins in at the original pitch 

 Essex lamenting his fate   

C 171ï72 where, obscure from all society, 

from love and hate of worldly folk, 

then might he sleep secure; 

freer imitative passage; Queen 

sings ñthere might he sleep 

secureò at the original pitch 

 Cecil entreating the Queen to name a successor 

D 173-1ï74 then wake again, and give God 

ever praise, content with hips and 

haws and brambleberry; 

transformed into a march 

 Queenôs second speech: the peopleôs love as a jewel  

E 175ï76 in contemplation spending all his 

days, and change of holy thoughts 

to make him merry:  

another march-like 

transformation 

 Stage directions: Near the Queen appears a death-like phantom of herself. It 

approaches and fades. 

F 177ï78 where, when he dies, his tomb 

might be a bush where harmless 

robin dwells with gentle thrush; 

Queen sings the melody to a 

march-like rhythm to the text 

ñMortua, sed non sepulta!ò 

 Cecil bids her go to bed.   

G 179ï80 happy were he! oboe in original key 

 Queen: ñI see no weighty reason that I should be fond to live or fear to die.ò 

 ñGreen leavesò chorus reprise. Stage directions: The Queen is slowly enveloped 

in darkness. 
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If the songôs reprise indicates that the Queenôs thoughts turn to Essex, Brittenôs various 

deformations express the tortured nature of those thoughts and the grief she may not express 

herself. One detail possibly eludes the foregoing explanation: the brutal, military-march topic. 

This could be interpreted as either an expression of the Queenôs ambivalence towards the 

decision she has just made or as Brittenôs comment on the steely will that led her to place the 

needs of her country over her personal desires. 

3.4 Owen Wingrave 

3.4.1 Owen: Character-Focused Narration at Work 

Britten and Piperôs adaptation of Jamesôs ñOwen Wingraveò to the operatic stage resulted 

in a shift in focus from Coyle to Owen.43 As explanation, Frances Spalding has cited Piperôs 

dramatization of several moments that were not in Jamesôs story.44 After finding out about 

Owenôs desire to abandon his military training, his family orders him to report to Paramore, the 

Wingrave family estate, so that they can ñstraighten him out.ò James, in choosing Coyle as his 

focal character, elides Owenôs arrival at Paramore and the browbeating he underwent at the 

hands of his family before the Coylesô arrival. We hear about the effects of their bullying 

indirectly from the narratorôs descriptions of the Coylesô reactions, such as his observation that 

Mrs Coyle was shocked ñthat they should find their young charge looking five years olderò (57). 

During Mr Coyleôs conversation with Owen, the narrator observes that Owen ñlooked as haggard 

                                                 
43 The only scholar to claim otherwise is Halliwell, Opera and the Novel, 240: ñCoyleôs perceptions é colour the 

subsequent events of the opera, as in the tale [Jamesôs short story], but to a much more limited extent.ò 
44 Frances Spalding, John Piper, Myfanwy Piper: Lives in Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 434. 
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as was possible to a young man in such splendid healthò (59). In the opera, Piper represented this 

week of ñattacksò (albeit in telescoped form) in Act I Scene 5, the ñHow dare you!ò ensemble.45 

Beyond merely attending closely to a characterôs doings, character-focused narration sets 

out to provide audiences with access to the characterôs emotional, psychological, and other 

subjective states. Owen has more opportunities than any other character to express his thoughts, 

beliefs, desires, and emotions in his numerous arias, most notably his so-called ñpeace ariaò in 

Act II. Piper has revealed that the peace aria ñwas written at his [Brittenôs] insistence, and was 

his idea, and I think an inspired one.ò It gave ñhim a vehicle, an opportunity, for a great, 

impassioned musical statement about his own views, as well as those of Owen himself.ò46 

Jamesôs Owen expresses no analogous credo. 

Even more interesting, and more Wagnerian, is Brittenôs use of the orchestra to provide 

spectators additional access to Owenôs point of view. Before Owen utters a word, the orchestral 

music singles him out, directing the spectatorôs attention towards his experience of the world. 

The first scene takes place at the military academy. Once again, it has no basis in Jamesôs story 

and was added upon Brittenôs request. In a letter to Piper, he suggested that the opera start 

at the ñCramming Establishmentò with a real bit of lesson from Coyle, perhaps 

the latter part of a ñlectureò on a particular battle, or a bit of strategy. Lechmere 

could ask a few Lechmerish questions, perhaps, but Owen should not speak I feel 

until he gets up (at the end) with ñO violence etc.ò I think it could be quite 

detailed, intellectual, factual, and at the end saying something ï ï ï cold & 

impersonal about ï ï ï [losses] of troops which could give rise to Owenôs ñO 

violenceò. é I think itôs important to establish the Crammerôs atmosphere, before 

we break it up, as it were, & besides I have thought of a nice way of doing it 

musically!47 

                                                 
45 The score contains the following description of the scene: ñA week passes during which Owen is under constant 

attack.ò Benjamin Britten, Study Score to Owen Wingrave (London: Faber Music, 1995), 119. 
46 Myfanwy Piper, ñA Collaboration Recalled,ò interview by Roderic Dunnett, Opera 46, no. 10 (1995), 1163. 
47 Letter from Britten to Piper, 29 April 1969, in Cooke, Mitchell, and Reed, Letters from a Life, 6:273. 
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Although Brittenôs choice of the word ñatmosphereò suggests intent to paint a general 

picture of life at the military academy, what Britten actually achieved was to represent Owenôs 

particular reactions to that environment. At the beginning of the first scene, Owen and his 

colleague Lechmere listen to Coyle drone on about the art of war. The oppressive monotony of 

the undulating diminished triads and their unpredictable pattern of repetition expresses feelings 

of suffocating tedium and angst (Ex. 3.4). Recalling musicôs lack of deictic markers, a reasonable 

question is how we know that it expresses Owenôs point of view, not Lechmereôs, or a general 

mood shared by all three characters. Concurrent with our hearing of this music, we observe the 

studentsô contrasting reactions to Coyleôs lecture, particularly Lechmereôs ridiculously jaunty 

responses to the prospect of dying in battle (Ex. 3.9a, which will be probed in more depth later 

on). The orchestral music corresponds only to what Owen is feeling at this moment, which we 

learn about from his verbal expressions of dread and disgust later on in the scene, if not earlier, 

through the performerôs gestures and facial expressions. It is worth noting that in viewing Owen 

Wingrave in its form as a television opera, the subtleties of the performersô facial expressions 

and movements would play a much more important role than they would in a typical stage 

production, being more easily accessible. 

Another juxtaposition of two opposing responses to the military is the scene wherein 

Britten and Piper intended to represent Owenôs and Miss Wingraveôs respective reactions to 

seeing an exercise of the horse-guards in Hyde Park. For Owen, the display conjures an 

imaginary scene of military carnage (Ex. 3.5). The orchestral music, particularly the grotesque 

cries in the brass (bracketed in the example), represents Owenôs aural imaginings. Earlier in the 

scene, we hear Miss Wingrave express the glory she finds in the sight and the pride she feels, but 

we do not get a sense of what it feels like to have such a point of view. By contrast, the 
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orchestral music expressing Owenôs imaginings provides spectators with a specimen or sample 

of Owenôs subjective experiences. 

Ex. 3.4: Owenôs reactions to Coyleôs lecture (Owen Wingrave, Act I Scene 1) 
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Ex. 3.5: Owenôs imaginings (Owen Wingrave, Act I Scene 2) 
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Ex. 3.5 (cont.) 

 

3.4.2 The Paramore Characters: Character-Focused Narration Denied 

In his short story, James periodically uses character-focused narration to provide readers 

glimpses into the inner lives of the Paramore charactersðMiss Wingrave, Mrs Julian, Sir Philip, 

and Kate (Owenôs girlfriend)ðand Lechmere. These are less frequent and less sustained than the 

access he provides to Coyle or Owen, but they do give readers a sense of the points of view 

comprising the opposing party. In the opera, even when Owenôs opponents have the opportunity 

to express their opinions, we are generally denied access to their subjectivities. The 

eavesdropping scene previously discussed constitutes the primary exception. Although Britten 

aligns us with the eavesdroppers, he does so in terms of the facets of perception and knowledge. 
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Had he afforded us access to the affective states of Owenôs opponents they may have appeared 

more human and sympathetic. 

Not only are we generally denied subjective access to the Paramore characters and 

Lechmere but the music, both orchestral and vocal, serves to undercut, even repudiate, the 

attitudes they express. Britten goes out of his way to make his initial musical characterizations of 

Miss Wingrave and Mrs Julian as farcical as possible. Miss Wingraveôs vocal line is plagued by 

ungainly leaps no singer could execute with grace, and articulation markings (the accents 

especially) that ward against the soprano even making the attempt (Ex. 3.6). Miss Wingraveôs 

utterances also display an abnormal amount of small-scale textual repetition. Significantly, 

Piperôs libretto gives no indication that the text should be set in this fashion: 

Wingraves are soldiers, 

they go when they are called.48 

It was a decision Britten made in the process of composition. Additionally, the incessant 

woodwind trills accompanying Miss Wingraveôs utterance have a mocking effect, as if 

someoneðnamely Brittenðwere thumbing his nose at her. 

Britten takes a similar approach to Mrs Julianôs first appearance (Ex. 3.7). Here the 

textual repetition borders on the absurd. The characterôs psychological stability is further called 

into question through her stuttering vocal line (the punctuating rests and the repeated hairpins) 

and jittery pizzicato string accompaniment. Britten ensures a frantic, disjointed delivery through 

his fragmentation of the string parts such that the desks trade back and forth irregularly shaped 

shards of musical material. 

  

                                                 
48 Myfanwy Piper, Libretto to Owen Wingrave, in Herbert, The Operas of Benjamin Britten, 333. Piperôs libretto 

drafts bear this out for Miss Wingraveôs part. For Mrs Julianôs, however, Piperôs drafts and final version do contain 

some repetition. Britten-Pears Library, Aldeburgh. 
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Ex. 3.6: Brittenôs mockery of Miss Wingrave (Owen Wingrave, Act I Scene 2) 
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Ex. 3.7: Brittenôs mockery of Mrs Julian (Owen Wingrave, Act I Scene 4) 
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Ex. 3.7 (cont.) 

 

Many reviewers and commentators have accused Britten and Piper of parodying or 

caricaturing the Paramore characters.49 Even Piper admitted that ñthe Paramore characters do 

become caricatures, in a sense.ò50 It is to moments like the foregoing that such remarks are 

directed. They constitute clear intrusions of an authorial point of view. The operaôs numerous 

other examples include the ñscruplesò ensemble at dinner, the curiously jaunty passage that 

                                                 
49 John Warrack, ñBow for the Opera,ò Sunday Telegraph (16 May 1971), in Cooke, Mitchell, and Reed, Letters 

from a Life, 6:433; Peter Heyworth, ñBritten Tackles the Great Divide,ò Observer (16 May 1971), in Cooke, 

Mitchell, and Reed, Letters from a Life, 6:433; Dean, ñMusic in London,ò 719; Donald Mitchell, ñOwen Wingrave 

and the Sense of the Past,ò in Cradles of the New: Writings on Music, 1951ï1991, ed. Mervyn Cooke (London, 

1995), 426ï27. Both Dean and Mitchell make explicit comparison to the parody techniques Britten employed in his 

comedy Albert Herring. 
50 Piper, ñA Collaboration Recalled,ò 1161. 
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accompanies Sir Philipôs premature leave-taking from dinner, Mrs Julianôs lament after Owenôs 

disinheritance, and Lechmere obsequiously repeating after Kate in what Piper referred to as their 

ñflirting song.ò51 Britten even makes a mockery of Coyleðotherwise sympathetically 

portrayedðnear the beginning of the opera, before Coyle has come to respect Owenôs point of 

view. The hysterical melismatic outburst that follows ñTake a walk, youôre overwrought!ò 

renders Coyleôs earlier command to Owen ironic in light of the characterôs own lack of self-

control (Ex. 3.8). This moment may be regarded as a musical analogue of the ironic remark of 

Jamesôs narrator, ñhe was quite as agitated as his young friend.ò 

Ex. 3.8: Hysterical Coyle (Owen Wingrave, Act I Scene 1) 

 

The most blatant instance of caricature takes place during Owen and Lechmereôs initial 

discussion of the prospect of dying in battle for oneôs country (Ex. 3.9a). Britten undercuts their 

serious conversation with a comically inept evocation of a military topic. Instead of the expected 

trumpets and drums, Britten calls for a feeble band of winds. His failure to provide a suitable 

representation of a military topic is especially striking, given the fact that spectators have just 

heard a masterful example in the music that accompanies the ñportraits sequenceò that opens the 

opera. 

 

  

                                                 
51 Piper, interview by Amis for ñMusic Now.ò 
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Ex. 3.9a: Quotation of Mooreôs ñThe Minstrel Boyò (Owen Wingrave, Act I Scene 1) 

 


