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CHAPTER ONE  

Allegory and Excess: Reading Hypermedial Opera 
 
 

Peter Greenaway and Louis Andriessen’s opera Rosa (1994) is an investigation into 

the death of a composer. The victim is the eponymous character Juan Manuel de 

Rosa, a successful composer of Hollywood Western music who loves his horse more 

than he loves his fiancée Esmeralda. The investigation is conducted by a woman in 

furs, a self-proclaimed “Investigatrix,” aided by two side-kicks who are themselves 

implicated in Rosa’s murder. There are several suspects, as the libretto suggests: 

“Gun-happy cowboys? His fiancée’s brothers? His Parisian teachers—disgusted their 

efforts have been trivialized by contact with Hollywood?” We never learn the 

answer. All the Investigatrix is able to do is compile lists of apparently quite 

randomly selected clues. By relying on the popular narrative genre of the whodunit, 

Rosa promises to ultimately reveal the “truth” about the death of its title character. 

By the end of the opera, however, all we are left with is this promise.1  

In this chapter, I will argue that Rosa stages a quest for meaning and knowledge 

that is, from the start, doomed to failure. I call on the concept of allegory to suggest 

that the opera insists on “making sense” (both as an activity and as a goal), while at 

the same time preventing consolidation of the meanings that arise from this process. 

The recourse to the concept of allegory will not be surprising to readers of 

Greenaway scholarship, and the British filmmaker’s concern with the issues of 

meaning-making and knowledge-production has also repeatedly been recognized.2 

While my reading of Rosa is indebted to this scholarship and confirms many of its 

insights, my objectives are rather different. I am not primarily concerned with the 

idiosyncrasies of Greenaway’s work, which Rosa doubtless very well exemplifies.3 

Rather, I want to suggest that Rosa’s allegorical structure has important theoretical 

implications for our understanding of the processes of meaning-making in 

hypermedial opera, and more generally for the practice of reading opera. 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 My analysis in this chapter concerns both the stage production of Rosa and its film version. 
2 See in particular Elliott and Purdy (1997) and Willoquet-Maricondi and Alemany-Galway 
(2001).  
3 For an extended discussion of the characteristic features of Peter Greenaway’s work see also 
Woods (1996), Pascoe (1997), and Lawrence (1997). 



! 32!

 In relation to Peter Greenaway’s work, the concept of allegory has been evoked to 

point out some of its most distinctive features. Bridget Elliott and Anthony Purdy 

(1997) call on allegory to approach the filmmaker’s “neo-baroque aesthetic of excess” 

(13), characterized by mixing of media and crossing of aesthetic boundaries.4 They 

reference in particular the work of Walter Benjamin (1977), drawing parallels 

between Greenaway’s films and the seventeenth-century German Trauerspiel 

theorized by Benjamin, noting especially their common proclivity for gory scenes 

and the depiction of death and decay. Moreover, they suggest that allegory stands 

behind the “narrative architecture” of Greenaway’s films (24), which privileges 

structure over story and disrupts the linear flow of narrative.5 And they also point 

out that allegorical works tend to offer resistance to totalizing interpretations, as 

“meanings are neither self-evident nor cohesive,” they “proliferate but cannot be 

fixed . . . settle into no hierarchical arrangement, establish no ‘truth’” (24). In more 

general terms, allegory has been evoked in attempts to situate Greenaway’s work 

within the context of postmodernist art and poststructuralist thought (Willoquet-

Maricondi and Alemany-Galway 2001). Here, Jean Petrolle’s (2001) reading of 

Greenaway’s feature film ZOO is particularly relevant, as it recognizes that with the 

help of allegory the film simultaneously invites and resists interpretation. Petrolle 

relates this aspect to the postmodernist tendency to draw attention to the reader’s 

role in the processes of signification, and to allegory’s “undermining of referentiality 

and the authority of the sign” (161). 

 My own reading of Rosa through the concept of allegory will touch on many of 

these themes. Among others, I will demonstrate how allegory complicates the 

reading of the opera’s signs and of its story. To theoretically ground my discussion, I 

will revisit Craig Owens’s classic essay “The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory 

of Postmodernism” (1984), as well as the work of Walter Benjamin (1977) and Paul 

de Man (1979), to which Owens also refers. In connection to my general interest in 

how the relationship between opera and its spectator-auditors is shaped, Owens’s 

association of allegory with the postmodernist preoccupation with reading is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Elliott and Purdy refer here to Owens (1984), who perceives such hybridization as 
symptomatic of allegory. I will briefly return to the issue of hybridity in chapter four. 
5 To demonstrate Greenaway’s “allegorizing tendencies” with regard to his storytelling or 
“plotting,” Elliott and Purdy (1997) offer a reading of his first feature film The Draughtsman’s 
Contract. In their view, the main strategy is “to have [the story] implode upon itself through 
sheer baroque excess” (29), and they also remark on Greenaway’s predilection for lists. Below 
I offer an approach to Rosa’s storytelling through the concept of allegory that lays stress on 
the strategy of accumulation articulated by Owens (1984), and on the opera’s treatment of 
genre. 
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particularly pertinent to my discussion. Following the linguist Émile Benveniste 

(1966), Owens argues that the postmodernist “shift” may best be characterized as a 

change in elocutionary mode, from history (impersonal, third-person narration) to 

discourse (direct address associated with the personal pronouns I and you) (1984, 

223).6 In this understanding, allegorical works address their audiences with an 

invitation to read, and the “allegorical impulse” may thus be interpreted as 

fundamentally dialogical. 

 Equally important for my discussion is the insight that the invitation to read that 

allegorical works extend to their audiences is not limited to written texts. As Walter 

Benjamin recognized, allegory turns all phenomena into script to be deciphered: “at 

one stroke the profound vision of allegory transforms things and works into stirring 

writing” (1977, 176). In Rosa, the invitation to read is often extended quite literally, a 

strategy made possible by the ample employment of the media of reproduction. 

Most commonly, text is projected on a transparent screen covering the front of the 

stage; it thus overlays or “overwrites” what is presented on the stage behind. The 

projected text usually highlights aspects of the opera’s visuals and phrases from the 

text that is being sung. During the overture, a grand conspiracy theory that links 

Rosa’s murder to suspicious deaths of several other composers (including Anton 

Webern and John Lennon) is recounted entirely by means of such projections (the 

static constellations of extras that form behind the screen are “unreadable” without 

the projected text). Thus, from the beginning of the opera, we are invited both 

literally and figuratively to “read through” these inscriptions. They appear as clues 

to the opera’s meaning, but ultimately turn out to be as opaque to signification as the 

opera’s other, non-verbal signs.  

 Below, I will demonstrate how reading is encouraged by way of the opera’s 

images and sounds. I will exemplify the use of allegory in Rosa with the help of a 

scene that, in the stage version of the opera, does without the written text, and the 

use of the media of reproduction.7 More generally, however, it is to a great extent the 

multiplicity of media, or more precisely the “windowed” effect typical of 

hypermediacy, that sustains the opera’s allegorical structure [Figure 1]. Indeed, there 

is a clear connection between Bolter and Grusin’s (1999) concept of hypermediacy 

and Owen’s (1984) understanding of allegory. It has been most explicitly articulated 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 For the application of this distinction to film theory (Metz 1982) see chapter two. 
7 I leave aside the use of surtitles, which has become a commonplace in contemporary stage 
productions of opera. 
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with respect to collage and photomontage, but in both cases, the discussion has a 

more general bearing. As Bolter and Grusin put it, in collage and photomontage as in 

hypermedia, “to create is to rearrange existing forms” that have been detached from 

their original context (1999, 39). But where Bolter and Grusin are primarily 

concerned with the awareness of medium and of the act of representation that is thus 

brought about, Owens makes explicit the allegorical consequence of such procedure. 

He suggests that the “manipulation and consequent transformation of highly 

significant fragments” exploits the “atomizing, disjunctive principle which lies at the 

heart of allegory” (1984, 212). In other words, it is in the interrelated operations of 

fragmentation and montage that the relation between hypermediacy and allegory 

may most readily be located.  

 I will also engage with the recognition, crucial for both Benjamin (1977) and 

Owens (1984), that allegory rests on a specific relationship between past and present. 

In chapter four, I will discuss the implications of this relationship for the politics of 

perception in hypermedial opera. In this chapter, I will concentrate, above all, on 

how it informs the allegorical procedures of appropriation and fragmentation, as 

well as the relationship between signifier and signified that characterizes the 

allegorical sign. I will also consider some of its ramifications for how hypermedial 

opera relates to the operatic past. 

The practice of reading opera, which this chapter fosters, has been criticized for 

failing to account for opera’s most powerful effects, usually invoked with reference 

to the operatic voice. This critique has chiefly been formulated in terms of mistrust 

towards the dominant position of “textuality” in contemporary critical discourse. In 

one of the more radical pronouncements of this position, Paul Robinson (1988) 

argues against “the overvaluation of a textual approach to opera,” and aims at 

“doing battle with the imperialistic textualism of today’s literary culture” (329). In a 

much more nuanced way, Michelle Duncan (2004) advocates the need to pay 

attention to those aspects of opera that “fall outside the realm of textuality” (284): 

 

What I am after here . . . is something that a preoccupation with reading as the 

legitimate mode of analysis and the resulting metaphysics of the text largely overlook 

because they forget to listen: how a resonant voice acts and how it participates in the 

creation, disruption or dissolution of registers of meaning independent of linguistic 

signification. (Duncan 2004, 284, italics in original) 
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Figure 1: The multiplicity of projection screens contributes to the “windowed” and layered 
effect typical of hypermediacy. From Rosa: A Horse Drama (1994). Photo Deen van Meer. 
 
 

 
Figure 2: The Investigatrix, aka Madame de Vries. From Rosa: A Horse Drama (1994). Photo 
Deen van Meer. 
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Duncan is explicitly interested in the physical, material effects of operatic singing. 

Unsatisfied with theorizations of the operatic voice as immaterial and disembodied 

on the one hand, and as a violent force on the other, she calls on Shoshana Felman’s 

(2003) reading of J. L. Austin’s theory of performativity to conceptualize the resonant 

voice as part of the bodily force of performative utterance. Duncan emphasizes 

Felman’s recognition that the speech act cannot be an act without the body, and that 

the speaking body is scandalous, because it always and inevitably undermines 

intentional language. As Felman puts it, “the scandal consists in the fact that the act 

cannot know what it is doing, that the act (of language) subverts both consciousness 

and knowledge (of language)” (Felman 2003, 67, quoted in Duncan 2004, 293, italics 

in original). Following this line of reasoning, Duncan suggests that operatic voice 

scandalizes the “metaphysics of the text” that she associates with reading opera 

(284).  

I share Duncan’s interest in what opera does, in “how a performance generates or 

disrupts levels of meaning by doing,” as Duncan puts it (288). And I also agree that 

opera’s material effects tend to be overlooked by hermeneutic readings that set a 

particular operatic mise-en-scène in relief against the work “itself” and search for “an 

ultimate truth that can be either represented or somehow excavated through a live 

staging” (288). As I have already suggested in the introduction, hypermedial opera 

defies the distinction between an abstract work of opera and its concrete staging, and 

as I will argue in this chapter, what Rosa demonstrates with the help of its allegorical 

structure is exactly the impossibility to get at “an ultimate truth” by means of 

reading opera. However, while Duncan declares that “opera performance calls for a 

critical engagement that both reads and listens, analyses and experiences” (286), I 

believe she ultimately posits too great a divide between voice and text, reading and 

listening. And I also take issue with the implication that it is the singing voice alone 

that brings about opera’s material effects. Like Duncan, I propose to draw on Felman 

to account for these effects, yet what I want to emphasize is Felman’s realization that 

such effects may only be produced in a dialogic situation and in relation to, rather 

than independently of, (linguistic) signification. As for the perception that the 

singing voice operates beyond signification—“beyond both music and libretto,” as 

Duncan puts it (297), I will interpret it, with the help of Lawrence Kramer’s (2002) 

concept of the “musical remainder,” as an effect of immediacy. 

In the introduction, I have foreshadowed the argument of this chapter by 

suggesting that the reading that Rosa triggers by means of allegory draws attention 
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not only to the dialogic nature of the relationship between opera and its spectator-

auditors but also to the heterogeneity and instability of opera’s systems of 

signification. As Levin has observed, this “constitutive representational unruliness” 

leaves opera “always in excess of itself” (2007, 26). In what follows, I will call on 

Felman to argue that it is from this unruliness, this excess over the constative 

meaning of opera—the meaning that Rosa promises but ultimately withholds from its 

readers—that opera’s material effects emerge. 

 
The Promise of Knowledge 

 

In The Scandal of the Speaking Body: Don Juan with J. L. Austin, or Seduction in Two 

Languages, Shoshana Felman (2003) analyses Austin’s theory of performativity for 

what it does rather than what it says, and she comes to the conclusion that Austin 

“seduces” his reader. By making his utterance of knowledge performative rather 

than constative, Austin presents knowledge as an object of pleasure and enjoyment, 

and invites his reader to taste knowledge “in a feast of language” (Felman 2003, 72, 

italics in original in all citations). Austin seduces his reader, seeking, like Don Juan, 

both to have pleasure and to give pleasure. As Felman puts it, “Like Don Juan, 

Austin draws upon a rhetoric of seduction, a strategy that uses speech acts of 

solicitation: teaching, like love, becomes a performance of promising” (74). Austin 

thus enacts the scandal of the speaking body, which, in Felman’s understanding, 

consists in promising exactly what one cannot give.8 What Austin’s performance 

incites in the reader is not so much knowledge but a desire of knowledge.  

Felman’s reading of Austin may serve as a key to understanding the search for 

knowledge enacted in Rosa, too, as a performance of promising. In the opera, the act 

of seduction that this performance entails is personified by a woman in furs who 

becomes the Investigatrix of the composer Rosa’s murder [Figure 2]. The similarity of 

her self-assigned designation with “dominatrix” and “seductress” is not coincidental, 

as all the conventional signs are in place: she dons a pantsuit, smokes long cigarettes, 

wears high heels and red lipstick and at one point in the opera impersonates a Texan 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 In Felman’s understanding the scandal of the speaking body is the scandal of seduction, 
which is fundamentally tied to the scandal of the broken promise. It is “the scandal (which is 
at once theoretical and empirical, historical) of the incongruous but indissoluble relation 
between language and the body; the scandal of the seduction of the human body insofar as it 
speaks—the scandal of the promise of love insofar as this promise is par excellence the promise 
that cannot be kept; the scandal of the promising animal insofar as what he promises is 
precisely the untenable” (Felman 2003, 5). 
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whore. In her capacity as the Investigatrix, she promises knowledge about who 

killed the composer. She also appears to be the prime mover of the stage events: at 

the beginning of the opera, in the guise of Madame de Vries, she leads us to believe 

that we will gain knowledge about the workings of theatre, which she seems to 

embody. Needless to say, none of these promises are fulfilled in the opera. Like 

Austin’s readers, the opera’s spectator-auditors are ultimately not incited to 

knowledge but rather to a desire of knowledge.9  

 According to Felman, the ultimate discovery of Austin’s performative theory lies 

in the reconfiguration of the relationship between body and language, as well as 

language and referential reality. It changes the status of the referent, and in this 

respect, it converges with Lacanian psychoanalysis. Stressing the material 

knowledge of language, both theories posit that the referent cannot be attained 

directly but can only be approached through the intermediary of language. Rather 

than stating the real as constative, cognitive knowledge, however, language 

produces the referent as its own effect: 

 

Referential knowledge of language is not knowledge about reality (about a separate and 

distinct entity), but knowledge that has to do with reality, that acts within reality, since it 

is itself—at least in part—what this reality is made of. The referent is no longer simply 

a preexisting substance, but an act, that is, a dynamic movement of modification of 

reality. (Felman 2003, 51) 

 

Felman points out that in both psychoanalysis and the field of the performative, the 

referential can only arise in a dialogic situation. As she puts it, “[t]he referent 

functions dynamically, in an intervening space” (51). Rather than being related to “a 

univocal and monologic language,” the referent is only attained through a “radically 

dialogical” treatment of language (52). The referential refers to the material reality of 

dialogue, it is that which is in excess over the statement of every utterance. This is 

what Austin terms the force of utterance, distinguished from the meaning of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Jean Petrolle (2001) makes a similar point in relation to Greenaway’s film ZOO. The film 
makes the search for knowledge—about the meaning of life—its central theme, and Petrolle 
reads it as an allegory of “how human beings strain to make sense of experience” (164). He 
observes that the understanding of knowledge as narrative, subjective and contingent that the 
film promotes “doesn’t quell our desire to know with certainty” (163), and argues that by 
simultaneously inviting and resisting interpretation, the film draws attention to our “acute 
need to make sense of texts” (174). In this reading, then, ZOO incites a search for meaning 
that it ultimately frustrates, while making its interlocutors acutely aware of their desire to 
know and to make sense.  
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utterance. It is the “referential residue of meaning” (52). Felman also recognizes that 

in both Austinian and Lacanian theory, referentiality can only be reached and 

defined through the dimension of failure. She emphasizes that such failure is not to 

be equaled with “lack.”10 The act of failing opens up the space of referentiality “not 

because something is missing, but because something else is done” (57)—Austin’s notion 

of “misfire” does not concern an absence but rather “the enactment of a difference” 

(57). 

Felman’s theorization suggests the possibility of understanding the material 

effects of opera, or the “operatic ‘real’” (Duncan 2004, 286), not as located in the 

performing body or the singing voice itself, but rather as emerging from opera’s 

failure to produce “univocal and monologic” meaning (Felman 2003, 52). Felman 

does not identify the performative force of utterance with the—speaking or 

singing—body, which in itself, by its very materiality, would undermine language. 

The excess, the “referential residue of meaning” (52), is rather an act, whereby 

“something else is done” (57). Rosa’s thematization of the production of knowledge 

highlights the impossibility to isolate opera’s material effects from its processes of 

signification. The opera enacts the failure of the constative that is productive of the 

performative excess. The explicit use of allegory in Rosa manifests opera’s inability to 

produce a “coherent, monological message” (Owens 1984, 225), as I will demonstrate 

in more detail below, and, as I have already indicated, it draws attention to the 

“radically dialogical” nature of its processes of meaning-making.  

 A performative utterance is self-referential as it denominates the act that it 

performs.11 However, in Felman’s reading of Austin, the force of a performative 

utterance is not exhausted in self-referentiality. It produces a referential excess over 

its statement and meaning on the basis of which “the real leaves its trace on 

meaning” (Felman 2003, 54). It is the possibility of confusion between the self-

referential capacity of performative utterance and its referentiality that, according to 

Felman, is at the heart of Austin’s seduction, as it is of Don Juan’s. In Felman’s 

reading, Don Juan exploits the self-referential capacity of language to create 

referential illusions—he leads his victims to believe that he will do what he promises. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10!In Lacanian theory, the relationship of the signified to the referent is “that the signified misses 
it” (quoted in Felman 2003, 56). As Felman explains, such an act of failing does not amount to 
a lack of referent, a situation in which “everything is language.” Rather, the language raises 
the question of its own limit. The referent is “traced in” through the signified’s act of missing, 
precisely insofar as the statement fails to exhaust the “force of utterance” (58). 
11 A classic example is the utterance “I now pronounce you man and wife,” a statement that 
does what it says. 
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But while the only act that Don Juan performs is a speech act (of promising), taking 

place within the self-referential realm of language, this act exceeds its specular 

meaning effect: it “overflows and reaches toward referentiality” (54). According to 

Felman, it is from this referential excess, from producing “a radically heteronomous 

reference effect” that may be confused with the meaning effect, that Don Juan draws 

his pleasure and his power over others (54). Similarly, Austin’s readers, seduced, 

believe in his promise of knowledge. They believe in his theory “not as a promise, 

but as an accomplishment, not as desire, but as satisfaction” (100). Like Don Juan, 

Austin can only fail to keep his promise—“to say the constative of the performative” 

(79), and he derives pleasure from this failure. As Felman explains, it is a pleasure 

that goes beyond the “felicity” of the act (the success of its search for knowledge); it 

is a “pleasure in scandal” (80).  

 As Felman recognizes, that which exceeds meaning is disruptive of meaning—

and knowledge. In Austin’s writing, it is humor, the “subversive performance of 

laughter” (87) that intervenes to undermine the authority of knowledge: 

 

The entire effort of the Austinian enterprise of performative theory is directed at 

subverting the cognitive evidence inherent in the constative. This general 

problematization of the presumption of “knowing” is constantly enacted through the 

nervous energy of humor. (Felman 2003, 86) 

 

Humor, in Austin, is a way of discharging the excess of utterance, and inviting the 

reader to the “pleasure in scandal” (80). Felman encapsulates the subversive aspect of 

laugher, or play more generally, with the trope of “playing the devil” (87). To play 

the devil means to renounce playing God, giving up guarantees of authority. “Is the 

devil ‘serious’ or ‘unserious’? This is just what it is impossible to decide” (95). The 

distinguishing feature of such performance is thus undecidability, blurring the 

boundaries between the two. In Rosa, the trope of playing the devil is, again, 

personified by the Investigatrix. For her apparent power over the stage events, she 

may appear to be playing God, but her overdone act raises suspicion that she may 

not be serious, that she may be playing or joking. Indeed, she ultimately conjures up 

a plethora of “clues” only to put on a grandiose play of undecidability. By playing 

the devil, the Investigatrix—like Austin, and Don Juan—subverts her own promise, 

and she, too, appears to take pleasure in this. 
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The performance of promising and the act of seduction that, in Rosa, is made 

conspicuous by the Investigatrix, may be understood as symptomatic of how opera 

produces its material effects. Following Felman, opera’s utterance of meaning may 

be understood as a performance of promising that is inadvertently bound to fail, a 

self-referential act that “overflows” toward referentiality, seducing the spectator-

auditor and eliciting “pleasure in scandal.” The scandal that is at the heart of 

Felman’s reading of Austin does not rest on the opposition between body and 

meaning. It is rather the recognition of the “incongruous but indissoluble relation 

between language and the body” (Felman 2003, 5), the discovery of the 

undecidability and “constant interference” between the constative and the 

performative, act and knowledge (67). The devil “does not know whether he is playing 

seriously or not” (96); it is impossible to decide whether he is “saying” or “doing.” 

As I have already noted, by putting the search for knowledge and the production of 

meaning center stage, Rosa makes the interdependence of opera’s material effects 

and its processes of signification most explicit. It stages the failure of its own 

promise, the “break in the constative” from which, according to Felman, the act takes 

its performative power (67). This understanding of opera’s performativity goes 

beyond the basic situation of theatrical performance, the co-presence of performers 

and spectator-auditors. In the sense outlined here, the material effects of opera are 

not limited to the live elements of a theatre production, and opera on screen is no less 

performative than opera on stage. The dialogical situation necessary for the 

referential excess to emerge is one in which the spectator-auditor makes sense of the 

audio-visual event or object.  

 If the concept of allegory, and in particular the way it is employed in Rosa, draws 

attention to opera’s inability to produce a “coherent, monological message” (Owens 

1984, 225), the manner in which allegory turns everything into “stirring writing” 

(Benjamin 1977, 176) also makes it evident that it is not only text but also opera’s 

other systems of signification, including the singing voice, that participate in its 

utterance of meaning. In the introduction, I related to Mieke Bal’s (1999) argument 

that, where multimedia are approached as speech acts, their reading cannot be 

limited to text, since speech acts challenge the distinction between text and context, 

the inside and the outside of language. While Bal mainly calls into question the 

distinction between the verbal and the visual and advocates reading of images, 

Felman’s emphasis on the “incongruity and inseparability” (2003, 67) of language 

and the—speaking or singing—body also implicates the aural component of the 
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speech-act (as Duncan, 2004, has rightly recognized). Just as opera’s material effects 

cannot be limited to the voice, its processes of meaning-making cannot be confined 

to language (or even text and image). The voice is part of the speech act not merely 

as its material carrier, but also as a participant in its production of meaning. In what 

follows, I will illuminate how allegory works in hypermedial opera by exemplifying 

its conceptualization by Owens (1984), Benjamin (1977) and de Man (1979) with a 

close reading of Rosa, before returning to the suggestion that opera’s material effects 

may be located “beyond signification.” The involvement of the singing voice in 

Rosa’s allegorical structure signals its role in the operatic processes of meaning-

making more generally. 

 

Reading the Signs 

 

According to Owens, who closely follows Benjamin, allegory is characterized by its 

recognition of the remoteness of the past and the desire to redeem it for the present. 

It has the capacity to “rescue from historical oblivion that which threatens to 

disappear” (Owens 1984, 203). Owens, who is concerned with identifying the 

“allegorical impulse” in contemporary (“postmodern”) visual art, offers a 

provisional description of allegory, according to which “allegory occurs whenever 

one text is doubled by another” (204). It is thus the model of all commentary and 

critique, “insofar as these are involved in rewriting a primary text in terms of its 

figural meaning” (205). Where allegory concerns the structure of works of art, one of 

its chief strategies is that of appropriation. As Owens puts it, the allegorist does not 

invent but confiscates “the culturally significant” (205)—images, texts, sounds. But 

rather than restoring an “original” meaning, the allegorist figures as an interpreter of 

the appropriated material, which in his hands becomes “something other (allos = 

other + agoreuei = to speak)” (205). In sum, allegory refers to preexisting texts and 

thus invites a reading of one text through another. 

 I will demonstrate the workings of allegory in Rosa on a scene that forms the crux 

of the opera and may be perceived as emblematic of its overall allegorical structure, 

with appropriation as one of its key strategies. The scene centers around a single 

striking audio-visual image: The composer Rosa, dead and crucified, sits on his—

now also dead—horse, inside which his fiancée Esmeralda (still alive) is stuffed, 

together with the money Rosa earned by composing music for Hollywood Westerns 

[Figure 3]. The dead Rosa is singing: 
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Figure 3: Dead Rosa on his horse, with Esmeralda stuffed inside. From Rosa: A Horse Drama 
(1994). Photo Deen van Meer.  
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 I am riding without motion to my own music. 

 With the flies on my face. 

 A death ride. 

 With my wife as companion forever . . . 

 . . . Between my knees. (Libretto, elision in original) 

  

The image may be read through several texts. It is an image of a cowboy on his horse 

typical of Western movies, a reading which is supported by a strong musical 

appropriation: a harmonica melody reminiscent of Ennio Morricone’s central theme 

from Once Upon a Time in the West.12 The image may also be read through the Greek 

myth of Pasiphae, a woman who fell in love with a white bull and had a wooden 

cow built, inside of which she placed herself to satisfy her desire (Woods 1996, 175). 

It is also ineluctably an image of crucifixion, inciting a reading through the central 

myth of Christianity. These different readings do not speak in unison, however. Is 

Rosa an abusive macho or an innocent victim (as the reference to Crucifixion might 

suggest)? Is Esmeralda a victim of abuse or does she actually enjoy it (as the story of 

Pasiphae might indicate)? And does the image speak of a union of the man and his 

horse, the man and the woman, or have the woman and the horse become one?  

 These ambiguities are supported by further musical appropriations employed in 

the scene. Rosa, a tenor, sings here in falsetto, evoking the sound of voice of the 

Baroque castrati. Since castrati often sang the roles of gods in Baroque operas, this 

striking acoustic reference may be read as supportive of the image of Crucifixion, 

while the common association of high male voice with effeminacy subverts the 

image of Rosa as a macho cowboy. Rosa’s voice is now in the same range as 

Esmeralda’s, with whom he is singing a duet; their voices are merging, almost 

indistinguishable. Yet, the scene may not be easily interpreted as the final 

reconciliation of the troubled couple. Greenaway hints at an alternative 

interpretation:  

 

Death finds Rosa’s corpse a new voice, a counter-tenor voice, androgynous, 

ambiguous, a ventriloquist’s voice, unbelievable from the mouth of a man or a woman. 

Perhaps it is the voice of the horse. The dead Rosa becomes a ventriloquist and the 

dummy is his stuffed horse. . . . At last Rosa’s woman and Rosa’s horse have become 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 Once Upon a Time in the West (1968), the classic of the “spaghetti western” genre, was 
directed by Sergio Leone.  
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one. His horse and his wife sing together, accompanied by the piano that plays itself. 

(Greenaway 1993, 95) 

 

The dilemma whether the merging of the voices signals a union between Rosa and 

Esmeralda, or Esmeralda and the horse, is not resolved. Rather, it is further 

supported by another musical appropriation employed in the scene: the couple sings 

a melody that references a waltz by Johannes Brahms.13 Earlier in the opera, 

Esmeralda declared her love for Rosa by quoting this melody. During the course of 

that aria, however, she also expressed her wish to become a horse. 

 As Owens observes, and as this scene from Rosa demonstrates, appropriated 

sounds and images “simultaneously proffer and defer a promise of meaning; they 

both solicit and frustrate our desire that the image be directly transparent to its 

signification” (1984, 206). They appear as fragments, “strangely incomplete” (206). 

Owens gestures here towards what Walter Benjamin understood as the core of 

allegory: the temporal distance that separates us from these appropriated sounds 

and images. This distance situates them firmly in a past that we are unable to go back 

to, and thus strips them of any original meaning that they might have had. It empties 

them “of their resonance, their significance, their authoritative claim to meaning” 

(Owens 1984, 205).  

 For Benjamin, such specific relation to the past, which expresses a particular 

relationship between history and nature, forms the foundation of allegory. The 

emblem of allegory is the ruin, the “highly significant fragment” in which history 

physically merges into its natural setting (1977, 178). The ruin stands for history as a 

process of “irresistible decay” (Benjamin 1977, 178), “a progressive distancing from 

origin” (Owens 1984, 206). This temporal distance is also one of the decisive aspects 

by which allegory may be distinguished from symbol (as it was understood by the 

Romantics14). As Benjamin puts it,  

 

Whereas in the symbol destruction is idealized and the transfigured face of nature is 

fleetingly revealed in the light of redemption, in allegory the observer is confronted 

with the facies hippocratica of history as a petrified, primordial landscape. Everything 

about history that, from the very beginning, has been untimely, sorrowful, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13 Johannes Brahms, Waltz for piano duet opus 39, no. 2 (1865). 
14 De Man quotes a fitting definition of the Romantic concept of symbol by Coleridge, for 
whom the symbol “is characterized by the translucence of the special in the individual, or of 
the general in the special, or of the universal in the general; above all by translucence of the 
eternal through and in the temporal” (from The Statesman’s Manual, quoted in Man 1983, 192). 
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unsuccessful, is expressed in a face—or rather in a death’s head. . . . [T]his is the form 

in which man’s subjection to nature is most obvious and it significantly gives rise not 

only to the enigmatic question of the nature of human existence as such, but also of the 

biographical historicity of the individual. This is the heart of the allegorical way of 

seeing, of the baroque, secular explanation of history as the Passion of the world; its 

importance resides solely in the stations of its decline. (Benjamin 1977, 166)15 

 

Benjamin indicates (following Creuzer) that it is not only the temporal distance that 

characterizes the relationship between history and nature but also the temporality of 

allegory as a mode of expression that distinguishes it from the symbol. Symbol is 

characterized by momentariness and brevity, “it is like a flash of lightning which 

suddenly illuminates the dark night” (Creuzer quoted in Benjamin 1977, 163). It 

reveals a momentary totality, whereas allegory progresses “in a series of moments” 

(Creuzer, quoted in Benjamin 1977, 165).16 Instead of the (false) image of organic 

totality, allegory offers an “amorphous fragment,” a rune (Benjamin 1977, 176). 

 According to Benjamin, even the story of Christ, when treated allegorically rather 

than symbolically, supports the movement from history to nature. In an 

“unsurpassably spectacular gesture,” allegory places Christ “in the realm of the 

provisional, the everyday, the unreliable” (1977, 183). As the symbolic becomes 

distorted into the allegorical, the “mystical instant [Nu] becomes the ‘now’ [Jetzt] of 

contemporary actuality” (183, brackets in original). What is left is “a living image 

open to all kinds of revision by the interpretative artist” (183). It is such transposition 

into the realm of the provisional that informs the image of Crucifixion in Rosa. But 

allegory does more than transpose its objects. As Benjamin observes, it “betrays and 

devalues things in an inexpressible manner” (185); rather than unveiling them, 

allegory strips objects naked. The allegorist is like the sadist who “humiliates his 

object and then—or thereby—satisfies it” (185). And not only does allegory strip the 

object of its symbolic meaning, but it drains life out of it under the gaze of 

melancholy—in order to receive all its significance from the allegorist, the object 

must be dead.17 In this sense, the image of Rosa sitting on his horse naked, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 A part of this oft-quoted passage also appears in Owens (1984, 206). 
16 Benjamin also quotes Görres, who observed that symbol and allegory “stand in relation to 
each other as does the silent, great and mighty natural world of mountains and plants to the 
living progression of human history” (Görres quoted in Benjamin 1977, 165). 
17 As Benjamin writes: 

If the object becomes allegorical under the gaze of melancholy, if melancholy causes 
life to flow out of it and it remains behind and dead . . . then it is exposed to the 
allegorist, it is unconditionally in his power. That is to say it is now quite incapable of 
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humiliated and crucified emblematizes the allegorical foundations of its structure of 

meaning.  

 In chapter four, I will point out the importance of the “allegorical way of seeing” 

for bringing about a “physiognomic sensibility” to the perceived based on an 

awareness of temporality and mortality, a capacity that has arguably been eroded in 

modernity (Hansen 1987, 207).18 At this point, I am concerned with how this specific 

relationship between past and present informs understanding of the allegorical sign. 

As a structure of meaning, allegory has been characterized in terms of a split, a 

temporal distance between the signifier and the signified. The allegorical sign refers 

back to another sign, which refers yet to another, and so on in a process of constant 

deferral. This regressive movement is infinite, and the allegorical sign can never 

reach its origin—the movement cannot stop at an ultimate, original meaning (Man 

1983). As the art scholar Hanneke Grootenboer pointed out, by means of this split, 

allegory highlights the incompatibility of past and present, “the incapacity of a 

representation to be a substitute for that which is forever lost” (Grootenboer 2005, 

136). Unlike the symbol, which presupposes a unity of form and substance, of the 

“inner essence” and outward expression, allegory speaks of something other than it 

represents. While the symbol posits a “necessary link” between the signifier and the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
emanating any meaning or significance of its own; such significance as it has, it 
acquires from the allegorist. (1977, 183-4) 

18! In chapter four, I will engage at length with Miriam Hansen’s reading of Benjamin’s 
“Artwork Essay” (1969) within the context of his theory of experience as it emerged from his 
other writings from the middle and later period. Hansen identifies a “trajectory between 
allegorical destruction and redemption” in Benjamin’s work, which links his early writings, 
and specifically The Origin of German Tragic Drama (1977, first published in German in 1928), 
with his writings of the final years (Hansen 1987, 190-191, note 21). She explains that 
Benjamin’s concept of history is defined by a “trajectory of Fall and Redemption,” a tension 
between destructive and utopian impulses that she links to radical Jewish Messianism 
(Hansen 1987, 190). In chapter four, I will consider the utopian potential of the “allegorical 
way of seeing” (Benjamin 1977, 166) as it is engendered by the media of reproduction. As 
Hansen points out, the terms “nature” and “history” are dialectically mediated rather than 
antithetical in Benjamin’s thought: “while man’s historical subjection of (both inner and 
outer) nature left nothing in nature that was not historical (and hence alienated), history itself 
had assumed the appearance of nature, masking its social and economic relations as mythical 
fate” (Hansen 1987, 191). Hansen’s reading of the “Artwork Essay” suggests that the media of 
reproduction are capable of revealing “the ‘natural’ appearance of the capitalist everyday as 
an allegorical landscape” (1987, 209), and thus offer a changed perception of everyday reality 
that is able to bring about a renewed “physiognomic sensibility” to the perceived (207). This 
physiognomic quality, as Hansen explains, following Marleen Stoessel, “is nothing but the 
material origin – and finality – that human beings share with non-human nature, the physical 
aspect of creation” (Hansen 1987, 212). It is in this sense that I read Benjamin’s suggestion in 
the Origin of German Tragic Drama that allegory, epitomized by the death’s head, is “the form 
in which man’s subjection to nature is most obvious,” giving rise to the question of “the 
biographical historicity of the individual” (Benjamin 1977, 166). 
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signified, allegory appears as arbitrary, conventional and unmotivated (Owens 1984). 

In the words of Walter Benjamin, “any person, any object, any relationship can mean 

absolutely anything else” (1977, 175). 

 Music has often been theorized as the prototypical symbol, particularly by 

aesthetic idealists, and later by Susanne Langer (1951) and others. In response to this 

position, the musicologist Raymond Monelle has argued that music should rather be 

understood as “a particularly potent kind of allegory” (2000, 197). In an interesting 

reversal of Hegel’s view that music is better suited to express ideal realities than 

language, Monelle posits that it is in language that we can find “stages of 

signification where words come to rest on some object or ‘true meaning’” (197). 

Music, on the other hand, “does not halt signification . . . but always promotes 

movement along the chain of interpretants” (197). Words are thus more prone to 

create referential illusions than music. And the rich eloquence of music that Hegel 

heard as ideality is, in fact, semiotic breadth. 

 Lawrence Kramer develops a similar point when he suggests that by virtue of its 

semiotic breadth, music draws attention to the “radically ascriptive nature” of all 

meaning-making, which words and images necessarily dissemble by the richness of 

their representational content (2002, 170). In music, Kramer reasons, the 

independence of representation and interpretation reaches its peak, as “music is 

continually felt to convey meanings that it cannot plausibly be said to encode” (170). 

Kramer observes that where music does seem to carry meanings of its own, it usually 

involves quotation, stylistic allusion, parody, or “the social typecasting of style or 

genre,” in other words it carries traces of earlier ascriptions (149). It is such traces of 

earlier ascriptions that the allegorical strategy of appropriation calls forth not only in 

music but also in images and texts, and thus lets the “radically ascriptive nature” of 

all meaning-making emerge with particular clarity. The conception of musical 

meaning that both these musicologists present thus not only supports the practice of 

reading music along with texts and images but in fact suggests that music may serve 

as a model for the same principles of meaning-making that are exemplified by 

allegory, and that Benjamin and Owens theorize in relation to words and images.19 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 As Kramer puts it, 

How does the explicit interpretation of music compare with that of texts and pictures? 
How is the value of interpretation affected by the loss of a rich representational content 
in its object? . . . My answer . . . is that with music the apparent loss of initial content 
strips away the illusion that representation and meaning are necessarily, or even 
typically, coextensive. The apparently defective case is actually the defining one. Not 
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Reading the Story 

 

The striking audio-visual image that I have engaged with here exemplifies not only 

the opera’s use of appropriation but also another strategy that Owens identifies as 

typical of allegory—that of accumulation:  

 

Allegory concerns itself, then, with the projection—either spatial or temporal or both—

of structure as sequence; the result, however, is not dynamic, but static, ritualistic, 

repetitive. It is thus the epitome of counter-narrative, for it arrests narrative in place, 

substituting a principle of syntagmatic disjunction for one of diegetic combination. In 

this way allegory superinduces a vertical or paradigmatic reading of correspondences 

upon a horizontal or syntagmatic chain of events. (Owens 1984, 207-8) 

 

The central scene of Rosa may be understood as the emblem of the opera’s story, a 

story of a composer who writes music for horses and loves his horse more than he 

loves his woman, who wants to become a horse for him. It is as if the story congealed 

here into a single, “pregnant” moment.20 As Owens recognizes, however, by 

compressing the narrative, such an emblematic image suppresses the horizontal 

(syntagmatic) relationships that constitute the diegesis, in favor of a vertical 

(paradigmatic) reading of correspondences like the one I attempted above. I suggest 

that the principle of “syntagmatic disjunction” governs the opera as a whole, and the 

scene is thus emblematic not only of the opera’s story but also of its narrative 

structure. For rather than constructing a narrative chain of events, the opera 

foregrounds singular, disjunct images. Or, to put it differently, the opera’s images do 

not combine to tell a story; they simply follow in succession. 

 This issue is best demonstrated by the way Rosa treats the filmic and literary 

genres it appropriates: the Western and the whodunit.21 According to the film 

scholar Rick Altman, a genre is characterized either by its semantic or by its syntactic 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
only does music not lack meaning: musical meaning is the paradigm of meaning in 
general. (Kramer 2002, 168) 

20 Craig Owens relates allegory to nineteenth-century historical painting with its doctrine of 
the “pregnant moment,” “a radical condensation of narrative into a single, emblematic 
instant” (1984, 210). Peter Greenaway hints at the importance of this moment in the opera 
when he admits that “we have traveled all this way to see this image of a dead man riding a 
horse. . . . It could be said that all that has been accomplished so far is solely to arrive at this 
sight, because this is the image that has always threatened to be our destination” (1993, 98). 
Woods calls the image the “final spatialization” of the opera’s story (1996, 176). 
21 It is interesting to note that Owens names the Western, along with the film genres of the 
gangster saga and science fiction, an allegory of the twentieth century (1984, 230).  
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features in genre theory. While the semantic understanding of genre depends on “a 

list of common traits, attitudes, characters, shots, locations, set, and the like,” the 

syntactic definitions “play up instead certain constitutive relationships between 

undesignated and variable place-holders” (Altman 1999, 219). In other words, “the 

semantic approach thus stresses the genre’s building blocks, while the syntactic view 

privileges the structures into which they are arranged” (219). Altman perceives the 

two approaches as complementary, since they both contribute to understanding of 

generic texts: a choice of semantic elements triggers syntactic expectations, while 

specific syntactic signals are expected to lead to predetermined semantic signifieds. 

 In Rosa, the Western and the whodunit are signaled by a multitude of semantic 

elements. The syntactic expectations thus raised are not fulfilled, however. The genre 

of Western is grounded within the opera’s diegesis through Rosa, the Hollywood 

composer who watches loops of Western movies for inspiration. There is a prairie 

landscape, there are cowboys and horses, and the genre’s conventions are 

thematized by means of arias that enumerate typical Western stock characters (“The 

red-indian-chief, The wild cowboy, The gunslinger, The drunken doctor, The good 

sheriff, The good sheriff in the pocket of the bad cowboys . . .”) and sound effects 

(“Clappers, whips, wheels. Buckets for a mule’s hooves. Asthmatic lungs for 

wheezing horses. . . .”). As the arias’ strategy of enumeration (or accumulation) of 

elements implies, it is chiefly the Western’s semantic features, rather than its syntax, 

that are of interest here. The opera’s story promises to follow the syntactic rules of 

the whodunit, and the key ingredients are in place—there is a dead body, an 

Investigatrix and a number of clues. Yet again, the syntactic expectations are 

frustrated. The clues do not add up to reveal the identity of the murderer; all the 

Investigatrix is able to do is to compile them into lists, random and disjunct. The 

opera projects here structure as sequence.   

 Both the story of Rosa’s murder and the generic models supposed to structure its 

telling are treated as a past that cannot be returned to. Any attempt to reconstruct the 

killing as a causal chain of events is doomed to fail. What remains of its history are 

ruins, scattered clues that refuse to divulge their original meaning, their significance 

in the crime. The story of Rosa’s murder cannot be told. It can only be represented by 

means of what remains of it, fragments compiled into lists. In genre theory, genre is 

generally understood as a tool for channeling the meaning of a text and guiding its 
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reading.22 In Rosa, however, the generic references complicate rather than facilitate 

the access to the opera’s meaning. Reading, in the sense of extracting a “coherent, 

monological message” (Owens 1984, 225), becomes a highly problematic, if not 

outright impossible, activity in this context. 

 

Allegory of Unreadability 

 

For Paul de Man (1979), every reading is an allegory of the impossibility of reading. 

In his view, this is due to the fundamental property of texts, which all consist of a 

figure, usually a metaphor, which can be deconstructed by means of literal language. 

All texts thus generate two antithetical, yet mutually dependent readings: one literal 

and one rhetorical. Confrontation of these two readings, where none of them can be 

given priority over the other, constitutes the allegory of unreadability. 

 The workings of such an allegory may be demonstrated with the help of de Man’s 

famous example of the last line from W. B. Yeats’ poem Among School Children: “How 

can we know the dancer from the dance?” The line is usually interpreted as asserting 

the indissoluble unity of sign and meaning that characterizes the (symbolic) work of 

art: the dancer and the dance cannot be told apart. This figurative reading, however, 

can be deconstructed by a literal reading of the sentence and, as Owens reasons in his 

discussion of this passage from de Man, “the result, not surprisingly, is allegory—the 

distance which separates signifier from signified, sign from meaning” (1984, 222). 

This is how, according to de Man, the question can be read literally: 

 

Not that sign and referent are so exquisitely fitted to each other that all difference 

between them is at times blotted out but, rather, since the two essentially different 

elements, sign and meaning, are so intricately intertwined in the imagined “presence” 

that the poem addresses, how can we possibly make the distinctions that would shelter 

us from the error of identifying what cannot be identified? . . . [S]ince the dancer and 

the dance are not the same, it might be useful, perhaps even desperately necessary—for 

the question can be given a ring of urgency, “Please tell me, how can I know the dancer 

from the dance”—to tell them apart. (Man 1979, 11-12, italics in original) 

 

In this way, two coherent yet incompatible readings emerge, which cannot be treated 

as simply existing side by side. “The two readings have to engage each other in 

direct confrontation, for the one reading is precisely the error denounced by the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 See for example Frow (2006). 
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other and has to be undone by it.” (Man 1979, 12) None can exist in the other’s 

absence and none can take precedence over the other. 

 This example illustrates the way in which the same grammatical structure 

generates two different meanings, corresponding to two distinct usages of language. 

While the entirety of de Man’s argument is limited to literary and philosophical 

texts, it may be argued that Rosa stages the confrontation of readings constitutive of 

the allegory of unreadability within the context of a theatrical performance. What it 

problematizes is the readability of the theatrical frame in which the story of Rosa’s 

love triangle and murder is set—the story emblematized by the striking audio-visual 

image I keep returning to. The theatrical frame is put in place at the beginning of the 

opera by means of elaborate descriptions of the stage, the set and the characters 

orchestrated by the woman in furs we later learn to know as the Investigatrix, who is 

here called Madame de Vries for her apparent mastery over the stage-perspective.23 

By performing a gesture of open disclosure of the workings of the stage, she frames 

what there is to be seen and heard on stage as theatre. The story of the love triangle 

between Rosa, his horse and his fiancée that culminates in Rosa’s killing thus 

appears as a dramatic enactment of the tale, framed by its theatrical setting. 

 After Rosa is shot dead, however, Madame de Vries turns into the Investigatrix, 

and what appeared to be the theatrical frame now turns into a murder investigation. 

The status of the dramatic enactment is undermined as well, as it now appears to be 

a reconstruction of a murder scene within the frame of the investigation. While for a 

good two thirds of the opera (eight scenes out of twelve), the distinction between the 

theatrical frame and the dramatic enactment of the story seems to be firmly in place, 

the murder investigation leads to the realization that the theatrical frame itself might 

in fact be part of the story. What we have taken for a description of the stage can now 

be interpreted as a description of a crime scene; enumeration of stage properties 

turns into a list of clues to a murder. The scene of the murder is the theatrical stage 

itself. 

 Shall we take Madame de Vries’s declaration “Let me describe the stage” literally, 

then, and understand the theatrical frame as a description of the workings of the 

theatrical stage, or shall we read it metaphorically as the description of the stage of 

the crime? In this case, the figurative reading complicates the literal one. It warns us 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 The character was arguably named after the Dutch Renaissance architect Hans Vredeman 
de Vries known as a specialist in perspective. The descriptions of the workings of the stage 
include a demonstration of the laws of perspective governing its construction, to which I will 
return in chapter two. 
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that the theatrical frame might not be what it appears to be, and that the 

Investigatrix, in the guise of Madame de Vries (or perhaps the other way round?), 

might not be doing what she purports to be doing—disclosing the workings of the 

stage. The theatrical frame may be understood as a form of deconstruction; it is the 

means by which theatre unmasks the pretenses of dramatic illusion. And it is this 

deconstruction that Rosa puts in question. By staging a confrontation between its 

literal and figurative reading, Rosa points out the danger in taking the theatrical 

frame at face value. It demonstrates that the theatrical frame may become a part of 

the dramatic illusion it seeks to deconstruct. The opera thus exemplifies what is most 

essential to the allegory of unreadability—the fact that the reading cannot stop, since 

every literal reading may ultimately be shown to be figurative. As de Man puts it, 

“Such an allegory is metafigural; it is an allegory of a figure (for example, metaphor) 

which relapses into the failure it deconstructs” (Man 1979, 275). As a result, all 

deconstructive readings “leave a margin of error, a residue of logical tension that 

prevents the closure of the deconstructive discourse and accounts for its narrative 

and allegorical mode” (Man 1979, 242). What de Man recognizes, in other words, is 

that every deconstruction is complicit with that which it sets out to deconstruct, and 

that all deconstructive discourse is fundamentally allegorical.24 The “allegory of 

unreadability” that Rosa stages thus offers a critical perspective on 

conceptualizations of contemporary forms of theatrical performance in terms of 

deconstruction of dramatic theatre more generally. 

 Rosa itself is the most obviously complicit where it comes to the generic rules of 

the operatic narrative, famously formulated by Catherine Clément in her book with 

the revealing title Opera, or the Undoing of Women (1988). Rosa’s deconstructive 

agenda with regard to its story is hinted at by the composer Louis Andriessen: “Peter 

[Greenaway] would say that there have been so many operas about the fall and 

humiliation of woman and that he wanted to write about the fall of man.” 

(Trochimczyk 2002, 71) Yet, the opera culminates in death and humiliation of both, a 

man and a woman. Esmeralda is naked on the stage for most of the time, smears 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 Owens, who quotes these passages from de Man more extensively, points out the 
allegorical nature of deconstructive discourse in relation to postmodernist art, and illustrates 
it with Robert Rauchenberg’s paintings that acquire their full significance in the museum, an 
institution they set out to deconstruct (1984, 227). Greenaway scholars have followed Linda 
Hutcheon (1989) to remark that both postmodernist art and poststructuralist theory 
“represent willfully complicitous critiques of the very institutions that they are simultaneously 
associated with” (Willoquet-Maricondi and Alemany-Galway 2001, xii), and have accordingly 
cast Greenaway as “a self-consciously complicitous critic” (xxii). 
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herself with black ink and neighs (to be more like a horse), is sexually abused by 

Rosa, is stuffed inside the belly of a dead horse and ends up burning alive (when the 

horse is set on fire towards the end of the opera). Thus, while the extreme treatment 

of Rosa’s heroine highlights the fate of women in opera, the portrayal of Esmeralda 

also perpetuates this tradition. 

 Rosa may generally be understood as a deconstructive reading of opera, and as 

such cannot but be complicit. It takes aim at opera as both an institution and a genre 

but it does so within the opera house and by opera’s own means25—the theatrical 

stage is not only the crime scene of a murder, it is also the “crime scene” of opera 

itself. Rosa treats opera allegorically, as a thing from the past, a dead object. To put it 

in Walter Benjamin’s words, its criticism consists in “the mortification of the works, 

not awakening of the consciousness in living works (as the romantics would have it) 

but the settlement of knowledge in dead ones” (1977, 182). Yet, such mortification is 

also the basis of the works’ rebirth, of their “rescue from oblivion.”26 Thus, by means 

of its deconstructive criticism, Rosa keeps opera alive. 

 

Rescued by Song 

 

There is yet another significant rescue operation performed in Rosa, one that may be 

deemed typically operatic. To return to the opera’s central image, the naked, 

humiliated and crucified Rosa is rescued from oblivion by means of song. It is his 

(singing) voice that undoes his undoing. The recognition of the redemptive powers 

of voice in opera has led some scholars to argue for the primacy of voice over 

operatic plots, and more generally to advocacy of listening over reading. This stance 

is well expressed in the writings of Paul Robinson. In a critique of Clément’s 

interpretation of operatic stories, Robinson points out that in focusing on the 

women’s fatal defeat by operatic plots, Clément neglected their triumph: the sound 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 This situation parallels that of Rauchenberg’s “museum painting for the museum” 
discussed by Owens: “if, in his works, Rauschenberg enacts a deconstruction of the museum, 
then his own deconstructive discourse . . . can take place only within the museum itself. It 
must therefore provisionally accept the terms and conditions it sets out to expose” (1984, 227). 
26 Benjamin speaks here about the works of German Trauerspiel. Despite the fact that I am not 
dealing with historical works of opera, I find Benjamin’s observation relevant for my 
discussion, since what is really rescued from oblivion by the kind of criticism that Benjamin 
performs is the art form of Trauerspiel itself, a procedure not dissimilar from the criticism—
and the rescue operation—that Rosa performs on the art form of opera.  
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of their singing voices.27 As Carolyn Abbate, another scholar concerned with the 

effects of operatic voice aptly summarizes:  

 

Robinson hears opera in a way that has nothing to do with the events that its libretto 

depicts; he hears it as sonorous texture, and he redirects our attention from opera’s 

representation of dramatic action toward one aspect of its musical body. His point was 

that women (though he could be speaking of any operatic character, regardless of 

apparent or real gender) tend to be interpreted as they are represented in plots: what is 

neglected is their voice, how the voice is depicted, how it is put to work—in the end, 

how this undefeated voice speaks across the crushing plot. (Abbate 1991, ix) 

 

In a “deconstructive postscript” to a collection of essays dedicated to the reading of 

opera, Robinson warns the “students of opera” against a textual approach, which in 

his view “disfigures the object of their love” (1988, 330). Arguably, Robinson’s 

criticism is aimed at the practice of reading that concentrates on operatic libretti and 

disregards the musical articulation of meaning in opera, and as such is not 

thoroughly unjustified. Yet, Robinson does appear to suggest that it is only by means 

of listening that the real essence of opera may be grasped. He maintains that 

readings of opera “draw us away from its purity,” and argues for the “archetypal 

primacy” of experiencing opera without textual support, which makes it possible to 

indulge “in the thing itself” (Robinson 1988, 344). 

 What Robinson and others imply is the possibility to rescue opera from the 

mortifying grasp of textual analysis by concentrating on its music and especially the 

singing voice. His desire for a direct access to “the thing itself” may be interpreted as 

a wish to escape the allegorical predicament of reading, which not only complicates 

production of meaning but, in his view, also impedes pleasure. Robinson seems to 

seek a renewed experience of “presence” which, in terms of meaning-making, is 

encapsulated in the symbolic unity of the dancer and the dance from Yeats’ poem—a 

situation in which “sign and referent are so exquisitely fitted to each other that all 

difference between them is at times blotted out,” as Paul de Man puts it (1979, 11). 

Yet, paradoxically, it is exactly a split between the singer and the song (to paraphrase 

Yeats) that Robinson’s reasoning brings to the fore. His attempt at overcoming the 

practice of reading opera by means of listening confirms, rather than evades, the 

perils of reading identified by de Man. For the perceived discrepancy between 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 New York Times Book Review, 1 January 1989, p. 3, referenced by Abbate (1991, ix). 
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opera’s stories and its medium of song may be understood as an “allegory of 

unreadability” that lies at the core of opera. The line of reasoning pursued by 

Robinson sets up an opposition between opera’s dramatic representation and its 

“sonorous texture” (Abbate 1991, ix) that presumably liberates itself from the 

confines of textuality. Yet the sound of the singing voice is ultimately also read, 

interpreted—in Abbate’s revealing formulation, the voice “speaks across the crushing 

plot” (Abbate 1991, ix, emphasis mine). 

 The audio-visual image of the dead yet singing Rosa invokes the legend of 

Orpheus, who was dismembered and decapitated, but whose head continued to 

sing. Indeed, the legend of Orpheus may be placed at the root of opera and its 

generic history, and is referenced here quite consciously. This link is established by 

the chorus after Rosa is murdered: “The death of a composer needs investigation. 

Was Orpheus really slaughtered?” (Libretto) According to Abbate (2001), Orpheus’ 

decapitated yet singing head may be read as the “master symbol” of musical 

performance, and related to the powerful cultural fantasy of the singing voice (and 

music more generally) animating a dead object: 

 

Put bluntly: the singing head represents the uncanny aspects of musical performance, 

operatic performance in particular, precisely because one cannot say how it sings, who 

is in charge, who is the source of the utterance, and what is the nature of the medium 

through which musical ideas become physically present as sound. (Abbate 2001, 5) 

 

Abbate draws attention here to another perceived split between the singer and the 

song, a perception that Rosa amplifies by having the dead composer sing in falsetto 

(Rosa’s assertion that he is “riding to his own music” does little to subvert this 

perception). Moreover, the ambiguity of the voice not only begs the question of who 

is singing, but also raises curiosity as to what it means. In this way, Rosa’s falsetto 

voice demands both to be read and to be listened to, to be read while being listened 

to, and to be read and listened to in conjunction with the image of the dead and 

crucified Rosa, from which it cannot be separated. Above, I suggested the 

possibilities of reading Rosa’s falsetto voice (which may be understood as an instance 

of appropriation) as an integral part of the opera’s central audio-visual image, 

participating in its allegorical structure of meaning. In addition to these concrete 

readings, which contribute to the difficulties with extracting a univocal message 

from the image, the rescue operation that Rosa’s singing performs, and the potential 

to deconstruct reading by means of listening (resulting in the allegory of 



! 57!

unreadability) are also to be understood as ways in which the voice participates in 

the opera’s allegorical structure, and the operatic processes of meaning-making more 

generally. 

The trope of unity—and split—between the singer and the song that I have been 

evoking here is admittedly more complex than Yeats’ image of the dancer and the 

dance (not least because it is inherently audio-visual).28 But precisely thanks to this 

complexity, it proves particularly critically productive with respect to opera. There 

are at least three, interrelated ways in which this unity or split may be 

conceptualized. The most directly, it speaks to the apparent (symbolic) unity of sign 

and referent in the production of musical meaning, including the cultural coding of 

the voice (its sound, its timbre).29 But, as I have indicated, it is also relevant to the 

relationship between voice and body, or seeing and hearing more generally, as well 

as to the opposition between text and sound (or reading and listening) suggested by 

Robinson and others. In all these three, interrelated aspects it contributes to the 

understanding of the effect of immediacy (or presence) in opera, in particular as it is 

produced in relation to its processes of meaning-making. 

In chapter three, I will demonstrate how a sense of an “organic” unity of voice 

and body (which translates into the relationship between sound and image more 

generally) is maintained in hypermedial opera with the help of the media of 

reproduction, contributing to the effect of “liveness.” The split between the singer 

and the song that I am concerned with here (which, in Rosa, is enacted by way of the 

character Rosa’s falsetto singing) is specific by being sustained by an allegorical 

structure of meaning that highlights the (temporal) gap between sign and referent 

with respect to the voice. It thus not only disrupts the sense of an “organic” unity of 

voice and body but also draws attention to how meaning is ascribed to, and through, 

the voice. (In chapter four, I will point out the political potential of such scenes in 

hypermedial opera). By contrast, the opposition between text (the singer as a 

character in dramatic action) and sound (the song) suggests that the production of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28 Jelena Novak has recently suggested that opera in general is characterized by a “body-voice 
gap” (Novak 2012, 2015). While opera may traditionally invoke a perception of discrepancy 
between story and singing, which I interpret as an “allegory of unreadability,” I do not share 
Novak’s persuasion that a split between voice and body is at the foundation of opera. I rather 
choose to evoke the trope of unity (and split) of the singer and the song, as it helps me tease 
out the different modalities of this relationship, and the different discursive purposes that 
they have served. I will return to this issue in chapter three. 
29 I work here with the recognition that it is not only the verbal content of singing but also its 
acoustic and expressive qualities that are subject to cultural formation (Dunn and Jones 1994, 
3).  



! 58!

meaning only takes place at the level of text (or even language alone), and fosters the 

notion that the voice may be located “beyond signification.” 

 

Beyond Reading? 

 

 Robinson’s argument draws attention to the culturally widespread perception 

that the singing voice, and music more generally, carries meanings or forces that 

words cannot convey. This perception also seems to motivate Michelle Duncan’s 

interest in “how a resonant voice acts and how it participates in the creation, 

disruption or dissolution of registers of meaning independent of linguistic 

signification” (2004, 284, italics in original) that I have referred to at the beginning of 

this chapter. Duncan thus endorses Robinson’s belief that the voice may be separated 

from (or even opposed to) the processes of meaning-making bound up with reading. 

As I have already indicated, Duncan relies on Felman (2003) to emphasize that a 

speech act is a bodily act, and that voice must be understood as part of this bodily 

force of utterance. But unlike Felman, who calls on both Austin and Lacan to stress 

that the referent can only be attained through the intermediary of language, Duncan 

suggests that “the operatic ‘real’” (2004, 286) may be accessed through the agency of 

the singing voice that she locates beyond linguistic signification.  

 Felman theorizes the performative force of utterance as that which is in excess 

over the meaning of an utterance, but arises only within the situation in which this 

meaning is produced. As I have pointed out above, what Felman underlines is the 

“indissoluble relation” between the physical and the linguistic, between body and 

language, act and discourse (2003, 65). Duncan, on the other hand, theorizes the 

performative force of the singing voice as independent of the (other) discursive 

systems of opera, as “beyond both music and libretto, beyond the hermeneutics of 

performance” (2004, 297).30 The excess over and above meaning that the singing 

voice tends to suggest is then understood in terms of its “ontological alterity” 

(Duncan 2004, 297), rather than as the “residue of meaning” (Felman 2003, 52) 

inadvertently produced in every dialogic situation. According to Felman, it is this 

excess or residue of meaning that disrupts meaning and undermines the authority of 

knowledge, as the boundaries between the constative and the performative become 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
30 Duncan argues that opera “calls for a negotiation of discursive systems that fall outside the 
realm of textuality” (2004, 284) and implies that the voice may be considered such a 
discursive system.  
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blurred. Duncan, however, who emphasizes that it is “through a bodily act” that the 

speech act undoes meaning and disrupts intentional knowledge (2004, 301), implies 

that in opera the excess subversive of meaning and knowledge may be identified 

with the resonant voice. She even suggests that the voice “emits ‘knowledge’ 

inaccessible or inadmissible to the kind of knowledge legitimized by meaning 

culture” (299).  

 Following Felman, I have suggested that in opera, the referential excess emerges 

from a dialogic situation of meaning-making, a process that involves all opera’s 

systems of signification (i.e. it is not limited to language), and that fails to produce a 

“univocal and monologic” meaning (Felman 2003, 52). By contrast, I propose to 

understand the perception that the singing voice operates “beyond both music and 

libretto” as an effect of immediacy, which may be illuminated with the help of 

Lawrence Kramer’s (2002) notion of the “musical remainder.” While Felman 

admittedly only theorizes linguistic acts of speech—and Duncan assumes that the 

status of utterance changes with the “register of resonance” (2004, 289) from speech 

to song—Kramer explains the excess over meaning created by the singing voice in 

relation to the production of musical (rather than linguistic) meaning. Kramer 

theorizes musical meaning as being produced in connection with both texts and 

images—or rather, with what he terms, after W.J.T. Mitchell (1994), the 

“imagetext”—and the perception that the singing voice transcends signification may 

then be understood as an effect of the processes of meaning-making in “mixed 

media,” on which Kramer bases his general model of musical meaning. 

 Kramer conceptualizes the “musical remainder” as that which is beyond the 

musical meaning produced in a particular interpretive situation, yet he insists that 

the remainder is dependent on that meaning, and works as its support. As he puts it, 

“The remainder appears only in relation to the content it exceeds and by which it is 

in that sense produced” (2002, 4). Although the remainder itself is considered 

nonsemantic, “a fragment of musical meaninglessness” (181), it is understood as the 

indispensable condition for producing musical meaning. Kramer is explicitly 

opposed to views that approach music in terms of resistance to or surmounting of 

meaning and that perceive music as the Other of the “imagetext.” In his view, 

musical meaning is produced in alliance with the imagetext, in a process of 

ascription where the imagetext suggests a kernel of meaning that the music “returns” 

enriched and transformed, while also “concentrating other, unrealized possibilities 
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in the musical remainder” (165).31 Kramer notes that the remainders beyond 

ascription are sometimes perceived as the purely musical meaning. He maintains, 

however, that such remainders are the necessary condition of all interpretation—

they are “the locus of interpretive dynamics, interpretive desire” (170)—and they 

thus serve to support rather than to subvert the ascription of meaning. Kramer even 

speaks of the musical remainder as “a form of address” (171), implying that it in fact 

incites the activity of interpretation.32 The musical remainder is also understood as 

the source of music’s communicative immediacy. As Kramer observes, music tends 

to convey the ascribed meanings “in a preconceptual, prerepresentational form” 

(153). This is the case in particular where the musical remainder goes unnoticed, 

sustaining the sense of successful ascription by “giving tangible presence to 

imaginary or symbolic constructions” (174). 

 According to Kramer, musical meaning finds “its source and its structure” in 

“mixed media” (173), and it is also here that the musical remainder makes itself most 

palpably felt. In his words, 

 

The musical remainder appears most openly when the ‘fit’ between music and the 

imagetext seems or comes to seem questionable, and when, therefore, mixture itself 

becomes a tangible process and problem. (Kramer 2002, 181) 

 

For Kramer, this seems to be best exemplified by the singing voice, and in particular 

by “voice in extremis” (186). Drawing on a quotation from Michel Leiris in Derrida’s 

classic essay “Tympan” (1982), Kramer introduces the notion of the “percephonic” 

voice. Leiris speaks of piercing the ear by a spiral or corkscrew motion, evoking the 

sense of a piercing sound (“perce-phoné”), and of the perce-phonic singing voice that 

“presents itself as the translation, in a purely sonorous idiom, of that which could not 

be said by means of words” (quoted in Kramer 2002, 183). In Kramer’s view, this is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
31 Kramer gestures towards the notion of “beyond signification” when he suggests that the 
musical remainder “upholds the connection of sonority to the nonsignifying field of general 
sonority” (2002, 165), which he associates with the concept of the “sonorous envelope.” He 
emphasizes, however, that the sonorous envelope “exists in a dynamic relationship to 
signification (158). In Kramer’s conception, music is understood as a “mediator,” shuttling 
between “noise” and “logos,” an intermediacy that comes to life especially in the mixed 
media (158). In Kramer’s words, music “contributes to the ‘construction’ of meaning by 
continually enacting its own intermediacy between the imagetext and the sonorous 
envelope” (165). 
32 As he suggests elsewhere: “The activity of interpretation invests the work in question with 
a dynamic quality, as if the deployment of its contents were a kind of virtual behavior 
addressed to the interpreter” (Kramer 2002, 169). 
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an effect that becomes activated in mixed media when the voice “does not mix” 

(182), when it “disengages itself from the coherent system of forms and meanings to 

which it was supposed to have belonged” (183). The percephonic voice is understood 

here as the personification of the musical remainder, which in general embodies 

“something at odds with the normative good order grounded in the imagetext” 

(181).33  

Kramer’s conception of the musical remainder helps account for both the seeming 

immediacy with which music communicates meaning (the symbolic unity of singer 

and the song, where the remainder goes unnoticed), and for the perception that 

music, and especially the singing voice, conveys “in a purely sonorous idiom” what 

lies beyond signification. The excess of the singing voice is conceptualized here as 

part of the musical remainder produced in the interaction between music, words and 

images within the dynamic act of interpretation. Thus, unlike Duncan who locates 

the effects of the singing voice “beyond the hermeneutics of performance” (2004, 

297), Kramer understands the mixed-media effect encapsulated in the notion of the 

musical remainder as part and parcel of a “hermeneutic response” to music (2002, 

159), as it is both the result of and an incentive for interpretation.  

Kramer comes close to Duncan, however, when he suggests that the singing voice 

may be perceived as disruptive of the system of meaning established on the basis of 

the imagetext. Moreover, although he acknowledges that there is always also a 

mutual remainder between image and text and between music and imagetext, he 

tends to assume coherence between words and images, as well as music’s general 

compliance with the semantic agenda set by the imagetext—apart, that is, from the 

rebellious singing voice or musical remainder. Yet, as I have already pointed out 

above, Kramer recognizes that music may convey meanings of its own to the 

imagetext, which happens the most readily where it carries traces of earlier 

ascriptions. I have also suggested that the allegorical strategy of appropriation 

explicitly calls for such traces of earlier ascriptions to emerge not only in music but 

also with regard to images and texts. And, as I have demonstrated with the help of 

Rosa, this prevents the images, texts and sounds from congealing into a coherent 

meaning.  
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33 Kramer posits that “the models for media mixture are social formations of hierarchy or 
ideal equality,” and that “music is expected to yield at some level to the referential authority 
of the imagetext, even if it is also expected or permitted to ‘transcend’ it” (2002, 181). 
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Thus, what Kramer’s theorization of the “musical remainder” indicates is that the 

effect of immediacy where the singing voice seems to operate beyond signification is 

the most readily produced in situations of a perceived congruence between text and 

image, with music’s possible compliance with both. With respect to opera, it best 

applies where staging appears to coincide with drama, which is understood as being 

articulated by means of both words and music—hence Duncan’s situating the voice 

“beyond both music and libretto, beyond the hermeneutics of performance” (2004, 

297). In other words, it is supported by both the dramatic concept of opera, and a 

practice of staging that strives for coherence and harmony of all the component 

parts. And indeed, it may be argued that this is what operatic productions have 

traditionally done.34 But, as I have already suggested, hypermedial opera rather 

highlights the incongruity of its various systems of signification. It doesn’t establish a 

“coherent system of forms and meanings” (Kramer 2002, 183); rather, it “rearrange[s] 

existing forms” detached from their original context (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 39). 

Characterized by fragmentation and montage (visually manifest in the “windowed” 

effect of hypermediacy), it tends towards allegory, which also pertains to the 

narrative structure of hypermedial opera. The allegorical strategy of accumulation 

identified by Owens that I have expounded in detail with respect to Rosa exemplifies 

the way hypermedial opera defies the dramatic concept.  

To conclude, the discussion in this chapter has been guided by two interrelated 

concerns: one, how hypermedial opera produces meaning, and two, how it produces 

material effects. The concept of allegory that I have called on has proved productive 

not only due to the visual style of hypermediacy but also because of how 

hypermedial opera relates to the operatic tradition, and to past artworks and cultural 

practices more generally. As Rosa testifies, this involves the operatic singing and past 

musical works and styles, besides the perhaps more obvious visual references. And, 

at the same time, precisely because of hypermedial opera’s relationship with the 

operatic past, which is not based on a radical break, the concept of allegory helps 

identify aspects of opera more generally that are highlighted in its contemporary, 

hypermedial incarnation. 

Allegory foregrounds the gap between sign and referent and draws attention to 

the process of interpretation, or reading, in which meaning is produced. Following 
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34 Simon Williams has recently argued that, “For most of opera’s history, the aesthetic of 
production has been one in which all elements of performance work in total harmony, so that 
the stage represents an ideal world where everything coheres.” (Williams 2012, 140) 
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Felman, I have argued that it is in such a communicative situation, where the 

spectator-auditors make sense of what they see and hear on the operatic stage or 

screen, that the excess is produced that is responsible for opera’s material effects. In 

this sense, I have situated opera’s performativity in its act of meaning making, rather 

than the performative situation of a live theatrical event. Allegory also highlights the 

fact that it is not only language but also image and music, or sound more generally, 

that participate in opera’s performative utterance. Or, to put it from the perspective 

suggested by Kramer, by drawing attention to “the radically ascriptive nature of all 

interpretation” (Kramer 2002, 170), allegory highlights the remainders beyond 

ascription produced not only by music but also by images and texts, and in their 

countless interactions. It may very well be that, as Kramer indicates, the musical 

remainder, personified by the “percephonic” singing voice, is more immediate and 

palpable than any other remainder produced in the act of meaning-ascription. This 

helps explain why in opera, it alone tends to be identified with the residue of 

meaning responsible for opera’s material effects, especially where the various 

systems of signification otherwise seem to coincide. In other words, it contributes to 

the perception that the voice may be located “beyond signification,” which I have 

proposed to understand as an effect of immediacy.  

Felman’s theorization suggests that the operatic “scandal” is not based on an 

opposition between opera’s systems of signification and the material elements of 

performance, body and voice in particular. And it helps to put in doubt the 

widespread notion that the singing voice, and music more generally, are the main 

means of seduction and the chief source of pleasure in opera. It rather makes it 

possible to understand opera’s “pleasure in scandal” as resulting from its failed 

promise of (univocal and coherent) meaning, a failure that hypermedial opera puts 

center stage. In this conception, reading opera does not “disfigure the object of our 

love,” as Robinson would have it. Rather, it is integral to the way opera’s most 

powerful effects are produced. 


