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Introduction  
 

Opera is a nightmare of vast feuds over tiny details;  
of surrealist anecdotes that all turn round the same assertion:  

nothing needs to change.  
Everything in opera must change,  

but in opera, change is blocked.  

Peter Brook, theater and film director, on “Deadly Theatre” in The Empty Space (1968: 20)  

 

 

Opera appears to be the quintessential art of repetition, justifying its canon of masterpieces 

through (ongoing) acts of creative recycling. The operatic form is itself characterized by an 

urge to repeat and retell, through its catchy, famous melodies or old, familiar stories of love 

and death and the like. In fact, through staging these dramatic deaths over and over again, 

opera perhaps could be seen to stage its own “death” as well, as it inches ever closer to the 

cliff of conservative petrifaction. Yet must this repetitious disposition imply a genre that has 

stopped evolving? Is repetition in fact synonymous with routine, in the sense of an established 

pattern that does not bring anything new to the table? Or might repetition rather encompass 

the creation of something new in the interests of avoiding routine? In short, can canonicity 

foster radicalism instead of stasis?  

These polemic questions are intended to set the stage for this dissertation, which is devoted to 

productions of Salome by Richard Strauss (1864–1949), first performed at the Dresden 

Hofoper on December 9, 1905.1 Of course, cycles of adaptation, repetition, and change had 

characterized this New Testament vignette for centuries before Strauss’s wildly popular 
                                                 
1 Karel Burian conducted the premiere, and Marie Wittich sang Salome. The opera immediately became a 
success; within two years, it had appeared at fifty other opera houses. On the first productions and early 
reception history of Salome, see Tydeman and Price (1996), Dierkes-Thrun (2008), and Calico (2012).  
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opera.2 His version of the story about the dancing girl who demands the head of John the 

Baptist on a silver platter was based on Oscar Wilde’s symbolist tragedy Salomé, which was 

written in 1891.3 Wilde’s drama was in turn inspired by Gustave Flaubert’s short story 

“Hérodias,” published in 1877, as well as Joris-Karl Huysmans’s novel À rebours from 1884, 

which was itself based on Gustave Moreau’s visions of Salome, painted in the 1870s 

(L’Apparation, 1874–76, and Salomé Dansant, 1876).4 These ongoing, inter-artistic 

influences anticipate the utter promiscuity of the Salome figure who came upon the operatic 

stage right after the turn of the century. Yet this would not be the last word on this character, 

and the question of “whose Salome?” has yet to be answered in full: it reverberates in the 

work of Maud Allan and Alla Nazimova, for example, both of whom used the Salome figure 

in their early versions of modern dance forms. And it reappears even in Salome adaptations of 

the late twentieth century, whether they are derived from Wilde’s foundational drama, such as 

Ken Russel’s Salome’s Last Dance from 1988, or they are more freely sourced versions, 

either of the story (such as Billy Wilder’s Sunset Boulevard from 1950) or of the character 

(such as the vampire Salome Agrippa, who, at the time of this writing, figures in the fifth 

season of the popular HBO TV series True Blood). Salome’s nomadic route through 

literature, the visual arts, the stage, music, and popular culture in general indicates her place 

in a mythic, canonizing cultural structure. It also indicates her consummate malleability, 

absent a defining point of departure or a clear final destination.5 

This open identity, which is nevertheless dependent on previous renderings of the same myth, 

is especially pronounced in the contemporary appearance to which this dissertation is 

devoted: the seemingly perpetual series of productions of Strauss’s Salome, one of the 

                                                 
2 “But when Herod’s birthday came, the daughter of Herodias danced before the company, and she pleased 
Herod so much that he promised on oath to grant her whatever she might ask. Prompted by her mother, she said, 
‘Give me the head of John the Baptist here on a platter.’ The king was grieved, yet out of regard for his oaths 
and for the guests, he commanded it to be given; he sent and had John beheaded in the prison. The head was 
brought on a platter and given to the girl, who brought it to her mother” (Matthew 14:6–11). The story also 
appears in Mark 6:17–28. 
3 Wilde’s Salomé was first published in French in 1893 but not performed on stage until 1896. Its world premiere 
took place in Paris with Lina Munte as Salomé at the Théâtre de l’Œuvre, a theatre company run by Aurélien 
Lugné-Poë at the Comédie-Parisienne. The libretto to Strauss’s Salome is based on Hedwig Lachmann’s German 
translation of Wilde’s play, published in 1902, which the composer himself adapted to fit the opera form. 
4 The list of further influences and Salome representations is certainly longer and in fact spans centuries, but the 
story truly blossomed in the post-romantic arts climate of the late nineteenth century. In this period, a spectacular 
2,789 poetic treatments of this story have been counted—and that is only the French texts (Severi 1985: 458). 
For an extensive description of the influences on Wilde’s Salomé, see Dierkes-Thrun’s Salome’s Modernity: 
Oscar Wilde and the Aesthetics of Transgression (2011).  
5 In “Salome©: The Fetishization of a Textual Corpus,” Becker-Leckrone traces the fragmented origins of the 
Salome story (1995). For example, the name of the girl does not even appear in the Gospels as such but comes 
from Josephus’s Antiquities of the Jews, dating from approximately 94 A.D. Yet Josephus mentions neither the 
head nor the dance.  
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youngest members of the basic canon of Western opera, the fixed list of works that are 

reproduced over and over again in opera houses worldwide. The case of Salome therefore 

represents an example of adaptation on several levels: as the remediation of the same story 

across different media, and as one among a number of remediations within the same medium. 

The latter complex will occupy me here: I have studied the consequences of the Salome 

myth’s entrance into opera and the opera’s entrance into the canonic structure, which has 

resulted in an adaptation process that is still ongoing and a response to the question of “whose 

Salome?” that remains open. Strauss’s Salome will never be just Strauss’s Salome; the 

context of opera forces him to share her. Within an oscillating structure involving historical 

documents and present incarnations, the figure of Salome will always be both an (iterative) 

textual representation and a singing, acting, and dancing individual—a body on a stage and a 

staged body. Because in the opera, her story, the music, and her fellow characters must be 

performed and made present, we are met with a process not only of repeating the known story 

and the old songs but also of recreating, redefining, and (potentially) recontextualizing them. 

As part of the canon of Western opera, Strauss’s Salome has a huge impact upon the ongoing 

re-formation of the image of the princess and her story. The protagonist’s death right before 

the curtain call does not reduce her vitality, as we will see; nor does the opera world’s 

profound dependency on a consistent canon mean the absence of innovation in the ways her 

story is told. Opera instead demonstrates how limits and repetitions are not synonymous with 

the death of creative endeavors—in fact, an innovative quest is attached to this repetitious 

and, at first sight, conservative form. Hence, to nuance an assumption from my first paragraph 

above, a direct consequence of opera’s apparent obsession with deaths and repetition is 

another characteristic compulsion: the process of restoring to life.  

This double impulse, straddling repetitions and creations, is especially present in the 

twentieth-century tradition of Regietheater often referred to as Regieoper—a practice whereby 

canonized operas are recontextualized and visually updated.6 The term indicates the 

positioning of specifically German opera houses as nurturing homes for these 

experimentations on stage, with Wieland Wagner’s minimalist productions of his 

grandfather’s musical dramas in postwar Bayreuth as a crucial commencement of the 

movement (Abbate and Parker 2012: 7). (Regieoper is also called “director’s opera,” as a nod 
                                                 
6 Kreuzer describes Regieoper as “that much-mentioned yet little-defined ‘radical’ mode of operatic production 
that supposedly cares little about stage directions in the score or ‘authenticity’ in matters of scenery, costume 
design and other details of production. Instead, it aims to uncover psychological, social or political motives that 
tie the old work in with topical concerns, thus bestowing contemporary relevance on the entire operatic 
enterprise” (2006: 151-52).  
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to the vital role of the director in these recreations.) Contrary to more naturalistic stagings, 

which strive for what Bolter and Grusin, in their influential book Remediation: 

Understanding New Media, refer to as “transparency”—an erasure of the traces of 

mediation—Regieoper rather demonstrates a kind of hypermediation: a fascination (and 

experimentation) with the medium itself (Bolter and Grusin 1999). Obviously indebted to 

Bertolt Brecht (1889–1956) and his audience theory, these dramaturgical hyper-productions 

strive for a form of defamiliarization and estrangement that might lead in turn to a renewed 

understanding. Because this process plays on the audience members’ expectations as well as 

their prior knowledge of the opera, the radical tradition of Regieoper is dependent upon the 

existence of a canon of repeated works, whose consolidation in fact coincides with the 

twentieth century’s consideration of opera production as necessarily involving a reading or 

interpretation of the repeated text.7 Moreover, it is dependent on the open spaces that are the 

result of this canonized structure—spaces for mediation, embodiment, and particularity to be 

given a very clear expression on a stage that must be filled anew every time the same text is 

repeated; spaces that become particularly present in productions in the Brechtian vein. While I 

have sought out those areas of potential redefinition that this tradition trades in, I have 

embraced every production of Salome that I have been able to experience and did not limit my 

perspective to productions that obviously announce themselves as Regieoper in their 

character.8  

Those areas of potential definition that I refer to become at times particularly present, in 

interludes, for example, or through silent characters or invisible voices. Such cases of likely 

recontextualization in performance all point toward the need to restage and reinterpret 

visually within the framework that is established by the music, the textual narrative, and the 

existing tradition of previous interpretations. The acousmatic voice emerging from the 

dungeon of Herod’s castle in the first scenes of Salome is one example that I will discuss in 

what follows (chapter 2);9 others include the visual void that this voice leaves behind (chapter 

                                                 
7 See Parker (2006: 2-21), Levin (2007: 49), and Calico (2008: 140).  
8 Opera production today demonstrates a striking eclecticism in approach, in fact, which is reflected in the 
archive of Salome productions. In addition to Brecht, it is indebted to figures such as Konstantin Stanislavski 
(1863–1938) and Walter Felsenstein (1901–1975), who personified alternative perspectives upon Personenregie 
and staging processes (Smart 2011, Williams 2012). What these otherwise dissimilar styles nonetheless share is 
a conception of opera performance that is not the reproduction of a preconceived model, as far as the staging is 
concerned, but rather the production as a reinterpretation.  
9 The term “acousmatic” refers to sounds one hears without seeing their source; it stems from the discussions of 
scholars such as Michel Chion and Denis Smalley, who have adapted and elaborated on the term “acousmatic 
sound” that the French composer Pierre Schaeffer introduced to describe the experience of listening to musique 
concrète in the 1950s (See Chion 1994, Smalley 1997, 2007). 
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3) and the final appearance of the prophetic Baptist as a silent head (chapter 7). I will also 

concentrate on the interludes that make the visual constitutions and potential scenic 

commentaries particularly present, such as the Baptist’s transition from off-stage voice to a 

body on stage (chapter 5), Salome’s Dance of the Seven Veils (chapter 6), and the intermezzo 

between the third and the fourth scene that in one production is utilized to inscribe a character 

that hardly exists in the libretto (chapter 4). These scenes and examples are all characterized 

by the fact that something appears visually—that something is revealed, embodied, or 

otherwise marked by particularity.  

The Opera Text, Performance Texts, and Feminist Practices  
In my discussions, I base my analyses and conclusions on the score, the libretto, and the 

different productions’ portrayal of these basic operatic building blocks. I believe that opera 

is—and should be treated as—a coexistence of repeated texts and particular realizations of 

those texts in performances, the latter constituting additional texts to be analyzed and 

interpreted in turn. In this way, opera demonstrates an extended textualization that David J. 

Levin clarifies in his book Unsettling Opera: Staging Mozart, Wagner, Verdi and Zemlinsky 

by introducing the terms “opera text” and “performance text,” building on Barthes’s 

conception of text as a surfeit of signifying systems (Levin 2007). The opera text refers to the 

score, libretto, and stage directions, or what is conceived of as the opera prior to its 

performance. These are the “bare bones” of an opera, and they carry an enormous potential to 

be realized differently in the performance texts, which is the opera in performance (Levin 

2007: 11). Each term has aspects of both singularity and plurality. On one hand, Salome’s 

opera text is obviously a singular text, which makes it unique and different from all others. On 

the other hand, defined as a coexistence of verbal and musical texts, an opera text can never 

be singular. Likewise, while performance text points to a singular performance happening in 

one place at one specific time, the term simultaneously encompasses the potential plurality of 

outcomes of the same opera text.  

Separating opera texts from performance texts can be problematic. Theater scholar Erika 

Fischer-Lichte, for example, argues that we should not mix performance and production, as 

the term performance text appears to do (2008). She claims that while a performance is a 

unique event that happens at a particular time and place and is thus dependent on the presence 

of performers and spectators, a production is instead a “planned performative generation of 
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materiality” (2008: 189). A specific production is not the same as a specific performance; the 

first will be open to contingent and unplanned factors that manifest as a result of the latter, 

such as cast changes, spontaneous acting or reactions from the audience, and so on.10 While I 

try to remain cognizant of this distinction embedded in performance text, I also find it to 

engage a productive dynamic between singularity and plurality, as described above. Unlike 

“production text,” for example, the term performance text covers both the eventness of a 

performance and the strategies and concepts of a production. That said, I must also emphasize 

that I use these terms for strategic clarifications rather than as ontological justifications, 

bearing in mind their limits as well as their pedagogical benefits. 

Another consequence of the opera text/performance text division is that it might imply a 

separation of the work from the practice of its performance, the first then appearing to 

represent the essential and consistent element, and the latter, a secondary and fluctuating 

element. Still, if we identify a dependent relation between opera text and performance text—

between the fixed and the open—then we find that these terms in fact function in the opposite 

way.11 The notion of performance text in fact introduces performances as legitimate analytical 

objects, implying in turn the connection of each given opera text to an entire catalogue of 

different versions. This necessary connection serves to challenge heretofore established 

notions of “the work” as consisting of just a written (musical and verbal) text independent of 

the ongoing work being done as the opera text is brought to life. The work as written text has 

traditionally been placed in an exalted position as the gatekeeper of the embedded meaning its 

author(s) intended to convey. Introducing the complex “opera text/performance text” rather 

than “work/performance” calls this hierarchy into question by indicating the simple fact that 

performances also produce and convey meaning. It also emphasizes the mutual dependency of 

written texts and embodied performances to the canonizing process of opera and replace 

works with works-in-progress, constantly renegotiating what these bundle of texts contain, 

mean, or express. Moreover, it calls into question the opera’s authorial status and resonates 

with the increasing trend toward replacing the composer’s opera (Strauss’s Salome) with the 

director’s opera (Peter Hall or Peter Konwitschny’s Salome), a turn of events that confirms 

the inherent plurality that is the result of these compound units of otherwise diverse texts. 

                                                 
10 See also Kreuzer’s discussion of this topic in her article on Verdi’s Don Carlos and the modern stage (2006: 
153).  
11 Cook makes a similar claim in an article titled “Between Process and Product: Music and/as Performance,” yet 
instead of “text,” he introduces the notion of “script,” finding that the latter points more clearly to its dependent 
relationship to performance than the more autonomous sounding “text” (Cook 2001: 15).  



 

 7 

In my writing, then, I follow this latter trend and discuss the different productions by referring 

solely to their directors’ names. The unfortunate consequence of this otherwise pragmatic 

measure is that I exclude both the inevitable production team behind the given director but 

also the important contributions of the singers and actors to the particular production so 

identified. Therefore I make a particular effort to emphasize the potential that resides in what 

Roger Parker calls opera’s “surplus of signatures” (2006: 8). Neither Strauss nor Hall’s 

Salome could be realized without particular bodies on stage and their contributions to the 

acoustic and visual performance; hence Hall’s Salome is also Maria Ewing’s Salome. Marked 

by this potential for multiple authorial inscriptions, opera yet again leaves the question of 

“whose Salome?” demonstratively open. 

That said, it remains the case that, at least from the time of Patrice Chéreau’s centennial 

production of Wagner’s Ring Cycle at Bayreuth in 1976, there has been an increasing 

tendency to replace the authorial signature of the composer with that of the director (Levin 

2007: 5, Williams 2012: 139). Like the canon of composers in Western music history, these 

directors are part of a legacy of male artists that continues to define the genre.12 

Consequently, when appearing in “director’s opera,” Salome becomes yet another 

representation made by great men, validating in turn those feminist-inspired interpretations of 

this opera text that emerged in the 1990s and early 2000s, where Salome was claimed to be 

presented as an “absolute other” (Kramer 1990a: 291). Emphasizing the contributions of the 

performance texts to this tradition of interpretation, I have engaged with but ultimately 

departed from this discourse. Following art historian Griselda Pollock’s perspective on what 

she describes as the “virtual feminist museum,” I argue that the practices of these many male 

directors can nevertheless be described as exemplifying a feminist strategy:  

It is not a collecting point for things by “women.” It is a working practice, a critical 
and theoretical laboratory, intervening in and negotiating the conditions of the 
production and, of course, the failure of sexual difference as a crucial axis of 
meaning, power, subjectivity and change as it is mediated through aesthetic practices. 
(Pollock 2007: 15) 

As a process of constant becoming, and thus an ongoing potential for change within certain 

long-established frames, productions of canonized operas can be seen as another such virtual 

museum, demonstrating the negotiation of meaning and perspectives happening in these 

                                                 
12 Among the many Salome productions I have seen or read about in these past years, only one has had a female 
director: Julie Taymor’s version premiered in 1995 at the Passionstheater, Obergammergau, Germany, and at the 
Kirov Opera’s Mariinsky Theater, St. Petersburg, Russia. See pictures and descriptions in Blumenthal, Taymor 
and Monda (2007).  
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embodied presentations and multidimensional curations. While I discuss the consequences of 

opera as “museum form” specifically in chapter 7, and the feminist perspective in chapter 6, 

these aspects form a thread that runs throughout the thesis. I will claim, in short, that the 

existence and consequences of this particular virtual museum depend on an archive of 

performances that quite recently has moved from the realm of the virtual into certain 

material—and digital—archives.  

Expanding Archives and Changing Methods 
Salome seems to be everywhere. During the years of this project, I have engaged with a living 

and constantly expanding corpus of material that has led me to Berlin, Amsterdam, Toronto, 

and Salzburg. Salome’s ubiquity and unpredictability have also manifested in other contexts, 

such as DVD recordings, simulcasts, and footage on video-sharing websites.13 The relatively 

new availability of opera in various mediatized forms has allowed me to experience a vast 

number of productions within the limited timeframe of this project. Still, to do justice to a 

performance text, one must see the production in its entirety, so I have based my analyses 

exclusively upon productions I have been able to see from beginning to end—some numerous 

times, some only once; some with close-ups, some from the affordable seats in the upper 

gallery. These productions—represented by the directors Atom Egoyan, Peter Hall, Stefan 

Herheim, Peter Konwitschny, and David McVicar—have interested me in different ways, but 

I do not intend their selection here to imply any sort of canonization of them over the others I 

have seen. In fact, all of those other versions, scenes, and clips have contributed in some way 

to my discussions of the five productions in question here, as well as my engagement with the 

opera text itself.14 

Audiovisual recordings of opera, of course, offer the possibility of the close study of specific 

productions; moreover, the new platforms upon which opera is both experienced and 

discussed demonstrate a fascinating diversity of opinion and engagement in and around the 

same work. Here, as part of the increasing market in operas on DVD, through which devoted 

fans can assemble a catalogue of performances, we are able to see a vast amount of Judean 

princesses embodied using Strauss’s music. If we add the hundreds of clips on YouTube and 

                                                 
13 My various experiences of Salome productions include one that has not been commercially released: an 
unedited archival recording of Egoyan’s version. I discuss the differences and similarities between live and 
mediatized experiences of opera in chapter 3. 
14 I have seen twelve productions in their entirety. They are listed after the bibliography of cited works, on page 
253. 
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the increasing number of opera blogs that document, describe, and review performances from 

all over the world, the dimensions of what Salome has become—a giant, non-identical 

entity—begin to come clear. While its constant expansion makes Salome impossible to grasp 

in its entirety, this relatively new identity also lends the otherwise volatile event of the 

performance itself a new stability within an (easily accessible) archive of productions, 

influencing in turn both reception and production. Today, in other words, directors and 

producers make and re-make opera within a wide, intertextual web for audience members 

who have potentially seen numerous versions already and who are better informed than ever. 

These relatively new archives also represent a new opportunity for the opera scholar.  

Writing on the dramaturgy of Italian opera in 1988, Carl Dahlhaus claimed: “Musicologists 

now regard analysis of an opera solely from the viewpoint of the ‘word tone relationship,’ 

while the staged entity is neglected, as obsolete” (translated to English in Dahlhaus 2002 

[1988]: 22). This has now changed, in part because of an increasing focus on the “drastic” 

aspects of music that encompasses not only the relation between word and tone but also this 

relation as experienced in performance (Abbate 2004), and in part because of the increasing 

number of mediatized versions referred to above, which makes the experience of opera as 

performance text less ephemeral and more available for analytic exploration. Nowadays, 

opera as a musical drama in a unique staged performance appears more evidently than ever to 

be an object that demands our attention, as fans and as musicologists. In these shifting, staged 

contexts, the music takes place and fulfills its various functions.15  

Still, the ways a “word-tone relationship” might be expanded into a “word-tone-stage-and-

body relationship” are neither clearly defined nor exemplified in the realm of opera studies 

today. This relation between textual representation and physical embodiment, which has 

resulted in, among other things, conflicting interpretations of the Salome figure in feminist-

inspired opera research over the past two decades, is what initially set off the present project. 

This project in turn soon became a search for relevant analytical approaches as well as a 

productive vocabulary.  

                                                 
15 Under the editorial oversight of David J. Levin, who has a background as a dramaturge, the journal The Opera 
Quarterly has contributed considerably to creating a platform for a scholarly discussion of opera in performance. 
However, musicologists’ interest in opera as performance text should not be overstated. In the recent publication 
The Cambridge Companion to Opera Studies, the editor Nicholas Till claims: “Musicologists are oddly reticent 
about discussing actual performances of works since these seem too contingent and ephemeral” (2012d: 227). 
Till finds this absence of stagings and spectacles in musicological opera analyses (such as Kerman’s classic 
Opera and Drama) to be rooted in the Protestant iconoclasm of Anglo-Saxon theater cultures, which distrusted 
the visual (2012c: 11).  
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Opera’s inherent interdisciplinarity demands a scholar who is disciplinarily promiscuous and 

always open to broader inquiries, provided they lead her closer to the uniqueness of opera as 

drama (Till 2012a). The result of this pursuit can be an occasionally frustrating lack of 

analytic and methodological tools, but it can also be a liberating absence of disciplinary 

restraints: by approaching my own material from a variety of different angles, I have 

assembled a useful vocabulary and engaged with challenging perspectives from the likes of 

film, theater, and gender studies, literary and critical space theory, and my home base of 

musicology. That said, an interdisciplinary approach will often encounter conflicts among 

different analytical methods that demand an ongoing reconsideration of the methodological 

tools and concepts in play. In general, I found it preferable to eschew a specific, already 

established position for the present thesis in favor of a host of theoretical interlocutors, 

depending upon the specific questions at hand in my encounters with Salome (both as opera 

text and as performance texts). This eclecticism allows me to skirt conflicts among theories 

and theorists cited while exploiting their insights as shifting backgrounds onto which I project 

different Salome phenomena and particular scenes for examination and discussion. 

The use of complementary analytical optics also runs the risk of undermining the uniqueness 

of opera as a medium. While this is an ongoing topic of (scholarly) debate, opera’s 

idiosyncrasy is generally thought to rest on the presence and contributions of its music—both 

in dramaturgy and in the audience’s experience—which preferably facilitates unity or 

harmony among the different modes of expressions involved (Williams 2012). An analysis of 

an opera as performance text that is both open to diverse perspectives and attentive to this 

medium uniqueness, of course, will necessarily transcend the music itself. While this 

statement may seem self evident, it points directly toward an understanding of opera as a 

demonstration of the vast signifying capacity of music. Opera realizes the potential of music 

to enter into intimate relations not only with the libretto’s characterization of the action but 

also with the visual portrayal on stage and the bodily gestures of the performers—and even 

with the camera angles, in the aforementioned mediatized versions. Multimodal and 

theoretically diverse close studies of particular productions and scenes lead us to this 

compelling end, along the way making it harder and harder to defend opera analyses that 

dismiss the visual aspect or the particularity of the concrete productions embodying the 

repeated opera text.  

As an opportunity for creation and new artistic elaborations, on the one hand, and an archive 

of difference, on the other, a canonized opera will constantly take new turns that will both 
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confirm and contradict its “identity.” Following Salome’s twists and turns has been—and 

continues to be—both exciting and satisfying.16 What makes this opera so rewarding for opera 

scholars and producers alike is its remarkable resonance between the cornerstones of the 

genre as they appear in performance and the contents of the libretto and the story it conveys, 

which dwell on the acts of looking, hearing, imagining, embodying, performing, expecting, 

and enjoying, and on how past sensuous expressions form the experiences of the present 

moment. By requesting voices without bodies and bodies without voices, and by featuring a 

poetic language that approaches music and a score that speaks like a text, Salome provides 

much food for thought to the scholar with the means and the inclination to engage it.  

Synopsis of the Opera 
First scene: The story takes place the night Herod Antipas, tetrarch of Judea, celebrates his 

birthday. On the terrace of Herod’s castle stand the young Syrian Narraboth, captain of the 

king’s guard, and the page of Queen Herodias. They describe the appearance of the moon, and 

of the Princess Salome, the daughter of Herodias and Herod’s dead brother, the previous king. 

While Narraboth is fascinated by Salome’s beauty, the page warns him not to look at her so 

much; something terrible might happen, he claims. Their conversation is first interrupted by 

the noise made by some quarreling Jews in the banquet hall, and second by a voice heard 

from the castle’s prison, which is an old cistern. It is the voice of Jochanaan (John the 

Baptist), who announces the coming of the Lord. Through a conversation between two 

soldiers and a Cappadocian, we are told that this man is a prophet, but his prophecies are 

incomprehensible and no one is allowed to see him.  

Second scene: Princess Salome appears on the terrace, tired of Herod’s party, his guests, and 

the ways he is looking at her. She is immediately entranced by the voice from the cistern and 

wants to see the person from whom it emanates. Even though the soldiers at first refuse, 

Salome uses her seductive powers to persuade Narraboth, who in turn orders the soldiers to 

bring the prophet before Salome’s eyes.  

Third scene: Out of the dungeon, Jochanaan curses a nameless “she.” Salome understands 

him to refer to her mother, yet this slight does not prevent her from growing more and more 

fascinated by what has appeared in front of her—the source of the voice that she describes as 

                                                 
16 For instance, Egoyan will re-stage the opera in Toronto in 2013, in a production that, according to the director 
himself, will “not be a remount, but a new interpretation” (quoted in Leong 2012). 
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“the sound of music.” She adores Jochanaan’s white skin and wants to touch it; when he 

refuses her, she suddenly changes her mind. Then she praises his black hair, but he will not let 

her touch it either, and she then finds it to be awful. Lastly, she worships his mouth and wants 

to kiss it. Narraboth tries desperately to prevent Salome from looking at Jochanaan, but he 

cannot; driven to distraction, he kills himself in the middle of Salome’s eulogy to the prophet. 

The Baptist reproves her as well, but in vain, so he curses her before he is returned to the 

cistern. 

Fourth scene: Herod, Herodias, and their guests enter the terrace. The tetrarch comes in 

pursuit of Salome, though his wife resents his eyes on her daughter. Herod slips in the blood 

of the dead captain, whom he remembers looked languorously at Salome as well. This scares 

Herod; hallucinating, he feels a cold wind and hears the beating of wings. The sound of 

Jochanaan’s cursing voice reappears from the cistern, and while Herodias detests it and 

wonders aloud why Herod has yet to turn this man over to the Jews, Herod professes to 

believe him a holy man. He has heard rumors, in fact, that this man has seen God—a claim 

that starts a heated debate among the five Jews who are present at the party, which is 

interrupted by Jochanaan’s voice, again proclaiming the coming of the savior. Two Nazarenes 

confirm the Baptist’s claims to be true and state that the Messiah has already raised people 

from the dead, something that Herod finds frightening. Turning his focus upon something 

else, he asks Salome to eat and drink with him, but now it is her turn to refuse. He then asks 

her to dance, promising her whatever she wants as a reward before the assembled guests. 

Despite her mother’s protestations, Salome dances.  

After the dance: Herod applauds what he has just seen and asks what Salome wants. The head 

of Jochanaan on a silver platter, she answers promptly. Horrified, Herod refuses this demand 

and offers her jewels, half of the kingdom—even the Veil of the Sanctuary. Yet, to the delight 

of her mother, Salome insists, and Herod has to give in. The head is brought to Salome by an 

executioner.  

Final scene: Seizing the head, Salome recalls once again Jochanaan’s body and voice, 

professes her love in some detail, and imagines how it might have been if only he had looked 

at her. The now silenced prophet can no longer deny her the kiss she has been craving. Herod 

cannot stand to see her passionate interaction with the decapitated head and orders his slaves 

to put out the torches, to hide the moon and the stars, and finally to kill Salome: “Man töte 

dieses Weib!” The princess of Judea is then put to death right before the curtain falls.  
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This is only a brief summary of the drama, and I offer more details of the libretto in the 

chapters and analyses that follow.17 “Plot summary, like any retelling, is an interpretive act, a 

forceful muting of some voices of the text,” Nelly Furman states in her own interpretation of 

Bizet’s Carmen (Furman 1988: 170-71). I regret the fact that I cannot do justice to Salome, 

either as an opera text or in its many performance texts, in my discussions, because they are 

too complex and rich to capture fully in writing. As Furman emphasizes, every retelling will 

always and necessarily silence some voices. I have done what I could to describe the 

polyphony of expressions and interpretations of Salome that exist today.  

Outline of the Dissertation 
The seven chapters of this thesis are structured around different scenes from Strauss’s opera, 

presenting one or several productions and/or dwelling on particular sections in the opera text. 

The first three chapters establish an interpretational framework for the analyses of the ensuing 

four. These three chapters concern repeating and dominating topics in Salome and opera 

studies alike: (1) the eye and the act of seeing; (2) voices and the art of hearing; and (3) 

questions of mediation and presence.  

Salome is known as the opera that most explicitly thematizes the power of the gaze, and 

specifically the male gaze upon the dancing female body.18 In several chapters, I use different 

productions and the perspectives they offer to problematize this reputation, yet I devote the 

first to this dominating structure in the libretto nevertheless. This chapter, titled “Ways of 

Looking,” explores the different ways in which this structure has been used and interpreted, 

both in scholarly texts and in two productions (Atom Egoyan’s and Stefan Herheim’s). Here, I 

also discuss the role of musical leitmotifs and introduce my perspective upon the interplay of 

opera text and performance text. Thanks to this interplay, the role of the gaze, the meaning of 

the musical motifs, and the appearances of the character Salome are constantly renegotiated 

during the opera.  

                                                 
17 When quoting from the libretto, I have chosen to include English translations that are based on Lord Alfred 
Douglas’s work (in Wilde 1996 [1893]) but altered according to the changes Strauss made when adapting the 
drama to his opera libretto. I have not put these translations in quotation marks as such, given their hybrid nature, 
but set them off with square brackets.   
18 The amount of literature discussing the story of Salome (in its various guises) in terms of the gaze is immense. 
I refer to a number of these studies in chapter 1. For some references to Salome as an opera about the male gaze 
in particular, see Kramer (1990a), Abbate (1992), and Hutcheon and Hutcheon (2000: 85-112). 
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In chapter 1, then, I conclude that one of the purposes of opera production is to limit the range 

of possible interpretations. This means that while a focus on productions acts to highlight this 

range, it will sometimes be profitable instead to go beyond particular performances to the 

premises and potentials of the texts on which they are based. In chapter 2, I move from the 

eye and the act of seeing to “Voices, Melodies, and the Art of Hearing,” using three case 

studies: (1) Salome’s experience with the voice of Jochanaan; (2) the noise of the five Jews; 

and (3) a phenomenon characterizing this “word-tone relationship” that I choose to call 

melodiousness. In this chapter, I aim to describe how the textual basis of Salome anticipates 

the “real deal”: the physical experience of opera as an audiovisual and material phenomenon.  

Still, if this opera text might be seen to anticipate its own prospective existence as a 

performing art and thus resonate in compelling ways with the presence of the performance 

text, as I claim in chapter 2, what does this relationship mean nowadays, when Salome is 

experienced, to a considerable extent, via different mediatized versions? Moreover, how can I 

claim that interpretations of Salome—as opera text and as performance texts—would benefit 

from an approach that encompasses the contribution of living, physical bodies but base my 

own discussions on recorded and (allegedly) disembodied materials? These are questions I 

raise in chapter 3, “Archival Presences and (Dis)embodied Mediations.”  

Building on various examples from the archive of Salome performances and from the 

uniqueness of the text that these are based on, chapters 1 to 3 touch upon certain central 

premises of Salome’s existence today, including, in particular, the ongoing oscillation 

between representations and physical bodies, opera text and performance texts, live 

performances and mediatized versions. In chapters 4 to 7, I discuss the consequences of these 

straddled distinctions in more detail. These latter chapters are based upon four case studies 

that express particular and provocative aspects of the processes involved in bringing the 

canonized opera into being. I concentrate on the famous scenes, such as Salome’s dance and 

final monologue, but I begin with the marginal figure of the silent executioner in chapter 4, 

“A Silent Executioner, Open Spaces and Performative Performances.” I am particularly 

interested in the way he is visually inscribed in the production by David McVicar, which fully 

exploits opera’s extended textualization by harnessing not only the physical performance but 

also looser texts and areas that are open for creative expansions, such as fermatas and stage 

directions.  
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Whereas chapter 4 focuses on the openness, chapter 5, “The Rise and Fall of Jochanaan,” 

concerns some of the limits that are involved in operatic re-creation. Here, I dwell upon one 

particular moment in Peter Hall’s production when the Baptist enters the stage and in the 

process goes from being an acousmatic voice without a visible source to a visual object at the 

very center of Salome’s attention. I argue that the anticlimax that might be perceived in this 

moment (and that this production makes particularly present) is the result of a more or less 

pre-determined situation established by the opera text.  

In chapter 6, “One Dance, Three Spaces, Seven Veils, and Countless Versions,” I move from 

the first part of the opera to Salome’s famous dance after the fourth scene, which has attracted 

a considerable amount of attention from the feminist-oriented branch of opera scholarship. 

After introducing the issues involved with this dance in terms of representations, 

imaginations, and material staged realities, I look at some examples from its production 

history between 1949 and 2011. Inspired in particular by three very recent versions, I use 

critical space theory to argue that the dance evokes the function of the Salome character 

herself—on stage and in texts—as an open yet situated space for reflection, comment, and 

recontextualization.  

Wilde’s Salome figure pushed the boundaries of proper female behavior when the drama was 

written; Strauss’s music to the operatic version contributed to pushing the limits of tonality at 

the beginning of the twentieth century; similarly, new productions of Salome a hundred years 

after its premiere seem to constantly challenge the limits of operatic re-creations. While these 

productions both expand the latitude of the stage room and explore the effects of visual 

communication, they also question the conventional limits placed upon what the same opera 

text can be said to communicate in performance. Chapter 7, “Filling the Gap(e) and Bringing 

to Life: Canonization, Provocation, and Convention,” then, concerns some of these limits and 

the potentially provocative act of crossing them. This last chapter focuses on the opera’s very 

last scene—Salome’s famous monologue—as well as the last two productions of Salome this 

project was able to incorporate: Peter Konwitschny’s (2009) and Stefan Herheim’s (2011). 

Contrary to the author of the introductory epigram above, Peter Brook, I claim that opera 

demonstrates how a lack of change is paradoxically exactly what both necessitates and 

compels change. This is demonstrated by the long line of provocations that have followed not 

only the opera but also the cultural recycling of the Salome myth in general, bearing a 

paradoxical coexistence of provocation and convention, the known and the unexpected. A 
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similar tension lingers in the (still) radical tradition of Regieoper, whose innovations are in 

fact dependent on the existence of a known, repeated, and established canon.  

Together these chapters endeavor to present Salome’s heterogeneous identity, which serves in 

turn to demonstrate the ways in which canonizing processes involve constant negotiations 

between repetition and production, textual bases and material practices. 
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Ways of Looking 

Introduction: Reflecting Eyeballs 
Toward the end of Salome’s Dance of the Seven Veils, a molto presto fragment of the dance’s 

waltz part ends in a tremolo on high A. Over it, we hear a little motif in the flutes and oboes 

that consists of an arpeggiated six-four chord that wriggles up from E to G before falling back 

to B. This conclusion on the fifth, together with the high tremolo, creates harmonic tension 

and a restless impression of suspense—a moment of pause—before the dance is brought to its 

clamorous conclusion. In Atom Egoyan’s production of Salome (first staged in Toronto in 

1996), this musical moment is visually occupied by an enormous projection of a clear-blue 

eyeball whose pupil frames a flickering home movie of a little girl smiling at the camera. This 

image lasts as long as the fifteen bars of musical suspension before the dance’s finale. As it 

looks back at the audience and confronts their own watching activity, this eye also offers 

glimpses of Salome’s childhood and thus hints at the connections between her dance, her 

history, and the hidden secrets lingering within the walls of Herod’s court.  

An enormous iris meeting the eyes of the audience reappears in a production of Salome for 

the 2011 Salzburger Osterfestspiele by the director Stefan Herheim. Transformed from of a 

close-up projection of a giant moon, this eyeball contains a dark pupil that at once looks down 

upon the members of Herod’s court, discussing the existence of God, and on us—the 

audience—as we watch them. In its striking beauty—an iris in brown over a dark background 

filled with twinkling stars—it makes the arguing crowd on stage seem remarkably small. This 

eye then changes back into the moon, now covered with craters of numerous small and 

moving eyeballs. Acting as a reflection of the action on stage, this changing background 

CHAPTER 1  
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establishes the presence of a “view from elsewhere,” mutating to the pace of the constantly 

evolving music.19 

This chapter concerns ways of “looking as operating” in Salome (both the opera text and the 

productions of Herheim and Egoyan). I will engage with this theme on three levels: (1) the 

eye and the act of seeing in the libretto, (2) musical leitmotifs as open “aural spotlights,” and 

(3) the (visual) perspectives of the productions as a kind of “third eye.” While these are 

distinct aspects of operatic narration and meaning-making, the examples taken from Herheim 

and Egoyan’s productions demonstrate their similarity of function as well as their 

interconnections. Through enormous eyeballs, flashlights, telescopes, projections, cinematic 

effects, screens, and video cameras, each of these productions directs the audience’s attention 

to this dominant aspect of the Salome drama. The act of seeing, the scrutinized object, and the 

implications of these two respective positions are negotiated from the very first to the very 

last line: the opera starts out with the soldier Narraboth’s interest in looking at Salome and 

ends with the consequences of doing so—Herod’s death sentence. However, what the act of 

looking actually refers to or implies in the libretto is not defined; as Egoyan and Herheim’s 

versions clearly demonstrate, it is the task of every new production to answer this question. 

These productions, then, are examples of how the staging process generates meaning beyond 

what was intended in the creation of the musical-dramatic text. Yet, although the two 

productions use the same visual idea to point to a textual motif, their effects and messages are 

different.  

Because the eye and the act of looking comprise a dominating yet developing theme in the 

opera text and performance texts alike, I find this to be a productive way to enter Salome. 

Before I move into the particular productions, I will start by briefly discussing the role of 

musical leitmotifs in this opera, in the interests of relating them to the structural yet 

ambivalent role of the gaze as a dominating motif of the libretto, which I will link in turn to 

the equivocal position of the Salome character herself. All of these levels will contribute to 

the multimodal process of operatic focalization, whereby content and message—in this case, 

the role and consequences of the gaze in Salome—are repeatedly negotiated.  

                                                 
19 The notion of a “view from elsewhere” (which will reappear in chapters 4, 6, and 7) is taken from Lauretis 
(1987: 25). 
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Leitmotifs: An Operatic Spotlight? 
The active contribution of music to the processes of conveying stories, feelings, action, and 

drama is a crucial and defining feature of opera. This “aural spotlight” can either support or 

undermine actions, texts, or specific characters; it can reveal secrets that the characters do not 

know or are not yet aware of; it can be ironic, critical, mocking, or sympathetic.20 Yet the 

question of how music actually does this work is highly contested and has bedeviled 

theoretical discussions of larger musicological concerns about music and meaning and music 

and narration. As Abbate argues in Unsung Voices: Opera and Musical Narrative in the 

Nineteenth Century, Richard Wagner’s Musikdramen forced these questions to the forefront 

by challenging deep-rooted notions of music’s capabilities and pushing the limits of musical 

communication through “narrative gestures of many kinds” (1991: 19). Among these gestures 

are the Wagnerian leitmotifs that, because of their repetition and potential for quotation, 

recognition, development, and cross-references, have especially encouraged interpreters to 

make connections between a (limited) semantic content and the musical structures as 

signifiers. As a result, they have become the most familiar musical element of operatic 

narration, and the most prominent support for a conception of music as a dependent device 

serving the plot or the textual narration while providing coherence and formal unity to the 

work as a whole (Abbate 1991: 86).21  

As there is no immanent, limited semantic meaning to be found in musical structures, the 

titling and interpretation of leitmotifs are in fact only verbal performances that can be more or 

less convincing. Yet even if one claims these deftly labeled musical components to represent 

a reductive view of musical narration (as Abbate does in her book), they have nevertheless 

dominated both the composition and the reception of most operas after Wagner and were very 

much part of the climate within which Salome was composed and received.  

The strong symbolism of Oscar Wilde’s text, and the circling effect of its repeating signs, 

lines, and themes (which the author himself described as “refrains whose recurring motifs 

make Salome so like a piece of music and bind it together as a ballad”), must have been 

                                                 
20 On opera and narration, see (in addition to Abbate’s book, mentioned below) Kramer (1990b) and Hutcheon 
and Hutcheon (2006). The term “aural spotlight” is borrowed from the latter, p. 443.  
21 Abbate, in fact, finds leitmotifs to be the most familiar but least interesting narrative affordance of music. On 
the contribution of (Wagnerian) leitmotifs to unity and coherence in musical dramas based on prose, see also 
Dahlhaus (1989a: 196-203, 1989b: 109-10) and Zeiss (2012: 190-91). 
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appealing to a composer in the post-Wagnerian era (Wilde 2012 [1905]: 26).22 And Salome, 

which carries the description “Musikdrama in einem Aufzuge,” is certainly modeled on this 

technique (Puffett 1989: 58-87). Every note in it can be traced back to a set of motifs or 

themes that are relatively easy to identify.23 These elements are developed, transformed, and 

interlaced in a thick musical weave within which separate strands interchangeably and 

alternately dominate.  

In keeping with the reception of Wagner’s operas, those involved in the interpretive tradition 

of Salome give its motifs literal and determinate meaning.24 In the guides to the opera 

published promptly after Strauss’s premiere, such as Lawrence Gilman’s well-known English 

version from 1907, one sees the act of sorting them out as a means of mapping, 

understanding, and ultimately controlling the opera. If any aspect other than motivic musical 

structures has entered into these sorts of musicological analyses, it has been the libretto, 

which, of course, provides clues to the titling of those selfsame structures. Containing labels 

such as “Das Todesurteil” [The death sentence] and “Herod’s Begehrlichkeit” [Herod’s 

covetousness], Strauss’s own sketches of the score also encourage these motif-mapping 

processes (Puffett 1989: 65). Despite his theoretical propositions to present leitmotifs 

following a neat structure of fixed labels in accordance with the libretto, Strauss’s practice in 

the score is much harder to rein in under simple headings. For instance, the music that Gilman 

describes as “XIII—Kiss Motive,” which is heard when Salome insists on kissing the 

Baptist’s mouth, also accompanies Jochanaan’s pleads to seek Jesus (at rehearsal fig. 131). 

And the motif of falling fourths associated with Jochanaan’s sanctified position and prophetic 

speech—which Gilman titles “VIII—Prophecy” and Del Mar describes as “suggestive of the 

                                                 
22 According to Strauss’s own memoirs, he began composing his opera already on his way out of the theater: 
“Ich was in Berlin im Max Reinhardt’s ‘Kleinem Theater,’ um Gertud Eysoldt in Wildes ‘Salome’ zu sehen. 
Nach der Vorstellung traf ich Heinrich Grünfeld, der mir sagte: ‘Strauss, das wäre doch ein Opernstoff für Sie.’ 
Ich konnte erwidern: ‘Bin bereits beim Komponieren’” (Strauss 1981 [1949]: 224).  
23 As several others have done, I use the terms “motif,” “leitmotif,” and “theme” interchangeably. Theme and 
motif have usually been distinguished: whereas a theme has been seen as a self-contained idea, a motif is more 
elemental and incomplete. Moreover, as the New Grove Dictionary article on motif states, although a motif may 
be of any size, it is “most commonly regarded as the shortest subdivision of a theme or phrase that still maintains 
its identity as an idea” (Drabkin). A leitmotif, then, has been seen to refer to “a theme, or other coherent musical 
idea, clearly defined so as to retain its identity . . . whose purpose is to represent or symbolize” (Whittall). 
Because Salome’s musical themes undergo constant transformations, it is hard to distinguish between what 
actually is a motif rather than a theme. Furthermore, because their shared purpose is clearly to represent or 
symbolize (although the signified is not itself consistent), I find it unnecessary to operate with clear distinctions 
among these terms.  
24 For examples, see Gilman (1907), Del Mar (1962), Mann (1966), Kramer (1990a, 2004), and Parly (2004).  
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divine nature of his visionary utterances”—also reappears when Salome describes the 

Baptist’s body (Gilman 1907: 68, 73, Del Mar 1962: 225).25  

Strauss’s leitmotifs are therefore rather deceitful, transforming in shape and content and 

constantly entering into new musical and dramatic contexts. Although the little twitter that 

followed the eye in Egoyan’s production is an easily defined and remembered musical motif, 

operating as a musical signature of Salome (even as an earworm), it is just a variant of the 

very first theme that opens the opera, and that appears throughout the score in a multitude of 

contexts: in singing voices, in solo instruments, in the orchestra, in conversations, in the 

dance, with the head, and at the very end; it is thus so twisted and bended, flexible and open, 

as to strain our belief in its viability. Gilman titles it “XII—Enticement,” but as he describes 

its many reappearances, he seems to have problems containing the four notes within one 

coherent textual description (to be honest, if almost every event is filled with enticement, no 

particular event will be that enticing). The motif’s ubiquity results in an easily identified 

element evading a uniform definition—Lawrence Kramer, then, names the same theme 

“Salome’s desire” and claims that it musically describes her “enigmatic nature” (Kramer 

1990a: 285). When it appeared with the eye in Egoyan’s production, it might well have 

produced an enigmatic effect, but this was not related to Salome’s desire or to her “nature,” 

but rather to the creation of a tense moment arising from the possibility of visually revealing 

more about the princess’s history—those aspects of her past that could explain her 

unorthodox behavior. In this production, the motif has a definite narrative effect and function, 

but if it clearly frames something, it is not exactly clear what.26 In Salome, the musical 

leitmotifs are not just moving between various harmonic, melodic, and instrumental settings 

but also between different contexts in the textual drama. Moreover, as I will discuss at length 

in the following chapters, they both color and are colored by the staged actions. Thus, if they 

are meant to be “fixed” motifs, they are utterly unfaithful in this regard, appearing in and 

sticking to a host of contexts, descriptions, characters, and bodies.  

That said, I will not claim a total relativism in this regard: the theme leaping upward an 

interval of a sixth in the cellos that is introduced in the sixth bar is certainly related to the 

young Syrian captain Narraboth, and a dark E-flat theme in the tubas, deep horns, and bass 

                                                 
25 “Wie abgezehrt er ist! Er ist wie ein Bildnis aus Elfenbein” (“How wasted he is! He is like a thin ivory 
statue”), appearing eight bars before fig. 79. 
26 Abbate also argues along these lines in Unsung Voices: “The music might narrate, without narrative content” 
(1991: 27, emphases in original). She bases her discussion on Adorno’s statement in his essay on Mahler: “The 
concrete musical content . . . is not fixed” (1996 [1960]: 87). 
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clarinets is heard every time the dark dungeon is described (first five bars after fig. 45). The 

score is also full of pictorial elements—musical onomatopoetic descriptions such as the molto 

perpetuo chromatic runs representing the wind (from fig. 164), the tambourines heard every 

time the word “tanz” is uttered, and the fabulous orchestral illustration of a drunken woman 

(two bars before fig. 158). Yet, while titling themes can be both practically and pedagogically 

useful, I have concluded that the many interrelated themes and motifs associated with the 

protagonist, her feelings, or her relation to the Baptist—those seen to dominate and hold 

together the musical drama—are rather less suited to (restrictive) headings. The leitmotivic 

structure of Salome, in the end, is better understood as phonemes rather than concepts or 

musical statements, and the way these motifs work is more reminiscent of a vocabulary than 

of single words—that is, they are open signs rather than fixed significations. The little 

twittering motif can again serve as an example here. Because it is structurally related to 

several other motifs, it contributes to an impression of coherence for both the analyst of the 

score and the listener of the opera. When studied in relation to the libretto, this little motif is 

associated not only with fear, destiny, desire, reminiscence, frivolity, mockery, and 

fascination but also with the protagonist’s imagination, her modes of expression, her dance, 

and her death. Thus, instead of confining it under one heading, it is more productive to see it 

as one component of the total ambience found as a potential in the opera text and realized 

(differently) in the performance texts.27 From such a perspective, the leitmotifs, functioning as 

aural spotlights that contribute to the compound process of representation and narration, will 

be more open rather than more restricted in their meanings and signification. Furthermore, 

because they take on meaning within the various musical, dramatic, and visual contexts, we 

are likely to miss important aspects of their function if we exclude particular performance 

texts.  

The Ambiguous Eye: Looking at Salome Looking   
To Salome interpreters excavating musical structures in relation to the libretto, the lack of a 

musical motif symbolizing the moon might come as a surprise. The moon serves as a crucial 

symbol in Wilde’s text—beams from a full moon illuminate the drama that takes place the 

                                                 
27 Dahlhaus asserts a similar function for Wagnerian leitmotifs when he claims that they function as a “musical 
language by virtue of their meaning, a meaning that accrues to them from the overriding plot and from the 
contextual system which they establish among themselves” (1989a: 200). I want to stress the fact that, because 
this system is constantly shifting in performance, the meaning of this “musical language” is utterly unstable. 
That is why I rather prefer to compare them to phonemes, which emphasizes their existence as a potential for 
meaning making instead of a notion of an already established system.   
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night Herod celebrates his birthday. As the main characters point to and otherwise relate to 

the moon in one way or another, it becomes a kind of blank surface onto which they project 

their inner states of mind.28 However, in his revision of Wilde’s text, Strauss left out several 

of the more elaborate metaphors describing the moon and generally reduced the presence of 

this symbol in the opera. The moon’s function as a repeated but open theme is, to a certain 

extent, replaced by musical leitmotifs that likewise shift their meanings according to the 

context in which the motif appears and the “eye” of the interpreter (of course, the interpreters 

of the leitmotifs are not within the narrative itself, like the characters in Wilde’s drama, but in 

the audience of the opera). The musical leitmotifs of Salome then function as reflections of 

what is going on in the drama; they are dependent on the scenic action as well as an 

interpreting audience, who relates what it sees to what it hears. Existing as repeated 

components in transformation—in the score as well as the changing dramatic and visual 

settings—the leitmotifs are poised between unity and difference.  

This shifting, reflecting, virtually exploratory role of musical leitmotifs in the opera parallels 

to a degree the position of the eye and the gaze in Wilde’s drama. By dominating the story, 

this musical/textual ocular framework serves to create a unified structure while refusing to 

mean or even refer to one singular or unambiguous thing (Bucknell 1993, Donohue 1997, 

Tookey 2004).29  

The act of looking, first and foremost, sets off the drama and establishes a structural link 

between the main characters. Through Herod’s wish to see Salome’s dancing body, Salome’s 

wish to see the Baptist, and Herod’s reactions to the disastrous spectacle that results from the 

meeting of these two desires, it also functions as a catalyst within the narrative that is swiftly 

conflated with sexual desire. Already in the very first line—Narraboth’s statement: “How 

                                                 
28 Bucknell describes the openness of the moon in Wilde’s drama and relates it to the ambiguous meanings of the 
eye: “The dangerous transformations of the eye, and therefore of signification, may be seen (so to speak) in the 
transformations of the Salome-moon” (1993: 516). In Julie Taymor’s production of Salome that premiered in 
1995 at the Passionstheater, Oberammergau, Germany, the moon’s reflective position was made literal by 
presenting the moon as a circular mirror on stage, see Blumenthal, Taymor & Monda (2007). 
29 Variants of “to look” and “the eye” appear frequently in Wilde’s text. One example is the phrase where Herod 
suggests ways he might compensate Salome after her dance: “I have topazes yellow as are the eyes of tigers, and 
topazes that are pink as the eyes of a wood-pigeon, and green topazes that are as the eyes of cats . . . I have 
onyxes like the eyeballs of a dead woman” (Wilde 1996 [1893]: 32). Another is the Baptist’s rejection of 
Salome’s gaze: “Who is this woman who is looking at me? I will not have her look at me. Wherefore doth she 
look at me, with her golden eyes, under her gilded eyelids?” (p. 10). A third is Salome’s soliloquy to the head, 
describing her version of the tragedy: “Wherefore dost thou not look at me, Iokanaan? Thine eyes that were so 
terrible, so full of rage and scorn, are shut now. Wherefore are they shut? Open thine eyes! Lift up thine eyelids, 
Iokanaan! Wherefore dost thou not look at me? Art thou afraid of me, Iokanaan, that thou wilt not look at me?” 
(p. 34, all italics are mine).  
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beautiful is the Princess Salomé to-night”30—the princess’s physical body is established as a 

focal point and the act of looking at her is established as a dominant theme, before she has 

even made her first entrance (according to the stage description). When she does enter, in the 

second scene, her first line suggests the act’s dark subtext: “Why does the Tetrarch look at me 

all the while with his mole’s eyes under his shaking eyelids? It is strange that the husband of 

my mother looks at me like that. I know not what it means. Of a truth I know it too well.” 

Narraboth and Herod look at Salome, but she is not the only object of the gaze: the page and 

Herod are watching Narraboth, and Herodias is watching Herod; Salome, of course, only has 

eyes for the Baptist. But because the Baptist refuses to place his attention anywhere but on his 

invisible and disembodied God, her look is not returned. This is what Salome herself 

identifies as the tragedy of the whole situation in her final monologue: if he had looked at her, 

he would have loved her (as others so evidently do), and all would have been well. By that 

she might hint at arguably the real tragedy of this story: the fact that everyone looks at her, 

but no one really sees her—in the end, she is all alone.  

As each character is caught within this observational web, surveillance becomes the 

framework for the story, creating interpersonal relations that are otherwise fragmented by the 

characters’ verbal communication, which often appears at best ineffective, at worst totally 

failed. The act of looking is simultaneously productive and destructive—it drives the action, 

but it also represents a constant threat. Both to be looked at and to look—and especially to 

look too much—represent powerful yet dangerous positions, as was forewarned by the page’s 

repeated remonstrations to Narraboth regarding Salome: “You must not look at her. You look 

too much at her.” This structural chain of greedy looking becomes more and more 

compressed and claustrophobic, as is announced in turn by the page’s second repeated 

warning: “Something terrible may happen.” 

By refusing to look or to be looked at, the Baptist represents the end of this chain. From this 

position, he introduces another kind of vision: the metaphysical and spiritual in-sight that is 

associated with a kind of inner truth represented by either God or knowledge, as opposed to 

what is offered by the surfaces of the visual world.31 This counterproposal is of course 

                                                 
30 As I am now discussing the act of looking in Wilde’s text, the citations in this paragraph are from the English 
translation of his (originally French) text (pp. 1 and 5). 
31 These two kinds of vision are also confirmed through the character Herodias, who harshly rejects anything she 
cannot see or experience physically. The distinction also appears in the discussion that takes place between the 
five Jews in the fourth scene of the opera, voiced as a quintet (I discuss this further in chapter 2). Stirred by 
Herod’s claim that the Baptist has seen God, they quarrel over whether or not God can be seen, visualized, or 
embodied, thus echoing the Mosaic separation between the invisible, spiritual, and metaphysical on the one 
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supported by his initial presentation as an invisible voice with an iconoclastic message 

derived from the fact that the Hebraic law against graven images is associated with a 

nameless “she” or with the category of women in general: “Where is she who saw the images 

of men painted on the walls, even the images of the Chaldeans painted with colours, and gave 

herself up unto the lust of her eyes?” (p. 9). The main structure of the drama is in this way 

criticized and undermined by a voice within the drama itself, proclaiming the day every sinful 

and “blind” eye shall see the truth of his Lord (p. 3). 

The opposition of the male voice of the Baptist and the scrutinized body of the female dancer 

suggests an interpretation of this drama as a rather binary universe—one that, when it is 

transmitted to opera, is supported by that medium’s straddling of sight and sound. In her 

discussion of Wilde’s text, Marjorie Garber describes this as the “binary myth of Salome,” 

which attaches several other dichotomous structures around “the male gazer (Herod), the 

female object of the gaze (Salome); the Western male subject as spectator (Flaubert, 

Huysmans, Moreau, Wilde himself), and the exotic feminized Eastern other” (1991: 339-

40).32 Supported by perspectives from early feminist film theory describing how women’s 

bodies are constrained by structural relations of looking, representation, and control, the 

Salome figure has appeared to be a prototype of the female body that connotes “to-be-looked-

at-ness”—the object of male “scopophilia.”33 However, as I will return to in detail in chapter 

5, in the binary universe that the introduction of the Baptist represents in this context (man 

against woman, ear against eye, metaphysics against physics, religion against secularity, 

restraints against desire—the list could be much longer), neither Wilde nor Strauss appears to 

sympathize with the holy man. More importantly, in keeping with my overarching hypothesis 

about the constant reconfiguration of meaning in performance texts, such a categorical theory, 

based as it is on the fixed structures of the opera text, cannot be sustained. 

                                                 
hand, and the visual, physical, and material on the other. On these two kinds of vision in Wilde’s drama, see 
Dimova (2010). 
32 Such an interpretation of Wilde’s Salomé as a binary complex contrasting man and woman, sight and sound, is 
pretty common in the literature; see, for example, Dijkstra’s dichotomous description: “Wilde’s play pitches 
sight against sound. Both may be primary senses, but for Wilde the battle between sight and sound represented 
the struggle between materialism and idealism, between the feminine and the masculine” (1986: 398).  
33 These terms are described and developed in Mulvey’s frequently quoted essay, first published in 1975 (but 
written in 1973), titled “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” In it, she looks at the ways in which classic 
Hollywood cinema, through the film medium and the eye of the camera, is encoded to promote audience 
identification with the male characters as they watch the female characters. A basic premise of Mulvey’s theory 
is “scopophilia”—the pleasure of looking—which Freud introduced in “Three Essays on the Theory of 
Sexuality” (first published the year Salome premiered in Dresden, in 1905). While women, according to Mulvey, 
generally become passive objects of “the male gaze,” men are framed as active subjects: “Pleasure in looking has 
been split between active/male and passive/female” (Mulvey 1989 [1975]: 19).  
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The fact that it is not the princess but the Baptist who is placed at the end of the chain of 

looking nuances a story that might otherwise seem predictably categorical. The body of God’s 

spokesman is a sought-after object of desire whose body parts are fetishized. “To-be-looked-

at-ness” is thus not restricted here to Salome’s figure; several male characters are exposed to 

similar objectifying mechanisms as bodies on display.34 Moreover, Salome, in Wilde’s 

custody, is not at all a passive object but instead an active looker who, like the men who 

surround her, takes pleasure in what she sees. The princess is in fact at once a surveyor, a 

projector, and a director who uses the looks trained upon her to achieve what she wants. It is 

her position as a spectator, then, that determines the outcome of the drama.  

Like the moon, her companion in Wilde’s text, Salome reflects different and sometimes even 

opposing meanings. The moon is associated with a kind of enigmatic, shifting femininity. It is 

also clearly split in two: a beautiful, pure, and shining half and a dark, hidden, and potentially 

cruel half (Dierkes-Thrun 2011: 23). This threatening duality is present from the page’s first 

spoken line, when he describes the moon (or Salome, as the presentation is ambiguous: “the 

moon” and “the princess” are both referred to as “she”) as a “dead woman . . . looking for 

dead things” (Wilde 1996 [1893]: 1). This link to the moon foregrounds the mythic Salome’s 

position as a femme fatale—the night-woman whose lunacy, which is dependent on the 

female cycle, presents a constant threat to Salome herself, as well as to her onlookers.35 This 

association is further confirmed through the use of symbolic colors; during the night the 

drama takes place, the moon turns from white to red to black, following a woman’s transition 

from virginity to sexuality to death. Other transitions and ambiguities follow the moon’s own, 

including Salome’s appearance in the eyes of the observers. Onto the moon’s surface, they 

project, alternately, a dead, naked, drunken, mad, and hysterical woman—but also a little 

dancing princess who, together with the sound of the tambourine in the opera, anticipates the 

dance itself. The symbol of the moon mirrors Salome’s dramatic function as an open and 

reflective slate, whereby what she is or represents shifts according to her spectator, making 

her, in turn, a character in flux. Her appearance, in short, depends on who is looking at her 

and what perspective they apply. Strauss himself described his ideal Salome as something 

close to an oxymoron: a sixteen-year-old princess with the voice of Isolde, a combination of a 

                                                 
34 In addition to the Baptist’s positioning as an object on display, the eyes of the page, as well as Herod, follow 
the soldier Narraboth’s body. I discuss some of these objectified male bodies in more detail in chapters 4 and 5.  
35 Salome, however, is the only character who does not find the moon threatening. She looks up and identifies 
with what she sees: the image of a “virgin,” “cold and chaste” (Wilde 1996 [1893]: 6). The moon as Salome’s 
mirror finds a literal parallel at the end of the drama as well, when she, on the glossy surface of the silver platter, 
can see both herself and what she has obtained. 
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youngster and an experienced singer who was up to this strenuous role (Strauss 1953: 150-

51). Like the nexus of musical leitmotifs with which she has been associated, Salome refuses 

to be placed within any one category. She is at once attractive yet repellent, a chaste 

adolescent and a sexually demanding woman, a virgin and a whore, a femme fatale and a 

femme fragile. This inherent simultaneity, however, is far more amenable to the dramatic text 

than it is to the particular performance (and to the particular viewer), which necessarily acts to 

limit these prospects in the interests of its own coherence. Like the moon, Salome must be 

redefined in the eyes of a given audience. And like the moon, Salome is a spectacle that looks 

back. This nod to the spectator fortifies that person’s function and position, especially in the 

context of the realization of the story on stage before an audience. 

Spectatorship is a premise of the theater generally but of this drama specifically: the story of 

Salomé is about a desire to see (either the hidden body of the Baptist or the dancing body of 

the princess) and about someone who is willing to pay for the spectacle on offer (even with 

the life of a [holy] man). More important than the two icons of the story themselves—the 

dancing body and the decapitated head—are the eyes of those who are watching them: 

Herod’s glances at his stepdaughter and Salome’s gaze upon her trophy. Making the act of 

looking into a main theme, this drama reflects the act of its audience as well. Yet, when 

demonstrating how the meaning of the observed object is dependent on the viewer’s 

contribution, it simultaneously reflects how this act leaves behind a demand for description 

and definition.  

Salome’s inherent ambiguities, together with the possible meanings of the musical and textual 

structures that are manifested in Wilde’s symbols and Strauss’s leitmotifs, present a 

fluctuating hermeneutic ground that might explain the diversity of Salome interpretations, 

both on stage and in scholarly texts. In the latter, Salome has in the last twenty years 

generated different and often conflicting interpretations, based on ocular structures, involving 

both the libretto and the score. Drawing on structuralist explanations of feminist film theory 

in her groundbreaking book Feminine Endings: Music, Gender, and Sexuality, Susan 

McClary explains Salome’s death in terms of the restoration of both social and tonal order, 

while Lawrence Kramer, in his Salome essay from 1990, claims that the orchestra acts like a 

“phallic eye” in the score when supporting visual structures in the text (Kramer 1990a: 284, 
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McClary 2002 [1991]: 100).36 From these perspectives, Strauss’s music defines Salome as an 

“Other” whom it must overcome; hence, it contributes to the triumph of the male gaze 

operating in the narrative.37  

Other scholars have found alternatives to the multifaceted gaze of the opera as a power-

usurping, male-dominated device. Linda and Michael Hutcheon declare that Salome shows 

how the object of the gaze is profoundly empowered, though they do not explain what kind of 

power this might be or exactly to whom it is given—the singer or the character (2000: 109). 

Introducing the concept of an “aural version of staring,” Carolyn Abbate departs from the 

visual gaze to locate a similarly elusive “power” in opera’s envoicing of Salome, a 

phenomenon whereby the physical voice of the opera singer becomes an authorial voice that 

is transmitted to the character (1992: 254). Like Kramer and McClary, Abbate interprets 

Salome (both the character and the singer who embodies her) as the object of the gaze, but she 

does not see the score as supporting the visual (and potentially confining) structures of the 

libretto. Instead, she finds Strauss’s music to reject the notion of an objectifying gaze by 

presenting an array of voices that, through alternative perspectives, deconstruct any unitary 

established viewpoint. 

I will return to these perspectives in chapter 6, where I discuss Salome’s dance in more detail. 

What these feminist-oriented interpretations have in common is the absence of individual 

performances; they stick to the structures and potentials of the opera text as a universal entity. 

My theory, on the other hand, is that the gaze and the eye (each a central theme of this story), 

as well as the aural spotlights provided by the music, are further mediated and redefined via 

the visual perspective offered by the particular production, acting in turn as a kind of “third 

eye.” To demonstrate this theory, I will return to the two examples presented in the 

introduction and describe the ways in which they negotiated ocular structures at the very 

beginning of the opera. These productions do not undermine the eye but play it up through 

their projections and cinematic effects. Simultaneously, in other ways, they comment on and 
                                                 
36 Kramer adopts the term “phallic eye” from (psychoanalytically inspired) feminist film theory, which uses the 
term to refer to an instrument for knowing, defining, and controlling a distant object through observation: “[The 
orchestral structure] is a musical model of the unseen gaze of the audience: the gaze as a fluid, all-embracing 
motion––later to be realised by the movie camera” (1990a: 284).    
37 Strauss’s Salome can also be interpreted as a musical continuation of the “binary universe” that Garber found 
in Wilde’s play: Jochanaan’s off-stage proclamations operate in the diatonic area of pure C major and arrive at a 
perfect authentic cadence. Salome, however, belongs to C-sharp major and is surrounded by chromaticisms and 
“harmonic infidelity.” Kramer and McClary’s analyses are to a certain extent based on these (tonal) musical 
structures. In such interpretations, Salome is often seen as a sequel to Wagner’s Parsifal (which premiered in 
1882), in which Kundry as the “Woman” with a capital letter is represented by chromatic excitation in relation to 
the diatonic purity of the men (and the sacred space of the grail). See, for example, Parly (2004).  
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challenge previous renderings of Salome as a story with a single established viewpoint. In 

accord with the constant evolving music, these production images gradually transform, all the 

while exposing their audiences to rich audiovisual worlds on changing and ambiguous 

hermeneutic ground.  

Turning the Gaze Back at Itself: Egoyan’s Production 
In 1996, the Canadian Opera Company produced Salome at the Canadian National Opera 

under the direction of Atom Egoyan. This version, which was restaged in 2002, was clearly 

inflected by Egoyan’s background in film production.38 Accompanying an otherwise 

minimalistic set design by Derek McLane, Egoyan—in collaboration with lighting designer 

Michael Withfield, the designer of the projections, Philip Barker, and choreographer Serge 

Bennathan—presented a rich visual overlay for the story. In addition to pantomimes and a 

veiled shadow play, what might be described as the quintessential medium of the gaze—the 

camera—was used, both as a prop on stage and in relation to different types of video 

technologies, such as split screens and superimposed images. Processes of looking both within 

Salome and upon the opera as a staged event were presented, exposed, or complicated through 

this multilayered mediation. These varied visual effects allowed Egoyan to capture the eyes 

and attention of his audience and critics while simultaneously commenting on the gaze as a 

structuring (although not unequivocal) motif in the opera text.  

While Armenian-Canadian director Atom Egoyan is first and foremost known as a maker of 

films, other arts and media—such as classical music, absurd theater, painting, and opera—

have comprised recurrent reference points in his work: “To me the films are almost operatic,” 

he states (quoted in Romney 2003: 2). The fragile and ephemeral borders between the art 

forms have led him to gallery installations as well as operas. Besides Salome, his opera 

projects include Gavin Bryar’s Dr Ox’s Experiment (English National Opera, 1998) and 

Rodney Sharman’s Elsewhereless (Tapestry Music Theater, Toronto, 1998, and Vancouver 

Playhouse, 1999). To the latter, Egoyan also wrote the libretto, based on his own play titled 

External Affairs.  

                                                 
38 A revival of this production was also produced at the Vancouver Opera in 1997 and at the Houston Grand 
Opera in 1998. Richard Bradshaw conducted the 1996 version and David Atherton, the 2002 version. Egoyan’s 
Salome will be re-produced at the Canadian National Opera in April and May 2013, just after the completion of 
this thesis.  
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Salome was Egoyan’s first extended experience with the opera form. Though the medium was 

thus relatively new to him, the themes of Salome itself would have been old friends, based 

upon the films by this increasingly successful director. Defamiliarized families haunted by 

loss, desire and/or traumatic memories, incestuous relations, grief, vulnerability, and 

estrangements between family members (and especially between adolescents and adults), the 

experience of being outside, foreign, or displaced—as well as an interest in the generally 

ironic or absurd—appear as repeated themes in his films such as Next of Kin (1984), Family 

Viewing (1987), Calendar (1993), Exotica (1994), The Sweet Hereafter (1996), and Felicia’s 

Journey (2000). Except for The Sweet Hereafter, the scripts to Egoyan’s films were written by 

the director himself, and his characters are often exorbitant and theatrical but also desperate, 

maniacal, and even abusive—qualities resonating with the members of Herod’s court as 

presented in numerous productions of Strauss’s Salome.39 Additionally, the characters in 

Egoyan’s films often lack the ability to communicate properly, like those who populate 

Wilde’s retelling of the Salome myth. There are other similarities as well: though Felicia’s 

Journey depicts a serial killer who is traumatized after his mother takes him to the opera to 

see a young girl making love to a decapitated head, Exotica’s narrative features a teenaged 

stripper placed in a quasi-exotic setting whose dance represents the centerpiece of a story 

structured around themes such as visibility and revelation.  

These films, in the end, present the gaze as a main theme: to look and be looked at; 

prohibitions about looking; refusals to look. Egoyan wants his audience members to reflect 

upon their own positions as viewers through a confrontation with people watching themselves 

or others through windows, images, screens, surveillance systems, or mirrors: “My films . . . 

are designed to make the viewer self-conscious,” the director has claimed (quoted in Romney 

2003: 114). He achieves this by incorporating video and films as themes in the narrative, in 

this way making the medium comment on its own idiosyncrasies and effects. The video 

camera’s ambiguous positioning in relation to both domesticity (as in home videos) and 

public surveillance has especially interested Egoyan, but also the relatively recent exploration 

of the relation between video and memory—the ways in which video can be used to store, 

shape, and process the past—that appears in his inclusion of hand-held cameras and low-tech 

projections in Salome. Using the act of seeing as a link between opera and film, whereby the 

                                                 
39 For more descriptions of Egoyan’s films and their characteristics, see Tasker (2002a), Romney (2003), and 
Wilson (2009). 
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latter functions as a commentary upon the textual basis of the former, he emphasizes one of 

this opera text’s central and structuring thematic leitmotifs.  

A Visual Event 

From the very moment they step into the auditorium, the lack of a stage curtain allows the 

audience of Egoyan’s Salome production to see the empty spaces of a tilted stage and the 

huge, rectangular screen that looms over it. After the instruments are tuned but before the 

opening sounds of the clarinets, a bright flashlight spot moves across the stage, sweeps over 

the assembly hall, and blinds the audience, as if someone is looking for something. At this 

point, the light does not indicate what it is meant to symbolize or imply—the audience cannot 

see anyone holding it, for example. What it does, however, is command attention and lead the 

spectators into a world in which the act of looking plays a crucial role. From the very outset, it 

therefore connects the eyes of the audience and the intermediary “eyes” of the production, 

while introducing the opera as a visual as much as a musical event.  

In this way, using quite simple means, the very beginning of Egoyan’s Salome provides a 

crucial clue to a dominant aspect of the opera text. It simultaneously raises the question of 

what the notion of a “performance text” actually covers. I argue that it sees the performance 

of the opera as a total event whose staging represents a reciprocating contributor to the 

operatic focalization and narration. It therefore also includes whatever might appear before 

the acoustic performance of the score and libretto that constitutes the opera text. This 

expansion of the opera in performance takes the ritualized, institutional context into account, 

once the fading of the lights or the orchestra’s tuning-up signal the beginning of the event. 

What happens after these cues should be considered part of the performance text, even though 

these things are not described in the libretto or score. This includes silent openings or gaps 

whose visual content might then constitute a frame for what is going to take place, 

narratively, visually, and musically, such as the gap between the fade of the lights and the first 

tones of the prelude, which usually involves nothing more than the darkness of the auditorium 

and the semi-silence of the now attentive audience. 

Appearing before music or text, the beam of light introducing Egoyan’s production reveals 

the production apparatus as an active agent filling the open space of the stage room, one with 

the potential to disclose what could be hidden, literally and metaphorically, in the dark 

corners of the world to which the audience is being introduced. This is clearly a main 
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objective of Egoyan’s production: by using diverse staging effects, it wants to bring to light 

the veiled secrets of this often-repeated myth.  

In the beginning, however, the silent flashlight simply lands briefly on a caressing couple 

dressed in business suits—the page (Krisztina Szabó), we find out shortly, and Narraboth 

(Roger Honeywell)—performing a pantomime, an effect used repeatedly in the revealing 

process of the production. The flashlight lingers here for a moment, then moves on. Suddenly, 

it turns toward the auditorium and dazzles the expectant crowd.40 This light, which was 

enabling and encouraging the activity of seeing, thus disrupts the comforting darkness within 

which the audience normally hides and returns to them their ocular activity. Thus the 

production supports the integration of the audience as part of its total dramatic structure. The 

silent gaze of these dumbstruck spectators, made very present through the absence of music in 

the quiet auditorium, establishes their complicity in the action that is about to take place.  

Supervising the Surveillance 

With the rising scale on the clarinets and thus the introduction of the opera as sound, the huge 

rectangular screen over the dimmed, still empty stage is turned on. This screen consists of 

twelve smaller screens that are divided into three main zones, reminiscent of the control panel 

for a set of surveillance cameras. While this arrangement appears to suggest some relation 

between cameras, screens, gazes, and control, it is not clearly defined. 

The collective of screens shows a naked woman covered in dark mud. She lies completely 

still, as if illustrating the dead woman that the page describes: “Wie eine Frau, die aufsteigt 

aus dem Grab” [Like a woman rising from a tomb]. During the conversation on stage between 

the page and Narraboth, this image dissolves into a series of smaller close-ups of the woman’s 

body. Two hands begin touching her, perhaps applying a treatment or massage, though it is 

hard to tell because of the constant movement of the cameras and the ongoing 

reconfigurations of the different screens. The collective image turns and twists, then the 

multiple cameras zoom out to reveal the bath or spa-like surroundings within which this body 

seems to be located. These gradual transformations establish a visual rhythm that follows the 

pace of the orchestra’s introductory material. New themes, both musical and visual, are 

constantly introduced, then overlap and evolve further. The way in which these audiovisual 

techniques draw the audience into a story of changing images and evolving themes 

                                                 
40 On how this effect has been utilized in other innovative opera productions, see Risi’s essay “Shedding Light 
on the Audience: Hans Neuenfels and Peter Konwitschny Stage Verdi (and Verdians)” (2002).  
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demonstrates opera’s ability to absorb its audience via compelling technical means, an ability 

frequently alluded to in feminist film analyses of how audience perspectives are established 

and controlled via the cinematic apparatus.41 Moreover, by contributing to the coding of this 

woman’s body as a visual object, Egoyan’s video introduction appears to endorse 

interpretations of the opera text that positioning Salome as the consummate object of the male 

gaze—that is, one that is fascinating but also threatening and disturbing, and one that must be 

punished in the end, in the plot, on the stage, and through the music. Yet I will argue below 

that the ways in which the projections work in this production in fact question such 

interpretations and establish a critical distance regarding what they expose. Instead of 

objectifying the displayed body, this evocation of a modern-day surveillance system 

foregrounds the process of controlled observation itself. The audience, as a result, is not so 

much absorbed in the projected image itself as occupied by supervising the surveillance.  

Multiple Exposures 

With its constantly transforming images and pacing that coincides with the evolving thematic 

music, Egoyan’s video introduction becomes something close to a visual installation.42 When 

Narraboth, in his first line, describes the princess as the shadow of a white rose, twelve 

images of a woman’s muddy face gradually surface during his long, melodious solo. White 

areas in the darkened skin around her mouth and eyes become illustrations of these white 

flowers while simultaneously evoking well-known caricatures from black minstrel shows 

(Armatage and Clark 2007: 311). Moreover, this moment could be taken to depict the face of 

a woman enjoying a luxurious spa treatment—pleasure for the sake of pleasure—something 

innocent that has now been somehow sullied and defiled; a hidden body no one should be 

permitted to see. These multiple expositions in the very beginning of the production represent 

just one example of the many ambiguous image sequences operating in Egoyan’s Salome that 

resist unambiguous interpretation. The action here takes place in a location somewhere 

between a luxurious spa and a hospital—a limbo between the sterile and the defiled, the 

sober/healthy and drugged/sick, dream and reality. Through its play with such associations, 

this production visually mirrors the exuberant ambiguities of Wilde’s own text, which, as I 

have claimed, persists as well in the open yet unifying effects of Strauss’s evolving musical 

motifs.  
                                                 
41 In addition to Mulvey’s article, famous interpretations advocating this perspective include Lauretis (1987) and 
Silverman (1988). 
42 By making the text machine more integrated than usual, with white letters projected on a completely dark 
background, even the libretto as written text is incorporated into his visual set-up. Egoyan comments on his 
conscious use and placement of subtitles in his book on the topic, written together with Ian Balfour (2004).  
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Egoyan’s complex of screens promptly reveals itself to be functioning as a kaleidoscope of 

constantly transforming images. In its next sequence, the exposed woman suddenly turns into 

a watcher herself, as twelve dark faces fuse into one close-up of two giant eyes that open up 

and look around for the source of the Baptist’s voice, which is proclaiming the day that the 

blind shall see. She stops searching after a moment and fixes her eyes on the audience beyond 

the stage. Her slow blinking makes her seem a bit lethargic, as if she is drugged. Who is she, 

this woman who is being watched and who is simultaneously watching us as an audience that 

is watching the stage and the screen? What is her situation? What has been done to her? These 

questions are never resolved but manage to resonate throughout the production via constantly 

returning images and other ambiguous visual motifs. The mud reappears in a projected, 

flickering image on the back wall during the interlude that follows Jochanaan’s return to the 

cistern (which is a partially revealed “netherworld” located beneath the tilted stage). This time 

the girl’s body is not just rubbed with mud but completely mired in it; she could be indulging 

in a treatment, or she could be writhing in pain. Though the body lies askew, as if it has just 

been raped, it may yet imply some condition between pleasure and pain. All of this ambiguity 

invites open interpretations that depend on the eyes decoding the images. By playing up the 

proximity of healthy to sick, spas to hospitals, surveillance as security to surveillance as 

threat, Egoyan’s production perpetuates ambiguities that are already embedded in the myth 

and the opera text, making the story, the opera, and Salome’s mythic body into blank slates 

upon which to negotiate meaning.  

During the first scene, the dreamlike ambience that develops from the images on the screens 

smoothly transitions back to “reality” and the staged action. This transition is subtly prepared 

and happens (according to the opera text) at the point when the princess enters the stage. 

Close-ups of huge eyes are replaced with a film clip of a woman’s whole body as she sits on 

what looks like a treatment bench before jumping into an azure-blue (and possibly cleansing?) 

swimming pool. When the image shifts, the woman stands in silhouette within an open 

doorway as light flows out into a dark wood. “Die Prinzessin erhebt sich! Sie verlässt die 

Tafel. Sie ist sehr erregt. Sie kommt hierher” [The princess is getting up! She is leaving the 

table. She is very troubled. She is coming this way]: Narraboth’s agitated proclamation, 

marked by the return of the signature motif heard in the very first two bars (and often 

described as “Salome’s first theme”) to the motif that is associated with Narraboth, announces 

the entrance of the princess on stage. The woman on the screen, who is now dressed in a 

white cape that looks like a bathrobe, moves through the dark wood toward the left edge of 
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the screen collective. Accompanied by a theme built on the same signature motif (often titled 

“Salome’s second theme”), Salome (Helen Field) enters in person from the left part of the 

stage, directly beneath the screen, which is now dark. With this move, the action goes from 

screen to stage, as if art, dream image, or illusion—the strangely mediated world to which the 

audience was introduced first—has been brought to life and physical embodiment. 

The production’s overarching examination of the gaze as a structure governing the relations 

between the characters in the libretto is now given a new visual expression. By using the 

physical depth of the tilted podium, the interconnected relations between the page looking at 

Narraboth looking at Salome looking at Jochanaan (Tom Fox) are set up as a geometrically 

movable shape, a slanting Z, in which the Baptist—the one who refuses to look—is placed at 

the end, wearing his blindfold. 

The page 

 ↘ 
 Narraboth 

 ↙ 

Salome 

 ↘ 

 Jochanaan 

The Z-shape comes apart upon Salome’s extended “Jochanaan” (fig. 91/2–6), which 

establishes a clear B major tonality and introduces the sehr singend solo violin that will 

accompany her elaborate descriptions of his body. The four people on stage then take up a 

new configuration, where Salome and Jochanaan (both dressed in white) constitute the 

foreground, while Narraboth and the page (dressed in their black suits) constitute the 

background. With the harmonic release represented by the B major, Narraboth allows the 

page into his embrace. This physical act and new tonal basis set off a pantomime between 

these two characters that takes place behind Salome and Jochanaan’s conversation in the third 

scene. It provides a visual complement to Salome’s oscillation between adoration and disgust: 

a loving couple’s conflicted relationship played out in an exchange with both physical 

closeness and distance. Through carefully choreographed movements, these two figures cease 

to be textually based and become projections of Salome’s inner desire and imaginings. While 
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adding an extra dimension to Salome’s reactions, this pantomime also supplies a visual 

counterpart to the abrupt shifts of musical gesture, presenting Salome’s melodious 

descriptions into the soundtrack of a romance and her heated rejections of the Baptist into 

violence. Although this effect at first might seem benign, it clearly anticipates the 

production’s merciless exposure of what Egoyan and his team find to be subtexts of the 

drama. As Salome moves from describing Jochanaan’s body to adoring his eyes, his hair, and 

finally his mouth, the miming woman starts performing fellatio on the man, who then sinks 

down into a position from which he stares toward the princess at the front of the stage. With 

this move, the silent actor/dancer returns to his original role as the character Narraboth, who, 

when seeing Salome, shoots himself out of sheer despair.  

Narraboth is the first victim of the gaze, a forewarning that the act of looking is a potential 

threat not only to the observed but also to the observer. Though spectatorship is often 

associated with a privileged position, the opera text of Salome also relates the act of seeing 

(and the knowledge that might result from it) to danger. This message appears overtly in 

Jochanaan’s prophecy about the day that the eyes of the blind shall be opened and covertly in 

the way in which the many secrets of Herod’s castle are preserved because they are hidden 

away: in cisterns, behind closed doors, beyond the shrouding veils of history. Blindness can 

represent a handicap that leads to defenselessness (as Jochanaan, in this particular production, 

literally experiences in his encounter with the young princess). But it can also evoke the 

potential safety and comfort of darkness (such as darkness beyond the stage) or the innocence 

of one who has not seen what really goes on in Herod’s court. These associations resonate 

with the two otherwise dissimilar characters of the Baptist and the princess, who in Egoyan’s 

production are brought together, along these lines, by a blindfold. This recurrent piece of 

black cloth becomes a visual motif supporting the textual motif of the gaze, but it evokes a 

different meaning in the distinctive contexts in which it appears. Salome wears it when she is 

presented as an innocent young girl in the video productions on a scrim covering the stage 

room during the dance, which show her in a dark wood. Because she is blinded, she is 

unaware of the flashlight that follows her, which is now held by Herod (Robert Tear). Then 

the girl who is slowly walking (on a treadmill behind the scrim) gives way to a double 

projection of a close-up of the young girl’s blindfolded face turning, itself superimposed on 

the constantly moving images of the woods. Standing on the stage in front of the scrim, his 

bright red bathrobe a jarring contrast to these monochromatic images, Herod studies the 

rotating face. He turns away when she takes off her blindfold over a series of fluttering thirty-
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second-note runs in woodwinds, celesta harps and strings. In the fleeting moment before the 

two harps introduce a slow waltz in C-sharp minor, the young Salome looks right at us. 

Egoyan exploits this fermata, a moment of “stillness” in the music, by freezing time and again 

pointing directly back at the silent spectators in the auditorium. Herod, who could not bear 

these eyes, has escaped behind the scrim. But the audience members have no such shroud 

with which to hide their eyes and are forced to face the brutal spectacle that next appears. No 

longer a screen for a film projection, the scrim covering the stage has now becomes a backlit 

cover for a shadow play that reveals what has been happening in the offstage spaces of this 

story: In time with the graceful waltz, Salome has stripped and danced in front of six 

spectators. At the orchestral climax (starting at fig. Y), she is surrounded by the figures, 

presumably including Herod (who has just retreated behind the scrim) and representatives of 

his court. She is then gang raped in the middle of the group while spectators film this horror 

with hand-held cameras while awaiting their turns. Paradoxically, this is the moment when 

this version of the Dance of the Seven Veils actually becomes not only a shadow play but also 

a dance, as the performer behind the scrim plays Salome resisting the abuse with graceful 

movements. This contrast between the dancer’s elegant gestures and the brutality of the event 

makes this scene oscillate between the gruesomeness of the abusive act and the visual beauty 

of the dancing body. Nonetheless, the neutrality of the aestheticized expression is gone in this 

particular (un)veiling: the blindfold of the repeated story is taken off behind an enormous 

covering fabric. Then, at the suspended moment with the high tremolo in flutes, clarinets, 

strings, and celesta and the return of the simple twittering motif built from an arpeggiated six-

four chord (from fig. k/4), this ruthless exhibition is replaced by a big blue eye with the image 

of the little girl appearing in the middle of its pupil. 

The blindfold reappears in Salome’s final monologue; here, she takes it from the decapitated 

head and covers her own eyes with it while singing “Du legtest über deine Augen die Blinde 

eines, der seinen Gott schauen wollte” (which appears as “Blindfolded you sought your God” 

in supertitles over the stage). Her experience of the kiss thus happens in a comforting 

darkness, free of its harsh visual reality. While the blinded Salome kisses the head, Herod 

orders the moon itself to be blinded, so that its revealing light may not shine upon this 

horrifying spectacle: “Verbergt den Mond, verbergt die Sterne!” [Hide the moon, hide the 

stars]. This draws attention to the ambiguity of looking—to its relationship with both 

empowerment and danger—found in the text, as Herod seeks to replace the privileged 

perspective of the observer with the comforting darkness of the blind. Yet, in Egoyan’s 
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production, the moon continues to shine. As the blindfolded Salome kisses the head to the 

same musical combination of the six-four motif and the high tremolo that concluded the 

dance, the moon, in fact, turns red, while a spotlight rests upon it. The image of the girl and 

the decapitated head, connoting the duality of brutality and beauty, is mirrored by the 

coexistence of alluring music and repelling image. The motif and orchestration that earlier 

accompanied the Baptist’s prophecies (the rising minor third and timpani strokes) now follow 

Salome’s “Allein was tut’s” [What matter], the rhetorical question that leads to her triumphant 

last statement in C-sharp major that she now has kissed the prophet’s mouth. Yet now it 

concludes in a violent bitonal clashing, a double exposure between an A major seventh in the 

upper parts and F-sharp major in the lower voices (fig. 360/6). Textually, visually, and 

musically, this moment is soaked in double exposures: the girl’s dream and the brutal reality, 

the safety of darkness and the power of sight, the triumph and the tragedy—all of them 

dependent upon the perspective from which we choose to observe this audiovisual spectacle. 

The visual leitmotif of the blindfold in Egoyan’s production is lastly used to strangle Salome, 

when Herod walks across the stage, taking up the A-sharp from Salome’s “geküsst” (fig. 

360/2) but using it enharmonically as B-flat on “töte,” which then twists abruptly into C 

minor. As he grabs the piece of fabric and tightens it around the neck of his stepdaughter 

beneath these three last musical stabs, it appears that a kind of general refusal to see—either 

literally or figuratively, through seeking insight—is what has led to her final downfall. The 

failures in this regard have been many: Jochanaan’s refusal to see her, her own distorted inner 

reality, the blindness of those around Salome to her situation. In the end, the fact that people 

are watching without intervening also contributes to this “tragedy of the gaze” (Hutcheon and 

Hutcheon 2000: 106)—here, the adult’s eye has been either too intense, as in the offenses of 

scopophilia or incest, or too absent, as in Herodias’s disinclination to step in and prevent the 

tragic consequences of her new husband’s problematic gaze upon her daughter. 

Egoyan’s production demonstrates further that no witness to this tragedy of the gaze can be 

either blind, safe, or innocent. With both visual and thematic directness, it points to the fact 

that the veiled (but visual) abuse of children and resulting destruction of human lives are also 

happening outside the theater or opera with the collusion of passive eyewitnesses. In that way, 

this performance text of Salome brings opera dangerously close to life, and to contemporary 

problems, by implicating even the audience’s eyes and attention within its dramaturgic 

structure; it reveals the loss of innocence in every process of looking, including 

theatrical/operatic events, as we all participate in discourses of power, knowledge, and 
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representation. Another example to which I will now turn demonstrates a similar visual 

thematization of the gaze, yet with different results.  

Doubles, Simultaneity, and Coexistence: Herheim’s Production 
“Sometimes whole worlds lie between the acts of seeing, recognizing, and understanding,” 

Norwegian Stefan Herheim stated in an interview describing his work as a director and his 

2011 Salome production in particular.43 Among the numerous visual references in this 

visceral extravaganza, Herheim indulges in a play between representation and (intellectual) 

meaning, on the one hand, and an immediate, overwhelming musical-visual experience, on 

the other. Certainly the reception history of Wilde’s Salomé as a flamboyant spectacle 

reappears in these glittering surfaces.44 Herheim’s production presents a visually rich world, 

replete with a huge, shining moon and twinkling stars that reflected the sequined costumes. In 

it, the act of seeing is presented and mediated in different ways. Like Egoyan, Herheim 

engages with the many layers of the opera text using visual means, but in this case the result 

is less an excavation than an observatory of sorts: instead of revealing hidden realities, this 

production takes the long view of a coexistence of different worlds, images, and perspectives 

that persists among the acts of seeing, recognizing, and understanding.  

Ever since his renowned interpretation of Mozart’s Die Entführung aus dem Serail at the 

Salzburger Festspiele in 2003, Herheim has been known for his combination of collaged 

staging and provocative spectacle that often builds and comments upon the reception history 

of a given opera. Animated by an idiosyncratic visual-dramatic musicality that choreographs 

every move, from small gestures to stage shifts, to music, Herheim’s productions are 

acclaimed for their straddling of intellectual sense and musical sensibility.  

Once an up-and-coming enfant terrible, Herheim is now a well-established and highly sought-

after director who has been thrice named “stage director of the year” (“Regisseur des Jahres”) 

by the magazine Opernwelt.45 I discuss the relation between provocation and convention that 

propels not only Herheim but also the whole ongoing tradition of Regieoper in my last 

chapter. Loud boos from the audience at the curtain call of Salome in Salzburg demonstrated 

                                                 
43 The interview was published on the webpage of the Salzburg Eastern Festival (“Making the Musical Cosmos 
Resound Visually” 2011).  
44 On this reception history, see Dierkes-Thrun (2011). 
45 In recognition of his productions of Mozart’s Don Giovanni in Essen (2007), Wagner’s Parsifal in Bayreuth 
(2008), and Strauss’s Rosenkavalier in Stuttgart (2010). 
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that the visual ideas of this director still inspired decidedly mixed reactions as recently as 

2011. Behind this production stood Herheim’s frequent collaborators: the dramaturge 

Alexander Meier-Dörzenbach, the stage designer Heike Scheele, and the costume designer 

Gesine Völlm. Sir Simon Rattle conducted the Berliner Philharmoniker.  

A Mediating Telescope and a Perforated Moon 

Like Egoyan’s production, Herheim’s Salome begins before the score, in “musical” silence. 

Before the clarinets start, Narraboth is seen at a giant telescope, positioned at the center of the 

stage, watching Salome, Herod, and Herodias as they walk directly beneath a projection of the 

moon’s surface. This stage, then, is divided into three levels: (1) a half-moon-shaped screen 

for projections; (2) an upper level where the royal family makes its entrance; and (3) a lower 

level, dominated by the telescope, where most of the action takes place.  

The giant eyeball that I described at the beginning of this chapter appears as a projection in 

the fourth scene. When it replaces the image of the moon, it visually confirms the relation 

between the act of looking and this iconic symbol in Wilde’s text. This transformation also 

exploits the moon’s position in the story as an open, reflective space that, thanks to its various 

onlookers, has many appearances and implications.  

Together with the shining moon, the glittering costumes give an impression of 

otherworldliness and transcendence of any specific historical context. But because it is not the 

earth but the moon that is projected here, we nevertheless assume ourselves to be placed on 

this planet, perhaps in an observatory or even some kind of kaleidoscope whose constantly 

evolving images recall the complex of screens at the beginning of Egoyan’s production. The 

enormous telescope captures this oddity of setting and visual cacophony as well: in addition 

to acting as a phallic symbol, this giant instrument serves in turn as a walkway, a film 

projector, and even a cannon. These shifting (visual) correlatives, between a looking 

instrument, a scene describer, and a weapon, mediate among the text’s various possible 

perspectives, most evidently during the dance. What at first might seem to be an all-too-

obvious means of portraying the object of the male gaze—a blond, white-dressed 

Marilyn/Evita type, positioned directly in front of the phallic telescope—collapses when 

Salome enters the little platform in front of its eyepiece, which becomes the stage for a show 

she will direct. Here, then, the spectacle becomes the spectator, who in turn looks through the 

eyepiece and promptly destroys the (projected) moon by shooting a hole through it. In this 

crater, a dancer appears, first as a projection, then as an actual person. This happens five more 
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times, until there are six doubles of the princess directing from her platform, all of them 

arrayed in colorful, sequined dresses that break up the otherwise black-and-white visual 

setting. In keeping with the shifting roles of the telescope, these dancers also mediate among 

the three levels of the stage, “jumping” out of the screen and down to the second level, then 

walking down the telescope, now functioning as a bridge or staircase, to the “earth” below. 

The telescope, via the little platform in front of its eyepiece, is used both to look at and to be 

looked upon; it functions both constructively and destructively, as a stage and as a prison; it 

generates new duplicates of the same character, yet it destroys Herod in the end. It both 

reveals and then destroys and crumbles the enormous projected eyeball/moon. It 

encompasses, in effect, the ongoing negotiation between the gaze, the moon, and the character 

of Salome herself, as well as the state of flux of both the functions and the contents of the 

moving, overlapping, constantly present musical motifs.  

The six dancers also disrupt an otherwise apparently fixed or unified perspective. The 

doublings of Salome (all wearing the same “Marilyn dress,” though in different colors) 

underline her dimension as an object, while simultaneously making it impossible to focus on 

her as any one object in particular. Salome is thus not exposed in this dance but rather herself 

exposes these different manifestations, to be found in the eyes of all of those who have been 

watching her, their fantasies and desires here produced from the “muzzle” of an enormous 

ocular instrument. In this way, Herheim’s production turns the eye back on itself, pointing 

directly at Salome’s chorus of spectators, both on and off the stage. It does not define the 

relationship between the princess in plural and these spectators as a story of oppression, 

abuse, or control, however, because the disruption brought about by these duplicates prevents 

the viability of such.  

The dance with the six Salomes is not the only place in this production where characters are 

doubled in their looks and/or actions: while men (Jochanaan, Narraboth, and Herod) are 

dressed in glittering white dinner jackets, women (Salome, Herodias, and the page) appear in 

flared, knee-length dresses. These three pairings (Salome and Jochanaan, Herod and 

Herodias, Narraboth and the page) at once mirror, anticipate, and copy each other’s (as well 

as their own) actions. The image of a women sitting over a man with a knife pressed against 

his throat is just one example of several tableau vivants that are created, established, and 

repeated here. As in Egoyan’s production, these silent images serve as a reflective foil to the 
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musical drama. Yet each time Herheim places the same image in a new context, he 

encourages us as audiences to redefine, or at least renegotiate, its content. 

Also like Egoyan, Herheim uses multiple exposures of images, characters, and potential 

meanings between his staged and cinematic effects to present the opera text, resulting in a 

visual manifestation that is perfectly in accord with the musical structure. These dazzling 

appearances unsettle the audience in much the same way as the music’s lack of firm harmonic 

ground. Likewise, the overlapping of musical themes is accompanied by numerous 

simultaneous events on stage, and the giant telescope even moves in time with the rhythms 

and pauses of the music. In this way, the third eye of the projection performs a 

“choreographed” movement between the music and the visual effects that draws the music 

entirely within Herheim’s specific dramaturgical lens. Despite its experimental side, then, 

Herheim’s production demonstrates a clear conformity between musical structure and 

dramatic form, the traditional ideal of operatic staging and meaning-making. Yet, in this case, 

the function of this lockstep resonance between music and staging is not to present a single 

perspective but to oppose any unitary interpretations in principle. 

Contrary to Egoyan’s production, then, what Herheim’s visual mediation “reveals” is that 

there is nothing to reveal—there are only new surfaces, further doubles, other perspectives. It 

does not project the “Truth” of Salome’s story; it does not reveal her ultimate motivations or 

psychological depths. Instead, this production offers a universe of glittering surfaces and 

visual mediation.46 The process of doubling carried out by the eye/moon/screen, by the 

telescope/staircase/cannon, and by the various characters makes truths, meanings, and 

subjectivities appear as unsettled and floating as the restless music. Whereas visual doubling 

and simultaneity reject a unitary or principle focus, literally and figuratively, they 

nevertheless impart a somewhat paradoxical impression of unity between the multilayered 

nature of the musical structure, the multifacetedness of possible interpretations, and the 

shifting and doubling of the images on stage. Consequently, this production demonstrates how 

a profusion of the same-yet-different, one that permeates the opera text as well as its ongoing 

reception, makes it impossible to indulge in a one-dimensional focus on a given 

(homogenous) character or representation. 

                                                 
46 Of course, in addition to the visual doubles and general operatic playfulness, Herheim also gives hints that his 
version of this story is a family drama about revenge, yet this aspect is rather weak and not particularly well 
integrated into the production (as also Baranello emphasizes in her review, 2011).  
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Conclusion: Toward Audio-Visual Exploratoriums  
In this chapter, I have discussed how the opera text and two specific performance texts of 

Salome present different ways of looking and thus suggest the ambiguities of the gaze 

operating in (1) the libretto, (2) through music in particular contexts, and (3) in the visual 

presentation of these productions. 

Wilde made the act of looking into a structuring principle and dominant theme in his version 

of the Salome myth, yet what the eye or the gaze refers to or implies is not defined. From 

Wilde’s perspective, the princess is both an object on display and a performing actor, both a 

spectacle and a spectator, both submissive and domineering. To see, in this case, refers very 

much to physical observation as well as mental insight, and it represents both an asset and a 

threat.  

I have argued that the aural lenses of the musical leitmotifs in Strauss’s opera demonstrate a 

similar openness. The music comments on and frames what we see; its message, however, is 

not once and for all defined but rather created in a process of negotiation between score, 

libretto, performance, and audience. What the music means or says will change according to 

the contexts in which it appears, in a fashion reminiscent of the visual symbol of the moon in 

Wilde’s drama or the reception history of the character herself.  

Because the eye, or the act of looking, is a dominant textual motif of Salome, the “content” of 

its narration will reflect back on the machinations of the performing arts and especially the 

ways in which opera is manifested in performance, which return us yet again to these 

structures in the opera text by offering their physical exemplification. The result is a circular 

yet developing movement forward. Like the enormous and diverse potential represented by 

the “gaze” of the musical leitmotifs, structures of looking in the libretto can be curated 

differently in productions, negotiating or challenging dominant and inherited perspectives that 

have clung to the opera text throughout its reception history.  

The huge eyeballs that appear in Egoyan and Herheim’s productions actualize this recurrent 

libretto theme as a visual motif, but these similar effects offer different perspectives that are 

dependent on the particular contexts in which they appear. Egoyan’s production deprives its 

audience of their safe hiding place in the darkness of the auditorium, as well as the blindfold 

of ignorance that protects Salome’s onlookers from seeing what is really going on. Herheim’s 

production demonstrates another effect of turning the gaze back at itself. Here, Salome’s 
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spectators are not so much complicit in a crime as co-creators of a multifaceted and constantly 

renegotiated process of reflection, doubling, and simultaneity. This production is not a typical 

example of how a staging normally contributes to the operatic process of narration. While 

musical motifs in Salome function as repeated and unifying signs without fixed content, the 

mise-en-scène of the performance text usually acts to limit and direct the opera text’s 

perspectives and possible interpretations. As Linda and Michael Hutcheon note in their article 

on opera’s multimodal narration, “What we see and hear on stage is an embodied fictional 

world rich in meaning possibilities—possibilities whose decoding the encoding theatrical (and 

musical) mise-en-scène attempts to restrict and control” (2010: 75). While Salome can and 

does exist as an ambiguous and open potential of the opera text, she will be more defined, and 

thus more restricted, by the third eye of the production. The result of this appearance will 

(again) be dependent on who is looking and what their perspective is. When Egoyan draws 

upon the ocular structures operating in the text to present Salome as a story of incest and 

abuse, he necessarily reduces the number of interpretations possible. However, as Herheim’s 

production points to with its multifaceted perspectives from a limited number of visual motifs, 

when the eye of the interpreter is included in the process, the work’s (and the character’s) 

openness and ambiguities will return. Total restriction and control are impossible when the 

individual opera audience member is included in the process of bringing the opera to life and 

making it present.  

What might at first appear to be an established structure in the opera text—one both supported 

and maintained in the many productions of Salome—is severely challenged when one studies 

the effects of these performance texts more closely. What emerges for me when I encounter 

these different negotiations of the same opera text is an audiovisual exploratorium of different 

ways of looking via the libretto, music, production, and reception—in short, a real 

hermeneutic adventure.47 These exploratory ways of looking, which are a part of every 

production, contribute to making Salome—the character and the opera—both never and ever 

the same, in the same way that various leitmotifs create unity and variation simultaneously. 

Such an exploratorium involves a transition towards an understanding of “the opera” as a 

particular event—from “what” is repeated to “in what way” it is repeated—which implies in 

turn a redemptive focus on particularity, singularity, and embodiment. It is this trail that my 

ensuing discussion will follow.  
                                                 
47 The Hutcheons describe this as “the semiotic adventure of opera” (2010: 75). While I like this description, I 
have chosen to reformulate it, because I find opera production to demonstrate an open negotiation and 
production of meaning rather than an already established set of signs. 
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The first scenes of Salome also offer other perspectives reflecting back on the means of the 

performing arts––voices, melodies, and the art of hearing––which is the topic of the next 

chapter. Even though it involves a shift of focus from what encounters the eye to what hits the 

ear, we still progress from “what” to “in what way” and wholeheartedly embrace both 

particularity and embodiment. As I have indicated in this chapter, a separation between eye 

and ear, or between what is seen and what is heard, will in the context of one of the 

multimodal genres par excellence be, at minimum, rather artificial. Yet I will attempt it as a 

heuristic move, ultimately aiming to show these senses’ interdependence in the reception of 

opera generally, and of Salome specifically. This opera text—describing a girl who hears 

music when seeing a body and seeks a body when hearing a disembodied voice—in fact quite 

stubbornly opposes such clear-cut separations. 
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Voices, Melodies, and the Art of 
Hearing 

Introduction: Hearing Voices 
In addition to its preoccupation with ways of looking—a theme that inevitably interacts with 

Salome’s position as a performing art—the opera text features the phenomenon of the voice, 

as well as the act of hearing. What initiates the young girl’s desire, then becomes her 

obsession, is her experience with the voice of the Baptist emanating from the subterranean 

cistern. Because this sound is what makes her want to see, hearing and seeing are linked from 

the very outset in the drama’s sensorial framework. Along with Herod’s lust to see the 

dancing body, Salome’s particular way of hearing this voice both initiates and determines the 

course of action to come. 

In this chapter, I will move from visual objects, spectacles, and the act of looking to aural 

objects, voices, and the act of listening. Notwithstanding this separation, I will insist upon 

their interdependence in the dramatic story of Salome, as well as in the forms through which it 

is transmitted. Just as ocular structures in the narrative were presented and negotiated in these 

productions (and reflected in the audiences’ activity there as well), aural structures, and the 

act of listening, comprise an extra dimension when the drama engages the art of voices, and 

the art of hearing voices.  

Wilde’s Salomé, as discussed in the previous chapter, is an exuberant play on the senses. This 

fin-de-siècle version of the biblical Judea is permeated with bitter and sweet tastes, strange 

scents, mysterious sounds, and glittering objects. Moreover, these sensations are very much 

described as mixed, fused, and interacting in a synesthetic fashion—voices become perfumes, 

CHAPTER 2  
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for example, and bodies are experienced as music.48 Such descriptions of interactive sensuous 

experiences—which encompass the drama’s thematic focus on voices and the act of 

listening—constructed upon a structure dominated by repetitions and recurring motifs, 

together make Wilde’s version of the myth appear to be rich with operatic potential.49 Like 

the protagonist herself, of course, opera demands particularity and embodiment, both aurally 

and visually. Opera introduces concrete audiovisual experiences, features physical voices, and 

rewards the act of devoted, even enthralled listening. This encounter between the sensuous 

contexts established in Wilde’s drama and the phenomenology of the musical genre in which 

it appears is my quarry in this chapter, as I engage with different kinds of voices, and of 

listening, that the opera Salome both contains and produces.  

The voice of Jochanaan and the ways the protagonist perceives it comprise an important basis 

for my discussions and conclusions. But before I turn to the acousmatic voice from the 

cistern, I will attend to another off-stage sound, one that appears already in the very first 

bars.50 This is the noise of the quarreling Jews, which, I will argue, exemplifies a tendency in 

the opera text to favor sensibility over sense, materiality over referentiality. This tendency 

persists in the presentation of the Baptist’s voice, which is very much dependent on Salome. 

She frames the voice via her own imaginational capacities, which are musically presented in 

the form of long-spanned melodies. Because it contributes significantly to this opera’s 

specific means of conveying her story, I will follow this relation between the character’s 

imaginings and the opera’s musical structures in the second part of this chapter. This 

overarching “melodiousness” of thought and music relates in turn to the different types of 

singing voices that Salome prescribes, represented by the contrasts between the noisy Jews, 

on the one hand, and the melodies that emerge when the princess imagines the voice of the 

Baptist, on the other.  

                                                 
48 Thus, Salomé demonstrated the symbolists’ fascination with synesthesia. According to the Oxford English 
Dictionary, “synesthesia” refers to a psychological production—“From a sense-impression of one kind, of an 
associated mental image of a sense-impression of another kind”—but also to a phenomenon in literature: “The 
use of metaphors in which terms relating to one kind of sense-impression are used to describe sense-impressions 
of other kinds; the production of synesthetic effect in writing or an instance of this.” The concept gained 
considerable traction in the post-romantic period, especially in the symbolist theater tradition within which 
Wilde’s Salomé was written (Thomas 2000, Dimova 2010, Dierkes-Thrun 2011).  
49 Wilde himself, however, suggested that instead of an orchestra, the drama should be accompanied by different 
kinds of perfumes—a conceit that bears witness to the extreme synesthetic effects that he imagined: “Think—the 
scented clouds rising and partly veiling the stage from time to time—a new perfume for each emotion!” Quoted 
in Tydeman and Price (1996: 21). 
50 On the term “acousmatic,” see footnote 9 on page 4. 
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Any discussion of the voice of Jochanaan, the noise of the Jews, and the phenomenon of 

melodiousness demands that I move among different kinds of sounds and perceptions of 

sounds that are simultaneously interrelated: (1) those experienced in the narrative (Salome’s 

encounter with the voice); (2) singing voices as they are set out in the score (the voices of the 

five Jews), and (3) the ways these two kinds of voices infiltrate the audience’s perception of 

the narrative via their shared melodiousness, which carries with it the potential to connect, in 

the end, the characters’ and the audience’s experiences, desires, and imaginations.  

In addition to going from the act of looking to the act of hearing, this chapter goes from 

particular performance texts to the opera text as a whole and discusses the latter on its own 

terms. As I noted in the previous chapter, performances fulfill a limiting function: it is their 

task and responsibility to restrict the vast number of possible interpretations of a given story 

in one (hopefully convincing) production. A focus on the opera text alone thus offers the 

opportunity to focus on its potential prior to its given realization. That said, we will soon see 

that this text, as the coexistence of score and libretto, nevertheless promotes performance by 

emphasizing the qualities of particularity, materiality, and embodiment.  

“Deine Stimme is wie Musik”: Voices, Materiality, and Sensibility 

Approaching Sensuous Physicalities 

The fact that the Irishman Oscar Wilde wrote Salomé in French and not in his native English 

has attracted a considerable amount of scholarly attention.51 One explanation for this derives 

from the author’s admission that the drama was written with the actress Sarah Bernhardt in 

mind, and Bernhardt’s knowledge of English was quite limited. Other scholars have claimed 

that the French language represented a way for Wilde to avoid English censorship, or that 

Wilde simply sought to be included in Parisian literary circles. Regardless of the author’s 

reasons or intentions, however, the function of the Irishman’s French can also be understood 

to anticipate the late-twentieth-century theater’s alienation of characters, as in the theater of 

the absurd, produced by mostly European playwrights in the 1950s, where irrational speech 

tends to replace logical arguments.52 Deprived of normal or even simply functional 

communication via verbal language, the inhabitants of Wilde’s Judea appear lost and 

estranged in a network of deranging and isolating desire, where each expresses his or her 

                                                 
51 See, for example, Conrad (1977), Kohl (1989), Powell (2009), and Dimova (2010).  
52 See Esslin’s introduction to Absurd Drama (1965). 
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individual lust in a highly poetic language without actually listening to anyone else. If we 

interpret the play this way—as a discourse upon failed communication and the destabilization 

of language—Wilde’s infamous shortcomings with French then become flaws in the form that 

in fact serve the message. The author submits to the same handicaps and restrictions as the 

characters and in this way questions most profoundly the communicative capacities of 

language itself (Powell 2009: 59-60).  

The use of a foreign language offers the opportunity as well to distinguish between words as 

aural expressions and words as vessels for semantic meaning, and thus to emphasize their 

specific material appearance as sound waves. When explaining why he wrote Salomé in 

French, Wilde himself actually alluded to its musical aspect—in this case, language as an 

instrument of beautiful sounds:  

My idea of writing the play was simply this: I have one instrument that I know I can 
command, and that is the English language. There was no other instrument to which I 
had listened all my life, and I wanted to touch this new instrument to see whether I 
could make any beautiful thing out of it. (quoted in Kohl 1989: 177) 

By comparing a language to a musical instrument, the author points to his own production 

device—his words—as a means of producing aural and aesthetic effects in addition to verbal 

meaning. This possibility is clearly realized in Salomé, whose dialogues and soliloquies 

consist of highly individual voices creating “polyphonic” structures that are expressed in a 

very mannered and stylized mode that differs from “normal” prose chiefly in its extension of 

time via emphasized and repeated words, sounds, and sentences. In her discussion of 

interartistic exchanges in early European modernism, Polina Dimova argues that Wilde’s 

explicit demonstration of language as something more than just a carrier of conceptual 

meaning—a demonstration found both in the form and the content of Salomé—is what made 

it particularly suitable for adaptation into art forms emphasizing nonverbal communication, 

such as Aubrey Beardsley’s illustrations of the drama and Strauss’s opera setting (Dimova 

2010). Yet any connection between these two remakes ends rather abruptly, as Strauss’s 

opera, in clear contrast to Beardsley’s silent images, supplies Wilde’s repeated, polyphonic 

verbal structures with a form through which words become music in the most literal of ways.  

Appearing as opera, the drama’s relation to sensuous expression is perpetuated by music that 

has frequently been described as utterly physical. One critic concluded, following the 

premiere, that Strauss must have wanted to create a “sensation . . . something as yet unseen 

and unheard onstage, something monstrous, stimulating the nerves in the extreme.” Another 
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described the way the music “tortures and tickles, almost destroys; it brutalizes and exerts us 

to the point of exhaustion” (both quoted in Dierkes-Thrun 2011: 66-67). Other sensuous 

metaphors from throughout the reception history of Salome include the repeated reports by 

audience members of the music’s strong physical effects, including tickling, buzzing, and 

otherwise physically stimulating sensations (Dierkes-Thrun 2011: 56-82). “My God, what 

nervous music!” was Strauss’s own father’s response when he first heard his son’s third 

opera: “It is as if one had Maybugs crawling around in one’s pants” (Strauss 1981 [1949]: 

152).  

Whereas Wilde’s sensuous text has been acclaimed for the way it approaches music, Strauss’s 

music for that text (converted first to a libretto) has been deplored for the way it addresses the 

senses, thus allowing it to buttress a popular, critical, and academic impression of Strauss as a 

rather shallow composer of (physical) surfaces (Heisler 2007). “Strauss was probably the first 

to transplant the notion of ‘sensation,’ already widespread in the literature of the time, to 

music,” Theodor Adorno writes in his critical 1965 essay on the composer: “Even the 

expression of extreme emotional states, such as Salome’s, remains sensuously pleasant, 

culinary; the great happiness which music once promised metaphysically in the transcendence 

of the infinite idea, becomes practical, available here and now for consumption” (1965: 23). 

Whether or not one agrees with this conclusion, the music of Salome seems to approach 

corporeal reaction in a manner that evokes the symbolists’ wish to simulate and produce 

physical effects. According to Wilde scholar Petra Dierkes-Thrun, who examined the 

influences upon, ideals of, and effects shared between the symbolist-decadent text of Wilde 

and the modernist music of Strauss, this otherwise unlike pair of men meets in exactly this 

revaluation of corporality and materiality (2011). She identifies this revaluation as a common 

feature of the “brutal music and the delicate text” that offers an alternative kind of secular, 

physical sublimity via the “overpowering effect of sensation” (2011: 81). Strauss scholar 

Bryan Gilliam comes to a similar conclusion in his recent article on Salome, when he, based 

of the composer’s diary notes, finds the opera to demonstrate its composer’s desire to reject 

Schopenhauer’s metaphysics through what Strauss himself described as follows: “Affirmation 

of the Will must properly be called Affirmation of the Body” (Quoted in Gilliam 2010b: 269).  

This shared attitude of the dramatist and the composer affects their respective biased 

presentations of the story’s characters, each of whom represents a different attitude toward the 

relation between sense and sensibility. Whereas the princess herself is presented as an apostle 

of a uniquely sensuous sublimity, other characters are spokespersons for more logical 
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positions. The fact that the Baptist baldly condemns all that belongs to the realm of visual and 

physical desire might explain the musical and dramatic presentation of him as an outsider, an 

aspect I discuss further in chapter 5. His allies in this particular regard are the five Jews. 

When they first appear, in the fourth scene, they harshly reject any connection between God, 

materiality, and sensuality.53 The sound of these Jews, however, is introduced much earlier. 

From their very first utterances in the opera, these minor characters are caught in what they 

themselves criticize: a context where words, arguments, and rational logic are lost in an 

emphasis on physical expression.  

The “Lärm” from the Banquet Hall 

In the first scene of Salome, Strauss replaces a longer discussion in Wilde’s text concerning 

what can and cannot be seen with nonverbal sounds of off-stage voices and a complex of 

musical themes associated with the five Jews arising from the orchestra (at rehearsal figure 4). 

We are led abruptly to D minor from an initial musical texture dominated by C-sharp major 

and A minor. The extended chords that support the long lines and slow pace of Narraboth and 

the page’s introductory statements are replaced by a sudden shift in tempo and dynamics, as 

well as a number of contrasting motifs, clashing dissonances, and a prominent encounter 

between extremely high-pitched strings, on the one hand, and the deep sounds of bass clarinet 

and contra basses marked heulend [howling], on the other. In parentheses, Strauss here writes 

“Lärm im Bankettsal,” following one of Wilde’s very few stage directions: “Noise in the 

banqueting-hall” (Wilde 1996 [1893]: 1). The first prominent musical shift or contrast is thus 

related to an audible disturbance—something heard but not seen—followed by a description 

of these invisible sounds:  

ERSTER SOLDAT: Was für ein Aufruhr! Was sind das für wilde Tiere, die da 

heulen?  

ZWEITER SOLDAT: Die Juden. Sie sind immer so. Sie streiten über ihre Religion.  

ERSTER SOLDAT: Ich finde es lächerlich, über solche Dinge zu streiten.54 

                                                 
53 The rejection of sensuality and visuality that these five learned men promote recalls the Jewish banning of 
graven images, or what Freud later described as the Jewish “triumph of spirituality over the senses”—a means of 
rewriting the Jewish masculine self through establishing its distance from the sensual, visual, and carnal (Freud 
and Jones 1967: 113). See also Boyarin’s discussion of the construction of Jewish masculinities in Unheroic 
Conduct: The Rise of Heterosexuality and the Invention of the Jewish Man (1997). 
54 In Wilde’s play, a Cappadocian and a Nubian (whom Strauss removed entirely in the opera) join this 
discussion, which goes as follows: “FIRST SOLDIER: What an uproar! Who are those wild beasts howling? 
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In this way, the opera version replaces a much longer stretch in Wilde’s drama about what the 

Jews are saying with a shorter musical span alluding to the way they are saying it. This is 

described and confirmed in the two soldiers’ conversation: the Jews make sounds that are 

noisy, chaotic, lächerlich—ridiculous. Whereas the outburst constituted by the complex of 

dissonant motifs gradually disappears during the two soldier’s short exchange, some remnants  

(the accented triplet motifs and pizzicato strings) are echoed there, as a reminder of this aural 

eruption.  

Strauss’s musical representation of the five Jews has occupied several critics and 

commentators, who point to how the composer’s portrayal of Jewishness follows an 

established practice in this regard.55 After the premiere in 1905, one commentator wrote: “The 

five Jews argue among themselves over the essence of God. What does Strauss do? He sticks 

to their mauscheln. Not to their subject matter, or to what they say; instead he gives the sound 

of their voice—their cadence and gesture.”56 The particular Jewish way of talking, mauscheln, 

was considered to be characterized by audible breathing, nasal intonation, and guttural 

pronunciation (Steinweis 2006: 37).57 In its accentuations, the hasty tempo, and the thin tone 

of the oboe, this characteristic sound appears already in the Lärm that interrupts the action a 

minute into the opera, but it is expanded and made more present in the fourth scene, when the 

five Jews become characters with lines in the libretto, which becomes, of course, their famous 

quintet. The complex of motifs introduced in the first scene is extended into a cacophony of 
                                                 
SECOND SOLDIER: The Jews. They are always like that. They are disputing about their religion. FIRST 
SOLDIER: Why do they dispute about their religion? SECOND SOLDIER: I cannot tell. They are always doing 
it. The Pharisees, for instance, say that there are angels, and the Sadducees declare that angels do not exist. 
FIRST SOLDIER: I think it is ridiculous to dispute about such things . . . THE NUBIAN: The gods of my 
country are very fond of blood. Twice in the year we sacrifice to them young men and maidens: fifty young men 
and a hundred maidens. But I am afraid that we never give them quite enough, for they are very harsh to us. THE 
CAPPADOCIAN: In my country there are no gods left. The Romans have driven them out. There are some who 
say that they have hidden themselves in the mountains, but I do not believe it. Three nights I have been on the 
mountains seeking them everywhere. I did not find them, and at last I called them by their names, and they did 
not come. I think they are dead. FIRST SOLDIER: The Jews worship a God that one cannot see. THE 
CAPPADOCIAN: I cannot understand that. FIRST SOLDIER: In fact, they only believe in things that one 
cannot see. THE CAPPADOCIAN: That seems to me altogether ridiculous” (Wilde 1996 [1893]: 1,3). 
55 See, for example, Gilman (1988, 1993), Skaggs (2002), Walton (2005), and Seshadri (2006).  
56 “[D]ie fünf Juden streiten sich über das Wesen Gottes. Was tut Strauß? Er hält sich an ihren Mauschelton. 
Nicht den Inhalt dessen, was sie sagen, gibt er, sondern den Klang ihren Stimme, ihre Kadenz, ihre Geste” (Dr. 
Adolf Weissmann, “Dresden und Berlin: Ungesunde und gesunde Musik,” Der Roland von Berlin [December 
1905]: 1891–92, cited in Seshadri (2006: 29). 
57 Mauscheln, as the stereotypical representation of the accent of the Eastern Jew—the Yiddish gibberish 
marking the racial difference of the Ost Jude—can be traced in the history of opera in Gioachino Rossini’s Mosè 
in Egitto (1818) and Richard Wagner’s Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg (1868) and Der Ring des Nibelungen, 
through characters such as Mime, Alberich, and Beckmesser. On representations of Jewishness in Wagner’s 
operas, see Levin (1996) and Weiner (1995). This tradition of representing Jewishness through characteristic 
sounds goes even further back; see, for example, Clark’s study of German Singspiele from the first part of the 
eighteenth century (2009). According to Gilman, this association is related to the myth of the noise from the 
synagogues (2008).  
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seven nagging themes found in the orchestral parts accompanying a comic mix of high and 

low voices: four high tenors and a low bass, reminiscent of comic groups from opera buffa, 

which appear to be shouting more than singing. In addition to the characteristic sonority of the 

oboe, the clarinets, forced to an abnormally high pitch, support these screaming and howling 

voices. Anticipated by these clangorous orchestral sounds and presented in the music via 

metrical irregularity, dissonances and a lack of tonal center or harmonic stability, the quintet 

of the five men contributes its own increasing noise or jarring babble. All in all, this musical 

presentation of the five Jews as a contrasting and disturbing element confirms the then-

established conception of Jews as racialized Others living within European society.58  

The representational practice of opera makes it possible for a group of characters to utter lines 

simultaneously and still make sense. However, as the five Jews’ lengthy debate is compressed 

and presented polyphonically, it soon becomes impossible to distinguish one line from 

another or hear their individual arguments. During their dispute concerning God’s materiality, 

which is in turn built upon logical arguments defending the abandonment of the sensual and 

visual, the musical representation of these learned men goes from separate and well-

articulated lines (reminiscent of Schönberg’s later Sprechgesang) to a puddle of sound 

deprived of semantic meaning—their words, in fact, drown in the presentation of these five 

voices among cacophonous orchestral figures. Evoking the plight of the Jewish people in 

Europe in general, marked by their accent and lacking a “native tongue,” these men are even 

presented in the libretto simply as a group of five nameless figures (“first Jew,” “second Jew,” 

and so on). With the ensuing intersection of vocal and orchestral effects, noisiness becomes 

their most significant characteristic, which is made clear from the outset via the Lärm from 

the banquet hall. It is further affirmed in their quintet music, and especially their “Oh, oh, 

oh!” at the end (written in parentheses in the score, fig. 297/10), which expresses yet another 

established trope in representations of Jewishness from the early modern period by portraying 

Jews as lacking any capacity for melody (Gilman 2008).59 Finally, this noisiness is supported 

by the way they are described and perceived by the characters within the drama as chaotic and 

clamorous—as making more noise, in effect, than sense. 

                                                 
58 On Salome and the “Jewish Question,” see Seshadri (2006). On the historical construction of Jews as oriental 
Others, see Kalmar and Penslar (2005) 
59 This belief was also used to explain why so many Jewish composers contributed to the creation of modern 
(and atonal) music at the turn of the century. In Strauss’s Salome, in fact, the five Jews are given the most avant-
garde and harmonically advanced music in the entire score (Gilman 1988).  
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By drowning its subject matter in the five Jews’ manner of speech, the quintet in the fourth 

scene demonstrates a transition in emphasis from one aspect of voices to another—from their 

function as referential instruments for semantic meaning and signified content to their nature 

as material-physical expressions of sound. These two aspects are indeed embedded in every 

speech act, which is a material expression and a referential instrument at one and the same 

time. Yet in its extreme accentuation of one of these aspects over the other, the example of the 

Jews anticipates this double dimension in another operatic voice with far more gravity here: to 

Salome, the voice of Jochanaan appears as sound waves that she perceives not as noise but as 

rather as music.  

The Prophetic Voice 

The Baptist presents himself as the messenger of a God that he proclaims has descended in 

flesh. During the first scenes of the opera, he goes through a similar incarnation himself, from 

an acousmatic voice to visual carnality and materiality—a transmission I discuss further in 

chapter 5. Yet, in the very beginning, the voice itself appears as a distinct phenomenon. In the 

score, the staff is not marked even “Jochanaan” but “Stimme des Jochanaan,” as if the voice 

itself were given a place on the list of characters.  

This voice is first heard as interrupting the initial warnings about looking at Salome. It sets in 

with a “Nach” on the second beat of the page’s last syllable, before timpani strokes come 

rolling over it. The orchestral weave, which for the first three minutes of the opera has been 

saturated with central leitmotifs, pauses on an extended chord. Following the page’s brisk 3/4-

phrase accelerando, ending in a diminished seventh chord (E minor b5-7) played ff sforzando, 

the music changes to 4/4, played plötzlich viel ruhiger im Zeitmass, molto diminuendo, pp, 

and to a clean C major initiated by a baritone voice singing in his comfortable range:  

Nach mir wird Einer kommen,   der ist stärker als ich.   Ich bin nicht wert, ihm zu 
lösen  den Riemen an seinen Schuhn.  Wenn er kommt,   werden die verödeten  Stätten 
frohlocken.   Wenn er kommt,   werden die Augen der Blinden  den Tag sehn.   Wenn er 
kommt,   die Ohren der Tauben geöffnet.60 

Immersed in pure diatonic harmonies and accompanied by no less than six horns that enter on 

the third bar, the representation of the Baptist’s voice builds on established musical tropes 

representing the divine. One example is the tam-tam strokes that are mostly heard whenever 

                                                 
60 [After me shall come another mightier than I. I am not worthy to so much as unloose the latchet of his shoes. 
When he cometh, the solitary places shall be glad. When he cometh, the eyes of the blind shall see. When he 
cometh, the ears of the deaf shall be opened].  
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Jochanaan talks about God.61 Another is the way the voice, from its very first entrance, 

concentrates around one tonal center (in this case, C) in a manner evocative of religious 

chanting. Of course, what most obviously associates the Baptist’s first statements with 

established representations of deities is his existence as an acousmatic voice, representing a 

disembodied God that speaks with an organ that is not physical.62 

Representing a speaking God who is hidden from sight, the voice of Jochanaan comes close to 

the phenomenon of acousmêtre, as developed by the composer and film sound theorist 

Michael Chion, for whom the term refers to a heard but not seen voice-character that, in film, 

is often a non-human mechanism, such as a robot, computer, or ghost (Chion 1994). The word 

derives from “acousmatic,” a heard and hidden sound, and être, meaning “being.”63 It was 

apparently the name assigned to a Pythagorean sect that listened to and worshipped their 

master’s voice as it emanated from behind a curtain, so that the appearance of the master 

would not distract them from the message conveyed (Chion and Gorbman 1999: 19). Chion 

draws parallels between this and various interdictions against looking in several religious 

traditions, most notably Islam and Judaism, where the master, the God, or the Spirit are 

transformed into acousmatic voices: “The greatest Acousmêtre is God,” Chion declares—a 

voice free from a body and all its ordinary encumbrances and thus surrounded by divine 

authority (1999: 27).64  

Despite the horns and the tam-tams, the voice of God’s last prophet is not presented as a 

particularly loud phenomenon in Strauss’s opera. Although, in performance, it certainly has a 

different sound quality than its musical surroundings, it is in fact rather muffled and 

accompanied by brass instruments playing ppp in a low range, strings with dampers, and 

timpani marked sehr weich [very soft]. The mundane fact that the opera singer who is singing 

Jochanaan’s statements does not appear on stage but underneath it (or perhaps behind it, or in 
                                                 
61 As in these examples (italicized syllables indicate tam-tam strokes): “Nach mir wird Einer kommen” (11/5); 
“Siehe, der Herr ist gekommen, des Menschen Sohn ist nahe” (30/9); “Erwählten des Herrn” (83/10); “Gott” 
(85); “die Stimme des Herrn, meines Gottes” (97/7); and “such ihn!” (131/3). On the tam-tam’s traditional 
association with religious ceremonies, see Puffett (1989: 66). On Strauss’s musical representations of divinity, 
see Del Mar (1962: 260). 
62 In this way, the musical presentation of Jochanaan becomes part of the tradition in the standard opera 
repertory that Abbate points to, employing disembodied singing to convey authority and/or divinity (2001: xv). 
The best-known example is perhaps the voice from heaven, the voce dal ciel, found in the role list of Verdi’s 
Don Carlos (1867). Other examples are the Waldfogel in Wagner’s Siegfried (1876); the voice of Titurel in 
Wagner’s Parsifal (1882); the shepherd in Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande (1902); the falcon in Strauss’s Die 
Frau ohne Shatten (1919); and God’s voice from the burning bush in Schönberg’s unfinished Moses und Aron.  
63 The term was introduced to opera studies in Abbate’s book In Search of Opera (2001). 
64 On the idea of the physical body placed in opposition to the divine, see Eilberg-Schwartz’s interesting 
discussions of how priests of early Judaism understood humans to be made in the image of a disembodied and 
sexless God, while embodiment and sexuality were traits that humans shared with animals (1994, 1997). 
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the orchestra pit) also contributes to making the voice appear distant and mute. One result of 

this relatively subdued presentation of the voice is that its physical sound in performance 

gives ground to its reception on stage. Instead of focusing on what acoustically appears, the 

opera audience is encouraged to focus upon how the event is perceived in the stage-world.65 

This emphasis is crucial, because, in addition to its musical framing, Jochanaan’s voice is to a 

great extent presented and mediated in the opera text by Salome’s descriptions. It is her 

experience, then, that becomes the main theme of these scenes, dramatically and musically. 

When hearing the voice from the cistern, Salome does as Strauss did in his portrayal of the 

Jews: she focuses not on what this voice says but rather on its way of saying it: “Welch 

seltsame Stimme! Ich möchte mit ihm sprechen” [What a strange voice! I would speak with 

him].  

The princess is not the only character perceiving the Baptist’s voice primarily as sound rather 

than sense. Albeit in very different ways, the acoustical qualities of Jochanaan’s statements 

have direct effects on both the mother and the daughter. Herodias detests the sound (“der 

Klang”) that she hears: “Ich kann den Klang seiner Stimme nicht ertragen” [I cannot suffer 

the sound of his voice]. This voice gives her headaches and drives her crazy: “Die Stimme 

dieses Menschen macht mich wahnsinnig” [The voice of that man maddens me]. Other 

characters likewise observe that this voice does not seem to operates as a bearer of 

meaningful, linguistic content: “Er sagt immer lächerliche Dinge” [He is always saying 

ridiculous things], states the second soldier, “Unmöglich ist’s, zu verstehen, was er sagt” [It is 

impossible to understand what he says]. Underneath the second soldier’s line, a motif 

associated with Jochanaan appears espressivo in celli and contrabasses, as if to remind us of 

the sound qualities of this orator whose words the soldier cannot understand (fig. 18/2-4). 

This event announces Salome’s later experiences with and descriptions of the voice, where 

she subordinates its function as a medium for some verbal message to its physical and 

aesthetic effects as sound alone. To her, in fact, this voice represents the sound of music: 

“Deine Stimme ist wie Musik in meinem Ohren” [Thy voice is as music to mine ear].  

Salome’s descriptions might be said to evoke the desired experience of the typical opera 

audience member, hoping to encounter the voice in all its penetrating presence. Because of the 

radical status of voices in opera, concepts from film studies such as acousmêtre will never be 

fully compatible: contrary to film, opera revolves around the singing voice as a unique 
                                                 
65 The notion of the “stage-world” is taken from Abbate’s discussion in Unsung Voices and refers to the world 
constituted by the characters who are embodied on the stage (1991). 
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medium for expression and experiences. Hence, the value of what is seen and what is heard is 

appraised rather differently in the two media. Whereas a film is seldom enjoyed with the eyes 

closed, the dominance of opera’s sheer aurality has made the act of listening to it without 

seeing the staged action quite common. However, while Salome’s descriptions recall the 

larger fetishization of operatic voices, the voice of Jochanaan, as it presented to the audience 

of Strauss’s opera—muffled, distant, and chanting, but without enchanting melodies—will 

most likely not satisfy these yearnings. Yet her powerful, physical experience of an audible 

presence certainly gives the audience a taste of a key aspect of this performing art form.  

Entering the Listener 

“Voice” can refer to processes of representation, to constitutions of subjectivities, or to 

discourses. In discourses on opera, however, the notion of voice will always also refer to a 

concrete and sounding phenomenon. This can be recalled and expected, of course, but as a 

physical event—as a vibration produced between the vocal chords—it has to be present as 

well. The experience of the voice in this case is a highly corporeal phenomenon—listening is 

generated from vibrations of the eardrum. Moreover, despite the distance between the 

producer and the receiver, the voice as “an extension of the body into space” might even 

result in an intimate encounter between two bodies (Pavis 1998: 435).66  

The potentially powerful effects of voices, and of listening to voices, have received a 

considerable amount of scholarly attention over the last decades. In particular, Michel 

Poizat’s book The Angel’s Cry: Beyond the Pleasure Principle in Opera (1992 [1986]) 

pioneered an approach to operatic listening that was deeply colored by Lacanian 

psychoanalysis. According to Poizat, the essence of opera is to be found in those rare 

moments when the listener perceives what Poizat describes as a pure voice. This voice 

becomes an object of jouissance that is at once dependent upon and related to the desire for 

the lost supra-linguistic cry.67 Encountering this voice is described as an extremely physical, 

nearly orgasmic experience during which the voice appears to the listener as isolated from 

other contexts and standing outside all visual, textual, and musical signification. In fact, 

Poizat describes this “vocal object” as indicative of a collapse of the visual into the aural 

domain that is “constitutive of opera”: “For it is the radical autonomization of the voice, its 

                                                 
66 See also Risi’s description of sensuous experiences of voices (2012). I am indebted to Risi for the references 
to Pavis and Barthes (on the next pages) and grateful that he shared his preliminary draft of his essay with me.  
67 According to the translator’s notes in Poizat’s book, jouissance cannot be properly translated into English. 
Words such as “ecstasy,” “bliss,” or “pleasure” simply lack the orgasmic and transgressive aspects of this term 
(Poizat 1992: xiii).  
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veritable transformation into a detached object that lays claim to the listener’s entire 

receptivity, that has made possible the very apparatus that is opera” (Poizat 1992: 33-34). This 

leads him to claim that the goal of opera is to create these autonomous voice objects that are 

detached not only from the visual domain but also from the bodies that are producing them: 

“For it is insofar as the voice is indeed an object, an autonomous object detached from the 

body that produces it, that it can become the object of the fan’s jouissance” (Poizat 1992: 35). 

In these very desirable moments, the body of the singer (and, consequentially, of the 

character) will disappear into an unsullied, disembodied, sexless, and almost inhuman voice 

approaching the voice of an angel, of birds, of children, of the castrato. According to Poizat, 

these are not voices without materiality—instead, they are perceived as sheer vocal 

materiality: as sound waves with strong physical effects on their listeners. Yet they are free 

from the particular, producing body, and especially from the sight of it. In this way, Poizat 

emphasizes the potential of perceiving voices as objects that are invisible, detached, and 

disembodied but, as they enter the listener physically, nevertheless experienced as powerfully 

intimate.  

One does not have to endorse Poizat’s psychoanalytic explanation to accept the sheer 

possibility of this potential. Entering the body through the ear, which is an opening that is 

hard to close, and thus to control, aural experiences can be permeating and even violent. In 

another book that contributed to an emphasis on opera as the art of experiencing voices, The 

Queen’s Throat: Opera, Homosexuality and the Mystery of Desire (1993), Wayne 

Koestenbaum poetically describes moments of intense and corporeal encounters, based on his 

own personal experience with opera as a devoted fan: 

A singer doesn’t expose her own throat, she exposes the listener’s interior. Her voice 
enters me, makes me a “me,” an interior, by virtue of the fact that I have been 
entered. The singer, through osmosis, passes through the self’s porous membrane, and 
discredits the fiction that bodies are separate, boundaried packages. (Koestenbaum 
1993: 43) 

Yet, the potentially powerful experience of voices eliding the borders of the body was 

recognized and celebrated long before it became the hot topic in interdisciplinary opera 

studies of the 1990s. For instance, in his structural analysis of Balzac’s short story 

“Sarrastine” (1830), which delves into the differences between seeing and hearing a singing 

body, Roland Barthes attributes the direct physical (and sexual) effects of the voice to music’s 

transcendent capacities in relation to sight: “The voice is a diffusion, an insinuation, it passes 

over the entire surface of the body, the skin . . . It possesses a special hallucinatory power. 
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Music, therefore, has an effect utterly different from sight; it can cause orgasm” (1974 [1970]: 

110). A similar description appears in Wilde’s drama, which dwells less on the voice as such 

than on its effects. It is the listener and her “entered” interior that is dramatically laid bare 

when Wilde has Salome express how the voice of the Baptist penetrates her and takes her 

virginity. Like Barthes’s description, Salome refers to this voice’s hallucinatory power, and to 

the way it intoxicates her: “Ta voix m’enivre,” which, in Lord Alfred Douglas’s translation, 

becomes “Thy voice is as music to mine ear” (Wilde 1996 [1893]: 10).68 To her, this voice 

appears to be something at once erotic, intoxicating, and divine—an extremely intimate and 

sexually arousing drug.  

As it is a young girl’s strong experience with a material yet “invisible” voice that initiates the 

drama of Salome, Poizat’s psychoanalytic perspective seems to fit perfectly with the narrative 

elicited by this opera. Moreover, the princess’s description of how this voice enters her 

reflects the potential effects of the genre in which this story is presented (as described by 

Koestenbaum, Barthes, and others). If we follow these inclinations in the libretto a step 

further, however, we see that this opera can also call into question those perspectives on 

operatic voices as autonomous objects. When Salome, in her final monologue, remembers the 

way in which she first heard the voice of Jochanaan, she does so by referring to the act of 

smelling and describes his voice as a censer (“Deine Stimme war ein Weihrauchgefäß”). At 

this point, in fact, it is instead the memory of the way he visually appeared to her that evokes 

a strange and mysterious music (“wenn ich ansah, hörte ich geheimnisvolle Musik”). And in 

the beginning as well, when Salome first encounters the acousmatic voice, it is not something 

that makes her close her eyes but something that makes her want to see the body from which 

it emanates. Hence, to her, the acousmatic voice does not result in an acousmatic listening 

experience, in which sounds are reduced to the field of hearing alone. Instead, the young 

princess’s powerful encounter with this voice sparks a desire to engage more of her sensorial 

apparatus, which suggests a more nuanced understanding of the experience of voices in 

opera—or, at least, opera perceived with the eyes open. When Salome insists on seeing the 

source of the sound and then connects it to a particular body, she acknowledges the role of 

visuality whenever music is performed; these hearings are seldom mono-sensuous 

experiences that happen, for example, in complete darkness. Contrary to Poizat’s favored 

                                                 
68 This is one of the places where the English version of Wilde’s Salomé differs considerably from the original 
French version. Douglas’s English translation has been highly criticized, of course, including by Wilde himself 
(Donohue 1997: 122). 
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moments with a voice, Salome refuses to let her aural experience be isolated from the realm 

of sight (or from other sensuous realms, such as taste and smell).  

The multisensorial approach that both the Salome figure and the opera form advocate 

demands a reconsideration of the difference between opera and film stated above. While the 

acousmatic voice of the Baptist initially seems to support a hierarchical relation between 

opera’s audible and visual domains, favoring the invisible and emphasizing the governing 

position of its voices, a closer examination of this voice in its musical-dramatic context 

reveals that this is not the case. Despite the Baptist’s hidden position in the cistern, his voice 

will never be independent of sight, and in fact the phenomenon of the off-stage voice depends 

on an audience that not only listens but also watches the scenic action. Just as Chion’s 

description of the acousmêtre depends on the context of its audiovisual embodiment to appear 

as disembodied, audiovisual sensation is also requisite to the viability of a separation between 

off-stage and on-stage in opera. The very existence of this off-stage position thus relies on 

opera as a visual expression. What at first seems to embody the profound differences between 

opera and film instead points to the character of both art forms as multimedia, as each utilizes 

the coexistence of sound and image to the benefit of the drama. 

While the voice of Jochanaan—like the acousmêtre in film—is presented as authoritative 

through the absence of a visual body, in the context of Salome and framed by the princess’s 

commentaries and reactions, it is not a voice object unmarked by physicality or particularity, 

nor does it comprise a prophetic expression of message alone. As I will return to in chapter 5, 

when Salome puts the emphasis on what visually appears before her eyes, Wilde’s text 

contributes to framing the particularities of the Baptist embodied. Consequently, the voice of 

Jochanaan as it appears in the context of Strauss’s opera will never appear simply as 

something disembodied. Moreover, Salome’s fascination with the voice as a concrete, bodily 

and synaesthetically integrated phenomenon points to a shortcoming in Poizat’s (and others’) 

perspective on singing voices: isolating them as the only means of producing the desired 

(intimate) encounter, this perspective implies a hierarchy that is obviously reductive in 

relation to the experience of opera as an audiovisual event.69  

                                                 
69 It should be mentioned that Poizat, unlike several other opera scholars, does not treat opera as an invisible 
form but actually includes discussions of particular opera productions in his book. Yet by claiming those 
moments when embodiment and visibility fall away to represent the ideal operatic experience, he nonetheless 
advocates for an ultimately misguided hierarchy between what is seen and heard there. 
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Salome insists on connecting hearing and seeing, yet she also refuses to separate her 

imaginings from the material world with which she is surrounded. Thus the visual and aural 

domains, the imaginary and material worlds—but also the musical and poetic descriptions of 

the opera text—all come together in what I have chosen to call “melodiousness”—an all-

encompassing musical structure that connects the inner and outer worlds of the opera via the 

art of listening.  

Melodiousness 
With its focus on presence, physicality, and intimacy, the opera text of Salome points toward 

its imminent realization as performance and thus to its existence as a potential for fulfillment 

via particular stagings, which are both produced through and perceived by individual bodies. 

An opera text also contains what occurs between libretto and score—the relation between 

music and text that has traditionally been the primary concern of opera studies and that has 

led Salome interpreters to identify several intriguing structural correspondences between the 

text, the narrative, and the music. One is the opposition between the chromatic steps with 

which Salome is associated and the clear diatonic language following Jochanaan. Another is 

the relationship between Salome’s tonal concentration in C-sharp and the Baptist and Herod’s 

home base in C, which is strongly emphasized at the very end of the opera, when her 

stepfather’s death sentence upon her in C minor both replaces and overwhelms the princess’s 

triumphant statements in C-sharp major. Analysis of these relations promptly leads us to the 

binary universe I mentioned in chapter 1, with the tonal, diatonic, clear, and decisive (or 

static) man positioned opposite the chromatic, elusive, slippery, and disturbing (or 

progressive) female.70 There I argued against such categorical interpretations, and here I will 

reiterate that, thought they are undeniably present in the opera text, these proclaimed 

dichotomies are not particularly decisive in terms of how the characters or their relationships 

are perceived by the audience. Salome’s death is not primarily signaled by her surrender to 

the key of C but by the disappearance of her glorious melodies and their shimmering 

orchestral accompaniment of harps, celesta, and molto espressivo strings.71 When this text is 

                                                 
70 From this perspective, Salome emerges as an archetype of late-nineteenth-century opera, with Wagner’s 
Parsifal as its obvious precursor. See the discussions in Tambling (1996), Tomlinson (1999), and Žižek (2004), 
as well as footnote 37 in chapter 1 (p. 28).  
71 This is not to say that the audience is likely to miss the tension between C and C-sharp—it feels, in fact, as 
though one were literally lifted up when Salome glides in on her paeans in a shimmering C-sharp major: “Ich 
will dein Mund küssen, Jochanaan,” or “Dein Leib ist weiß.” Likewise, descending half-tone steps are often 
experienced as a regression, as when Herod’s statement “Man tötet dieses Weib!” drops us into C minor. 
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presented in performance, then, it is the dynamic tension between melodious and non-

melodious forms of expressions that represents the more relevant musical machination. This 

tension, as well, is not limited to certain characters but informs quite supple forms of 

expression that color realities and imaginations on both sides of the stage.  

“Operatic characters do indeed sing all the time, but what they sing are not always songs,” 

Ellen Rosand comments in her discussion of Monteverdi’s operas (1992: 80). Despite the 

passing of some three hundred years, Strauss’s Salome bears out this fundamental truth as 

well; some characters usually talk-sing (or what is more technically known as Sprechgesang) 

while others definitely sing-sing.72 The distinction is evident from the very beginning of the 

opera, where the humdrum conversation between the two soldiers is interrupted by the 

spellbound Narraboth’s outburst of adoration for the woman on his mind. While the soldiers’ 

voices, annotated in the score as trocken [dry], are followed by a simple orchestral pizzicato, 

Narraboth’s voice, labeled warm, appears before a soft espressivo background set up by 

tremolo strings, harmonium, harp, celesta, flutes, and clarinets. Unlike the soldiers, with their 

erratic notes and vague tonal foundation, Narraboth sustains his phrases and is always in tune. 

His notes are both extended and punctuated so as to smooth the melody of his sentence. The 

orchestra supports him by underlining key words—an effect that makes lines like “Sie ist wie 

der Schatten einer weißen Rose in einem silbernen Spiegel” recall a classical lied, thanks to 

its emphases on the words “Schatten,” “Rose,” and “Spiegel.” This introductory tension 

between hasty babble and mellifluous, lengthy, and enchanting melodies runs throughout the 

opera.  

Meanings of Melodiousness 

Melodiousness might seem woefully vague, and Kramer points out in relation to the similar 

notion of “songfulness” that such notions defy pat definition. Yet, he continues, the effects are 

easy to recognize:  

Songfulness is one of those aesthetic qualities that seem to invite immediate 
recognition even while they elude definition; its indefinability is part of its character. 
The one who hears it may not be able to account for it, or to say for sure whether it is 
more an attribute of the music (which seems to be made for the voice) or of the 
performance (which saturates the music with voice), or even of the ear who hears it, 
but the quality nonetheless seems utterly unmistakable. (Kramer 1999: 305-6) 

                                                 
72 The latter should not to be confused with the Abbate’s notion of “phenomenal performance,” however, which 
implies a more outspoken performance in the performance, or “a musical or vocal performance that declares 
itself openly” (1991: 5). 
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My understanding of melodiousness is close to Kramer’s songfulness—that is, a quality in the 

music constituted by melodic spans somehow incorporated into the listener’s body in such a 

way that they might re-sound in his or her memory on the way home from the opera house. 

Still, I prefer melodiousness because it does not primarily connote song but instead a quality 

that either voices or instrument might produce. Melodiousness functions as a genuinely 

relational element that moves between singing voices and instruments while also supporting 

the bonds between what happens on stage and what is played out in the orchestra. Hence, it is 

a phenomenon that essentially opposes dominating structures, such as the primacy of the 

singing voice. Moreover, as a perceived quality in the music and therefore a phenomenon that 

is incomplete without a listener, the concept of melodiousness also includes the audience in 

the interrelations that comprise opera. 

A simple means of tracing melodiousness in Salome might be to try to memorize its 

beginning and thereby experience the impact of the melodious parts—think of Narraboth’s 

opening phrase, “Wie schön ist die Prinzessin Salome Heute Nacht”—over the non-melodious 

parts, such as the subsequent conversation between the two soldiers. Like the five Jews, the 

two soldiers are here presented as “talkers” whose lines are characterized by chromatic, rapid, 

off-scale notes, often in a low tessitura. In contrast to the generous melodies of Salome or 

Narraboth, this talk-singing comes across as inelegant, unappealing, and clumsy—the 

antithesis of the audience’s expectations regarding the well-trained and exceptional operatic 

voice. Whether or not a singer is given melodious music therefore influences the perception 

of the character she or he portrays. That said, the characters in Salome cannot be categorically 

defined as “singer” or “non-singer.” Melodiousness seems rather to function as a mode, one 

related to any given character’s experiences, feelings, and imaginings at any given time. 

Neither Salome nor Narraboth are melodious from the beginning to the end, for example. 

Around rehearsal figure 53 the princess becomes “talky”—she sings sehr hastig [very hastily] 

and seems to have lost the melodic spans that had been following her: “Und Morgen, wenn 

ich in einer Sänfte an dem Torweg, wo die Götzenbilder stehn, vorbei komme” [Tomorrow, 

when I pass in my litter beneath the gateway of the idol-sellers]. Comprised of many notes 

delivered in a very short period of time, this stuttering phrase has been the final stroke in 

critiques of Strauss’s vocal writing. According to Del Mar, this line confirms the proposition 

that Strauss had occasional problems setting Wilde’s text to music: 
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For, strangely enough, Strauss seemed ill at ease in the voice parts, the last thing one 
would expect in the setting of such suggestive phrases, especially when he has 
already caught their mood and meaning so precisely in the orchestra. But, as Salome 
gabbles Wilde’s text (“Sehr hastig,” so Strauss directs), the words still seem too 
verbose, even after considerable pruning, to fit the carefully constructed symphonic 
structure. (Del Mar 1962: 253) 

Because Del Mar finds such vocal lines to be so forced and “unnatural,” he decides that, 

rather than an opera, Salome might best be regarded as a symphonic poem (a genre of which 

Strauss was an acknowledged master). In it, he continues, the orchestra functions as the 

narrator, not the voices and words.  

Yet what if these verbose, non-melodic parts are not “unnatural” missteps or flat out 

compositional failures but rather a distinct expressive mode intended to better support the 

drama and especially its characters’ different ways of seeing and experiencing? Let us return 

to Narraboth, for example. His first statement after the princess’s entrance on stage, “Beliebt 

es Euch, das ich Eure Sänfte holen lasse, Prinzessin? Die Nacht ist schön im Garten” [Is it 

your pleasure that I bid them bring your litter, Princess? The night is fair in the garden] (fig. 

34/2), lacks the melodiousness he demonstrated at the very beginning of the opera. It is as if 

the appearance of Salome in person dispels the Salome of his dreams who gave rise to his 

melodious outbursts in the first place.  

Narraboth’s alternation between two modes of singing exemplifies the opera’s 

aforementioned general tendency to use melodiousness in the service of the dramatic action 

rather than a given character or characters. And, in fact, it anticipates the strategy behind this 

application, for we soon see that all of the characters tend to become melodious when talking, 

describing, or dreaming about something not seen but only imagined (even though these 

imaginings are entangled with physical experiences). For example, Herod becomes melodious 

when he tries to flatter, flirt with, or otherwise persuade Salome in the context of his visions 

of the two of them happily together. Interestingly, given his doomed attraction, he generally 

begins new melodies that are never completed (such as “Salome, komm, trink Wein mit mir,” 

fig. 172/3). Salome’s melodic eloquence soars as she rhapsodizes about her dream to kiss 

Jochanaan’s mouth, while the Baptist’s longest spans emerge when he imagines and describes 

his God. Herodias, on the other hand—whom Wilde portrayed as the realist in Herod’s castle, 

and who consistently rejects anything she cannot see—is musically portrayed as utterly 
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lacking a capacity for melodiousness.73 The same goes for the five Jews, who actually do 

believe in things they cannot see but whose discussion in the fourth scene demonstrates a 

refusal to expand their imaginative capacity or admit corporeal or sensual experiences into 

their various mental images or epiphanies.  

Melodiousness as a mode rather than a fixed attribute is also very apparent in the context of 

the page. When he joins Narraboth in describing the moon’s various appearances, he is given 

a long and melodious phrase that, in performance, highlights the distinctiveness of the 

contralto voice (Strauss requested a trouser role to perform the page of Herodias). Yet when 

the page desperately tries to stop Narraboth from dreaming of Salome, the musical 

representation changes abruptly; s/he sings restlessly (unruhig) in a fast chatter that contrasts 

markedly with Narraboth’s extended phrases. Likewise, even the babbling soldiers become 

melodious when they imagine what Jochanaan is like (“Er ist ein heil’ger Mann,” fig. 14/7), 

then return to their talky mode when stating dry facts or rejecting his sacred status (“Er sagt 

immer lächerliche Dinge,” fig. 15). As we saw earlier with Salome, it is the imagining of 

Jochanaan that evokes melody.  

The Baptist also describes phenomena outside the scope of the physical eye, such as his 

invisible God, who promptly evokes the thick sound of the huge romantic orchestra, replete 

with harp runs marked sehr klangvoll [very sonorous]. One such place is when Jochanaan 

imagines Jesus: “Er ist in einem Nachen auf dem See von Galiläa und redet zu seinen 

Jüngern” [He is in a boat on the sea of Galilee and talks with His disciples] (fig. 131/5-133).74 

Clarinets, violas, and cellos—which, according to the composer, should be playing singend 

[singing] and weich [soft]—follow this prophetic voice, which is at this point itself marked 

mit größer Warme [with more warmth/passion] and is accompanied by a sehr ausdrucksvoll 

[very expressive] solo violin as an obbligato. These melodious expressions are definitely 

absent when Jochanaan does not speak of “him who will come” but rather curses Salome, 

Herodias, or Herod’s court, as in his mumbling “Tochter Sodoms” [daughter of Sodom] line, 

which is prescribed to be performed leise, in tonlosem Schauder [quietly, in soundless horror] 

(fig. 122/6).  

                                                 
73 This correlates with Thomas’s description of Herodias in Wilde’s drama as an antipodal or contrapuntal figure 
who is presented via a different means of expression, like an ambassador from a realist drama (2000).  
74 Strauss’s critics can be derogatory about these moments, finding the Baptist to appear as “a soap-box orator, as 
over-wrought Mendelssohn” (Paul Brekker quoted in Gilliam 2010b: 277). 
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Descriptions in the score such as sehr singend, espressivo, weich, sehr ausdrucksvoll, and 

klangvoll bear witness to how melodiousness is also reflected in the orchestral parts. In 

Salome, instruments both double and foreground the singing voices by underlining words, 

tropes, or melodic figures; they are also, in several places, given solo lines that highlight the 

resonance of the instrument in question, such as the solo violin playing grazioso [graciously] 

in a duet with Salome’s voice and then ending with its little characteristic glissando (fig. 

79/3). This is the exact moment when Salome imagines the Baptist’s body, how it must be 

“kühl wie Elfenbein” [cold as ivory], which indicates that while melodiousness remains 

consistently related to dreams, delusions, or non-physical kinds of visions, it is not detached 

from physical bodies, sensuous experiences, or erotic desires. 

As Del Mar emphasized in his critique, even Salome, the main dreamer of the story—and, as 

a direct consequence, the diva of the performance—appears at times bereft of her glorious 

melodies. When surrendering her delusions, such as her hopes for the beauty of Jochanaan’s 

body, or when describing actual facts, such as her responses to Herod’s pleas, she too 

becomes “talky.” This Sprechgesang appears when she questions the silence from the cistern: 

“Warum schreit er nicht, der Mann?” [Why does he not cry out, this man?] (fig. 305/3). 

Commenting on this line in his single paragraph on Salome, Poizat suggests: “As if, in the 

presence of this man’s noncry, she herself became speech” (1992: 155). In keeping with my 

theory of melodiousness, the reason why she is “speaking” at this point, of course, is because 

her fantasies are about to be visually revealed and become reality.  

This particular shift of mode to talk-singing must also be seen in the context of an earlier 

operatic structure—that is, the recitative leading up to Salome’s final monologue.75 

Recitatives traditionally describe actions and events, while reflections and dreams are 

reserved for the melodious aria. Their function, then, is to at once contrast and underline the 

particular atmosphere of the aria, musically and dramatically. Salome’s speech atop the 

cistern has such a function, containing, as it does, more mundane statements in relation to her 

monologue, where her dreams, desires, and imaginings soar via an overwhelming excess of 

melody. These qualities of Salome’s (through-composed) monologue are recognized in Del 

Mar’s critique as a pleasant contrast to the opera’s non-melodic and—according to him—un-

operatic gabble: “The whole long session sounds as if it was conceived in a single outpouring 

of inspired melodic thinking, and in contrast with so much of what has gone before, it is all 
                                                 
75 Adorno, for instance, in his previously mentioned article on Strauss, describes Salome’s monologue as her 
“final aria” (1965: 23). 
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gloriously singable” (1962: 276, my italics).76 Among the interrelations comprising the opera 

that is performed and perceived as music drama, Salome’s monologue is not just a triumph of 

melody but a triumph of the imagination; it further implies both the triumph of the character 

in the opera text and of the singer in the given performance. However, even in this long and 

klangvoll soliloquy, a chromatic, almost breathless “talk” comes about when Salome suddenly 

sees Jochanaan’s head for what it actually is—a bleeding body part to be given to the dogs 

(fig. 330/4). When she goes on to imagine his (now absent) body again, the alluring and 

elegant Viennese waltz from her dance reappears with a melody in a shimmering C-sharp 

major that tries to drive out the visual grotesqueness of what we see on stage with the aural 

beauty that has tracked this mysterious love.  

A Rhetoric of Desire 

Through the fertile imagination of a young girl, the body of a man who has spent years 

wandering in the desert and now lives in a rotten cistern—a man wearing untreated camel 

skin whose breath reeks of old locusts—might become a column of ivory set upon feet of 

silver.77 The rhetoric of this opera, consisting of Wilde’s poetic descriptions followed by 

Strauss’s glorious melodies, contains a similar transformative potential; here an adolescent 

kissing a bleeding head can turn into a compelling Liebestod. Just as Herod’s efforts to plead 

with Salome were followed by upbeats to songs that never came, this opera text openly 

attempts to persuade its audiences to invest themselves in the inducements of this admittedly 

strange story. When Salome reaches the peak of melodiousness in her monologue, these 

alluring melodies deliberately lead the audience into her world and her imaginings, making it 

easier to believe in them and partake of them. This is why the end of this opera, despite its 

morbid reality and grotesque physicality, constitutes a triumph of sorts that the spoken theater 

cannot reproduce.  

When the imaginings of the characters are presented through opera’s most powerful 

channel—intriguing melodies foregrounding the brilliance of a singer—we are met with a 

specific form of rhetoric. To borrow an expression from Mary Hunter’s study of opera buffa 

in the eighteenth century, we might think of this as a “rhetoric of pleasure” (1998b). Within 

the encompassing logic of this particular opera, melodiousness appears as eloquence—that is, 

it acts as an effective combination of expressiveness and persuasiveness. It serves as Salome’s 
                                                 
76 Poizat also comments on the contrast between Salome’s speech and her following melodious monologue. 
Setting up a continuum ranging from everyday speech to the scream/cry, he observes that Salome goes from 
“speech to the very highest vocal limit. Only the pure cry is shunned” (Poizat 1992: 155).  
77 “Dein Leib war eine Elfenbeinsäule auf silbernen Füßen”, Salome sings in the monologue. 
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pathos, lending her the power to sway the audience’s judgment—or at least to spellbind them 

enough to accept what goes on with her.78 With Wilde’s poetic language and Strauss’s 

melodies as the conveyances of the princess’s quite unusual “arguments,” we find ourselves 

accepting what we (with Herod) otherwise would find utterly reprehensible. Moreover, since 

several of Wilde’s more vivid descriptions were removed in the libretto, it is primarily 

through Salome’s beautiful melodies that the audience can really understand (and feel) the 

strong effect of the prophet’s words.  

Moral goodness thus gives ground to aural beauty, which in turn becomes truth in the music-

dramatic world established by Salome. Structures in the opera text already anticipate operatic 

idiosyncrasies, such as the potential effects of the music and the singing voices, with the 

result that the seduction, attraction, and devotion played out among the characters are directly, 

even physically, connected to the enchantment of the opera audience. Because Salome’s 

melodies are what the audience desires, her singing in these situation activates not only a 

rhetoric of pleasure but also a rhetoric of desire, one deriving from the dream of the ultimate 

operatic experience that Poizat and Koestenbaum so vividly describe: the transgressive 

encounter with a physical voice. This is a dream that Salome’s own experiences reflect and 

that Strauss’s melodious rhetoric potentially can realize. Yet, as the operating structure of 

melodiousness in Salome reveals, this realization arises not in the isolated experience of an 

autonomous object but among the workings of libretto and score, opera text and performance 

text, stage-world and audience, and, most of all, what all of us actually perceive—aurally and 

visually—and what we dream about and imagine.79  

Consequently, the strong rhetoric, and its transformative potential, that the music-dramatic 

structure of Salome contains, which colors the ways we see, hear, and perceive this story, 

inevitably involves the contributions of both presenters and receivers. Yet who/what these 

figures and components actually are can be hard to define. Wilde’s text, which converts 

desire, corporality, and synaesthesia into its dominant principles, is certainly a presenter, as is 

the phenomenal dimension that Strauss’s music brings to these principles, which in turn 

allows the opera audience to partake in this sensuous experience. Moreover, the effect of this 

rhetoric depends on the given singer’s body, specifically as it is perceived and experienced by 
                                                 
78 By the same token, it is partly because he is deprived of this operatic eloquence that the character Jochanaan 
appears to be a prophet who is failing to convey his message (see chapter 5). 
79 This structure also constitutes a frame for the given performance that might contain friction between 
imaginings and reality, or the “body expected” and the “body actually appearing.” The melodic bodies of the 
imagination, that is, might be more appealing than the physical bodies of a production. I will discuss this friction 
further in chapter 5 and 6. 
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the individual listener. Salome’s emphasis on sensuous and synaesthetic experiences thus 

points to the opera text’s general dependence on particular bodies performing and 

experiencing to communicate and be effective.  

Conclusion: Salome, Sense, and Sensibility  
The previous chapter presented Salome as a drama of looking, but it is also a drama of voices, 

and of hearing voices—the extra dimension that in turn contributes enormously to the 

presentation of this narrative when the drama, through Strauss’s endeavors, turned into the 

opera. In this chapter, I have concentrated on voices as representations in the opera text to 

emphasize the ways in which this textual basis anticipates what it can never provide for itself: 

the physical production and experience of opera—its realization as an audiovisual and 

material phenomenon. In Salome’s plot, libretto, and musical structures, the materiality of 

expression is consistently foregrounded—that is, particular ways of saying, singing, or 

performing as well as hearing, experiencing, and imagining. This is why Salome will not stay 

put as a text; when it is read or studied, it is found to be striving towards embodiment, or, in 

Strauss’s words, to be an “affirmation of the body.” When it is performed, this elevation of 

physical expression (which is now linked to the imaginings of the characters and the audience 

alike) constitutes a rhetoric aimed at persuading us, as audience members, to accept the truths 

of this world we willingly enter and even hope to share Salome’s experience as mediated 

through Wilde’s descriptions, Strauss’s melodies, and the presence of the individual singer’s 

voice. Whether read, studied, performed, or experienced, Salome challenges divisions 

between text and performance, between the ways something is said and what is said, and 

between what is physically perceived and what is imagined.  

Salome is a story of the triumph of the senses, one where sensibility is what makes sense. Yet 

the act of sensing and the process of making sense are not opposed but rather positioned 

within a dependent relation that the art of opera in fact inherently assumes—an ongoing 

oscillation that recalls the dynamic Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht describes between what he calls 

“presence” and “meaning” (2004). To explain the notion of presence with which he operates, 

Gumbrecht points to aesthetic experiences and “moments of intensity” in such disparate 

contexts as listening to a Mozart aria’s mounting polyphonic complexity, seeing the body of a 

beautiful young woman, or exulting when a favorite quarterback raises his arms in triumph 

after the perfect touchdown pass: “There is nothing edifying in such moments, no message, 
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nothing that we could really learn from them—and this is why I like to refer to them as 

‘moments of intensity’” (Gumbrecht 2004: 98). Yet we desire these moments, he continues, 

because they offer the experience “of being lost in focused intensity” (Gumbrecht 2004: 104). 

They appear to be both important and precious because they “prevent us from completely 

losing a feeling or a remembrance of the physical dimension in our lives” (2004: 116). This 

embodied feeling of intensity, then, does not conflict with the production of meaning; instead, 

Gumbrecht argues that presence effects and meaning effects are equally dependent: “Presence 

and meaning always appear together” (2004: 105).80 

I have detoured to the thinking of Gumbrecht because I find Salome to demonstrate a similar 

sort of oscillation. The presence effect that is produced from the princess’s experience with 

the voice is at the same time a meaning effect; likewise, the desired moments of physical 

intensity that the opera audience momentarily encounters are perceived as meaningful in and 

of themselves. Higher value and meaning derive not from beyond but rather from within 

material presences, and the opera does not allow us to distinguish between the role of words 

as vessels for meaning and their roles as material sounds. Moreover, if this is an opera that 

comes across as “sensuously pleasant” or “culinary,” and music that is “practical, available 

here and now for consumption,” as Adorno described it, this collective effect serves the drama 

well. To position the audience of this opera as “consumers” actually suggests a deeper 

understanding of it through shared physical experiences with a purpose. These experiences, in 

fact, are precisely what lets the audience partake in a kind of active participation that provides 

a sensibility for making sense of the sensuously pleasant.  

As was suggested by the productions of Egoyan and Herheim in the previous chapter, the 

examples of the five Jews, Jochanaan’s voice, and the structure of melodiousness all point to 

the reception and experience of the listener and engage his or her expectations, imagination, 

and co-creation in the process of producing meaning—or presence—just like the princess 

herself when she hears the voice of the Baptist. This audience contribution supports the shift 

from what is said to the ways it is said—or, more precisely, the ways it is perceived in the 

context that it appears, which, in opera, is inevitably an audiovisual context. By presenting the 

act of listening as more significant than the vocal object as an isolated phenomenon, Salome 

might thus be better described as an opera about the experience of voices than about voices as 

                                                 
80 And, as Gumbrecht claims in a later article, this oscillation is more apparent in opera than in other art forms 
(2005). 
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such—experiences that depend in turn upon the listeners’ contribution via the art of hearing 

and perceiving as well as their desire to see the source from which these voices emanate. 
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Archival Presences and 
(Dis)embodied Mediations 

Introduction: Video in and of Opera 
The acousmatic voice of the Baptist appearing in the first scenes of Salome will never appear 

as a fully disembodied phenomenon; his body is brought close and made present through our 

strong associative link between voice and body in general, as well as through the young 

princess’s subsequent search for the voice’s bodily source. Yet this voice nevertheless 

represents a visual void in staged performances, because neither the opera audience nor the 

voice’s stage audience can see its originating cause. And just as Salome wants to connect the 

sounds she hears to something she can see, Salome productions offer different “content” to fill 

this void—visual elements or effects to direct our attention elsewhere. One option is to 

overstate the characters’ reactions to this voice and in this way relate the body to the effect its 

voice has on its listeners.81 Another is to link the voice to visual objects to which the 

characters on stage might direct their responses. Whether a gaping hole in the stage floor, a 

huge cylinder, a powerful beam of light, or an opened door, these effects compensate for the 

lack of a present body on stage while still expressing the emptiness or absence that this voice 

represents in an audiovisual context.82  

In addition to a visual void, Jochanaan’s acoustic presence is also marked by another absence: 

the lack of two-way communication between this sound and its audience on stage. This 
                                                 
81 As in Luc Bondy’s production at the Royal Opera, London (1997). 
82 In David McVicar’s production, also at the Royal Opera, London (2008), the voice is related to a hole in the 
stage floor that absorbs the attention of the other characters, but also to the silent figure of Namaan, who stands 
over this hole (see chapter 4). In an earlier production from the same opera house, directed by Peter Hall 
(recorded in 1992 and discussed further in chapter 5), the visual correspondent to the voice is a huge cylinder-
shaped cistern that occupied a considerable portion of the left side of the stage. In Achim Freyer’s production 
(Deutsche Oper, 2009), a door opens every time the voice appears and a blinding light emerges from it.  

CHAPTER 3  
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distance is even supported sonically: the subdued and muffled sound of the voice is presented 

via a distinctive harmonic-motivic pace and triadic harmonies that in Salome’s otherwise 

modernistic musical context appear to be somewhat out of date. His words amplify this effect; 

the Baptist’s proclamations recall old sins in archaic-sounding Biblical language, in contrast 

to Wilde’s typical style of dialogue. The voice of Jochanaan, then, is marked as different: it 

belongs to the past and functions as something fixed that is tuned in and out rather than 

performed here and now. Nevertheless, as I argued in chapter 2, it is not bereft of “presence 

effects.” On the contrary, through Salome’s experience and the ways it is conveyed in the 

opera text, this voice represents an “absent presence” of something distant yet close, mediated 

yet very alive.83  

In Egoyan’s version of the opera, the Baptist’s visual void—the source of the voice—is filled 

using a live video that is integrated into the production: a huge, real-time, and close-up 

projection of the singer’s mouth appears on the back wall of Herod’s modernistic living 

room.84 The characters on stage do not perceive this mouth, the projections of which are 

reserved for the audience alone. In this way, the burgeoning relation between the watching 

opera audience and the screens, established at the very beginning of the production, is 

confirmed. Filmed by a camera placed in the position of a microphone, these images turn the 

voice into an audiovisual event in which the corporeal process of singing, in all its 

humanness, is mercilessly displayed: the oral spaces and the drool, the stubble around the lips, 

the tongue that regularly moistens those lips. As well as supplying a visual clue to Salome’s 

imagined but nevertheless intimate experience of bodily presence, this use of video within the 

opera production supports the presentation and mediation of the voice as something remote 

and different, despite its projected proximity. Bringing it physically close on screen 

simultaneously makes the voice more present, yet also more absent. 

What then about video of opera? With opera’s embrace of mediatized versions—on DVDs, in 

uploaded clips on video-sharing websites, or as broadcasts and webcasts (such as the “Met 

Player” offered by the Metropolitan Opera)—the conditions under which it is experienced 

have changed dramatically.85 This is also true for the phenomenological existence of the 

                                                 
83 This “absent presence” that the voice represents reappears in another form at the very end of the opera, when 
the absent body of the Baptist’s chopped head is made present via Salome’s memories, Wilde’s descriptions, and 
Strauss’s melodious music (see chapter 7).  
84 This is after Salome has entered the stage in the second scene. The first time the voice is heard, other 
projections appear on the introductory complex of screens.  
85 While the term “mediatized” originates with Baudrillard (1981), it has developed and taken on different 
meanings in several discourses over the last decades, including opera studies—which is why I have chosen to 
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performance text, which is now split between the ephemeral event and the relatively 

permanent object. While the LP and other sound recordings introduced a similar 

differentiation, it has now been significantly expanded via the inclusion of opera as an 

audiovisual expression and commodity.86 Moreover, the digitalization of this material has 

made opera more accessible than ever. This current material and media-related reality of 

opera revises the premises for how opera—live and mediatized—is performed, perceived, and 

considered. 

My own experiences with Salome productions (including Egoyan’s) are to a great extent 

based on filmed and recorded (stage) productions. This fact is not unproblematic. As I stated 

in chapter 2, in its obsession with sight, sound, and multisensory effects, this opera text 

anticipates its own prospects as performing art and most fully realizes its presence as a 

performance text. But what kind of presence does Salome present nowadays, when the genre 

is largely consumed not only via audiovisual recordings but also via new media (and the new 

platforms and experiences that have arisen there)? Moreover, how can I claim that 

interpretations of Salome—as opera text and performance texts—would benefit from an 

approach that considered the contributions of living, physical bodies and then base my own 

discussions on mediatized and (allegedly) disembodied materials?  

These questions go to the heart of my project, and while I will not be able to provide 

exhaustive answers to them, I find it necessary to address them now, before I begin the fourth 

chapter’s analysis of a recorded production in which the “eye” of a camera strongly 

contributes to my conclusions. Discussing embodiments without physically present bodies is 

at best a paradox, at worst a problem. This paradox and the immediate consequences of 

opera’s thriving mediatization are the themes of this chapter, which follows a thread 

established in the previous chapter: the acousmatic voice. I will use this close-but-distant 

phenomenon and Egoyan’s presentation of it to commence a discussion of Salome’s situation 

today. 

                                                 
adapt it in reference to opera’s existence as filmed and recorded objects, in contrast to the live event in the opera 
house. It is important to stress the crucial difference between this term and “mediated”: although the live and the 
non-mediated are often referred to as two sides of the same coin, they are not equivalent. Technological 
amplifications in live settings, such as the large screens brought to the San Francisco Opera for the 2009–10 
season, are (according to my use of these terms) mediated, not mediatized, performances. 
86 On the influence and consequences of the LP in the world of opera, see Adorno’s article “Opera and the Long-
Playing Record” (1990 [1969]). I return to this article on page 94. 
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Opera productions have been televised since the earliest days of the medium (Morris 2010). 

Yet the rapidly increasing number of mediatized versions nevertheless represents a new 

challenge for opera studies. What formerly might have sounded like an oxymoron is now a 

certainty: today we possess an archive of performances.87 This archive is not just open (and 

often advertised) for commercial use; opera houses must also store such archival material, 

which will in turn influence and encourage forthcoming studies of opera in and as 

performance.88 Moreover, this new archival existence for the art form will necessarily impact 

the general consumption of opera, as well as the practices of its production. How these 

archives challenge notions of “the canon” and “the work” as fixed entities is discussed in the 

last chapter but will be introduced here, as such challenges are direct consequences of 

Salome’s and opera’s present suspension between the live and the mediatized.  

Simulating Realities 
The concept of “liveness” is widely used in media and performance studies to describe the 

social and aesthetic qualities characterizing a situation where something happens and is 

perceived as happening in one and the same temporal and spatial presence. Reformulated, 

liveness refers to the characteristics of what is not recorded, and it is therefore often presented 

in opposition to the mediatized. The notion is most commonly known from Philip Auslander’s 

influential book with the same name (1999). By describing how an understanding of “the 

live” developed from the emergence of mediatized forms, he points to how each concept—the 

live and the mediatized—came into being as an effect of the existence of the other. Moreover, 

because their association and therefore their appearances as ideal types are based on a 

historically conditioned phenomenon, the emergence of recording technology, Auslander 

finds liveness to be a historical rather than an ontological category. Although his nearly all-

compassing theory can be problematic at points, I have nevertheless found the notion of 

liveness to be useful, particularly in its insinuation (via the suffix “ness”) of a quality or state 

that can be more or less present. That is, Auslander’s notion implies the possibility of 

gradations between the poles of mediatized and live, so that liveness represents a continuum 

rather than a binary.89 Certain elements from what can be described as paradigmatic examples 

                                                 
87 The notion of performance as a phenomenon that cannot be stored is central to Taylor’s separation of archive 
and repertoire (2003) but most famously claimed by Phelan (1993) (see discussion below).  
88 For example, my project benefited from COC archival footage of Egoyan’s production, despite the fact that 
COC has a contractual obligation not to take the footage outside its own walls in Toronto. 
89 Durham Peters describes possible graded variants of the paradigm case of liveness: presence in space and 
absence in time is the condition of historical representations, as in a museum; presence in time and absence in 
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of liveness can thus be used or emphasized in mediatized forms as well, to approach the social 

and aesthetic effects that liveness represents. These effects, Auslander observes, are 

associated with qualities such as authenticity and authority above all else.  

Experiencing opera live in an opera house or being present at a live music concert represent 

two such paradigmatic cases of liveness. These moments are, first of all, marked by the shared 

presence of performer and witness, which can influence both the production/performance and 

its reception. As a result, what emerges—on stage, for the individual audience member, and 

between the two—is unpredictable and in fact beyond the control of either of them. Erika 

Fischer-Lichte describes this phenomenon as an “autopoietic feedback loop”; fundamental to 

the self-definition of the theater, this interplay between the performers’ reactions to the 

audience’s responses and vice versa constitutes “a self-referential, autopoietic system 

enabling a fundamentally open, unpredictable process” (2008: 38). She refers to it as 

autopoietic because this system does not produce something outside itself; it is a circular and 

ongoing, and it complicates a separation of producer and product, because the presence of 

performer and audience has shared and inevitable ramifications:  

Even if some spectators ostensibly distance themselves from the performance by 
reclining their seats in boredom or making loud, scornful comments, they nonetheless 
continue to participate and influence the feedback loop’s autopoiesis. As long as they 
remain in the auditorium, they cannot not participate. (Fischer-Lichte 2008: 155) 

While I will argue later that the participation of the audience as “producers” goes beyond their 

physical presence in the auditorium, I nevertheless find Fischer-Lichte to pinpoint a central 

characteristic of the paradigmatic live situation, and one that is the direct result of a temporal 

and spatial co-presence.  

Another possible (and distinctive) effect of liveness is the instant experience of co-presence 

among the audience members, a perceived community of “we”—the audience, “now” —in 

this room, “here” —experiencing the event together at this very moment. This experience of 

co-presence is related to the status and authority of being a witness: though hi-fi recording 

and playback systems today offer an unprecedented level of sound quality and are therefore 

able to represent performances in the truest sense, and although music through streaming 

                                                 
space is the condition of live transmissions, as in broadcasts of opera; absence in both time and space, of course, 
is the condition of the recording (2001: 720-21). Wurtzler sets up a graph where temporal 
simultaneity/anteriority constitutes the horizontal axis and spatial absence/co-presence constitutes the vertical 
axis (1992: 89). Though these schemes can seem simplistic, they further the argument for spaces between the 
paradigmatic live and the recording and thus a continuum instead of a mutually exclusive relationship. 
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services and file-sharing platforms has never been more available, audiences nonetheless pay 

high prices for the (paradigmatic) experience of “being there”: for the event-ness, the extra-

musical values, the possible experience of somehow compelling imperfection, and the status 

as an eye- and ear-witness. This is what media historian John Durham Peters points to when 

he examines the concept of “witnessing”: “The fan wants to be involved in history (the 

happening), not historiography (the recording)” (2001: 719). He notes as well that the 

increasing number of mediatized products actually enhances the qualities that are exclusive to 

the live event, such as singularity: “Singularity is the key to the communication economics of 

witnessing” (2001: 718). Consequently, it seems as though the status of liveness escalates in 

proportion to the access to recorded and mediatized versions, and that the paradigm case of 

liveness has been elevated to a nearly sacrosanct position. 

Even though the experience of opera live in the opera house represents a clear example of this 

paradigm, these productions involve “less live” elements that are in turn colored by the ideal 

of liveness. Egoyan’s live video projection of the singing mouth in a live opera setting 

produces (at least) a double effect. On the one hand, it underlines the way the other characters 

in the opera perceive Jochanaan’s voice as an event that is suddenly happening—that is, an 

event taking place in the present time. On the other hand, it emphasizes the distance this voice 

represents, as a phenomenon deprived of “real presence,” in a fashion reminiscent of what 

Benjamin describes as the “decay of the aura” (2009 [1936]: 438). The video projection 

represents a different kind of presence from what the audience perceives as happening on 

stage. This monstrous mouth, in fact, introduces a mode that has become more and more 

important to worldwide experiences of opera productions since the premiere of Egoyan’s 

Salome in 1996—namely, a “simulated liveness,” established as an aesthetic convention in 

productions of DVD productions and broadcasts. 

In contrast to cinematic adaptations of opera,90 filmed versions of opera are strikingly 

modeled on the live phenomenon.91 Viewers are usually led into the opera house via shots 

from the outside (the fountain in front of the Met, for example, or the illuminated façade of 

                                                 
90 A distinctive genre of opera that has attracted a considerable amount of scholarly attention in its own right 
(See for example Grover-Friedlander 2005, Citron 2000, 2010).  
91 This recalls how television, in the beginning, was likewise modeled on the perceptual experience of audiences 
in a proscenium theatre; see Fischer-Lichte (2008) and Auslander (1999). Bolter and Grusin describes this 
process as the natural effect of “remediation,” whereby the old medium is re-presented in the new one (1999). 
Based on Bolter and Grusin’s discussion, Erll introduces the term “premediation” to refer to the way in which 
one medium will create a schemata for later representations and experiences (2008). Not only will old content 
appear in new forms but also the new forms or new media themselves are based on old forms of looking and 
presenting; the “new” content, then, is already marked or premediated by mediatized traces (Erll 2008: 393).  
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the Royal Opera). We enter the auditorium via a camera sweep over a well-dressed audience, 

accompanied by the sound of their assembly, soon interrupted by the conductor’s entrance 

and subsequent applause. A close-up reveals first the conductor’s proud smile, then the 

grimace of deep concentration and seriousness. If the overture is not staged (as in more 

traditional productions), the moving cameras will probably fill this time with images of the 

orchestra and close-ups of the instrumentalists. Despite the fact that actual audience members 

never come so close to these subjects or shift their gazes so seamlessly among them, these 

images are part of the convention of simulated liveness, whereby elements of the 

paradigmatic live setting are deliberately utilized to create the effect of “presence-at-a-

distance.” This aesthetic convention is especially present in the relatively new phenomenon of 

live transmitted simulcasts—that is, HD operas in film theaters.92  

There are certainly crucial differences among the various mediatized means of experiencing 

opera. Watching a DVD on a computer is not the same as watching it on a big screen with 

other people. Such simulcasts in fact represent a borderline phenomenon that thrives in the 

spaces between the paradigmatic live and the DVD recording, where one aspect of liveness—

the temporal presence—is exploited to achieve a certain desired effect. This special kind of 

simultaneity plays up the simulation of (and possibility for proximity to) the live event: the 

opera takes place only once, it is happening at this very moment, it starts on time and is 

watched concurrently by a large number of people, none of whom can stop or otherwise 

influence the performance. As if they were present in the opera house, the audience of 

simulcasts is expected to watch the performance in its entirety. It is not appropriate to 

interrupt the event with chatter or leave the theater before the final applause. The fact that 

these people are sitting in a movie theater, not an opera house, does not hinder a sense of 

community among them, potentially resulting in a “we” and a “now” but not a “here.” The 

audience of simulcasts might sense the feedback loop operating in the opera house, but, 

because they cannot communicate directly with the singers on stage, they do not partake in it. 

Of course, the simulcasts are not free of the risk aspect that comes along with liveness; thanks 

to their temporal presence, they will be implicated if something goes wrong—if singers, stage 

apparatus, or technology should fail. 

                                                 
92 The Metropolitan Opera in New York City introduced and established this practice. The first live transmission 
from what is known as “Metropolitan Opera Live in HD” was a condensed English-language version of Mozart’s 
The Magic Flute on December 20, 2006, in a production directed by Julie Taymor.    
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Simulcasts thus produce a presence by proxy—on that is marked by a lack. This partial 

position, as a promise of a fuller experience, is generally freely acknowledged in these 

television-sourced productions. During the intermission, Placido Domingo or Renée Fleming 

will probably address you directly from the screen and emphasize that if you want the full, 

authentic, “real live,” you should come to New York City and buy a ticket to the Met. If the 

DVDs that can be bought in the opera shop after such a “real experience” represent a 

souvenir, these broadcasts represent an appetizer of sorts to a fuller experience that can only 

happen in the opera house.93 By (re)igniting a desire for what they cannot offer but only 

suggest, mediatized versions of opera share a distinctive feature with opera texts themselves: 

their existence is parasitic upon the “real deal,” understood as the paradigmatic encounter 

with opera performed in a shared temporal-spatial presence. 

Although mediatized versions and live events are not experienced as oppositions or mutually 

exclusive alternatives in the world of opera today, the presentation of the first as partial and 

secondary objects—as a vague memory or a future promise of the fuller live experience—

persists in the scholarly discourse. Confronted with a distance in both place and time, 

analyses of recorded productions seem to require elaborate justification (Senici 2010). 

Generally, in these excuses, the continuum between the live and the mediatized that is clearly 

demonstrated by the phenomenon of the simulcast tends to be displaced by a reductive binary 

that is reminiscent of the one Auslander criticizes in his book. While the live represents the 

real, authentic, and alive, the recorded version is but an artificial and stiff relic. A notable 

example is to be found in Abbate’s introduction to In Search of Opera (written before the rise 

to prominence of operas on DVD): “The reason why we put opera into video boxes or on film 

or inscribe it on LPs or CDs or other discs and cylinders is that we need to use ‘dead arts’ to 

‘rescue the ephemeral and perishing art as the only one alive’” (2001: ix).94 Here she is 

implicitly following a classical perspective on the ontology of performance that Peggy Phelan 

                                                 
93 Risi points out a similar dynamic in YouTube clips of opera, whose comment sections consistently fetishize 
the importance of being present when (and where) the performance happened “for real.” Risi concludes that both 
the uploaded amateur clips and the professional productions traffic in a nostalgia for a moment that is forever 
gone but that can be re-created between the recording and the memory: “The mediatization serves as 
producer/provider of feelings of longing—longing for experiencing the live opera again and again” (Risi 2010). 
On this effect, see also Peters (2001), who describes the concert bootleg as a “souvenir, a marker of time and 
place” (p. 718). Interestingly, Abbate calls the work concept in discourses about opera a “souvenir”: “A 
reminder . . . that can stand for an embodiment, and what was once experienced in present time” (2001: 51). This 
common analogy buttresses an understanding of the paradigmatic opera experience as what appears in live 
performance. However, as I will assert below, I find the catalogue of recorded performances—which, unlike the 
imagined entities of Abbate’s work souvenirs, can be put in a drawer—to contest notions of works as permanent 
objects.  
94 Here she cites Adorno’s essay “The Form of the Phonograph Record” (1990 [1934]: 59). 
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famously summarizes in Unmarked: The Politics of Performance as follows: “Performance’s 

only life is in the present” (1993: 146). According to Phelan, performance as such excludes 

all mediatized reproduction:  

Performance cannot be saved, recorded, documented, or otherwise participate in the 
circulation of representations of representations: once it does so, it becomes 
something other than performance. To the degree that performance attempts to enter 
the economy of reproduction, it betrays and lessens the premise of its own ontology. 
(1993: 146)95 

According to Phelan, the ontology of performance is that of disappearance, which is related to 

its ephemeral existence; as a result, performance is by definition dependent on the non-

mediatazed—that is, on the temporally and spatially present event. It should be mentioned 

that the main focus of Phelan’s discussion is not scripted works but performance art pieces 

from the latter part of the twentieth century framed as direct political actions, so her primary 

concerns are processes of immediate creation, not theatrical interpretations of already existing 

texts. Yet her compelling defense of the uniqueness of the live event has been picked up in 

many discussions of scripted genres like opera to support a dichotomous conception—and 

hierarchical relation—whereby the live event is the real and unmarked alive and the 

mediatized recording is the frozen (and dead) sign/text/representation/object that can be 

analyzed, controlled, discerned, and dismembered.96 For instance, even as Roger Parker states 

that “the ‘presence effect’ of opera is precisely what cannot be recorded or reproduced” 

(2010: 606), James Treadwell concludes his crusade against mediatized versions of opera this 

way: “The cool detachment of the camera does not belong in the theater” (1998: 212, my 

emphasis).97  

Given the Salome productions that are my object of study, which offer numerous examples of 

productive encounters between physical bodies and cameras—of film both in and of opera—I 

find ample cause to question Treadwell’s conclusion. I also try to avoid the biased language 

that favors the live experience, although I am aware of the difficulty of escaping the forms of 

                                                 
95 Phelan goes even farther with this argument in a later book, where she finds writing about performance to be 
another way of killing or disembodying the live: “The desire to preserve and represent a performance event is a 
desire we should resist. For what one otherwise preserves is an illustrated corpse, a pop-up anatomical drawing 
that stands in for the thing that one most wants to serve, the embodied performance” (Phelan 1997: 3). 
96 On recorded versions of opera as objects to be “read” rather than “experienced,” see the exchange between 
Levin and Treadwell in Cambridge Opera Journal in 1997 and 1998, initiated by Levin’s suggestions that opera 
productions should be examined on video, so as to guarantee a shared scholarly experience of the opera in 
question. 
97 In Treadwell’s defense, this was written before the emergence of simulcasts and their (successful) exploitation 
of those very spaces between the live paradigm case and the recording that he rejects. 
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thoughts and expressions of my academic forbearers. Opera’s relatively new material and 

media-related situation not only changes the experience of opera but also challenges the 

hierarchy between the live and the mediatized, and maybe even the audience’s habituated 

desire for liveness as such. That said, I definitely agree that there are considerable and 

essential differences between these two experiences. The replacement of three-dimensional 

physical bodies with two-dimensional screen images necessarily occasions a number of 

significant shifts in how opera is both perceived and experienced. A camera offers but a 

limited portion of the mise-en-scène, for one thing, which deprives the spectator of the 

possibility of choosing a perspective. Moreover, the simulated liveness of recordings (as 

opposed to simulcasts) can never reproduce the experience of being in the theater, which of 

course encompasses the community of spectators and their excitement and anticipation. 

Neither recordings nor simulcasts offer the acoustics of the auditorium either. In recorded 

versions, opera’s event-ness, ephemeral status, and potential (acoustical and contextual) 

grandeur are invariably replaced by a downscaled and accessible intimacy.98  

This setting is likewise deprived of some of the risks that accompany the live situation, to 

which the singers as well as the audience are exposed. We know that what we put through a 

playback medium is (most likely) a production during which nothing went wrong: no singer 

lost his or her voice, the set machinery worked, the audience behaved, nothing unexpected or 

unmanageable happened.99 Though a camera to a great extent determines the perspective, it is 

the audience in front of the screen that––via the remote control––directs when the event is 

about to begin and when it should end, as well as whether it should move faster or slower or 

even freeze in a still frame. This controlling position affects the experience and the focus of 

the spectator, who is “safe” in the sense that the spectacle cannot look back at or respond to 

him or her directly.100 The sound, which in the auditorium is not amplified or modified by 

anything except the body of the singer and the accompanying instruments, is also 

shaped/controlled by the recording, as is, in a different sense, the architecture of the 

                                                 
98 This transition resonates with a general movement in the twentieth-century entertainment industry, as 
techniques of mass performance altered cultural performance values. Scannell describes this as a relatively 
sudden fetishization of the close and personal that the aesthetics of (public) singing had suppressed for centuries 
(1996: 69). With microphones, the intimate voice became the new ideal, representing sincerity in marked 
contrast to the extravagant (non-amplified) operatic style. This makes filmed and recorded operas a hybrid, then, 
in their presentation of this new (visual) intimacy via decidedly out-of-the-ordinary voices (which are in turn at 
the mercy of the playback device’s volume control).  
99 Simulcasts represent a special case in this regard as well, bearing with them traces of the risk aspect we 
encounter in the opera house itself.  
100 See my discussion of Egoyan’s production in chapter 1; I will return to this relation in chapter 7. 
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performance space.101 Except perhaps for lullabies and other intimate “performance” spheres, 

the opera house remains one of the last bastions of dedicatedly unamplified performance. In 

an era where sounds are technologically modified for almost every other public event, this 

fact makes live opera especially fascinating and full of effects that mediatized versions cannot 

reproduce.  

Another crucial difference between the live and the recorded setting is that the latter lacks the 

autopoietic feedback loop that, according to Fischer-Lichte, defines performance, because this 

circular system is the direct result of the bodily co-presence of performers and perceivers, 

which generates responses that unsettle the outcome of the event in question.102 The recording 

is instead a one-way communication, like the voice of the Baptist in the first scenes of 

Salome. Appearing as a distant phenomenon in performances, not only in acoustic terms but 

also in its lack of the melodic immediacy and thematic interaction of the other character’s 

musical statements, this voice shares some of the characteristics of mediatized performances. 

This correlation is in turn given direct visual expression in Egoyan’s production: the 

projection of the singer’s mouth accompanying the acousmatic voice of Jochanaan emphasize 

the fact that the other characters (though they do not see the projection) perceive this voice as 

outside of their “normal,” direct communication, however much it affects that 

communication. Furthermore, the extreme close-up of the lips in particular points to how the 

voice from the cistern represents an intimate and physical experience to the young princess. 

These lips can also be said to reveal what the voice of Jochanaan (as perceived in the stage-

world) shares with mediatized versions of opera: namely, a combination of intimacy and the 

enhanced distance that is a direct result of this intimacy.  

In a commentary initiated by a festival on opera and film, The Washington Post’s Philip 

Kennicott asked whether opera and film represent a union that can be saved. His conclusions 

are fairly negative and partly dependent on what he identifies as “the tongue-and-teeth 

problem,” which he describes this way:  

Suddenly one is wrenched from a world where it’s normal for people to say hello and 
good night and I love you in song into a world where you notice huge gaping mouths, 
swelling diaphragms, quivering tongues and glistening teeth. And even when the 

                                                 
101 Which is why the physical acoustical distance inherent to Jochanaan’s voice will not be perceived the same 
way in a recording as it is in the auditorium. 
102 While Fischer-Lichte acknowledges Auslander’s perspective in her book, she is very reluctant to include 
recorded versions in her concept of performance, observing, “Mediatized performance invalidates the feedback 
loop” (Fischer-Lichte 2008: 68).  
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films are dubbed, and the singers attempt to look as if they’re speaking, there’s an 
uncanny sense that the voice is emerging from a hole not big enough to produce it. 
(Kennicott 2005) 

While film is often thought to create stronger illusions by being more naturalistic than the 

“unnatural” genre of opera, the latter’s defining suspension of disbelief depends in turn on a 

productive spatial distance that collapses when the performance is brought near.103 Close-ups 

of singer’s bodies can produce an uncanny proximity to body parts that even dismembers 

them from the body as an entity, resulting in a potential disruption between the representation 

and the performing body itself. As the production apparatus of the singer is revealed, that is, 

the singing body becomes more a product in itself that a producer of a character—he or she is 

“having a body” more than “being a body” (Fischer-Lichte 2008). Instead of the (temporal) 

distance created by the recording process, it is the (spatial) proximity created by the camera—

offering a reality that the illusional world of opera fundamentally distrusts—that leads to this 

potential disillusionment and dismemberment.104  

By transferring the “the tongue-and-teeth problem” and simulated liveness into the opera 

house, Egoyan’s production illustrates the function of Jochanaan’s voice in the opera text as 

something close but distant. In this way, the production both builds on and pays attention to 

the blending of different kinds of closeness and distance within the double existence of opera 

productions today—that is, between the live and the mediatized. When it is filmed, recorded, 

and uploaded, opera becomes closer, cheaper, and more available. Yet all of these proximities 

can simultaneously support the experience of distance that results from the absence of the 

institutional context, physical presence, and the autopoietic feedback loop. However, the 

effects of this “distant proximity” need not be synonymous with the absence of perceived 

presence. Perceived presence, or presence effects, is the result of the stepped or continuous 

quality of liveness, but it is not synonymous with it. The experience of presence can be 

perceived, that is to say, regardless of actual distance in time and space.  

                                                 
103 Taking Kennicott’s colorful description of the “tongue-and-teeth problem” as her basis, Esse states, “Getting 
up close and personal is antithetical to the work of opera as fantasy” (2010: 82). She compares such an exposure 
of corporeality with (Brechtian) disturbances of illusion in the theatre. Blau, in his book on audiences, agrees 
that the spoken theater also “posits itself in distance.” This, he claims, is because theater mobilizes sight and 
hearing, which are senses that are dependent on distance, as opposed to touch, taste, and smell, which are not 
(1990: 86). On distance and illusions in the theater, see also the extensive discussion of Ben Chaim (1984).  
104 The idea that distance is the result of proximity is certainly not new; Benjamin came to a similar conclusion 
in his discussion of how the “aura” of the physical, present, and performing body was dissipated in the age of 
technological reproducibility. It is “the desire of the present-day masses to ‘get closer’ to things spatially and 
humanly” that leads to the decay of the aura, defined in turn as “the unique apparition of a distance, however 
near it may be” (2009 [1936]: 438-39, italics in original). 
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This is where I disagree with critics who demonstrate a tendency to present the live versus the 

mediatized as a binary echoing others, such as meaning versus presence; the drastic versus the 

Gnostic; the fixed versus the dynamic; and even the controlled and potentially misleading 

image versus the truthful, unpredictable, and penetrating music.105 On one level, it might 

seem as though the opera text of Salome itself supports such oppositions in its elevation of 

voices, presence, and physical embodiment above the alternatives. While the moon is 

described as a cold, distant, and dead object subject to contemplation and interpretation, 

voices and sounds are related to presence, bodies, fantasies, desire, warm obsession, and 

immediate experience. Even so, as I have tried to demonstrate here, this opera—both prior to 

and in performance—complicates such divisions and hierarchies. In it, the distant comes close 

while the disembodied is embodied and even brought to life via the perceiver’s 

(co)production of presence. 

Production of Presence 
In chapter 1, I described how the opera text of Salome is parasitic on an external eye 

dedicated to ascribing meaning to the skeletons of (textual, visual, and musical) motifs. This 

notion encompassed the eyes and perspectives of the interpreters of the opera text (the 

production team) and of the specific performances (the audience). The princess’s appearances 

depend on the eyes that follow her—both on and off the stage. Inspired by Herheim’s 

production, I thus characterized Salome as an exploratorium that investigated different ways 

of seeing.  

This exploratory approach to perceiving, experiencing, and comprehending was also a theme 

in chapter 2. Based on the princess’s encounter with the invisible voice, I claimed this opera 

to delve not only into ways of looking but also into the art of hearing. In this regard, I 

observed that another structure in the opera text—its melodiousness—is similarly dependent 

on (and incomplete without) a listener. Reflecting the princess’s own experience in the first 

scenes of the opera, melodiousness functions as a rhetorical device that encompasses the 

audience’s expectations, imaginings, and memories in the process of making meaning and/or 

presence. When encountering the voice from the cistern, Salome contributes immensely to 

this “moment of intensity.” Through Wilde’s descriptions, Strauss’s melodies, and—in 

                                                 
105 One aspect of the resistance against video in and of opera, of course, might be the ways this ocular medium 
emphasizes the mise-en-scène at the expense of the music itself. As Morris reminds us, opera critics are usually 
music critics who tend to react negatively to any distraction from what they know best (2011: 236).  
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Egoyan’s production—the huge projected mouth, the audience is invited to partake in her 

experience of intimacy, which is actually a moment of presence she creates for herself. I will 

now argue that a similar co-creational process occupies the individual opera audience member 

in any encounter with opera, whether live, on DVD, through video-sharing websites, or via a 

broadcast or simulcasts. These different contexts in which Salome is presented all depend in 

one way or another on the recipients’ acts of making present.  

At this point, I will return to Gumbrecht’s book The Production of Presence, which I 

introduced toward the end of chapter 2. Gumbrecht himself has claimed opera to be a 

privileged medium for “presence effects”—music can never be reduced to meaning alone, he 

observes, and the operatic insistence on bodily presence can be seen as a kind of 

compensation for the Cartesian abstraction of the modern world.106 While he does not discuss 

mediatized versions of opera specifically, his insistence on ephemerality as a necessary 

precondition of presence could support an assertion that the presence effects of opera can only 

take place in live performances, as Parker did when he built upon Gumbrecht’s terms in the 

quote above (Gumbrecht 2004: 106, Parker 2010: 606). However, I do not intend my 

introduction of this perspective to equate his pairing of meaning and presence to the pairing of 

recorded and live (though such an equation does come easily, because mediatized versions of 

opera can be rewound, compared, and otherwise harnessed for interpretational autopsies 

intended to track down the meaning in a production). On the contrary, I include this 

perspective because Gumbrecht in fact presents meaning and presence as a continuum rather 

than an opposition, which complicates a correlation between the pairings just alluded to. I will 

use his ideas to support my claim that the experience of presence depends on the one 

perceiving and not on temporal-spatial co-presence alone. Although his perspective serves as 

my point of departure, our consonance may well end there; I do not mean to claim, in short, 

that Gumbrecht would agree with my eventual conclusions.  

One of Gumbrecht’s main arguments is that presence and meaning are always related: “For 

us, presence phenomena always come as ‘presence effects’ because they are necessarily 

surrounded by, wrapped into and perhaps even mediated by clouds and cushions of meaning” 

(2004: 106). The tension between presence effects and meaning effects results in an 

oscillation, which, according to Gumbrecht, is especially present in opera:  

                                                 
106 Gumbrecht does not mention opera in The Production of Presence; however, opera and presence together 
constitute the main theme in his later article “The Production of Presence, Interspersed with Absence: A 
Modernist View on Music, Libretti, and Staging” (2005). 
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Aesthetic experience reveals situations of tension and oscillation between perception 
and meaning, between the dimension of presence and the dimension of absence. It is 
trivial—but also unavoidable—to remember that scarcely any other art form is so 
completely founded on this oscillation and thrives on this tension as much as opera. 
(2005: 354) 

This oscillation, he observes elsewhere, “endows the object of aesthetic experience with a 

component of provocative instability and unrest” (2004: 108). Yet, as it is the person who is 

perceiving and experiencing it that grants this endowment, presence is not something 

embedded in the object itself but something produced by the individual.107 Thus Gumbrecht 

stresses that presence is the result of production: the process of bringing something forth 

(2004: 17).  

In chapter 2, I described how Salome’s encounter with the voice of Jochanaan is presented as 

her experience with a presence effect—a physical experience that, to her, is meaningful in and 

of itself. As I mentioned above, Jochanaan’s acousmatic voice is not staged as part of any 

two-way communication; he is not responding to the other characters’ statement or reactions, 

which makes it likely that he does not hear them down in his dungeon. In this musical-

dramatic context, this voice is presented instead as an object appearing. As something outside 

of “normal,” direct interaction, the voice of Jochanaan thus evokes a mediatized expression, 

deprived as it is of any feedback loop between the one producing the sound and the one 

experiencing it. This, however, does not hinder a very important autopoietic process, because 

it activates intense corporeal experiences in the concentrated and imagining princess, so that 

her roles as perceiver of the sound, on the one hand, and producer of its effects, on the other, 

merge. In this way, the princess demonstrates one of Gumbrecht’s points—that is, that 

presence—the ephemeral moment of getting lost in intensity—is an effect produced within the 

listener. When Salome recalls and re-creates this moment in her final monologue—in turn 

producing an intense experience of presence as she approaches the head and interacts with her 

own imaginations—the opera demonstrates yet another of Gumbrecht’s claims: namely, that 

the production of presence is ignited by previous experiences and the addictive memory of 

being lost in intensity. When presence effects are created, it is this desire that leads to the 

interference of aspects beyond our immediate bodily perception, such as our imaginings, 

hopes, and memories.  

                                                 
107 I should mention that Gumbrecht distinguishes between “experience,” as world-appropriation via concepts, 
and “perception,” as world-appropriation via the senses, though I do not maintain that distinction in the present 
discussion. 
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Because a hallmark of these moments of intensity is that they can never stay put or be 

preserved, the fixity that accompanies the technology of video playback might at first appear 

to be incompatible with the production of presence effects. But if this vanishing presence 

refers to a quality in the listener rather than a characteristic of the medium, we need not 

exclude mediatized versions of opera from the possibility of producing presence.108 As 

Gumbrecht points out, it is not the temporality of the object but the temporality of the 

experience that hits us, and what disappears is the moment of intensity rather than the object 

itself. This is why other “fixed forms” such as literature or painting produce presence effects 

in readers or viewers as well.109 Through a process somewhat similar to Salome’s encounter 

with the voice, then, it is likely that audiences of opera on screen actively contribute to 

creating the absent presence and physicality using their own productive imaginations as well 

as their memories of previous (live and mediatized) operatic experiences. Thanks to the 

receiver’s contribution, even the experiences marked by the “cool detachment of the camera” 

can be physically touching and even intimate. “It matters,” Gumbrecht claims,  

to allow oneself to be touched, literally, by the intensity of a voice that comes from a 
compact disc or by the closeness of a beautiful face on a screen. This is not 
exclusively an effect of the technologies involved. It also has to do with our habit of 
concentrating more on the faces we see on a film or on the screen. (2004: 140)110 

Based on Gumbrecht’s argument, I find that, in productions of presence and their resulting oscillation 

with the production of meaning, both the temporal/spatial presence of a live singer/actor and the 

presence of the audience should be considered constitutive.111 With our own imaginations, we can fill 

the abyss that the absent aspects of paradigmatic liveness represent.  

This does not imply that the medium or materality of these communicative processes is irrelevant, 

however; the interference of materiality is actually what Gumbrecht sets out to discuss in his book. 

                                                 
108 It cannot be emphasized enough that opera—both live and recorded—is a unique producer of such moments. 
Contrary to spoken drama, where much of the action is often absent in both space and time, opera, which 
features the temporal art of music, is very wedded to the present and particular moment. See Dahlhaus’s 
discussion (1989b: 102).  
109 “Finally (and above all), epiphany within aesthetic experience is an event because it undoes itself while it 
emerges. This is obvious, up to the point of being banal, for lightning or for music, but I think it also holds true 
for our reading of literature, even for our reactions to a painting. No single meaning structure and no single 
impression of a rhythmic pattern, for example, is ever present for more than a moment” (Gumbrecht 2004: 113). 
110 Crary describes this development in a similar way in his introduction to Suspensions of Perception: Attention, 
Spectacle, and Modern Culture: “Whether it is how we behave in front of the luminous screen of a computer or 
how we experience a performance in an opera house . . . we are in a dimension of contemporary experience that 
requires that we effectively cancel out or exclude from consciousness much of our immediate environment” 
(1999: 1). On the consequences of the spectators’ different and context-bound premises, see also Fried (1980). 
111 Such a claim could also be based on resonant discussions of presence and liveness in the theater; see, for 
example, Erickson’s description of presence as a practice involved in the process of making something 
believable and bringing it to life—a double task that includes a producer as well as a perceiver (2006).   
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And certainly the ephemeral qualities and physical/spatial presence that live opera offers demonstrate 

a unique potential for creating presence effects that the mediatized versions lack. Yet, as Gumbrecht 

emphasizes, the objects of aesthetic experience as well as the potential for presence effects are 

culturally specific and dependent—they are related to an experience of being “in sync” with “the 

things of the world” and reliant upon the perceiver’s familiarity with the medium involved (2004: 

117). Today, the acts of buying an expensive ticket and then partaking in the ritualized activity of the 

opera house represent arguably a more foreign experience to most people than watching a 

performance on screen and listening to it through headphones. Toward the end of his book, 

Gumbrecht asks whether the ubiquity of contemporary communication technologies might in fact 

create a desire for the substantial reality we have mostly left behind (2004: 139-40). Here, my 

perspective differs from his, as I neither fear this development nor consider it so utterly apart from 

“substantial reality.” In addition, it would appear, mediatized versions of opera have actually led to 

more tickets sold, not to mention their positive impact on the institution’s (at the present time, still 

only the Met’s) bottom line (Walkin 2007, Steichen 2012). On the one hand, this might support 

Gumbrecht’s claim of a desire for what has been lost; on the other hand, it might prove that the 

relatively new double existence of opera represents a fruitful symbiosis rather than some kind of 

separation or exclusion.  

While the acts of sitting in the opera house and watching a screen represent different 

phenomenological experiences, they touch one another in both production and perception. 

And while re-mediations on screen are to a significant extent pre-mediated by the live opera, 

the consequent oscillation between these types ultimately results in circular effects of 

influence upon both forms.112 It is, for example, plausible to conclude that close-ups on facial 

expressions and bodily movements on screen will encourage an increased focus on acting 

style and gestures among audience members at live productions. This will in turn affect the 

production process and demand more of the acting, the expressions, and the stage design. 

Watching a DVD, however, always engages both the memory and the horizon of the 

perceiver, including any and all physical experiences of “being in the opera,” as the 

background onto which this film is “exposed.”113 

                                                 
112 This circular effect is central to Auslander’s interest in defeating the stubborn binary between the live and the 
mediatized. “The live form,” he states, “starts to replicate the mediatized form” (1999: 158). 
113 Morris notes that this engagement includes the memory of being part of an audience and results in “imagined 
communities”: “The imagined community that is the audience need not be confined to the physical space in 
which I find myself” (2010: 106). 
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This does not mean that I am attempting to deconstruct notions of “the live” or “liveness,” nor 

do I dismiss the crucial differences between being physically present to witness a 

performance happening here and now and experiencing a recording. I aim instead to 

deconstruct any essential and compulsory relation between liveness and the experience of 

presence. While I used Gumbrecht’s perspective as an entry into an assessment of this 

experience as dependent on the perceiver’s own contribution to the production of presence, I 

will now move on to introduce other viewpoints in support of my argument.   

Because they perpetually intersect with, disrupt, and reconfigure one another, neither the 

mediatized nor the live has a monopoly on perceived closeness or the production of presence. 

As I claimed above, first of all, the quality of liveness is not synonymous with the production 

of presence. In fact, one can easily experience more distance than presence in the opera house, 

proving that corporeal liveness cannot guarantee the latter effect. In addition, disembodiment 

and distance are not the primary connotations of the screen today. Presence would thus be a 

more productive overall notion if it were dependent not on liveness and corporeal three-

dimensionality but on the interest, engagement, and attention of the audience (Dixon 2007: 

132). This implies a shift from trying to grasp the ontology of this highly elusive and 

theoretically loaded concept to describing its different phenomenological appearances, as the 

experience of presence, on the one hand (which is independent of actual temporal/spatial 

proximity), and the presence of an experience, on the other (which is dependent on it). 

In her essay “Embodiment and Presence: The Ontology of Presence Reconsidered,” Suzanne 

M. Jaeger argues similarly that instead of the loaded and indeterminate singular term, we 

should talk about different modes of presence (2006). Jaeger starts out by presenting the 

dichotomy of live versus mediatized using the opposing views of Phelan and Auslander. Their 

contrasting arguments, which Auslander presents in Liveness, are in fact frequent starting 

points for discussions of live performances and digital cultures.114 Yet instead of simply 

accepting or even playing up their differences, Jaeger attempts to mediate between the 

positions they represent, especially when it comes to the notion of presence.115 Significantly, 

she accuses both scholars of overlooking the perceiving body and the ways in which the 

senses are engaged differently in live and mediatized performances. In turn, she introduces 

Merleau-Ponty’s description of presence as the pattern of shifts in bodily schema that enables 

                                                 
114 See, for example, Carroll (2006), Causey (2006), Dixon (2007), and Morris (2010).  
115 She does so by tracing their shared roots in Derrida’s thinking, despite their rather different conclusions about 
it.  
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the individual to connect to a particular environment.116 When we encounter new modes of 

perception (she mentions virtual worlds and artificial situations), we are not disembodied by 

our use of technology “but re-embodied in the experience of presence within a new 

environment, whether actual or virtual” (Jaeger 2006: 137). Jaeger then bases her notion of 

presence on this dynamic and enriching change in bodily schema: “Presence is the possibility 

of transformation in familiar, habituated and socially entrenched patterns through which one 

experiences the world” (Jaeger 2006: 139).  

I find Jaeger’s shift of focus to be a productive perspective on the coexistence of live and 

mediatized forms of opera today. Opera, after all, is built on the premise that audiences are 

willing to enter alternative worlds or modes of perception. Whereas new forms of its 

experience might imply that the senses must be engaged differently, this does not have to 

mean a detached disembodiment or a subordinated experience but only a different one.117 

Though physical and spatial proximity vanishes when the camera acts as the intermediary, 

another type of nearness is introduced. Both live and mediatized versions of opera engage the 

physical body of the perceiver and his or her modes of perception, which are never isolated 

from his or her production of meaning, or from the complex of previous memories, past 

experiences, present desires, and future expectations.   

Because opera has always depended upon the audience’s imagination and co-creation, there is 

nothing strikingly new about the presence-making that goes on when we encounter bodies 

performing on a screen. What is new is the impact of the dual existence of the live and the 

mediatized upon questions about the particularity and contribution of the performing bodies. 

This coexistence emphasizes the distinctive phenomenological premises and effects of each, 

and it furthers the shift of focus I have found the opera text of Salome to encourage: from 

what to how, from work to performance, from page to stage. The new media forms that opera 

has assumed do not exclude discussions of physical and particular embodiments but 

necessitate them in analyses of performances, whether live or mediatized.  

In the next chapter, I will discuss a concrete example of this enhanced focus on the 

contributions of particular bodies that opera on video introduces. First, however, there is one 

                                                 
116 See Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception, where he emphasizes the active contribution that defines 
the experience: “To experience as structure is not to receive into oneself passively: it is to live it, to take it up, 
assume it and discover its immanent significance” (2002: 301). 
117 Benjamin extends this point to all peoples in all time: “Just as the entire mode of existence of human 
collectives changes over long historical periods, so too does their mode of perception” (2009 [1936]: 438, italics 
in original). 
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other result of opera’s new existence that contributes immensely to how Salome is perceived, 

produced, and experienced today.   

Archives of/in Motion  
Reproduction, repetition, and fixity are terms often used condescendingly in discussions of 

mediatized forms of opera, though they could well be associated with the genre even prior to 

the media-related explosion it has been part of over the last few decades. In my introduction, I 

mentioned that this is because opera is chiefly based on reproductions of a pretty restrictive 

and surprisingly fixed canon, ensuring further repetitions of the same. As part of an equally 

canonized myth that has crystallized in various reiterations, among them a musical-dramatic 

work that has found a place in the canon of Western opera, Salome thus belongs to (at least) 

two such structures. These canons, in turn, leave behind archives of reiterations: retellings of 

the myth in different art forms, including a vast number of productions of Strauss’s opera. 

The new HD simulcasts from the Met function to confirm this strong conception of a global 

canon of operas but fundamentally extends it to not only opera texts—as potentials for 

performance—but also a wide-ranching archive of productions. 

Canon as the consistency of repetition recalls the Greek kanon, denoting a reed or rod that 

was used to measure things, which explains how it came to denote a rule or a set standard 

more generally.118 As a measuring instrument of sorts itself, the contemporary Western canon 

is thus implicitly understood to have a considerable value (derived from its touted exclusivity) 

that justifies its inherent repetitions and bestows an authoritative status upon them. While a 

canon in literature, music, or the visual arts is thought to be a relatively fixed list of works that 

are of unique aesthetic value and/or are especially representative of a style, an epoch, or a 

technique, the entire notion originated in the process of sorting out texts to be included in the 

Scriptures. Literary scholar Aleida Assmann thus uses the canon to describe an active form of 

remembrance and contrasts it with the concept of “archive,” which implies a more passive 

form (2008). A canon is “the actively circulated memory that keeps the past present,” she 

notes, including “the tiny segment of the vast history of the arts that has the privilege of 

repeated presentation and reception which ensures its aura and supports its canonical status” 

(2008: 100-01). While canon, according to Assmann, refers to a “working memory,” archive 

represents a “reference memory” (2008: 104). The archive is associated with plurality and 

                                                 
118 On the origins of the word, see Guillory (1995: 233) and Pollock (1999: 3).  
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openness and straddles what is remembered and what is forgotten; it constitutes a background 

of past renderings that functions as a potential for new retellings, however, so it is inherently 

related to the canon.  

The constant re-creational process that opera productions represent leaves behind an 

enormous archive of previous interpretations that functions in the way Assmann describes. I 

have thus found her distinction between canon and archive to be a productive means of 

describing the relation between a canonized opera text and the expanding archive constituted 

by the myriad of performance texts associated with it. In opera’s new mediatized existence, a 

once rather abstract notion of an archive consisting of ephemeral events has become a 

concrete catalogue of available titles that can be shared, consumed, and discussed in different 

places at different times. This transition has laid bare a host of material that has always 

existed along with the genre but that is now much more available (and even tangible). This 

also means that the archives of the opera scholar are no longer confined to drafts and revisions 

in scores, reports from singers, conductors, composers, or audience members, or drawings or 

photos of the set design—they now include recordings of the actual audiovisual events.119 

What has emerged is therefore not just an archive of motion, consisting of moving images and 

sound, but also an archive in motion that is not closed but rather growing and living.120  

Nonetheless, these available performance archives remain silent and ineffective until someone 

pushes “play,” thus investing time and interest. They represent a reference memory and a 

potential for future viewing and interactions, a background onto which new versions of the 

same can be compared that will inevitably resound in the present moment.121 This 

hermeneutic process, creating palimpsests of repetitions, takes place in the individual opera 

audience member’s experience but also directly in the process of production, as producers of 

canonized operas also have access to (and probably have seen) numerous versions of what 

they are next going to stage. New stagings are thus more directly related to the performance 

                                                 
119 In the consequent evaluation of performance texts that are considered to be of unique aesthetic value and/or 
especially representative of something, a new process of canonization takes place—the canonization of 
performances. This development is demonstrated by the fact that productions today are standardized to the extent 
that they are traded between opera houses as commodities. In turn, qualities of fixity and repetition are no longer 
only related to the canonized opera text but also to its productions. As Morris remarks: “Productions become 
works: no longer labor that is being done, but a trace of a labor that has been done” (2010: 101). 
120 The notions of archives in and of motion are taken from the book The Archive in Motion: New Conceptions of 
the Archive in Contemporary Thought and New Media Practices (Røssaak 2010). 
121 Hepokoski has described this as a “memory-field,” “a silent and conceptually charged backdrop” before 
which performances are experienced and the newness of the new appears (2003: 481). Calico also points to this 
phenomenon, whereby canonical operas enter into “a constant dialogue with normative versions they have stored 
in their memories” (2008: 141).  
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history of the repeated text as well, a fact that in turn promotes more innovative and radical 

productions as producers attempt to surpass what has gone before. Even in more conventional 

performances, the newly available catalogue of background material by producers and 

dramaturges will unavoidably interact with present practice. Interpretations of and 

commentaries on the same text are in this way embedded in the new post-archival creation, 

which eventually expands the horizon from which it emerged.122  

As a result, these (mediatized) archives of operatic performances simultaneously strengthen 

and challenge the notion of a fixed canon by revealing the latter’s dependency on an open 

archive. Confirming the already existing canon while renegotiating its content, the new 

archive of operatic performances questions the notion of canon as something locked and fixed 

and moves to replace it with a polylogous canon or, more comprehensively, with canonicity 

as an active process that leaves behind it a constantly expanding and radically open archive 

that in turn frames new, potential creations.123 As part of this polylogous process, a given 

opera performance becomes at once a repetition and a metamorphosis, which also challenges 

the conception of “the work” as a definite, unchanging origin that is distinct from 

performance practice.  

With the easily available multitude of performance texts, it has grown more difficult to 

discuss opera as a universal entity. Numerous versions of the same, demonstrating their 

particularity in plurality, highlight the singular contributions of the singers and production 

contexts and thereby oppose homogeneous interpretations and perspectives. It becomes the 

particular performance that functions as the constitutive factor of singularity, not the opera 

text, which in its existence as a potential has a rather malleable substance. By challenging the 

persistent notion of Werktraue as representing consummate fidelity to the work of the 

composer and/or librettists,124 catalogues of opera productions on DVD and archives of 

                                                 
122 In addition, though but a limited numbers of productions are commercially released, bootleg versions or 
excerpts are either appearing on YouTube or extensively documented in the increasing number of opera blogs. In 
chapter 6, I touch upon how these platforms have opened up other vehicles for commentary and participation 
from the audience that are associated with particular productions. 
123 The notion of a polylogous canon is taken from Pollock’s Differencing the Canon: Feminist Desire and the 
Writing of Art’s Histories (1999); I discuss her perspective more in my last chapter.  
124 On the notion of Werktraue, see chapter 7; on the (historical) shift from “opera as event” to “opera as work,” 
see Cowgill (2006). 
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excerpts on video-sharing websites instead encourage a focus on the ongoing, situated re-

creation of repetitions.125  

In his article on opera, Gumbrecht in fact supplies a productive analogy for this aspect of 

canonization when he compares the genre to sports, which also consists of bodies, forms, 

meaning, and presence. In sport plays, substance is pre-given through the presence of the 

players, and the form is what emerges afterward. In opera, however, the form comes first, 

which directs the attention of the audience towards the substance: the bodies and performance 

filling the existing form (2005: 351). This perspective, which has become more self-evident in 

the wake of these new archives, reveals opera again to be a collaborative process of making 

present—a “surplus of signatures” that arises from the embodiments and endeavors of singers, 

the re-creation of the production tradition, the technology of the medium that transmits a 

performance of the past, and the perceiver who contributes to the process of producing 

presence. If, however, the archives of (mediatized) performances are excluded and 

downgraded as something fixed and/or dead—something not worthy of our interpretation or 

interaction—then we dismiss an otherwise productive and rewarding awareness of the 

surpluses and enriching pluralities of opera performed.126 

Conclusion: Ongoing Oscillations 
In his 1969 article “Opera and the Long-Playing Record,” Adorno discusses the LP’s 

influence on and consequences for the world of opera. He finds the opera to be turning into a 

museum, offering available objects with a “familiarity which is hardly afforded in the ritual of 

performance” (1990 [1969]: 64). Through their “wondrous dialogue with the lonely and 

perceptive listeners,” in turn, these museumized objects might, according to Adorno, awaken 

to a “second life” (1990 [1969]: 65-66). In this chapter, I have presented a somewhat similar 

argument concerning the relatively recent development of audiovisual and digitized archives 

                                                 
125 Cook compares this alternative focus with standards in jazz, where the piece foregrounds the performance, 
not the other way around: “Perhaps the canon might be defined as a set of works so familiar that they function 
more as a medium than a message,” Cook states (1999: 244-45). As jazz standards depend not only on repetition 
but also on the technological development of music recording, this example touches upon the dependent relation 
between media, archives, and new creations. In a later article, Cook relates this argument to music generally by 
claiming that “music is projected most strongly as an art of performance precisely when the work itself is so 
familiar, so over-learned, that the individual performance becomes the principal focus of the listener’s attention” 
(Cook 2001: 11). 
126 Levin voices a similar concern in his introductory chapter to Unsettling Opera, where he advocates for basing 
all analyses on recorded versions of opera productions: “The insistence on presence has effectively absented 
mise-en-scène as an object of discussion, since the ephemerality of opera onstage has foreclosed a nuanced 
consideration of its interpretive gambits and achievements” (2007: 7-8).  
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of opera productions. Yet while Adorno praises opera on LP for the opportunity to 

concentrate on the music alone, “as the true object of opera” without the “tireless efforts” of 

new stagings (1990 [1969]: 63-64), I instead applaud the appearance and expansion of 

specifically audiovisual archives, which allow more people to enjoy a greater number of these 

numerous tireless efforts. This does not mean, again, that these archives substitute for opera 

performed live.    

In the opera house, singing and acting bodies are perceived in a temporal and spatial presence, 

where the latter is always safely yonder. When opera productions are recorded, however, the 

bodies of the singers, actors, and dancers are, via the camera’s contribution, brought close, 

and sometimes uncannily so. This medial and phenomenological existence enhances rather 

than reduces the focus on embodiment and presence that are introduced already in Salome’s 

first scenes, while establishing new premises for new productions as well as (scholarly) 

receptions. 

Because they were objects that every reader had the opportunity to know and discuss, it is 

understandable that opera scholars have traditionally been concerned with the isolated opera 

text: the score and the libretto, as well as other (written) extra-musical documents that could 

contribute to “thick” analyses. The concrete and particular were in fact avoided, so that the 

validity of the analyses and conclusions could be tested and evaluated; this resulted in strong 

and relatively persistent notions of operas as abstract entities.  

Today, however, the particular is generally available—often just a click away—as sound, 

spectacle, and body. Through opera’s new mediatized existence, the acousmatic voices of the 

old sound recordings are given acting bodies and brought closer to the viewer. This has 

enhanced the genre’s position as a visual form of expression and given the opera scholar 

another opportunity to focus on particular bodies and their contribution. In fact, I claim that, 

thanks to opera’s entrance into film and reproduction techniques, this aspect can no longer be 

ignored. With the possibility of watching, studying, and comparing a great number of 

productions within a short period of time, the role of the individual bodies performing in 

manifestly unlike productions forces us to attend to the ways the fixed text is repeated and 

embodied. This arguably colors not only the conception of the individual performance text but 

also the notion of the opera text itself, and it becomes increasingly problematic to see “the 

opera” as an abstract work beyond the concrete work being done in particular performances. 

The plurality of the new archives thus frames and emphasizes particularity. What Egoyan’s 
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production brings to the story is easier to see when other productions function as its frame of 

reference; the ways in which Theresa Stratas’s body movements emphasize the gestures of 

Strauss’s music are far more evident when compared to Maria Ewing’s, Karita Mattila’s, or 

Nadja Michael’s. The coexistence of particular contributions that these new archives enable 

can potentially reveal much more about the open spaces that every performance must fill—

not only the visual voids opened by acousmatic voices but the spaces of the repeated texts as 

they await their particular embodiment, as well as the (co)production of operatic presence in 

general. The existence of these spaces is partly responsible for our re-visits to the opera house 

to see new productions of what we already know (or think we know), but also for our 

purchases of alternative DVD versions, and as a result, they even solidify the canon.  

Shifting interplays—between closeness and distance, reality and illusion, empathies and 

antipathies—have always marked theatrical experiences. Opera in particular has never been a 

pure or unaffected dramatic form but has existed as a multimodal genre that welcomes new 

types of expression. Opera takes place and thrives among these ongoing oscillations, between 

the representation of the body and the acting body, the music and the libretto, the performance 

and the perceiver, expectations and memories, absorption and critique. I have argued here that 

the form’s straddling of the live and the mediatized might be similarly productive. DVDs, 

broadcasts, and the plethora of clips on YouTube have made this expensive and potentially 

elitist genre more democratized—it is now cheaper, more convenient, and more available. 

And despite the different kinds of distances that might be involved, this mediatized 

incarnation, by encouraging new discussions, new productions, and new involvement, has 

undoubtedly made opera more present, nearer, and more alive. 
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A Silent Executioner, Open Spaces, 
and Performative Performances  

Introduction: Looking for and from the Margins 
In the process of adapting Wilde’s drama into a libretto, Strauss made some cuts to allow 

room for his time-consuming music, and especially its interludes and stretched-out melodic 

lines. In particular, he omitted the parts that detailed events that occurred prior to this 

dramatic moonlit night. These events are described in an initial conversation between a 

Cappadocian and two soldiers that reveals, among other things, that Herodias’s first husband 

(Salome’s father) was kept in the cistern for twelve years before the executioner Naaman, 

wearing Herod’s “death ring,” strangled him at Herod’s command. This brief but dramatic 

story supplies a backdrop that inevitably colors the reader’s perception of this court and the 

events taking place within it, including, of course, the sound from the cistern and especially 

the ways Salome hears it. The short conversation early in Wilde’s drama also makes Herod’s 

ring, the cistern, and the executioner into symbolically charged and very immediate props. 

While all three have their brief appearances in the play’s dialogue, though, they exist largely 

in Wilde’s stage directions: the cistern is described as being placed on the left part of the stage 

and “surrounded by a wall of green bronze”; the ring is titled “the ring of death”; and the 

executioner is characterized as “a huge Negro” with a “huge black arm” (Wilde 1996 [1893]: 

1, 33, 4, 34).  

While Strauss cut the conversation describing this prehistory, he retained aspects of that 

history in his stage directions, as a written text in the score. The first time the executioner 

appears textually is at rehearsal figure 302, where Strauss has written: “Der Henker geht in 

die Cisterne hinab” [The executioner goes down into the cistern]. When Naaman at this point 

CHAPTER 4  
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silently appears and sneaks down there, Herod is looking for his lost ring and does not pay 

attention to what happens. Though this name/character is removed from Strauss’s cast list, I 

find that, by tacit stage directions such as these, he quietly achieves an impactful operatic 

existence. The present chapter, which is devoted to this silent figure, aims to describe how 

this happens. I base my discussion here on one production, directed by David McVicar and 

recorded live at the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, on March 3, 6, and 8, 2008. 

At figure 313/8, the headsman’s appearance is no longer sneaky. Over a general fermata 

pause stands this longer text: “Ein riesengrosser, schwarzer Arm, der Arm des Henkers streckt 

sich aus der Cisterne heraus, auf einem silbernen Schild den Kopf des Jochanaan haltend, 

Salome ergreift ihn” [A huge black arm, the arm of the executioner, comes forth from the 

cistern, bearing on a silver shield the head of Jochanaan. Salome seizes it]. His name, 

Naaman, is revealed at the point when Salome becomes impatient and calls upon him directly:  

Schlag’ zu, schlag’ zu, Naman! Schlag’ zu, sag’ ich dir! Nein, ich höre nichts. Es ist 
eine schreckliche Stille! Ah! Es ist etwas zu Boden gefallen. Ich hörte etwas fallen. 
Es war das Schwert des Henkers. Er hat Angst, dieser Sklave. Er hat das Schwert 
fallen lassen! Er traut sich nicht, ihn zu töten. Er ist eine Memme, dieser Sklave. 
Schickt Soldaten ihn!127  

For the opera audience that knows Wilde’s drama, the executioner, the ring, and the cistern 

are props or symbols already filled with stories of Herod’s despotic tendencies and the simple 

fact that anything, at any time, can be brought to a sudden end. In this way, they contain the 

hidden premises of the plot and connect the past story with the fate of the princess. However, 

seen apart from this background, these props might also function as open signs that can be 

filled with new meaning. They would then become visual emblems that, like the cistern itself, 

are characterized by a void—that is, the void of something not empty but instead open. Their 

scenic presence, then, suggests that something might happen (“Schreckliches kann 

geschehen” [Something terrible may happen])—something might emerge or be revealed that 

in retrospect provides these emblems with their meaning.  

That said, none of these elements need to be visible on stage. There are several examples of 

Salome productions without a physical cistern; only seldom can a ring in fact be seen on 

                                                 
127 [Strike, strike, Naman! Strike, I tell you! No, I hear nothing. There is a terrible silence. Ah! Something has 
fallen upon the ground. I heard something fall. It was the sword of the executioner. He is afraid, this slave. He 
has dropped his sword! He dares not kill him. He is a coward, this slave. Let soldiers be sent!] (The name of the 
executioner appears with different spellings: “Naaman” in the English version of Wilde’s play; “Namaan” in the 
subtitles of McVicar’s production, and “Naman” in Strauss’s score. I have chosen to use the first, as this seems 
to be the most common way to spell his name in the few times he is mentioned in commentary literature.) 
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Herod’s finger; and the head might very well appear without the executioner’s involvement. 

The story nevertheless depends upon their functions: on something to hide (at least parts of) 

Jochanaan’s body, later to be revealed; on Herod’s death sentence; and on the deed of the 

executioner, whose job is precisely to execute—to perform, accomplish, and complete.128 

These three visual elements share a peculiar position in relation to the opera text (here 

understood to encompass its stage directions) and the performance texts. However, I find the 

figure of Naaman to be the most intriguing of them, as it is not just an object on stage but—

when present—a living and acting body with a decisive task. Regardless of his absence on the 

cast list and in spite of the fact that the only time his name appears in the libretto is when the 

protagonist is questioning his professional capacities and valor, Naaman still serves an 

important role as the “doer”: the one who actually separates the Baptist’s head from his body. 

In this way, he is likely to be perceived as a character with agency. Yet, because he is 

completely dependent upon what a given production makes out of the potential he represents, 

Naaman remains a sort of semi-character that hardly can be said to exist outside of that 

performance. 

In opera, a silent character might very well represent the ultimate marginality, an utterly alien 

presence in a world of song and sound. McVicar’s production, however, proves otherwise in 

its exploitation of the executioner’s potential, which is to be found in the parentheses, the 

fermatas, and the stage directions, as well as in the backdrop of previous Salome renderings, 

an opportunity that the director and his team fully grasped when they made him into a central 

character.129 Here Naaman is not an un-operatic element but a figure who points directly at 

how marginal texts in fact contribute to what is produced on stage. Hence, before I look at the 

alternative perspectives established in McVicar’s production, I discuss the executioner’s 

position in the opera text and consider those stage directions as “loose” or “open” texts. Then 

I use four excerpts from this production to describe how Naaman comes into being and the 

consequences of his presence: (1) the interlude following Jochanaan’s emergence from the 

cistern; (2) the next interlude that accompanies his return to imprisonment; (3) the moment 

                                                 
128 Egoyan’s portrayal of the executioner is special in that it reveals how the story depends on Naaman’s deed 
rather than his person. Here, he is just an extra—literally a walk-on—marching across the stage with his axe 
right before the execution. Herodias does the same, carrying a sword. Yet, in this production, it is the mother 
who actually enters the dungeon and emerges, bloodstained, with the head, which she then delivers to her 
daughter. This deprives the silly-looking executioner (who is wearing only socks and boxer shorts) of any task at 
all, on or off the stage.  
129 As I will return to below, this performance text includes the camera work and editing process of the DVD 
production. I have not seen this version live. Based on the different ways in which this production is described 
on blogs and in reviews, the role of the executioner was not perceived in the same way in the opera house itself.  
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the executioner enters the cistern to kill; and (4) the moment he reappears on stage. Based on 

these examples, I present the figure of Naaman as an exemplification of the intersection of a 

staged body and a body on stage (where characters are created). Thus I claim him to be 

emblematic of the performative process of constitution that takes place between the 

repetitions of fixed texts, on the one hand, and the open spaces and side texts that they 

contain, on the other. From this perspective, Naaman’s mute body acts as a mouthpiece for 

the many constitutive voices operating in opera as embodied practice. It exemplifies the shift 

of focus that the opera text of Salome and the present existence of opera encourage in 

audience members, critics, and producers alike: a shift from what to how, toward the 

negotiation of meaning that is happening in the presence of performance, in its unsung spaces, 

physicality of concrete bodies, and choreographed movements and gestures. In turn, the silent 

moments, leading flashlights, and reflecting backgrounds described in chapter 1; the focus on 

materiality and the moments of intensity found in chapter 2; and the contribution of the 

camera found in chapter 3 all serve as threads that this chapter takes up again. 

Loose Texts: Naaman’s Existence Prior to Performance  
Though he might be considered a marginal element, Naaman is not the only silent figure, 

either in this particular production or in the opera repertory generally. Yet, except for Fenella 

in Auber’s La Muette de Portici (1828) and Vespone in Pergolesi’s La Serva Padrona (1733), 

these silent figures do not often appear in cast lists.130 Usually they appear as parts of the 

groups at the bottom of these lists: as crowds, courts, slaves, or servants. Nor do they appear 

in discussions on opera.131 Given that the vocal dimension is what evokes interest and 

fascination and marks the characteristics of the genre as a whole, this is not surprising. Still, 

the silent foils constituted by walk-ons, dancers, and/or a non-singing choir nevertheless 

frame and mediate the music, the story, and even the singing roles. To exclude them therefore 

means to (literally) exclude the entirety of the music-dramatic picture as such. Moreover, 

silent figures raise the question of what it means to be a character and to communicate within 

                                                 
130 Like Naaman in Strauss’s opera, the silent Vespone must be considered a remnant from earlier versions 
(described as “pre-mediations” in chapter 3). This tacit figure entered the stage of vocality as an inheritance of 
commedia dell’arte, from which the new form of opera buffa found inspiration. 
131 Mary Ann Smart’s discussion of Fenella in her book Mimomania: Music and Gesture in Nineteenth-Century 
Opera (2004) is one exception. Another is Jospeh Kerman’s brief rejection of them in his discussion of Mozart’s 
Don Giovanni: “For in the deepest sense an opera character who does not sing does not exist” (1990: 110). 
Basing his conception of “operatic existence” on music and listening alone, Kerman obliterates these solely 
visual characters totally, though a disembodied singing voice—such as Jochanaan’s prophecies—of course 
qualifies for this form of operatic citizenship. 
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opera, which I find especially intriguing with regard to Salome. Here again, of course, while 

the silent character is absent from the cast list, the off-stage voice is there, replete with its own 

title and existence as “the voice of Jochanaan.”  

As mentioned above, Naaman is not totally removed from Strauss’s version of the drama, at 

least as it is represented by his score. In a fashion that is reminiscent of the first public 

performance of Wilde’s Salomé in Berlin in 1903, where the executioner was present 

throughout the play,132 Naaman is semi-present here, operating within the stage directions 

directly adapted from Wilde’s drama—in parentheses over the staves.  

In chapter 3, I described how the sacrosanct position of liveness has caused mediatized 

versions of opera to be perceived as secondary objects. A similar, perhaps even stronger 

hierarchy appears in both theorists and practitioners’ valuation of the different types of 

notated texts involved in opera. On top is the musical score as the composer left it, preferably 

untouched by any other creative or editorial hand. Next is the libretto, which is more available 

for revisions, translations, and cuts. At the bottom (yet usually placed atop the text and staffs), 

we find the stage directions. Written by either the librettist or the composer, they operate as a 

director’s “third text.”133 These are the components of the opera text that carry with them the 

promise of embodiment and staging, but without a fixed set-up or established rules or 

conventions. In the otherwise dense and detailed stenography of musical notation, they serve 

as loose, sometimes incoherent, and generally not very authoritative text fragments—tentative 

guidelines to the process of fleshing out the music and the libretto.134 Here we often find 

material descriptions of the scenography (“links im Hintergrunde eine alte Cisterne mit einer 

Einfassung aus grüner Bronze” [To the left, at the back, an old cistern surrounded by a wall of 

green bronze]), the physical appearances of the bodies on stage (“Ein riesengrosser schwarzer 

Arm” [A huge black arm]), as well as the performers’ movements, (inter)actions, and gestures 

(“Die Soldaten stürzen sich auf Salome und begraben sie unter ihren Schilden” [The soldiers 

rush towards Salome and crush her beneath their shields]). These texts contain what the music 

                                                 
132 This was the performance Strauss himself attended. Tydeman and Price describe how the executioner in this 
production in Neues Theater stood by the back wall of the stage, as a way of anticipating, with foreboding, what 
was going to take place (1996: 37). 
133 On the role of stage directions in opera, see Parker (1997: 126-48) and Calico (2008: 145-46). According to 
the opera producer, conductor, and commentator Boris Goldovsky, who in his book Bringing Opera to Life: 
Operatic Acting and Stage Direction thoroughly discusses the process of operatic staging, music provides much 
more specific guidelines to the gestures and appearances of the performers than “sketchy stage directions”(1968: 
275). 
134 The description of the director’s work as a process of “fleshing out” the score and libretto is taken from 
Goldovsky’s text (1968: 333). 
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or the libretto does not cover—what is physically shown or revealed, or what happens not 

necessarily in silence but of silence.  

Stage directions occupy a similar position to those sounds that are not notated accurately in 

the score (“Lärm in Bankettsaal,” discussed in chapter 2, is one example), as well as those 

written directions for the musical performance. These too can be utterly physical, such as the 

vivid descriptions of the high B-flats heard over a low E-flat tremolo and an unpitched drum 

roll as Salome awaits the head (and the headsman; fig. 304/7). Strauss not only indicates how 

this sound should be produced (by pinching the string between thumb and index finger) but 

also describes what its acoustic quality should remind us of (the suppressed groaning of a 

woman).135 These texts contain the seed of operatic materiality—of the opera’s physical and 

acoustic realization. As a step toward the ultimate performance, they contribute to making the 

opera text into a covenant of its own execution in actual sound, visual images, and physical 

moving bodies. Though they might result in established conceptions of characters’ visual 

manifestations, however, as well as in recurring scenic elements,136 these fragmented and 

dispersed texts have little value in and of themselves. By offering a more multifaceted textual 

basis for the performances, and through their dependent relation to the score, libretto, staging, 

and music-dramatic performance, the stage directions nevertheless carry the potential to 

demonstrate the intertextual play and palimpsestic effects that are at work between page and 

stage (illustrated literally in their placement on the same physical page as the score and the 

libretto).  

Like Jochanaan’s voice, body, and (eventually) head, the executioner is related to the cistern 

by Wilde’s narrative, which, again, engages with the emergence of visual obsessions. His 

main appearance is thus related to the last of the three peaks of tension that mark the arrival of 

bodies or body parts: the first comes right before Jochanaan enters in the third scene; the 

second when the dancing Salome unveils her body in the fourth scene; and the third when 

Jochanaan returns as a bodiless head (carried by the voiceless body). Yet, unlike the Baptist 

and the princess, this character has only stage directions—with their strong material focus—

as his textual basis. Bodily features are what define this “huge Negro,” as Wilde prescribed 

him. This likely explains the persistent tendency in the production history of Salome to 

                                                 
135 “Dieser Ton, auf das Griffbrett aufgedrückt zu werden, ist zwischen Daumen und Zeigefinger fest 
zusammenzuklemmen; mit dem Bogen ein ganz kurzer, scharfer Strich, sodass ein Ton erzeugt wird, der dem 
unterdrückten Stöhnen und Ächzen eines Weibes ähnelt.” 
136 Such as the staircase in Salome that should be—and often is—placed on the left part of the stage, or the 
cistern placed on the right. 
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portray the executioner as a large figure with visible muscles and black skin, likely in a state 

of semi-nudity. The catalogue of performances upon which I base my analyses reveals a 

variety of versions of this character that are linked by their exposure of the male body: 

Naaman wears a loincloth, boxer shorts and socks, a sarong, or a balaclava exposing bare 

black or white skin and usually a chunky belly or muscular torso. Moreover, he often carries a 

huge sword or saber in an obvious phallic reference.137 This emphasis on the physical male 

body contributes to his “musculinity,” which derives from the stage directions requesting a 

physically different, racially marked, and silent body on stage.138 In this way, the figure of 

Naaman reveals the relations between the objectified female body, on the one hand, and 

representations of oriental men, on the other, the latter of which, in Western visual culture, 

have long appeared as either hypermasculine or effeminate, bestial yet also silent and 

submissive.139  

These effects aside, stage directions are not conceived as texts that have to be taken too 

seriously. Here, their relationship to a composer’s written prescriptions for the musical 

performance stops. While these prescriptions are likewise open to diverse interpretations, they 

have much more authority than stage directions. The musical score functions as a template for 

a component that is continual; it thus exerts nearly complete control of the acoustic time span 

of the opera. The libretto surrenders some control, in that it has to provide room for the 

instrumental parts. Stage directions, on the other hand, consist more of gaps and spaces than 

of continuity or control. They are loose texts, optional and ancillary, characterized by their 

partial existence and placed in a marginal position. In this way, they share features with the 

Naaman figure himself, serving silently in the background or otherwise existing as a potential 

that can be more or less utilized. Despite this openness, though, these textual fragments do 

arise from a desire to control what is outside the purview of the creators of the opera text: its 

staging, and especially its re-stagings. This might in fact explain their important position in 

nineteenth-century opera, where the notion of a canon of operas merged with the notion of 

                                                 
137 For some examples, see the productions of Friedrich (1974), Weigl (1990), Hall (1992), Bondy (1997), and 
Lehnhoff (2011). 
138 The term “musculinity” is taken from Yvonne Tasker’s study of male bodies in action cinema (1993, 2002b). 
139 Mosse points to the tendency to feminize Jews, Gypsies, and Africans (1996); this theme is also emphasized 
in Sinha’s discussion in Colonial Masculinity (1995). On hypermasculinity and representations of black men, see 
Breu (2005: 137-38). 
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composing for eternity to produce a conception of the closed work that included the 

performance, resulting, in turn, in detailed livrets de mise-en-scène, or production books.140  

The stage directions found in Salome are mild compared to these production books, but they 

are marked by the same paradoxical tension between control and openness that follows these 

texts and, arguably, the whole phenomenon of opera production. While the score occupies a 

sacrosanct position, it contains a wealth of open spaces and loose texts that point to the 

activities reserved for the director, the conductor, the acting, playing or singing body, and the 

stage designer and dramaturge—each of whom, in his/her own way, performs and executes 

this textual basis. And it is from these open spaces and the activity of filling them that the 

Naaman of McVicar’s production emerges. 

Naaman’s Existence in McVicar’s Production 
The DVD of McVicar’s Salome production was directed by Jonathan Haswell and released on 

October 28, 2008, some months after the premiere in Covent Garden. It included an extra disc 

with a documentary about the process of producing and staging Salome, titled “David 

McVicar: A Work in Process,” that strongly emphasizes the director’s role in the finished 

product. Although it draws attention to the opera production as a collaborative endeavor, the 

documentary makes it perfectly clear that this is first and foremost McVicar’s Salome. 

McVicar is presented as a Stanislavsky-inspired director, concerned above all else with the 

characters’ inner emotions and motivations and with a hand in every detail, from the fruits on 

the table of the banquet to the tempo of the music and the tiny waltz-steps of Salome’s dance 

(choreographed by Andrew George). 

The documentary also reveals the inspirations behind the production team’s 

recontextualization of this story, including Pier Paolo Pasolini’s film Salò o le 120 giornate di 

Sodoma from 1975 (itself inspired by Marquis de Sade’s Les 120 journées de Sodome or 

l'école du libertinage, written in 1785 but first published in 1905). Remnants of this spicy 

precursor appear in the nearly constant presence of nude bodies on stage and the suggestions 

of violence and prostitution that appear in the old castle. Despite the search for some kind of 

timeless expression of depravity and decay, however, the story is, thanks to Es Delvin’s set 

design, placed in a particular historic context—from the debauchery of biblical Judea and the 
                                                 
140 Verdi’s disposizioni sceniche, in particular, were, according to Calico, “not intended as suggestions or as 
stimuli to prime the creative pump; rather, they were ‘binding instructions’” (2008: 146). See also Kreuzer 
(2011) and Williams (2012: 144-47). 
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decadence of fin-de-siècle Europe, it resurfaces in what seems to be a pre-war 1930s fascist 

Italy, in a society on the verge of a cultural and moral breakdown.  

The stage is split in two horizontally, and Herod’s party takes place upstairs. Around a 

beautifully decorated table, his guests—dressed in deep-colored silks and velvets and 

bejeweled with diamonds and pearls—sip red wine from crystal goblets. Beneath this tableau, 

the operatic action in fact takes place in the kitchen-cum-cellar, a space somewhere between a 

slaughterhouse—there is some kind of animal carcass hanging from the ceiling—and a run-

down swimming pool, replete with tile, pegs, and bare light bulbs. This strange, somewhat 

claustrophobic room appears at once hyper-hygienic and filthy, as the depravity from Herod’s 

castle almost literally seeps down the basement walls. This is the flip side of the glossy image 

above, and it is full of dirt, violence, prostitution, and maladies. The two levels allow the 

audience to see both the extravagant, luxurious birthday party and what goes on beneath it, in 

the underworld of the castle, in the dark corners of its history, even in the horror of the present 

situation. Open physical spaces on stage thus show as much as the characters themselves 

tell—these rooms liberate, to great effect, perspectives or dimensions of the story that are 

usually veiled, implicit, or off-stage. 

The splitting of the stage also enables and encourages operatic simultaneity: actions happen or 

people appear as commentary foils to the sung lines and dialogue. The opera text is clearly 

open to such an effect; Herod is, after all, throwing a party, and McVicar makes much of the 

presence of Herod’s guests and court. Here, then, this silent group is not some anonymous 

crowd but a host of distinctive types that attract attention by their marked bodily features 

(such as the silent black servant with the pronounced Afro), by partial or complete nudity 

(such as the maids in corsets that are present on stage from the moment the curtains slide 

open), or by their various exaggerated activities (washing the floor, waltzing, drinking, 

smoking, and so on). Those at the party represent an integral part of the world to which we 

have been introduced, as they silently comment upon what occurs through their gestures and 

expressions. This mechanism is clearly the result of an approach to Personenregie that the 

documentary clues us into. Video clips from an early rehearsal show how the director started 

the whole staging process by reading through Wilde’s drama with the non-singing actors. 

Their resultant awareness of the story’s silent backdrop likely contributed to their cultivation 

of distinct facial expressions and bodily reactions, meant in turn to influence how the 

audience on the other side of the proscenium (or in front of the screen) might react as well. 

Thus these non-singing actors serve a crucial, mediating role in this production, one that is 
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reinforced by the active camerawork and close-ups of Haswell’s DVD version. In a way, this 

silent foil perfectly embodies the function that Wilde’s drama, and the nebulous narrative 

motives it contains, has always had in relation to the opera.  

McVicar also brings back, and reinscribes, the figure of Naaman as a main representative for 

the always-present crowd of walk-ons. Carrying his long sword, he makes manifest the whole 

premise of this tale: the tacit fact of the looming death threat.141 Like the other silent 

characters, his function and position depend partially on McVicar’s direction and partially on 

the casting (and the physical characteristics of the particular actor’s body). Here Naaman is 

Ducan Meadows, whom the director first saw as a “living statue” outside the opera house at 

the Covent Garden market, entertaining audiences as they came and went. His visual 

appearance, body shape, and controlled movements and gestures gained this living statue the 

opera house and the responsibility of playing the executioner. This particular body, and 

Meadows’s talents with it, was what McVicar needed—in short, an ability to engage 

audiences visually and to move them, at times without any actual movement at all. 

McVicar and Haswell’s production features Meadows moving his athletic body with marked 

authority and deliberate control. Ironically, what catches one’s attention even more are his 

intense facial expressions, which the proximity of the cameras makes quite present. Thanks to 

the moving cameras, in fact, Duncan does not have to move that much to be brought in and 

out of focus here. While the camera placed at the back of the auditorium captures the whole 

stage, others offer a range of close-ups that together mark this production with the 

particularities of the individual bodies that perform it—the heavy breathing and sweaty belly 

of Michael Volle as Jochanaan, the delicately toned muscles of onetime East German 

swimmer Nadja Michael as Salome, the characteristic furrow of the brow that Duncan adopts 

when looking on either Salome or Jochanaan. In this way, McVicar’s production 

demonstrates what I first insinuated in chapter 3—that the introduction of camerawork to 

opera production (and reception) makes an enhanced focus on particular bodies’ contributions 

inevitable. In this case, it becomes quite clear how the collaboration between cameras, bodily 

expressions, and the Personenregie contributes significantly to the constitution of the 

characters and the dramatic points of view that are presented. We are brought very close and 

experience not only the tiny facial reactions of Michaela Schuster as Herodias but also the 

way her makeup gradually comes off. By exposing features that are usually untrackable from 
                                                 
141 In the documentary, McVicar laconically comments: “He [Naaman] is there all the time, in case anyone needs 
to be killed.” 
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the seats in the auditorium, such as subtle changes of expression that can indicate hidden 

narratives or perspectives, the cameras make the characters (and the story) more believable. 

They also threaten the otherwise productive operatic distance (as discussed in chapter 3), but 

this is not an issue for Naaman or his silent companions. Because they do not sing, there is no 

“tongue-and-teeth problem.” And in fact, in the case of Naaman, the camera does not so much 

undermine the relation between representation and acting body as ensure the very constitution 

of this character.  

In this process, the movements of the individual cameras and their shifts of perspective 

collaborate with the rhythmic aspects of the music as well. From the very first scene 

introducing the musical motifs and the characters alike, the rapid exchange between close-ups 

on characters and surveys of the stage quickly establishes a kind of a musical-visual rhythm 

that makes the shifts between different perspectives appear seamless.142 In this way, 

McVicar’s production demonstrates the potential creative interactivity between music, 

staging, and the camera, especially in those scenes where it has traditionally been a challenge 

to offer a satisfactory visual accompaniment to the music’s progress, such as the previously 

described moment when the Baptist’s voice first appears from the cistern, or in the interludes 

that are entirely deprived of text and sung lines. It is to the very first of those interludes that I 

turn to next. Here, McVicar’s exploitation of the figure of Naaman demonstrates how close-

ups, tracking shots, and visual intimacy can make these unsung moments more animated and 

interesting, not at the expense of the music but perfectly in accordance with it.  

Stickiness: Bringing Naaman into Being 

At the very beginning of the opera, Meadows as Naaman is barely recognizable. During the 

introductory discussion between Narraboth and the page at the right of the stage, Naaman sits 

on a simple chair at the rear left, facing the back wall.143 Only when the Baptist’s voice first 

begins to emanate from the cistern does Naaman move so that we can see his face—a short 

close-up reveals a muscular chest under a partially unbuttoned, long gray smock. This huge, 

bald man turns around and looks down into the cistern near to which his chair is placed 

(00.05.24). During the succeeding conversation between the Cappadocian and the second 

soldier, Naaman gets up from his chair and stands on top of the cistern opening (in this 

                                                 
142 On the new kind of rhythm established between music and camera movements in mediatized versions of 
opera, see Senici (2010) and Parker (2010).  
143 He holds this position at the left part of the stage almost throughout the production, which acts to establish a 
link between the executioner and the cistern’s opening. 
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production, a hole in the stage floor that is covered by a grille). He holds out his sword as if to 

protect what is down there (00.07.01).  

From the moment Salome enters the stage, Naaman has his eyes either on her or on the cistern 

opening, always with his characteristic furrowed brow. He moves his head slowly as he 

watches the vigorously gesticulating princess in particular. A peculiar visually established 

relation between Salome and the executioner is also introduced the first time the deep E-flat 

motif associated with the cistern appears (fig. 45/5, 00.12.05). To the sudden ringing of horns 

and string tremolo, Salome crouches on the cistern top. She then looks down into it, while 

Naaman watches her from behind. Yet this silent watcher really captures our attention during 

the interlude that follows the Baptist’s entrance. In this production, it is not the curious 

princess (who has fled up the staircase) but the inquisitive headsman standing atop the cistern 

who studies with great interest the figure that appears. This moment (from fig. 62/4, 00.16.00, 

during the chromatically rising scale in cellos and violas) introduces the camera angled 

toward the left part of the stage that captures both the cistern hole and the executioner. 

Eventually, this becomes “Naaman’s camera,” following his movements as well as his objects 

of interest. After two close-ups—one on Salome in the staircase looking down on the Baptist 

and one on Narraboth looking up at Salome—the left-angled camera holds the image for 

nearly one and a half minutes (which is a long time in the context of this DVD production). 

The visual rhythm thus slows to echo the marked rhythmic shift of the interlude (fig. 65/9), 

where the rapid and dense motivic development is replaced by a slow-paced motif of falling 

fourths in the horns, oboes, heckelphones and flutes over tremolo strings.  

At this point, before Jochanaan starts to sing, something crucial happens music-dramatically. 

Aside from the Baptist, who sprawls on the floor as his bare belly heaves up and down, there 

is not much movement on stage. The executioner stands with his bare feet planted solidly on 

the tiled stage, right behind the creeping Baptist. His long sword in his right hand is still 

pointing downward. The lights that fall on him create shadows that emphasize his muscles; 

the Baptist’s clumsy movements, by contrast, are not lit. In time with the slow pace of the 

horn motif, Naaman tilts his head from side to side as he concentrates on what has just 

appeared from within the dark hole (“einer schwarzen Höhle,” as Salome has just described it, 

in keeping with the sounds of deep, extended E-flats). He thus becomes the “dancer” in this 

sequence, framed by the eye of the left-angled camera—with his tiny, yet controlled gestures, 

he appropriates the music visually. Naaman gives the interlude’s sudden standstill a narrative 

function and a dramatic logic, in that this music, through his and only his presence and 
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movement, becomes the sound not of something majestic emerging from the cistern but of 

silent contemplation. While Jochanaan moves spastically on the floor, Naaman embodies the 

music and in this way usurps what (on paper) has been long associated with the Baptist 

(Gilman 1907: 68, Strauss 1977: 90). Accordingly, what we hear when we watch this scene is 

not the sound of the character that has appeared but the music that accompanies a certain way 

of looking at his physical appearance.144  

Naaman’s appropriation of this motif places the once marginal figure of the executioner 

squarely in the forefront of our attention, not only visually but also dramatically. Through 

Meadows’s sheer physical presence—his size, physicality, and controlled movements—

Naaman then holds our attention, appearing as a figure of consequence. This transition from 

the silent margins and side texts to the spotlight depends on other factors in this production as 

well, such as the lighting techniques, stage design, and costumes, not to mention the focus of 

the camera and the director’s work with these bodies—his process of literally “fleshing out” 

the complex of operatic intertexts. Moreover, the music in performance is a crucial 

contributor to the process of making the headsman a leading man. As this involves a process 

whereby the music seems to “stick” to the bodies on stage, I have chosen to describe the 

relation between music and visual staging as “stickiness,” which involves a form of 

relationality, or “with-ness,” between the elements involved.  

This is not a radical thought: a governing premise of opera is an understanding of music as 

something not pure or autonomous but deeply influenced by and influential upon the dramatic 

context in which it appears. As discussed in the previous chapters, music carries a narrative 

potential yet has no fixed narrative content. This means that the music potentially—and 

somewhat unpredictably—can attach itself to almost any character, text, or plot device. 

Demonstrating the arbitrary relation between signifier and signified, music has thus been used 

to illustrate other processes of interpretation and meaning-making.145 Nicolas Cook describes 

                                                 
144 This interpretation is actually supported by a more traditional approach as well—that is, searching for the 
semantic content of the leitmotifs between the music and the libretto—because this motif is actually more 
closely related to the other characters’ ways of seeing him than it is to some kind of musical representation of his 
“essence.” It also appears in Jochanaan’s singing voice, when he comments on the gaze upon his body: “Wer ist 
dies Weib, das mich ansieht? Ich will ihre Augen nicht auf mir haben” [Who is this woman who is looking at 
me? I will not have her look at me].   
145 Kramer is just one of many who has discussed this unique aspect of musical signification: “Music acts as a 
signifier without a definite signified . . . what music typically does is unhook the Sassurian components of the 
sign from each other and leave the signified, the element that completes the sign and defines its destination, out 
of reach . . . Music in this dimension acts as a freestanding signifier” (Kramer 2010: 24). As music “uncovers the 
movement from emptiness to fullness that constitutes meaning as the outcome of interpretation,” Kramer finds it 
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this characteristic of music as its potentiality: the music does not have meaning, he claims; 

instead, meaning is something the music does within the context in which it appears (1998). 

Music might, for example, give meaning to images, but images can also give meaning to 

music—the process goes both ways. Because music is constantly at once situated and 

situating, it is “never alone” (Cook 1998: 23). This essential quality of music, combined with 

its crucial position in the multifaceted context of opera, generates a rich reservoir of 

interpretational possibilities. “[Music] can attach itself happily to what might at first seem the 

most unlikely text or plot or character,” Roger Parker states (2006: 11). He then goes on to 

describe the result of this “sheer slipperiness of music’s signifying field”: the fact that “the 

operatic ‘work’ can survive startling transformations and still remain coherent.”  

This is what the stickiness of Naaman in McVicar’s production demonstrates as well: highly 

integrated in the music-dramatic context, he exemplifies the way in which the music enters 

into an intimate relation with not only the libretto’s characterization of the action but also the 

production’s visual portrayal on stage, the bodily gestures, and the camera angles, all of 

which contribute to the establishment of particular “points of hearing.” I described similar 

effects in the productions of Egoyan and Herheim in chapter 1, but in this particular case, 

Naaman is special in terms of music’s power in this regard—after all, with him music is able 

to constitute a strong character that intervenes among the others and that influences the way 

the story is perceived. Naaman is inscribed entirely and remarkably effectively by the 

potentiality lingering in music and staging, as well as the co-existence of musical and bodily 

performance.  

The constitution of Naaman in McVicar’s production is in fact but one realization of the 

musical potential for narration found in Salome’s first interlude. So how does this particular 

realization contribute to the way in which this story is perceived, or the way in which this 

musical-dramatic setting is experienced? What does this silent character say? More 

specifically, what are the perspectives established by the introduction and incorporation of 

him into the body of this (mediatized) performance text? Before I describe some of these 

perspectives, I will note that my interpretation of this character does not exclude other 

perspectives; on the contrary, what makes Naaman such an intriguing figure is the negotiation 

of potential meanings that his presence encourages, based on the reciprocal openness of music 

and silent gestures alike. 
                                                 
to be “the ideal case of interpretation: interpreting music is the paradigm of hermeneutics in general” (2010: 7-8, 
19).  
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A Reflection of Sympathy  

As mentioned, Naaman’s positioning in this performance text is first and foremost as a 

spectator, a role that is supported by his lack of words or, in fact, resonant vocal chords. In 

addition, of course, Meadows’s unique and intense way of looking, as well as his constant 

presence on stage, contributes to this character’s association with a present and controlling 

eye (similar to the telescope in Herheim’s production or the screens and cameras in 

Egoyan’s). Yet, in a manner that is evocative of Salome’s doubleness (see chapter 1), this 

spectator is also presented as a spectacle, which utterly emphasizes and legitimizes male 

bodies as objects of visual interest, a position advocated in the libretto by the princess herself.  

The first interlude establishes a relation between Naaman and the Baptist that functions to 

underline how the latter is deprived of physical power and representative authority; in the 

(literal) shadow of the executioner, Jochanaan appears as a rather wretched figure. Naaman’s 

intense gaze upon the crawling Baptist legitimizes the activity of engaging with him as an 

object of visual interest, one that is continued as Salome steps down from the staircase and 

starts to dismember his body with her eyes. 

Once Jochanaan has appeared on stage, the relationship between Salome and Naaman 

gradually emerges as well. He follows, quite intently, the body of the Baptist, doing what 

Salome herself sometimes forgets to do while she elaborates, lyrically and melodically, upon 

what she envisions. Other silent figures and minor characters—the soldiers, the Cappadocian, 

the page, and the servants—are also interested in this newly arrived intruder and form a 

chorus of silent supervision that frames the action and supports Jochanaan’s positioning as a 

strange object of ocular interest.146 Yet during Salome’s poetic descriptions of his hair, body, 

and mouth, this interest is seemingly lost—or maybe they avert their eyes out of a growing 

embarrassment. Naaman, however, does not waver, thereby supporting and even normalizing 

her strange fascination. His eyes do not budge even when Narraboth commits suicide in the 

midst of Salome’s declarations.  

In the second interlude, which follows Jochanaan’s return to imprisonment (starting at fig. 

140/9, 00.38.19), the visually established relation between Salome and Naaman is confirmed 

in what soon becomes a visual duet with carefully choreographed movements. After the 

                                                 
146 In other operas, such commentators are inscribed in score and libretto as a literal chorus that contributes to the 
operatic “pedagogy of the gaze” by leading the eyes of the audience through musical points of looking in ways 
that are reminiscent of Mulvey’s description of the doubling of the gaze in film (1989 [1975]). McClary offers a 
vivid description of this effect in the chorus of male soldiers that opens Bizet’s Carmen (1991: 67).  
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Baptist has disappeared and the grille is closed and securely fastened, Naaman turns around 

and moves toward the rear left part of the stage. Salome walks restlessly around the cistern 

opening, then lies face down on top of it. At the shift marked by the introduction of the 

punctuated motifs in the horns (fig. 143/10, 00.39.39), a camera placed at the left part of the 

stage captures the image of the lying princess and the executioner. Slowly, he turns around 

and moves steadily toward her, his eyes fixed on her body. As the enormous orchestral edifice 

tumbles down, loudly and chromatically (fig. 146/2, 00.39.55), this particular camera 

perspective is replaced by an overview of the stage that reveals Naaman to be now the only 

one left watching Salome. The lights on his curious face also cast shadows of his huge figure 

on the left wall.  

During the poco ritenuto introduction of fortississimo attacks that rounds off the first part of 

the interlude (fig. 148/6, 00.40.26), “Naaman’s camera” takes over again, capturing Salome 

with the executioner standing right behind her. He is now observing Salome as he did the 

Baptist in the first interlude, but at this point it is Salome’s movements that follow the musical 

gestures—she is the one who becomes the “dancer.” While still lying with her arms stretched 

on the grating of the cistern, she raises her head at the first fortississimo C-sharp minor chord. 

At the second one, she lifts her upper body; at the third, she assumes an upright position. At 

the espressivo version of the twittering motif of a rising and falling third, she slowly turns her 

head, but she does not look at Naaman, who is right behind her, but at the right part of the 

stage, where the corpse of Narraboth lies in the company of the page and the silent black 

servant. We get a sudden glimpse of these characters at this point as the servant moves rapidly 

backward in response to her suspicious glances.  

Two echoes of the fortississimo attacks in the deep winds bring Salome to her feet. At 

rehearsal figure 150/10, a camera placed at the center of the stage provides a close-up on her 

face with Naaman standing directly behind her, the deep furrow between his eyes continuing 

upward into the two veins on his forehead. The nearly inaudible last C-sharp minor attack that 

follows his careful head movements as he intensely studies the princess (from fig. 151/1–4) 

transitions into a theme in solo contrabassoon that (together with the shrill, leaping clarinet) 

gives the interlude a contrasting part.147 Though the atmosphere is decidedly ominous, 

Naaman’s function as an illustration of Salome’s absorption, and the resultant connection 

between the princess and her assassin, make his presence seem comforting as well. Through 

                                                 
147 It also takes us into the fourth scene, with the entrance of Herod and Herodias. 
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his bodily expressions alone, Naaman is thus a character with agency and compassion who 

even influences the way Salome is perceived as well. Although he does not in fact approach 

her or interact with her until he is commanded to do so at the very end, his way of looking at 

her is not contemptuous or condemning (as Jochanaan’s is), nor is it sexual (as Narraboth’s, 

and later Herod’s, is) but silently sympathetic.  

Naaman might therefore be said to embody the whole network of seeing as I described it in 

chapter 1, from Narraboth’s first statement to Herod’s death sentence: Naaman sees, and he 

kills what he sees. He becomes the consummate embodiment of the story’s parasitic 

dependency on the eye, an incarnation of the structure of the gaze who makes its tragic 

consequences visually present. If spectatorship turns out to be the real crime here, then of 

course it should be the spectator who commits the murder, realizing this tragic end. As a 

result, this figure resonates with the visual effects in Egoyan’s and Herheim’s versions as 

well—he points towards the reciprocal and defining relation between audiences on and off the 

stage and their silent and shared complicity in his murder of Salome. 

However, as Egoyan’s production led me to claim in chapter 1, the real tragedy of Salome is 

not her position as the object of the gaze but the fact that no one really sees her at all, so that, 

in the end, she dies alone in the spotlight of the (cold and dead) moon. This all changes in 

McVicar’s version. While the executioner is introduced in a position similar to the moon—as 

a silent occupant of the background who visually reflects the action—he is not cold and dead. 

On the contrary, it is his body—his living presence—that fundamentally constitutes his 

character. In this case, then, the structure of surveillance is not objectified, as it is through the 

telescope or cameras, but embodied. Naaman functions as someone to look at and to look 

through.  

What difference does this embodiment make? In chapter 1, I stated that who or what Salome 

is changes according to her spectators and the filter through which they see her. Through 

Naaman, as an embodied set of binoculars, we are supplied with physical reactions that are 

easy to follow and that lead us toward an understanding of this protagonist as pitiful. This 

visual reflection supports the production’s presentation of her as naïve, childish, and innocent, 

dressed in white, playing with dolls, and frolicking about.148 His eyes and gestures embody a 

                                                 
148 This suggests a specific understanding of Salome that goes against the established typology of the character, 
the latter of which Herheim plays with in his production. As McVicar exclaims in a conversation with Michael 
in the documentary: “We agreed that she is not a horny bitch!” 
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“view from elsewhere” that contributes to alternative perspectives on the canonized dancing 

girl.  

And if this emblematic spectator in McVicar’s version is the one who does the killing, he is 

also the only one who actually sees Salome properly, and who watches her even when the 

others turn away. This has the double effect of making him appear sympathetic and Salome 

appear more likeable. In addition, as Naaman both reflects and mediates the external audience 

members’ ways of looking at Salome, he repositions them as complicit in her fate, and as 

affected by it. Just as Naaman’s murder is not premeditated but done on command, the 

audience’s accessory position is forced upon them by the dramatic or institutional context; 

they know what will happen and wish it could be undone, though they know it cannot be so.  

A Naked Statement 

In Wilde’s drama, the executioner functions as a symbol of the past crimes and secrets of 

Herod’s court. Naaman has been there the whole time, and he has seen everything. This man 

knows the trauma haunting Herod’s castle too well—the past, that is, that gave rise to the 

bewildered, searching princess. Perhaps his lack of voice is a result of what he has 

witnessed?149 Naaman has not only seen these atrocities, after all, but enabled them with his 

own hands; he is thus physically implicated in these hidden past occurrences.  

This tacit background emerges in McVicar’s production through Meadows’s facial 

expressions, somewhat sad and worried glances, and slow movements and careful gestures. 

Naaman becomes a physical commentary—an embodied narrative elaboration upon the 

Salome myth’s past renderings—who, like the princess herself, appears to be a curious 

onlooker who suffers from having seen too much. This connection reappears the second time 

something of great visual interest appears from the cistern, and I will turn to this moment 

next.  

In the score, after Herod has agreed to give Salome what she wants, a written text appears 

over a timpani roll, a trill in the deep woodwinds, and a rapid chromatic line in the clarinets 

                                                 
149 Chion describes a similar effect with regard to the stock mute character of film, who is presumed to harbor 
the final word or key to the quest, “as if the deprivation of speech were payment for something he wasn’t 
supposed to have seen” (Chion and Gorbman 1999: 97). Positioned close to the heart of the mystery, his function 
is to reveal, or to act as an instrument in service of the truth. Consequently, Chion notes that this character is 
often an executioner: “[The mute character] might come to embody the death announcement and the debt to be 
paid.” He finds support for this connection in a French dictionary, where, as one of the many examples intended 
to define muet, one finds this sentence: “The sultan sent him mutes, who strangled him” (Chion and Gorbman 
1999: 99). 
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(fig. 300). This text indicates that Herodias takes the death ring from Herod’s finger and 

hands it over to the second soldier, which immediately passes it on to the executioner.150 

McVicar departs from this stage direction in only one particular, as it is Herodias herself who 

hands Naaman the ring (seen from 01.22.55). Accompanied by the screaming horns motif 

(starting at fig. 300/3) and another triplet motif that onomatopoetically evokes scornful 

laughter (from fig. 301), Herodias rips off Naaman’s long gray smock and runs her hand 

down his muscular back to the accentuated rhythm of the line “Ich will den Kopf” in unison 

trombones and trumpets. With this move, the audience is asked to pay attention to this naked, 

male body before it disappears down into the cistern.  

The naked Naaman stands with his back toward the audience, who can no longer appreciate 

the agency in his eyes and facial expressions: the spectator has become the spectacle. In this 

way, this figure inherits the nudity that is left out of McVicar’s version of Salome’s dance. Its 

intense conclusion—which, in the performance history, has often featured a naked female 

body—is here replaced by a blackout. The expected “striptease” is instead deferred and 

assigned to another body via its inherent aesthetic qualities, the camera’s pronounced close-

up, and Herodias’s accentuated gestures: it is the executioner who is bestowed with a “to-be-

looked-at-ness”; he is the one offering the visual pleasure.151 Despite their physical 

differences and, consequently, the different levels of respect they receive, Jochanaan’s and 

Naaman’s bodies as presented here make both the major and the minor character into 

displayed objects that challenge the traditional conception of this position as reserved for 

female characters and bodies. As a result, what has clung to the typology of the Salome 

character in the performance history of the opera—the body as the focus of the gaze—is in 

this production at once transmitted and dispersed.152  

What is introduced in the brief moment before the executioner enters the cistern resurfaces 

with greater accentuation when he returns. This later moment follows an intense stretch of 

musically represented “silence”: low E-flats in tremolo strings and the uncanny high B-flats, 

played sforzando, in the contrabasses,153 supported by Salome’s description: “Es ist kein Laut 

                                                 
150 “Herodias zieht dem Tetrarchen den Todesring vom Finger und gibt ihn dem ersten Soldaten der ihn auf der 
Stelle dem Henker überbringt.” 
151 Thus McVicar’s executioner also follows the sparse stage directions indicating that focus ought to be placed 
upon his physical features. 
152 As I will discuss in the next chapter, this focus on the male body is not only found in the stage directions but 
also in the libretto, in Salome’s way of approaching the Baptist.  
153 This passage is famously described by Abbate in the reception history of the opera as “a castrato who speaks 
from within the music of Salome” (1992: 252). Strauss’s representation of silence at this moment confirms 
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zu vernehmen. Ich höre nichts” [There is no sound. I hear nothing]. This silence—ended by 

Salome’s agitated accelerando calls (marked “schreiend” [screaming]) to bring in soldiers to 

replace the cowardly executioner—builds up enormous expectations that are met in turn by a 

moment of actual silence. Here, the previously described fermata general pause occurs—one 

of the (remarkably) few places in this score where Strauss’s dense orchestral texture simply 

stops, as if the music deliberately gives way to the image before us. Except from a crescendo 

roll in Grosse Trommel, the bar in the score consists only of a written text describing this 

extremely physical scene, as the gigantic black arm appears with the bleeding head on its 

silver platter.154 

While the audience at this very moment expects something spectacular to appear, they do not 

know how it will do so. If the representation of the head is well known, its material 

manifestation is an element that arouses much anticipation and excitement. Fully grasping this 

potential, McVicar’s version manages to surprise us despite the many previous versions of 

this iconic moment. Yet it is not the extremely realistic head with its gushing blood that 

claims our attention; instead, it is the man carrying it. What appears from the cistern hole—

the hole promising visual revelations—is the naked body of Naaman, now completely 

covered with blood (01.26.36). He again stands with his back toward the audience; his 

outstretched arm holds the head by the hair. Its weight requires the muscles of Meadows’s 

athletic body to be flexed.  

According to the stage directions, Salome should grasp the head immediately, but McVicar 

has her wait for one and a half minutes to allow time for the spectacular sight of the 

bloodstained executioner holding the dripping head. In a fashion recalling the way Herodias 

touched his body before the execution, Salome now channels the audience’s focus to his 

physical features. Without looking directly at him, she embraces the executioner as the 

orchestra arrives at C-sharp minor, holding him tight around the neck and arm while singing 

“Wohl ich werde ihn jetzt küssen!” [Well, I will kiss it now!]—raising, however briefly, a 

question about whom she is going to kiss. Over the orchestra’s dramatic and extended 

                                                 
Poizat’s claim that the pedal point serves as a favorite representation whenever a composer wishes to evoke 
silence or nothingness (1992: 88).  
154 A similar break occurs toward the end of Salome’s dance, when the full orchestra drops out except for a string 
tremolo and extended versions of the twittering motif (four bars after fig. k). This is also a place in the score 
where an elaborate stage direction puts all of the emphasis on the body on stage. In Egoyan’s production, the 
huge, projected eye appears at this point. In Konwitschny’s version (2009), a little girl walks across the stage 
here and places a paper bag on the grown-up Salome’s head, as if to indicate that she has seen too much. In 
McVicar’s variation, this moment is followed by a blackout, so as to emphasize the absence of sight. 



 

 117 

versions of two of the opera’s main motifs, she glides down his bloody arm, which turns her 

white petticoat crimson. After a short close-up on the head—a very realistic copy of Michael 

Volle’s actual head—Salome grabs it and hugs it like a little girl squeezing a stuffed toy. At 

this point, Naaman’s mission is concluded, and he walks back to the rear of the stage, where 

he assumes an upright but decidedly fetal position.  

A Puzzling Beauty 

Through this extreme indulgence of Strauss’s stage directions regarding the physical aspects 

of both performers and production, McVicar’s Salome strongly emphasizes opera’s ability to 

construct forceful and embodied visual expressions.155 Its version of the last scene is brutally 

material in its bloodiness, nakedness, and realism. Yet it also presents a striking visual beauty, 

in its use of colors, for example—the deep red on Salome’s white silk slip throbs against a 

dark blue background that includes the sequined, emerald dress of Herodias as she sits behind 

her. Another visual pleasure derives from Michael’s facial expressions and convincingly 

girlish gestures expressing both joy and passion. All of these aspects are conveyed through 

the way the DVD production intensifies visual contrasts and allows us to be so close to the 

princess’s bloodstained skin and Michael’s acting prowess. We can almost feel the weight of 

the head and the texture of its tangled wet locks as Salome carries it around like a doll. The 

bodily work of singing is exposed as well, but it does not produce any sort of friction between 

representation and presentation (as discussed in chapter 3)—though the cameras certainly 

provide close-ups of Michael, they never separate his singing mouth from his acting body.  

Another explanation for the lack of friction (that close-ups on bodies and body work can 

produce) might be found in what this scene contains on a representational level: here, 

Salome’s dreams and desires are realized in the form of a still-warm and blood-dripping body 

part; here, love is not a concept or a feeling but a taste, and a bitter one at that.156 This scene, 

even prior to its realization in performance, is suffused with physicality, sensuality, and 

materiality. We see it and hear it, of course, but we also smell the censer and feel the shock of 

Salome’s kissing, biting—there could even be said to be tasting involved. Salome even 

frames this love/lust as sustenance: “Ich dürste nach deiner Schönheit. Ich hungre nach 

deinem Leib” [I am athirst for thy beauty; I am hungry for thy body]. In this case, then, the 

                                                 
155 This moment of visual expression, with the bloodstained executioner holding the dripping head, took over the 
production to the extent that it became its emblem—the image on the DVD cover and the posters. 
156 “Es war ein bitterer Geschmack auf deinen Lippen. Hat es nach Blut geschmeckt? Nein! Doch es schmeckte 
vielleicht nach Liebe . . . Sie sagen, dass die Liebe bitter schmecke” [There was a bitter taste on thy lips. Was it 
the taste of blood? Nay! But perchance it was the taste of love . . . They say that love hath a bitter taste]. 
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extreme physicality of the cameras’ close-ups supports rather than disturbs the relation 

between representation and performance. The utterly sensuous experiences that Wilde 

embedded in these descriptions, in the midst of such morally suspect action—a troubled 

beauty that Strauss conveys so brilliantly through an abundance of melodiousness and 

nuanced harmonization, shadowed always by dissonance and a harsh bitonality—this entire 

complex is given visual form in McVicar’s staging that perpetually straddles the divide 

between aesthetically pleasing and outright disgusting. 

While the left part of the stage has been dark throughout Salome’s soliloquy, it is lit up again 

after Herod’s conversation with Herodias, during which he laments her daughter’s 

monstrosity. The left-angled camera, now placed at the level of the stage floor, reveals 

Salome playing with the head as Naaman squats behind her (fig. 353, 01.39.26). His line of 

sight links his bloodstained body to hers, in contrast to the otherwise blue-toned visual setting, 

reiterating the tacit connection between them. Keeping his eyes upon her, Naaman stands and 

crouches again as the Salome chord fades in and out, linking himself to the musical dynamics.  

Upon Salome’s triumphant cry in C-sharp major, “Ich habe deinen Mund geküsst” [I have 

kissed thy mouth]; fig. 359, 01.42.47), the DVD production drops back to a comprehensive 

view of the stage and the blood-red horizontal line between the executioner, Salome, and the 

head. Naaman’s naked body appears in the light streaming out of the doorway on the left, his 

head characteristically tilted and his weight placed on his right front foot, as if he is preparing 

to sprint toward her. Once Herod has pronounced his death sentence, Salome wanders into the 

cone of light where Naaman is standing, and he grabs her from behind and kills her, not with 

a weapon but with an apparently too-vigorous embrace. The last image we se before the 

blackout is these two red-colored bodies amid the dark-blue surroundings, the executioner 

leaning tenderly over the corpse of the princess in a subverted Pietà positioning. 

The visual and more generally aesthetic relation between the princess and the executioner 

does not have an easily translatable or unequivocal message, but it does have a lot of 

resonance. Naaman, the watcher, is still a living (bodily) presence as well, and his visually 

indicated attention and concern become a very physical form of engagement. Although the 

masculinity—or “musculinity”157—of the naked headsman makes the physical violence 

involved in this scene present in a very direct way, his careful glances and gazing, and his 

ways of squatting or lying in a fetal position, make him simultaneously appear deeply affected 
                                                 
157 See footnote 138 on page 103. 
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by what he does. Naaman expresses brutality and vulnerability, strength and weakness, and 

thus he represents at once threat and comfort. This ambivalence recalls the protagonists’ 

apparent contradictions as well as the coexistence of security and danger that the watching 

eye connotes (see chapter 1). As a foil to Salome, McVicar’s Naaman is both framed by and 

endowed with a very visual tenderness. As a foil to the silent audience, he is able to act upon 

the compassion we experience when encountering the fate and death of this young girl. And 

in the end, just like Naaman, the audience embraces Salome both lovingly and lethally.  

In its indulgence of a perspective from the margins and its presentation of Naaman as a visual 

frame that both reveals and comments silently, McVicar’s production proposes that Salome is 

not in fact alone but watched to the final moment. Someone knows everything and has seen 

everything, and we who watch the opera might even come to realize that it is not Salome who 

is sick or deranged but her surroundings. Despite its violence, the production ends with an air 

of peaceful, melancholic pensiveness.158 In effect, it gives the silent Naaman the final word, 

though he has never uttered one.  

Performative Polyphonies 
It can be difficult to separate the dancer from the dance,159 and the character of Naaman, as I 

have described him here, can hardly be separated from Meadows’s body as directed and 

framed by McVicar and Haswell. The sparse textual basis of this representation rests on some 

physical features alone, and physical features were also the ticket that allowed that silent 

statue into Covent Garden. Yet, as I have shown, this apparent one-sidedness need not prevent 

Naaman from becoming a character that through his silent presence in this musical-visual 

context alone changes the way Salome’s story is perceived.  

The construction of the Naaman character is but one possible result of the interpretive process 

that happens when opera is brought from page to stage. In this transition, particular bodies 

and actions are endowed with constituting and defining qualities and values. In its distinctive 

demonstration of these effects of embodiment—and of silent embodiments—the case of 

Naaman helps us to better understand how every character in a theatrical event oscillates 

between “having a body” and “being a body”—how the physical body and the semiotic body 

                                                 
158 In the documentary of the staging process, McVicar asks Michael: “Do you think she cares when she dies?” 
He responds, “No, her life is fulfilled,” and McVicar nods: “Exactly.” 
159 “How can we know a dancer from the dance?” the Irish poet W. B. Yeats once asked. The quotation is taken 
from Davies’s book Philosophy of the Performing Arts (Davies 2011: 189). 
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stand always already in a reciprocal relationship. Erika Fischer-Lichte describes this 

relationship in her influential book The Transformative Power of Performance: A New 

Aesthetics: 

An absolute opposition between “presence” and representation is not sustainable. 
Both presence and the dramatic character are brought forth through specific processes 
of embodiment. The character does not come into being as a replica of an external, 
predetermined sphere but is instead generated by the very process of embodiment. 
Each character is bound to the specific corporeality of the actor who engenders it. The 
actor’s phenomenal body, their bodily being-in-the-world, constitutes the existential 
ground for the coming of the being of the character. It does not exist beyond the 
individual body. (Fischer-Lichte 2008: 147-48) 

Fischer-Lichte constructs her argument using examples from the spoken theater, but her 

description of this constitutive process is likewise applicable to opera. Any perceived 

character is the result of the interaction between textual representation and embodied 

performance—the work of an individual body in a music-dramatic context, whereby the doing 

constitutes the being.  

Singers, actors, and dancers have in common the fact that their aesthetic expressions depend 

on their own bodily work. Presented primarily as the sound of a particular body, the voice of 

Jochanaan is not a contrast but an analogous phenomenon to the silent body (and movements) 

of Naaman/Meadows, which I have already described as a dance. While Jochanaan’s voice 

comes across as authoritarian despite (or because of) the absence of a visual body, Naaman’s 

body comes across as authoritative despite (or because of) the absence of sound. These 

absences throw their corresponding presences into relief as phenomena that, within this 

audiovisual context, appear as meaningful in themselves, thereby actualizing characters that 

are neither totally outside or totally subordinated within “an external, predetermined sphere” 

of textual representation.  

Shedding some light on this “aesthetics of the performative” is the aim of Fischer-Lichte’s 

book. By returning the elusive and mobile concept of “performativity” to its related term 

“performance,” Fischer-Lichte wants us to focus on how acts of doing, naming, or embodying 

are in themselves constitutive through their production of what they name, do, or incarnate.160 

                                                 
160 However, despite their linguistic similarity, the notion of “performativity” has come to be defined negatively 
in terms of performance, as “not performance,” and particularly “not theatrical performance,” even if this is a 
deceptively “theoretical neatness achieved by mutual exclusion” (Bal 2002: 180). Because “performativity” has 
been used differently across disciplines, topics, and contexts, it has become a concept that is extremely hard to 
grasp or define and is thus at once tempting and repellant. While Carlson, in his introduction to Performance: A 
Critical Introduction, finds it to be an “essentially contested concept” (1996: 1), Bal calls it simply “messy” 
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Performative acts, dependent as they are on bodily execution, are thus non-referential, or 

rather self-referential:161 the act itself, as well as what it is meant to represent, constitutes 

meaning, which points to the fact that the body on stage should be given as much attention as 

the staged body. Based on examples from performance art, Fischer-Lichte advocates an 

approach to theatrical performance that involves a move away from traditional hermeneutic 

interpretations of a textual basis to an enhanced focus on the acting body and its role in the 

dramatic constitution of presence and meaning.  

The consequence of this shift of focus is a departure from the artifact, the object, or the work 

and an arrival at the performance as an event, and at the ways in which things are performed 

or carried out within this event. Fischer-Lichte compares this move to the difference between 

reading literature and listening to it being read. When we read it, we work to decode the text 

alone. When we hear it read, the interference of the reading body directs our attention to the 

materiality of the voice—its timbre, volume, and intensity, among other things—recalling 

Wilde’s own emphasis on the materiality of voices in Salomé, in turn given an extra 

phenomenological dimension in the adaptation into opera (see chapter 2). Though the text is 

the same, in short, it will change with the reader and his or her voice (and specific bodily 

characteristics). This is not only about changing interpretations, then, but also about various 

physical incarnations. However, as the double meaning of “interpretation” reveals, these 

aspects are inherently related. Replacing one reader with another can change both the 

experience and the meaning of a text significantly. A given voicing can even offer something 

meaningful beyond the semantics of the spoken words (Fischer-Lichte 2008: 20). Such a 

performative approach, with its shift of focus from “what” to “how,” aims to include these 

aspects that are otherwise not easily translatable in a traditional hermeneutic approach. As 

indicated in chapter 2 and illustrated by what I called “stickiness,” this performative approach 

might be particularly productive as far as opera is concerned, given how music in this genre 

evades fixed references and points to something beyond semantic meaning.  

The unexpected beauty of the last scene in McVicar’s production is hard to explain; it really 

has to be experienced. Perhaps this is part of the mystery (“das Gehiemnis”) to which Salome 

                                                 
(2002: 210). In his revised version of Performance Studies, Schechner proclaims: “There are no theoretical 
limits to performativity” (2002: 167). This is surely the concept’s ultimate irony, since it aims at concretizing 
something that comes into being at once in spite of and because of its elusiveness. See also Gade and Jerslev 
(2005) and Culler (2000). 
161 As these bodily acts are seen to be constitutive of their own kind of reality, they recall Austin’s notion of the 
“performative” in linguistics, where “to say something is to do something” (Austin 1975 [1955]: 121). See also 
Fischer-Lichte (2008: 21).  
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alludes when describing the taste, smell, and sound of love—it is a physical presence or 

sensuous expression beyond intellectual understanding, but it is perceived to have meaning 

too. In situations such as this, there is certainly something that eludes interpretation and 

transcends language—something that approaches the moment of intensity Gumbrecht refers 

to when pointing to the presence effects that derive from listening to music or seeing a 

beautiful body. It is a moment when signification falls away.162 Only then might a silent 

character, by his gestural speech alone, be given the final word. 

Using a silent figure as a key to the relation between performance and performativity might at 

first seem to be a paradox, as the voice is considered a common denominator of both concepts 

(Bal 2002).163 However, Naaman amply demonstrates that muteness in opera does not 

necessarily equate with either silence or submission, and that it is less an “un-operatic” 

element than an alternative voice, a handicap that might actually be a benefit. Mary Ann 

Smart reaches a similar conclusion in her examination of the historical reception of another 

silent character, Fenella, in Auber’s La Muette de Portici (1828). According to Smart, 

contemporary critics and observers tended to view this figure as remarkably articulate, “even 

as possessing a semantic ability that surpasses normal speech” (2004: 43); it was the tacit 

Fenella they claimed to hear the best.164  

Not that mutes are generally perceived to be inexpressive; on the contrary, because they must 

find alternative ways to express themselves, they have often been perceived as very 

demonstrative. Peter Brooks, in his book on melodrama, describes this as a “text of muteness” 

(1995 [1976]). As he finds the extension of such mute gestures to reside in music, he is led to 

suggest that the “gestural trope of the inarticulate” tends toward “full realization in opera, 

where music is charged with the burden of ineffable expression” (1995 [1976]: 75). Against 

Brooks’s claim, we might instead find non-verbal elements, gestures, movements, and body 

language to be more important in spoken theater than in opera, where music takes on the task 

of conveying non-verbal meaning. Still, in a genre that has at its core, as Dahlhaus proclaims, 

“a profound distrust of language” (1989a: 96), I would agree that these elements are quite 

                                                 
162 As advocates for the power of the present moment and the profundity of the encounter with the physical 
body, Gumbrecht (2004) and Fischer-Lichte (2008) bear crucial similarities (Fischer-Lichte’s book was first 
published in German in 2004). However, where Gumbrecht positions meaning opposite presence (though he 
maintains that they are related), Fischer-Lichte devotes her self to locating the emergence of meaning precisely 
within such embodied moments (see particularly her chapter 5, “The Emergence of Meaning”). 
163 As I referred to above, Fischer-Lichte herself uses the example of the voice reading a text to suggest what the 
performative power of performance might mean. 
164 That said, because Smart’s discussion of Fenella is inherently related to the particular historical context of the 
early nineteenth century, the comparison here is only partly viable.  
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naturally incorporated within it, sharing with music their non-verbal and gestural aspects. It is 

this reciprocal stickiness of bodily gestures and this ineffable and unfaithful music that 

constitutes Naaman’s gestural voice in an alternative, visual speech. Notwithstanding their 

surface incongruity, this gestural voice is like the singing voice in its ability to mean 

something beyond the level of semantics, thus demonstrating that very performative 

constitution through bodily acts to which Fischer-Lichte wants to draw attention. 

Even if all of this presupposes an expansion of the notion of “voice’” to include more than the 

acoustic phenomenon, it does not lead to a voice that is independent of sound or physicality. 

On the contrary, in performance, music becomes an inevitable part of this performative 

constitution. Though Naaman as a representation in the libretto is surrounded by “eine 

schreckliche Stille” [a terrible silence] in the context in which this physical body appears—a 

context that is drowned in sound—he becomes one of its most resonant characters. As a 

result, the silent-yet-resonant Naaman points to an array of voices that actually might appear 

to us as opera is performed.165 Abbate finds some of these “unsung voices” in the score and 

the orchestral texture: “a body vibrating with musical sound—a speaking source” (1991: 13). 

These are voices of narration figuring in the instrumental medium, interacting with––and 

sometimes even transcending––the libretto or the plot when we hear opera. I would argue for 

yet a further expansion of speaking sources to include what we see: visual human bodies 

vibrating with musical sound on stage, extending Abbate’s “polyphonic narration” of opera 

significantly in turn (1991: xiv). 

By expanding the notion of voice to metaphorical conceptions of other constitutive voices, the 

silent character also nods toward the “voices” of the director and the directorial team, which 

are crucial to the performative inscription of the silent executioner (as emphasized in the 

documentary that followed the DVD release of McVicar’s production). In spite of the fact that 

Meadows’s body and gestures create this particular figure, Naaman also depends on another 

“side text”: McVicar’s choreo-graphia (literally, “writing with bodies”). Hence, in the 

performance of opera, constituting or authorial voices are the province of not only the singers 

                                                 
165 Opera contains many different gradients of vocality, from the extreme event described by Poizat as “the cry” 
to sung words, spoken words, the musical representation of silence, silent figures, and even the (semi-)silence 
that might appear in a performance (as in the beginnings of Herheim’s and Egoyan’s productions; see chapter 1). 
Interestingly, Poizat finds the cry to be related to silence, because both gestures oppose verbal speech and the 
signifying linguistic message (1992: 84-92). Both the cry of Poizat and the gestural voice of Naaman transgress 
the range of the “main text,” the score, and appear in the “side texts” of the stage directions and, most 
importantly, in performance.  
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(as Abbate appears to conclude in her Salome analysis) but also the director and stage 

designer (and, in visually recorded versions, film director and editor).  

Another such constitutive “voice” belongs to the perceiving audience. This metaphorical 

voice is even more subdued but is nevertheless an active and defining contributor in the 

characters’ coming into being. Fischer-Lichte argues that performative acts are not 

constitutive unless they are perceived; they therefore depend on the perceiver’s experience 

and reactions, so that the audience members, to a greater or lesser extent, become actors 

themselves (2008: 38-74). However, Naaman’s performance (encountered via the DVD 

production) disrupts Fischer-Lichte’s performative aesthetics, because the autopoietic 

feedback loop between actors and spectators vanishes in the interference of the camera. 

Naaman will appear from exactly the same perspective every time we push play (which in 

fact makes it possible to do close readings of his appearances with exact screen markers). 

Still, as I claimed in chapter 3, the absence of a feedback loop is not synonymous with the 

absence of perceived presence or the audience’s participation.166 In fact, in the case of the 

silent character, the audience’s own ways of looking—their involvement and mirroring 

reactions—turn out to be particularly crucial; Naaman’s very existence derives from someone 

perceiving the physical body that acts on stage and assigning meaning to its presence. What I 

have described as the executioner’s gestural voice is itself constituted by the viewer’s 

performative performance of his potential speech.167  

Furthermore, the bodily inscription of an otherwise minor figure in this particular DVD 

production will influence subsequent versions, produced in the ever-present company of the 

mediatized performance archives.168 This Naaman, giving his alternative voice to the 

executioner’s silent existence in the opera text, is likely to be engraved in the viewer’s 

memory, guiding prospective ways of looking at Salome performances, either mediatized or 

live. Meadows’s/McVicar’s executioner becomes a background onto which new (or old, as it 
                                                 
166 As far as Naaman and his presence in a DVD production are concerned, I find performance theorist Jon 
Erickson’s perspective to be productive. Erickson focuses on presence as the practice of directing and focusing 
the audience’s collective attention, which derives from the actor’s level of engagement in the performance: “In 
this there is not much difference between the strongest actor and the strongest athlete, for instance; great dancing 
represents the clearest medium between these two.” This is a type of presence that is not limited to the live 
performance: “Presence, or at least the presence shown in what one sees transpire, has to do with the being-
present of the performer-actor to the material at the moment the performer is captured, on tape, film, or digital 
system” (Erickson 2006: 147-49). 
167 Here I paraphrase Bal’s description of the relation between the viewer and the silent images in a work of 
installation art (2002: 208). 
168 One example is the executioner as presented in Nikolaus Lehnhoff’s production from 2011 (released on DVD 
in 2012), who is characterized by his muscular, almost naked body and is constantly present when the Baptist is 
on stage, therefore attracting a considerable amount of camera attention to himself. 
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has a retroactive constitutive effect as well) productions are perceived: this Naaman, then, 

leads us to seek out (and helps us to see) other Naamans.  

In her article on the relation between physical performances and the notion of performativity, 

Mieke Bal reaches a similar conclusion with regard to the position of the audience (2002). 

This act of perceiving is not pre-scripted, nor is it free, Bal remarks; it is contingent on the 

viewer’s memory and the ways in which the performance directs the memory work (Bal 2002: 

186). Looking or listening are not passive acts but parts of the work’s constitution, crucial to 

making the performance of a fragmented textual basis into a truly present experience, granting 

coherence to the story and motives to its characters. In this way, it is possible for the operatic 

“work” to survive startling transformations and still remain coherent, as Parker claimed. The 

audience executes a performative performance: a constitutive, world-creating act, which is 

also a hermeneutic process that is partially open and partially dependent on previous 

experiences.  

Conclusion: Toward New Interpretations 
Mute characters and the mise-en-scène share one crucial hallmark: neither of them has clear 

borders or a defined script, though either might be hinted at in stage directions. Prior to the 

performance, they are open spaces waiting to be filled with particular visual and bodily 

content, which might further supply new focal points with the potential to change the known 

story.169 This becomes clear every time something emerges from the subterranean dungeon of 

Herod’s castle in Salome. Because of the story’s iconic position, audiences will most likely 

know what follows the moment the princess awaits the head: a spectacle demanding her (and 

their) attention. Still, they do not yet know this particular version. Despite the recycled nature 

of this visual revelation and its shock effects, these spaces for particularity do manage to 

surprise. It is in such an open space for materialization and potential recontextualization that 

Naaman in McVicar’s production emerges from the cistern of the castle’s tacit premises and 

secret stories. 

                                                 
169 However, as Naaman’s stickiness demonstrates, the content of these spaces is nevertheless dependent on, 
surrounded by, and drowned in music. In that way, these spaces point to a mutual relationship between sound 
and vision: visual expressions are accompanied, supplied, and mediated by the music, while simultaneously 
accompanying, supplying, and mediating the music in turn. To ignore this relation is to ignore the fact that opera 
not only tells through music and voices but also shows. The Hutcheons argue in their article on opera and 
narratology that showing cannot be separated from telling: “Opera narratives appear, on the surface, to be 
‘shown,’ rather than ‘told,’ to use the standard narratological distinction. But since this showing is multiply 
mediated, we will argue that it functions like a telling” (2006: 441).  
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Bringing onto stage aspects that are usually veiled or hidden—via either a commentating 

background of silent actors or a horizontally split stage, for example (in the dance, McVicar 

also reveals new spaces using vertically moving rooms; see chapter 6)—this production 

particularly exemplifies the possibilities of telling by showing within the open framework of 

the music. On this silent yet resonant backdrop, the story of Salome also becomes a story of 

compassion and understanding; it offers eyes that are seeing her as something more than an 

object of sexual desire. Hence, the silent executioner in McVicar’s production is not just an 

example of a character positioned between side texts and bodily performance; through his 

presence, he also disrupts the established topology of the protagonist herself. Given their 

potential to direct our attention to the polyphonic narration of opera, perspectives offered 

from the margins thus destabilize the notion of a pre-existing, text-based operatic subject. The 

inclusion of these marginalities—in both production and reception—might then disturb 

categories and representations established by the repetitious structure of the operatic canon.170 

This does not imply a dismissal of the opera text but rather a recognition of those other voices 

or texts that are already there in its gaps and side texts, in a perpetual process of negotiation 

between a complex textual basis and its interpretation as executed and embodied via 

audiovisual performance.171 In these processes, the voices of the orchestra and the gestural 

voices on stage share the function of one particular area of negotiation—slippery signifying 

fields that contain a rich reservoir of interpretational potentiality with constitutive effects. A 

focus on these areas, and the performative constitutions of which they are a part, undermines 

the basic notion of a fixed operatic work. As I claimed in chapter 3, this is but one result of 

those mediatized archives that presently include McVicar’s production as well. 

Though Naaman’s existence questions the fixed work and recommends opera instead as a 

work in the other sense—as process—he also reveals the mutual dependency between a fixed 

textual basis and the openness that is the result of the fact that this text must be embodied and 

repeated. This figure is not unbound to the opera text but a crucial element within it. His 

existence in the “sketchy stage directions,” as Goldovsky somewhat derogatorily described 

                                                 
170 One reason for introducing the notion of “perfomativity” as a coming-into-being-by-doing is the critical 
potential it holds for unveiling the instability of phenomena constituted by performative acts (such as dramatic 
characters but also subjectivities outside a theatrical setting, as well as discourses, notions of truths, and 
realities). Repetition offers the opportunity to see the same thing in another way and thus to reveal the lack of a 
fixed essence in the reigning status quo—what Butler describes as the “sedimentation” that is the effect of 
repeated rituals (1999 [1990]: 178).  
171 The next chapter offers another example of this ongoing negotiation that lies behind the construction of 
operatic characters, yet there I will focus less on the marginal perspectives and more on how different, dominant 
layers of the opera text are supported in a production. 
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them (1968: 275), has actually resulted in a continuous line of executioners, marked by 

certain physical characteristics, as the stage directions indicate. Moreover, the documentary 

tracking McVicar’s production does not appear to celebrate the unrestricted freedom of this 

process; instead, the director proudly proclaims: “I do exactly what the score says!” In the last 

chapter here, I will expand on the relation between the assumed authority of the score and the 

proclaimed freedom of directors, which raises the further pertinent question of how far you 

can go in an interpretation that has a musical score as its basis. Here, my aim has been to 

point to the palimpsestic and complex qualities of the score or the opera text and to focus on 

those loose texts that are involved in the process of bringing opera to life. 

The Naaman character, as this particular production inscribes him, exists in the gaps, the 

stillnesses, and the parentheses of opera—the general pause, the fermata, the musical 

interludes, the visual performance. These elements involve aspects that a composer cannot 

precisely control—aspects of the creative process that must be left to the performance, such as 

the duration of its silences, the exact tempi, the casting, the perspective established (or 

undermined) by the particular staging. As these aspects have to be reconsidered and renewed 

for every production (and even in every performance), they are utterly open. Though they 

might be indicated in stage directions (or open spaces in the score), these texts do not have to 

be utilized or followed as such. Yet these open spaces or loose texts do not exist independent 

of the score and/or libretto but in symbiosis with them—that is, they are dependent on them 

being repeated. And despite their secondary, non-authoritative position, such loose texts as 

stage directions nevertheless have a constitutive effect by encouraging a processual and open 

re-creation within seemingly fixed frames. Their existence in the main text points to the open 

spaces left for interpretation, the dependency on embodiment and particularity, as well as the 

uncontrolled and perhaps surprising aspects that are the results of a change from text to the 

doing of a text.172 This intermediate position between page and stage demonstrates that these 

spaces in between are not empty but open. What they are filled with determines the perception 

of a text that otherwise might be conceived of as fixed, unitary, even sacrosanct; they 

represent a potential for resistance or subversion—for agitation that takes place within a 

contextual orthodoxy. 

Considering performance as performative constitution is incompatible with a conception of 

the staging as a third element. Performativity is not décor or a wrapping added to a 
                                                 
172 Levin describes this as opera’s “representational unruliness” (2007: 26). It further recalls Butler’s description 
of the reiteration of gendered norms (1993, 1999 [1990]). 
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phenomenon retrospectively; it is constitutive of these phenomena in the first place and nods 

toward the doing happening within the open spaces of fixed repetitions.173 Analyses focusing 

on the performative aspects of opera might therefore imply the abandonment of studies of 

closed works or fixed texts, with their own structural ecosystems consisting of music and text, 

in favor of the cultivation of opera as an ongoing negotiation of meaning and constitution—

which is the process that takes place in performances. This involves a rejection of the 

hegemony of the main constitutive text and the reevaluation of the transformative power of 

performance. Such a processual perspective has room for—and should actually look after or 

listen to—other voices and side texts. Here the visual staging functions as a silent yet strong 

and resonant voice in the polyphony that we perceive.  

As a consequence, the marginalized figure appearing from the side texts functions as a 

critique, not of opera but of a narrow perspective upon the processes of operatic constitution. 

Naaman serves as an emblem of the power of staging, but he is also an example of the 

advantages of analyzing opera as performative performance, which encompasses the 

contribution of the particular bodies, their gestures and facial expressions, and, in tandem, the 

sceneography, lighting, and camera movements. These aspects might be especially important 

to consider in operatic interludes, where the music must set up a frame or an open space for 

visual contemplation. Here the stickiness particularly emerges, as well as dramatic 

constitutions simultaneously beyond and within score and libretto. This is not meant to 

devalue or omit the musical aspect but to engage specifically with the music’s role in the 

performative configuration.  

The reciprocal interplays between music and staging, representations and physical 

performance, are not just what bring characters into being—they bring opera itself into being. 

And today, this bringing-into-being also happens in mediatized forms that should not be 

dismissed but carefully examined, as they offer other, potentially destabilizing views on a 

story we thought we knew. It comes down to a matter of perspective—not just of how the 

productions make us see but also how we see the productions, or how we see (if we see) opera 

itself. 

                                                 
173 Despite the different contexts, this aspect holds for the notion of performativity as it is used to describe the 
unlike phenomena of speech acts, genders, or theatrical performances as well.  
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The Rise and Fall of Jochanaan 

Introduction: The Smile 
It is all about the smile—the smile of Salome as performed by the American singer Maria 

Ewing. It appears seventeen minutes into the recording of Peter Hall’s production, when a 

short close-up on Salome’s facial reaction interrupts the image of the Baptist (Michael 

Delvin) as he delivers his initial prophecy after his first appearance on stage. Ewing’s black-

painted eyebrows, bending slightly toward the bridge of her nose, enhance this captivating 

and suggestive smile on her big, red lips. If his initially acousmatic nature, his harsh words, or 

the loud brass and percussion that surrounds them bestowed upon the Baptist some kind of 

authority, it suddenly vanishes here. With this short glimpse of Salome’s smile, the audience 

of the recording realizes exactly who dominates and controls this staged situation. This 

impression is confirmed when Jochanaan completes his somewhat nebulous declamation, and 

the loud, majestic sounds of timpani and horns, playing their solemn motif of falling fourths, 

give way to a sprightly ascending solo clarinet over strings, and to Salome’s simple response: 

“Von wem spricht er?” [Of whom is he speaking?]. She could just as well have asked, “Why 

so angry (my dear)”? With this innocent, wondering query atop its contrasting musical 

texture, she entirely recasts this man and his outburst as interesting rather than threatening.  

She continues, “Er ist schrecklich. Er ist wirklich schrecklich” [He is terrible. He is truly 

terrible]. These words are set in the little twittering motif (described in chapter 1) and 

followed by a solo clarinet that emphasizes her gentle counterpoint to the dense soundscape 

that surrounds Jochanaan—she communicates a naturalness that in turn foregrounds his 

affectation. Yet the effect of this moment cannot be located in the words Wilde gave Salome, 

or in Strauss’s way of presenting them, though both of these things matter. This fabulous 

moment in Hall’s production when Ewing looks at the Baptist, smiles cunningly, and uses her 

CHAPTER 5  
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arms to follow the ascending movements of the music accompanying “wirklich” results 

instead from a multilayered framework of presentation that also involves the acting bodies of 

Ewing and Delvin. It is within this elaborate framework that the Baptist—the most famous of 

the figures on stage—finds himself to be a strange object instead.  

This process and its results are the topic of the present chapter. I concentrate on the same 

interlude that constitutes Naaman in McVicar’s version, but in another production that raises 

different questions and offers different answers. If Namaan in McVicar’s version makes us 

ask how a minor character becomes a main figure, Jochanaan in Hall’s version makes us ask 

how a main figure (which he definitely is, at least in the biblical scenario of the Baptist’s 

death) ends up as a minor character. In addition, this production makes the anticlimax that 

often accompanies the Baptist’s appearance on stage uniquely present. After an introduction 

that describes this scenic moment, I trace the genealogy of the character of Jochanaan to find 

out why and how this marginalization takes place. This is not a straight line going from a 

homogenous biblical figure to the embodiment of a concrete production; instead, my 

reconstruction looks at what shaped the ways the Baptist is understood, represented, and 

staged, including his appearance in Wilde’s prose, his rendering in Strauss’s music, and the 

visual context of a particular production.174 Moreover, it tries to incorporate his diverse 

reputation as a cultural-historical figure. Of course, his various realizations as an operatic 

character are also diverse; hence, any generalized image of the Baptist will be at best a very 

vague entity. Still, neither the character represented in the opera text nor a particular 

presentation of him on stage is ever the realization of an utterly independent or detached 

creation but is instead situated within a network of associations, connotations, and other 

retellings. Today, any specific staged version of Jochanaan is also framed by its own 

subsequent variants, as audiovisual recordings make numerous embodiments of the same 

character available over time. By moving between a fragmented background that is the 

genealogy of the character appearing in the opera text and one particular example of this 

character’s many manifestations, I hope to show how these levels are equally relevant to the 

process of bringing characters to life, as well as to their resultant reception history. 

Although Hall’s production constitutes the basis for my discussion, this does not mean that 

the anticlimax of Jochanaan’s appearance or Salome’s means of gaining the upper hand over 

him cannot be experienced in other productions as well. On the contrary, though Naaman’s 
                                                 
174 Becker-Leckrone argues along these lines in her article on the Salome figure, drawing on the biblical 
interpretational practice of midrash to trace her “labyrinthine genealogy” (1995: 242). 
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repositioning as consequential was uniquely related to McVicar’s visual portrayal of him, 

Jochanaan’s loss of authority is a recurring tendency that must be in turn somewhat more 

rooted in the structures of the opera text. This rootedness produces a more or less 

predetermined situation in every production in which the body on stage, as well as the staged 

body, appears from elsewhere. Therefore, whereas my previous example of Naaman pointed 

to the operatic spaces that are open to re-creation, my current example emphasizes the 

boundaries and limits within which operatic characters come into being. In addition, whereas 

the Naaman example pointed to the presence of physical bodies as an opportunity for 

expanding what is “said” via the ways it is embodied and expressed, the Jochanaan example 

indicates how these particular bodies (which necessarily are involved in an art form that has 

to be staged) also act to limit the potential range of possible manifestations and interpretations 

that are in play. 

The power in/of presentation—the question of who possesses the authority to present and 

define what we see and hear—has concerned several feminist thinkers during their quests for 

factors that might explain women’s subservient position in culture and history. At first, it 

might seem a bit forced to relate the character of Jochanaan and his fate to theories aimed at 

women’s emancipation; this is, after all, the character who proclaims that women brought evil 

into the world: “Durch das Weib kam das Übel in die Welt” [By woman came evil into the 

world]. However, what is clearly demonstrated in Jochanaan’s incarnation on stage is the 

prehistory amid which lives and characters appear—a tumult of physical bodies and pre-

established contexts that defines and determines their reappearances while at the same time 

restricting them. Simone de Beauvoir describes this relation neatly in her phenomenological 

analyses of particular cases, bodies, and situations, and I include her perspective as an 

interlocutor and adapt her concept of “situation” as she uses in Pyrrhus et Cinéas (2009 

[1944]), The Ethics of Ambiguity (Pour une morale de l’ambiguïté) (1947), and, most 

famously, The Second Sex (Le Deuxième Sexe) (2010 [1949]).175 Despite her distinctive 

phenomenological-existential approach, Beauvoir does not offer a method as such that can be 

adapted to opera studies. Nonetheless, I find her dialogical style to be inspiring and believe 

that this kind of open and curious look at multifaceted yet concrete material can contribute to 

studies of opera’s positioning between staged bodies and bodies on stage. Beauvoir’s 

“situation” concept points to the dependent relation between representations, expectations, 

                                                 
175 My understanding of Beauvoir’s concept of “situation” is also informed by the afterlife and reception of this 
book, particularly Moi’s discussion of it in What Is a Woman? (1999). 
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and a particular (material) manifestation—the very relation upon which operatic constitutions 

rest. Thus I end the present chapter by introducing her perspective on the oscillating relation 

between a particular case and a repeated representational framework, a relation that results in 

the ongoing negotiation of normality.  

Authentic Myths and the Problem of the Body: Hall’s Production 
The multitude of productions that have resulted from Salome’s inclusion in the opera canon 

have generated certain staging conventions that derive partly from the authorial intentions 

found in the stage directions and partly from preceding productions. Peter Hall’s production 

(recorded at the Royal Opera, London, on June 2, 1992) is one of the many that, to a great 

extent, follow these conventions.176 Aside from the fact that a doorway replaces the staircase 

at the right part of the stage, it faithfully follows the stage directions as well as the established 

expectations concerning what Salome ought to look like. Because it is more traditional in its 

visual expressions and design, this production is different from the others I have discussed so 

far. Although it is famous for including full frontal nudity of Ewing at the end of the dance, it 

can hardly be described as radical/experimental, and it does not come under the heading 

Regieoper. It is instead quite conventional, as Salome productions go.177 In its visual 

expression, it follows traditions that go back to the very first premiere of the opera in Dresden 

in 1905.178 This tradition can be said to touch upon stereotypical ideas of an authentic ancient 

Judea, on the one hand, and a kind of quasi-mythical presentation of a fantasy world, on the 

other, demonstrating the close relation between dreams and realities that comes together in a 

notion of something that is consistent and transcends both time and place.  

Notwithstanding the huge shining moon on the back wall, Judea is a dark place in John 

Bury’s set design. The moon casts its beams over the cylinder-shaped cistern opening, which 

(as the stage directions prescribe) dominates the left part of the stage. Light also flows out 

from an open doorway decorated with geometric figures on the right. Shadows of cypresses 

and palm trees are painted on the back wall, which is dominated by shades of blue, green, and 

red. These colors are also reflected in the costumes, such as Narraboth’s deep-green velvet 

                                                 
176 The production first premiered at the Los Angeles opera in 1986 and was produced in association with the 
Los Angeles Music Center Opera (conductor: Edward Downes, associate director: Jeannette Aster, designer: 
John Bury, choreographer: Elizabeth Keen). Derek Bailey directed the video production (in association with 
Peter Hall).  
177 Of course, it is hard to say what a truly conventional production of Salome might be. I touch upon the sort of 
“conventional radicalism” that characterizes the production history of this opera in my concluding chapter. 
178 Pictures from the 1905 production can be previewed online via www.photographersdirect.com.  
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robe, Herod’s outfit in purple and gold, and Salome’s cape decorated by sequins formed into 

flowers. Like Salome’s (or Ewing’s) shiny eye make-up, these sequins function as glittering 

gems in this otherwise dark setting.  

The soldiers, the first characters we encounter, are dressed in stereotypical grey costumes, 

bearing what look like Viking helmets and shields. Herod evokes traditional portrayals of 

Julius Caesar, with his gilded laurel wreath on his head. And while the hats and robes of the 

five Jews make their religious or ethnic affiliation painstakingly clear, the headgear, sticks, 

and filthy garments of the Nazarenes turn them into stereotypical Sunday school 

representations of Jesus. 

In addition to some sort of consistency, there is another aspect that the quest for authenticity 

and the construction of dream worlds share—namely, the fact that it can be difficult to feature 

an actual, physical body without producing some sort of perceived friction with its 

environment. While an “authentic” staging will anticipate an “authentic body” that perfectly 

fulfills a pre-existing notion of the character in question, a dreamlike setting might make the 

body that comes into view both a revelation and a disappointment. And because what appears 

is not a heavenly or divine figure but a mundane male body (which, at the same time, is never 

“authentic enough”), the “authenticity” of this body can be a perceived anticlimax. 

This anticlimax nevertheless serves a specific function in the presentation of Salome’s 

narrative, because it lets the audience partake of her ambivalent reactions, which, after all, 

result from her double residence (1) in a material world of sensation, and (2) in more of a 

dream world of her own creative imagination, onto which she repeatedly layers her 

experiences.179 On the one hand, then, she perceives Jochanaan’s body as material reality, as 

something harrowing and horrible (“grauenvoll” and “grässlich”); on the other hand, this 

object is also the inspiration for her dreams. In Wilde’s highly symbolic language and with an 

array of metaphors that follows the structure of fairytales, she describes what she actually sees 

as well as the imaginative images these perceptions evoke. In this way Jochanaan’s body 

becomes white as snow, black as the night, and red as roses—it becomes, in the end, 

something she falls deeply in love with. Salome thus operates within frictional but very much 

related parallel worlds herself, caught as she is between material reality and her own 

imagination, and as a result expresses both adoration and disgust when she encounters the 

Baptist. In what follows, I will trace the ways in which this anticlimax, shared between the 
                                                 
179 See my discussion in chapter 2. 
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protagonist and the audience, is to a certain extent predetermined by the opera text and 

especially its constructions of normality and anomaly, sympathy and antipathy. 

A Defining Question of Presentation 
Up to this point, I have been especially concerned with what happens beyond the creation of 

the opera text, and in particular with staged moments. However, when discussing Wilde’s 

reasons for writing in French (in chapter 2), I touched upon the question of intention, as this 

determines the forms in which the characters express themselves and also the ways in which 

they are perceived. Wilde’s French, which might have an autobiographical explanation, 

contributes in situating these characters on stage, in terms of the world they appear in and the 

impression they make, in the original language as well as in translation. And this is where 

authorial intentions interest me: they contribute to the establishment of frameworks within 

which performances must take place. They are part of a general basis determining the 

particular case. This does not imply that the opera carries some sort of fixed, eternal message 

but rather that some of the premises of these negotiations of meaning are already set by their 

textually established context. 

In chapter 1, I labeled the many-layered and defining framework behind the constitution of 

characters on stage a multimodal process of operatic focalization. This framework contains a 

palimpsest of authorial inscriptions that informs the Baptist’s appearance in Hall’s production. 

Ewing’s twinkling smile, as mentioned, makes this Salome unique, and the way it frames the 

Baptist’s appearance makes this specific entry memorable as well. But it is not without 

connection to the text that Ewing is performing. Her distinct expression, first of all, derives 

from the way Wilde made the much-represented figure of Salome into a spokesperson—she is 

the one who presents the characters that appear and the situations that occur, and she also tells 

us how to see and understand them. As I discussed in chapter 2, Salome occupies this position 

from the moment she enters the stage and presents the Baptist’s voice as her object of desire. 

Positioned as this presenter, Salome totally reinterprets the Baptist and the message he is sent 

to deliver. From that moment on, his voice and body become more important than his 

condemning prophecies.  

It is during the scene when the Baptist visually enters the stage that Salome’s presentational 

role is most evident. After she has interpreted his strange words (“Er spricht von meiner 

Mutter” [He talks about my mother]), she starts to engage with his body as a fascinating 
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object (“Ich möchte ihn näher besehn” [I must look at him closer]), then proceeds to 

metaphorically dismember him by isolating his various parts: his white flesh, his black hair, 

his red mouth. They become sensuous catalysts of a sort, aesthetic objects for her artistic 

elaboration as well as sources of an erotic arousal of her general youthful desire. Salome as 

presenter thus deprives Jochanaan of his calling as a speaker and a prophet, leaving him in the 

hopeless situation of the authority who has been stripped of his power. Salome makes 

Jochanaan silent, first by presenting and promptly reframing and negating his authority, then 

by literally calling for (and receiving) his head. 

Featuring the Diva 

Ewing’s unique smile derives from Wilde’s presentation of his protagonist as the main 

presenter of the first and last scenes, which includes two arrivals of Jochanaan, alive and 

otherwise. Moreover, the effects of her smile further derive from Wilde’s portrayal of the 

Baptist, as well as Strauss’s musical contributions. This moment thus demonstrates my 

argument in the previous chapter that the question of presentation is always a collective 

endeavor in opera. Authorial intention resides in not only the librettist or the composer but 

also the director and the individual performer. Last but not least, Salome’s smile, and its 

impact on the way Jochanaan is perceived and the events in which he is involved, also 

depends on Ewing’s presentation and particular embodiment. I will next attempt to separate 

the individual yet mutually dependent layers of the palimpsest of these authorial inscriptions. 

When Strauss made Salome into one of the most demanding roles in the repertoire for 

dramatic sopranos, he also allied this figure with the classic opera diva—the admired leader 

of a given performance. It demands a self-confident, well-trained soprano, which Maria 

Ewing proves to be. Tall, elegant, and slender, she presents an insistent and powerful yet 

playful version of the Judean princess that is hard to forget. From the moment she enters the 

stage in the second scene, she demands our full attention using her facial expressions and 

bodily gestures in tandem with the movements of the music (and supported significantly by 

camera close-ups).  

In what I have previously described as the “talkier” parts of this opera, Ewing’s musical 

performance is closer to Sprechgesang than other singers’ performances have been.180 Her 

singing style therefore contributes to making this production closer than usual to spoken 

                                                 
180 Note, for example, her use of a chest voice on “Warum” as she brings up her very first question: “Warum 
sieht mich der Tetrarch fortwährend so an?” [Why does the Tetrarch look at me all the while?]. 
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theater. Her voice nonetheless moves effortlessly through the melodic spans and sparkles 

along with her big, soulful eyes on the uppermost pitches (often reaching them with a little 

portamento), emphasizing the elegance of Strauss’s lines and, by extension, the particular 

means of expression (music) that accompanied Salome’s entrance into the opera form. The 

persuasive relation established between her body and the music is also an effect of her 

tendency to use her long, slender arms to “draw” and visually underline the musical 

gestures—for example, she lifts them up to “Wie süß ist hier de Luft!” [How sweet is the air 

here!] and lets them fall as the line descends, then raises them again to the ascending “Hier 

kann ich atmen” [I can breath here]. She also crosses her arms in front of her neck and lifts 

them higher to the rising “atmen.” It therefore looks as if she is inhaling not only in 

accordance with her sung lines but also through her gestures (fig. 23–26, 00.07.02–00.07.12). 

Recalling Naaman’s “stickiness,” we can likewise perceive her here to be possessing the 

music—embodying it and releasing its gestural potential dynamically, organically, and 

convincingly. Specifically through Ewing’s figure and performance, then, Salome achieves 

authority and respect, and we in the audience begin to realize that none of the other characters 

on stage have a chance against her seductive abilities.  

This is spelled out in capital letters in the scene right before Salome encounters the Baptist in 

the flesh, when she approaches Narraboth and persuades him to bring the prisoner out. At this 

moment, she (Salome and Ewing) demonstrates what she is capable of. Radiating utter 

assuredness, Salome/Ewing lounges on the edge of the huge cistern and looks down at the 

confused and stressed Narraboth, who stands below her (from fig. 49, 00.13.00). Her eyes 

beam with passion, lust, and desire as she promises him that tomorrow she will flash him her 

precious smile. Yet thanks to the combination of Ewing’s acting and Strauss’s presentation of 

Salome’s lines, it is obvious that, to the young princess, this is all just a game—a part of her 

show. Ewing uses phrases that Del Mar (for example) found to be “too verbose” and 

“unnatural” (see page 64) to present this princess as a pretender who does not look at the 

soldier but past him while producing her somewhat fake smile. Occasionally, of course, she 

also becomes quite serious, as if she sometimes drops the pretenses of her game. Here, then, 

Hall’s production and Ewing’s acting support my claim that these “verbose” passages lack the 

character’s dreams and imaginations as such; what she describes to Narraboth is not 

something she imagines but something she pretends. Still, this spurious seduction is 

successful; the weak and worried Narraboth (played by a Robin Leggate sporting long, blond 

hair and green velvet raiment) gives in and orders the soldiers to bring the prophet out. This 
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scene then suddenly becomes an introduction to Jochanaan’s appearance, and it defines the 

context in which he appears, one in which Salome is both the leading lady and the 

commander-in-chief.  

Salome’s “Ah!” initiates the specific interlude in which the Baptist emerges (fig. 59/2, 

00.14.02), and Ewing sings it while seated atop the cistern. She then tilts her head backward 

to reveal her expression of satisfaction. Elegantly, she jumps down, accompanied by violins 

ascending chromatically in tremolo. Soldiers dressed in grey move slowly toward the cistern 

on the left part of the stage. Two of them climb up on the cistern top; two stand in its 

stairway, and two are placed behind it. Salome waits directly in front of it, carefully watching 

the men unlock the hatch on top, while the falling-fourth motif is played in the horns. One of 

the soldiers, holding a lantern, descends the winding staircase leading into the dungeon. As 

the music increases in volume and intensity, Salome moves slowly towards the men, and the 

glittering back of her green dress stands out against the dark background of the cistern and the 

soldiers in grey. To another rising chromatic scale in the strings (which introduces the musical 

themes that will later appear in Salome’s descriptions of Jochanaan’s body), she speeds up 

and then looks over the edge (fig. 62/4, 00.15.00). Immediately afterward, the first soldier 

returns, walking slowly up the stairs and holding a thick rope, as if he were leading a huge, 

heavy animal.  

A camera focused on the cistern’s edge offers an image of messy, dark brown hair, two 

skinny, tied hands, and, eventually, a gaunt, bluish body walking unsteadily. Jochanaan wears 

only a filthy loincloth, and he is covering his face with his hands, as if he were hiding from 

the light. This posture drops our focus to his torso, with its hairy nipples and deep navel. 

Thus, in the visual context established in Hall’s production of a dark yet glittery Judea, the 

Baptist right away appears as a body that becomes a contrast.  

An Object of Difference 

Hall’s production emphasizes the Baptist’s position as an object of visual difference. This 

tendency goes all the way back to the opera’s first premiere in 1905, when Karl Perron, the 

first Jochanaan, was presented sporting long, tangled hair and a fur-like costume with one 

shoulder bare.181 Yet, these particular stagings—revealing what, through repetition, has 

                                                 
181 The “topology” of the Baptist shares this particular aspect with his executioner, who is also characterized by 
wearing fewer garments than the other characters (see chapter 4). Other examples of the tendency to present 
Jochanaan as a visual contrast by exposing his naked skin can be found in the DVD productions from 1974, 



 

 138 

become convention––are nevertheless dependent on a contrast established already in Wilde’s 

drama. The decadence of Herod’s castle is indicated by its gems, jewels, and decorative 

elements, so we hear about silver, gold, pearls, emeralds, topazes, chrysolites, beryls, 

chrysoprases, rubies, sardonyx, and hyacinth stones. In this way, Wilde follows the tradition 

of Botticelli, Dürer, Rubens, Bonneau, and Moreau of portraying the story of this dancing girl 

in a glittering and ornately decorated setting. Realized on stage, whether in the theater or at 

the opera, this tradition has resulted in a lot of pearls, diamonds, and ribbons, including 

Ewing’s sequined green dress, which suggests in turn Gustav Klimt’s glittering Salome 

images as well. In the context of these lavish descriptions (and their lavish visual 

realizations), the Baptist’s naked, bluish body evokes a nearly animalistic carnal creature 

upon his arrival at the birthday party. This contrast runs throughout the narrative, all the way 

to its last image of a bejeweled Salome holding the raw and bleeding head.  

That said, the Baptist’s position as a figure of difference is not something Wilde introduced 

but something he himself inherited—that is, the role Jochanaan has been given in cultural 

history, based on his description in the Bible. The Gospels say that the Baptist lived like the 

prophets of the Old Testament: he lived alone in the desert, wore a camel hair garment, and 

ate locusts and wild honey (Matthew 3:1–4; Mark 1:4–6). He is framed as an isolated and 

different kind of man, nearly brutish and perhaps on the verge of insanity. This nature is also 

emphasized in the Bible’s presentation of him as a foil to his successor, Jesus: whereas John 

baptizes in water, Jesus baptizes in tongues of fire; whereas John belonged to the wilderness, 

Jesus walked around in the cities. Hence, despite his role as the mouthpiece of God’s Word, 

John is characterized by his ascetic existence in the wilderness as something decidedly other 

than the fair-skinned, mild figure of Jesus.182  

The figure that appears in Hall’s production––with his hunchback, filthy loincloth, and naked, 

pale skin in blue light––is clearly inspired by the tradition of the Baptist’s strangeness and 

wildness. Down on all fours, his long hair hiding his wiry body, he first shakes his head and 

stretches his back before rising to his knees. The huge, shining full moon behind him (which 

is also described in Wilde’s stage directions) emphasizes the animalistic aspects of this 

                                                 
1990, 1997, and 2008 (see list of productions after the bibliography). There is also a tendency to visually mark 
his difference by dressing him in white (as in Freyer’s production from 2008 or Konwitschny’s from 2009). 
182 This is not to say that interpretations of the biblical Baptist have been entirely unambiguous. John has also 
been depicted as an attractive, ascetic young man who rejected the advances of women, which has in turn placed 
him in the pantheon of saints and gods favored by homosexuals, along with St. Sebastian, Bacchus, and others. 
This has also led to androgynous portrayals of the Baptist as the gracious witness of God (Butler and Cumming 
1998: 301).  
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character and even suggests a werewolf. His imprisonment has brought him to this as well, of 

course, which Hall’s production indicates by presenting the Baptist as tied with a thick rope 

that lets the soldier control his movements for the short time he is visible on stage. Visual 

correlatives of Jochanaan’s captivity are not unique to this version but a recurrent tendency in 

Salome productions, so that the Baptist is regularly bound, tied-up, imprisoned in cages, or 

surveyed by the muzzles of the soldiers’ guns. The frequent exploitation of this tradition of 

wild, brutal features results in staging conventions that in turn demonstrate the dependent 

relation between “background” and “foreground”: what we see on stage derives from a 

specific interpretive history but participates in turn in its revision. 

Though the fragmented background and reception history of this biblical myth contribute 

substantially to what we see on stage, these associations are always negotiable, as the varied 

productions of the opera prove. For example, the Baptist’s status as a tormented prisoner in 

the biblical texts does not have to imply a wild, uncontrolled figure who provides a contrast to 

the mild Jesus; instead of a foil to Jesus, the Baptist might be a reflection of or forerunner to 

“des Menschen Sohn.” The Bible simply describes the arrival of a mundane, human body that 

does not fulfill the high expectations of the people awaiting him, and the opera text prescribes 

a similar transition from invisibility to embodiment, and thus potentially a downfall from an 

open ideality to a settled materiality. A germ of the anticlimax that Hall’s production makes 

particularly present—where the Word or the Voice appearing in human flesh becomes an 

object of difference, both in spite of and because of this appearance in a normal human 

body—might thus reside in the Baptist’s alignment with Jesus. 

In Hall’s production, the bluish figure in a loincloth recalls death but also resurrection, 

appearing as a living version of the iconic portrayals of the dead and crucified Christ. Yet, 

because of the visual context in which it appears, this human body on stage turns out to be 

something all too human and therefore (ironically) particularly uncanny, not because it is 

otherworldly or unnatural but because it is so worldly and mundane. This very literal 

objectification is supported by the scenography, which presents this body as a visual contrast 

to Herod’s glittering court and displays it atop a pillar, so as to point up its position as an 

object of difference. Moreover, it is strengthened by the ways in which Salome (that is, 

Ewing, Wilde, and Strauss) frames him. To the punctuated horn motif that concludes the 

dynamic part of the interlude, the audience of Hall’s recorded production can just about see 

Jochanaan’s full figure before he collapses, apparently of exhaustion. The image of this bluish 

body lying over the cistern edge like a slaughtered animal is then cross-faded with a close-up 
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on Salome, her eyes glued to this newly arrived creature (fig. 65/9, 00.15.30). This is the 

exact same place in the interlude where Naaman was inscribed as a character in McVicar’s 

production as he appropriated the music through his silent gestures. Here, however, it is 

Salome who occupies this space, moving her slender arm slightly to the slow movements of 

the descending fourths, while looking intently at the cistern’s top. It is a moment about 

Salome watching Jochanaan—about her fascination, about his appearance at her command, 

about his entrance into her show and her world.  

The close-up on Salome’s intense gaze gives way to an overview of the stage with the soldier 

holding the tied-up prisoner on top of the cistern to the left, the huge shining moon in the 

middle, and Narraboth, watching Salome (watching Jochanaan), to the right (00.15.30–

00.16.10). Then a camera placed directly beneath the cistern’s edge supplies an image of the 

Baptist on his knees, shaking his long, tangled hair out of his fact as he starts to sing: “Wo ist 

er, dessen Sündenbecher jetzt voll ist?” [Where is he whose cup of abominations is now 

full?]. Now it appears: Ewing’s cunning and emasculating smile. Jochanaan’s downfall is 

precipitous, as he is promptly made to appear “schrecklich”––less as threat of any sort than an 

exciting and fascinating toy. He roars, “Zurück, Tochter Babylons. Kommt dem Erwählten 

des Herrn nicht nahe!” [Back! daughter of Babylon! Come not near the chosen of the Lord!], 

but it misfires completely in a context where the smiling Salome is able to answer, “Sprich 

mehr, Jochanaan, deine Stimme ist wie Musik in meinen Ohren” [Speak again, Jochanaan. 

Thy voice is as music to mine ear]. Her lyrical response is followed by wonderful, melodious 

music with harp and celesta—molto espressivo—as she leans nonchalantly on the cistern’s 

edge, gazing dreamily outward and smiling indulgently. Whatever he might say or do next, he 

will not escape this now somehow preordained role as the impetus of Salome’s creative 

desire.  

In the opera text, of course, Jochanaan is not only presented as desirable but also subjected to 

irony and ridicule. He is in turn misunderstood (by Salome and the soldiers), detested (by 

Herodias), and violated (by Herod). Moreover, his wolfishness is exaggerated by Wilde’s 

rendering of him as a fanatic with a very bad temper. As the final prophet to herald the arrival 

of the “Son of Man,” he already represents the religious patriarchy and moreover an overt 

misogyny as he rages at the protagonist’s liberal sexuality and proud proclamation of her 

maternal line (“Ich bin Salome, die Tochter der Herodias” [I am Salome, daughter of 

Herodias]). Salome’s role as an advocate of another, decidedly secular sublimity (see chapter 

2) also contributes to a context in which the Baptist’s prophecies fall on deaf ears. 
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Wilde’s presentation of the Baptist as a strange but fascinating object, a foreign element 

advocating unappealing, conformist ideals, is also reflected in the vocabulary he gives him. 

As I mentioned at the beginning of chapter 3, the language of the Baptist’s statements differs 

significantly from that of the other characters. In the context of Wilde’s effusive and playful 

speech patterns for Salome (which Ewing so brilliantly emphasizes with her unrestrained 

singing style), the Baptist’s quasi-rhetoric of Old Testament denunciations does not lend itself 

to dialogue of any sort. Although it has been assumed by interpreters of the drama and the 

opera that his prophecies are direct biblical quotations,183 these harsh words are in fact the 

result of Wilde’s cut-and-paste approach to biblical texts ranging from Isaiah to the Book of 

Revelation, as he sought the proper sort of archaic language here (Shewan 1977: 136). This 

linguistic contrast is particularly immediate in the scene described above, where the Baptist’s 

harsh, stilted condemnations of sin, lust, and incest are framed by Salome’s innocent, rather 

sweet, and entirely unrelated questions and descriptions of him. In image and in language, 

then, the disparity between these two figures is obvious, but there is a further representational 

layer to account for: the music. It contributes immensely to Salome’s authority as presenter 

but also to the portrayal of Jochanaan as unattractive. 

Appearing in Music 

In chapter 1, I described how the Baptist in Wilde’s drama is positioned at the end of an 

ocular chain; by refusing to look, he assumes this objectified position. Moreover, as I 

indicated in chapter 2, by refusing to partake in the secular and sensuous sublimity of Salome, 

he becomes an outsider in this dramatic community of physical desire. Like the Jews, 

Jochanaan is situated in the context he is criticizing, yet (unlike the Jews) he is additionally 

placed in the midst of its activity, as the object of Salome’s yearnings. In the world that Wilde 

creates around the imaginings, dreams, and associated strains of destabilizing desire, the 

Baptist’s asceticism, his anarchic and brutal prophecies, his relegating of women to a separate 

social category, and his general reluctance to see and be seen, touch and be touched, all 

become pronounced deviances within the narrative, supported by the affected language he is 

given in Wilde’s prose. Predictably, then, Strauss’s musical presentation makes him a stranger 

as well, though what characterizes or produces this musical strangeness is not so obvious. 

In fact, a lack of correspondence between the potential authority of the biblical Baptist and the 

way in which he appears in the opera has confounded critics at times, and it has been noted as 

                                                 
183 See, for example, Del Mar (1962: 250). 
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well that Jochanaan’s emergence represents a musical disappointment. Leading Strauss 

interpreter Norman Del Mar decides that the representation of Jochanaan in Salome was one 

of the composer’s (few) musical mistakes, as the Baptist lacks “the necessary quality of 

sublimity which he desperately needed in order to contrast with the otherwise prevailing 

moral decadence, the morbid colour of which he [Strauss] captured with singular success” 

(Del Mar 1962: 249). Julius Korngold, chief music critic at Vienna’s respectable Neue Freie 

Presse, wondered especially about the archaic, “Mendelssohnian” musical framing of 

Jochanaan: 

Can you comprehend that John the Baptist who should rise up larger than life, 
compellingly ideal, has to content himself now with a weak Mendelssohnian phrase, 
now with a couple of fourths capriciously piled on top of each other, or with some 
chromatics left over from Amfortas? John the Baptist! From his cistern he already 
makes an impression reminiscent of the old opera. And at the same time, what a 
musical ascetic! (Korngold 1992 [1907]: 346-47) 

While this critic lamented the music’s old-fashioned style, Strauss’s friend Roman Rolland 

complained in a letter to the composer about the common nature of the Baptist’s musical 

motifs: “I have a clear impression that you have not experienced the faith of the savage 

Precursor in the slightest degree. You have nevertheless represented it in a manner which is 

both strong and true––but sometimes detached and without personal emphasis.” Strauss’s 

answer to Rolland was that he did not want to treat Jochanaan too seriously: “You know, 

Jochanaan is an imbecile. I have no sympathy at all for that type of man. In the first place I 

would have liked him to be a bit grotesque” (both quoted in Del Mar 1962: 250). The 

composer’s own conception of Jochanaan reappeared in his writings thirty years later, when 

he emphasizes the character’s position as an unappealing contrast:   

I tried to compose a good Jochanaan more or less as a clown; a preacher in the desert, 
especially one who feeds on locusts, seems infinitely comical to me. Only because I 
had already caricatured the five Jews and poked fun at Father Herodias did I feel that 
I had to follow the law of contrast and write a pedantic-Philistine motif for four horns 
to characterize Jochanaan. (Quoted in Kennedy 1999: 145-46)184  

Regardless of Strauss’s own utterances, of course, the musical context he sets up in Salome 

and the Baptist’s contribution to it make it clear that he—like Wilde—had little sympathy for 

this figure.185 Jochanaan becomes a demonstration of common ground between these 

                                                 
184 Strauss’s opposition to religious authorities (and Christianity specifically) is another relevant aspect of this 
story. See Gilliam (1999: 25-26), Kennedy (1999: 17), and Bellemare (2003: 325). 
185 Though I will not venture further into this topic here, the question of authorial identification and sympathy 
propels many scholarly discussions of Wilde and Salomé, which has been described as “perhaps the most 
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otherwise unlike men in their opposition to religious authorities, categorical laws, or cultural 

pessimism (Dierkes-Thrun 2011: 81). From this perspective, the Baptist and what he 

represents simply cannot fit in here—or, on the other hand, he fits perfectly but only as a 

contrasting “otherness” who depends upon what Salome textually and musically constructs as 

the “normal.” 

As a Western representation of an Oriental context, Salome can be seen as an extension of 

orientalist operas from the late nineteenth century such as Meyerbeer and Scribe’s L’Africaine 

(1865), Verdi and Ghislanzoni’s Aida (1871), Bizet, Meilhac, and Halévy’s Carmen (1875), 

and Saint-Saëns and Lemaire’s Samson et Dalila (1877), to mention but a few.186 Yet Salome 

problematizes its conformity with this lineup. It is certainly structured around a desire for “the 

Other,” on that is established by a musical contrast. But it establishes a somewhat abnormal or 

surprising normality in this regard that at once builds on and reverses the traditional relation 

between the Western man and the (often dancing) Oriental woman.  

In order to trace Salome’s particular music-dramatic construction of normality, I will use 

Camille Saint-Saëns’s Samson et Dalila (1877) as a counter-example. This opera, which also 

depicts an encounter between a God-fearing man and a seducing woman in an exotic context, 

begins with a monumental lament that introduces a choir of God’s people in the style of a 

Bachian passion (Locke 1991). As audience members, we enter this story through the choir’s 

musical perspective, and their spokesman, Samson, who eventually emerges from this crowd, 

is simultaneously our spokesman too. What he and they represent––musically and morally––

becomes our normal standard and residence. When Samson encounters the sexually 

demanding and fatal Dalila, who represents the enemy (the pagan Philistines), she is clearly 

presented as a musical contrast. In fact, she is so different from the chanting Hebrews that she 

must be introduced by a choir of Philistine maidens that functions thereby as a mediating link, 

musically and thematically, between religious devotedness and frivolous entertainment, and 

between musical seriousness, archaism, and complexity and a light aria built upon a simple 

succession of two-bar phrases (“Printemps qui commence”). 

                                                 
intensely self-expressive of Wilde’s plays” (Shewan 1977: 147). Several interpreters seem to share the 
assumption that his life and his work were deeply intertwined; see, for example, Kohl (1989: 193) and Donohue 
(1997: 125).  
186 For more on opera and orientalism, see McClary (1992), Said (1993), Robinson (1993), Lindenberger (1998), 
and Till (2012b). 



 

 144 

Unlike Dalila, Salome needs no introduction. When she first enters the stage in the second 

scene, she does so to a motif that is not a contrast but instead an elaboration of the very first 

clarinet theme that constitutes the opera’s fleeting three-bar prelude. Salome immediately sets 

up an acoustic atmosphere of chromatic excess, of sudden shifts in harmonic shadings as well 

as frequent eruptions of long, melodious lines. As listeners, we are thrust into a world of 

dissonances, half-tone steps, and frequent thematic transfers—this is what Del Mar described 

collectively as Salome’s “morbid colour” (1962: 249). Tinting and infusing the story from its 

opening scale, this modernistic musical language establishes a flexible frame of reference for 

Wilde’s sudden shifts between the characters and their non-dialogic, abrupt communication, 

as introduced at the very outset of the drama.  

In his discussion of opera and orientalism, Nicholas Till places Samson and Jochanaan in the 

same group: despite the fact that they are presented in a Jewish context and that Jews are 

often “orientalized” in opera (see my discussion in chapter 2), they both “pass as honorary 

Westerners” (2012b: 304) because of their four-square and diatonic music in relation to the 

chromatic and melismatic style of their seductresses. While I agree with Till’s description, I 

would stress that in the particular musical-dramatic context of Salome, this character should 

not be equated with a conception of (Western) normality, however, or more generally with 

Western modernity or progression. Unlike Samson et Dalila, Salome introduces the voice of 

God’s spokesman as the contrast, after all, not the woman. Framed by the rapid harmonic-

motivic shifts and modernist drive of this opera’s music, Jochanaan’s clearly C major, 4/4, 

distinctly marchlike and punctuated rhythm in brass and timpani—and, moreover, the clear 

distinction between his voice and the background—make him appear in tandem with a sudden 

musical standstill. While prophesying the future, then, the Baptist is caught in (or by) the 

music of the past. Strauss thus follows a tendency complementary to orientalism of presenting 

religiousness through some kind of musical archaism, like those reverent Hebrews that Saint-

Saëns portrayed with baroque-sounding music intended to evoke associations with some kind 

of timeless “Christian” worship.  

Of course, musical archaism is not necessarily synonymous with something regressive 

either.187 In the context of Samson et Dalila, for example, it functions to establish an aura of 

seriousness and sanctity. In the specific context established in Salome, however, dreams and 

                                                 
187 This aspect is emphasized in Adorno’s discussion of Beethoven’s late style (“Spätstil”), where he claims 
archaism to be one of its primary characteristics and thereby announces Beethoven’s Missa Solemnins to be an 
“alienated masterpiece” (“verfremdetes Hauptwerk”) (2002 [1959]: 576).  
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imaginings collide with profound physical attraction and become, in turn, the optics through 

which we encounter the story. This optics is strongly advocated by the protagonist herself, 

who becomes the main proponent of a progressive desire that she expresses entirely within 

Wilde’s poetic linguistic vein as well as via Strauss’s alluring and long-spanned melodies set 

to complex and modernistic harmonic nuances. Salome, the perspectives she advocates, and 

the musical language that follows her constitute the normal against which we must measure 

Jochanaan’s musical archaism. The opera’s resultant process of reframing the archaic-

sounding, religious, and serious man turns what could have been a combination of clearness, 

authority, and innocence into an entirely unappealing bluntness, though one that––because of 

this music’s historical functions––still carries a semblance of (patriarchal) power and 

sublimity. This is the strong yet detached music that Rolland found to be too commonplace—

the archaic sound of what Korngold described as a “musical ascetic” (see page 142). Yet if it 

is not something “larger than life” that appears with Jochanaan in the specific music-dramatic 

context of Wilde and Strauss, it is not a failure either, though Del Mar insinuates otherwise 

when he locates the weakest parts of the opera in the music accompanying what he thought 

were Wilde’s direct quotations from the Bible (1962: 249). Just as these are not direct 

quotations but rather quotations with quotation marks–––picturesque hybrids or apocryphal 

lines constructed to sound archaic––Strauss’s musical representation of the Baptist likewise 

expresses a similar greatness with quotation marks, one that is at once solemn and simple. 

The timpani rolls, horns, key of C major, and choppy, “militaristic” rhythm thus contribute to 

making him into a displayed object of difference—not an exotic difference, that is, but an 

unappealing relic of a less exciting, less desirable, and more regressive world than the one 

introduced in Salome’s three-bar prelude.  

By taking previous and established structures from the history of opera and reframing them in 

a new context, and by playing with the relations between the sacred and the pagan, the normal 

and the different, the progressive and the simplistic, and the attractive and the unattractive 

along gendered lines, Salome positions the dualisms of orientalist opera or the serious 

archaisms of Samson in a different light. This opera text encourages a subversive playfulness 

that can render God’s spokesman as a displayed object, and Hall’s production accepts the 

encouragement. It demonstrates what happens when Salome’s musical-rhetorical skills 

encounter a particular singer’s musical-dramatic talent and are realized in a way that benefits 

both the character and the singer. Above and beyond the uniqueness of her smile, the textually 

embedded structures positioning Salome on the “right” side of this musically established 
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contrast clearly propel Ewing’s performance and provide her with this powerful means of 

expression. In her presentation of the character, Ewing appropriates and utilizes the melodious 

rhetoric of Strauss’s music to reinforce the power relation that is already present in Wilde’s 

text. This becomes especially immediate when Salome takes up Jochanaan’s “language”––in 

this case, his musical themes––and plays with them, borrowing the motif of falling fourths 

that he originally introduced to frame her presentation of his body (“Wie abgezehrt er ist!”; 

fig. 78/6). Ewing buttresses this appropriation further with her gracious arm movements, 

underlining the way in which “his” themes suddenly stick to her character (00.21.12–

00.21.49). The opera text of Wilde/Strauss also has Salome repeat and reframe the prophet’s 

grave pronouncements verbatim, such as the falling melodic line of “des Menschen Sohn,” 

which Ewing plays for all it is worth (fig. 89/4, from 00.24.30). And between her parroting of 

his line and her (impertinent) follow-up, the little twittering motif even reappears, as if to 

complete the process of turning Jochanaan’s rage into a childish spite.  

This music also frames Jochanaan’s visual appearance through its inherently temporal 

character, which forces the given dramatic passage to occupy a predetermined time span that 

most often extends the “real time,” and consequentially the action.188 When Jochanaan 

ascends from the subterranean cistern of Herod’s castle, in other words, it has to take 

approximately two minutes and fifteen seconds, in order to extend from Salome’s “Ah!” to 

his first proclamations on stage. This is a relatively long time to focus on this body as it 

appears. Likewise, the musical “tail” that follows the Baptist’s first statement on stage is 

intended to keep the visual focus on the singer embodying Jochanaan, who at this point has 

nothing more to sing but remains subjected to this span of quoted musical greatness, with 

timpani rolls and trumpets delivering the theme of fourths in a majestic crescendo. In Hall’s 

production, Delvin fills this space by laboriously stretching his almost naked body (from fig. 

68/1, 00.17.26). He holds this position––knees slightly bent, quivering gently––for a full 

seven seconds as even the pale and hairy flesh hanging from his thighbones becomes oddly 

noticeable. Then, with the diminuendo, he sinks down to all fours again. This imitation of 

“slow motion,” necessitated by the musically created dramatic space, holds our visual 

attention. In this way, the music, simply by its duration, supports the representational network 

surrounding God’s spokesman as a staged object. All in all, the Baptist––who in Wilde’s text 

                                                 
188 According to the pioneering theater director Konstatin Stanislavski, this aspect makes acting and direction in 
opera “easier than drama. In opera everything must be controlled by one rhythmic idea, which is already implicit 
in the score” (1967 [1950]: 169-70). Against Stanislavski, one might claim that this is exactly what makes acting 
in opera more difficult than in drama: the acting body is situated in just such a pre-established timeframe.  
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refuses to be looked at––has a much harder time denying the spotlight of the opera 

production.  

Rising to Stage and Falling to Earth 
This opera text establishes one further background component to the Baptist’s appearance in 

the particular music-dramatic situation. It is a specialty of Salome’s, and it is so dominant 

here that it almost outshines her altogether: desire itself, irrational, chaotic, all-consuming, 

disruptive, polyvalent––and productive.  

Desire is strongly connected to the overarching operatic prerogative of the gaze, as well as to 

the individual characters’ various imaginings, which––in Strauss’s version of the drama––are 

equally bound up with what I have called a structure of melodiousness (see chapter 2). Desire 

interlinks the characters and their respective projects: Herod and Herodias’s relationship is 

based on a desire that ended both the marriage between Herodias and Salome’s father and the 

latter’s life. Herod’s desire for his stepdaughter is both incestuous and extramarital; he also 

hints at a necrophiliac’s desire for the dead body of his captain, Narraboth. While he is still 

alive, of course, Narraboth himself does not notice the way Herodias’s page looks at him 

because he is completely enthralled by Salome and ends his life rather than face the 

impossibility of his desire. Even the God-fearing Baptist can be said to possess desires––for 

revenge, for the bloody justice that will come to the unbelievers, and for the Son of Man on a 

boat out of Galilee. However, the desire Salome indulges comes at an exorbitant price, as 

none of these characters will satisfy it. This in turn produces an ongoing tragedy that 

concludes with a peculiar kind of Liebestod, for in the end, Salome’s desire and passion for 

the Baptist—for his physical voice and body as well as the fantasies they give rise to—brings 

down the whole thing. It becomes a fulcrum of the entire dramatic structure, determining, as 

discussed elsewhere, what the audience members see on stage as well as the ways they see it. 

To claim desire as the real protagonist of this story does not contradict the assertion that 

Salome is presented with power, position, and empathy via the circumstances of the opera 

text, as she is the one who puts this leading theme to work through her actions, texts, and 

melodies. Her desire is ignited by the Baptist’s material manifestation yet soon moves beyond 

this to a desire for desire itself—an irresistible drive towards something she cannot achieve, 

cloaked in her creativity and fantasies. As I discussed in chapter 2, when she elaborates on 

what she sees, hears, and experiences, she also demonstrates how desire engages the 
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imagination and links what is sensed to an imaginative sensibility. When describing 

Jochanaan’s body, Salome uses analogies that have previously been applied in the libretto to 

herself: virginal white, the chastity of the moon, and––by comparing his long black hair to a 

knot of black serpents––the figure of Medusa, and thus, by extension, the iconic image of the 

decapitating (and decapitated) femme fatale.189 Salome mirrors her own persona in what she 

sees, and vice versa. Thus she is not only a presenter but also a creator, establishing a parallel 

word beyond the physical and visual, yet one with plenty of links, however unpredictable, to 

the material reality she confronts. In this way, by presenting the act of seeing as equivalent to 

the act of creating, Salome evokes the artist as well.190 

The dominating and somehow attractive theme of desire impacts the presentation of 

Jochanaan in several ways. As described above, his proclaimed resistance regarding the fruits 

of such all-consuming, physical/fantastical desire marks him out as different within the 

“normality” of Salome. In addition, his subordinate position in this particular story of desire 

perpetuates his status in biblical salvation history as a “secondary role” or “supporting actor.” 

Finally, because Salome operates in counterpoint to the Baptist of her imagination as well as 

to the Baptist materialized as sound or actual body, the opera text introduces at least two 

“Jochanaan bodies” that are in play here. The audience of Salome in performance might share 

her experience of this duality between the character embodied on stage, who is limited to 

harsh quasi-biblical words and archaic-sounding music, and the character that Salome 

presents to them through her poetic descriptions and alluring melodies––one the audience first 

met as well through his provocative initial existence as an invisible voice. Yet the physical 

Baptist, of course, fails to do justice to the imaginary Baptist, returning us to the friction that 

Strauss’s music critics pointed out, between (musical) expectations regarding his arrival and 

his actual arrival in sound. Here again, the fundamental dependency between the character 

represented in the text and the experience of the physical body in production is revealed. At 

these moments, dreams and imaginations on both sides of the proscenium encounter the 

physical and mundane reality and find it to be superfluous or even disappointing.191 In 

                                                 
189 The subject of decapitation and the position of desire as a dominating structure closely connected to the lack 
of the object of jouissance are textual aspects that obviously encourage psychoanalytic interpretations, see, for 
example, Kramer’s readings (1990a, 2004). Although I am aware that my analysis aligns to a degree with a 
psychoanalytic interpretation, I have chosen not to engage here with either the vocabulary or the specific 
explanations of psychoanalysis itself.  
190 See Bucknell, who reaches a similar conclusion in his analysis of Wilde’s Salomé (1993: 517-19).  
191 There is an interesting parallel here to the forms of masculinity presented in biblical texts. God’s presence as 
an invisible, non-physical ideal makes every male body appear to be an imperfect copy at best; see Moore 
(1996). 
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addition, the sheer volume and changing dynamics of the interlude that follows Jochanaan’s 

entrance seems to exaggerate the gap between expectations and realizations, as well as the 

contrast between frames of presentation and the physical body, producing the audience’s 

experience of an anticlimax that is promptly reflected in Salome’s ambivalent reactions as 

well. Marked by an absence of correspondence to expectations and imaginings, Jochanaan’s 

physical emergence shows us yet again that desire evades its own satisfaction. 

Consequently, when he shows up on stage within the authentic dream world of Hall’s 

production, Jochanaan is presented as an object of unappealing difference. His objectification, 

which strengthens the visual focus on his particular body in production, is supported by the 

music’s extension of time and Salome’s role as his presenter. Jochanaan appears in music and 

with words that are marked by a “quoted greatness”; he is situated in an interlude that, in its 

loudness alone, creates expectations of something stupendous the neither the body of the 

Baptist—after years in a dark cistern, of course—nor the body of any given opera singer can 

possibly live up to. What Salome really thinks of the body that appears before her remains 

unclear, as her response is equivocating. While Jochanaan ignites the princess’s fascination, 

what fascinates her most might very well be her own creativity and imagination, which 

musically and dramatically claim the attention he does not. This is also what attracts the opera 

audience—Salome’s desire and dreams, her playfulness and melodiousness, not the Baptist’s 

condemning words or simple motifs. Jochanaan’s rise to the stage, and to visibility, is 

simultaneously his fall back to earth. In this process, what elsewhere might have represented 

“normality”––the human body––turns into something different and foreign, even grotesque; 

consonance becomes dissonance; the major figure becomes a minor character.  

The Body as Situation 

The character of Jochanaan thus appears amid a palimpsestic network of presentations, where 

authorial antipathies and sympathies work together and inflect performances by establishing 

structuring yet context-bound frames where productions and incarnations take place. Yet he 

also emerges as the physical body of Delvin presenting the character. And, just as Meadows’s 

body played a crucial role in the construction of Namaan, Delvin’s characteristics impact the 

constitution of the Baptist in Hall’s production. If the body on stage is situated as a character, 

it likewise represents a situation in itself.  

The body in/as situation is arguably one of Simone de Beauvoir’s most important and original 

contributions to feminist theory, which she uses in The Second Sex to explain women’s 
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inferior position as the “Other.” As an existentialist, Beauvoir believed that all human beings 

are free because we are all engaged in a process of making ourselves what we are. Yet 

complete freedom, to Beauvoir, was absurd. One of her aims, then, was to show how our lives 

are limited by physical and biological conditions, on the one hand, and culturally and 

historically established representations, myths, and expectations, on the other. This double 

and determining basis is what she refers to when describing bodies not as things but as 

situations, representing thereby a combination of freedom and constraints, possibilities and 

restrictions: “In the position that I adopt,” Beauvoir states in The Second Sex, “the body is not 

a thing, it is a situation: it is our grasp on the world and the outline for our projects” (2010 

[1949]: 46). Our physical bodies become our individual situations, which again are situated in 

particular historical, geographical, and social contexts that establish additional possibilities 

and restrictions in terms of the processes of making ourselves what we are. We must then 

operate while straddling facticity (that is, those aspects of life that are not chosen) and 

freedom; this means that we, according to Beauvoir, will always remain free to choose among 

these set frames of bodies, representations, and expectations.  

I find this description of a dependent or restricted freedom between particular bodies and the 

contexts in which it appears and operates to resonate with the limited openness in which opera 

production takes place—that is, between a repeated text, culturally established expectations, 

and physical materializations. As both situated and situating, physical bodies—on stage and in 

real life—simultaneously represent restrictions and opportunities for the individual person or 

character. As I have demonstrated in this chapter, the situation in which the singer/character 

appears is limited by its multifaceted textual basis, the visual and contextual set-up 

established in a particular production, and the physical body in and as situation. As was the 

case with Naaman, the physical features of the bodies that appear on stage represent one of 

the many factors that determine how characters are perceived, via the dependent relation 

between “having a body” (materialization) and “being a body” (representation). The character 

situates the singer, that is to say, but the body of the singer also situates the character, in an 

oscillation between representation and the phenomenal body.192 This oscillation in turn 

functions to foreground the character’s as well as the singer’s charisma.193 While Ewing’s 

slim figure in its sequined green dress elegantly owns the gestures of the music given to the 

Salome character, the loud music of the interlude—its timpani rolls and blaring brass—
                                                 
192 See chapter 4, where I refer to Fischer-Lichte’s use of these concepts (2008). 
193 Beauvoir discusses the consequences of privileged situations in which an individual can realize his or her 
freedom in The Ethics of Ambiguity (1947). 
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creates a musical frame that is simply too monumental for the half-naked body of Delvin as 

the Baptist, especially when it has been anticipated by Salome’s musical-imaginative flights 

and is repeatedly subjected to her (recasting) presentation.  

Despite her focus on freedom, part of Beauvoir’s objective in The Second Sex is to emphasize 

how some people (in Beauvoir’s case, this means women in particular) are more restricted or 

constrained in their self-realization than others. She describes in detail how women are 

doomed to immanence—that is, to an ongoing reinvestment in the same inferior position a 

woman is given even before she is born: “Her wings are cut and then she is blamed for not 

knowing how to fly” (2010 [1949]: 660). In chapter 1, I mentioned that the Salome character 

has been interpreted as one of the ultimate Others in the world of opera. However, to realize 

Beauvoir’s analyses of processes constituting Others would mean to take the particular 

embodied situation as a basis and the to trace the genealogy of a specific case, which would 

then function to explain the possibilities and restraints following an actor (or an individual) in 

the process of constituting a character (or person). In this regard, the specific production of 

Peter Hall (and a search for the genealogy of his Jochanaan) indicates that it is not Salome but 

rather the Baptist who is positioned in a fashion that recalls the restricted situation in which 

Beauvoir finds women—as “no more than an offered thing, a prey” (Beauvoir 2010 [1949]: 

669). The opera text establishes a basis that Hall’s production emphasizes and even exploits, 

where the Baptist is more of a phenomenon to be perceived than a persona to be understood—

more of an immanent or static subordinate object than a transcendent subject, messenger, or 

active agent. Jochanaan’s “horizon is limited,” to use Beauvoir’s own words (2010 [1949]: 

658)—his wings are cut. Visually, aurally, and textually, the staged body, as well as the body 

on stage, is presented as an unappealing figure and furthermore restricted from exercizing his 

prerogative as a prophet (and also as an opera singer). This double situated context is what 

enables the little smile in Hall’s production that makes Jochanaan appear to be “schrecklich” 

in quotation marks––no longer a threatening prophet but a fascinating object, placed in an 

inferior yet displayed position. 

Conclusion: Normality Negotiated 
In the previous chapter, I discussed Salome’s first interlude as an open space wherein the 

character of Naaman in McVicar’s production assumed his dominant position. If this example 

revealed the creative potential of the gaps and open spaces that occur when an otherwise fixed 
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opera text is repeated, the emergence of Jochanaan in Hall’s production shows how the 

constitution of characters nevertheless does not appear in a vacuum but rather in a highly 

situated framework. Jochanaan does not exist in the parentheses of the opera text like 

Naaman; he is defined by his decisive utterances in both music and text. His position is 

inscribed in different ways in the opera text and influenced by the biases of the composer and 

the dramatist. Hence, where Naaman points to the freedom of performance to define and 

create within the already established text, Jochanaan suggests that text’s bonds and 

restrictions—how the premises of this becoming are already set up, sometimes to the extent 

that both the body on stage and the staged body are pigeonholed before we even see them (a 

situation with visual correlatives in the cages, ropes, chains, or muzzles that often accompany 

the Baptist). Jochanaan is a prisoner in the narrative; he is restricted to archaic-sounding 

words in the libretto; he is located at the end of a chain of looking; and he is placed in the 

position of the object of the main theme of the story (desire), as well as the object of the main 

presenter of this theme (Salome). However, although the two cases––Naaman and Jochanaan–

–demonstrate different aspects of operatic constitution, both emphasize the intimate relation 

between music, narrative structures, libretto, and performing bodies in any given production.  

“Mendelssohnian” symphonic structures, “biblical” quotations, and chastity are made to be 

out of place in the multilayered situation in which the Baptist finds himself. This does not 

mean that Strauss failed to give Jochanaan the appropriate “quality of sublimity” but that he 

chose to eschew it for a different musical frame––a context supporting what Wilde had 

already embedded in his text when he favored the perspective of the princess and her 

constantly evolving desire. Hence, this scene also shows opera to be a negotiator of normality, 

where processes of establishing the Other and the “Same,” the abnormal and the normal, are 

taking place within a dependent relation between representational layers and a particular 

body, or between past conceptions and present embodiments. This negotiation lends itself to 

insights from the canon of feminist theory, because normalizing and differentiating strategies 

are also in operation when men stage men. As Beauvoir emphasizes, this is a question of 

presentation and mediation, and (as I have repeatedly underlined) opera supplies an intriguing 

answer.194 Here, polyphonies of different voices constituted at the intersection of a 

representational network and phenomenal bodies replace any particular unified perspective. 

Situations are therefore created that are unique to the repeated opera text as a situating 
                                                 
194 To Beauvoir, following Hegel and Lévinas, the notion of the Other relies on the act (and consequent power) 
of presentation and definition: “Only the mediation of another can constitute an individual as an Other” 
(Beauvoir 2010 [1949]: 293, my emphasis). 
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potential but always dependent on the (physical and contextual) conditions in which it is 

placed. Although the presentation is pre-determined, it is not fixed or concluded. 

Simultaneously (as Beauvoir also emphasizes), repetitious structures also function to 

consolidate conceptions of normality and otherness. Hall’s Salome is an example of a 

conventional production that follows the repeated text closely and does not depart 

significantly from established interpretational practice. The experience of anticlimax or 

friction at the moment when Jochanaan enters the stage appears in the staging conventions of 

several other productions as well. That does not mean it is unavoidable, of course; in Peter 

Konwitschny’s version (which I discuss in the next chapter), where a paper bag serves as 

Jochanaan’s prison and his body is present on stage from the very beginning, the interlude 

does not have the same effect at all. Konwitschny places the Baptist in another visual context, 

one that refers to his relation to Jesus, not as a contrast or an uncanny incarnation but as an 

authority (Jochanaan, for example, is placed at the middle of a long table, recalling iconic 

images of the Last Supper). Moreover, Konwitschny uses the interlude to disrupt the 

audience’s attention upon the Baptist by staging it as the ritualistic-cannibalistic sacrifice of 

Salome. Equipped with knives and forks, the other characters gather around her body and 

mime the devouring of her flesh. Like McVicar, Konwitschny thus utilizes the scenic freedom 

of the interlude to comment on the repeated text and reveal not a male body but what he finds 

to be hidden or unsaid premises in the situation with which we are presented. However, unlike 

McVicar, Konwitschny’s staging of this moment does not follow the evolving dynamics of 

the interlude music. As there is no experience of an intimate relation or stickiness between 

music and scenic action, this creates another friction or discrepancy between what is seen and 

what is heard. 

That leads me to a final explanation for the experience of anticlimax or friction that often 

accompanies Jochanaan’s appearance—one that is not only dependent on this specific music-

dramatic moment but also reliant on and related to more general structures of the opera form. 

Perhaps this moment’s little sting of embarrassment derives from the very nature of a genre 

that straddles the incredible and the credible––dreams and expectations, on the one hand, and 

realizations and materializations, on the other. The transition from textual and musical 

representations to material manifestations and physical bodies represents a potential challenge 

to opera’s essential suspension of disbelief, especially when the coexistence of “being a body” 

and “having a body” becomes tilted in favor of the latter––the body of the singer, that is, not 
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the character.195 Abbate has described this potential anticlimax as “a quintessentially operatic 

phenomenon,” a “paradoxical amalgam” whereby the materiality of performance “collides 

with the unreal and transcendent, that which one cannot ever have” (2001: vii, xvi). Besides 

potential problems or frictions, this paradoxical amalgam also perpetuates the dream of 

something more: a different appearance and a new experience. Hence, the problems that are 

embedded in this genre are also the seeds of its new creations. This fact is related to the 

dominating impulse of the protagonist of Salome, and to the main theme of her story—the 

(productive and artistic) desire for something one cannot achieve, which results in the creative 

quest and an ongoing process of becoming. Reliant as it is on this drive, the concept of 

normality is not only renegotiated in Salome but also almost nonsensical in the context of 

opera, because “normality” and “difference” are doomed to exist as malleable phenomena 

defined among their numerous presenting frames.  

                                                 
195 I first referred to this problem in chapter 3, and it reappears in the next chapter in my discussion of Salome’s 
dance, where expectations among spectators both on and off the stage can collide with the physical abilities of 
the singer as a dancer. However, whereas these problems with the dance might undermine the reliability of the 
story, the anticlimax that appears with regard to the Baptist instead serves the narrative by reflecting the 
anticlimax that Salome herself experiences, expressed in her oscillation between adoration and disgust. 
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One Dance, Three Spaces, Seven 
Veils, and Countless Versions 

Introduction: Iconic Scenes in Digital Archives 
In addition to the head on a silver platter, the Dance of the Seven Veils represents an iconic 

scene in the Salome story as told by Wilde/Strauss. As a result, it has attracted commentaries, 

attacks, and appreciations. Writing for The Observer, critic Anthony Holden concluded his 

evaluation of McVicar’s production by stating: “The dance was the only scene in which the 

German soprano Nadja Michael’s Salome also disappointed. But it is the only scene in which 

she is not required to sing” (Holden 2008). Holden’s statement indicates the problem this 

dance has presented since its very first premiere, when Marie Wittich, according to Strauss’s 

own memoir, protested: “Das tue ich nicht, ich bin eine anständige Frau” [I won’t do it, I am a 

decent woman] (Strauss 1981 [1949]: 225).196 The problem starts with the dance’s potential 

for lasciviousness, but it does not end there: it is also related to the fact that a singer in this 

crucial scene is deprived of her most important medium. This has generated numerous 

compensations and solutions of varying success, and, in turn, an abundance of opinions and 

divergent reviews.  

A search of “Salome” and “Strauss” on YouTube make very immediate both the dance’s 

iconic position and the wealth of divergent commentary about it. The numerous clips are 

followed by comment fields that are filled with ideas about what opera essentially is, with 

thoughts on how Salome should best be performed, and with stubborn perspectives on the 

failures of existing performances.197 These comments, and the platforms that enable them, are 

                                                 
196 The dance was instead performed by the ballerina Sidone Korb of the Dresden ballet corps (Calico 2012: 66).  
197 Overflowing with urgent capitalization, multiple exclamation marks, and relatively raw language, these texts 
do not necessarily complement the style and tone of a dissertation. Still, I have chosen to include some of them 
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part and parcel of Salome’s existence today, a rapidly shifting discourse comprising, in turn, 

an utterly unstable archive of unfiltered text and clips of embodied performances. On these 

platforms, we see how archives function as a reference memory (either these archives exist in 

the memory of the individual audience member, or they are generated from YouTube’s 

algorithm): they form a background for comparison that acts to emphasize the particularity of 

the singular production. The comment fields often contain heated debates among the 

anonymous users, such as those under the clips from Hall’s production with Maria Ewing 

(discussed in chapter 5) or Petr Weigl’s production from Deutsche Oper, Berlin, featuring 

Catherine Malfitano as Salome.198 While the fact that both sopranos end up completely naked 

receives a lot of attention, it is not primarily the nudity but their dancing ability that stirs 

people the most. One commentator finds that the dance in Hall’s production “works,” yet 

he/she adds: “I think it’s a little hard on the performer, though.” Others are more outspoken, 

like this critic of Malfitano’s performance: “No man is ever going to give any head to a 

woman who is jumping up and down legs wide apart like a rabbit on crack.” This 

commentator explains his/her dissatisfaction with Hall’s production in general as a disruption 

of the necessary amalgam of character and singer: “I saw Ewing ‘do’ SALOME years ago at 

Covent Garden . . . the most poorly realized character I’ve ever seen. Clearly she is more 

interested in Maria and not Salome.” Such comments point to the challenges of the visual-

material aspect of opera and articulate an experience of friction between the body on stage 

and the staged body. This form of engagement is very much related to the particular 

materialization of the role, on the one hand, and to the audience’s expectations, on the other, 

which likewise recalls the recently discussed example of Jochanaan’s situated appearance. 

While the two previous chapters concerned a silent minor figure who becomes a key character 

and an invisible yet major figure who becomes a displayed object, the present chapter focuses 

on the protagonist herself and her (silent) performance in the Dance of the Seven Veils. This 

nine-minute interlude (and YouTube favorite) clearly demonstrates the huge span of 

interpretations the same scene might foster, which, in different ways, contributes to the 

ongoing tradition of presentation (and consideration) of Salome—the character and her story. 

The material provided by these many dance scenes is inherently related to my previous 

discussions—it involves gazes, voices (or rather the absence of physical voices), and the 

                                                 
here for their clear demonstration of the opera audience’s abiding interest in singular performances, particular 
singers, and certain productions. 
198 On Weigl’s production: http://www.youtube.com/all_comments?v=yPBBCusBSDk. On Hall’s: 
http://www.youtube.com/all_comments?v=wFcoz20dsTk&page=1 (both accessed September 14, 2012).  
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outcomes of opera’s mediatized existence. Salome’s dance also engages with the role of stage 

directions and the open spaces of musical interludes, as discussed in relation to my analyses 

of Jochanaan and Naaman. Yet, whereas I have focused on one or two productions in the 

previous chapters, here I build on several, spanning from 1949 to 2011––some of which I 

have already extensively discussed, some of which I have not yet mentioned in this text.199 

The last three of my examples, which are also the most recent, explicitly stage the dance in 

physical rooms and other spaces, inspiring me in turn to introduce critical space theory to my 

analyses, and especially the categories of “material space,” “representation of space,” and 

“space of representation.”200 To a certain extent, these categories can be seen as analogues of 

materiality, representation, and imagination, all of which are active aspects of the processes of 

operatic constitution. The coexistence of these aspects is what positions Salome as at once a 

representation in the eyes of others and a performer in front of other’s eyes––in the story as 

well as in any particular performance. I begin my discussion by considering this duality, 

which has produced such diverse artistic interpretations, then give two examples of cultural-

historical contexts that the dancing Salome has come to serve. This duality is likewise 

reflected in scholarly texts, which, in their often disparate conclusions, also point back to the 

dance’s inherent problem. These texts, furthermore, can all be read as responses to the 

question that has bedeviled scholarly interpretations of Salome for decades now: is it a 

feminist opera? While I end the present chapter by repeating this question, the ways in which 

my material works to oppose any singular explanation or conclusion have forced me to 

reformulate it. Different productions offer different ways of seeing Salome, and perhaps this 

process of “framed becoming,” unveiled in the archives of both commentaries and 

performances, is Salome’s most important contribution to feminist interpretations––on stage 

and in (several kinds of) texts. 

The Icon as Image and Idol 
On YouTube, the commentator comparing Malfitano’s dance to a rabbit on crack earned the 

following response (among many others): “Your remark is completely beyond the pale. 

Obviously, you know next to nothing about how this character and this opera should be 

presented.” To this I would only add: Who knows, really? And who is this character Salome? 
                                                 
199 Where no choreographer has been credited in the program or DVD booklet of these productions, I have 
assumed that the director has staged the dance himself. 
200 Note that the discrepancy in the level of detail of my descriptions of these three productions results from the 
fact that while McVicar’s exists on DVD, my discussion of Konwitschny’s and Herheim’s is based on my one-
time experiences with them as live events. 



 

 158 

 “Salomé danse la danse des sept voiles” [Salome dances the dance of the seven veils], Wilde 

states laconically in his stage directions as if he were little concerned with a thousand years of 

elaborations upon this very dance––in texts, in paintings, on stages. Yet his attitude is 

perfectly in keeping with the dance’s most important characteristics throughout the history of 

this story: its openness and indescribability, and its sense of incompletion as a process. So 

sparsely described and surprisingly devoid of sensory details, yet demanding embodiment 

(and the winning over of Herod and the reward that follows), Wilde’s dancing Salome allows 

for a continual process of creation, elaboration, and evaluation in the process of its staging 

and perceiving. Among the questions it generates are these: How does she perform? Why 

seven veils? What happens when she dances? What are the effects?  

Whereas Wilde’s stage directions for the dance are unexpectedly sparse, Strauss added more 

descriptions as text in his score. In its very beginning, he writes: “Die Musikanten beginnen 

einen wilden Tanz” [The musicians set off a wild dance], indicating that there are musicians 

present as part of the drama on stage. Though stage directions do not have to be followed, 

Strauss’s notations still point to the position of the Dance of the Seven Veils as a performance 

within the performance, framed as music within the music—that is, as a representation of its 

own expression. This seems clear, as well, in the impression this music gives of being 

strikingly simpler than the rest of the opera. Upon arriving at the dance, Strauss’s music and 

dramatic action abandon their long-form, always developing web of interconnectivity in favor 

of an independent number that reads almost as an “image” of a musical performance.201 Still, 

though Strauss left a more defined frame around the dancing Salome than Wilde did, the 

audiovisual event he prescribes still has to be populated, performed, and contextualized. 

The mythic figure of the dancing girl is a symbol, a representation, and an image of diverse 

meanings from different contexts that have objectified her while also petrifying her various 

fixed references. According to Peter Conrad, when Salome dances in the operatic version, 

“she ceases to be a character and becomes an image, and opera turns simultaneously into a 

symphonic poem, into a ballet, and into a painting” (1977: 155, my emphases). Salome has 

lately become the image of the dancing vamp, the mother of all bad girls, and the prototype of 

the spoiled child as the fruit of disrupted family relations. As the consummate femme fatale, 

she is a textbook example of a host of typical motifs from fin-de-siècle Europe, and 

reiterations of her story invariably incorporate its interest in taboos and transgressions and 
                                                 
201 This is related to Abbate’s conception of “phenomenal performance” (1991: 85); see also footnote 72, page 
62. 
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outright fascination with hysteria and, of course, the female body. The character of Salome 

has become a veritable catalogue of those things Western culture (read: white men) are most 

anxious about controlling: women, children, bodies, sexuality, and the Orient. We can see this 

transgressive nature in the production and reception histories of the opera Salome, where 

Salome is presented always as a reflecting image of the theory or context she must serve––an 

undefined icon of movement and imagery, and simultaneously, by demanding the unsung 

performance the narrative depends on, the epitome of opera as visual expression. 

Images of Controlled Otherness: Hysteria 

In Huysmans’s A rebours, the protagonist Jean Des Esseintes describes Salome (via Moreau’s 

colorful images) as “la déesse de l’immortelle hystérie” (“the goddess of immortal Hysteria”) 

(Huysmans and Marzelle 1981 [1884]: 126).202 This description points to the tradition of 

portraying this dancing body as a symptom of a particular cultural affliction that haunted 

Europe in the latter part of the nineteenth century. Hysteria was associated with stunning 

spectacles and female bodies on display––performances that were always framed and 

represented by doctors, authors, or male artists and their disparate lenses as they at once 

controlled and constructed the image of the diseased woman.203 This developing obsession 

might explain why the Salome myth flourished especially at that time. Certainly the 

adolescent girl of the Wilde/Straussian story was interpreted as a hysterical case from the 

premiere of the opera. Friedrich Brandes, a journalist at Deutsche Tageszeitung, described a 

performance of Salome on December 11, 1905, as “a symphonic poem with the translucent 

title Hysteria . . . Hysteria is nowadays a fashionable disease. And Strauss follows this 

trend.”204 In this quote, Salome’s kinship to the symphonic poem is made clear. The 

symphonic poem, of course, does not have to follow a narrative or a literary text but may 

simply musically illustrate a painting or landscape––that is, a visual image such as that of a 

young woman suffering from what was then a “fashionable disease.”   

The critic’s title for this image, “Hysteria,” is equally applicable to many of the more recent 

productions of the opera, which have presented Salome as a wild and uninhibited person 

given to convulsive movements that often climax in the dance. One of these is Petr Weigl’s 

production at the Deutsche Oper Berlin (1990) with Catherine Malfitano (the aforementioned 

                                                 
202 English translation in Huysmans (1969 [1884]: 53). 
203 On hysteria as performance, see Gilman et al. (1993: 11, 213, 56) and Didi-Huberman (2003). 
204 “Die sinfonische Dichtung mit dem unsichtbaren Titel Hysterie . . . Die Hysterie ist jetzt Modekrankheit. Und 
Strauß macht die Mode mit.” Quoted and translated in Seshadri (2006: 30). 
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YouTube commentator’s “rabbit on crack”).205 Weigl’s production follows conventional lines 

and places the story in a visual setting dominated by white-chalked house facades around an 

open courtyard, a huge, golden moon on the back wall, and many “historical” costumes. Yet 

its presentation of the dance turns it into a long and tiresome event. From the outset, 

Malfitano is dressed in a transparent chiffon costume that leaves nothing to the imagination. 

The tense coda (where the enormous crescendo stops on the tremolo strings, and Salome’s 

teasing motif is heard in flutes and oboes, from 01.09.46, fig. k/4) is entirely devoted to 

portraying the princess’s seemingly paroxysmal body as she kneels on a raised, circled 

platform, her arms outstretched and her body shivering; then she rips off the transparent veil 

and falls naked to the ground, accompanied by the swift, clamorous conclusion. Surrounded 

by scrutinizing viewers both on and beyond the stage, this particular performance recalls the 

events that were organized by the French neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot to display the 

spectacular characteristics of hysteria to an invited audience at the Salpêtrière hospital, which 

Felicia McCarren, in her study of the dancer Loie Fuller (1862–1928), links directly to 

representations of the Salome myth in the late nineteenth century on stage and in literature 

(1998: 113-71). McCarren sees Fuller’s own use of the Salome myth, and the iconic body 

language that was considered symptomatic of the hysteric, as a manifestation of a “greater 

expressive potential of the body”—a protesting freedom of movement (1998: 167).206  

As Weigl’s production exemplifies, the visual-historic reference of hysteria has clearly served 

as an inspiration for stagings of Salome’s dance in the context of Strauss’s opera too––

supported by the history of modern dance and its overlapping use of the same reference. Yet 

unlike modern dance forms, as represented by Fuller’s performances, opera productions tend 

to confirm historically repeated interpretations of the princess’ (pathological) motivations 

rather than question or redefine these symptomatic acts. We find this tendency in the 

increasing intensity in Strauss’s dance music, as well as its conclusion in a near standstill of 

tremolo strings––with the potential effect of emphasizing the image of the dancing woman’s 

body––but also in the recurring motives in Wilde’s text, such as the moon. Wilde connected 

Salome and the moon through the image of a mad woman, but the moon also links Salome to 

hysterical outbursts by virtue of their accepted relationship to the moon-bound female cycle; 

hysteria’s convulsive seizures were thought to take place particularly against the backdrop of 
                                                 
205 Conductor of the orchestra of the Deutsche Oper: Guiseppe Sinopolis. Video direction: Brian Large.  
206 Fuller performed the lyric pantomime’ Salomé with a libretto by Armand Silvestre and C. H. Meltzer and a 
score by Gabriel Pierné at the Comédie-Parisienne in March 1895 (Garelick 1995: 93). In 1907, she again 
danced Salome in La Tragédie de Salomé, written by Florent Schmitt after he heard Strauss’s opera (Rowden, 
forthcoming).   
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female menstruation (Beizer 1994: 40). Wilde’s tragedy therefore takes place on a night when 

the moon is full, and the Baptist fears the day the moon becomes blood red. Because of its 

importance as a textual symbol (see chapter 1), this celestial orb has also been used 

deliberately as a visual effect in several productions, such as Peter Hall’s (see chapter 5), 

where the huge, shining moon on the back wall is used as a crucial lighting effect in the dance 

(here portrayed as a striptease).207 Maria Ewing gradually removes seven colorful, veil-like 

garments as she dances, and at the most ecstatic moment (from Y, 01.08.57)––when the 

musical texture is dominated by falling chromatic lines and an increasingly unnerving 

reiteration of the serpentine motif that introduced the dance in the oboes––Salome sits on top 

of the cistern and takes a string out of her last chiffon garment, so that it falls off. This is 

when the moon turns red, the color of that last garment, which had already let us see Ewing’s 

naked body beneath it. 

Ewing executes her dance with the same gracious style of movement she relies upon when 

singing. She moves her arms and minces her feet as if she were a trained ballet dancer. At the 

climax of the dance, however, her style changes and becomes more spastic. She trips and 

jerks along while rubbing her hands up and down her naked thighs to the final molto presto 

waltz fragment (h/11, 01.09.53). At the tremolo on high A that replaces the thick, pounding 

musical texture of the whole orchestra, Ewing’s Salome is completely naked. She stands erect 

while stretching out her slender arms, so that not only her breasts and flexed muscles but also 

the contours of her ribs and her panting belly are fully visible, all captured from below by a 

camera placed at the lower right side of the stage (01.10.05). Anticipating what happens in a 

later tremolo––as Salome (and the audience) awaits another silent icon (the head)––the 

disruption of the dynamically evolving music with a sudden standstill shifts all emphasis to 

the staged image of the revealed body. This musical gesture is visually supported in Hall’s 

production by the transition of the red moon into a white spotlight, illuminating the naked 

body on the now darkened stage. Beneath this shining circular platform we can make out the 

silhouettes of Herod and Herodias, who are silently watching this spectacle from the dark. 

Neither Salome nor the camera moves, and for some seconds, the opera collapses into an 

image: a freeze-frame of a spastic woman’s body utterly exposed under a full moon.  

Presenting the dance as a pathological symptom of Salome’s abnormal state is but one way of 

controlling or defining the otherwise open image of the dancing girl or establishing a visual-

                                                 
207 Visually confirming Kramer’s description of this dance as “the first operatic striptease in history” (1990a: 
281). 
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contextual frame in accordance with the structures and characteristics in/of the dance music. 

The production history of the opera contains another intertextual reference that envelops the 

Salome myth as well, one that has been used repeatedly to stage the dance in particular. Like 

hysteria, it is also a reference that relies upon the visual presentation of something abnormal 

or different.  

Images of Controlled Otherness: Orientalism 

The musical motifs that accompany and constitute the drama and the characters dynamically, 

constantly shifting with their changing moods, sudden whims, and wild imaginings, appear 

during the dance to be tightly reined in, as if part of a controlled musical choreography. This 

semblance to a fixed unit or an independent number—and thus a somewhat foreign element 

within this opera, which was otherwise written as an ongoing Musikdrama—might be a 

consequence of the fact that Strauss wrote the dance music after the rest of the opera, and 

even after the score had been sent to the publisher (Puffett 1989: 4). However, it might also be 

the audible result of Strauss’s famous statement about the why he composed Salome: “Ich 

hatte schon lange an den Orient- und Judenopern auszusetzen, dass ihnen wirklich östliches 

Kolorit und glühende Sonne fehlt” [I had long been dissatisfied with the absence of truly 

Eastern color and fierce sunlight in any operas about the Orient and the Jews] (Strauss 1981 

[1949]: 224). Perhaps the dance’s appearance as a “musical image”––a performance of a 

performance––is a result of this chase for the “östliches Kolorit”?  

By presenting an entertaining, observed, near-naked female body on stage in a highly 

decorated setting, the opera text places Salome solidly in the tradition of orientalist operas I 

mentioned in the previous chapter. There I claimed that Salome differs from these, however, 

by introducing the princess’s music and perspective as “the normal.” As a musical piece 

within the musical drama––in fact, a light entertainment number––her dance, however, 

directly evokes similar ballets or dances in Aida, Carmen, and Samson et Dalila. Featuring 

performing bodies on stage (often showing a lot of skin), these dances confirm the way in 

which orientalist expressions have long been closely connected to visual culture through 

themes of exhibition, consumption, and control.208 Accompanying a scene that contains a 

moving body deprived of language and voice with its most exotic-sounding music, Strauss’s 

opera thus carries this tradition forward into the twentieth century.  

                                                 
208 On orientalism and visual culture, see Said (1978: 118, 247) and Mitchell (1998).  
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In the Dance of the Seven Veils, the desired “östliches Kolorit” is musically represented 

through melody, harmony, and even the choice of instruments, which includes an extensive 

use of percussion and other instruments that, since the alla turca style of the late eighteenth 

century, have served to represent the oriental world aurally.209 Prominence is given to high 

woodwinds, such as the “oriental-sounding” solo oboe playing an embellished line that 

stresses the raised fourth; we also find sparkling timbres, such as the glockenspiel and the 

harp, as well as jingling tambourines, castanets, tamtams, cymbals, and triangles. The dance 

works through a repetitive rhythmic vamp, sliding chromaticism, melodic themes that are 

excessively adorned with grace notes, and rapid scales that give the impression of free (that is, 

non-Western) improvisation. By trying on nearly all of the nineteenth-century musical 

markers of the Orient, including the notion of it as the origin of light entertainment, the music 

of Salome’s dance comes across in this context as an oversimplified representation, and 

moreover as a controlled unity—almost a commodity. This has incited the wrath of critics 

from the opera’s premiere to the present day, including those who pronounce the dance to be 

kitsch and even describe it as “vulgar” and “mediocre.”210 Robin Holloway labels this music 

“bargain-basement orientalism,” “a whipped-cream panto with strip-tease,” “extraordinarily 

comfy,” “frankly bad,” and “cheap” (1989: 149, 55). Joseph Kerman wonders whether to 

laugh or cry as he follows in Holloway’s footsteps by calling the effort a “gemütlich 

[homespun, comfortable] belly-dance” (1988 [1956]: 211). Such derogatory descriptions are 

probably colored by experiences of the dance as realized on stage. The combination of 

Wilde’s title, on the one hand—evoking belly dances and veiled women—and Strauss’s use 

of established musical tropes and formal simplicity, on the other, definitely creates the 

potential for stagings that offer a controlled image or representation of the Orient, or rather an 

image of inherited Western imaginings of the Eastern Other.  

In the mediatized archive of Salome performances, Götz Friedrich’s film production from 

1974 in particular plays this specific card very well.211 The production is a virtual caricature 

of Western orientalism––a tableau similar to Jean-Léon Gérôme’s detailed and colorful 

representations of the Arab world, where the naked young boy’s performance in The Snake 

                                                 
209 For descriptions of the alla turca style, see Hunter (1998a). On musical exoticism in Western classical music 
more generally, see Taylor (2007) and Locke (2009). 
210 Adjectives courtesy of Proust and Fauré, respectively; cited in Holloway (1989: 145). Fauré’s description 
appeared in his review of the opera, published in Le Figaro, May 9, 1907. 
211 The film was recorded in July and August 1974, produced for television in 1976, and transmitted to DVD in 
2007. Director of photography: Wolfgang Treu; film editor: Gudrun Mockert-Keyser; set design: Gerd Staub; 
costume design: Jan Skalicky; choreography: Robert Cohan. The Wiener Philharmoniker is playing under the 
direction of Karl Böhm.  
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Charmer (1870) is accompanied not just by a fipple flute but also by the eyes of a group of 

mercenaries who are willing to pay for the entertainment. Salome, here embodied by Teresa 

Stratas, is portrayed as an over-emotional oriental princess in a garish and tacky setting. In the 

dance, she is veiled and further surrounded by naked, black breasts and countless golden 

accessories that glitter in the lights of flaming torches. As the dance begins, these black slaves 

ecstatically play jungle drums and simple lyres. Though this generally accords with Strauss’s 

stage directions (see above), these on-stage “musicians” do not bother to synchronize 

themselves with the rhythm of Strauss’s dance music.212 The subsequent solo flute line is 

“played” by an almost-naked slave on an oriental-looking double flute, which supports the 

dance’s general impression of itself as an entertainment number and its lingering association 

with kitsch (fig. D, 1.00.30).  

Thanks to the many chiffon veils covering Stratas’s body and the ballet dancers who encircle 

her (dancing a version of a Southeast Asian oil-lamp dance), the opera singer does not have to 

move much at all. Early on, Stratas simply takes small steps back and forth; in the middle 

part, she stretches slightly up and down but leaves the dancing moves to the surrounding 

slaves as they undress her. The final part, which is more ecstatic (from fig. Y), is introduced 

by a thirty-two-bar waltz, during which Salome loosens her tightly arranged hair, as if getting 

ready to go wild (01.05.19). Stratas anticipates Ewing, in fact, and begins to move more 

spastically as she runs around on top of the grated cistern opening. Interestingly, the camera 

here focuses as much on the spectators as on the spectacle, so the greedy eyes of the grape-

eating Herod (framed by topless slaves) and the facial expressions of the obviously troubled 

Herodias present alternative perspectives upon the object of everyone’s attention. While 

acting to direct further attention to Salome, these close-ups also demonstrate the dependency 

of the “oriental Other” upon an external, defining, and controlling eye. Of course, in 

Friedrich’s production this is done without any apparent critical distance, which results in a 

performance that perpetuates this dance’s position as an orientalist icon and supports the 

historically and culturally based Western conception of women and the Orient as (cheap) 

commodities to be shown off, bought, and consumed.  

                                                 
212 According to the DVD booklet, the recordings of the staging and the music were done separately and then 
combined. Offering the exact same close-up on the happily playing black slaves on two different occasions––in 
very different musical settings––confirms this film’s rather casual approach to the relation between music and 
image. 
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An Idol of Subversive Performance 

Above, I described Salome and her dance as an undefined icon of movement and imagery. 

Yet, as these examples show, the dancing Salome is in turn frequently subjected to both 

definition and explanation. She is made into an icon via her representation or image of 

hysteria (as a cultural diagnosis from the turn of last century) or the oriental woman (as she 

appeared in late-nineteenth-century Europe). This reiteration of such visual definitions or 

realizations of the music’s potential acts to cement the position of this character in this regard. 

However, as I discussed in chapter 5, it is already apparent from her appearance in the gospels 

of Matthew and Mark that the young girl eventually rendered by Wilde (among so many 

others) has always been the one acting, performing, and, importantly, demanding––the one 

exploiting performance itself as a powerful resource, to seduce, to accomplish, to change. She 

is not only the one who frames and presents the holy man but also the one who determines the 

outcome of the drama. This overarching impact took over completely when Wilde’s drama 

became opera, which allowed the role of Salome to become allied with the operatic diva’s 

dream performance. Because of this positioning as the active agent in this story, Salome has 

functioned as an icon in another sense as well: as a heroine, superstar, or favorite daughter 

who actually challenges and even revolts against traditional and controlling representational 

processes.  

Salome’s double position in the reception history as at once powerful and powerless is related 

to her double position in the drama, poised as she is between being a representation or an 

object in the eyes of others and a performer in front of other’s eyes. Moreover, it is related to 

the ambivalent role of the gaze.213 Being the object of the gaze but also the spectator who sees 

and knows the power of her performance, Salome is particularly marked with this doubleness, 

and it all culminates in the dance scene. Whereas this dance can be seen––and staged––as the 

ultimate (and controlled) representation of the female/oriental/pathological body, it can 

simultaneously be received as the ultimate demonstration of power, one surrounded by 

expectations both on and beyond the stage.214 This dance is given attention, physical space, 

and plenty of time––nine precious minutes out of the opera’s total of ninety—and in the story, 

of course, it is rewarded with everything in the world, even before the first move is made.215 

                                                 
213 See my discussion in chapter 1.   
214 This claim is supported by references and interpretations such as those presented in McCarren’s study, which 
I referred to above (1998). 
215 HEROD: “Salome, tanz für mich! Wenn du für mich tanzest, kannst du von mir begehren was du willst. Ich 
werde es dir geben.” SALOME: “Willst du mir wirklich alles geben, was ich von dir begehre, Tetrarch?” [. . .] 
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Thus, it carries profound double potentials: it either presents Salome primarily as a projection 

of the lust and desire of others or as a medium simply fulfilling her mother’s wish; either as a 

powerful performer using her performing body to achieve what she wants or as an object of 

her greedy stepfather’s suspicious glances and their tragic (and tacit) consequences. This 

double potential has led not only to a variety of presentations on stage but also to contrasting 

and conflicting scholarly interpretations of the character of Salome, and of Strauss’s opera 

more generally. 

Salome as a Feminist Icon 

In chapter 1, I described how Salome’s dependence on a defining external eye determines her 

fluctuating identity––in the story as well as in its different productions. This is reflected in 

and confirmed by the diverse interpretations of the dance on stage but also in the last decades’ 

feminist-inspired discussions of opera, for which Salome has served as a kind of test case. 

These texts illustrate various evolving tendencies of feminist critique. In the 1990s, such 

interpretations sought first and foremost to shed light on representations of women as inferior, 

threatening, usually controllable objects––as Others––presented and produced within the 

representational network of music, text, and staging. Here, Salome’s dance exemplifies a 

double male gaze on the objectified female body: the audience sees Herod watching Salome, 

thereby twice framing and controlling her in a way that is reminiscent of how the Orient has 

been not only observed but also represented (and thus controlled) by and through Western 

eyes as an element of difference.216 Salome is even followed and framed by a “musical eye” 

that impacts the way she is seen and considered, which produces a kind of triple observation 

and representation. This makes her into a consummate example of the misogynistic 

representation of operatic women: “Salome stands revealed as the absolute Other of the 

musical and spiritual order,” Kramer states (1990b: 291). Presumably inspired by Catherine 

Clément’s influential thoughts on the misogyny of the history of opera (1988 [1979]) as well 

as by the dominant critical tendencies of the time, McClary reaches a similar conclusion in 

her pioneering Feminine Endings from 1991, explaining the death of Salome as the result of 

her combination of sexual and chromatic transgressions: “Extreme violence seems justified––

                                                 
HEROD: “Alles, alles, was du von mir begehren wirst” [HEROD: Dance for me, Salome, I beseech thee. If thou 
dancest for me thou mayest ask of me what thou wilt, and I will give it thee. SALOME: Will you indeed give me 
whatsoever I shall ask of you, Tetrarch? HEROD: Whatsoever thou shalt ask of me]. 
216 Said describes this phenomenon in Orientalism: “For Orientalism was ultimately a political vision of reality 
whose structure promoted the difference between the familiar (Europe, the West, ‘us’) and the strange (the 
Orient, the East, ‘them’). This vision in a sense created and then served the two worlds thus conceived” (1978: 
43-44, my emphasis). 
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even demanded––for the sake of social and tonal order” (2002 [1991]: 100). From this 

perspective, Salome becomes the very image of excess and transgression in both culture and 

composition. 

In the previous chapter, however, I argued that, thanks to Wilde and Strauss’s contributions, 

we enter this story––musically, morally, and “spiritually”––via Salome’s perspective. This 

claim is incompatible with Kramer and McClary’s conclusions, and in truth, I do not find the 

princess to be presented or to function as a contrast in this opera text. Moreover, based on the 

diverse but defining contributions of various concrete performances, I have several times 

argued against such interpretations as theirs, which stem from the isolated opera text and do 

not account for the fertile and consequential negotiation that happens in performances with 

regard to this role. That said, their interpretations, and the controversy they evoked, 

nevertheless initiated many productive explorations based upon a feminist critique across the 

musicological spectrum and especially in opera studies.217 This work has produced a variety 

of explanations for the interactions among music, sexuality, and gendered subjects, and, in 

turn, a number of diverse interpretations of the Salome character. Because an oscillation like 

that which characterizes Salome’s function in Wilde’s text appears in these different 

understandings of Salome’s dance, I find them relevant to my discussion here. In Wilde’s 

story, Salome functions both as the object of others’ desire and as an active, performing 

subject; on stage, she is both the defined character and the defining soprano; in critical texts, 

she is considered and discussed both as a representation and as a performing body.  

Focusing on Salome’s role in the opera text as a performer, several scholars have found 

alternatives to simply interpreting the gaze upon her as a mechanism of male power 

brokering. Where Kramer claims that the mythic Salome disrupts the male gaze,218 Linda and 

Michael Hutcheon go even further and declare that the dance of Salome is a victory over it: 

“In visual terms, Salome’s dance is a triumph, as all of us—the audience as well as Herod—

bestow power on her as we gaze . . . in this case, to be the object of the gaze is to be 

empowered” (2000: 107, 109, emphasis in original). However, as discussed in the first and 

fifth chapters here, although Salome in the story achieves what she wants by allowing 

                                                 
217 See, for example, the anthologies edited by Solie (1993), Blackmer and Smith (1995), and Smart (2000), as 
well as the individual contributions by Abbate (1991) and Koestenbaum (1993), to mention only a few.  
218 Kramer points to this aspect of Salome as characteristic of the way she is presented in Huysmans and 
Flaubert: “Though she remains the object of the gaze, she usurps control of it: she subjugates the eye that 
subjugates her” (Kramer 2004: 132). When discussing Wilde and Strauss’s contributions, he is more ambivalent, 
however, and describes her as “relegated to the sphere of desire, where she can become the object of both 
enjoyment and disgust, in keeping with the standard routines of fin-de-siècle misogyny” (2004: 142). 
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Narraboth to look at her, the opera text does not unequivocally equate the position of being 

looked at with power. Due to the attentive eyes of the princess, God’s spokesman does not 

become powerful but surrenders the authority he had commanded when he was invisible. 

Likewise, the visual attention on Salome in the dance scene––from the others on stage or from 

the audiences of the opera––does not necessarily empower either the character or the singer. 

On the contrary, in a fashion evocative of the materialization of Jochanaan, which was 

dependent on a particular body yet situated in a predetermined context, the dance situates both 

the character and the singer in a way that is likely to demonstrate the potential friction 

between them.  

The F(r)iction of the Dance 

It could have been the pinnacle of all dances. Like the Orpheus myth in opera, the story of 

Salome represents one of the best narratives in relation to dance. This was apparent in the way 

dancers such as Loie Fuller around the turn of the century used it to create and perform what 

have since been called “Salomanias”: freed from their corsets, tiptoe shoes, and fixed and 

controlling choreographies, they embraced the story of this young woman who becomes 

aware that her weapon and path to power is her performing body on the way to developing 

new, modern dance forms and the free expression that characterized them (Garelick 1998: 99-

127, McCarren 1998: 34, Bentley 2002: 17-47, Simonson 2007). However, in Strauss’s opera, 

Salome alliance with the diva means an alliance with a body that is not primarily trained as a 

dancer yet that must fill an enormous frame in terms of audience focus, physical space, and 

time. Contrary to the Naaman case as described in chapter 4 but reminiscent of Jochanaan’s 

situation as described in chapter 5, Salome and her dance do not silently enter opera through 

parentheses or fermatas; on the contrary, the dancing Salome is the icon of this story––its 

pivot point––and the dance is the physical act on which that the rest of the drama depends. 

This is the scene, then, where the presenter should present.  

Whereas the silent body movements of the executioner will likely coincide with the 

competence of this performer, the inscription and execution of the dancing Salome will likely 

not coincide thus, dependent as they are on a highly competent and devoted singer not singing 

but instead selling herself and her relevance through visual means alone. She is here thrust 

into a context where she must perform with “her wings cut”––or at least with her mouth 
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closed.219 In the dance, we are not “battered” by the voice of Salome, as we are in the later 

monologue that Abbate describes in her discussion of Salome’s vocal power as “aural version 

of staring” (1992: 254). The dance’s particular priorities and focus on physicality over 

aurality represent real challenges to the garden-variety diva, which might explain, for 

example, why the authority that Ewing/Salome demonstrated in the scene after Jochanaan’s 

appearance is not particularly apparent in her dance.220 Though Ewing does an impressive job 

with the scene and even actually dances, it becomes clear that this is not her preferred form of 

physical expression. Moreover––and this holds true for several versions of this dance––the 

timeframe here is simply too generous for what she can bring to bear (or bare) upon it. 

With regard to the singer and the character, this situation evokes the intrinsic relation between 

the dancer and the dance, or between the performance and the representation. The former 

must fill the time space occupied by a dense musical structure that has proved almost 

impossible to shorten with a form of bodily expression in which she is far from expert. The 

latter is refracted through the lens of her success or failure at doing so. What appears on stage, 

that is, might appear to be more of a dancing opera singer than a performing and awe-

inspiring princess, which in turn disrupts the fictional effect. Although the dance functions as 

an icon of performance, it does not necessarily follow that it is an icon of a convincing 

performance. To be perceived as convincing, opera performances must provide an experience 

of unity among the different elements involved, and this is exactly what is lacking in many 

versions of the Dance of the Seven Veils. Hence, while I agree that Salome’s dance 

theoretically can be interpreted as the triumphant act of an empowered young girl, the fact 

that such an interpretation is in fact very difficult to achieve on stage makes such an 

unequivocally generous conclusion seem somehow insufficient. 

An Open, Unified Space 
As described in chapter 1, Strauss’s score demonstrates a remarkable level of musical 

wholeness. It works along the lines of Wagner’s leitmotif-driven dramas, in that almost every 

note can be traced back to a finite set of motives that constitute the unified sphere first 

presented in the short prelude. This musical impression resonates with the consistent 

symbolism of Wilde’s text, and by the unity asserted by the simple fact that there is but one 

                                                 
219 Here I refer to the quote from Beauvoir describing limiting situations in chapter 5: “Her wings are cut and 
then she is blamed for not knowing how to fly” (Beauvoir 2010 [1949]: 660). 
220 On this authority, see chapter 5. 
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act to this opera that takes place within one space. Through its unity of action, setting, and 

music, Salome is close to a perfect tragedy, capable of utterly absorbing its audience and 

leading them toward a catharsis evoked by pity, fear, and a deranged young woman who must 

in the end be obliterated, as McClary and Kramer both indicate in their important analyses.221  

But what kind of insight does the tragedy of Salome offer? And does it evoke pity or fear? 

These things depend on how we see the main character, or how we are led to see her. As the 

productions described above indicate, what we see when each new Salome dances are the 

ways the character (and her performers) has been regarded and interpreted in the past. 

Although her dance in the opera text is marked by its “blank visuality” and shares key 

characteristics with the given stage or process of staging, it is not a clean slate as such; like 

every other aspect of this canonized opera, it has been repeatedly filled with and marked by 

new contexts and meanings. Furthermore, although the character and her dance exist as open 

spaces, they are surrounded by (and dependent on) certain fixed stanchions. The process of 

filling her/it in, that is, must take place within the frames set up by, among other things, 

Strauss’s score; its relatively fixed time frame, the dance’s given characteristics within this 

musical-dramatic context, and the music-associative interpretive setting together inform and 

are informed by the practical premises and particular physical contributions of a specific 

performance. Strauss himself might even have anticipated the problems that were likely to 

accompany the nine-minute frame he had set up. The fact that, over fifteen years after the 

premiere, he wrote a detailed stage direction for the dance indicates not only his willingness 

to be involved in the opera as a unity that includes choreography and stage design but also his 

likely experience(s) of Salome’s dance as a potential threat to a unified, trustworthy, and 

desirable operatic experience.222  

The necessary coexistence of music, text, and scenic performance has elevated the notion of 

unity considerably in opera.223 The notion of a seamless harmony among the elements 

involved here found perhaps its most pertinent expression in Richard Wagner’s idea of Das 

Gesamtkunstwerk, which was reflected in his own practice as composer and producer. His 

                                                 
221 One critic, Hermann Starcke, offered a fitting description of this similarity with classic tragedy when he wrote 
in Dredsdner Nachrichten on December 10, 1905 (the day after the first premiere), “We no longer see Salome in 
the inhuman woman, the beast in the beautiful body, as in Wilde’s play; rather, in her musical glorification she 
seems to be brought humanly nearer to us as a superhuman figure transfigured in the madness of love’s passion; 
she behaves thus under the force of a higher power, as though she could not do otherwise” (quoted in Puffett 
1989: 135, my emphases). 
222 These stage directions are reprinted as an appendix in Puffett (1989). 
223 On opera and the idea of total harmony, see Williams (2012).  
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quest for unity and control throughout the operatic process led to detailed descriptions from 

him, not only of how the singers should express their roles vocally but also of how their 

bodies should follow each musical gesture.224 According to his assistant Heinrich Porges, 

Wagner’s ultimate goal was a comprehensive coherence to the dramaturgical logic, the music, 

and the visual expression, as “an organic union” and “a living breathing organism” (Porges 

1983 [1881-86]: 3-4). Another contributor to the conception of operatic unity that was 

operative in Wagner’s work was the previously mentioned architect and stage designer 

Adolphe Appia.225 Appia looked at opera production as a series of rooms, both literally (he 

replaced two-dimensional painted sets with three-dimensional spaces) and also figuratively 

(he believed in an ultimate artistic unity comprised of light, music, space, and the human 

body). As I described in chapter 5, Appia also found this dramatic space to be constituted by 

the time that is inherent to music, situating the body on stage in its particular (and fixed) 

frame as well. Ultimately, this unified space should, according to Appia, create a different 

atmosphere, a kind of outer space, one with “a new life far richer than everyday reality” 

(Appia 1962: 18, 34).  

Among the many people inspired by Appia was Max Reinhardt, who experimented with 

material spaces in his own theater productions.226 Reinhardt was also the first person to 

produce Wilde’s drama Salomé in Germany (at whose November 1902 premiere at 

Reinhardt’s Kleines Theater was none other than Richard Strauss). What Appia, Reinhardt, 

and the French symbolists––including Wilde––shared was the concept of the “total Theater” 

(with Wagner’s notion of Das Gesamtkunstwerk as an important inspiration), which implied 

an indivisible staged entity encompassing sound, words, light, decor, music, and dance––an 

organic unity in which the borders between the different artistic expressions had dissolved.227 

Although they envisioned a unified representational space, their ideas nevertheless depended 

on the physical space of the stage. Moreover, any such dramatic work will involve the 

imaginations of the audience and must guarantee their willingness to enter into and contribute 
                                                 
224 See, for example, Wagner’s “Staging notes on Der fliegende Holländer,” cited in Wagner and Grey (2000: 
197).  
225 Appia was fascinated by both Wagner’s musical dramas and his ideas, but he found the realization of them on 
stage to be failed, due to the fact that the different theatrical systems were at odds with each other. In particular, 
he considered the Romantic realism of nineteenth-century scenography to work counter to the fantasies of the 
audience evoked by Wagner’s mythical worlds and music (Williams 2012: 150-51). 
226 Appia and Reinhardt were, in addition to Edward Gordon Craig and Konstatin Stanislavski, important 
contributors to the development of the modern stage director (Bentley 1992). 
227 For more on the relations among Wilde, Reinhardt, and Appia, see Tydeman and Price (1996). Wilde’s 
advocacy of total theater is confirmed in his essay “The Truth of Masks,” where he talks about the stage as “the 
meeting-place of all the arts,” one where a single mind should direct the whole production and where the essence 
of the artistic effect should be unity (Wilde 2010 [1891]: no pagination, available online).  
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to the creation of this alternative, unitary world. As I see it, then, there are three types of 

interrelated spaces involved here, which I believe will throw light in turn on the “limited 

openness” of Salome’s dance while explaining the friction or embarrassment that can 

accompany it. 

Production of Operatic Spaces 

Despite its existence as a temporal art form, opera has several links to the operating concepts 

of rooms and spaces. While opera houses are often designed to be fairytale castles in various 

architectural styles that reflect opera’s associations with enchantment, dreams, and seduction, 

the actual physical spaces in which the opera is produced determine the audience’s experience 

of it. And while actual spaces and places are established and represented within the operatic 

event, notions of spaces, rooms, and unities, as we have seen, also inform an understanding of 

opera as the ultimate expression of harmony or interartistic coherence. When I apply these 

notions of spaces and rooms, I therefore refer to something experienced, something perceived, 

and something imagined, and furthermore to the triadic relationship they demonstrate.  

Sociologist and philosopher Henri Lefebvre’s mapping of spatial categories in The 

Production of Space (La production de l’espace, 1974) has helped me to distinguish among 

these levels while also emphasizing their interdependency (1991).228 Lefebvre recognizes the 

following dimensions:  

1. Material spatial practices,  

2. Representations of space, and  

3. Spaces of representation/representational spaces.  

Where the first refers to physical and material conditions, the second concerns significations, 

codes, and symbolic representations that allow physical spaces to be understood in certain 

ways. The third level refers to mental constructions, such as spaces of repression, imaginary 

landscapes, or science fiction ontologies.229 Despite this schematic division, Lefebvre’s aim is 

to show how useless it is to distinguish between metaphorical and physical spaces: the 

metaphorical space is always colored by the experienced one, and the physical cannot be 

grasped outside of the processes of its representation (Lefebvre 1991: 16).  
                                                 
228 Critical space theory has achieved very respectable status in recent decades, and contributions to it have come 
from several academic disciplines. Lefebvre’s texts have served as an important basis for critical elaborations by 
Harvey (1989) and Soja (1999). Foucault and Bakhtin are also names that figure frequently in these texts, thanks 
to spatial notions such as “chronotope” and “heterotopi,” from Bakhtin (1981) and Foucault (1986), respectively. 
229 See also Harvey’s explanation and elaboration of Lefebvre’s three dimensions (1989). 



 

 173 

Adapted to opera, the first of Lefebvre’s levels correlates with the physical room—that is, the 

construction of the auditorium, which inflects the listener’s experience directly. As the 

amplifier of the singer’s voices and the basis for the staging, the auditorium is an important 

component of the mediation of the opera, both musically and visually. One example of 

material spatial practice in this regard would be the two horizontal levels presented in 

McVicar’s production (see chapter 4), which made a double, simultaneous staging of the story 

possible. The second level correlates with the representations of rooms or spaces on stage—

that is, the dinner party and the basement, two rooms or parallel worlds that were the results 

of the horizontal division of the physical space. Other examples are the “authentic Judea” 

represented in Hall’s production (see the description in chapter 5) or Weigl’s reference to the 

convulsive seizures of hysteria, taken as a visual representation of a historical phenomenon. 

The material spatial practice of Weigl’s production can thus be seen to represent a particular 

historical-geographical space within the open-yet-situated representational spaces of the 

dance.  

The third category, representational spaces, I find to occur in at least four different ways in 

opera. First of all, there are the open spaces in libretto and score that are available for visual 

elaboration. Second, there is the operatic ideal of organic unity and wholeness. Third, there 

are its several “in-betweennesses”—the ways in which it straddles texts (both score and 

libretto) and performance, representations and living bodies, expectations and practical 

solutions.230 Last, but not least, as mentioned toward the end of chapter 5, opera is seen to be 

followed by a kind of heterotopic “third space” where the impossible might possibly 

happen—by the sort of room, that is, where the “suspension of disbelief” arises effortlessly, 

supported by the metaphysical worlds set up by the music and the audience’s imaginings.231 

These “other spaces” both maintain and challenge established representational structures, yet 

they are also dependent on physical rooms (they are not utopias!), thus demonstrating that 

imagined, represented, and physical spaces are in fact closely connected.  

I have chosen to introduce this idea of different kind of spaces to the present discussion for 

several reasons. Space indicates three-dimensionality, in the sense of either music, text, and 

staging or the material, the representational, and the imagined as levels that exist 
                                                 
230 On the notion of the “third space” as an “in-between space,” see Bhabha (1994: 141)  
231 On “heterotopia” as a kind of “third space”––a space of otherness, transition, revelation, and ambivalence––
with direct connections to physical spaces, see Foucault (1986). The way Bhabha relates the notion of “third 
space” directly to hybridity is particularly interesting in terms of the inherently hybrid form of opera: “Hybridity 
to me is the third space which enables other positions to emerge. This third space displaces the histories that 
constitute it and sets up new structures of authority” (1990: 140). 
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simultaneously when we experience a performance. A three-dimensional space can serve as a 

metaphor that encompasses the timeframe implied by the music as it encounters the spatial 

dimension left by the stage. Three-dimensionality as a premise also supports my basic 

approach to the genre as a staged form. However, the processes of filling open spaces are 

arguably more restricted in opera than in spoken theater, as two of the “walls” (the score and 

the libretto) are consistent, and one of them even determines the timing of the action. Hence, 

using spatial categories to describe these processes not only evokes the multidimensionality 

constituted by the different forms of expression but also reminds us that there exist certain 

fixed “walls” that determine the (re)production: the score, the libretto, the physical conditions 

of the room, the bodies and capacities of the singers, and the background of previous 

productions (elements involved in what I, in the previous chapter, referred to as a “situation”). 

Yet, the notion of space also indicates openness––the possibility of creating something new or 

applying some alternative perspective to the repeated story. “The horror of the vacuum” then 

becomes the potential of the room: a potential for new unities between the material, 

representational, and imagined. 

This triadic relation nevertheless tends to produce constructions that rest upon shaky ground, 

marked as they are by internal contradictions such as those exemplified in, for example, 

Wagner’s operas. Despite his (many would say successful) attempts to create wholeness and 

unity in the total operatic experience, Wagner filled his musical dramas with a striking 

number of scenes that are almost impossible to stage convincingly, such as funeral pyres, 

rainbow bridges, and dragons. In these scenes, that is, the materiality, practicality, and 

visuality of performance might very well collide with the metaphysical, imaginable world––

the heterotopic “third space”––that is supported by the music.232 Although Salome is 

represented as a great dancer, and although we might imagine her to be so (by suspending our 

disbelief), the material reality on stage––existing in its dependent relation with the imagined 

and the represented––can produce friction between these elements that will hinder the 

operation of both the imagination and the representation.233  

                                                 
232 Because the music carves out rooms of time that must be filled with visual content, this tension arises in 
particular in dances and interludes, where words and voices are abandoned on the way to a sonic image or 
symphonic poem. See, for example, the discussion of Goldovsky (referred to in chapter 4, pp.101 and 126-27) 
(1968: 339).  
233 According to Williams’s argument (see footnote 223 above), such a disharmony between material reality and 
representation might then violate opera’s “self-congratulatory” function, which is built on ideas of harmony and 
wholeness. 
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The transition from dreams and imaginings in the privacy of one’s individual consciousness 

to physical images and corporeal expressions carried out on the stage—or, to put it another 

way, the movement from inner representational spaces to material space practices—has never 

been painless. A similar collision also concerned the French symbolists: as their ideas went 

from the printed page to the stage, their delicate sensations and alternative spheres of 

existence collided with the tangibility and realism of the physical theater (Tydeman and Price 

1996: 4). Even if this transition is the source of those experiences based on what Abbate 

describes as a “quintessentially operatic phenomenon” (2001: vii), it still represents a 

challenge to the quest for wholeness here that might point back to the (lack of) a desired 

unified space. This explains why the dance appears as a problem: it involves a transition from 

a heterotopia to a particular embodiment of a singer on stage and her material spatial practice, 

a transition that takes place within some fixed and potentially limiting frames.   

That said, Salome’s dance does not have to be a tiresome affair. Directors and producers have 

had different approaches and solutions to the potential problematic relations among the 

material, representational, and imaginative dimensions. When asked about the reasons for 

putting his ex-wife, Maria Ewing, completely naked on the stage of the Royal Opera House 

(as well as in the much less ephemeral video production), Hall’s responded: “You cannot 

leave the ‘Dance’ to the imagination” (quoted in Puffett 1989: 162). With this statement, Hall 

pointed right at the crux of the issue: Salome’s dance, as something open and indescribable 

when left to imaginative elaborations, fantasies, or contextual interpretations, is forced in the 

opera production to become embodied and visualized––to be moved from imagination to 

materiality, from a space of representation to a material spatial practice. The numerous 

attempts to do so have generated a production history reflecting an enormous diversity of 

solutions to the “horror of the vacuum” that those nine minutes might represent and the 

potential embarrassment of the dancing opera singer. If one does not intend to replace the 

singer with a ballerina,234 we have seen, the solution often involves an unfortunate reliance 

upon the contexts that have always surrounded the opera, for the director can then fill the 

stage room with intertextual references that easily “stick” to the music, such as Salome as an 

image of either hysteria or orientalism.  

In 1949, Peter Brook demonstrated another solution at the Royal Opera House when he 

invited the surrealist Salvador Dali to design a production of Salome. Brook and Dali 
                                                 
234 Such as when the heavyset diva Olive Fremstad was replaced by the ballerina Bianca Froehlich in the U.S. 
premiere of Salome at the Met in 1907. 
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intervened in the spatial material practices directly, giving the singers various handicaps and 

restrictions through enormous and extravagant costumes that made it almost impossible for 

them to move, let alone dance. In his later writings, Brook asserted that these physical 

restrictions were intended: “No singer is supposed to be a dancer; the more the dance could be 

carried by the orchestra and indicated by the singer, the less the embarrassment and the 

greater the illusion” (Brook 1994: 171). Brook thus preferred to emphasize the surrealism and 

alternative ambience as he found them to emerge out of “the strange, poetic and unrealistic” 

in both the music and the libretto, which he believed should not be given a “straight” visual 

counterpart but rather “lift the audience into the strange Wilde-Strauss world” (Brook 1994: 

170-71). In this way, Brook pointed to something important: the spaces constructed in opera 

productions, and perhaps especially in “the strange Wilde-Strauss world,” do not have to 

involve frictions or problems but can instead represent a potential for creative, alternative 

stagings. From such a perspective, the limited openness of this dance becomes a place where 

the same story can be staged and told differently but still result in an experience of unity, as 

the “sticky” dance music is exploited in alternative ways.  

I will examine three examples of this from the recent production history of Salome that use 

spaces—material, representational, and imaginative—to stage the dance and thereby offer 

three different solutions to its inherent problems, as well as three different perspectives on the 

repeated story.  

Seven Open Rooms: McVicar’s Version 

I began this chapter by quoting a review of David McVicar’s production in which the critic 

specifically lamented the execution of the dance. While this review confirms the dance’s 

inherent tension (discussed above), it also reveals the remarkably persistent preconceptions 

that attend it as well. It seems as though what really disappointed Anthony Holden was not 

Michael’s performance but the manner in which the production deprived him of the chance to 

review the work of a dancing female body.235  

Contrary to the productions upon which Holden’s expectations might be based, the dance in 

McVicar’s production is located in decidedly other spaces (both material and 

representational), which means that these nine minutes are devoted less to seduction than to 

comprehension. Instead of portraying a naked, hysterical, or exotic body as a representation 

                                                 
235 This impression is also based on the reviewer’s ingress: “Salome at the Royal Opera House is the least sexy 
she’s been for years” (Holden 2008). 
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intended to compensate for the lack of a convincing dancer, this version stages the dance as a 

history in several episodes. And instead of including other characters on stage who are 

watching Salome and thereby doubling the gaze upon her and potentially objectifying her (as 

Friedrich’s version risks doing), McVicar moves the dance into closed rooms, where we 

encounter episodes from Salome’s life that we are not supposed to see. Following a hasty 

introduction, the large-scale set with its two parallel levels is dismantled to reveal a new, 

empty room that contains nothing but a chair, a rag doll, Salome, and Herod. Together with 

these two characters, we move through seven different rooms in all, and simultaneously 

through their entire history together.  

With the slow waltz in A minor that follows the percussive introduction, we enter this first 

room (fig. B/14, 01.03.01). To the serpentine melody of the oboe, Michael as Salome mimics 

the characteristic shy motions of a five-year-old who plays with her doll in the company of 

Herod; when he comes too close to her, however, she shrinks away as though about to be 

scorched. With the flute run that introduces the next section of music, Salome flees into 

another room, which comes about as a result of moving walls (fig. E/4, 01.04.18). This room 

contains an oval standing mirror covered by a white chiffon scarf, which Salome grabs and 

plays with as the orchestral sound expands (from fig. F). Although this room is almost empty, 

lights shine up from the grated cistern opening in the stage floor, and on the back wall, there 

are video projections of moving garments. However, these room details are hard to make out 

on the DVD, which instead offers close-ups, including one on Salome as she lets the chiffon 

veil fall over her face to the little crescendo-decrescendo wave in the music. We note her 

worried expression (fig. F/5–6, 01.04.45). Then, while looking at herself in the mirror, 

Salome notices her stepfather watching her from behind. To the second of the three 

sfortzando strokes in the strings (which are answered in the high woodwinds; from fig. G), 

she takes a big step away from Herod. She then makes as if to lean toward him, but instead, 

on the third stroke, she covers his face with her veil. These seem to be the ambivalent 

reactions of a girl who has grown older and more aware of her watcher. To the rapidly rising 

scale that descends again in ripples, she runs into the next room (from fig. H, 01.05.03).  

Here there hangs a beautiful, glittering white dress that captures Salome’s attention 

immediately. She moves around it, touches it, then crouches down in the center of the stage 

(01.05.34). The only light on stage comes from the open doorway and falls on the dress. 

While leaving Herod himself in the dark, it acts to direct the audience’s attention in turn past 

the dress to the video projection behind it, which shows a close-up of the back of a 
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shimmering brocade dress that is being slowly unzipped (horizontally, however, in a line with 

the stage). To the musical strokes from fig. K, which are dominated by the timpani, Salome 

moves, first to look at the dress at the left, then to look at Herod on her right. After a closer 

shot on Herod in his black suit, watching his adolescent stepdaughter, we are shown the 

whole stage again, as Salome stands up and pivots graciously around with her arms lifted 

slightly. She moves here to the introduction of a minor version of the theme she previously 

used to describe the beauty of Jochanaan’s body, which is then followed by a glissandi vamp 

in the low strings. As she did in the second room, she positions herself with her back toward 

Herod and takes his hand, as if to indicate that he should help her undress. In that way, the 

production appears to indicate that if Salome wants the lovely dresses, she must allow Herod 

to undress her. The unzipping takes as long as the chromatic, staccato falling scale from fig. L 

(01.06.07). Stepping out of her dress, Salome runs in her high-heeled silver shoes and white 

slip into the fourth room.  

Here, the lighted cistern hole reappears, and Salome pauses over it for a moment, then leans 

toward the wall and looks worriedly behind her into the third room, where Herod remains. 

She runs back there and rips the dress off the mannequin to the sudden explosion of a rising 

sixth (a fragment of the motif that often appears with Narraboth’s statements) and the 

ponderous sound of timpani, tambourine and cymbals (fig. M/10, 01.06.39). Herod picks it up 

and helps her into it as the rising sixth motif is repeated, now in a cantabile piano variant, as if 

he and the music were trying to calm her down. 

Accompanied by thirty-second-note flurries, Salome (and the dress) gyrate into a fourth room 

that, through the expansion of the walls to include the whole stage, becomes a ballroom (from 

fig. P, 01.07.35). We have now reached the consummation of the dance in both the music and 

the staged narrative: the slow thirty-two-bar waltz (starting at fig. P/8) that begins in C-sharp 

minor. Robin Holloway, in an article titled “‘Salome’: Art or Kitsch?” describes this part as 

the latter: “sustained, masterly, deep-thrilling kitsch” (1989: 149). The way the waltz is staged 

in McVicar’s production, however, is far from kitschy: it is a beautiful, telling, and eerie 

moment that depicts Salome dancing with her stepfather. As the two harps build up to the 

waltz, Salome falls dizzily, and maybe a bit reluctantly, into his arms, hanging there as though 

she herself were a rag doll (fig. P/6, 01.07.47). Then, dressed in traditional ballroom 

costumes, they start to perform a classic Viennese waltz––and they do so quite elegantly. As 

the waltz increases in volume and incorporates more and more instruments, an immense 

projection of a crystal chandelier arises, recalling a giant sun––or moon––on the back wall.  
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Salome breaks free of Herod’s arms as the waltz ends, yet he follows after her, now 

accompanied by the little twittering motif that appears in the flutes, violins, and clarinets (fig. 

R/9, 01.08.56). Now it is he who dances alone; as she tries to dismiss him with her arm 

movements, he approaches ever closer to her with small steps. At this point, the lights from 

the cistern are reflected as a circular gridded pattern in the ceiling over Salome, who begins to 

run and twirl around in the room while Herod stands in the middle. The melodious theme 

from figure K has returned, now in its expanded, glamorous version in a resounding C-sharp 

major. Salome ends up in Herod’s arms again, though her upper body hangs backward and 

moves slightly to and fro as this elegant music rounds off right before figure V. He tries to lift 

her arm up to his neck to initiate a new dance, yet this time her limbs hang feebly, as if to 

indicate that their waltzing is draining her of life. 

With the fifth room, we reach the more vertiginous and tonally ambiguous section of music 

(between figs. V and Y) that transitions from the waltz to an even more frenzied part, in 

which the known and repeated motifs are continuously moved around in different tonal 

settings. While the other rooms have been virtually empty, this one is nearly filled with a long 

row of dresses, indicating the persistence of their relation to innocent play and rewards but 

also to unwanted physical interaction. At this point, Strauss writes in the score: “Salome 

scheint einen Augenblick zu ermatten” [Salome seems to languish for a moment]. Despite its 

unusual staging of the dance, McVicar’s version actually follows the composer’s description 

quite literally here, showing a rather dazed Salome as she stumbles queasily along through 

glittering wardrobe and into the sixth room (fig. X/2, 01.10.24).  

In the score, Strauss describes how Salome gains new strength (“jetzt rafft sie sich wie 

neubeschwingt auf”) at this point. It is a superfluous observation, given the energy level of the 

music. This is the room that contains, then, the gradually increase in tension, musically and 

dramatically, that leads to the end of the dance. The meter shifts from triple to duple, as this 

Sehr schnell part starts with rapidly falling staccato movement in the violins as they collide 

with the twitchy repeated figure in the flutes and oboes. To these musical gestures, we see 

Herod again unzip Salome, faster this time, and she throws away the dress, as well as her 

high-heeled silver shoes, as the cross-rhythms appear between the higher and lower sections 

of the orchestra. Along with a big, swinging light bulb that is projected on the back wall, the 

sixth room holds a deep sink, from which Salome, like a defiant child, begins to splash water 

in time with the bombastic marcato fanfares (from fig. d). Her play gradually becomes wilder 

and more desperate; Herod stands next to the sink and laughs as her slip becomes wet and 
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transparent. He then embraces her tightly in the general pause right before the Sehr schnell 

waltz fragment (h/10, 01.11.38)  

The seventh and last room is reached at the intense little coda of the dance, with its high 

tremolo in flutes, clarinets, strings, and celesta and prominent twittering motif (fig. k/4, 

01.11.52). This room is completely dark, and what happens there is not revealed to the 

audience.  

Before the dance’s conclusion, we are returned to the “normal” room—that is, the 

representation of the basement where McVicar’s production takes place. It gradually assumes 

its form as the set moves back to its original layout. Here, we see Herodias walk slowly 

toward the door from which Herod emerges at the end of the dance, as he proclaims, “Ah! 

Herrlich! Wundervoll!” Salome follows after him, wearing nothing but her wet petticoat, 

looking exhausted as she stumbles and leans against the basement wall. 

Like the more usual stripping of Salome, this uncovering in McVicar’s production depends on 

opera as a visual form of expression (and not just as music and text). Yet the character’s 

credibility here does not depend on the incarnation and skills of the body that is presenting her 

but on the total visual setup and the physical and representational rooms that offer another 

explanation of her motivations. In this space of representation, her otherwise strange actions 

and demands are given a basis in the past. Presumably intended to be intertextual references 

to the seven rooms of Bluebeard’s castle as well as to Freudian theories linking abnormal 

behavior to childhood experiences, these rooms of the dance supply something else as well: 

the secrets of Herod’s castle. Like several other productions, this staging thus depends on 

contexts inflecting the opera but also very much on the intra-operatic frame constituted by 

Herod’s line: “Sieh, ich habe dich immer lieb gehabt” [Perhaps I loved you too much].  

Following the sections, the structure, and the dynamics of Strauss’s music (and even 

illustrating some of his written descriptions), this production thus demonstrates how, instead 

of a problem, these nine minutes without singing voices might present a possibility to see, 

experience, interpret, and understand this dance in a new way, leading to another kind of 

subversion than that accomplished by a skillful dancer who overwhelms her audience. 

McVicar’s dance is not a triumph, and it presents Salome as more powerless than powerful, 

but it nevertheless acts to deconstruct the positions with which she has been associated via 

repeated reiterations. By telling a new and very specific story through silent acting, moving 

walls, and a few props and in this way revealing crucial aspects of Salome’s background, it 
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undermines the power and authority of the myth of Salome as the femme fatale, the “hysteria 

case,” or the oriental seductress. Moreover, by giving a visual correlative to the thirty-two-bar 

Viennese waltz, which demands two dancers (Salome and Herod), after all, its particular stage 

set and silent acting reveals not the princess’s naked, hysterical, or otherwise exotic body—or 

the potential shortcomings of the diva as a dancer/stripper—but instead the story of a 

problematic and incestuous relationship. This reinserts Salome in a subject position that 

potentially makes her behavior and actions believable and understandable. The dance 

becomes a space where psychological and/or historical motives are made present, in a fashion 

similar to what happened with Naaman––another visual-yet-unsung constitution of meaning. 

Moreover, it produces a story similar to that conveyed in Egoyan’s staging of the dance 

(described in chapter 1). Despite the dissimilar effects that are involved, as well as the 

difference between the subtleness of McVicar’s interpersonal dynamics and the directness of 

Egoyan’s gang rape, both productions use the dance and its sectioned musical structure to 

present a similar narrative: a history of tacit stories and hidden premises that involve abuse 

and insecurity. In their different ways, these productions exemplify how spaces for visual 

elaboration and explanation established by the “walls” of a “sticky” musical frame (and clues 

in the libretto) are not just open for representations of physical rooms but also for the 

unveiling of psychological or mental spaces. 

Claustrophobic Chambers: Konwitschny’s Version 

Whereas McVicar in his Salome production uses rooms to suggest hidden stories, Peter 

Konwitschny’s 2009 production uses both physical and representational rooms to suggest 

surveillance and/or claustrophobia.236 Here, the Baptist is not the only one in prison; the entire 

story takes place in a sealed bunker where no one comes in or out and everything happens in 

the open. And while McVicar, with the bloodstained body of the executioner, moved the 

nudity from the dance to the drama itself, Konwitschny disperses the shocks, provocations, 

and taboos that have long followed the Salome character throughout his whole bunker. This 

locked and manipulated world appears bereft of morality and/or control. In it, a wild and very 

decadent party, overflowing with sex, drugs, and music, features occasions of masturbation, 

necrophilia, multiple partners of either sex, and an array of sexual positions. This wild 

behavior either happens right in the middle of the stage or is indicated to be happening under 

                                                 
236 The production premiered on November 10, 2009, at Het Muziektheater, Amsterdam. Conductor of the 
Netherlands Philharmonic Orchestra: Stefan Soltesz; set and costume design: Johannes Leiacker; lighting design: 
Manfred Voss; dramaturgy: Bettina Bartz. I will discuss Konwitschny’s production more in chapter 7. 
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the tablecloth of Herod’s birthday table, around which his guests––drunk, stoned, or passed 

out––are gathered.  

By making the stage into a whole orgy of profligate degeneracy, Konwitschny avoided the 

objectification of Salome as the image of otherness. This sealed stage room instead presents a 

visual commentary on the ways in which every character in this story is caught in the tragedy 

and its drive toward the inevitable peripeteia. Simultaneously, this bunker of depravity also 

represents a director’s cornucopia of provocative visual material, placing all of the singers on 

stage in new (and potentially uncomfortable) situations as they are asked to simulate oral sex 

or necrophilia, among other things. They are given further limitations and handicaps as well; 

Albert Dohmen as Jochanaan, for example, must deliver his prophecies with a paper bag on 

his head. The four “bunker” walls of the stage room in Konwitschny’s production produce a 

representational space of imprisonment or claustrophobia that further resonates with the 

situations of the singers and characters alike.  

From this bunker, Konwitschny’s production not only denies every one of Strauss’s stage 

directions but also pushes back against the setting of the tragedy altogether. It also rejects the 

ideal of unity upon which the tragedy’s form is based, including unity between musical 

structures and movements on stage. Toward the end of the last chapter, I mentioned that this 

production uses the first interlude to stage a cannibalistic sacrifice of Salome that is not at all 

in accordance with the dynamics of the music. The visual images of Konwitschny, in fact, 

appear to be independent of––and sometimes even opposed to––the musical structures, which 

I find unhelpful in terms of its (musical-dramatic) storytelling. The dance in this production, 

then, is filled with isolated ideas that seem detached from both the story it conveys and the 

musical tensions and dynamics in which takes place. For most of the time, Salome runs 

around with a tablecloth and covers various pairs of guests with it; the guests then freeze in 

their present positions until she engages them in odd dancing movements that do not follow 

the rhythm of the dance music itself.   

There is one exception to this general ineffectiveness, though. At one particularly gripping 

moment in the middle of the dance, just as the music reaches the thirty-two-bar waltz section 

(fig. P/7), the characters all take up pencils and draw three strokes each on the walls of the 

bunker, following the waltz meter of the music. When they scribble on handles and keyholes, 

it becomes clear what their lines are intended to represent, and as the music begins its ecstatic 

crescendo, the characters start hammering on the doors they have drawn, desperately trying to 
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escape the room and their imprisonment there. This simple act presents the dance as a turning 

point that changes our conception of the physical room on stage and emphasizes the 

characters’ (and potentially also the singers’) plight in this confined representational space. 

What accompanies the appearance of these doors, that is, is not just a confirmation of the 

space of representation (the bunker) but also an engagement with the effects of space as 

representation—a unity of physical and representational space that is supported by the 

reciprocal endeavors of the operatic expressions involved.  

The sound of the desperate hammering on the roughly sketched doors points to the fact that 

the flip side of operatic wholeness might be restrictiveness or claustrophobia. This is the 

sound of the characters’ desire to escape this bunker and its debauched party, but it is also the 

sound of the director’s zeal about breaking with Salome’s unified structures—its established 

conventions, repeated story, and classic tragic form. In the next chapter, I will describe how 

the characters do manage to abandon the bunker, as Konwitschny breaks with convention yet 

again and frees them from the confinements of this pre-established dramatic setting. Still, 

where he does this best is in the waltz, at the very crux of unity between the musical structure 

of 3/4 measures and the scenic action of drawing three lines. Perhaps, then, constructions of 

new unities between musical structures and actions on stage comprise a necessary premise to 

the process of dismantling the old conventions or representations?  

In several productions, of course, the accelerando thirty-two-bar waltz is exactly where the 

dramaturgy culminates or takes a new turn. Besides Konwitschny’s doors and McVicar’s 

pointed Viennese waltz, this particular place represents a turning point in Hall’s and 

Friedrich’s versions as well: this is where Ewing’s convulsive body movements turn to slow 

motion, and where Stratas loosens her hair and goes from a Turandotesque ice princess to a 

hot-blooded harem girl. At the same time, it is this very waltz that has been criticized most 

harshly—it is here, for example, that Strauss’s “genius for bad taste” encounters a 

“triumphant banality” (Holloway 1989: 149). Yet, as shown by the examples above, the 

numerous potential interpretational spaces of this music can also produce the very opposite of 

kitschy orientalism. With its clear rhythm, structural “walls,” and unique cultural-historical 

associations,237 the waltz can function as a space for visual revelations that is well outside the 

conceptual bonds of the text. Following a fermata in the already densely written dance, the 

waltz already appears as a “dance within the dance.” And as a distinct unit within the oceanic 

                                                 
237 Which I described, with reference to Cook, as the potentiality of music (p. 109-10). 
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length of the piece (relatively speaking), the waltz lends itself to the establishment of a new 

relation between music and image. For example, it is the point in McVicar’s production when 

the dance actually becomes a dance––when the bodies on stage finally align their movements 

to the rhythm of the music and culminate their story of a very troubled relationship. In a 

similar vein, in Konwitschny’s version, the waltz is when the characters’ situation is revealed 

for what it is through visual action again undertaken in alignment with the rhythmic pulse. In 

Egoyan’s version of the dance, the fermata introducing the waltz part also introduces a still 

image that indelibly alters the way we see Salome (see chapter 1). These are visual 

actualizations of a musical structure that produce desired operatic unities between music and 

image, creating imagined–– and occasionally experienced––“third spaces” of wholeness 

thereby.  

The waltz reflects the potential impact of the dance as a whole within the context of this 

opera, as an open but limited and bounded area constructed within the score and the libretto 

(the opera text). This dance functions as an intermezzo or a deferral of the action rather than 

as a climax—it is a space for reflection more than seduction, for (re)telling an old story in a 

new way. This might explain why the most seductive music does not in fact appear here (it 

appears in Salome’s monologue instead); this is not the musical or the dramatic peak as such 

but instead a place to construct and/or position reflecting surfaces with a potential to reveal, 

comment on, and portray what this story is imagined to be about. The Dance of the Seven 

Veils is not just about a relation between representations and materiality; Salome’s dance––in 

the narrative, in the history of this myth, and in the performances of Strauss’s opera––has 

always also involved and excited the imaginations of its perceivers. We must not forget that 

what makes Herod promise Salome whatever she wants (“was du willst”) is not her physical 

potential or the actual material space practice as such but rather his fantasies, taking place as 

they do in that heterotopic “third space” where Salome’s dance as myth always has 

lingered.238  

Outer Spaces: Herheim’s Version 

It is just such a “third space”––a room for imaginary playfulness––that I find to be reflected in 

a physical and representational form in Herheim’s version of the dance, which I first 

described in chapter 1.239 This version is, first and foremost, a striking scenic spectacle, staged 

                                                 
238 Herod’s promise, of course, is made before Salome starts moving, recalling what Narraboth states in the very 
beginning of the opera: “You would fancy she was dancing!” 
239 See page 39 to 42. Choreographer: Mikael Strid.  
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in an outer space and featuring an entertaining show during which each of the dance’s nine 

minutes is filled with new twists and turns, physically and representationally, that trigger the 

imaginary capacity of its audience.  

Exploring different kinds of material spaces—a video projection area, upper and lower levels, 

the enormous telescope that functions as a mediating link between these spaces—this 

production in fact proposes clearer links between its material spatial practices and its 

imaginative heterotopias than representations of (more concrete) spaces propose (including 

the two described above). One particular word in Wilde’s titling of the event––seven––here 

functions as a means of both creating unity between the musical structure and the staging and 

challenging conceptions of Salome as a homogenous representation. What we see 

materialized on stage is not a confined Salome but a multiplied one.  

The clamorous musical introduction shows Salome standing on the platform in front of the 

telescopic cannon that is placed at the center of the stage. Following one of the early 

percussion strokes, she uses this instrument to shoot a hole in the transforming eye/moon that 

fills/comprises the back wall, out of which six Salome lookalikes appear, one by one, to the 

shifting sections of the dance music. As these are skilled dancers dressed in sequined and 

colorful dresses, their bodies easily enact the sensuous vamp and gliding runs of the dance’s 

first part. Amid the gasps of the spectators down on the stage floor (a group of historically 

powerful, dominating men: Mussolini and Hitler, Mohammed and Stalin, Cæsar and Emperor 

Barbarossa), the dancers move effortlessly from the video projections to the upper level of the 

stage, then down the stairs of the constantly moving and transforming cannon/telescope to the 

level of their male spectators. This group of Salomes approaches this assembly of men––an 

obvious representation of a timeless patriarchy—and invites or rather forces them all to waltz, 

thereby depriving them (as representatives of her powerful onlookers) of their privileged 

historical aloofness. 

The red-dressed Salome dancing with Herod while playing her castanets on stage recalls 

another dancing (and oriental) icon from the opera canon. Yet while the dancing Carmen was 

the one who got her throat cut at the end of Bizet’s opera, it is the dancing partners of the 

Salomes that here must pay with their lives, as the seven princesses symbolically cut the 

throats of their male admirers. The red veils that are produced by this murderous practice are 

then used as props in the ongoing show. However, it is only toward the very end of this dance 

that the “real” execution of these men takes place, this time with actual knives.  
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After taking off their colorful dresses, the seven Salomes in white silk slips––all wearing 

blond wigs––have now become even more similar. One of them (probably the singer, Emily 

Magee) returns to the little platform in front of the enormous telescope to watch her six 

doppelgängers approaching the only man left, Herod, who is wearing a tuxedo that is similar 

to the two other men in her life: Narraboth and Jochanaan. The dance then goes from a 

dynamic, multicolored show to an almost monochrome still frame revealing the black-dressed 

Herodias and six white-dressed Salomes with their arms stretched out, all carrying knives. 

The women together form a half circle around the Salome who has once again stepped down 

from her platform of observation to sit upon a supine Herod while pressing the blade of her 

knife to his throat. As if it were blood flowing from the neck of the defeated tetrarch, the only 

color interrupting this otherwise black-and-white setting is the blood-red tulle of Salome’s 

dress on the stage floor (the arched upper part of the back wall has now become totally white, 

in sharp contrast to the darkened lower part). White, red, and black face us now, evoking the 

colors from the mythic structures of fairy tales (such as the snow, the blood, and the ebony in 

Snow White), the symbolic representations of the three stages of a woman’s life––virginity, 

sexuality/childbirth, and death––or Salome’s description of Jochanaan’s body.240  

Instead of rejecting established structures and repeated representations, then, this version 

plays upon them, and upon the unstable relations between what is repeated and what these 

symbols, icons, or texts mean in the specific setting of a given production. These repetitions 

and recontextualizations both create and dismantle unities between what is perceived, 

represented, and imagined. One example is the doubling of Salome: while this device frees 

the diva from the responsibility to dance, seven Salomes on stage at once confirm and 

deconstruct the dance’s longtime reputation as being concerned with the male gaze upon a 

controlled woman’s moving body. The seven Salomes, that is, make it impossible to keep any 

one of them in focus. Moreover, they not only occupy the stage but also quite literally 

overcome the patriarchy by symbolically cutting the throats of the now silent male chorus. 

This cutthroat activity is one of the repeated images the production introduces that make us 

see new correlations between who dominates and who is dominating and also redefine and 

revaluate the meaning of these images as their contexts shift. For instance, the image of 

Salome sitting upon Narraboth while forcing him to bring out the prophet is both the same 

and not the same as that of her sitting upon Herod while threatening him at the end of the 

dance.  

                                                 
240 See chapter 5. On the use of these three colors to present womanhood in fairy tales, see Da Silva (2007).  
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Ending its flamboyant musical and visual show with this frozen image of Salome overcoming 

Herod (which arrives at the moment of the high tremolo, before the clamorous musical 

conclusion), the dance in Herheim’s version appears to represent a reversal of the story in 

McVicar’s. Whereas McVicar’s Salome was left in a confined, oppressive, downright 

foreboding situation––represented by the final darkened room––Herheim’s Salome finishes 

up by oppressing and controlling an apparently helpless man. Instead of locked rooms that 

change with the music or a sealed bunker that evokes the music’s dense and unified structure, 

Herheim’s version presents the dance as a playful number situated in a constantly 

transforming outer space. Here, the young girl’s strong (and productive) desire, expressed 

through her (deadly serious) diversion, comes to represent a form of power that is very 

different from the worldly power of Herod and his well-to-do guests. This power, of bodily 

expression, visual demonstration, and an abundance of imagination, is very advantageous in 

the context of a performing art such as opera. And the tight audiovisual rhythm between 

music and staging that appears in the sliding walls of McVicar’s production or the sketching 

of the doors in Konwitschny’s production is expanded into a pronounced dramaturgical 

musicality in Herheim’s production. Performed by six professional dancers, the 

polychromatic movement in Herheim’s twinkling cosmos follows every gesture of this 

musical divertissement and reasserts the dance’s relevance to the Salome story as pure 

entertainment. In this playful performance, then, every gesture sticks very closely to the 

rhythms and movements of the music.  

Although the production presents Salome as a stereotypical object of the male gaze (dressed 

as Marilyn Monroe, in a glittering deep-red dress and a blonde wig), she does not in fact 

appear to be a controlled representation; on the contrary, the cloning in particular almost gives 

the impression of a representational process that has gone astray. Hence, this is not a dance 

that contributes to the classic tragedy’s unified structure by building up to the peripeteia of 

the “social and tonal order.” In Herheim’s version, which is meticulously choreographed and 

controlled, Salome is presented as uncontrollable, but not in a pathological way. This is not 

the image of a submissive girl, a hysteric, or an exotic other. It also does not result in an 

embarrassing performance by a dancing opera singer. As a matter of fact, in Herheim’s 

version, Salome appears closer to the position of director than to that of diva. Raised up on a 

little platform in front of the telescope, she both sees and oversees what happens around her, 

evoking the position of the opera director. With this alliance, the character Salome (and the 



 

 188 

singer Emily Magee embodying her) is presented as the one in power and control––not only 

waltzing with Herod but leading the dance.  

As a performance within the performance, I saw the dance as the place where the presenter 

should present. In Herheim’s production, this presenter or curator is not only Salome (the 

character and/or the singer) but also the director and/or the choreographer, who in the limited 

openness that the dance represents can project his or her perspective creatively. Thus if 

Salome’s dance carries a potential to become a demonstration of power, this potential does 

not belong just to the singer or the character––although both might be implicated in it––but to 

the director of this “director’s opera.”  

As the ally of the director, what the dancing Salome of Herheim’s production exposes is not 

herself but the image of how she has been seen as the one and the many at once, and this can 

be confusing as well as enlightening. Despite the differences in material expressions and 

representational effects, Herheim’s production thus functions like Konwitschny’s: it 

establishes a somewhat confusing “third space” that questions the controlling or defining 

unities that have operated within the reception history of this myth and this opera. In this way, 

they generate a productive confusion around Salome’s ongoing “coming into being” within 

certain set frames of reference.  

 

Konwitschny’s, McVicar’s, and Herheim’s versions all activate a correlation between 

material, representational, and imaginary spaces. They use the material space of the stage 

rooms to produce different kinds of spaces of representation that create areas for reflection, 

commentary, and imagination. Seven rooms create a mental space that makes us imagine a 

story of child abuse; a bunker creates a suffocating and claustrophobic impression of 

confinement; and an outer space creates a Utopian “third space” that both builds on 

previously established representations of the Judea of Wilde/Strauss and plays on it via 

dreamlike shifts and ongoing repetitions and transformations.  

Although we will never be “battered by the voice” of Salome in the Dance of the Seven Veils, 

these examples demonstrate its open yet situated potential to present other “aural versions of 

staring” that involve not only straight visual counterparts but also playful third spaces, opened 

up in the productive area between sticky musical structures and imaginary utopias. The vast 

signifying capacity of music functions as an open invitation to intimate relations with moving 
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bodies, changing contexts, and shifting representational spaces, yet these relations are 

nevertheless dependent on directors and choreographers being attentive to the conditions 

presented by the musical structures, which do not determine what a particular production 

should communicate but govern the ways in which it can do so credibly. What makes a 

performance convincing is a perceived unity between the elements involved––not between 

some sort of fixed authorial intention and the visual staging but between the musical 

structures, the physical movements, and the dramaturgical storytelling, a three-dimensionality 

or unity between what is presented, represented, and imagined.  

Conclusion: Salome’s Dance, Feminist Interpretations, and Views 
from Elsewhere 
Wilde never had the chance to see his vision of Salomé realized, as he was serving his 

sentence for acts of “gross indecency” when the drama premiered in Paris in 1896.241 He did, 

however, state that, apart from his illustrator Aubrey Beardsley, there was no one beside 

himself who could really see “that invisible dance” (Wilde and Hart-Davis 1962: 348). To 

Wilde, then, it remained a dream or a utopia. Yet through Strauss’s endeavors, the dance must 

assume a material form, one that should, preferably, result in an experience of unity between 

the audience’s expectations about the dance and realizations of it on stage. Because this unity 

depends on the work of a physical body on stage, either through song or through movement, 

the audience of Salome’s dance is at times embarrassed rather than seduced. Causes of this 

embarrassment relate to the different kinds of spaces I have outlined—the heterotopia of the 

dance in the abstract, after all, has to be replaced by its particular embodiment by a singer on 

stage. What can emerge as a result is a tension between the narrative representational spaces, 

which portray Salome as a convincing dancer, and the material spatial practices, where a 

possibly unprepared body is forced to abandon vocal utterance for visual expression. If the 

perceived, experienced, and imagined do not fit together, the consequent tension represents a 

threat to the desired and unified operatic experience. Attempts to resolve this potential tension 

have led to numerous and diverse interpretations of the dance throughout the reception history 

of this opera, which, arguably, explains in turn the conflicting interpretations of this operatic 

figure in scholarly texts as well. On the one hand, Salome is thought to be an image of 

controlled otherness, placed in a tragedy where she must be ritualistically destroyed in the 
                                                 
241 Wilde became an exposed and convicted homosexual during his trial in 1895, when he was sentenced to two 
years of hard labor due to his acts of gross indecency with other males. On Wilde’s vision of Salomé 
performances, see Tydeman and Price (1996: 15-24).  
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end; on the other hand, she is thought to be an idol of subversive performance, demonstrating 

the power of being the presenter rather than the presented.242  

How, then, should Salome––the opera and the character––be understood from a feminist 

perspective? Is she an image or an idol, a powerless victim or a powerful murderer? And, in 

the end, is Salome a feminist opera?  

Wilde’s drama is certainly not a straightforward story about women’s emancipation, nor does 

Strauss’s musical contribution support an unequivocal presentation of Salome as a victim. As 

I have tried to emphasize here, this opera text supplies more questions than answers as far as 

its protagonist is concerned. It bears within it the potential to present a triumph of a strong 

woman, supported by her performative alliance with a highly skilled opera singer, but also to 

tell an utterly misogynistic fable in a presentational frame that insists on featuring the 

woman’s body on stage as an object of display and that hinders the opera singer who is 

supplying that body.  

If the opera text refuses to offer straight answers to these questions, then, must we look to the 

specific performance texts for feminist strategies? Does McVicar’s production in particular 

offer a feminist interpretation when it brings a usually tacit aspect of the story from the realm 

of the imagination to that of materiality—not the dream of a dancing princess, that is, but a 

painful story of abuse? Could Konwitschny and his characters’ visual rebellion against 

claustrophobic representational frames be said to demonstrate the application of a feminist 

strategy to the repeated text? What about the way Herheim has Salome exterminate an entire 

patriarchy and present herself as a powerful director? The answers depend on what “feminist” 

means, which brings up a wealth of other issues and one further (central) question: How can 

these productions be truly feminist, as long as they are all the works of yet another “great 

man,” presenting the story, and the young girl who propels it, from his perspective alone? 

In general, I have found it more productive to approach this topic from another angle. Instead 

of seeking definite answers and ultimately an essentialist understanding of both Salome and 

“feminism” that arguably serves neither one, I prefer to turn to issues of how and what: How 

can this opera text, and specific productions of it, contribute to feminist analyses, and what 

                                                 
242 In a recent article, Calico finds a similar oscillation to characterize the lives of the singers Marie Wittich, 
Annie Krull, and Ernestine Schumann-Heink, who were the first to embody Strauss’s Salome, Elektra, and 
Klytämnestra characters, respectively: “These three German prima donnas deployed distinct strategies for 
negotiating the tension of women’s public performance, oscillating between empowerment and exploitation” 
(2012: 76).  
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can we learn from this particular case? The answers to these questions will not uncover some 

sort of unified message embedded in this text and brought out in the given production; 

Salome’s most important contribution to feminist analyses is rather to be found in the direct 

results of its canonized position—namely in the archives of different versions of the same. In 

the forgoing compilation of McVicar’s, Konwitschny’s, and Herheim’s versions, then, we see 

how, in the process of making Salome alive and present, different types of spaces are 

constructed, filled, and dismantled. To avoid frictions between material spatial practices and 

representations, these productions effectively use all three dimensions––including the 

imaginary or heterotopic third space––to offer alternative perspectives on this repeated 

story.243 They react against already existing conceptions as well as restrictive physical and 

representational limits. I thus find all three—especially when taken together—to indeed 

realize a feminist approach to the opera text, meaning a practice of revealing, pointing at, 

commenting upon, or changing something or someone within the physical, representational, 

and imaginary frames that already exist. I will expand a bit on what I mean. 

Even though the operatic Salome character in performance follows the same path as the 

mythic Salome figure as she goes from one man’s presentation of her to the next, her nature 

as a clean slate for new reflections of herself will imply that who she is or what her story says 

can never be fully controlled, captured, or locked. Salome comes into being in a 

multidimensional room encompassing materiality (the empty stage, the acting bodies), 

representation (characters, places, and dramatic situations), and imagination (the audience’s 

experience, comprehension, and interpretation). To fill in the gaps and open spaces of this 

room is the task of the producer or director, yet it is also the responsibility of the singer or 

performer, and of the audience. Because of these opportunities to compose and produce 

within the open (material, representative, and imaginative) spaces that arise in the act of 

repeating and retelling, opera will never just be the genre of great men, as long as these men 

are dependent on female voices and bodies as well as the individual audience member. The 

constant need to deal with these spaces in productions of canonized operas is what makes 

Salome—both the character and the opera—utterly empty and claustrophobically full at the 

same time. In that way, the dancing Salome shares fundamental characteristics with gendered 

categories. As Joan W. Scott describes it, “‘Man’ and ‘woman’ are at once empty and 

overflowing categories. Empty because they have no ultimate, transcendent meaning. 

                                                 
243 We will recall that Loie Fuller’s dances, using the characteristic movements associated with hysteria and the 
icon of the dancing Salome, have been perceived as redefinitions of these known images. 



 

 192 

Overflowing because even though they appear to be fixed, they still contain within them 

alternative, denied, or suppressed definitions” (Scott 2007: 70). The dancing Salome is an 

empty yet overflowing image that exists in a dependent relation to living performance and 

active re-creation that might unveil alternative perspectives, denied aspects, or suppressed 

stories.  

Although previous interpretational practices of the feminist-oriented branch of opera 

scholarship have left productive tools and perspectives with which to trace structures of 

representation in the opera text, they are challenged anew by the media situation in which we 

live today. This environment of recorded archives offers a new optics that lets us come closer 

to the individual bodies and their contributions while simultaneously making it possible to 

glimpse the multiplicity that arises from these numerous variants of the same. It is this new 

optics that lets us see how the gaps and open spaces of repetitions––which in opera find an 

explicit expression in the open space of the stage––represent possibilities for repeating what 

has never been said. Hence, despite the inevitable conservative impetus that comes along with 

it, this act of repeating is what opposes the maintenance of something fixed, such as a 

fundamentally misogynistic message in Salome. The framed openness within the repeated 

text, on the other hand, brings with it a potential for presenting “views from elsewhere.” This 

particular conceit, which I have already used several times, is taken from Theresa de Lauretis, 

who in her famous essay “The Technology of Gender” finds the establishment of alternative 

perspectives to be a main task of the critical project of feminism:  

For that “elsewhere” is not some mythic distant past or some utopian history; it is 
elsewhere of discourse here and now, the blind spots, or the space-offs, of its 
representations. I think of it as the spaces in the margins of hegemonic discourses, 
social spaces carved in the interstices of institutions and in the chinks and cracks of 
the power-knowledge apparati. (Lauretis 1987: 25) 

As Lauretis describes it, a “view from elsewhere” will involve a repetition of dominant 

cultural narratives that might in fact support and sustain patriarchal ideologies and 

misogynistic stories. Yet the process of rewriting also offers the possibility of presenting an 

alternative perspective, of finding the blind spots, space-offs, or interstices and filling them 

with content that makes the same look different. It must be emphasized that these spaces are 

not something outside the repeated text or hegemonic discourse (the commentaries and 

changes that are presented in the productions of McVicar, Konwitschny, and Herheim, for 

example, happen within––and even in a perceived unity with––the fixed frames of the score 
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and the libretto).244 Accordingly, to take a feminist perspective and establish a view from 

elsewhere will never mean being totally outside that which is critically “re-viewed.” As art 

historian Griselda Pollock notes while quoting Lauretis in her own discussion of how to treat 

the canon of art history from a feminist perspective, it means instead to establish an “other 

scene, already there” (Pollock 1999: 8). “Feminism does not speak for women,” she 

continues; instead, it challenges the constructions of “women” by producing counter-

constructions using “the laboratory of the past,” which results in differentiation and 

heterogeneity rather than a pre-given difference. In lieu of fixed conceptions or constructions 

“based on a nature, a truth, an ontology,” feminism implies that “what it is that we argue for 

and from is constantly in the making” (Pollock 1999: 99-100, the author’s emphasis). Such an 

understanding of feminism underlines the very potentiality of situated becoming that is 

offered by canonized operas: a feminist critique as intervention. According to Cathrine 

Egeland, who in a recent essay discusses feminist genealogies, this is critique from the inside, 

focusing on the (open) consequences that follow rather than the (fixed) standpoints that 

precede the given readings/interpretations/critique:  

To intervene or interfere is to describe the object of critique neither from the 
“outside” of the object nor in ways that are limited by the criteria defining the object. 
Critique as intervention may thus be conceived as a strategy aimed at describing, 
redescribing, combining and recombining . . . it displaces the locus of critique from 
the standpoint to the effects or consequences of critique. (Egeland 2011: 239) 

This leads me all the way back to the phenomenon that is Salome’s dance on YouTube, any 

given clip of which will be followed by the carrying on and opinions of the engaged audience 

in the comment fields. In this compilation of different productions, combined with the 

profusion of written interpretations, it is spelled out––in images and in texts––that this dance 

will never mean any one thing. This YouTube phenomenon and its open and unstable 

archives demonstrate the open spaces of repetition and the diversity of what might at first 

seem to be locked, determined, and unified retellings. They also expose the uncontrollable 

production of commentary, reactions, and perspectives that this repeated text evokes—the 

ongoing negotiations (on stage and in these texts) about who Salome is and how her dance 

should be staged or exploited to dramatic ends. Moreover, as I claimed in chapter 3, the 

comment fields reflect how the (virtual and digital) archives of Salome performances have 

                                                 
244 Recalling Judith Butler’s discursive perspective, Lauretis finds such an independent position, one outside 
already established discourses or repeated texts, to be impossible. What she argues for is instead “a movement 
from the space represented by/in representation, by/in a discourse, by/in a sex/gender system to the space not-
represented yet implied (unseen in them)” (Lauretis 1987: 26).  
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made particular performance texts, not the opera text, into the constitutive factor of 

singularity. These archives indicate that the canonized (opera) text, as a potential with a rather 

malleable nature, can hardly carry one message or answer regarding who Salome is––or 

whose she is. This does not mean that the opera text is irrelevant to feminist analyses, or that 

what happens in a particular production is unimportant as such––the opera text governs our 

ways of seeing, experiencing, and understanding, and the production realizes that 

government. Yet, if “feminist” means the abandonment of fixed answers or restricted 

representations in favor of relations to processes of continuous becoming that result in a 

freedom to choose within already existing frames, a feminist perspective on opera will take it 

all one step further: it will engage itself with the variety of versions of the same opera text 

specifically and intentionally in terms of their ability to oppose one solution, one truth, one 

story, one Salome, one opera, even one authorial voice. The resultant relativism is not 

nihilism; as I have tried to emphasize here, the processes of production and comprehension 

are both highly situated and depend on several factors: on a fixed set of inherited and repeated 

texts, on new material rooms and physical premises, and on the contributions of a watching, 

interpreting, and encouraging audience and its collective willingness to enter the many outer 

spaces of opera, which are “far richer than everyday reality.” 

I find this demonstration and not the question of whether Salome is a victim or a feminist icon 

to be Salome’s most important contribution to feminist opera scholarship—that is, its 

restricted freedom, closed openness, and dependent retelling, all of which derive from the 

encounter between bodies on stage and staged bodies, between past renderings and present 

performances, between spectator and spectacle, and between music, text, and visuality. This is 

not about an anarchic abandonment of every existing structure but about the attempt to 

persuade and change from within them. It is about claims to renegotiate, reconsider, and take 

a stand, while simultaneously remaining aware of the fact that there are other possibilities for 

presenting, staging, acting, considering, and interpreting within the same fixed framework. 

The visual and re-creational sides of opera, which might appear to represent a threat to a 

unified experience, become, from such a perspective, the sheer potential of ever-open operatic 

spaces: the situated process of bringing into being. 
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Filling the Gap(e) and Bringing to 
Life: Canonization, Provocation,  
and Convention  
 

 
Nun wohl!  

Ich lebe noch, aber du bist tot, 
und dein Kopf, dein Kopf gehört mir! 

Ich kann mit ihm tun, was ich will. 
Salome, Princess of Judea 

 
Ein Werk auf der Bühne zu bringen heißt, es zum Leben zu erwecken, indem man es verinnerlicht und sich zu 

eigen macht. Das halte ich für wirkliche Werktreue.  
Stefan Herheim, director to Frankfurter Rundschau, 12.04.2011 

 
Is Salome a great opera, or merely, as Strauss’s detractors claim, an exotic confection? In another hundred 

years people will still be pondering that question. It is a disturbing piece, and in productions like this it can look 
very unpleasant indeed. 

Michael Henderson, reviewer, The Telegraph, 26.04.2011 
 

 

Introduction: Live or Let Die  
Those who had bought tickets to Konwitschny’s version of Salome at De Nederlandse Opera 

in 2009 received a letter in the mail in advance. It was addressed to “the world’s most friendly 

and advanced audience” (namely the liberal Dutch), which was told (or rather warned) that 

they were going to see “something spectacular” and that Konwitschny, with his production, 

wanted to present something “never seen before” that “objects to the male gaze-ifying of this 

CHAPTER 7  
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one woman.”245 I hope my discussion thus far has made it clear that the male gaze on this one 

woman has in fact been questioned repeatedly in the history of Salome performances. In 

addition, what is spectacular about this production is perhaps less the debauchery of the 

locked bunker (as described in the previous chapter) than the way it challenges the limits of 

operatic re-creation, which is what I will investigate further in this chapter.  

Despite the early notice, “the world’s most friendly and advanced audience” met 

Konwitschny’s version of the story with loud boos. Although it is hard to say exactly why this 

happened, I do not believe it was solely due to the numerous sexual acts on stage or the 

extensive drug abuse among Herod’s guests. As one of the Amsterdam audience members 

later commented on her blog: “Maybe that’s one of the problems of my generation—we’ve 

seen so much on television, the Internet, you name it, that people on stage shooting up on 

heroin and constantly having (mostly anal) sex has lost its shock value” (“Dno’s Salome––

Notte D’orror! 2009”). What made this blogger announce that this was the crappiest evening 

she had ever spent at the opera was the production’s take on its ending, which I will now 

describe. 

To the sound of the timpani rolls in the bar featuring the decapitated head during a fermata 

pause (see fig. 313/8 and descriptions in chapter 4), what first appears in Konwitschny’s 

production it is not the grotesque sight of that head but the machinery of the stage room, 

which is revealed when the closed room where the story has taken place starts retracting 

toward the back of the stage and the representational space of the bunker is physically left 

behind. Between the fire extinguishers and green exit signs that occupy either side of this 

material room, the bunker turns into a box or a representation of a bygone reality in the 

distance. And as this box moves backward, an extremely realistic-looking head is revealed 

underneath, but it remains at the back of the stage with the retracted bunker. Salome, on the 

other hand, steps out of this representational space and moves out onto the bare stage floor. In 

this way, the dead head appears to belong to an artificial, illusory space that Salome has now 

left behind in order to perform her subsequent monologue.  

Standing at the stage front, with the image of the illusion behind her, Salome has not only 

moved physically closer to those sitting in the audience but also nearly stepped out of the 

representational space altogether and into a space between her fictional and the audience’s 
                                                 
245 Although I witnessed this performance in Amsterdam, I did not receive this letter myself—probably because I 
live outside the Netherlands. This information is based on the blog post “Strauss’ Salome with a Happy End?” 
(2009).  
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real world. This physical and representational move renders palpable what I described in 

chapter 6 as the “other space,” and it has the effect of making Salome’s monologue more of a 

comment on the story (which Konwitschny evidently assumes is familiar to the audience in its 

original form) than a part of it. While on one level this appears to be an extension of Salome’s 

productive desire within the narrative—she is allowed to simply wish herself free of the 

(physical and representational) world of which she is a part––on another level it is a comment 

on the freedom of the director to create and bring to life. Konwitschny promptly overdoes it, 

of course, as Jochanaan, who has been fucked to death (!) by Herodias, comes back to life 

from within the bunker and emerges onto the open stage as well.  

Salome then declares her love to a man of flesh and blood who is standing right in front of 

her––the Baptist resurrected––whose “aliveness” certainly trumps the realistic reproduction of 

the papier mâché head in the background. Her monologue therefore becomes an act of 

persuasion; the “du,” “dir,” and “Jochanaan” are intended for the man directly before her. To 

her repeated question “Warum siehst du mich nicht an?” [Wherefore didst thou not look at 

me?], the Baptist hides his face in his hands. At the famous line “Und das Geheimnis der 

Liebe ist größer als das Geheimnis des Todes” [The mystery of Love is greater than the 

mystery of Death], he finally looks up at her. They then each grab hold of the stage curtain to 

either side of the stage and walk slowly toward each other as when the dialogue of Herod and 

Herodias replaces the melodious cornucopia of Salome’s monologue (from fig. 350/8). The 

red drapery then covers both the physical room and the representational space but also Salome 

and Jochanaan as well. As a result, the kiss cannot be seen, just as Herod has requested.246 

Salome’s final line, describing the bitter taste of the lips and of love alike, then comes from 

behind the stage curtain. Yet upon her questioning “Was tut’s?” [What matter?], Salome and 

Jochanaan emerge again, hand in hand. They stand in front of the red drapery, in that strange 

material and representational limbo just outside the physical space reserved for fiction but still 

part of the event. To her final, triumphant “Ich habe deinen Mund geküsst, Jochanaan” in 

fortissimo C-sharp major (from fig. 359), Salome jumps into his arms and then they happily 

run off the stage, turning Strauss’s music into a Hollywood soundtrack. In that way, it is not 

only Jochanaan (and Salome!) that survives this production but also the relation between 

                                                 
246 “Manassah, Issachar, Ozias, löscht die Fackeln aus! Verbergt den Mond, verbergt die Sterne! Es wird 
Schreckliches geschehn” [Manasseh, Issachar, Ozias, put out the torches! Hide the moon, hide the stars! Surely 
some terrible thing will befall]. 
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musical structure and staged fiction, which makes it through these startling transformations 

and even remains, in a sense, coherent.247  

With this take on the ending, the anticlimax or discrepancy that might arise between the 

grotesque sight and the beautiful melodiousness of the monologue is dissolved, even as a new 

discrepancy emerges, between this particular staging and expectations based on conventions. 

And this defiant act in itself––this provocative demonstration of the freedom of scenic re-

creation––is what likely incited the audiences’ loud reactions. This is what made the above-

quoted blogger declare her night at the opera a “Notte d’orror”: someone had deprived her of 

the opportunity of experiencing “a proper Salome”—the conventional production, the known 

icon, and the canonized opera. “My first live Salome should be a proper Salome, decapitation 

and all,” she states, ending with a question that is very pertinent to the present discussion: 

“How far can you go in redoing the operas we know and love?” (“Strauss’ Salome with a 

Happy End?” 2009).  

In this chapter, I revisit this question, which of course unavoidably arises in the wake of my 

apologia for the revisionist productions I have already discussed. And while I have argued 

that Salome exists as a combination of, on the one hand, the opera text as a situated and 

situating potential for becoming, and on the other hand, an archive in and of constant motion, 

I do think there are limits to how far we can go. Yet we then must ask the following: What do 

we need these limits for and why do we go on pushing them? Was tut’s? What matters? Why 

challenge conventions? And how does this radicalism relate to processes of canonization? 

Marked as they are by histories of shock and provocation, both the practice of Regieoper and 

the repeated myth of the dancing princess make these questions especially pressing. 

On one level, the repeated myth of the princess and the head can be read as a story of shock 

effects or a catalogue of provocations. It is about showing what is supposed to be veiled: the 

female body, women’s sexuality, forbidden desire, homoeroticism, incest, dismembered 

heads. It is an exposure of inappropriate behaviors and crossed limits, which in Wilde’s 

version of the myth are all related to the deadly consequences of “seeing too much.” Beyond 

any particular moral message or unified symbolic representation, this myth’s brutal activity of 

revealing or re-presenting might be what unites its numerous renderings and the reactions to 

them—the long history of Salome iterations, that is, and a long history of censorship as 

                                                 
247 Here I am paraphrasing Parker’s description of the slippery signifying field of opera; see my discussion on 
page 110.  
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well.248 Its shock value has attracted artists and audiences to it, propelling its wide variety of 

reiterations (as well as box office successes) based on shock and provocation, on metaphorical 

and literal unveilings. This is also the way Strauss biographers and commentators have 

explained his preoccupation with the Salome topic: it was about the composer’s hopes for 

financial success, a profitable means of “surfing” on the German interest in the fin-de-siècle 

shock appeal of Wilde, his famous trial, and his texts.249 In this way, the history of Strauss’s 

opera is another example of the defining feature of Salome iterations in general; in its many 

different forms, this story has arguably served a more important function as a reference to 

provocations than as a producer of them, just as Strauss’s opera became a reference to the 

scandals of Oscar Wilde, and Wilde himself was capitalizing upon Huysmans’s candid 

descriptions of Moreau’s sexually revealing Salome images. This has made Salome, the myth 

and the opera, conventionally shocking, because its provocation has become its convention. 

The phenomenon of Regieoper follows a somewhat similar path and itself represents a 

paradoxical sort of “expected shock.” Through its ongoing process of refilling the visual areas 

of canonical operas, it has buttressed the audience members’ expectations about being 

shocked, disturbed, or surprised when they witness something they, at one level, already 

know—through Regieoper, the known is expected to be presented in a new way (but still be 

recognizable as itself). From such a perspective, the reactions of the audience to 

Konwitschny’s production were probably not especially spontaneous at all but instead 

followed a convention in this regard. By fulfilling established (and thus authoritative) 

conventions and expectations, both the production and its reactions thereby confirm traditions 

and made history freshly present in ways that might question oppositions between the new 

and the old, the shocking and the conventional.  

My claim in this chapter is that Salome and the tradition of Regieoper demonstrate an 

oscillation of dependency between familiarization and defamiliarization—an oscillation upon 

which canonicity as a process rests. I find, in fact, that new opera productions can function to 

demonstrate a peculiar and interesting kind of controlled rebellion that operates within the 

limits of set, repeated texts and the fixed canon, and that this rebellion will simultaneously 

challenge and confirm patterns established by previous repetitions. It is in this relation 

                                                 
248 London, Berlin, Vienna, Chicago, and New York are just some of the places where Salome, as a drama and as 
an opera, has been banned; see Tydeman and Price (1996).  
249 See, for example, Boyden (1999: 165-66). 
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between hard limits and an almost dangerous openness that appears in the gaps of re-creation 

that opera’s current positioning, between radicalism and conservatism, comes about. 

With this last chapter, as well, I have reached the final scene of Salome, and I use examples 

from this scene––both as opera text and as performance texts––to shed light on the questions 

above. In addition to Konwitschny’s finale, I return to the two productions I discussed in 

chapter 1: Herheim’s and Egoyan’s. In different ways, these two very much put the questions 

of provocations and conventions, limits and openness, on my concluding agenda.250  

Reaching the End 
I began this thesis asking whether opera––an art form that to a large extent exists as a canon 

of classics––is a genre unavoidably stuck in the past. The fact that opera houses today 

commission only a small number of new operas (and that those operas have little chance of 

entering the canon) has led the authors of two recent and significant publications in opera 

studies to evoke the stereotypical image of the museum. Nicholas Till, in his introduction to 

The Cambridge Companion to Opera Studies, describes his object of study as a “museum art 

form” (Till 2012c: 18), while Carolyn Abbate and Roger Parker, in A History of Opera: The 

Last 400 Years, claim that “opera’s museum culture” came about in the twentieth century (in 

tandem with the rise of the director) (2012: 33, 529). Whereas museums are institutions and 

buildings containing mostly “dead” objects, the museum art form of opera has been 

considered a “dead” genre for over 150 years.251 According to Dolar and Žižek, in their book 

titled Opera’s Second Death, opera was dead even from its very beginning, created as it was 

to attempt to awaken a past and relatively unknown performance practice from its deathlike 

slumber (2002). Still, it is the way opera continues to live––despite its evident deathliness––

that fascinates these authors the most: “The astounding thing is the enormous operatic 

institution’s stubborn, zombielike existence after its demise” (Žižek and Dolar 2002: 3). What 

is more, this “zombielike” genre seems to be overrun with fictional deaths, and with staging 

those deaths (especially its divas’ deaths) over and over again, as if it were an artes 

morandi—a living art of dying.252  

                                                 
250 The fact that this chapter concerns productions I have experienced only once explains the relative lack of 
detailed descriptions here, as opposed to my discussions in chapters 4 to 6.  
251 At least since Wagner, in Opera und Drama, stated, “With Rossini died the opera” (1995 [1851]: 378).  
252 On opera as the art of deaths, see Hutcheon and Hutcheon (2004, 2006) and Grover-Friedlander (2005, 2011). 
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Given opera’s parallel drive to retell the same––Greek myths, Metastasio’s libretti, Puccini’s 

melodic lines, the familiar stories of love, death, confusion, and despair that now characterize 

a seemingly paralyzed body of known works––I too find that the form is currently marked by 

a double compulsion of preservation and innovation. When staging the deaths of the same 

characters over and over again, these figures are embalmed and revived at once. My research 

has demonstrated that although one result of opera’s extremely repetitive structure is a fixed 

lineup of “masterworks,” another is an archive that acts as an ongoing demonstration of how 

the limits set by continuous repetitions do not mean the death of the creative endeavor. On the 

contrary, the processes of retelling in opera derive from a practice of becoming––of making 

alive and present––that refuses to allow repetitions to become replications, or museums to 

become mausoleums. Žižek and Dolar say it more succinctly: “The more opera is dead, the 

more it flourishes” (2002: 3). In this particular repertory, however museum-like it might 

appear, the repeated opera text is divorced from the performance practice within which it first 

appeared, so that bringing these texts to life as performances becomes not just a question of 

reproduction but of production plain and simple. This does not imply either complete freedom 

or an abandonment of the textual authority that guards the work; as discussed in chapter 4, the 

opera text exists as an amalgam of texts of varying statuses, a hierarchy to which I will return 

below. It is the repetition of the same words and music in new visual contexts––the limited 

freedom of presenting an exhibited object––that constitutes the innovative or progressive 

quest of opera today.     

An analogue to this process appears in the (musical and dramatic) opera text of Salome’s 

soliloquy between the moment when Salome’s trophy emerges from the cistern and Herod’s 

death sentence upon her. This scene thus literally unfolds between life and death, but also 

between re-creation and creation. Here, Salome, “the director” of Wilde’s drama, brings the 

dead head to life via her memory and co-creating imagination, the result of which is not a 

ghost but a new creation altogether.253 

In her soliloquy, Salome repeats her formula from the first time she saw the Baptist by again 

describing his eyes, his mouth, and his body, reusing and expanding upon her metaphors. Her 

act of making Jochanaan present again is emphasized by her repetition of the word “jetzt” 

[now] in the libretto and by the fact that his death enables this controlled re-creation: “Nun 

wohl! Ich lebe noch, aber du bist tot, und dein Kopf, dein Kopf gehört mir! Ich kann mit ihm 

                                                 
253 This demonstrates the phenomenon I described in chapter 2 and 3 using Gumbrecht’s term “presence effect.”  
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tun, was ich will” [Well, I still live, but thou art dead, and thy head belongs to me. I can do 

with it what I will]. She also draws attention to the power of repetition: “Ich hab’ es gesagt. 

Hab’ ich’s nicht gesagt?” [I said it; did I not say it?]. Salome restages, and she reiterates, not 

only in the sense of a repetition but also in the sense of a radical reinflection of what has 

previously been heard, seen, and experienced.254 These reframed textual repetitions are 

musically supported by repetitions of leitmotifs from throughout the opera, which Strauss at 

this point both elaborates upon and presents anew in previously unheard harmonic and 

instrumental contexts (which in turn reintroduces their unfaithful stickiness, as described in 

chapter 4—what had previously followed Jochanaan’s prophecies or Herod’s pleadings thus 

comes to serve exclusively the princess’s presentation of what she sees, remembers, and 

imagines). 

As a highly condensed revisitation of the musical drama’s poetic imagery and musical motifs, 

the monologue acts as both its climax and its resolution. It is where Salome’s more or less 

latent desire, anticipated in Strauss’s melodious outpourings, finally becomes realized, which 

makes the monologue appear to be a relief––musically, emotionally, and poetically. Another 

consequence of its double positioning as repetition and elaboration is that the potentially 

provocative image of the girl kissing a bleeding head is couched in a form and a language the 

audience has seen before. Prior to the interaction of any particular staging, then, this scene is 

already a recontextualization of familiar (musical and textual) content. This sense of 

familiarity is further buttressed by the scene’s evocation of the operatic convention of the 

Liebestod, with Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde being the most obvious referent.  

Whether or not Salome’s final scene can be described as a proper Liebestod depends on what 

defines this convention, however: text/plot, musical structures/references, or (emotional) 

effects. It is certainly a scene that is characterized by the eternal topics of love and death, as 

the demises of both Salome and the Baptist result directly from an intense (physical and 

emotional) desire. Musically, a “Tristanesque” chromatic movement before the deep “Salome 

chord” on “Todes” (fig. 350/3) follows the word “love.” Salome’s poetic description of the 

mystery of love as greater than the mystery of death is accompanied by a combination of 

Strauss’s catchiest melodies and most complex harmonies.255 Anticipating the tragedy we 

know awaits us, these effects surely produce goosebumps and tears in the audience, who, in 

                                                 
254 On this distinction between reiteration as repetition and as reinflection, see Levin’s essay “‘Va, pensiero’? 
Verdi and Theatrical Provocation” (2003: 470), which he revised for his book titled Unsettling Opera, 2007).  
255 For a detailed description of these, see Ayrey (1989).  



 

 203 

the context of accepted operatic rhetoric, is likely to perceive what happens as a beautiful 

expression of intense (and human) emotions rather than a grotesque, necrophiliac crime 

against nature. Hence, text/plot, musical structures, and potential emotional effects all indicate 

that Salome’s last scene is indeed a variation upon the Liebestod.  

That said, I do not agree with frequent descriptions of this scene as a “perverted” or “crazed” 

Liebestod.256 In the logic Salome constructs, what happens in the last scene makes complete 

sense: it is the necessary outcome of a flaming desire for desire itself, ignited by physical 

sensations. Still, it is a version that twists and plays upon operatic convention. If the 

potentially provocative is presented in a familiar context, then, the known, expected, and 

conventional is also recontextualized, disturbed, and challenged. What we thought we knew is 

made strange, and the strange is made familiar. In this way, Salome’s monologue implies a 

potential defamiliarization even before the jarring coexistence of the grotesque sight and the 

beautiful melodious music comes about in performance.257 This effect of the opera text could 

act to legitimize an additional process of defamiliarization on stage and thereby be taken to 

justify unconventional stagings of the opera as “authentic” responses to it. However, if 

constant renewal becomes the “authentic” or bona fide of Salome performances, provocation, 

again, becomes convention. It is this dynamic that the myth of Salome shares with the 

tradition of Regieoper: both appear to be histories of recycled shocks. In the setting of the 

opera house––one of the most traditional of artistic bastions––the experimentation of the 

avant-garde has become a profitable mainstream practice, representing a kind of shock that is 

acceptable and even lends itself to institutionalization. Here, then, the tradition of Regieoper 

serves a double standard that itself reflects a contradiction lingering at the heart of modernist 

practice, where the nonconformism of the artist is regulated by an irresistibly conformist 

pressure to be innovative and original that might, paradoxically, turn into a new type of 

conformism.258  

                                                 
256 See, for example, Ayrey (1989: 109) or Taruskin (2010: 44). 
257 An opposition that is reiterated visually in the contrast between the raw, bleeding body part and the princess 
who belongs to the bejeweled setting of Herod’s castle; see chapter 5.   
258 See Taruskin’s discussions (2008, 2009). I will return to his essays and arguments below.  
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Regieoper and Recycled Shocks 
Although he does not consider himself to be representative of the Regietheater or 

Regieoper,259 Peter Konwitschny has been described as “the most controversial opera director 

in contemporary German music-theatre,” and the man responsible for its “debunking of 

canonical works” (Williams 2004: 163). Since the 1970s, he has produced provocative 

versions of the classics at German opera houses and has thereby at the very least contributed 

to associating the concept of Regieoper and operatic experimentation with his home country. 

His name has even become synonymous with this phenomenon, as well as with the scandals, 

shocks, and sensations that accompany it (Kreuzer 2006: 151).  

This link to the incitement of audiences was demonstrated yet again in the way he chose to 

end his Salome production at the Nedelandse Opera in 2009. Through this “reply” to the 

crowd, it appears as though he expected or anticipated the booing and sought to integrate it 

into his production. After Salome’s final and triumphant line, “Ich habe deinen Mund geküsst, 

Jochanaan. Ich habe ihn geküsst, deinen Mund,” she and the reanimated Baptist again 

disappear behind the red drapery, yet this time they do not come out before the applause. 

When it becomes clear that it is not only the Baptist but also the princess who will escape 

death here, a man dressed like a contemporary bourgeois operagoer stands up in the forth row 

and screams the very last line of the libretto, but translated into Dutch—“Dood aan deze 

vrouw!” [Kill that woman!]—right before the three stabbing C minor chords, the final curtain 

drop, and, of course, the immediate audience reactions. In this way, in keeping with the 

cautionary missive from the opera company, Konwitschny indicates that he anticipates the 

appalled boos to come. Yet with this final twist upon the very last sentence of the libretto, he 

disables their reactions somewhat by allowing for the expression of the conservative position 

here: “Don’t mess with what we know and love! Do it the right way!” He engages the 

audience as a whole according to their likely expectation of a classic catharsis to conclude the 

tragedy and release their emotions about it.260 Staging them in this way, he also tacitly 

comments: “I recognize you and your reactions, but I did what I wanted to nevertheless,” 

replacing the release of (someone else’s) death with a much more mysterious (and 

uncontrolled) burgeoning love relationship. And finally, Konwitschny bridges the abyss 

between the stage and the auditorium (and expands the space of representation into new 

                                                 
259 According to the interview with the telling title “Peter Konwitschny: I Do Not Consider Myself a 
Representative of the Regietheater” (Skramstad 2009). 
260 I mentioned Salome as following the form of a classic tragedy on page 170. On the audience as an “imagined 
community,” see footnote 113 on page 88. 



 

 205 

material-spatial areas). In effect, he changes almost everything––even that last sentence, 

which was translated and spoken rather than sung––everything, that is, except from the music.  

However, this enterprise was not really entirely new or “never seen before,” as the letter to the 

prospective audience claimed. Already in the 1970s, the same director did something similar 

when he provoked his audience with his version of the most iconic Liebestod of all. When 

Tristan and Isolde lived on and exited the stage holding hands, one member of the audience 

allegedly shouted: “Disgusting!” (Rose 2004: 37). Furthermore, in Konwitschny’s production 

of Carl Maria von Weber’s Der Freischütz at the Hamburg Staatsoper in 1999,261 the hermit is 

presented as a member of the audience who takes his seat in the front row before the prelude. 

When he enters the performance near the end, he does so through an emergency exit, which 

makes him appear to be a bewildered (or crazed) operagoer who has started to sing while 

throwing flowers to the other singers on stage.  

Konwitschny’s perhaps most radical and most discussed dissolution of the figurative veil 

between stage and audience, reality and fiction, was first presented in Hamburg in 2001: his 

version of the auto-da-fé scene in Verdi’s Don Carlos.262 If the examples from Salome and 

Der Freischütz problematize the boundaries between stage and audience, this scene from Don 

Carlos also challenges the boundaries and limits of the opera event itself––when it begins and 

when it ends, and even the opera performance as a ritualized event. I will give a short 

description of this scene (based upon the DVD production), because it represents one of the 

most radical answers to our opening question: “How far can you go in redoing the operas we 

know and love?” The preparation for the inquisition that introduces the second scene of the 

third act begins in the middle of an actual opera intermission, in the hall outside the 

auditorium. Here, a woman presented as a television reporter announces that King Philippe 

and his Elizabeth are about to arrive to witness “a pyrotechnical sensation.” The two of them 

then enter the hall, wearing modern evening dress and looking like the already mingling opera 

audience. Yet this arrival is interrupted by screams, as tied-up terrorists are chased around and 

beaten in the opera house. Simultaneously, the music to the famous scene sounds from the 

auditorium, where a crowd of people on stage awaits the royal couple. These individuals are 

all dressed up as present-day operagoers, nonchalantly sipping their champagne glasses just 

like the real operagoers, who are now thoroughly bewildered and reenter the auditorium 

                                                 
261 The production was released on DVD in 2001.  
262 The restaging of this production in Vienna in 2004 was later released on DVD in a film production by Anton 
Reitzenstein. 
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wondering whether the intermission is even over. Beyond this group of classy aristocrats on 

stage, film clips of various twentieth-century atrocities are projected; this crosscutting of 

documentary films and staged representational/material reality presents a stark contrast 

between the safe and shiny context of the operatic institution and the harsh realities its 

fictional worlds potentially evoke.  

Although the audience would express an “unusually extreme reaction” to this particular 

production, it was not the opera text of Don Carlos or Konwitschny’s social commentary that 

provoked them the most (Kreuzer 2006: 151). It was rather the confusion––the uncomfortably 

pressing question of where and when the musical drama actually was taking place, and, by 

extension, the sudden loss of the frames and boundaries between fiction and reality that thrust 

the audience members into a position of great uncertainty (Risi 2002). Brochures detailing 

this complex multimedia event (which ended with a polite “Thank you for your co-

operation”) did not lessen the bewilderment, and the abrupt and unsought inclusion of the 

audience members in the operatic event deprived them, some thought unforgivably, of the 

possibility of being part of an anonymous crowd in the darkness. While the lights remained on 

and the audience members were transported onto the stage (literally and figuratively), the 

production’s boundaries dissolved and the material and representational space of the action 

spread into the aisles and corridors, foyers and staircases. In Konwitschny’s Don Carlos, as in 

his Salome, the process of bringing to life and making present thus turned into an almost 

literal spillover past the understood and traditionally controlled limits of representation, to say 

nothing of the material spaces of the event. The audience members were introduced to some 

sort of “third space” where the love of the princess and her Baptist was possible, where 

performance on (or off) stage overruled the dramatic situation established by the opera text, 

and where the audience’s participation in the re-creation of the drama was no longer just a 

metaphorical description of a hermeneutic interpretational practice but a direct material 

involvement.   

However, despite the fact that this troubling of established borders might be experienced as 

innovative, provocative, and even threatening by some in the opera audience, it is not 

especially new in the history of the theater (Risi 2002: 207). In the context of the theatrical 

avant-garde’s experiments in the first part of the twentieth century, Brechtian theatrical 

techniques, and the performance art of the 1960s, Konwitschny’s distinctive productions not 

only cite and elaborate on his own history but also recycle established theatrical techniques. 

Joy Calico emphasizes this aspect in her book on opera’s influence on Brecht, which ends 
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with a chapter on Brecht’s influence on opera: “Brecht’s legacy for opera is the aesthetic of 

estrangement that defines non-literal productions of canonical pieces” (2008: 6). Interestingly, 

she relates the many recontextualizing and potentially provocative upheavals of Regieoper 

directly to the strong position of the opera canon:  

When a performance of any canonical opera––by which is meant the generally 
understood popular standard repertoire spanning the period from Handel to Puccini–– 
does not fit preconceived notions, the audience member’s experience of it is 
described frequently as Brechtian . . . It indicates an audience experience of 
estrangement, the defamiliarization of an opera the spectating audience member 
believes she knows and may even love. (Calico 2008: 144-45) 

I agree with Calico here: the opera canon has proved to be especially receptive to Brechtian 

experiences, as its repeated texts and consequent conventions of performance practice have 

established persistent patterns and strong expectations to play either with or against, 

producing recognition and strengthened relations but also frustration, estrangement, and 

(hopefully, anyway) new understandings. The familiarity of the known, established by a 

repetitious structure, enables an exploration of the unknown that results in a dependent 

relation between familiarization and defamiliarization. Although this involves a process 

whereby the known (both the canonized opera text and conventional performance practices) is 

“lovingly ripped off,” as Linda Hutcheon characterizes the process of adaptation (2006: 177), 

this need not be a negative experience. Throughout the legacy of Brecht’s Verfremdung, 

moments of defamiliarization are not only confusing or provoking—Calico stresses that they 

can also be highly pleasurable and even evoke perspicacity (2008: 155), whereas Hutcheon 

describes how “repetition without replication” combines “the comfort of ritual and 

recognition with the delight of surprise and novelty” (2006: 173). Calico and Hutcheon thus 

point to a simple yet very important point: to be presented with a new perspective, a new take, 

or a “view from elsewhere,” and to experience the known in a new way, is not synonymous 

with something unpleasant but the very goal of interpretational processes generally.263 This 

does not mean that every new version of a canonized opera will be a good version, but that 

the experimentation of the Regieoper (with Konwitschny as one of its main representatives) 

represent a fitting complement to the established opera canon––a partnership that sheds new 

light on the continuity rather than opposition between provocations and conventions, the 

known and the unknown. While the known content of this canon contributes with its set and 

                                                 
263 In that regard, there is an inconsistency in the argumentation of the blogger quoted above; on the one hand, 
she wonders how far we can go in redoing the operas we know and love; on the other hand, she tells us that 
Konwitschny’s Salome was her first Salome. Her question remains relevant nonetheless. 
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repeated frames, the defamilarization process of the Regieoper functions to preserve that 

canon by constantly bringing it to life in new ways that are both challenging and pleasurable.  

Whereas Konwitschny’s Salome production evoked reactions because of what he did with the 

known story, Egoyan’s version suggested to people that there might be canonized texts or 

operas that should not be retold or brought to life at all. In her review in the National Post 

titled “A Night of Violation––On Both a Musical and a Personal Level,” critic Tamara 

Bernstein based this possibility on the following claim: “The opera [Salome] is packed with 

odious baggage from Strauss’s—and Freud’s—Vienna: misogyny, anti-Semitism, incest and 

necrophilia” (2002).264 She then concluded, “It is important to get over the arch notion that we 

are under moral obligation to keep presenting ‘great masterpieces,’” especially those that rely 

on conventions like the “proto-Nazi satire on the traditional Jewish love of learning in the 

form of the five Jews.” Strauss biographer Matthew Boyden has made a similar claim, finding 

Salome to be “stridently anti-Semitic,” but he also describes it as “one of the five or six 

greatest operatic works from the twentieth century and Strauss’s most enduring contribution 

to the history of music” (1999: 170-71). Neither Bernstein’s forthright condemnation nor 

Boyden’s more indirect critique acknowledges the capacity for selection and repetition in 

canonizing processes. Instead, both focus on the canon’s repeated content and presumably 

fixed semiotic references, so we are told that there is something essentially anti-Semitic or 

misogynistic at the “core” of the repeated opera text of Salome.  

Bernstein was incensed primarily by what the dance scene visually revealed. As I described in 

chapter 1, Egoyan’s version includes a shadow play showing Salome being gang raped by 

five men, and, though we cannot see who they are, their number suggests that they are in fact 

the five Jews. In this way, Egoyan’s production implies that they are in turn responsible for 

the tragedy then taking place at Herod’s castle. Thus while Bernstein attributed her verdict to 

the repetition of the opera text in principle, what she was really reacting to was the doing of 

this text, and specifically the way in which it was visually portrayed, embodied, and retold by 

Egoyan. 

Bernstein’s review led to a rare event: a reply from the director, who wrote a defense of his 

production in the same newspaper in which he exclaimed: “What a predictable response! If 

something disturbs our sensuality, then let’s proceed to ban it!” (2002). Salome’s performance 

                                                 
264 I am grateful to Caryl Clark, who shared her archival material on Egoyan’s production, including this review, 
with me.  



 

 209 

history—as a catalogue of provocations followed by a concomitant list of censorships––

confirms Egoyan’s accusation of predictability. The problems with the visual realization of 

the Salome myth can be traced back to the very old problem of portraying biblical figures 

(Tydeman and Price 1996: 125-29). In sum, this history of censorship is about what is or has 

been revealed and shown on stage rather than the repeated text itself. Yet, as is clear from 

Bernstein’s comments, the (opera) text cannot escape the problems and commentaries it has 

fostered as a host of performance texts; in the reception and reputation of Salome, these 

problems become part of a notion of the (fixed) work—an important idea in relation to the 

productive partnership between the opera canon and the defamilarization process of the 

Regieoper. Because the musical score functions to protect against the disintegration of this 

work, it provides the answer as to how far you can go in redoing canonized operas.  

Holy Scriptures 
In his introduction to Remaking the Song: Operatic Visions and Revisions from Handel to 

Berio, Roger Parker intentionally crosses into what he describes as “the realm of the 

unspeakable”: 

Those who seek to denigrate modern directors of old operas often, for example, fling 
at the objects of their scorn what they assume to be a reductio ad absurdum. OK, they 
say, you’ve set The Marriage of Figaro in Elvis Presley’s Graceland. Then why don’t 
you use electric guitars instead of Mozart’s orchestra? Why not add a few of the 
King’s greatest hits? Why, in other words, not tamper with Mozart’s music as freely 
as you tamper with the staging? These questions are meant to be triumphantly 
rhetorical: they are assumed to have no answer because they invoke something “we 
all” regard as untouchable. (Parker 2006: 5) 

Obviously, Parker himself does not find this topic untouchable and suggests that we should 

appreciate the innovations and freedom of the stagings and get over this persistent 

Werktraue—the fidelity to the musical text—which he, pointing to Lydia Goehr’s argument 

in The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works, relates to the historical development of the work 

concept in the nineteenth century.265 Whereas the live event has assumed a nearly sacrosanct 

position in the hierarchy of experiences of opera in performance, the score has achieved a 

                                                 
265 According to Goehr, the musical work concept originated in the late eighteenth century and resulted in the 
fundamental distinction between scores and performances: “When composers began to request their notational 
instructions for the performance of their music be followed to the mark, they were asserting their new authority 
in the strongest way we know how. What they were demanding in fact was the translation of the ideal of 
untouchability into concrete terms” (1992: 224).  
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similar position in the compound that constitutes the opera text—it is the sanctuary of the 

work itself.266 

Interestingly, producers and directors, who would appear to be dedicated to the freedom of 

staging, are also the loudest defenders of the work as an enduring concept. They find it to be 

inherently related to the score as the classical text—the last bastion protecting the work as 

enduring entity, and something that should not be touched or redone. The tendency seems to 

be that the more radical the staging is, the more the authenticity of the score itself is 

correspondingly emphasized. In the program book to the DVD version of Konwitschny’s Don 

Carlos, for example, it is stressed that this production represented the “world premiere” of the 

“unabridged version [Verdi] originally envisaged.”267 Konwitschny himself claimed in an 

interview that one premise of his productions was the possibility of discovering something 

authentic that was deeply embedded in the opera text and had eluded previous stagings: “My 

stagings, on the other hand, aim to return to the roots: to get to the core of the pieces, through 

the jungle of interpretative traditions, which in most cases, have distorted the pieces” 

(Skramstad 2009). In chapter 4, I quoted McVicar in this regard as well: “I do exactly what 

the score says!” Herheim likewise stressed in an interview about his Salome production that to 

him there exists one but one holy scripture––the score: “Es gibt eine ‘Heilige Schrift,’ 

nämlich die Partitur” (Otten 2011). Hence, despite the apparent radicalism of these producers, 

the notion of Werktreue seems to be remarkably operative for them. Whereas the stage is 

literally and metaphorically an open space and the libretto can at least be translated or altered, 

the score, almost without exception, must never be changed. And if an unabridged version 

comes into play, it is framed as more “authentic,” as if the messages embedded in the work 

are more easily accessed there.268  

Whereas these experimental productions express a genuine pleasure in the acts of mediation 

(or what Bolter and Grusin describe as “hypermediacy”), their producers’ insistent belief in 
                                                 
266 On the live event’s sacrosanct position, see chapter 3; on the hierarchy of different kinds of texts, see chapter 
4.  
267 Other scholars have remarked upon this initially unexpected phenomenon. Parker: “It is common, for 
example, for even the most iconoclastic directorial escapades to be projected onto a rigorously ‘authentic’ 
version of the score” (2010: 611). Taruskin: “Indeed, the possibility occurs to me that ‘normal’ musical 
alterations are actually less likely to occur in Regieoper than in traditional stagings . . . It seems never to have 
occurred to any director, no matter how ‘radical,’ to update the music along with the mise-en-scène, even though 
that would remove, at least for me, the most serious roadblock to the suspension of disbelief in updated opera” 
(2009: 459).  
268 Of course, most operas before the twentieth century were written not to be preserved as a definitive and 
defining text but to be performed, so they often exist in fragmented and competing versions. The “authenticity” 
of the unabridged variation, then, is often (ironically) the result of a musicological enterprise. See Taruskin 
(2009) and Abbate and Parker (2012: 522).  
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mediating something consistent indicates that they too ultimately share the interest of more 

“transparent” or traditional productions in erasing the traces of mediation. As Bolter and 

Grusin describe it, both hypermedia and transparent media share the same desire, despite their 

apparent opposition: “To get past the limits of representations and to achieve the real” (Bolter 

and Grusin 1999: 53). In this case, we might add, it is in fact to get past the limits of 

representation and achieve the work itself—some kind of universal message that lingers in the 

text and awaits expression on stage. Consequently, both the opponents and the supporters of 

so-called radical productions invest in the conception of a consistent work. The former camp 

thinks this work has some kind of static essence, whereas the latter camp believes in the 

work’s protean ability to be nearly all things at all times, meaning that any given 

interpretation is but a weak reflection of this working (platonic) idea, one maintained and 

preserved by the fixed score (Ullrich 2008).269  

As I have already indicated, a dependent relation exists between the conception of the 

operatic work, the collection of these works in the “imaginary museum” of the opera canon 

(which dates to World War I or so), and the active quest for new presentation, curation, and 

interpretation.270 Out of this relation, within which the “museum art form” resides, a paradox 

arises in the way the world of twentieth-century opera went about reproducing the works of 

the opera canon. On the one hand, the verbal and musical text is considered to be “the 

work”—a finished artifact that cannot be altered, any given performance of which is only a 

reproduction, not a production. On the other hand, the performance—the singing and acting—

is considered to be the “the heart of the opera phenomenon” (Dahlhaus 2002 [1988]: 99). 

Dahlhaus himself traces this paradox back to another that is operative in Wagner’s own theory 

and practice, whereby the composer presented his own verbal and musical texts as inviolable 

but also insisted on associating his musical dramas with a productive practice, in the sense 

that the living performance was the “real work,” not a reproductive staging of some kind of 

hidden idea.271 Hence, even as he provided detailed stage directions in a pointed attempt to 

                                                 
269 This conviction is certainly related to a dominant ideal of unity in opera (see chapter 6). See also Kreuzer’s 
definition of Regieoper in footnote 6, page 3.  
270 The term “imaginary museum” in musicological literature today is first and foremost associated with Goehr’s 
argument in the abovementioned book carrying this title (1992). Her use of the term stems from Malraux’s Le 
musée imaginaire––the museum without walls (Goehr 1992: 174). Yet it also appears to represent one possible 
way to think about the musical canon in Dahlhaus’s Foundations of Music History (1983: 96). On the “museum 
ideology” of classical music culture, see also Taruskin’s discussions under “In Theory” in Text and Act: Essays 
on Music and Performance (1995). 
271 In his discussion, Dahlhaus draws upon Hans Pfitzner’s treatise Werk und Wiedergabe (1929), where he 
distinguishes between “work” and “reproduction” and finds the latter to be just a means through which the work 
might be manifested, not an end in itself. 
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govern the afterlife of his musical dramas, Wagner also claimed that the very best production 

would always be the one not yet created (as expressed in his often-quoted exclamation: 

“Kinder! macht Neues! Neues! und abermals Neues!” [Children, do something new! 

something new! and again something new!]).272 From the detailed descriptions of his assistant 

Heinrich Porges, who attended all of Wagner’s rehearsals for the Ring cycle, it appears that 

Wagner was open to anything that might come about in a rehearsal process that would make 

the performance more compelling: “What delighted him the most was when a singer hit on 

the right way by his own accord so that the dramatic artwork gave the impression of a self-

created, living, breathing organism” (Porges 1983 [1881-86]: 29). With the composer 

positioned as the curator of this living organism—via set texts that at once established and 

contained both mythical and musical worlds—Wagner’s practice is but one crucial step in the 

ultimate development of the modern stage director (Williams 2012: 146-47). The quote from 

Herheim in the epigraph (claiming that Werktreue is the process of giving birth to a work and 

bring it to life by internalizing it and make it one’s own) indicates that this somewhat 

paradoxical view still dominates: a work and a truth exist, but this existence is always 

dependent upon the active process of induction through performance.   

Dahlhaus also finds the paradox arising from opera’s straddling of page and stage to be the 

result of an encounter between German aesthetic theory (establishing a notion of the work as 

a “text”), on the one hand, and Italian performance practice (wherein the score has 

traditionally been considered a prototype for realization rather than a set object), on the other 

hand. Up until the twentieth century, of course, singers of Italian opera were allowed to add 

aria insertions, in that way doing “the unspeakable” and changing the score in performance.273 

Of course, this paradox comes down to a relation between (fixed) texts and (open) 

interpretation that not just characterizes opera but also instrumental music, which exists 

phenomenologically between the notated text and the performance—a distinction that the 

late-twentieth- and early-twenty-first-century’s interest in historically informed performance 

practice has enhanced through its focus on music as a performing art. In the world of opera 

today, such an orientation means that while scenic expressions are constantly recontextualized 

and modernized according to new technological innovations (yet always in alignment with the 

theatrical development of the twentieth century), musical novelty and innovation originates 

                                                 
272 Wagner in a letter to Liszt, 8 Sept. 1852.  
273 For more on this practice, see Poriss’s book Changing the Score: Arias, Prima Donnas and the Authority of 
Performance (2009). 
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(and remains) in the (distant) past. However, as Taruskin has pointed out, these two 

seemingly opposed tendencies—the historically informed performance practice of music and 

revisionist opera stagings—in fact support each other (1995, 2009). They are both part of a 

(modernist) quest to enhance the relevance of musical objects by exploiting the authority of 

the past, which is protected in turn by a bulwark of authenticity that is represented either by 

the score or by accurate historical information about past performance practices. They also 

focus at once on performance and on practice, and they legitimize their interests via the 

testimony of authorities that include composers, music historians, and instrument builders. 

Moreover, they share an aim: to offer a new and updated version that will make the past 

resound in the present. 

Protected by the score, the canonized work supplies a voice so authoritative that it is able to 

endorse all manner of creative recontextualization on stage. This process exemplifies the dual 

function of constructing and reproducing canons: while the reproduction takes advantage of 

an already established authoritative position in the row (and shadow) of the old masters, the 

existing canon is confirmed via the reproduction.274 As the score’s sacrosanct position is 

maintained, each new production is marked by its dual dimension of historicity and 

innovation. Such a circle of gaining and granting authority points to a dependent relation 

between product (canon, work) and process (canonization, performance) that can be traced 

back to the practice of the early “church fathers” as they sorted out the texts to be included in 

the scriptures.275 Whereas sanctification is the result of an active process of repetition, canons 

are formed retrospectively when artists choose and follow their authorities and predecessors. 

Consequently, in addition to determining how we learn to see the past, this practice affects 

future creations.276 A canon determines what is read, seen, and heard, yet also what is written, 

painted, and produced.  

Due to its contribution to a similar authority-giving process that at once sustains a text’s 

canonical position and confirms a conception of its “cleverness,” the tradition of Regieoper 

                                                 
274 In chapter 3, I discussed how canons act to bestow authority on the texts or works included in this array 
representing “the actively circulated memory” (Assmann 2008: 98). On canonizing processes as ways of gaining 
and granting authority, see also Pollock (1999: 4). 
275 On this dependent relation between product and process, see Assmann (2008). This relation is indeed 
reminiscent of Hutcheon’s description of the phenomenon of adaptations, lingering between processes and 
products (2006).  
276 This process likewise situates working artists in what Harold Bloom has famously described as the “anxiety 
of influence” (1997). On how the origins of canon as an established set of scriptures considered intrinsically holy 
has been transmitted to understandings of artistic canons––as collections of authoritative works or products 
worthy of preservation and repetition––see, for example, Kerman (1983) and Pollock (1999, 2007). 
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demonstrate a radicalism that is simultaneously conventionalist, even conformist. The 

eclecticism of this practice derives from the vast signifying capacity of music in performance: 

its stickiness and freedom from interpretational limits, which bring with them the potential to 

create new and compelling unities between plot (including the tacit stories), musical 

structures, and staged actions. Simultaneously, it is the music, in the form of the repeated and 

unchanged score, that serves as an ultimate limit and an authoritative textual frame structuring 

this absolute freedom. In his essay titled “Setting Limits,” Taruskin describes this paradoxical 

phenomenon as the result of “mindlessness”:  

Granting unlimited license in one dimension of the operatic practice but granting no 
freedom at all in the other dimension is a mindless dodge. Submit to it and you’ll 
never have to think again . . . That mindless commitment to textuality, and the dull 
sameness it enforces, is killing. The boredom of endlessly producing fetishized texts 
invites, and even demands, the compensatory excess of Regieoper. (Taruskin 2009: 
460) 

Taruskin harshly criticizes the fetishism of the text and the ideal of authenticity that he finds 

to characterize not only the tradition of Regieoper but also discourse about classical music in 

general, including that of musicological historical research. Still, he offers no clear 

alternatives. Would experimentations that involve not just the visual and contextual but also 

(as Parker imagined) the musical—the score, the instrumentation, and the performance of the 

music—represent a superior alternative? If so, how? Asking these questions leads us to yet 

another, broader question as well: What is the ultimate goal here––what do we, as consumers, 

scholars, and admirers of opera, really want?  

To even begin to answer this, we must confront our expectations regarding opera in 

performance. Presumably most of us hope to encounter something that catches and holds our 

attention—a captivating performance, a unique voice, an exciting plot twist, a new 

perspective—ideally supported by and situated in music. And if those expectations extend to 

an interest in experiencing something compelling rather than simply correct, there is, in 

principle, nothing that stops us from crossing “into the realm of the unspeakable.” Perhaps 

changing the clarinet parts to electric guitar, the harmonium to a Hammond organ, the 

soprano to a tenor or the vamp of the dance with a sampled beat could be captivating or create 

the desired goosebumps? Perhaps, in fact, it could be both enjoyable and artistically viable, or 

even evoke “the delight of surprise of novelty,” as Hutcheon characterizes the effect of 

adaptations in general? These sorts of possibilities again contribute to a view of opera as an 

ongoing process of becoming, and of the opera text as a (non-authoritative) reservoir of 
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potential for new productions. But do we need some kind of limits? How far can we go before 

the opera text crumbles? When would it cease to be Strauss’s Salome at all? 

While I would, in theory, welcome attempts to change and experiment with the score (which, 

seen in a broader context of the history of opera, would in fact be a quite “authentic” or 

historically informed practice), I also fear that something would be lost—not necessarily “the 

work” or the authentic sound of the composer’s intentions but maybe the constructive 

limitations that the score represents to the process of bringing the opera text to life. Because 

these sorts of limitations foster the previously described partnership between a canon of texts 

and the immense archive of versions exploring what these texts might contain, I find them to 

be productive rather than “mindless.” This means that while I agree with Taruskin’s pertinent 

descriptions of the double standard operating in Regieoper and its freedom within set limits, I 

do not share his conclusions. This is a vital practice, not a mortal one, thanks to the way it 

tells, sees, and negotiates the same material. It realizes music’s potential and reiterates the 

relevance of classical music and canonized myths to audiences as well as to the visual 

technologies of today. It also demonstrates that the observance of certain limitations guarding 

a notion of the canonized work involves the possibility of criticizing and even revolting 

against the canon’s closure, because canonization depends in turn on situated, embodied, and 

peculiar repetitions and is therefore bound to just such an ongoing negotiation.  

Archives, Commentaries, and Unruly Repetitions  
Feminist critics from several fields of study have pointed to how the practice of making 

canons has functioned to maintain ideologies, hegemonies, and patriarchies while denying 

and excluding the “heretical,” including the art of women or “other voices.”277 Through this 

ongoing practice of conservation and exclusion, a distinction is maintained between 

orthodoxy/holiness and rebellion/heresy. In response to this historical-descriptive critique, 

people have come up with different strategies to counter the phenomenon of canonicity. One 

is to expand already existing canons or introduce counter-canons that encompass the “other 

voices” of women, non-Westerners, and so on.278 Another is to reexamine the standards and 

values behind an existing canon. This strategy of critique, which John Guillory describes as 

“one of the more important events in the history of twentieth-century criticism” (1995: 234), 

                                                 
277 See, for example, Nochlin’s discussion regarding art history (1973 [1971]), Citron’s regarding music (1993), 
or Gilbert and Gubar’s regarding literature (2000 [1979]). 
278 Also called the “add woman and stir” approach (Freeland 2003: 90). 
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has revealed the political agendas behind many “disinterested” value judgments and has 

pointed to how acclamations of “autonomous art” are deeply colored by ideologies or 

processes of social mediation. Regardless of strategy, feminist critics has accused defenders 

of the existing canons of being “guardians of the last frontier outpost of white male western 

culture, the Keepers of the Master’s Pieces” (Gates 1992: 4).  

In her book Differencing the Canon: Feminist Desire and the Writing of Art’s Histories, 

Griselda Pollock presents an alternative means of dealing with existing (art historical) canons: 

instead of replacing the locked libraries that exclude women with alternative reading rooms, 

she wants to explore and develop a polylogue: an interplay of many voices. Following Susan 

Hardy Aiken’s argument in “Women and the Question of Canonicity,” Pollock describes the 

“creative barbarism” that she finds lacking in the invention of new canons or the rejection of 

the old ones but thriving in the re-visions and rereadings that might let us rediscover what, by 

one apt metaphor, the canon’s priestly mantle would conceal of those heretical voices from 

the wilderness (Aiken 1986: 297, Pollock 1999: 6). This would not mean a refusal of the 

patrius sermo—the orthodox, canonical Word of the repeated text—or a rejection of its 

prospective repetition but rather a different kind of interaction with it, whereby the process of 

doing or rereading these texts would result in catalogues of the ever-yet-never-the-same, 

which serve to disrupt or even change the array of masculine-biased canons.  

A similarly radical interaction appears both in the opera text of Salome and in the ways it has 

been presented on stage. In the final scene, it is not the sight of the head itself, of course, but 

the princess’s treatment of it that repels Herod and makes him demand first darkness and then 

the death of “dieses Weib.”279 It is also likely that Salome’s actions evoke more disgust than 

the staged representations of the head among audience members on the other side of the 

proscenium. Whereas the head is only a dead object, she is the one being (inappropriately) 

alive with it, the one who acts (and thereby offends). In a similar manner, reactions to 

Konwitschny and Egoyan’s productions indicate that it is not the repeated text itself that is 

provoking or disturbing but what it comes to mean when brought to life, curated, and 

visualized in these distinctive ways. The retelling is more provocative than the story told.  

If Wilde’s text and Strauss’s modernistic harmonies—perhaps even Salome’s deed—have lost 

their “shock value” (and certainly the advantage of surprise), the ways in which this familiar 

                                                 
279 Though he certainly does not like the spectacle, as is clear when he claims: “Der Kopf eines Mannes, der vom 
Rumpf getrennt ist, ist ein übler Anblick.” 
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material is presented or distorted (some might even say raped) in production-inspired Was 

tut’s? can be seen as “creative barbarism.” As if to actualize Pollock and Aiken’s description 

of an alternative (and productive) way of dealing with canons, this practice is not intended to 

be a rejection of the canon or the Heilige Schrift of the fixed and repeated score but rather a 

demonstration of alternative interactions with it. What this practice does reject, however 

(despite what Konwitschny and other directors or critics might claim), is the viability of an 

unambiguous core or unchanging meaning somehow resident in the repeated opera text prior 

to its interpretation. The archive resulting from the repetitious practice of canonization makes 

it possible to see, in turn, that it is not the opera text of Salome that is misogynistic or anti-

Semitic but the previous commentaries on or interpretations of it.  

Drawing on Assmann’s description in chapter 3, I characterized the archive of opera 

performances as a “reference memory” in relation to the “working memory” of the canon. As 

both physical and mental storage places that protect their content while rather greedily 

absorbing new material, archives straddle remembrance and oblivion, the no longer and the 

not yet; they represent a potential for new perspectives on the past but also for new creations 

in the future. The archive’s native ambiguities also characterize the host of performances that 

results from the museum art form of opera and its dependence on a set canon: though it 

theoretically open to everything, what it actually consists of—and will come to exist of—is 

dependent on previous renderings. Thus the archive is both revolutionary and traditional; it 

exists in a dependent relation to the working memory of the canon, which, through reiteration, 

constantly renegotiates the archival content and absorbs new references to and comments 

about what it contains.280 These archives (which in the world of opera were once imaginary 

but now have material—and mediatized—forms) contain the heterogeneity of an otherwise 

homogeneous material. They turn what at first sight might appear to be a museum of 

masterworks into polylogous laboratories of difference that arise between a fixed text or 

discourse and the multiplicity of its commentaries. 

“Commentary,” Foucault describes in “Order and Discourse,” “gives the opportunity to say 

something other than the text itself, but on condition that it is the text itself which is uttered 

and, in some ways, finalised” (1971: 13).281 By “text,” he refers to the major narratives of a 

                                                 
280 A considerable number of influential thinkers have discussed archives as ideas and physical phenomenon. 
One of them is Derrida, emphasizing this in-between-ness of archives as something “at once institutive and 
conservative. Revolutionary and traditional” (1996: 7, emphases in original).  
281 This is Foucault’s inaugural lecture at the Collège de France in 1970. All quotations that follow are taken 
from pages 12–13. 
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society:282 “Ritualised texts to be spoken in well-defined circumstances; things said once, and 

conserved because people suspect some hidden secret or hidden wealth lies buried within” 

(my emphases). These are forms of discourse that depend on being both articulated and 

reiterated, making commentary, in one sense, “nothing more than the reappearance, word for 

word . . . of the text [being] commented on.” Commentary is an outcome of the discourse’s 

utterance and reiteration, so that the discourse and the commentary, the fixed and the open, 

the old and the new become equally dependent, on each other and on repetition: “It is a lyrical 

dream of talk reborn, utterly afresh and innocent,” and it gives birth to a new meaning that 

would not be possible outside of the repetition of the discourse or text. The result of this 

constant rebirth through repetition and commentary is an “open multiplicity” regarding what 

can possibly be said out of the same text—“to repeat tirelessly what was, nevertheless, never 

said.” 

I have claimed that opera texts exist in a dependent manner that is similar to Foucault’s 

texts—to perceive and in turn constitute them as fixed, permanent, or canonical requires 

reiteration or rebirth, which simultaneously involves commentaries that make the text 

impermanent.283 However, the manner in which opera exemplifies and materializes the 

dependent relation between the fixed and the open, or the text and the comment, tempts me to 

turn the tables when discussing canonization. Instead of some preordained repeated row that 

leaves spaces only for re-creation, it is the gaps within every process of repetition that act in 

turn to canonize a text, a myth, an icon, or an opera—those spaces for comment, reflection, 

and explanation, such as, for example, the mystery of Salome’s motivation for desiring the 

head.284 As Freud has pointed out, biblical texts are full of these gaps (1967: 43), and 

Midrashim—commentaries on Hebrew Scriptures—have been described as processes of 

                                                 
282 That is, “religious or juridical texts, as well as some curious texts, which we term ‘literary’” (1971: 12). 
283 To read and/or articulate silent voices in gaps or fissures of texts and emphasize what is not explicitly 
articulated there has long served as a feminist post-structuralist strategy, influenced by Foucault’s thinking. In 
particular, the double process of confirmation and destabilization that I describe recalls Judith Butler’s notion of 
“performativity,” which looks at how the gendered body is formed within regulatory norms; it can only act and 
be understood within already existing discourses as “scripts” (1988, 1993, 1999 [1990]). Because iterability is 
the premise of every new bringing-into-being, the performance always happens within set limits and under tight 
constraints. Yet, Butler insists, such aspects never fully determine the production in advance; there is a potential 
for subversion in the repetitious structures themselves, in the “gaps and fissures” of reiteration where 
“constitutive instabilities” can be found: “This instability is the deconstituting possibility in the very process of 
repetition” (1993: 10). 
284 Kreuzer also uses the notion of “gap” to describe the potential place for interpretational readings in modern 
performances: “Today, stagings transmit their readings through the aesthetic gap between the ‘opera text’ and 
the ‘performance text,’ particularly its visual dimension” (2006: 179). 
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filling in hermeneutic gaps.285 As I indicated in chapter 6, in these limited and situated spaces 

for reflection, commentary, and re-creation, we find opera’s potential to change its established 

structures or unquestioned messages.  

And that is why I disagree with Bernstein’s objection to the repetition of “great masterpieces” 

like Salome. Even though she found Egoyan’s spectacle offensive in its evocation of voices 

from the wilderness of Salome iterations that she did not like, she should have welcomed new 

reiterations, which represent a real opportunity to unload the odious baggage that this 

canonized opera text carries with it via its attendant archive of performance texts. As I have 

emphasized throughout my discussion, the visual realm of opera is what generates its 

multiplicity of visual commentaries and the consequent conflicting interpretations of its 

textual basis. All of this multiplicity and conflict in turn function to disprove the existence of 

some hidden core, upon which to base any claim for censorship, for example. This is why, 

though postwar Salome reception has focused on the opera as an expression of anti-Semitism, 

Strauss was accused of “philosemitism” before the two world wars (Gilliam 2010a: 24). In 

1939, a production of the opera in Graz was even banned because it was a Jewish opera—

despite the fact that Hitler loved it and called it one of his first powerful operatic 

experiences.286 Egoyan’s production specifically and the opera canon generally contribute to 

this ongoing unruliness of repetition, which always involves a different deconstruction of the 

idea of a fixed content while supporting the elasticity of the work and its dependency on an 

archive of reiterations, and ultimately replaces the enduring notion of a unified work with a 

non-identical entity. 

A resonant ambiguity appears in the interpretational history of the final scene in particular. 

This is where the young girl’s process of presenting and then silencing God’s prophet is 

brought to its conclusion. The Prophet’s acousmatic voice is bound to visibility, 

objectification, and (dead) materiality: a silent icon finally reliant upon external voicing alone. 

The initial roles of the Baptist and the princess are therefore swapped: while the Baptist at this 

point is nothing more than a visual object (recalling Salome’s presentation from the very 

                                                 
285 Boyarin, for instance, describes Midrashim this way: “The gaps are those silences in the text which call for 
interpretation if the reader is to ‘make sense’ of what happened, to fill out the plot and the characters in a 
meaningful way” (1990: 41). This particular commentary practice is not the same as exposing a hidden wealth 
that is supposedly buried within the repeated text, yet the two are often conflated, as when Konwitschny uses the 
open stage (and auditorium) to question the traditional closure of the drama and revolts against the death of the 
protagonist while simultaneously claiming to be exposing “the core” of the piece. 
286  Hitler had borrowed money from his relatives to go to the first Salome performance in Graz, in 1906—a 
performance in fact attended by the somewhat outlandish grouping of Hitler, Mahler, and Puccini (Tydeman and 
Price 1996: 127, Boyden 1999: 169). 



 

 220 

outset of the opera), Salome is, in her monologue, first and foremost the vehicle of a 

melodious triumph. (And, if productions take Herod’s commands seriously, she even ends up 

as an acousmatic voice, because her final lines are presented in a blackout.) Of course, this 

same scene can also be used to confirm the opera’s status as one of the most misogynistic in 

the canon, as the moment when the alluring, deranged “other voice” is indulged one last time 

before being brutally silenced by Herod’s (or Wilde’s) commands and Strauss’s violent 

music, together encouraging the gynocide. Yet we saw in chapter 6 that the many versions of 

Salome’s dance demonstrate the potentiality of situated becoming, and here we will see that 

the last scene—not despite but because of its apparent ambiguities and interpretative 

possibilities—demonstrates the way in which the repeated content of canonical texts serves as 

a platform for negotiation rather than a perpetuation of a potentially problematic message.  

It is to this very last scene that I thus now return, to a version where this representational 

space for the “creative barbarism” of unruly repetitions was thematized as part of the Salome 

story and given a spectacular physical expression on stage.  

A New Scene, Already There 
Like Konwitschny in the generation of directors before him, Stefan Herheim is known for his 

ability to surprise and provoke.287 When the timpani rolls appear during the otherwise silent 

moment of the fermata pause (what I, in chapter 4, called a moment of materiality), 

Herheim’s audience, then, expects something spectacular—another anticipated shock. And 

Herheim and his team do not disappoint, producing one of the biggest Jochanaan heads ever 

seen in the production history of this opera from the subterranean cistern, whose circular lid 

becomes a fluorescent halo around the upward-looking visage, encircled by black hair from 

the prophet’s head and beard. In this way, the production utterly exploits the head’s role in the 

canonized story as visual icon and sensational spectacle. It also plays on another repeated 

tendency from the history of Salome iterations, because what we remember from Herheim’s 

production is not even primarily the head itself but the particular way it serves Salome’s 

creative imagination and physical performance (as I will describe below). Despite its gigantic 

dimensions, this head still functions as a prop in the (re)creational processes of Salome and/or 

                                                 
287 See my introduction to Herheim’s production in chapter 1. 
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this particular production team, thus fulfilling its historical role as an element stimulating 

artistic productions of both mental and material matters.288 

When Julia Kristeva in 1998 curated an exhibition at the Musée du Louvre with decapitated 

heads (under the chosen theme “Visions capitales”), this was one of the aspects she wanted to 

emphasize.289 While confirming the bleeding head’s iconic position in visual culture in 

general, this exhibition also showed how its uniquely brutal materiality has offered artists an 

opportunity to demonstrate their technical skills and attention to detail in making it as “lively” 

as possible while retaining its powerful symbolic depths. Compared to the other visual icon of 

the Salome story—the dancing princess—this one offers only a pose, a frozen spectacle, or an 

“established horror,” as Kristeva describes it (2012 [1998]: 84). In her catalogue essay, she 

stresses that though the vast number of decapitated heads has made this image into a 

“museumized” subject, it also serves as a “privileged space” and carries with it the promise of 

new experiences and ongoing transgressions, as the history of decapitation, of course, is one 

yet complete (Kristeva 2012 [1998]: 75, 84). Recalling what I, in chapter 6, characterized as 

the “blank visuality” of Salome’s dance, Kristeva describes how the silent head serves as a 

gap onto which artists and viewers have made their projections of their own passions; here 

they “engraved their own slashes, cuts, castrations and wounds of every kind to acquire, in 

figuration’s interim precisely, a little bit of meaning, a little distance, some air, a certain 

freedom” (2012 [1998]: 85). Just as the gaping mouth serves as a void—a silent gap, asking to 

be filled—the head becomes a telling image that prompts the urge to retell, resulting in a row 

of repetitions that in fact filled the rooms of the Louvre. All of this led Kristeva to one last 

question: “Is this Saint John the Baptist from the time of Herod, the Renaissance, or your own 

dream from yesterday?” (2012 [1998]: 86). While confirming the position of the head as 

provocatively mute and consolidating its iconic status, the many answers to this question 

make up a polylogue of different voices that ornament its silent gape. In this way, the iconic 

head represents a somewhat paradoxical encounter between life and death, silence and speech.  

The decapitated head of a speaker that continues to sing is a well-known element closely 

related to the history of opera through the myth of Orpheus. In Herheim’s production as well, 

the head of the dead Baptist continues to be filled with song, as the gaping void of the 
                                                 
288 David W. Thomas describes this role of the prophet’s decapitated head as a provocation to discourse (2000). 
289 The exhibition took place from April 27 to July 27, 1998, and it was part of the “Carte Blanche Series,” 
through which the Department of Prints and Drawings invited numerous famous intellectuals, writers, and artists 
and gave them “carte blanche” to curate exhibitions that aimed to apply contemporary philosophical and literary 
perspectives to older artistic expressions. I am grateful to my colleague Ingeborg W. Owesen, who made me 
aware of Kristeva’s installation and shared her exhibition catalogue with me. 
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prophet’s mouth is filled—literally—by the body of the female performer staging the young 

Judean princess. After observing its breathtaking materialization, Salome forces the head 

upward and steps into the mouth of God’s mouthpiece, which becomes her stage.290 From this 

gaping gap, she performs her monologue, which again consists of repetitions and revisions of 

previously heard lines and melodies.  

In keeping with Wilde’s repetitions of structure and metaphors and Strauss’s repetitions of 

motifs, Herheim stages the monologue as a repetition with a twist, playing with conventions 

established in this particular performance text yet against conventions in the performance 

history of Salome. Instead of directing her statements toward Jochanaan, as she does in the 

first part of the opera (and not toward his decapitated head either, as in other productions), 

Herheim has her address her stepfather Herod (who is silently present on stage) from the 

mouth of the Baptist. With this minor change, the production troubles established conceptions 

by showing that these men have never been subjects but always only objects of Salome’s 

productive desire. This staging further visually comments on her role in the repeated opera 

text as the director and producer (see chapter 5 and 6), as well as on the radical consequences 

of this position. Another result of this twist is that Herod is the one who dies to the three C 

minor chords at the very end, shot by the giant ocular instrument that has been constantly 

present on stage.291 Its bullet simultaneously destroys the transforming and projected 

moon/eye, as if the structure of the gaze itself implodes in this production’s particular focus or 

comment.  

As did Konwitschny before him, Herheim ignores the stage directions describing Salome’s 

death and favors a more open outcome. Instead of ending her life at the hands of her 

stepfather or on his command, she disappears during the tense, unsung moment when the little 

teasing signature motif appears in flutes and oboes over what has often been referred to as the 

“Salome chord,”292 supported by organ “hinter den scene” [under the stage] (from fig. 354/8). 

She sinks silently into the darkness of Jochanaan’s throat—into the voice as visually 

materialized. In this way, she is presented as physically filling the visual representation of 

                                                 
290 In this way, the production visually confirms a psychoanalytical reading of the kiss as the final appropriation 
of phallic language—that is, the male power of speech and writing; see Kramer (1990a: 280). This aspect is also 
central in Kristeva’s analyses (following Freud) of decapitation as a veiled reference to castration: “Decapitation, 
which is a symbolic substitute for castration, appears as an act of vengeance against defloration” (2009: 32). 
291 This cannon/telescope materializes the controlling male gaze and functions as a moving apparatus that 
Salome utilizes to her benefit (see chapter 1 and 6). 
292 This chord consists of the notes in the motif first heard right after the clarinet scale that opens the opera, just 
with a small alteration.   



 

 223 

what physically filled her: the aural beauty and acoustic materiality of the “geheimnisvolle 

Musik” that ignited her dreams and overcame the visual reality that she nevertheless 

perceived (and that the opera audience has partaken of via the operatic rhetoric of 

melodiousness as well as the trained voice of Emily Magee). Yet, like a woman rising from a 

tomb (“Wie eine Frau, die aufsteigt aus dem Grab”), Salome reappears at her triumphant 

“encore”: “Allein was tut’s? Was tut’s? Ich habe deinen Mund geküsst, Jochanaan. Ich habe 

ihn geküsst, deinen Mund” [But what matter? What matter? I have kissed thy mouth, 

Jochanaan, I have kissed thy mouth]. The open mouth again becomes her stage, where she 

remains standing until the curtain falls.  

The singing Salome in the silent mouth might be seen as a perfect example of how radicalism 

and subversion happen within established limits and fixed repetitions—how the familiar 

becomes strange in the making of an “other scene, already there” (Pollock 1999: 8) that 

makes it possible to enter and present a “view from elsewhere.” This is what, in chapter 6, I 

described as a feminist critique by invention: to step into the blind spots, blank spaces, or 

interstices and fill them with content that makes the same look different. It recalls what Calico 

implied when she pointed to an inherent “Brechtian principle” in the process of re-creating 

canonized operas: they will simultaneously represent something known and unknown—

something uncanny in Freud’s sense of the term, a double that is the same yet not the same, 

something between representation and materialization, life and death (2003).293 According to 

Freud, the “uncanny” (the Un-heimlich) is further something not-home, something “out of 

place,” which implies that it is dependent on the known as well as on limits and borders 

(because it must test and confront them). Hence, the uncanny shares the characteristics of new 

productions of canonized works, which are at once repetitions and metamorphoses.294  

As long as the practice of constructing and maintaining a canon involves bringing to life via 

interpretation (which in opera is demonstrated as physical materialization), canonization will 

never be an unequivocally conservative process. In this fixed and inherited material, there are 

always gaps and spaces to step into—as producers, performers, opera audiences, and 

                                                 
293 Abbate discusses the uncanny aspect of the decapitated head of Orpheus in her introduction to In Search of 
Opera and relates it to performance as a process of “making alive”: “Put bluntly: the singing head represents the 
uncanny aspect of musical performance, operatic performance in particular . . . It summarizes the complications 
of the performance network: its instability, the deadness implicit in any object that has been animated by music, 
the living noise in channels that run between compositional thought and the structures inscribed in a score, the 
creation of music by performers and the sound that strikes the listener” (2001: 5). 
294 See also Royle’s description of the uncanniness of storytelling: “A mixing of what is at once old and long-
familiar with what is strangely ‘fresh’ and new” (2003: 12). 
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researchers—which allow us to describe the historical complexity and contemporary outlook 

we see from in them and repeat tirelessly what was, nevertheless, never said. As invitations to 

step in, fill, comment, and explain, these spaces (which take material, representational, and 

imaginary forms) are what I find to make a text canonical. They produce repetitions that 

consolidate the canon and the canonized (authoritarian) position of a text (or work) but 

operate by being the same yet not the same—something between representation and 

materialization, the known and the unknown—which explains the experience of the 

pleasurable and/or provocative strangeness we might encounter when the old and known is 

materialized in a new form.  

Conclusion: (Re)Productive Limits and Living Exhibitions 
I began this thesis by wondering whether opera is the quintessential art of repetition, which 

implied that repetition involves something negative—a conservative quest leading to an 

inevitable end; the opposite of life-giving creativity. More specifically, is opera, with its 

strong connections to a canon of fixed works, a genre that is constantly residing in the past, or 

one that is continuously creating presence? By looking at Salome adaptations based on the 

canonized opera of Strauss, I have decided upon an answer that refuses to derive from or 

maintain such oppositions as repetition-change, conservatism-radicalism, or life-death. This 

answer rather insists on the coexistence of these elements in situated and dependent processes 

of becoming.  

I have previously claimed that the audience is an active part of opera’s production of 

presence.295 This is reflected in the opera text of Salome, which presents the princess’s own 

reactions to what she sees and hears—the basis, in turn, of her imaginative elaboration (and 

ultimate destruction). Yet I have also described Salome as a director.296 Thus the Salome 

character points to the overlap between perceiving something that already exists and creating, 

producing, and presenting anew. 

Nowadays it is primarily the director who appears to be the primary curator of opera’s 

processes of becoming; he is the one considered to be “the savoir of an art form in danger of 

extinction” (Williams 2012: 139). On response of the director Jean-Pierre Ponnell in an 

interview in 1985 still describes the dominant idea and practice here: “For now our duty [as 

                                                 
295 See, for example, chapter 3, pp. 86–90. 
296 See chapters 5 and 6. 
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directors] is really to keep the entire repertory alive so it doesn’t just exist in a museum” 

(Marker and Marker 1985). In spite of this stance, of course, Ponnell and his colleagues have 

also represented a practice that—by contributing to the process of bringing to life—maintains 

the imaginary museum he refers to. 

As actual physical expressions in time and space, opera houses and the productions they 

contain have bonds not only to imaginary museums but also to actual physical ones, which 

Foucault in “Of Other Spaces” includes in his description of the “third space” (1986). 

Museums, he describes, are “heterotopias of indefinitely accumulating time,” where “time 

never stops building up and topping its own summit” (1986: 86). Despite the fact that they 

seem to be without limits, as they in principle could contain everything, they still situate this 

potential infinity in a finite place, which makes them fall into the category that I, in chapter 6, 

described as a space of representation or a space of difference, which straddles materiality and 

representation and points to something beyond what it immediately represents. Whereas 

museums are places for the representation of one specific topic or collections of diverse 

material, they also shed light on the act of presentation itself. Discussing Foucault’s 

presentation of the phenomenon of the museum in various texts, Beth Loyd emphasizes the 

way they feature the gap that appears between an artifact and its presentation—the gap of 

interpretation:  

Interpretation is the relation between things and the words used to describe them, and 
this relation always involves a gap. Museums need not contain artefacts and need not 
contain text; sometimes interpretation is implicit and hidden. But without 
interpretation, without representing a relation between things and conceptual 
structures, an institution is not a museum, but a storehouse. The museum is the space 
in which the difference inherent in its content is experienced. (Lord 2006: 5, my 
emphasis) 

Exemplifying the way in which processes of curation and presentation are exactly what 

determine what objects come to mean, museums point to the open space between these 

objects and the interpretation of them as a place for negotiation and contestation. These 

spaces—the physical arrangements, frames, boxes, and written texts—are what separate the 

museum from the storehouse. Displaying systems of representation, then, museums become a 

kind of material discourse analyses (Lord 2006: 10). I have claimed that the “museum art 

form” of opera—which is also constituted between physical materiality, representations, and 

active imagination—functions in a similar way: as a material exemplification of canonicity as 
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process, structured around works that are encapsulated in scores and considered to be 

timeless, immortal objects.  

However, built as it is on the performing arts of music and theatrical staging, opera will 

always represent a museum with a difference. Demanding to be actualized and experienced in 

real time, it implies a radical demonstration of the act of bringing historical objects to life. 

Given this demand, it is likewise wrong to consider the opera canon or “the musical museum” 

to be constructed of immortal objects; in fact, they are absolutely mortal, in the sense that they 

lose their place in this museum if they are not performed, repeated, and retold.297 If opera 

houses had taken Bernstein’s claim under advisement and ultimately stopped commissioning 

new productions of Salome, this opera text and our compound idea of it as performance texts 

would gradually disappear from “the actively circulated memory”—that is, the canon 

(Assmann 2008: 98). In a manner evocative of the “museumized” icon of the decapitated 

head, the content of this museum depends on being brought to life, filled, and voiced, 

demonstrating what Diana Taylor, in her characterization of embodied performance practices, 

describes as “a constant state of againness” (2003: 21). This is exemplified when Salome uses 

past experiences to create a present event and in this way breathes life into a provocatively 

dead object, or when Konwitschny (provocatively yet conventionally) utilizes the open spaces 

of operatic reconstruction—the absence of authoritarian stage directions and the resultant 

freedom of staging—to bring Jochanaan back to life and let Salome live as well. Both cases 

point to the curation and presentation that is involved in repetitions. The ongoing practice of 

opera, positioned between fixed museum and embodied againness, might therefore function to 

replace the term “canon” (referring to a fixed row) with canonization (as an active, ongoing 

practice of bringing to life).  

To canonize means to repeat, which conserves and maintains the already existing, but also to 

retell and revise what it repeats and thus potentially confront the established status quo or our 

conceptions of normality.298 Processes that challenge the limits of established interpretations 

or representations are what make a text alive; otherwise, it appears as a dead relic lacking the 

ability to communicate or produce new archival material and thus not warranting repetition or 

                                                 
297 Goehr describes canon formations in music history as “the formation of the musical museum” (1992: 247). 
On musical canons and their dependency on reception, see Everist (1999). 
298 Using opera as an example of canonizing processes might then reveal how constructions of canons are closer 
to technology, a process of doing, than theology, a systematization of something considered holy. Smith 
describes this aspect in relation to theological canons of texts: “After all, canonization, in the case of the Bible, is 
inseparable from modes of production, being as much an affair of technology as theology” (Smith 2009: 26). On 
canons as discursive formations, see also Rorty (1984: 61) and Pollock (1999: 9). 
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canonization. In such processes of retelling the same story, text, or score, “heretical voices” 

are not necessarily denied, excluded, or silenced but operate as part of the exhibition we 

thought we knew—as direct results of the canonizing process itself. In opera, these voices are 

simultaneously physical and authorial (resulting from what I have described as a surplus of 

signatures operating in this genre). Representing a potential to establish a “view from 

elsewhere”—from a disillusioned young girl’s perspective, from an enormous gaping mouth, 

or from the present, situated context from which we read the canonized texts today, for 

example—these voices that are doing the retelling will inflect the repeated melody and might 

therefore unsettle what is already there. In this way, as a result of its different kinds of spaces 

and their need for curation, the opera museum exemplifies the possibility for canon critique 

from within. Opera demonstrates that the repetition of a canonized story, a familiar text, or a 

known material can become a means of gaining a voice through repeating what has never 

been said, and in this way contribute to producing the abundance of potential commentaries or 

perspectives that undermine the monody of the single unambiguous message. 

Another outcome of this process is the heterogeneous mediatized archive that exists in a 

symbiotic relationship with the museumized or canonized objects of operatic works that 

Abbate, fittingly, refers to as a “souvenir” of the experience of opera in performance (2001: 

51). This dependent relation between canonized work and archives of performances is what 

harbors the multitude of physical and authorial voices that are often overlooked or 

marginalized in the authoritarian dominance of the composer’s oeuvre in music history: 

perspectives that are made possible by the specific (historical or cultural context) in which a 

production appears. These archives have quite recently gone through a radical change in their 

material condition—from a virtual idea to digitalized files—that has underlined the 

polyphonies and negotiations that have always been part of this museum art form and its 

“zombielike” existence.299 This development has both strengthened and sedimented a canon 

of operatic works while also challenging established conceptions of its content. Moreover, it 

has resulted in a gradually emerging canon of productions, accompanied by archives of 

written commentaries. We do not know what the long-term results of these new archives and 

their different ways of experiencing opera will be, nor do we know whether or when the 

                                                 
299 In her book Encounters in the Virtual Feminist Museum: Time, Space and the Archive, Pollock describes how 
recent media developments have functioned to expand her virtual feminist museum: “Databases of jpegs are 
extensions of the museum, which . . . radically transforms that which we encounter in real or virtual museums . . 
. Hence the dissemination of our generic knowledge of things ‘art’ is structurally dependent on technologically 
expanded modern musealisation itself which always implied a certain virtualisation: a creation of an archive 
transcending time and space” (2007: 16). 
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market for new (mediatized) versions of the same works will reach a point of saturation (or 

whether the expanding archives will instead create a demand for more versions). What we see 

today, however, is that Salome’s (and opera’s) entrance into our own time, with its specific 

and developing media conditions, brings along a dynamic relation between a fixed canon or 

text and an open archive or performance, one that eventually and hopefully can enhance the 

understanding of the opera as a non-identical text that is continuously renegotiated and 

brought to life. From our current position, it should be clear that the museumized souvenir of 

Strauss’s Salome is not a relic but an Exploratorium—one we are invited, over and over 

again, to enter.  

However, this resulting wealth does not mean a lack of limitations. As demonstrated in the 

separate yet related histories of the conventionally shocking myth of Salome and the 

conservative-radical phenomenon of Regieoper, limitations are necessary premises for 

provocations, because provocations are always related to something established, conventional, 

and orthodox—“proper” female behavior, notions concerning what can or what cannot be 

portrayed in art, the physical and representational boundaries that separate reality from fiction 

in the institution of the theater. One of my aims has been to show that the “creative 

barbarism” demonstrated in the curation of operatic works is not a creation ex nihilo but 

rather a situated repetition within the fixed frames of a repeated text, the material conditions 

of the staging, and the (imaginary and material) archives of previous renderings.300 Despite 

the fact that this practice functions to question the notions of enduring works and fixed 

canons, it is simultaneously dependent on their existence as ideas granting authority while 

encouraging rupture. The notion of something enduring, something fixed, or something 

holy—either “the work,” that is, or “the canon”—is what actually enables creativity, 

radicalism, and invention. While the work and the canon are confirmed through repetition in 

general, this content is constantly transformed in each situated repetition in particular, which 

in the opera world today is not just maintained but also institutionalized. Hence, this museum 

institution (with a difference) demonstrates not only how limitations enable creativity, 

subversion, and/or radicalism but also how ruptures function to perpetuate tradition. The 

result is a dynamic canonicity that gives convention its vitality. Another result is that the 

question of a “proper Salome,” a conventional or normal Salome, is ultimately futile: what 

she is, what this opera is about, or what her motivations are will always be uncannily en route 
                                                 
300 Again, Butler’s description of discursive performativity displays similar characteristics: “This productive 
capacity of discourse is derivative, a form of cultural iterability or rearticulation, a practice of resignification, not 
creation ex nihilo” (1993: 107). 
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or in flux. Lovingly ripped off in repetitions without replications, ever-the-same becomes 

never-the-same. This sets up a vital quest for the potential stories, the hidden perspectives, or 

the subdued voices in the midst of the known melodies. Luckily, it is also an ongoing quest. 

Salome will soon reappear in a new production and a new body, changing the compound 

figure or the multifaceted material that I––by now––might have thought I knew. 
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