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The love of the familiar infuses a vast range of cultural forms: just think of the
reliance on remakes and sequels in Hollywood film. Critics of “serious” art scorn
popular culture’s addiction to repetition as debased, yet a similar dynamic also
reigns in the field of classical music. Although the historically contingent nature
of the composer-performer relationship within the modern concept of the
musical work has been thoroughly elucidated, the classical music industry still
largely sees it as the performer’s job to interpret the composer’s work: that is, to
rearticulate the familiar.1 On a basic level, then, the much decried emphasis on a
solidified classical repertory of works functions as another version of popular cul-
ture’s obsession with repetition. Inasmuch as this tendency in both the popular
and the classical spheres is an essential by-product of a thoroughly mediatized
and commercialized culture industry, it has become a fundamental feature of cul-
tural forms of expression today.

In terms of operatic performance, a wide range of interpretive approaches has
been characterized in relation to two opposing camps: the naturalistic or “faith-
ful” productions, and the more challenging reimaginings often referred to as
Regietheater.2 But the passionate debate about the relative strength and weak-
nesses of these approaches and their myriad variations, whether articulated in
scholarly or more journalistic terms, merely masks the ways in which these sup-
posedly opposing tenets of operatic production are at root deeply similar, and can
be understood as versions of an elementary contract of operatic performance
today: namely, to repackage in various forms our experience of familiar musical
texts.3 In this context, Baz Luhrmann’s 2001 film Moulin Rouge!, itself unapolo-
getically based on the recycling of familiar plots and music, offers intriguing
insights into the possibilities of the creative co-option of repetition. What’s more,
it focuses attention on the ways in which repetition itself can reposition creative
engagement for performer and audience alike—especially when constituting per-
formance as enactment mediated through multiple layers of technology and
explicitly functioning within systems of commodification. While the film can be
fruitfully critiqued in relation to various traditions (film, Bollywood, popular
music, the musical), I am interested in one strand as central to the film: I would
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contend that at least some of the essential tools in Luhrmann’s creative tour de
force are borrowed directly from opera.4 The film’s constructions thus have the
potential to contest our notions of the boundaries of opera, and to invite us to
engage with these limits in ways that may constitute a transition in the very
terms of opera’s trademark emotional immediacy, through a mediatized perform-
ance that ceases to try to evoke the metaphysics of presence.5 In other words,
while not claiming that the film itself can be understood as opera per se, I
suggest that Moulin Rouge! engages with operatic norms and in the process offers
an intriguing conceptual framework for reorienting our thinking about current
modes of operatic performance.

Musical, Film, Opera?

To discuss Moulin Rouge! in relation to operatic performance invites some explan-
ation. On Oscar night, February 22, 2009, eight years after the initial release of
Luhrmann’s film, a song and dance medley unfolded on the stage of the Kodak
Theatre in Los Angeles, led by Hugh Jackman and Beyoncé and featuring the
requisite cameos by a string of stars and celebrities. At the set piece’s conclusion,
Jackman triumphantly proclaimed, “The musical is back!” and turned to acknowl-
edge Luhrmann, in the audience, as the author of the medley.6 The homage to
Moulin Rouge! was clear, cementing the film’s iconic status and its perceived
influence in igniting a resurgence in a genre many had thought to be passé.7 The
movie’s often bewildering cacophony of referents, its seemingly confused and
undisciplined disjunctions of styles and contexts, has famously invoked a greatly
polarized critical and popular reception. Above all, though, the film set out to
reinvent the genre of the Hollywood film musical.

And yet, as various commentators have recognized, opera was also clearly
being invoked. The referencing of opera within a film musical is nothing new,8

and the intertwining histories of opera and film more generally have been well
traversed critically.9 Even more relevantly, there are films that stand well outside
the genres of either opera or the musical that have been understood to be revi-
sions of an operatic text. Carmen is the opera that has been most treated from
that perspective, and for which examples are legion.10 In examining this tradition,
a wide range of approaches and relationships can be found—including ones that
do not necessarily focus on operatic singing at all. A case in point is Norman
Jewison’s 1987 Moonstruck (with a screenplay by John Patrick Shanley), which—
like Moulin Rouge!—can be understood to reconstitute Puccini’s La bohème. While
bits of the opera’s music are used at crucial moments throughout the earlier
film, arguably the references to Puccini’s music are not the most important oper-
atic relationship. Rather, the recourse to opera is primarily stylistic, enabling a
departure from the “realistic” aesthetic that is typical for Hollywood, inviting in
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its place a more melodramatic style of acting, an over-the-top emotional drama
with a plot that serves up romantic comedy that is as poignant and engaging as it
is predictable.11

While Moonstruck’s general operatic tone and references to La bohème have
been noted frequently, especially in relation to the foregrounding of Italian
American family identity, critics have not traced how closely the film maps on to
Puccini’s opera, in ways that are directly relevant to a consideration of Moulin
Rouge!12 For the earlier film unfolds structurally as a version of Bohème that
figures the operatic as the means of escaping modern cynicism and enacting
emotional connection, articulating simultaneously a version of and a critical reac-
tion to the opera. As such, Moonstruck tracks its way through Bohème quite metic-
ulously act by act, referencing in each corresponding “act” both general aspects
and specific details of the plot, as well as quotations from the music. In what can
be understood as the “act 1” equivalent, the lovers meet and fall in love (with
Nicolas Cage’s spoken “aria” about his wooden/cold hand taking the place of
“Che gelida manina”), concluding with Puccini’s act 1 love duet playing on the
record player as the lovers fall ecstatically into bed. “Act 2” focuses on a variety of
couples dining in a New York winter (as opposed to Parisian winter) context,
under the light of a full moon, and with a version of Bohème’s famous act 2 aria,
“Quando m’en vo,” in the background film score. In “act 3” the lovers plan to sep-
arate after a night together at the Metropolitan Opera House, where we witness
them watching an excerpt from act 3 of Bohème (with Mimì and Rodolfo bidding
each other farewell in the cold night air); both the operatic and the film scenes
convey a sense of the impossibility of love in the face of impending death.
Finally, though, it is through direct reaction to the operatic experience (in a scene
in which the lovers are supposed to be telling each other farewell in the cold
night air) that a new act 4 unfolds—in the film, the love duet from act 1 is
reprised ( just as the music of act 1 is refigured in act 4 of Puccini’s opera), while
the operatic ending (the death of the heroine) is subverted and a new (happy)
ending achieved. Crucially, although the transformation of the opera happens spe-
cifically through a response to the operatic experience, none of the musical refer-
ents are sung by the main characters: operatic singing, when heard, is never part
of the underscore but rather is always clearly signaled as operatic singing, heard
as such by the characters within the story as coming from the record player or
the Met stage.

Moulin Rouge! refigures some aspects of this operatic transformation in filmic
terms: as in Moonstruck, operatic references serve to excuse the employment of
predictable plots, a melodramatic kind of acting, and overt emotional engage-
ment. In other ways, though, Luhrmann’s film is quite different, in part because
it is more entangled with the genre of the musical. It is not a straightforward
unfolding of any one opera. Singing is featured throughout (as per a musical),
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and yet the film declines to engage either in the basic condition of opera (it is
not totally sung), or in the common terms of filmic versions of opera (it does not
quote operatic music in any meaningful way).13 In light of our own tendencies to
regard opera’s musical texts as the sacrosanct element of the operatic work, this
absence would seem to be of paramount importance, firmly removing the film
from the realm of opera.14 And yet opera, or the operatic, is at least as central to
understanding Moulin Rouge! as it is to Moonstruck. For it is through operatic
references that a question is posed—a problem, as it were, of the technologically
mediated representation of the subject in cinema and music that the film sets
out to explore; and then, through quite different types of operatic referents, a solu-
tion is presented—a way toward a kind of emotional engagement that resituates
the relations of technology and the body through performance that is enlivened
not by the performer, but by the individual audience member.

An Operatic Dilemma Exposed

First, then, I argue that, by choosing certain operatic references as fundamental
to the telling of his story, Luhrmann addresses a problem: the problem of
modern audiences’ cynicism, their sophisticated awareness of the cinematic tech-
niques that manipulate our responses, and their corresponding reluctance—or
inability—to engage. On the most general level, and much as in Moonstruck, he
sets up a style of narrative that could be termed operatic: through the way he con-
stantly turns to the nonnaturalistic, to excess, as the mode through which the
story unfolds, on one hand;15 and through an overarching emphasis on the
emotive power of song, on the other. Both of these operatic features set up a
dilemma by making it impossible to receive the terms of cinematic discourse in
this film as invisible (that is, as normative, and therefore supposedly “realistic”).
Rather then ignoring, hiding, or circumventing the problem, Luhrmann uses
operatic terms to confront it directly and bring the issue to the fore.

It is no accident that the very narrative itself is borrowed directly from
opera—and not just one opera, but three. Many of the operatic plot features of
Moulin Rouge! are easily recognized. Most obviously, the story interweaves bits of
plot from two of the most frequently performed operas in the modern repertory:
Puccini’s La bohème and Verdi’s La traviata. The central focus on the creed of
“truth, beauty, freedom, and love”—and on the bohemian lifestyle in
turn-of-the-century Paris—resonates on the most general level with the setting of
Bohème.16 The referencing of the characters and context of Bohème is highlighted
through Luhrmann’s importation into the film set certain visual elements from
his 1990 Opera Australia production of Puccini’s opera.17

The Traviata plot features are equally obvious: the consumptive courtesan who
finds true love with a young, relatively poor man; her repudiation of him for his
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own good, resulting in the unleashing of jealous rage, culminating in her lover
throwing money at her in public in payment of services rendered; the concluding
reconciliation followed closely by the heroine’s tragic death. But the operatic
nature of these plot elements remains very general; some of them can be under-
stood just as well to refer to Alexandre Dumas’s La dame aux camélias (upon
which Verdi’s opera was based), as seen through George Cukor’s iconic 1936 film
adaptation Camille, starring Greta Garbo.18 Structural relationships with the oper-
atic version could be carried further: one can play with the relation of Alfredo’s
“Un dì felice” to Christian’s “Your Song,” or of Violetta’s “Sempre libera” to
Satine’s “One Day I’ll Fly Away,” and so on. But matching up these details
becomes a mere parlor game: the music, as well as the musical context in which
it unfolds, is so different as to render the comparisons of marginal significance
at the level of musical substance. For both Bohème and Traviata, then, the referen-
ces are clear and unmistakable; and yet they seem to sit at the level of plot/story
rather than invoking more essential aspects of an operatic genre. It is only when
the third operatic plot reference is accounted for that the significance of these
other references is clarified—not so much as offering any in-depth meaning on
their own terms, but rather as multiple markers or signals pointing toward the
operatic.

The most significant (if not the most obvious) of the three operatic plot refer-
ences is thus the third: the self-conscious allusions to that ur-operatic narrative,
the Orpheus myth. Luhrmann himself, in his various commentaries provided on
the DVD release of the film, presents the myth of Orpheus as the film’s funda-
mental narrative. While the reference to Orpheus seems far removed from the
Parisian context of the Bohème/Traviata nexus, at the most superficial level
the link is suggested by the coincidence that the famous cancan, musical icon of
the Moulin Rouge, originated in Offenbach’s parodic version of Orpheus, Orphée
aux enfers (Orpheus in the Underworld). In any case, Luhrmann portrays the hero
of his story, Christian, as an Orpheus figure, and the Moulin Rouge itself as the
underworld he must venture into, in order to rescue (or, in this case, win and
then rescue) his love. The film begins with Christian mourning the death of
Satine, who is the Eurydice substitute; it then becomes an extended flashback,
narrating the story of his arrival in Paris, his encounter with the bohemians, and
their collective discovery of his gift of song, which is used to ensconce him as the
writer of a show (Spectacular Spectacular) for the Moulin Rouge. His musical gift
thus wins him entry to the underworld—the world of the Moulin Rouge, run by
the larger-than-life figure of Harold Zidler. There Christian meets Satine, the con-
sumptive courtesan/star performer of the cabaret, whom he needs to persuade to
support the bohemians’ proposed show. Through the power of his song he wins
both her support and the financial backing of a wealthy investor, the Duke of
Monroth, even as he and the Duke become rivals for Satine’s love. Through his
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song, he also woos his love. Throughout, the question of whether Satine’s
responses are real or just performed (as a courtesan, as a singer) plagues
Christian. Eventually, through a plot full of twists, and intertwined with the
play-within-the-play that is being written by Christian as a star vehicle for Satine,
she renounces him in order to make him leave the underworld and escape from
the Duke, who has threatened to have him killed. At his final moment of disillu-
sionment, in the act of leaving the Moulin Rouge, Satine sings Christian’s own
song to get him to turn back, in an inversion of the classic Orphean moment.
But if the turn to look at Satine and the ecstatic duet that ensues seem at first to
lead to redemption and love, when the curtain comes down, the lovers’ brief
reunion does indeed end with the death of Satine and her inability to escape
from the underworld.

Thus, for Moulin Rouge!, the references to the Orphean myth are employed to
move beyond mere echoes of plot in order to evoke a more fundamental aspect
of the operatic: the exploration of the power of performed song and of the singer.
Famously, of course, Orpheus’s song is itself an impossible object—because it
must encompass and represent the power of music itself. As Carolyn Abbate has
written, “Avoiding Orpheus’s song was a dilemma faced by every . . . operatic com-
poser who set the Orpheus plot, a foundational challenge presented by opera.”19

For Luhrmann, too, the representation of Orpheus’s song was the essential
dilemma of the film, out of which was born the concept of quoting pop songs of
the twentieth century, using the audience’s instant recognition as a stand-in for
proven affect. The technique of quotation has many implications of its own,
which I will explore further; but it is the elementary premise of the film to be set
out not just as another Bohème, another Traviata, but as a depiction of the myth
of Orpheus through which the film can be read in operatic terms as an explora-
tion of the basic condition of operatic expression, of the power of song to enact
narrative and subjectivity.

The question posed by invoking Orpheus, then, is whether opera, or more
particularly the emotional immediacy of operatic song as a tool for engaging with
the subjects and stories of a narrative text, can be refigured through film today.
The overt references to the plots of Bohème and Traviata lend further emphasis to
the operatic terms of this question. What is more, while further specific musical
details from an Orpheus setting, or from Bohème or Traviata, are not important
for Luhrmann’s investigation of the operatic, many of the tools through which
Luhrmann explores this dilemma of expression are nevertheless operatic in even
more precise ways. For he employs a nexus of creative tools that resonate power-
fully with those of mid-nineteenth-century Verdian dramaturgy (whether or not
they can be claimed as specifically Verdian). These include the use of comic
effect to highlight unfolding tragedy; the marshaling of musical numbers to com-
municate the central story directly; and an emphasis on repetition to enhance
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and inspire emotional effects. And if the specific operatic references set the
terms of the question as operatic, it is through the employment of these tools
that the fundamental exploration of the issue of operatic expression takes place.

The first operatic device is explicitly referenced by Luhrmann in his DVD
commentaries as central to the film’s construction. He refers to his highlighted
contrast of comic and tragic as Shakespearean or as coming from the world of
Puccini; the device is parallel to what Piero Weiss has famously termed a fusion
of genres in Verdi’s work, itself also rooted in a response to Shakespeare.20

Comic turns that are used to create dramatic/tragic effect are extended liberally in
Moulin Rouge! as the employment of farce, camp, and slapstick comedy, merging
into what Luhrmann calls “a comic-tragic opera, so to speak.” If the technique is
strikingly similar, the effect is transformed to turn back onto opera itself: rather
than serving merely as “comic relief,” these moments are always used to force
engagement with that which does not correspond to current notions of realism—

the overtly emotional, the operatic convention of singing as a mode of communi-
cation. The most well-known moment of the film serves as the best illustration,
when Christian (played by Ewan McGregor) first encounters the bohemians (with
John Leguizamo as Toulouse-Lautrec dressed as a nun) and is enlisted to substi-
tute for a narcoleptic Argentinean in their rehearsal. The absurd, campy context
sets up the fundamental encounter with song as the expression of poetic creativ-
ity when Christian solves the bohemians’ writing dilemma by bursting into a
full-throated rendition of “The Hills Are Alive with the Sound of Music” as if it
had never been heard before, immediately establishing his musical talent (fig. 1).
As Luhrmann comments, through these extreme, even silly devices he is
“signing the contract with the audience: we are in a world that is not a naturalistic
world; it’s hopefully by the end of the story a truthful world.” By introducing

Figure 1 Christian bursts into song: “The Hills Are Alive with the Sound of
Music.”
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something that is “over the top,” he is setting the stage for an operatic
experience.

The second device works to engage the audience in the world of communica-
tion through song on an even more fundamental basis. The entire film is con-
structed so that the drama unfolds through the principal musical numbers, as
opposed to “stopping the show” in the classic film-musical manner. Following
the path of the integrated musical, both the intimate songs and the most elabo-
rate set pieces consistently serve narrative ends.21 Luhrmann describes how he
uses melodramatic devices (often visual signs, such as blood on a handkerchief )
to substitute for narrative explanation, in order to be able to focus dramatic atten-
tion on the extended musical numbers—and lend narrative import to those
numbers.22 The result is a disciplined compression of narrative, which resonates
with Verdi’s famous emphasis on swift action and few words. By minimizing
spoken dialogue and by keeping the plot moving forward at all costs between and
through the musical numbers, the approach focuses dramatic emphasis on the
musical numbers and their vocality, rather than on the narrative explanation that
acts as filler between numbers.23 As the film unfolds, this device becomes more
and more central, to the extent that critical interpretation of the film as a whole
depends on understanding the musical interactions.

The third operatic device I propose as relevant to Luhrmann’s film relates,
paradoxically, to the film’s exclusive focus on popular songs rather than operatic
music. Music is arguably the most powerful generic marker for most audiences;
and in terms of musical style, Moulin Rouge! sits squarely within the realm of the
Broadway musical, the rock opera, and the pop musical.24 And yet Luhrmann’s
use of popular music is not as straightforward as it seems. The number of pop
songs that are quoted in an unadulterated form are relatively few: instead,
Luhrmann’s musical team, including Craig Armstrong and Marius de Vries,
places a range of source material into rich orchestral and vocal textures and in
counterpoint with other quotations or snippets of original music, producing what
are increasingly called mashups.25 Rather than decontextualizing the various
referents, Luhrmann works to create a seamless musical texture that nevertheless
highlights the references at the level of both melody and lyrics—that is, at the
most easily recognized level. The relevance of this technique for the emotional
power of musical expression in turn links back to the world of opera. In
mid-nineteenth-century Italian opera, in particular, repetition became channeled
as an emotive device through dual emphases on conventions and on the then
newly conceived terms of repertory opera: communication with the audience
through familiar triggers itself became thematized. The use of remembered song
experienced within a story frame as well as without, long a feature of opera,
expanded its function as repertory opera began to become the norm. Increasingly,
the audience’s memories of song—repeated outside the opera house as well as
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within and across the opera—served as a powerful enhancement to the immedi-
acy of effect for the climactic moments.26 Puccini took this further: he set up the
moments that were to garner the grandest emotional effect within the score by
prefiguring the tune multiple times, often in fragments, in the orchestra. Thus,
at the first hearing of a major aria, it would already sound familiar to the audi-
ence, greatly enhancing its effect (examples abound—from “Che gelida manina”
in Bohème to “Nessun dorma” in Turandot). This Puccinian technique migrated
into musical theater in the twentieth century, becoming a stock device to enhance
emotive vocal expression.27 Luhrmann uses this technique as the basis of his con-
struction of the film’s musical language in two ways: both through the deploy-
ment of easily recognized, classic pop songs (so that he can play with the emotive
effect the songs have already captured in the world, before being brought into his
film); and through his own version of an operatic aria, the single original song in
the film (“Come What May”), which builds emotive power through internal repe-
tition in very precise ways.

In Moulin Rouge! it is the very notion of immediacy, of emotional effect,
toward which all of the operatic references point. In other words, the operatic is
used as a tool both to bring back the kind of over-the-top emotional turn that has
become suspect in the early twenty-first century, and to wrestle with whether this
kind of expression can be viable today in film. Both Christian’s and the specta-
tors’ search for emotional connection through song are problematized because
these operatic devices, and the Orphean myth itself, are being presented within a
twenty-first-century mediatized context. That context, which is thematized by the
discourse of the Moulin Rouge on multiple levels, complicates the dilemma that
opera poses: the very terms of emotional connection, even of certain kinds of
artistic expression, are being sought through a cinematic discourse that can be
perceived to be as corrupted as the underworld of the Moulin Rouge. Even more
interesting, opera is not only the tool used to pose the problem, but the operatic
is invoked to suggest a solution—a solution that itself holds some interest for
how we might understand the very terms of operatic communication in
performance.

An Operatic Exposition Presented

The Moulin Rouge—both the nineteenth-century cabaret within the movie and
the film itself—is positioned centrally as a representation of the commodification
of culture, of expression, and of desire. As Grace Kehler has suggested, the film
“employs the singing prostitute as a metaphor of a culture of consuming in part
to evaluate current uses of the commercial. In Moulin Rouge!, the diseased prosti-
tute who sings affecting music references the very seductiveness and trap of con-
sumer culture, which paradoxically attempts to purchase that which lies outside
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of symbolic exchange: ‘truth, beauty, freedom, and, above all, love’ (to cite the
credo of Moulin Rouge!’s bohemians).”28 Luhrmann’s presentation of commodi-
fied culture is dizzying; the evocation of popular music is its central tool. And
both Satine (played by Nicole Kidman) and Christian are themselves caught in
the vortex: not only do they channel the desires of others (the various audiences
of the Moulin Rouge, including us); but they also are trapped in their own
economy of desire. For both long to become “true” artists, and they each see their
only pathway to art as through the commercialism of the Moulin Rouge—even as
their goal is to escape the limits and controls over artistry enacted through the
characters of Zidler as producer and the Duke as financier. For each, at the
outset, the other is an object of desire only inasmuch as he or she will help attain
their yearning for artistic expression. For Christian, Satine can (a) ensure him the
job as writer if she likes his poetry (when he first meets her privately) and (b)
teach him the experience of love that he needs to find true expression as a poet
of the bohemian revolution (after he meets her and indeed falls in love); for
Satine, Christian can (a) fund the show (when she initially mistakes him for the
Duke) and (b) write the show that will make her into a “real actress” like the great
Sarah Bernhardt (once his identity as the writer is revealed). For Satine in partic-
ular, becoming a star is her pathway to escape the underworld. Love itself does
not offer any escape, because it is too thoroughly implicated as one of the main
products for sale at the Moulin Rouge. Christian’s dual desires to become an
artist within the economy of the Moulin Rouge and to believe in the power of
“real” love, on the other hand, are set out as the ultimate unrealistic fantasy, the
basic conflict of the film.

Through this story, then, the film explores whether artistic expression is possi-
ble within mediatized culture, and whether the emotive response evoked in film
and sold through commodified culture can be anything other than a form of
prostitution—desire aroused and fulfilled for a price. Can the artist believe there
is a forum for authentic expression? (The prostitute can’t afford to fall in love; the
writer must love to find authentic expression, but in the end must shape the
story according to the producer’s dictates; both the prostitute and the writer have
jobs to do.) Can the audience trust what is “real”? (All expression is suspect; as
Christian and Satine illustrate repeatedly, artists make us believe what we want to
believe—that is what artists are paid to do.) In the Moulin Rouge, as in the world
of commercial entertainment at large in which we are all trapped, notions of
authenticity and expression are increasingly called into question by the dictates of
cynicism and self-reference.29 The film’s deployment of song through the
obvious repetition of well-known popular songs further underscores the
mediatized context and its logic of commodication.30

The central quest of the film thus becomes the search for expression through
the twin prisms of commercialized culture and the self-conscious
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constructedness of representation, which together seem to render all expression
suspect, all subjectivity a mirage.31 If the advent of technology, with its loss of
aura and endless repetition of copies, renders the very concept of the representa-
tion of the subject suspect, the fundamental response of (post)modernity has
been to embrace self-consciousness, to refuse to be fooled by ridiculous fictions.
As suggested above, it is certain devices borrowed from opera—the ultimate ridic-
ulous fiction—that for Luhrmann become the basis for a new mode of expres-
sion, one that highlights the very performance of song. Rather than rendering
performance as invisible and natural,32 the unnaturalness of performance is mag-
nified through layers of media that highlight its performativity, as well as its repe-
titions.33 In this sense, then, the film becomes nothing less than the attempt to
deploy opera to refigure the terms of performative expression through film, even
while using popular song to further emphasize aspects of the act of performance
and its reception.34 And performativity itself becomes figured as a new tool for
resituating the representation of subjectivity through heavily mediatized forms of
representation.

Luhrmann focused on cinematic re-visions of performance in the three films
of his “Red Curtain Trilogy”: Strictly Ballroom (1992), Romeo and Juliet (1996),
and Moulin Rouge! (2001). While music functions importantly in all three films
(as Luhrmann says, “music is my thing”), it is in Moulin Rouge! that musical per-
formance becomes the focus. Through refiguring the myth of Orpheus, the
concept of voice in technological reproduction is thematized, contested, and
debated. And the terms of Orpheus’s representation simultaneously highlight the
dilemma and pose a solution: for by setting up Orpheus’s song as immediately
recognizable quotations from a panoply of rock/pop stars, the source of emo-
tional response is signaled as not residing in the cinematic text, but rather in the
act of reception. Emotional effect depends on the spectators’ memories of and
associations with these songs, and therefore is realized in part only through
collaboration. Luhrmann articulates this goal as “audience participation cinema.”
The fact that the characters break into song “reminds our audience that they are
watching a movie—don’t go to sleep, don’t go into the dream; it is the opposite
of most cinema.”35 Rather than trying to entrap the audience through suspension
of disbelief, through convincing them of the efficacy and authenticity of the
filmic discourse, Luhrmann here attempts simultaneously to force recognition of
their own disbelief and yet still to pose the possibility of emotional engagement
by tapping into an aspect of each individual audience member’s own experience
and emotional memories.

The choice to represent Orpheus’s authorial voice through quotations suggests
layers of displacement as key aspects of representation; the fundamental artifice
at the heart of the operatic project is multiplied and refracted in mediatized
terms. The well-known fiction that operatic singers are making up the music they
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sing as the drama unfolds is highlighted: the audience is inevitably conscious of
the pretense behind the conceit that Christian composed “The Hills Are Alive” or
“Your Song.” Within the story, the slippage between his identity as writer (his
acknowledged role in the plot) and composer (as the secret behind his writerly
power throughout the film lies in his performative “creation” of song) explodes
the fiction of the single authorial voice even as the plot indulges in the fantasy of
the (sole) male creator.36 Likewise, on the level of voice, Luhrmann uses “real”
(that is, Ewan McGregor’s and Nicole Kidman’s nonprofessional) voices to signal
an authenticity of expression within the story (these are “real people” singing, not
professional singers), even as the use of the stars’ own voices highlights the audi-
ence’s awareness of star presence (we are responding to McGregor’s perform-
ance, not Christian’s). Thus we are invited to recognize the layered construction
or inauthentic nature of that presence as the only way, paradoxically, to engage in
the fantasy of presence: if we lose ourselves and want to pretend that it is Satine
and Christian singing original music to each other, we will have missed those
very points that are being employed to enhance the sense of authentic expression.
The various layers of performance and representation unfold successively:
Orpheus/Christian’s “authentic” musical power is set out in direct contrast to
Satine’s exposition as a performer/manipulator (in her public cabaret perform-
ance, channeling Marilyn Monroe and Madonna); and yet the musical interac-
tions between Satine and Christian that ensue pose as subjective musical
expression, even while the very possibility of such engagement through film is
being challenged through its direct juxtaposition with the obviously inauthentic.
As these layers unfold, the operatic is referenced at crucial moments.

To begin with, two songs set up Christian’s representation as the Orpheus
figure: “Nature Boy” (Nat King Cole’s 1940s hit, covered by David Bowie for the
soundtrack album but sung by John Leguizamo in the film), and Elton John’s
1970 “Your Song” (sung by McGregor). A phrase extracted from each song
becomes a reminiscence motive quoted throughout the film, including in the
film score, as emblematic of Christian: “the greatest thing you’ll ever learn is just
to love and be loved in return,” from “Nature Boy”; and “how wonderful life is,
now you’re in the world,” from “Your Song.” Crucially, though, the modes of pre-
sentation in these two songs highlight multiple layers of performance and author-
ship, so that the audience confronts the distancing effects of the artificiality of
(mediatized) performance even while being gradually drawn in by the possibility
of emotional engagement with that performance, through the bodily engagement
that emotional reaction from memory entails.

“Nature Boy,” the music that frames the film’s opening and closing, estab-
lishes Christian simultaneously as the author of the story (in the typical male nar-
rator role) and as an object of song contained within the story. The music acts in
tandem with the multiple visual frames created by Luhrmann (the tuning of the
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orchestra, the applause; the red curtain, the movie frames; the gateway to
Montmartre), to draw us into an obviously artificially constructed nineteenth-
century Paris. Christian’s typing of the crucial motto from the song as it is sung
(“The greatest thing you’ll ever learn is just to love and be loved in return”) estab-
lishes his relationship to this level of the filmic discourse as source and subject
of the words, clearly separated at this stage from the vocal object. The perform-
ance of this song as the outer frame for Christian’s representation thus sets the
context for the foray into film, even while self-consciously keeping the frames of
performance and representation in view. Christian’s own bursting into song (with
“The Hills Are Alive”) is thus a particularly potent moment, presenting the tanta-
lizing possibility that he holds the key to the emotive power of song (and the
audience recognition of that possibility rests in their recognition of the quota-
tion), even while the self-consciousness of the recognition and therefore falseness
of the construction (we already know the song, so we know the fiction that
Christian has composed it on the spot to be false) offsets the seriousness of the
suggestion. As Christian (and we) are drawn into the world of the Moulin
Rouge—that is, a world in which performance and commerce reign side by
side—the figuring of his power over song becomes more fraught. To believe in
the emotive power of song here, where commodity culture’s mechanisms are
unmasked, would seem as impossible as attaining the “love” of a courtesan—and
of course the two quests are presented as inextricably linked and perhaps even
equally unattainable.

After entering the Moulin Rouge and experiencing the explosion of perform-
ance marked by Satine’s iconic appearance as a vocal/performative object
(singing “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend”), which highlights the very concept
of performance within mediatized culture as manipulative and inauthentic,
Christian is invited into the inner world of the Moulin Rouge. Here, in the inte-
rior of the giant elephant that stands as a monument to exotic excess, and where
Satine prepares for her private performance to convince the Duke of her “love,”
Christian now tests the power of his artistry to stir response—for the characters
within the film and for us. By beginning Elton John’s “Your Song” as spoken
poetry, he illustrates first the inefficacy of words (this coming from “the writer”!)
by speaking through almost the first two verses, with Satine acting out a faked
ecstatic response that she assumes is what he is really after (an emotive response
to his artistic expression):

It’s a little bit funny, this feeling inside;
I’m not one of those who can easily hide. [Is this okay, is this what you want?]
I don’t have much money, but boy if I did,
I’d buy a big house where we both could live.
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If I was a sculptor, but then again, no,
Or a man who makes potions in a traveling show;
I know it’s not much, but it’s the best I can do

Only when he bursts into song just before the chorus (“My gift is my song and
this one’s for you”) does he capture her attention, inviting a response from her
that does not appear to be just another act. The audience is invited likewise to
engage in the moment of vocality, the constructedness of which is illustrated in
cinematic terms directly as an echo effect; the jolt of recognition making us con-
scious of its fictional nature (this is Elton John’s song, not Christian’s) even while
evoking, at least for some, memories that prod an individual emotional response
that would seem to justify and authenticate Satine’s enacted response. The terms
of the cinematic contract are refigured, not through attempting the impossible
task of situating the filmic image as the embodiment of voice, but rather through
revealing the layers of performance out of which voice emerges, and connecting
the performative response directly to our physical bodies in the cinematic audi-
ence, rather than to the (absent) body of the performer. Luhrmann comments:
“you are experiencing the story, but you are singing along as well—you are partic-
ipating. If you can put your oh so protective coolness aside, you can actually revel
in the open-hearted emotional game that is going on here. That is the Orphean
gift . . .Christian has, to make people fall in love with the power and beauty of his
words”—or rather, his song.37

As Satine, swept away by the performance, leaps with Christian out of the set
onto the clouds, McGregor is joined in a duet with Plácido Domingo (the man in
the moon), bringing in an operatic vocal to emphasize this exuberant expression
of song, complete with chorus and visual fireworks (fig. 2). Even through this
overt indulgence with the moment of song, though, Luhrmann continues to

Figure 2 The vocal moment: the Man in the Moon.
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engage critically with the performative gestures in which he has paradoxically
invited us to lose ourselves. He places an “audience” within the film even at this
moment when performance would seem to have transcended its frames: the
bohemians, on top of the elephant, applaud the very performance that seemed to
have moved beyond the boundaries of the story, reconstituting the cinematic
frames that mark the performative (as in the opening sequence), as well as
reminding us of the commercial terms Christian’s performance serves (Toulouse:
“It looks like he got the job”). What is more, immediately at the song’s conclu-
sion, Satine reveals that her rapturous response is connected to the fulfillment of
her fantasy—she believes Christian is the Duke; rather than canceling out the
commercial, she assumes that her commercial exchange has simply been ren-
dered more pleasurable than expected. Her dismay at the discovery of Christian’s
true identity brings the underscoring music to a grinding halt, dispelling the
musical as well as the plot illusion.

Music and voice are thus established in contradictory terms: we are invited to
revel in their expression, even while the film points us clearly to the contingency
and constructedness of that expression. In the ensuing scene, Satine fuels cyni-
cism further by quoting Christian’s song to seduce the Duke: that is, immediately
employing music’s affect as a manipulative tool in her performative games. The
fact that the Duke falls so easily for her performance reminds us, as audience, to
remain on our guard. Likewise, the following whirlwind musical number (“The
Pitch”) unleashes a tour de force that uncovers the mechanism of the play within
a play and uses the group’s virtuoso performance to sell the story to the Duke,
even while setting in motion the “real” plot of the love between the courtesan and
the penniless writer/sitar player (in whom music is revealed as the true core of
expression—with the play featuring a sitar “that can only speak the truth”). This
double play between the ecstatic embrace of musical expression and the simulta-
neous revelation of all the ways in which it is contingent, performative, and
prone to corruption, becomes thematic. Simply reveling in the emotive context of
the musical numbers is revealed as not enough for sustaining belief, whatever it
is we are trying to believe. Meanwhile, the Duke is established specifically as
incapable of song: his mimicry of another’s performance (“It’s a little bit funny,
this feeling inside”) reveals how much of the power lies not in a song itself but
in its vocal rendition; his attempts at musical expression are utterly impotent.

Satine, on the other hand, is depicted as musically versatile in ways that
exceed her participation as object in the Moulin Rouge economy of performance.
Her solo aria (“Someday I’ll Fly Away”) signals a turn toward interiority. In con-
trast with her opening performance in “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend/
Material Girl,” this song does not refigure female icons of desire (Marilyn
Monroe, Madonna), but it nevertheless provides a kind of performance spectacle
that is not that far removed from her opening descent on the swing—even if the
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only audience is now situated outside the frame of the film (fig. 3). Further, her
ensuing exchange with Christian highlights how our confusion over her subject
position resonates with our uncertainty over the reliability of musical expression:
can he (we) believe her expressions of love (the cinematic expressions of
emotion)? With Christian, we want to believe that they have fallen in love (that
musical expression is authentic). But her reiteration that what she does is create
illusions should remind us that this, too, is the business in which Ewan
McGregor, Nicole Kidman, and Baz Luhrmann are engaged. In the dizzying
array of quotations from well-known love songs that make up the substance of
the subsequent “Elephant Love Medley” duet between Christian and Satine, indi-
vidual audience members’ jolts of recognition (as established in the performance
of “Your Song”) are multiplied to an almost ridiculous extent, recreating our
dilemma between memory, pleasure, and emotional identification on one hand
and a bemused self-conscious awareness of artifice on the other. Satine’s power
as a performer is extended: we discover that Satine can match Christian with her
own quotations, her own melodic “invention.” In the tradition of a true dissimilar
operatic duet, the contrasting musical expressions lead to ecstatic vocal engage-
ment: the joining of voices, the visual extravagance and light show, and even that
operatic signifier of the voice from the man in the moon together work to launch
the lovers’ relationship. But again the illusion is broken at the end, when Satine
murmurs at the close: “You’re going to be bad for business, I can tell,” reminding
us that the terms of commercial culture have not yet been challenged, let alone
conquered.

The play of performance that is the crux of the plot is set into motion through
this musical exposition (the opening number in the dance hall, followed by an
aria by Christian, a musical ensemble, an aria by Satine, and finally the love
duet). Can Christian or the Duke believe Satine’s performances; can we believe

Figure 3 Interiority as externalized spectacle: Satine’s “Some Day I’ll Fly Away.”
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Satine and Christian’s emotive presence?38 The condition for belief laid out
within the story’s plotlines has been set up simultaneously in cinematic terms as
the fundamental operatic dilemma (whether true subjective expression is possible
through the performance of song), so that how we respond to the dilemma of the
plot is completely dependent on how we respond to the dilemma of operatic
expression; and indeed, the resolution of the narrative conflicts within the story
likewise, from this point on, can only be resolved through performance itself.
Music’s efficacy to exceed the constraints set by technological reproduction in
commercialized culture is simultaneously suggested, even while the terms that
threaten its affect are thematized in the story, in the story within the story, and at
the level of filmic discourse.

An Operatic Conflict Explored

As Satine and Christian now move to the next stage of the story, centered on the
combined exploration of their private relationship and public rehearsals of
Spectacular Spectacular, the nature of the game changes: the threat to expressive
power is given more precise shape, which positions the conflict away from
Christian vs. Satine to the Duke vs. Christian and Satine. In terms of plot, the
Duke takes over the deeds to the Moulin Rouge; he seizes control of something
(the site of performance) he has shown he does not master. At the same time the
terms of the operatic dilemma shift as well, as a series of grand operatic set
ensemble pieces centered on performance ensue. In these numbers, music
remains the vehicle through which emotive meaning is not just represented but
actually created. As these scenes unfold, moreover, they move beyond operatic
references into the evocation of a full-blown operatic style.

Three scenes in particular illustrate how the power and inescapability of per-
formance becomes the central mode of emotional discourse between the charac-
ters; each scene refigures a pop song into an operatic ensemble, whereby key
elements of the drama are articulated in specifically musical terms. The first—
the notorious camp version of Madonna’s “Like a Virgin” performed by Zidler
(Jim Broadbent)—ostensibly is launched to use performance to dupe the Duke
yet again, to convince him of Satine’s devotion in the face of her persistent avoid-
ance of him.39 This performance is often cited, for its sheer outrageousness, as
one of the film’s highlights; Luhrmann refers to it as “Hello, Dolly! in hell.” But it
is no mere comic interlude. Rather it acquires peculiar significance, as it marks
the Duke’s first noncomic foray into performance. In terms of vocal performance,
the campy send-up serves to unveil—perhaps even produce—a new violence.40

Zidler sings the first two verses, in which he pursues and drags along a bemused
Duke; after a brief cutaway to the ill Satine, we see the Duke transformed,
singing the third verse as a baritone (in place of the bizarre, quavery falsetto with
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which he attempted to sing in the opening) as he now pursues Zidler, who
enacts virginal fear, complete with tablecloth/veil. The Duke’s final turn in this
set piece as bridegroom/lover turned rapist illuminates the power and control he
is longing to unleash through performance (fig. 4), and contextualizes his desire
for Satine as a lusting after the power of performance itself.

If the Duke’s destructive power is figured in semicomic form in “Like a
Virgin,” it becomes wholly unleashed in the second ensemble piece, the tango.
This segment marks arguably the most complex performance in the film, with
operatic effects created through the layering of orchestra and voice. Sting’s rock
ballad “Roxanne,” performed by the Argentinean (Jacek Koman), is laid over
“Le Tango du Moulin Rouge,” which combines music by Mariano Mores (from a
piece called “Tanguera”) with lyrics by Luhrmann and Craig Pearce. This dramatic
moment again encapsulates the fundamental conflict in the contradiction it
exposes: the content of the lyrics point toward the failure of performance on many
levels (never fall in love with a courtesan; never believe in performance), even
while the film lets out all the stops for a grand performative moment to draw us in.
For the audience, this moment(can we be drawn in by this performance at last, in
spite of the ways in which its artifice has been revealed?) echoes the key turn in the
plot (can Satine convince the Duke of her love, even after her dalliance with the
writer has been unmasked?). But even as Christian sings of his despair, Satine
makes her decision to set a limit to performance—the essential decision to rescue
a realm for an authenticity of expression in performance. At the conclusion of the
tango she attempts to reject the performative economy in which she is trapped.
But in her very turn away from fake performance, from pretending to love the
Duke, she invokes vocal performance—singing a phrase from “Come What May.”
In this momentary slip of her performative mask, the Duke at last sees the artifice
of her performance (“You made me believe you loved me”); his engagement with

Figure 4 The Duke discovers his voice (in “Like a Virgin”).
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the pretense at the story level mirrors our engagement with the expressive force of
the operatic set piece. His resulting disillusion unleashes his rage, and just as in
the “Like a Virgin” scene, the Duke again joins in song, which this time leads to an
actual, not feigned, attempt at rape. At the climax, Christian and the Duke are
united musically in anguish and rage (both sing “Why does my heart cry?”); at this
moment, ironically, the unmasking of the pretense of performance has led not to a
turn away from performance, a lessening of musical power, but to an intensifica-
tion of its expressive force, its validation as a mode of expressing true feelings in
the face of the manipulation of the performative by artifice. As the layers of pre-
tense are thoroughly unmasked, the male vocal cry is unleashed. Here we sit at the
heart of the operatic conflict and the film’s dilemma, again both in terms of the
story line and in terms of the musical discourse—caught between the complete
unmasking of the unreliability, even impossibility of authentic expression and the
simultaneous, paradoxical sense of music’s power to express subjectivity. This
moment is signaled by what sounds like an unmistakable background reference (if
not quite a quotation) to the “Dies irae” from Verdi’s Requiem.41 And the true
stakes of musical performance are revealed in the vocal cry. Performance might be
the site of “true” expression; performance can certainly be employed for false
manipulation; but there is no world beyond that expressed through performance.
Beyond performance lies death (see figs. 5a and 5b).

Indeed, when Christian and Satine attempt to turn away from the perform-
ance economy that the Moulin Rouge has come to represent, it is death that faces
them both (the Duke threatens Christian’s death; Zidler reveals Satine’s impend-
ing death). Again a performance ensemble is invoked, which reiterates the ines-
capability of performance except through death. Luhrmann’s choice of Freddie
Mercury’s “The Show Must Go On” again invokes internal and external frames of
reference. For those in the know, Mercury’s composition and performance of this
song as he was dying of AIDS (it was his last recording before his death) adds a
layer of poignancy to the film text. Luhrmann himself calls this song a “classically
operatic moment” in the film; the fully developed operatic spectacle here reso-
nates powerfully with Mercury’s own increasingly evocative links between pop/
rock and the operatic—perhaps none so obvious as in his final video perform-
ance singing “Barcelona” with Montserrat Caballé.42 Crucially, “The Show Must
Go On” marks the point of no return in the film: there is no way forward now,
except through performance. As one image of Satine in this scene illustrates
(fig. 6), the possibility of a single subjective truth emerging through performance
has been irrevocably fractured; and yet, though we acknowledge that performance
is not “real,” that the subject behind that performance is not unitary, nevertheless
musical performance is still shown as having a unique power, even as we see the
performer masking herself to project a fractured self outward into the world.
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Figure 5 The tango: “Why does my heart cry?” (a) Christian. (b) the Duke.

Figure 6 The fractured subject: “The Show Must Go On.”
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Operatic Expression Refigured

As I have argued, then, Moulin Rouge! first uses opera to expose the gulf between
the desire for expression and the multiple mediated layers that force the resitua-
tion of that expression, and then the film employs operatic ensembles to reveal
performance as both potentially destructive and inescapable. The operatic dis-
course and the film’s narrative have been brought to the same position of
maximum tension when the finale is launched, which itself centers on both the
final performance of the play within the play, Spectacular Spectacular, and a new
enactment of the power of performed song. While the familiar contradictions are
kept in play, the performance of the song “Come What May” brings to fruition
the potential for a refiguration of operatic expression.

This final essential musical moment is first set up by Satine’s reassertion of
her power to deceive, when she abandons musical performance to convince
Christian verbally that she does not love him anymore. This plot element brings
Christian, within the story, to the same place vis-à-vis his personal dilemma (can
he believe that she really loves him?) as the audience has been brought in relation
to the operatic dilemma we started out with (can an authentic subjectivity be rep-
resented through the layers of mediatized performance?). Musical performance
remains the realm of impossible hope: by now, only that which has been sung
can be believed (the magical sitar “always speaks the truth”). But doubt has left
musical performance in the theater only: it no longer spills into life. The final
performance of the play within a play takes place in the theater, as the various
layers of performance that have been enacted telescope into each other. When
Christian returns to the Moulin Rouge, to find out whether Satine’s last, non-
musical performance (that she does not love him) was true, he becomes engulfed
by the play that he himself wrote. The power of performance now functions on a
new level, as the reconciliation between Christian and Satine, previously
rehearsed, enacts both the play within the play and a new level of performance
that exceeds its frames.

The song that Christian wrote to represent the reconciliation of the play’s
lovers at the time when their (his and Satine’s) own love was under threat
(“Come What May”) now reemerges in order to reconcile the lovers through the
singing of the song itself. As noted previously, this is the only original song in
the film. The deployment of easily recognized pop songs, which launched the
power of Orpheus’s song and situated response through triggering viewer recog-
nition, is now extended to another level as a much more significantly operatic
type of repetition. Of course the song itself was created, within the story, explicitly
to serve memory—to remind the lovers of their love whenever they hear the
song. The earlier quoted pop songs’emotive power relies on an external interpre-
tive turn that clearly separates the audience reaction (who recognize the songs)
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from that of the characters (for whom the songs are brand new). The tension of
what I term the operatic dilemma rests on this separation of emotional perspec-
tives. In “Come What May,” on the other hand, the emotional memories of the
song have been built simultaneously within the story (as Christian composes it
and then he and Satine rehearse it in various settings) and for the audience (we
learn the song through hearing the characters render it and expound on the sig-
nificance of what is being heard). Thus, when Satine turns and begins to recapit-
ulate “Come What May,” triggered by Toulouse’s belated line (his quotation of
Christian’s motto, “The greatest thing you’ll ever learn is just to love, and be
loved in return”), for the first time in the film Christian, Satine, and the audience
members share the same emotional/musical memory, one that has been created
through the cinematic/musical discourse itself. The memory of the song (for the
audience, for Christian) is at least as important as the singing. The power of the
vocal moment lies not in the vocal presence; the representation of vocal presence
(which we know is not present and accept as not “real”) reaches for an emotive
presence (in the audience, and in Christian) based on the power of memory.

This is the power of performed song: to enact and inscribe memories. If the
artifice of performance will always bring into question the possibility of authentic
expression, the individual memories experienced through repeated
performance—however heavily mediated—themselves build an individual subjec-
tive response, not through the fractured frames of external representation, but
through access to the force of one’s own affective memories. It is this power that
has been evoked throughout the film, side by side with the constant unveiling of
the constructed nature of vocal performance. Now the web of memory that has
been woven across the film before our very ears can suspend our belief; if
Christian is seduced by Satine’s enactment of his words, so too can we be drawn
in, based on our own experience of emotional/musical memory, created through
the very experience of watching the film.43 Thus the terms of the myth of
Orpheus have been refigured in twenty-first century terms.

For the world of art and commerce, of performance and artifice, the site of
authorship no longer matters: the very terms of the negotiation over meaning have
shifted, from composition and musical constructions, to the performance of
already known music and constructions of performative acts. The narrative’s
double ending sets out the twin poles of the operatic: as ecstatic vocal ensemble,
achieving its effects through a complete disregard of the naturalistic; and as solo
passion, a representation of the extremity of personal emotion (Christian’s sobbing
at Satine’s death) that we engage in as we recognize its performativity. What
Luhrmann achieves, I believe, is the reconstitution of Orpheus/opera in cinematic
terms, in which at least a partially subjective musical expression relying on per-
sonal effective memory is recaptured as possible through—rather than in spite
of—the tools of mechanical reproduction. Without the endless repetition our

moulin rouge! and the boundaries of opera 277

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/oq/article-abstract/27/2-3/256/1659428 by U

niversita' degli Studi di Pavia user on 20 June 2020



mediatized musical culture renders inevitable, it would not be possible to reposi-
tion meaning from the body in live performance to the spectator’s brain/body in
the reception of performance, through the physical enactment of a particular sub-
ject’s individual memories that will continue to shift and change, representing
endless variations rather than the kind of sameness we tend to assume resides in
repetition. In the end, even when the Moulin Rouge itself, the symbol of the world
of entertainment, is thoroughly unmasked as often debased and commercialized,
through our experience of performance we do believe that love, connection, and
emotional expression can be discovered in the Moulin Rouge—and in mediatized
representations of operatic performance.

notes

Elizabeth Hudson is director of the New
Zealand School of Music, a joint initiative of
Massey University and the University of
Wellington. Her critical edition of Verdi's Il
corsaro (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1999) has received performances around the
world, including at Covent Garden, Trieste,
Parma, and Barcelona. She is currently preparing
a book on Verdi opera.

1. See Lydia Goehr, The Imaginary Museum of
Musical Works: An Essay in the Philosophy of Music
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992). The
tendency is reinforced in musicology, as well: as
Carolyn Abbate has written, “If there is a
persistent intellectual tendency to think of
classical music abstractly, there is thus a related
tendency to regard performances as the faithful
or unfaithful embodiments of a template, and to
take critical interpretation of musical works—as
far as it gives a nod to performance—as a guide
to playing or singing those works.” Carolyn
Abbate, In Search of Opera (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2001), xi. It is difficult
not to see the endless search for the new in
avant-garde or modernist approaches to
twentieth-century new music as a specific reaction
against the prevalent musical culture’s focus on
repetition of the familiar; while the movements of
postmodernism and minimalism themselves can
be understood as ways to repackage forms of
repetition themselves as “new.”

2. The difficulty of negotiating these terms to
the public is illustrated by the recent promotion of
the first two installments of the Met’s new Ring
cycle (Das Rheingold and Die Walküre) directed
by Robert Lepage. Deborah Voigt, in her
commentary during the 2010 Met HD live
broadcast of Rossini’s Armida, assured audiences

around the world that, although the new
production “uses modern technology, it will be a
faithful retelling” of Wagner’s opera.

3. David J. Levin’s Unsettling Opera: Staging
Mozart, Verdi, Wagner, and Zemlinsky (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2007) summarizes
many of the debates that circulate around operatic
production and presents a compelling view of the
ways in which operatic productions shift
meanings. For a complex perspective on the
various types of revisions that operas have
undergone historically, as well as an interesting
challenge to our tendency to invoke opera’s
musical texts as somehow inviolate, see Roger
Parker, Remaking the Song: Operatic Visions and
Revisions from Handel to Berio (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2006). Of course
even a performance of the “same” text is never
actually the same; see Richard Taruskin’s classic
essay, “The Pastness of the Present and the
Presence of the Past,” in Text and Act (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1995), 90–154.
Nevertheless, across the twentieth century, the
acceptable norms of performed expression in
classical music (whether in terms of tempo
choice, timbre, phrasing, or balance) have
narrowed so drastically as to squeeze the
performer’s task into as close an approximation
of (mechanical) repetition as possible.

4. Various commentators have noted the
operatic nature ofMoulin Rouge! in rather vague
terms. See, for example, the Baz Luhrmann entry
in Ken Wlaschin’s Encyclopedia of Opera on Screen:
A Guide to More Than 100 Years of Opera Films,
Videos, and DVDs: “Some opera aficionados think
that the filmMoulin Rouge should also be
considered a modern opera, noting that Placido
Domingo is the voice of the Man in the Moon in
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the film” (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
2004), 398. Several scholars have explored the
film’s relationship to opera in more specific terms;
see Kathryn Conner Bennett, “The Gender Politics
of Death: Three Formulations of La Bohème in
Contemporary Cinema,” Journal of Popular Film
and Television 32, no. 3 (Fall 2004): 110–20; Grace
Kehler, “Still for Sale: Love Songs and Prostitutes
from La traviata toMoulin Rouge,”Mosaic: A
Journal for the Interdisciplinary Study of Literature 38,
no. 2 (2005): 145–62; Katherine R. Larson, “Silly
Love Songs: The Impact of Puccini’s La Bohème on
the Intertextual Strategies ofMoulin Rouge!,”
Journal of Popular Culture 42, no. 6 (December
2009): 1040–52; and Mina Yang, “Moulin Rouge!
and the Undoing of Opera,” Cambridge Opera
Journal 20, no. 3 (2008): 269–82.

5. There has been a long-standing tendency, in
the popular cultural imagination as well as in the
scholarly community, to juxtapose live
performance as a realm of musical construction
entirely distinct from recordings. For an important
discussion of some of the stakes of this
discussion, see Carolyn Abbate, “Music—Drastic
or Gnostic?” Critical Inquiry 30, no. 3 (2004): 505–
36. Philip Auslander, on the other hand, has
rejected the ongoing tendency to treat mediatized
and live performance in opposition, given the
context of a culture in which our primary
experiences are increasingly formed through
contact with various media, which in turn infect
live performance itself. See Philip Auslander,
Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture, 2nd
ed. (New York: Routledge, 2008).

6. Luhrmann was present at the Oscars in
support of his film Australia (starring Nicole
Kidman and the evening’s host, Hugh Jackman),
which had garnered his wife a nomination for
costume design. Australia was his first film since
Moulin Rouge!.

7. See, for example, Mark D. Johnson’s online
review, “Musical Revival Needs More Than
Just . . . Revival,” The Partial Observer, April 4,
2003, http://www.partialobserver.com/article.
cfm?id=688: “Director Baz Luhrman’s [sic]
extremely imaginative Moulin Rouge! is a
sophisticated musical that should, in some ways,
be considered the foundation of the [genre of the
movie musical’s] future.”

8. For a useful overview, see Raymond Knapp,
The American Musical and the Performance of
Personal Identity (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2006). In many ways, one
of the most basic referents for the musical is
always opera, if in different ways at various
moments.

9. See, for instance, Jeongwon Joe and Rose

Theresa, eds., Between Opera and Cinema
(New York: Routledge, 2002), and Michal
Grover-Friedlander, Vocal Apparitions: The
Attraction of Opera to Cinema (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2005).

10. See Phil Powrie, Bruce Babington, Ann
Davies, and Chris Perriam, Carmen on Film: A
Cultural History (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 2007) for an overview of the many types of
re-visionings of Carmen in film.

11. This notion of an operatic cinematic has its
own tradition. Lesley Stern has dubbed it
“operality”: she traces Michael Powell and Emeric
Pressburger’s 1951 film of The Tales of Hoffmann
through an “evolution of a performative
dimension in nineteenth-century opera,
connecting this with both silent cinema and a
certain avant-garde trajectory in the twentieth
century that privileges the physical over the
psychological, and the somatic over the semantic
in the generation of affect.” See Lesley Stern, “The
Tales of Hoffmann: An Instance of Operality,” in
Joe and Theresa, Between Opera and Cinema, 39–
57.

12. Bennett’s “Gender Politics of Death”
comes closest to tracing more details of the
relationship; she notes, in particular, the way
in which the ending of the opera is subverted
in the film.

13. The clearest gestures toward operatic
music are the quotation and arrangements
from Offenbach’s popularized cancan from the
opéra bouffe Orphée aux enfers.

14. One film that famously sets itself up as
a re-visioning of an opera without opera music
is Jean-Luc Godard’s 1983 Prénom Carmen,
which references Beethoven’s music, not
Bizet’s.

15. Again, see Stern’s term “operality” as
another description of this “generation of
affect” imported from opera into film. Stern,
“Tales of Hoffmann,” 44.

16. These resonances could be explicated in
much greater detail. For an interesting
perspective on the concept of bohemianism as
fundamentally related to transitions and
cultural critique, with particular emphasis on
“theatricalized authenticity,” as “a sense that
true being is not possible except through a
theatricalization of self, making public of a
secret identity in declarations and exhibitions
of public derring-do that are also exercises in
subversive disguise and deception,” see Mike
Sell, “Bohemianism, the Cultural Turn of the
Avantgarde, and Forgetting the Roma,” in TDR:
The Drama Review 51, no. 2 (Summer 2007):
41–59. Sell also points specifically to the
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evocation of the exotic in Luhrmann’s Moulin
Rouge! as itself an aspect of bohemianism.

17. A live Opera Australia performance from
1993 was released on DVD in 2006 by Kultur
Video. Luhrmann’s acclaimed Broadway
production of Bohème was staged in 2002–03,
after the release of Moulin Rouge!

18. One can refer, for example, to the
confusion of identities when Satine/Marguerite
Gautier first meets Christian/Armand Duval
and mistakes him for the Duke/Baron de
Varville, which is carried forward in the Garbo
film but not the Verdi opera.

19. Abbate, In Search of Opera, 27. She goes
on to write: “Suppressing Orpheus’s primal
song seems to distinguish great Orpheus
operas from silly ones.” By these terms, of
course, Moulin Rouge! would have to be
understood as a very silly Orpheus opera.

20. See Piero Weiss, “Verdi and the Fusion
of Genres,” Journal of the American
Musicological Society 35, no. 1 (1982): 138–56.

21. In the DVD commentary, Luhrmann and
Craig Pearce, his cowriter, discuss the detailed
extent to which songs were selected to fit the
story, and the script in turn was written or
rewritten to fit around the songs.

22. Film editing was also used quite
ruthlessly to emphasize narrative over spectacle
in the music numbers. See, for example, the
uncut version of the tango, included in the
DVD’s special features, which Luhrmann cites
as having to be trimmed in order to serve the
story.

23. I have elaborated elsewhere on the
variety of techniques with which Verdi
compresses narrative explanation through his
musical numbers, and on the importance of
this device for the development of his
distinctive dramaturgical style. See Elizabeth
Hudson, “Narrative in Verdi: Perspectives on
His Musical Dramaturgy” (PhD diss., Cornell
University, 1993).

24. The genre of the rock opera, the rock
musical/pop opera, and the pop musical has
been well established since Hair (1967) and
Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Jesus Christ Superstar
(1970) as a distinct subgenre with its own
tradition. See Elizabeth L. Wollman, The
Theater Will Rock: A History of the Rock
Musical, from “Hair” to “Hedwig” (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 2006).

25. The musical team was first put together
for Luhrmann’s Romeo and Juliet and worked
out their distinctive style through collaborating
across both films. De Vries is well known for
his musical work with innovative pop icons

such as Bjork. David Baerwald wrote the only
original song for the film, “Come What May”
(which had actually been written for Romeo
and Juliet). Filmtracks’ editorial review
(http://www.filmtracks.com/titles/moulin_rouge.
html) provides a helpful rundown of the film’s
musical content and its representation on the
various available CD releases, as well as an
account of the complex strands of authorship
behind various versions, medleys,
arrangements, and score. The mashup itself
has a complex history, but it was popularized
around the time of the film’s release and
more recently has becomes fairly mainstream
through celebrated examples in the television
show Glee.

26. These are ideas I have explored
elsewhere in the context of Verdi’s popular
midcentury works, Il trovatore and Rigoletto.
See Elizabeth Hudson, “Once Again, Rigoletto,”
in Bilbao Opera Friends Yearbook (Bilbao, Spain:
Friends of Opera Society, 2006); and “Trovatore
Today” (paper presented at the national
meeting of the American Musicological Society,
Atlanta, November 2001).

27. Brain research in the last decade has
taught us that emotional flavoring of conscious
memory only comes when there is implicit as
well as explicit arousal: while consciousness is
understood to process only on the symbolic
level, the parallel processes, on which our
emotional reactions depend, are inherently
subsymbolic. What this suggests is that
emotional response, that impossible object, itself
is evoked through recognition of that which is
most familiar, and is constituted in part
biologically. See Joseph LeDoux, The Emotional
Brain: The Mysterious Underpinnings of Emotional
Life (New York: Touchstone, 1996).

28. Kehler, “Still for Sale.”
29. Simon Frith has pointed out how the

question of trusting vocal expression through
mediatized representation has become a central
one for the field of popular music: “The central
pop gesture . . . uses the voice as the most
taken-for-granted indication of the person, the
guarantor of the coherent subject; and it uses
the voice as something artificial, posed, its
sound determined by the music. The star voice
(and, indeed, the star body) thus acts as a mark
of both subjectivity and objectivity, freedom and
constraint, control and lack of control. And
technology, electrical recording, has exaggerated
this effect by making the vocal performance
more intimate, more self-revealing, and more
(technologically) determined. The authenticity
or ‘sincerity’ of the voice becomes the
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recurring pop question: does she really
mean it?” See Simon Frith, Performing
Rites: On the Value of Popular Music
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1996), 210.

30. Luhrmann brings the evocation of these
terms to the fore through multiple layers of
references to the rock tradition, such as the
choice of David Bowie—who was himself one of
the most famous creators of a distanced mode
of performance that highlighted effect over
expression—to sing the opening rendition of
“Nature Boy” in the CD release.

31. It is intensely ironic that the commodity/
commercial culture of pop music and film, in
which female images are sold to fuel desire and
which poses the greatest threat to the
authenticity of artistic expression that Luhrmann
wants to invoke, itself became one of the primary
vehicles for marketing the movie: the music
video of “Lady Marmalade,” featuring Christina
Aguilera, Lil’ Kim, Mýa, and Pink, embodied a
completely uncritical stance of selling sex/music,
emblematic of the Moulin Rouge! world of
entertainment itself.

32. David Levin reminds us of Wagner’s
importance in creating the experience of
“cinematic” absorption, rendering the
performance qua performance as invisible as
possible. This is one crucial reason why it is
Verdi, Puccini, and Offenbach that are being
invoked, most usefully, to reemphasize
performance qua performance. See Levin,
Unsettling Opera, 14–15.

33. Frith is one scholar among many who have
drawn attention to the inevitable foregrounding
of performance when someone sings as
opposed to speaking: “Singing seems to be
self-revealing in a way that speaking is not.” He
goes on to note: “Singing seems both less
natural than speaking (involves a different, less
familiar sort of self-consciousness) and at the
same time more natural—more bodily, more
exposing, more revealing who we ‘really’—
naturally—are.” Frith, Performing Rites, 172–73.

34. The linking of opera with the realm of
popular music performance itself highlights this
notion of performativity. As Frith has noted, in
popular music performance in particular, “the
pop performer draws attention to performance
itself, to the relationship between performer and
work.” And further: “These songs, then . . . clearly
‘belong’ to their singers, not their writers.
Interpretation in this context does not mean
realizing what the composer (or rather, his
music) meant, but using the music to show what
interpretation means.” Frith, Performing Rites,

200. I follow here the familiar theories of Judith
Butler in positing the awareness of the acts of
performance as culturally significant; see Butler,
Bodies That Matter (London: Routledge, 1999)
and Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion
of Identity (London: Routledge, 1993) for her
classic explorations of this view of performativity.
Here I play with juxtaposing musical/vocal
performance with self-conscious acts of
performance to reframe musical representations
as simultaneously representations of personal
identity in cultural terms.

35. Peter Franklin quotes Brecht’s “On the Use
of Music in an Epic Theatre” (1935) as blaming
music in particular for the sleepy state that
Luhrmann is addressing through his
participatory cinema. See Peter Franklin, “Movies
as Opera? (Behind the Great Divide),” in A Night
in at the Opera: Media Representations of Opera,
ed. Jeremy Tambling (London: John Libbey,
1994), 77–110.

36. Does the authorship of “Your Song” reside
with Bernie Taupin or Elton John; does the
authorship of Moulin Rouge! reside with
Luhrmann or the creative crew working on the
construction of the cinematic fantasy? As with
opera, it is very difficult to sustain any notion of
a single author.

37. As Luhrmann comments, “And Orpheus
sings, and the world stops.” The immediate
power of voice and song is enacted by Nicole
Kidman as arguably the moment of Satine’s
“resurrection” from object to listening subject.

38. Of course on another level what underlies
the fundamental drama here about performativity
is Western male cultural anxiety over female
identity as inherently performative and thus as
not to be trusted. Although aspects of that
stereotypical gender dynamic hover throughout
the story, it is rescued in a variety of ways from a
completely simplistic mapping of feminine =
artifice / masculine = authentic subject, including
the Duke’s own conflicted relationship with
finding a voice.

39. Oddly enough, this is one scene in which
the actor’s (Jim Broadbent’s) voice was deemed
not “operatic” enough, and another singer was
brought in to dub over his voice. The other scene
with dubbed voice was “The Show Must Go On,”
also with Broadbent.

40. See Timothy A. Johnson, “‘Shiny and
New’? Rereading Madonna’s Virgin,” in British
Postgraduate Musicology 6 (2004), http://www.
bpmonline.org.uk/bpm6-shiny.html#f1, for a
reading of this version of the song, which
places particular emphasis on the musical
transformation of the original into an
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emphatic, male-oriented ending.
41. It is possible that the allusion is

accidental; however, I have seen at least one
other online citation from someone who also
hears the allusion. Readers may judge for
themselves by listening to the section eight
seconds into a YouTube clip of the “Dies irae”
conducted by Claudio Abbado, posted at
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cOybOtYT1-0.
For comparison, the relevant section is at

Chapter 23/6:42; or 1 hr 24 min 45 sec into
the disk.

42. A video clip of this performance can be
found at http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=Ksw97ktajfQ&feature=fvsr.

43. Crucially, at the moment when Christian
turns back, Satine sings a section of the verse
we have never heard, so we don’t know
whether it is what he wrote or whether she is
“composing.”
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