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[The following article is based on the opening keynote delivered at the First Transnational 
Opera Conference TOSC@BOLOGNA.2015 at the University of Bologna in June 2015. It was 
originally published in Italian as “Dalla storia transnazionale all’opera transnazionale. Per una 
critica delle categorie nazionali”, Saggiatore Musicale XXIV (2017/1), 81-98. A related article 
on the contribution of transnational history to the field of international history was published 
as “Transnational History: Identities, Structures, States“, in: Barbara Haider-Wilson, William 
D. Godsey, Wolfgang Mueller, eds, International History in Theory and Praxis.  Vienna: 
Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2017, 265-290. We republish it 
here as a contribution to the conceptual approach that informs the research for our Leverhulme 
international network Reimagining italianità. Opera and musical culture in transnational 
perspective.] 
 
Based on a critical assessment of debates within the field of transnational history, this article 
seeks to offer a set of methodological and theoretical considerations to promote a transnational 
turn in opera studies. While making occasional references to music and opera, the article is 
written in the perspective of a historian with interests in music theatre, without claiming 
academic competence in all aspects of musical scholarship. While many musicologists are well 
read in their neighbouring disciplines – history, art history, literature –, some (but by no means 
all) academic historians working on opera are often rather reluctant to engage with 
musicological research, ignoring for instance their colleagues’ specialised periodicals or the 
excellent work that has gone into the critical editions of the operatic repertoire. As a 
consequence, opera scholars working on the historical context of stylistic developments or 
musical performance have often been the better historians when it comes to methodological 
rigour and cross-disciplinary exchanges. Moreover, thinking about music in transnational 
perspective is by no means new: Pietro Verri, writing for the Milanese eighteenth-century 
periodical Il Caffè, investigated the connections between nationality and the effects of music 
on the senses, (although to no convincing result). Earlier still, the Querelle des Bouffons in 
eighteenth-century France led to Rousseau to investigate the relationship between language, 
drama and music, resulting in his only surviving opera Le devin du village.1 
  
Historians share a certain degree of responsibility if over the past thirty years musicology has 
followed the national turn in the humanities and social sciences, marked by the publication of 
the works by Benedict Anderson, Hobsbawm, Gellner, Miroslav Hroch and others. While close 
connections between the rise of nineteenth-century nationalism on the one side and 
developments in the aesthetics and social function of music on the other side constitute an 
important and rich territory of research, there is a danger if the creation, performance and 
reception of nineteenth-century opera is narrowly reduced to its national meaning. After several 
decades of acute academic interest in the role of music in the spread of national ideology and 
the rise of national movements, particularly in Europe, opera scholars today might wish to 
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question the importance we have accorded to nationalism within our frameworks of analysis. 
Transnationalism can help to think about nineteenth-century music beyond the age of 
nationalism and to question the validity of national categories of analysis. If a critical 
discussion of transnational approaches in history is able to make a contribution to the 
transnational turn in opera studies, it is hopefully worth the cross-disciplinary experiment of 
this article. This discussion will start by providing an overview of what the transnational turn 
has achieved in the discipline of history by addressing the issue of transnational transfers and 
their actors. A second point will debate whether transnational history constitutes a theory in its 
own right or whether it requires a separate methodology through an examination of its 
relationship to other historical sub-disciplines. A third section will discuss transnational history 
as a way of reconceptualising spaces, in particular in relation to imperial and global history. A 
final point will push the established boundaries of approaches to transnational history further, 
using transnationalism to question the validity of national categories of analysis. Each of these 
points will refer to the performance and reception of music, in particular nineteenth-century 
opera. 
 
I. Transnational transfers and their actors. Over the past twenty-five years, some of the most 
exciting and innovative work of historical research has emerged in the field of transnational 
history.2 The history of international relations in particular has been affected by a transnational 
turn, leading to a significant reorientation of themes and research questions, as well as to the 
identification of new historical agents impacting upon existing relations between states. As a 
consequence, transnational historians have carved deeply into the territory of diplomatic 
history, while at the same time transcending the discipline’s conventional focus on connections 
between states. The role played by transnational actors in international organisations describes 
another field, which some historians of international relations tended to neglect in the past. 
Good examples of this field of research are works on the impact on international relations of 
Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) and transnational networks of activists. In the field 
of global health, NGOs have challenged the role of conventional health diplomacy based on 
relations between states or intergovernmental agreements. New forms of transnational agency 
in this sector have contributed to the recognition of bio-socialities, characterised by shared 
medical conditions such as Aids or tropical diseases. Applied to the study of music, cultural 
diplomacy would be the closest area of connections. 
 
While transnational approaches to diplomatic history is what most academic historians 
understand transnational history to be, a more unusual and exciting field of scholarship is 
concerned with the travelling of ideas, goods and people across national borders, or across 
mental maps that are determined by concepts of nationality. Studying these movements 
constitutes an area that is directly relevant to the transnational reception of opera and to the 
internationalisation of the repertoire. When examining those exchanges we notice that spatial 
categories such as Empire or the city can be much more important to the opera scholar than the 
nation state. Many years ago, before moving herself into the field of opera studies, Carlotta 
Sorba reminded us in her book on Parma that the Age of Nationalism was also an Age of 
Municipalities.3 And this Age of Nationalism also was an Age of Empires, of exchanges within 
and between Empires. When examining the history of cultural and intellectual transfers we too 
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often take national parameters of analysis for granted, assuming for instance that a particular 
opera retains a national significance when traveling across borders. This is what this article 
wishes to question. Transnational history can become a tool to overcome national and cultural 
determinism, and to rethink the hybridity of nationality, for instance when the Czech 
nationalists considered an opera by Dvořak or Smetana too Germanic (or too Wagnerian), 
whereas German audiences and critics protested against the same works, because they resented 
the cultural advance of artists associated with the Czech national revival.4 
 
Thinking transnationally means to trace people, ideas and goods beyond and across the 
boundaries between nationalities, and to rethink established spatial categories of historical 
analysis in order to engage with hitherto neglected socio-cultural entities. Transnational 
exchange generates cultural experiences that are difficult to capture within national categories. 
There are numerous areas of historical research that are inadequately described within the 
framework of national, international or inter-governmental histories: migration, the slave trade, 
statelessness, piracy or organised crime. The same claim proves correct for different areas of 
opera studies, from the circulation of the repertoire to the teaching of composition and 
transnational stylistic influences. The training of musicians and the internationalisation of the 
opera industry provide similar examples. The stage for such encounters is usually a particular 
city or a court, not the nation. 
 
What these examples show is that certain social groups, ideas and artefacts are insufficiently 
understood when pressed into a framework of national analysis. Ideas rarely retain their 
original meaning when they travel within culturally and historically diverse contexts, where 
they are amalgamated into existing ways of thinking. The ideas of Herder and Rousseau assume 
new meanings when they are discussed in North- or Latin America. The reception of Mazzini 
in India has little in common with the understanding of his works in an Italian or French 
context.5 The reading of Gramsci serves different purposes in Anglo-American cultural studies 
than in Risorgimento historiography, to the point that at times transnational academic exchange 
seems almost impossible. Ideas and their authors become less German or French once they 
travel. In the US Judith Butler’s work is sometimes described as “French Studies”, a category 
that is almost as meaningless in a French context as it is for the author herself.6 Constitutional 
borrowing often creates new legal realities, determined by the local conditions of historic, 
social and economic development within which legal concepts are applied. For instance, the 
fact that constitutions all over the world quote American constitutional documents tells us little 
about the ways in which they were understood.7 There is a risk of intellectual imperialism to 
assume that these borrowings stand for the endorsement of American political principles. 
Moreover, too often we assume that intellectual flows are one-directional, whereas historical 
research shows that ideas are exchanged in both directions.8 Italian exiles exported Swiss 
federal thought to Latin America during their national revolutions, but the insights they gained 
from applying these concepts also travelled back into Risorgimento Italy. While capital has no 
nationality, commodities are often brought to a different use when they are absorbed into a new 
cultural context. Engaging critically with anthropological research on material culture, 
transnational historians look at the ways in which commodities are adapted and transformed 
by different groups of consumers. The world drinks Indian tea, eats American potatoes and 



 4 

smokes tobacco of the same provenance, but the cultural significance of these patterns of 
consumption varies according to time and space, differs from its original use.9  
 
II. Studying different forms of transnational exchange does not require any particular 
theoretical framework or methodology. Lacking clear demarcations within the historical 
profession, transnational history does not represent a historical sub-discipline in its own right. 
Transnational historians do too many different things to group them into one sub-discipline. 
They use a whole range of different approaches and methodologies that they share with other 
historians, depending on their particular area of specialisation; and in many cases they interact 
closely with scholars in other fields of historical study and employ their theoretical vocabulary. 
Therefore, transnational history describes a particular way of thinking historically, a way of 
asking questions and developing innovative frameworks of research. While most transnational 
historians contribute immensely to our understanding of society, their agenda is also largely 
uncontroversial if approached with an open mind. According to Benedetto Croce, history is a 
conceptualisation of the mind; this is what makes the difference between what we call the past, 
which is anything that happened, and history, which is what we selected in order to craft 
historical arguments of a particular explanatory value. The past remains, but history is 
constantly rewritten and therefore changes its agenda. Transnational history responds to this 
understanding of the past based on a contemporary agenda.  
 
Offering a relatively open definition, transnational history is a history of relations. What 
appears to be new about this approach is the fact that transnational historians systematically 
look for and account for these relations, privileging them over work within more narrowly 
defined territorial boundaries. Therefore, there seems to be one major difference between the 
transnational approach and other histories of, for instance, economic or diplomatic relations. 
While conventional histories concentrate on connections between nations or states, 
transnational approaches attempt to go in between nationally defined categories of analysis, 
looking for a type of relationship that escapes a mental map based on nationalities. Typical 
examples of this kind of relationship are seafaring people, such as pirates; the culturally hybrid 
diaspora of peoples in Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic, or perhaps Ben Walton’s global opera 
companies, per- and transforming Rossini in the New World.10 The sociology and transfer of 
knowledge is not necessarily limited by national boundaries. Some writers, intellectuals or 
artists might even see themselves as citizens of the Republic of Letters. This is what makes it 
problematic to categorise Johann Christoph Willibald Gluck as a German, Czech, Italian or 
English composer or to use a map of post-Unification Italy to illustrate Mozart’s Italian journey 
between 1769 and 1773, during which the family crossed many of the peninsula’s internal 
borders, but also sojourned for long and repeatedly in traditional Habsburg territory. A 
conventional approach to cultural history investigates the circulation of a particular book; 
economic historians quantify the volume of trade between two ports. Transnational historians, 
instead, look at particular modes of reception, at the adaptation and assimilation of goods and 
ideas in a changing context. Applied to opera studies, the difference is that between a collection 
of raw data – when an opera was performed, where and by whom; and an investigation into the 
specific context of its performance and reception. Excellent examples are Gundula Kreuzer’s 
Verdi and the Germans, demonstrating how Verdi, in a different national context, became an 
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agent of modernism, not obvious at that time in Italy; or Rosamund Bartlett’s Wagner in Russia, 
where a Futurist staging of Lohengrin launched the October Revolution.11  
 
In order to celebrate the German victory in the Franco-Prussian War and the foundation of the 
German Empire Richard Wagner wrote his Kaisermarsch of 1871. In this particular context, 
Wagner and his music had become symbols of a particular kind of German nationalism 
characterised by volkish undertones, associated also with the third act of Lohengrin of 1850 or 
Hans Sachs’ final monologue in Die Meistersinger of 1868. At the same time when Wagner 
celebrated the German victory, the Commune de Paris excluded the performance of Wagner 
from the repertoire of the Opéra, but not because of Wagner’s German background, but because 
he was considered a protégé of the French Emperor Napoleon III. In November of the same 
year, Bologna’s Teatro Comunale staged the first Italian performance of an opera by Wagner 
under Angelo Mariani. The man behind the project was the local leader of the sinistra storica, 
Camillo Casarini, mayor of Bologna and president of the Deputazione degli spettacoli.12 In the 
Italian context, the same Wagner who in Berlin served as a symbol of German militarism, 
politicians celebrated the hero of the Dresden barricades during the Revolution of 1848-9, a 
man who had shared the painful destiny of exile with so many revolutionaries of the 
Risorgimento. The local newspapers in Bologna introduced Wagner as a friend of Bakunin, 
associated with the uprisings in the Romagna and allegedly the model for Wagner’s Siegfried. 
In this particular context Wagner was not only presented as a hero of the democratic Left, but 
- more importantly for the rising democratic middle classes - Wagner stood for the city’s 
cosmopolitan opening after Unification, a city keen to establish itself not just as the Italian 
capital of Wagnerism but also as one of the cultural capitals of the new Italian nation state. 
Elsewhere in Europe different nationalities were competing in the performance of Wagner: for 
one group Wagner stood a reference to the superiority of German culture, for others he became 
a symbol of a cosmopolitan modernist ambition. These examples demonstrate that the cultural 
meaning of a particular work is not fixed in its artistic creation, but defined by the specific 
historic context of its performance and reception demonstrating the importance of studying the 
transnational circulation of ideas and artefacts. 
 
Some historians react defensively when confronted with transnational challenges to the 
established conventions of their discipline. This is despite the fact that most proponents of a 
transnational agenda do not intend to replace existing historical disciplines or approaches. 
International historians might argue that transnational history adds nothing substantially new 
to what they have always done. However, by posing questions about agency and about the 
deterministic reference to borders between states, transnational history pushes the established 
frontiers of the discipline. Historians of war and conflict might fear that transnational history 
proposes an idealistic humanism which over-emphasises the friendlier aspects of human 
relations. Contrary to that, transnational communities are often based on exclusion of and 
aggression towards others. Borderlands can be bloodlands. Some supporters of macro-
comparative approaches defend their territory by wrongly assuming that transnational history 
presents itself as a substitute for comparative history. Yet comparative and transnational 
approaches are frequently combined, despite following markedly different objectives.13 
Comparative history offers new insights through the juxtaposition of more than one historical 
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example; transnational history would only be critical of this approach if it took the nation as 
the sole framework for comparative analysis, presenting problems similar to those of any 
national history. 
 
Another criticism transnational historians encounter is that they simply follow modish trends, 
imposed on a discipline constantly in search of self-legitimization. New terms, the argument 
goes, contribute little to historical enquiry while at the same time overloading an empirical 
discipline with theoretical jargon. As a matter of fact, the term “transnational” is not new. A 
few decades after Jeremy Bentham introduced the term “international”, Constantin Pecqueur 
spoke in 1842 about “considerations d’intérêt transnational”, as a way of establishing 
cosmopolitan values and securing international peace.14 In 1862 the German linguist Georg 
Curtius used the term as a specific analytic category describing families of languages: “Eine 
jede Sprache ist ihrer Grundlage nach etwas Transnationales.”15 During the 1930s and 1940s 
the term entered the vocabulary of lawyers and economists. Finally, a generation ago, Ian 
Tyrrell and Michael McGerr discussed in the American Historical Review the possibilities and 
opportunities of a transnational approach to US history.16 As the term’s history demonstrates, 
transnationality periodically appears in the social sciences, responding to particular junctures 
of debates. Therefore, accepting transnationality as an epistemological challenge within the 
social sciences also signals cross-disciplinary awareness. Confronting established fields of 
research with the transnational agenda does not mean replacing one approach with another, but 
complementing different ways of writing about the past and asking new questions. What makes 
transnational history different is the recognition that what we easily describe as an Age of 
Nationalism was shaped to a considerable extent by transnational exchanges.17  
 
III. Transnational history is a way of reconceptualising space. The late Chris Bayly’s Birth of 
the Modern World; Jürgen Osterhammel’s Transformation of the world (a book with an 
interesting section on opera); or Anthony Hopkins’ studies of all understand the modern world 
as an increasingly globalised space.18 The distinction between global and transnational history 
is not always clear: global history does not need to be transnational; and transnational history 
does not need to cover the globe. Meanwhile, for many specialists working in these fields the 
amalgamation of the two is a deliberate strategy. For instance, Akira Iriye’s Global and 
Transnational History provides an overview of recent scholarship, with particular emphasis on 
the movement of people across the globe, on human rights, on environmental history as well 
as on Americanisation.19 All of these examples represent areas of global history that are by 
definition transnational. Following a similar approach, Patrick Manning defines World History 
as “the story of connections within the global human community”.20 It is the notion of a “global 
human community” which constitutes the main difference to the work of most transnational 
historians, who tend to question the assumption that exchange necessarily creates communities; 
that goods and ideas remain the same when they travel across borders.21 For instance, the 
example of Wagner reception discussed in the previous section raises questions whether we 
can speak of a transnational community of Wagnerians. Iriye’s understanding of this kind of 
transnational relationships can be challenged when he argues that looking at a painting by 
Raphael or reading Shakespeare “is a transnational experience that creates a global community 
of lovers of art and literature.”22 Scholars of the transnational movement of ideas often come 
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to the conclusion that this is not the case. A community of art lovers, as described by Iriye, is 
at best an idea. They might share a love for Raphael or Shakespeare, but what a specific work 
of art means differs according to the context of reception, which is determined by local 
conditions. A transnational approach to the circulation of ideas, literature or art requires an 
engagement with methodologies of reception studies, which are not exclusive to transnational 
historians. We cannot simply assume that a text or a piece of music retains its meaning when 
it crosses borders.  
 
Some historians of nation states criticise transnational historians for writing the nation or the 
state out of history; but most transnational historians need both nations and states as constant 
points of reference. Meanwhile, a transnational agenda might encourage historians to think 
differently about nations. For instance, nineteenth-century Italian history is too frequently 
written in isolation and based on teleological assumptions, which accept national Unification 
as the inevitable outcome of a predefined historical process, applying it to periods when no 
inhabitant of the peninsula could possibly expect to end up as a subject of the Savoy dynasty.23 
Such an approach risks distorting the extent to which the then-existing Italian states were 
connected to different parts of Europe, or saw themselves as emerging nations in their own 
right. For instance, John Robertson’s work on the Neapolitan Enlightenment shows that 
progressive forces within the Kingdom of Naples understood themselves to be part of an 
emerging Neapolitan nation state.24 When writing about Donizetti or Bellini, of Mozart’s 
Italian journey, we often think about an Italy that did not yet exist. During the earlier period of 
the Risorgimento, notions of liberty were not necessarily understood in terms of national 
liberation. In Sicily, the revolution of 1848 was concerned first and foremost with 
independence from Naples; creating a federation of Italian states was of secondary importance, 
submission to Piedmont not an option. Moreover, the idea of the Italian nation’s “resurgence” 
responded to developments elsewhere in the world, a process that was informed by a 
transnational exchange of ideas, which was not simply home-born. In this sense transnational 
historians can make an important contribution to the rethinking of nation states.  
 
Some practitioners of transnational history insist that their approach makes sense only if 
practised in the context of established nation states.25 However, a less state-oriented concept 
of nationality, freed from the constraints of treating every national group as an aspiring nation 
state, allows the historian to operate with different spatial and territorial configurations. Some 
transnational historians investigate connections between more loosely defined national groups, 
confined not by state borders, but by linguistic, cultural or historical boundaries. Meanwhile, 
we should abstain from the mistake of lumping diasporas, people of the same language 
scattered over multinational territories together. For instance, German speakers in Transylvania 
had little in common – and usually did not feel part of the same national community – as 
German speakers in other parts of the Habsburg monarchy. Slovenes, distributed over six or 
seven different states and principalities of the monarchy, had some sense of national belonging, 
but also a strong sense of loyalty towards their respective crownlands. Carlo Cattaneo, the night 
before the Cinque Giornate, was still writing an article proposing the reorganisation of 
Lombardy within a federalised Habsburg monarchy, not thinking about Italians elsewhere in 
the peninsula and certainly not aiming for the annexation of the Austrian Kingdom of 
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Lombardy-Venetia by Piedmont. Even late in the century, Italian speakers in Fiume sent their 
daughters to study the piano in Budapest, not in Milan; and talking of Italian speakers in that 
particular region, most of them were as polyglot as the protagonists of Claudio Magris’ 
Danubio.26 As Pieter Judson has demonstrated for the Czech borderlands, nationalist parties 
and associations had to fight hard battles to convince people to adopt one nationality over 
another.27 Mixed marriages or sending German-speaking children to live with Czech-speaking 
relatives was considered an important strategy of subsistence, especially as literacy in Bohemia 
was higher among Czech than among German speakers. As for the Habsburg Empire, we have 
to rethink its history beyond what we know about its demise in 1918. Of course there were 
conflicts between nationalities, but many families first had to learn to which community they 
actually belonged; others knew that the nation state offered them no future, with the famous 
leader of the Czech national movement, the historian Frantisek Palacky arguing that the 
multinational Habsburg Empire would have to be invented if it didn’t already exist.28 There is 
scope to rethink the Age of Nationalism as an Age of trans-nationalism, to rethink our mental 
maps. Especially the territories of the Habsburg monarchy offer the transnational opera scholar 
rich hunting grounds. 
 
If much social and cultural history still refers predominantly to national developments, the 
profession follows nineteenth-century parameters of modernisation theory, which assumed that 
societies will automatically constitute themselves as nation states; that local and regional 
identities will disappear, along with religious and other markers of traditional identity. This 
assumption is empirically incorrect, even for the modern period. If defined by their economic, 
social or even political activity, or by cultural signifiers, most societies are characterised by 
transterritorial connections between sub-national groups, including trade across political 
borders, labour migration and other strategies of guaranteeing subsistence and reproduction.29 
These transterritorial exchanges are not only used to meet demands in moments of crisis, but 
constitute the essence of how societies understand themselves.  
 
Another Italian example serves to illustrate the role of transterritorial exchanges. In the case of 
Venice and Venetia, the legacy of transterritoriality helps to explain the region’s late and 
difficult integration into the Italian nation state after 1866, and the provincial isolation which 
characterised Venice after a liberation to which the city’s population contributed relatively 
little. Much of its fate was decided hundreds of miles North on Bohemian battlefields. While 
in 1848-49 Venice fought heroically for its independence from Austria and for the 
reconstitution of its Republican rights, in 1866 it made no significant contribution to its 
liberation. Instead, the Prussian and Austrian armies decided much of Italy’s so-called Third 
War of Liberation. At the time, the social, economic and cultural boundaries of Venetian 
society hardly overlapped with those of the new nation state. Despite the long decline of the 
Republic of Venice, cultural and economic connections still linked it to different parts of the 
Habsburg monarchy, but also to the wider Adriatic and the Eastern Mediterranean; Ugo 
Foscolo and his campaign for the Ionian Islands serves as a powerful example.30 Most of the 
city’s transterritorial connections were lost as a consequence of Unification. Even cultural 
institutions, such as La Fenice, were adversely affected by the city’s integration into the Italian 
nation state. As Jutta Toelle has shown, over decades the famous theatre was run with great 
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success in a kind of joint venture with Vienna, as one of the most prestigious opera houses in 
Europe.31 After 1866 it shared the misery of most Italian theatres post-Unification. The new 
nation state refused to take on responsibility for the theatres of the former capital cities, and as 
a consequence La Fenice was unable to find impresarios prepared to take the financial risk of 
organising a season without adequate subsidies. Over the following decades its doors remained 
closed for eleven out of twenty-four years. Similarly, Naples' San Carlo, accustomed to the 
generosity of its Bourbon rulers before 1860, remained closed for three successive years during 
the 1870s; the Pergola in Florence ceased to produce regular opera performances after 1877; 
and la Scala, another of the Habsburgs’ great opera houses, remained shut for several years 
because the municipality was unwilling to provide subsidies.32 While historians continue to 
debate Italian opera as well as opera in Italy – to use Rosselli’s distinction - in terms of 
“national culture”, as soon as this culture was pressed into the straightjacket of the nation state 
it declined, threatened with immediate suffocation.33 Many of Italy’s great theatres remained 
just shadows of themselves; Italian musicians emigrated to Latin America; for much of the 
century’s remaining decades the centre of operatic attention became French opera and 
European Wagnerism. The greatest successes of Verdi pre-dated Unification; after Un ballo in 
maschera, he mostly wrote for foreign stages. In Bologna, between 1871 and 1915, Lohengrin 
became the most frequently performed opera, followed by La Traviata, but with Tristan in the 
third place.34 When Puccini and la giovine scuola tried to revive Italian opera, most critics 
rejected his works as effeminate and “un-Italian”, as Alexandra Wilson has eloquently 
demonstrated in The Puccini Problem.35 Italy had been unified, but one of the principal features 
which defined Italy as a Kulturnation – opera – was seriously undermined by the whole 
enterprise. Even in an age of nationalism music does not easily fit national categories. Italian 
Unification is often studied as a problem of international history. The example illustrates how 
transnational approaches can change the narrative.  
 
The Age of Nationalism is also an Age of Empire. Colonial administration provides an even 
more obvious example where territorial identities do not coincide with the boundaries of nation 
states. In two rather different bodies of work the British post-colonial scholar Catherine Hall 
and the Russianist Geoffrey Hosking have demonstrated how the experience of empire is 
essential to the understanding of national identity, including concepts of citizenship and 
patterns of inclusion and exclusion.36 Historians often treat Britain or Russia as nation states, 
but what defines their peoples’ identity, their motivation, their social hierarchies and their 
economic strategies, is the fact that they live in states that constitute Empires. The pasts of 
these peoples have to be written as imperial histories, rather than in national terms. This also 
affects the ways we write about opera, for instance the history of theatres such as la Scala or la 
Fenice within their imperial context. The new imperial history challenges the focus on relations 
between sovereign states by discussing cross-cultural encounters, though not always explicitly 
in transnational terms. This historiography has immensely enhanced our understanding of 
imperial connections and their economic rationale. What sets the transnational agenda of this 
approach is the emphasis on the metropole as the product of imperial connections. Postcolonial 
theory has helped to shift the emphasis from Empires within international relations to research 
on Empire and metropole as a transnational relationship, where Empire is no longer seen as 
happening far away but as an experience which constitutes the understanding of the imperial 
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nation back home. Through literature, music, material culture and education, Empire 
constructed notions of citizenship, gender, class, religion and race.37 Opera studies can take 
meaningful inspiration from this body of work: in addition to the internationalisation of the 
opera industry, mentioned above, the analysis of the representation of imperial hierarchies in 
opera provides only one example.38  
 
Global history bears similar opportunities for opera studies. According to Akyra Iriye, the 
“foreign affairs of any country are built on certain ideas and images about a number of 
communities: national, regional, global, as well as subnational.” In his work on Japan the wider 
world becomes “the key framework, the mental universe, in which Japanese people and their 
leaders have sought to understand their place and their role in the international community”.39 
He begins his history of modern Japanese diplomacy with a quote from 1869, shortly after the 
Meiji Restoration, in which the court noble and government official Iwakura Tomomi instructs 
his fellow countrymen that “all human beings have horizontal eyes and vertical noses. Even if 
their hair is red and eyes blue, they are all human, endowed with their ideas of loyalty, filial 
piety, and marital affection. We should not despise them as barbarians but treat them as 
courteously as we would friends.”40 Japan’s modern efforts to position itself in international 
relations started from the comparability of racial features and their significance for shared 
behavioural codes. The dramatic change of Japan’s relationship with the world resulted from 
the transfer of ideas between different parts of the world and from the border crossings of 
people who had previously lived largely in isolation. Rather than simply emulating the West, 
Iriye sees this process as a pragmatic approach to perceived realities, a largely non-ideological 
understanding of the world, which nevertheless met the opposition of those political actors in 
Japan who favoured a more robust and sometimes a more Asianist orientation to the nation’s 
foreign policy. What is sometimes simply described as Japan’s modernisation or its 
westernisation becomes a complex process of cultural and intellectual exchange, which 
historians cannot fully investigate using the traditional methods of diplomatic history. If 
transnational opera studies wish to go global, it is these processes it needs to understand. 
 
But did globalisation start with European expansion into the New World? A global approach 
to transnational connections also helps to challenge Eurocentric prejudice, putting more recent 
world economic developments and international struggles for supremacy into perspective. The 
rise of Europe as a global power is a relatively recent phenomenon, which, contrary to many 
traditional accounts, does not coincide with the “discovery” of the New World several centuries 
earlier. Around 1900 Britain led worldwide manufacturing output, followed closely by the 
United States; but as late as 1800 China was still producing more manufactured goods than any 
other country. This is not only relevant to our understanding of the world economy as such, but 
also explains China’s political power in that particular part of the world – power that survived 
China’s own turmoil during the twentieth century. According to Chris Bayly, it is between the 
late eighteenth and the early twentieth century that uniformities in state administration, trade 
and political ideologies place the European imperial system and Western cultural models at the 
centre of a new wave of globalization. These processes made the globalisation of opera 
possible. For Bayly, globalization as a specific form of modernity is the consequence of 
Empire-building and emerges from the establishment of transnational connections between 
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Western Imperial powers, the Islamic world and South Asia. Race, ecological degradation and 
the use violence are at the centre of this system. They form the transnational connections that 
define global power. These are processes form the background to the globalisation of Western 
music. 
 
The many different trajectories transnational history has taken in recent years suggest that it 
presents history as a whole within a new epistemological context. Traditionally, few questions 
were raised when discussing social, cultural and intellectual developments in relation to the 
nation, usually based on teleological concepts of national history, which take the emergence of 
the nation state for granted at a time when such outcomes were far from certain. This often still 
is a history written from the perspective of the winners of history. Transnational perspectives 
can help to challenge such narratives. Transnational history is therefore more than the history 
of connections across borders; it also challenges a conceptual prejudice that sees the past 
primarily through the prism of nationality.  
 
IV. National approaches to the arts and social sciences privilege one aspect of human identity 
over others. Very different was the approach of sociologist Georg Simmel, who explained the 
experience of modernity as the tension arising from the overlapping plurality of impressions, 
identities and associations. Baudelaire’s flaneur and the traveller in Rilke’s Notebook illustrate 
how different contemporaries lived this experience and responded to it. Contrary to those early 
sociologists and commentators on the experience of modernity, some social scientists in the 
later twentieth century tend to reduce modern human experience to single categories, as 
identities narrowly based on either nationality, religious faith, race or ethnicity. A particularly 
prominent example of this approach is Samuel Huntington’s thesis of the Clash of Civilizations 
as an attempt to explain modern relationships between groups. The clash is caused by the 
narrow focus on single identities. Taken to the extreme, this approach leads to dangerous forms 
of religious, ethnocentric or national determinism. It is perhaps provocative to argue that 
national prejudice in historical analysis involves similar risks; but the vivid nature of debates 
on the transnational challenge suggests that historians should engage with those concerns 
articulated in our neighbouring disciplines.  
 
The economist and Nobel-prize winner Amartya Sen presents us with a pertinent critique of 
identity-based thinking, which has important implications for the ways in which some scholars 
make nationality and ethnicity the sole basis of their analysis. Arguing against the reduction of 
human experience to single identities, Sen reminds us of “the broad commonality of our shared 
humanity, but also many other identities that everyone simultaneously has”.41 Sen rejects a 
view of interpersonal relations reduced to “singular intergroup terms”, which pays no attention 
to the many other social groups to which individuals also belong: based on gender, social, 
political or cultural connections.42 What Sen reformulates here for our modern world has 
ancient roots in political thought. No one less than Cesare Beccaria warns us of placing tribes 
above individuals. What he calls “lo spirito di famiglia” is in fact “a spirit of detail, limited to 
marginal facts.” While tribal thinking “inspires submission and fear”, recognizing the 
individual, so Beccaria, offers “courage and freedom.”43 
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Social scientists and scholars in the humanities should take account of these multiple forms of 
overlapping identities that make humanity, which means to leave the one-way road of cultural 
and ethnic determinism. More concretely, this means to abstain from reducing the analysis of 
the operatic practices to nationality. Opera is almost always more than Nationaloper. Among 
the plurality of affiliations characterising producers and consumers of opera - gender, class, 
ideologies, urban identities, regional or imperial loyalties - many are by nature transnational. 
Nationality represents a relatively minor aspect of what characterises humanity. Therefore, any 
historical study that makes the nation or national identity the sole focus of analysis risks 
diminishing human experience.  
 
In 1781 the Abbé Raynal, in his book on the American Revolution, remarked that "nations in 
general are made more for feeling than for thinking."44 Let us feel when we sit in the theatre, 
but as opera scholars we ought to think; and thinking doesn’t need to be boring. A narrow focus 
on semantic content in form of national tropes detracts us from what Susan Sontag has called 
“the erotics of art”.45 Isn’t that what we love about opera?   
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