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[ “I know of no single-volume
' operatic guide that can
' possibly compare with Kobbé

&

...it is indispensable.”
—Bernard Levin
It is no exaggeration to say that
Kobbé is to opera what Bartlett is to
quotations or Julia Child to cuisine—
the unquestioned leader in its field.
For almost seven decades, through
a number of editions and revisions,
Kobbé has been the most com-
pendious, authoritative and interna-
tionally oriented guide available in
English. Now, after more than ten
years, this famous work has been
entirely reset, expanded, revised and
updated in a manner zestfully re-
sponsive to the explosion of enthu-
siasm for opera over the last decade,
generated in part by television.

[ _

| “For the opera-minded the
name of Kobbé is as signifi-

| cant as that of Fowler for the

L—word-wary. ” —Irving Kolodin

The stories of more than 300 of
the world’s great operas are related
in detail, complete with musical ex-
amples. Every entry is headed by a
detailed log of the dates, places and
casts of the significant premieres
and revivals of each work. To this
new edition have been added 29
operas. Sensitive to the operas of all
eras, Lord Harewood has, from the
early years, doubled the Handel en-
tries to reflect the many bicenten-
nial revivals of his works, and given
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PREFACE

Gustave Kobbé was born in New York in 1857, and received his musical
education there and at Wiesbaden in Germany. He began his career as
co-editor of the Musical Review, and in 1882 was sent as correspondent to
Bayreuth by the New York World for the first performance of Parsifal. He
contributed many articles on music to the leading American magazines of his
day and became music critic of the New York Herald, remaining with it for
eighteen years. His hobby was sailing, and it was while he was out in the Great
South Bay, Long Island, New York, in July 1918, that a seaplane, coming down
for alanding, struck his boat and killed him instantly.

At the time he died, Kobbé was on the point of completing the book which
was published after his death as The Complete Opera Book. Various additions to
itwere made before publication and also in subsequent editions, with a view to
fulfilling the claims of the title, although these must necessarily remain to a
great extent illusory. In the early 1950s, I was asked to bring Kobbé up to date
and in the 1954 edition made an attempt to reflect some of the changes which
had taken place in the repertory and in operatic outlook between 1918 and
then. In 1976 I repeated the process and now [ have done so again, and, as in
1954, the entry for each opera is signed with an initial, ‘K’ standing for the
material left by Mr Kobbé; ‘KW’ for the operas added after Kobbé’s death by
Katherine Wright, who put together the material he left; ‘E'B’ for Ferruccio
Bonavia; and ‘H’ for the present Editor.

Why are over 300 operas to be found in Kobbé, many thousands more
excluded? The criterion is still that the travelling opera-goer is likely to meet
the opera in question during his peregrinations. There are however a number
of factors: many are in because they are popular, some because they are
noteworthy as milestones, some because the editor feels they will (or should)
gradually become better known, some as a result of an exercise in choice.
Operettas (like La Belle Hélene) are included because they are so good that
opera companies often play them, others, which are also good (like West Side
Story), are excluded because their nature or their vocal requirements suggest
that an opera company brings fewer positive attributes to them than it does to,
say, Wienerblut.

There are probably as many reasons for choosing operas for Kobbé¢ as there
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are for the actual event of going to the opera. Are you more interested in the
Singer or the Song? In the glamour of the performer or the effect of the
performance? Do you go back to the more popular operas because of what in a
decent performance they can still give, or because they provide the best
opportunities for good singers, and good singing is for you a major pleasure?
My own priorities are probably obvious, and certainly have become more
apparent to me over the decades. I get vast enjoyment from listening to good
singing, but even more pleasure from good opera.

When [ was asked for the second time to revise Kobbé, some fourteen years
ago as | write, I made reference in my preface to changes in operatic fashion,
particularly in connection with revivals. In the early 1970s, these were already
in the great centres a feature of operatic life; with Monteverdi vying with
Mozart for a high place in the list of new productions, the lesser works of the
Italian Ottocento — by Rossini, Bellini, Donizetti, even by the brothers Ricci
and Mercadante — joining Verdi in the new fashion parade of golden oldies;
with Leonore added in 1970 to Fidelio, and Euryanthe and Oberon outgunning
Freischiitz for mentions in the index for the operatic year. Later still, the
fashion for revivals ran riot, the Metropolitan inaugurating its centenary with
Francesca da Rimini, and with 1985 raining Handel operas on to an often (but
not invariably) grateful public. This situation was in fairly strong contrast with
what was happening in the early 1950s when I first worked on the book and had
myself within the space of three years been present at the first nights of The
Rake’s Progress, Billy Budd, and Gloriana, and was looking forward to premiéres
of The Turn of the Screw, Troilus and Cressida and Midsummer Marriage within a
year of delivering the proofs to the printer. In retrospect that seems like a
golden quinquennium and since then the cry has gone up, as so often before,
that opera is in crisis. In 1970, Hans Werner Henze, in the preceding two
decades one of opera’s most successful and most prolific composers, was
quoted, accurately [ believe, as saying: ‘...I could see that [ would contribute
no more new operas, masquerades, charades ... I feel opera is finished. Of
course, the basic idea of putting drama to music is not finished...” As someone
steeped for most of his life in opera, I should hate to think there was too much
force in Henze’s premise, and I take comfort from his reservation.

Composers have appeared, believing in Henze’s ‘basic idea’ and putting
their beliefs successfully into practice: some, like Ligeti, announcing that they
might write only a couple of operas, or, like Harrison Birtwistle, saying that
what they are writing is not really opera at all; others, working in countries
where native opera had not previously flourished, like Harry Somers in
Canada with Louis Riel, or Brian Howard with Metamorphosis and Richard
Meale with Voss in Australia. At least one in the 1970s — Philip Glass — has
apparently found something not unlike a successful operatic formula, at the
very least a means of communication with the public which has ensured that a
premiére of one of his operas would be approached by its potential audience
with keen anticipation rather than as an act of funerary penance.

I remain convinced that opera fulfils an aspect of human need, the
transmission through music of one or another of the many forms of drama in
which the human condition deals. That is why I hope with some confidence
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that a future editor of Kobbé will, in perhaps another dozen or so years, find
him or herself still adding to and subtracting from its original table of contents
in an effort to make that chimerical claim to completeness something other
than a total affront to the publishers’ (and the editor’s) conscience.

One of the many problems associated with the preparation of a new edition of
Kobbé was that of Russian transliteration. We have not tried to be strictly
logical, which will offend some, but have based our attempts on usage
(Tchaikovsky rather than Chaikovsky), and euphony (‘Russlan’, which is how it
sounds, rather than ‘Ruslan’, which is — I think — how it should be written).

For help in the preparation of this edition my thanks are due to Harold
Rosenthal for his care of the details of premiéres and revivals of the individual
operas; and to many musicians and other operatic friends for supplying
material and for suggestions based on the last edition, particularly to Charles
Mackerras, David Lloyd-Jones, Winton Dean and Edmund Tracey.

May 1986 HAREWOOD












1
Opera Before Gluck

CLAUDIO

MONTEVERDI
(1567-1643)

Man’s instinct for drama expressed through (as opposed to accompanied by) music
has taken very many forms through the ages— the tragedies and comedies of
the Greeks, the Buffalo dances of American Indian Blackfoots, the Ramayana
of India, Miracle plays, Mysteries and Masques, the Christian Mass itself—
and opera is a culmination of a particular form of Western expression, itself to
this day in a constant state of evolution.

Modern opera may conveniently be said to have begun in 1600, the date of
Peri’s Euridice, the first surviving example of the form (his Dafne, 1597, has
been lost).

At the end of the sixteenth century a small group of aristocratic intelligent-
sia, known collectively to musical history as the ‘Camerata’, was meeting in
Florence. Under the auspices of Count Giovanni Bardi di Vernio, and later of
Jacopo Corsi, it included composers such as Vincenzo Galilei (father of the
astronomer), Emilio de’ Cavalieri, Jacopo Peri, and Giulio Caccini, and the
avowed intention was to reproduce as far as possible the combination of words
and music which together made up Greek theatre. With this restorative aim in
view, the members laid down that the text must at all times be understood, that
the words must be sung with a scrupulously correct and natural declamation,
and that above all the music must interpret the spirit of the whole, not
concentrate on details of incidents and words or even individual syllables. In a
word, taking the Greeks as their authorities, the composers and poets
concerned were anxious to end the distortion of the words which was
inevitable in polyphonic music; in its place they were responsible for putting
monody (or solo song), to form something like the opera we know today.

Claudio Monteverdi, already highly successful in polyphonic style, was the
composer who was able to build on the foundations which had been laid by the
Florentine ‘Camerata’ and his first opera, Orfeo, has been described by
Professor Jack Westrup as a landmark ‘not because it broke new ground but
because in it imagination took control of theory’. It was opera’s good fortune
that there should appear so soon a composer whose outlook was essentially
dramatic, and Monteverdi’s Orfeo makes the Euridice of Peri and Caccini (both
set Rinuccini’s libretto in the same year, 1600) appear pale and monotonous
by comparison.




KOBBE’S OPERA BOOK

Monteverdi’s career is conveniently divided into two sections: during the
first, 1590-1612, he was in the service of the Mantuan court and during the
second, 1613- 1643 he worked in Venice, as Maestro di Capella of San
Marco and as a composer for the theatre. During the first period he wrote
three of the twenty-one dramatic (or semi-dramatic) pieces to his credit (Orféo
and ! Ballo delle Ingrate survive complete, but only a few fragments of Arianna
exist today); of the remaining eighteen, all but four have disappeared (Tirsi e
Clori, a ballet-opera; Il Combattimento di Tancredi e Clorinda, a dramatic
cantata; and the operas I/ Ritorno d’Ulisse in Patria and L Incoronazione di
Poppea survive).

Monteverdi represents not so much revolution as the culmination of a
period of change, and he was a composer who was thoroughly at home in both
the polyphonic and the monodic styles. H.

LA FAVOLA D’ORFEO
The Legend of Orpheus

Opera in a prologue and five acts. Music by Claudio Monteverdi, text by Alessandro
Striggio. First produced prlvatelv at the Accademia degl’ Inv: aghm, Mantua, February
1607, with Giovanni Gualberto' as Orfeo, and on February 24 of the same year at the
Court Theatre, Mantua. In August 1607 the opera was given in Monteverdi’s native
town of Cremona, and it is likely that there were stage productions in Turin, Florence,
and Milan.

Orfeo was revived in 1904 in a concert version in Paris (arranged Vincent d’Indy); in
1909 in Milan and other Italian cities (arranged Giacomo Orefice); in 1910 in
Brussels. The first modern staging was at the Théitre Réjane, Paris, in 1911, in *
d’Indy’s version.

The opera was first heard in America in concert form at the Metropolitan, New
York, in 1912 (arranged Orefice), when Hermann Weil was Orfeo and the cast
included Rita Fornia, Anna Case, and Herbert Witherspoon. In 1913 Chicago heard a
concert version, conducted by Campanini and with Sammarco in the title role. There |
was a stage performance in Breslau in 1913 arranged by Erdmann-Guckel, and a new
realisation by Carl Orff was heard at Mannheim in 1925. Malipiero’s arrangement was
first performed in Leningrad in 1929. The first American stage performance took
place in 1929 at Northampton, Massachusetts, under the auspices of Smith College (in
Malipiero’s version) with Charles Kullman as Orfeo. {

In England, the first performance (in concert form, arranged d’Indy) took place
under the auspices of the Institut Frangais in 1924, and a stage version (arranged J. A.

Westrup and W. H. Harris) was seen in Oxford in 1925 and in London in 1929. Italian
revivals have been at the Rome Opera, 1934 (arranged Benvenuti), with Franci
(Orfeo), Gabriella Gatti, Giuseppina Cobelli, and Cloe Elmo, conductor Serafin; at la
Scala, Milan, 1935 (arranged Respighi), under Marinuzzi and with Carlo Galeff
(Orfeo), Stignani, Carla Segrera, Palombini; at the Florence Festival, 1949 (arranged
Frazzi), with Fedora Barbieri (Orfeo), conductor Guarnieri. Cesare Brero’s version
was performed by the Opera Camera of Milan at Versailles in 1964 and at the Aix-en-

—

1 A castrato, the first to create an important operatic role.
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CLAUDIO MONTEVERDI

Provence Festival, 1965. Another realisation is by Maderna who conducted the 1967
production at the Holland Festival with Barry McDaniel. Orfeo was produced in
Budapest in 1936 (in Respighi’s version) and remained in the regular repertory for a
number of years. Revived, New York City Center, 1960, with Souzay, conductor
Stokowski; Sadler’s Wells Opera (realised by Raymond Leppard) 1965, with John
Wakefield; Kent Opera (in Roger Norrington’s edition) 1976; Edinburgh Festival
1978 by Ziirich Opera in Harnoncourt’s realisation; English National Opera 1981
produced by David Freeman with Anthony Rolfe Johnson (John Eliot Gardiner
conducted his own realisation).

CHARACTERS

Soprano Music (Prologue)
Soprano or Tenor Orfeo, a poet
Soprano Euridice, Ais wife
Soprano A Nymph
Three Tenors, Bass Four Shepherds
Soprano Messenger
Soprano Hope
Bass Charon
Soprano Proserpine, Queen of the Undermorld
Bass Pluto, King of the Undermorld
Tenor or Baritone Apollo

Nymphs, Shepherds, Spirits of the Underworld

It is perhaps worth while to give a list'of the instruments called for at the
beginning of Monteverdi’s score of Orfeo, and of the additional ones men-
tioned in the inner pages of the score:
Fundament instruments (i.e. chord-playing)
2 clavicembalos
1 double harp (one more needed in performance?)
2 chitarrones (one more called for in score)
2 bass cithers (not listed but mentioned in score)
3 bass gambas
2 organs with wood (flute) pipes (Organi di Legno)
1 organ with reed pipes (Regale)
Stringed instruments
2 small violins (a/la francese)
10 viole de braccio (i.e. a string ensemble, possibly
4 violins, 4 violas, 2 violoncellos)
2 contrabass viols
Wind instruments
4 trombones (one more called for in score)
2 cornetts
1 flautino alla Vigesima Seconda (i.e. a high recorder;
one more (?) called for in score)

! The list is quoted in Donald Grout’s A Short History of Opera (O.U.P.).
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1 high trumpet (c/arino; possibly referring to use
of high range of ordinary trumpet)
3 soft trumpets (trombe sordine)

It seems likely that many of the players doubled, and of course not all the
instruments were used at once, apart that is to say from the opening roccata,
some of the sinfonie, and the accompaniments of a few of the choruses.
Monteverdi indicated what combination of instruments he required, and he
used the contrast of orchestral colour for dramatic purposes.

Itis a piece of the greatest good fortune that so early in the history of Opera
(as opposed to the much longer history of Music Drama), there should in
Monteverdi have appeared a master and that his first opera should be a
masterpiece. But it is no accident that this first opera should open with a
clarion call still unrivalled in its way amongst operatic introductions. This
thrice played foccata in C major was perhaps the accompaniment to an entry by
Monteverdi’s patrons, the Gonzagas, and their guests, but such a circum-
stance detracts not at all from its effect, which Hans Redlich has rightly called
‘shattering’. The Prologue consists of a recitation by LL.a Musica of her powers;
there are five verses, composed on a bass, each introduced by a ritornello which
is played for the sixth time after the last verse. The same ritornello recurs for
the seventh and eighth times at the end of Act Il and at the beginning of Act V..
These ritornelli are employed throughout the opera to create appropriate
atmosphere for the various scenes.

Act . Shepherds and Nymphs are rejoicing over the wedding of Orfeo
and Euridice. The two Shepherds and the Nymph have solo verses in between
the choruses, and Orfeo himself sings the first of his big solos, ‘Rosa del ciel’.
This is followed by a stanza for Euridice, and the choruses are repeated. The
act ends with a beautiful chorus praying that their happy state may bring no
misfortune on the lovers.

Act Il is dominated by the great scene for the Messenger, and by Orfeo’s
lament, but it begins with a long, beautiful pastoral episode. Orfeo sings first,
and his short solo is followed by a strophic song for the second Shepherd, and
a duet for two Shepherds; each of these has two verses, and each verse is
preceded by its ritornello. The Shepherds have a third verse, which is preceded
and followed by a different ritornello, and the scene is rounded off by a short
chorus, in which the Shepherds beg Orfeo to sing. Orfeo sings a strophic song
‘Vi ricordo o boschi ombrosi’, each of the four verses being preceded by a
ritornello played by five viole da braccio, one contrabass viol, two clavicem-
balos, and three chitarrones. It is a simple, carefree aria, and perfectly
establishes the mood of contentment and happiness which, after the Shepherd
has praised Orfeo’s song, is so suddenly broken by the advent of the
Messenger with the news of Euridice’s death. The unclouded happiness and
serenity which have seemed to be Orfeo’s have aroused the envy of the gods;
the chorus is immediately apprehensive of the nature of the Messenger’s
errand, and Orfeo alone is unaware of the approach of tragedy. ‘Ahi, caso
acerbo’ sings the Messenger to a phrase which is later repeated by the
Shepherds, and the chorus. The solo is one of great emotional and dramatic
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import, and the few phrases of dialogue with Orfeo at the beginning, ending
with his stunned ‘Ohim¢’, produce an extraordinary intensity by the simplest
means. The Messenger’s narration over, the first reaction of horror comes (to
the words ‘Ahi, caso acerbo’) from the Shepherds. A moment later Orfeo (as if
repeating the last words he heard, suggests Leo Schrade’) begins his lament,
“T'u se’ morta, se’ morta mia vita’. It is short, the feeling is restrained, even
classical, but the evocative power of the music is unsurpassed, and the
simplicity and passion of the ending ‘A dio terra, a dio cielo, e Sole, a Dio’, is
most moving. The chorus and the Shepherds sing an elaborate threnody to the
words ‘Ahi, caso acerbo’, and mourn the tragedies of Euridice bitten by the
Serpent, and of Orfeo transfixed by grief.

Act III. In impressively solemn declamation, Orfeo is confronted by
Hope. He resolves to seek Euridice in Hades. The use of trombones is a
feature of the orchestration. Charon’s sombre utterance is followed by Orfeo’s
attempt by means of his powers as a singer to gain admission to Hades. The
song with its elaborate ornamentation is a great test of virtuosity, and, as if to
emphasise this characteristic, each verse and ritornello has a different com-
bination of instruments. It is perhaps surprising that Monteverdi should print
an alternative and wholly simple version for the use, one supposes, of singers
who were not able to do justice to the more elaborate writing. Charon admits
that he has listened to the song with intense pleasure, but it is only after Orfeo
has renewed his pleading in the simplest recitative that he yields; who could
resist the rising semitones of the impassioned ‘Rendetemi il mio ben, Tartarei
Numi’ with which he ends his plea? Preceded and followed by a solemn
sinfonia, the act ends with a most lovely, madrigalesque chorus of Spirits.

Act IV. Proserpine and Pluto discuss Orfeo’s plight, and, prompted by
his wife and urged by the captive spirits singly and in chorus, the King of the
Underworld agrees to release Euridice to her husband. Orfeo is triumphant
but his song of rejoicing is interrupted as he looks back to see if Euridice is
following. The spirits lament that her short-lived freedom should be snatched
from her by her husband’s transgression of Pluto’s stipulation.

Act V. Orfeo, wandering on the plains of Thrace, laments his broken
heart, and summons nature itself, which has so often benefited fromn his
singing, to join him in his mourning. The ritornello, which begins the act, is the
same as that used in the Prologue; during the course of the scene, Monteverdi
makes use of an echo device. Apollo, Orfeo’s father, descends from Heaven
and tells his son that he will be translated to divine immortality, and amongst
the stars will be able to see his Euridice again. Father and son ascend to
Heaven singing together music full of coloratura ornament. The chorus sings
its valediction in a gay ‘Moresca’. (It should be noted that Striggio’s original
libretto brought the legend to an end in accordance with tradition, Orfeo
being torn to pieces at a Bacchanalian orgy by the Thracian women,
maddened by his unceasing laments for a woman he would not see again.)

‘Orfeo’, says Professor Westrup,? ‘is curiously representative of its time. We

! Leo Schrade: Monteverdi (Gollancz).
2 In his essay on the composer in The Heritage of Music, vol. 111 (O.U.P.).
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find in it the new recitative already practised by Peri and Caccini, the
rhythmical subtlety of the French chanson, the traditional polyphony of motet
and madrigal, the conventional practice of embellishing a vocal line with
Sioriture, the chromatic devices of the madrigal transferred to monody . ..
Orfeo is hardly an experimental work; it is rather a successful attempt to
combine into a single whole the varied methods of musical expression current
at the time.’ H.

ARIANNA

Opera in a prologue and eight scenes, music by Monteverdi, text by Rinuccini. First
performed at the Teatro della Corte, Mantua, May 28, 1608, as part of the festivities
connected with the wedding of Francesco Gonzaga with Margherita di Savoia. Virginia
Andreini was the original Arianna. The score is now lost, apart from the famous lament
and a few other fragments, but stage revivals were presented at Karlsruhe in 1926, and
in Paris 1931.

Arianna seems to have been enormously successful when first performed, and
the great lament of Arianna, ‘Lasciatemi morire’, became immediately the
most popular piece of music of the day. It began a long line of lamenti, and
Monteverdi himself transformed it into a five-part madrigal (in 1610) and into

a sacred ‘Pianto della Madonna’ (published 1640). H.
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ILCOMBATTIMENTO DI
TANCREDI E CLORINDA

The Fight between Tancredi and Clorinda

Dramatic cantata, music by Monteverdi, text by Tasso: verses 52—-68 of Canto XII of
Gerusalemme liberata.

11 Combattimento was published in 1638, fourteen years after it was written
for performance in the Palazzo of Girolamo Mocenigo. In his introduction to
the score, Monteverdi describes the first performance. After some madrigals
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had been sung as an introduction, Clorinda appeared, armed and on foot,
followed by Tancredi, also armed but on a Cavallo Mariano.! The Narrator
began his song, and Clorinda and Tancredi acted, or danced, the story in a
way suggested by the words. All details of expression were to be observed by
singers, actors, and instrumentalists, and the action, half ballet, half acting,
was strictly in time with the words and music. The Narrator is instructed to
sing clearly and firmly and to articulate well; only in the stanza to Night may he
employ decoration; for the rest, he must narrate a similitudine delle passioni dell’
oratione. At the end, says Monteverdi, the audience was moved to tears and
applause at this new sort of entertainment.

Before the action begins, Tancredi, a Christian knight, has fallen in love
with Clorinda, a Saracen maiden. She is a brave and skilful warrior and,
dressed in man’s armour, has assaulted and burnt, with one companion, a
Christian fortification. As she is returning from this victory, she is seen and
pursued by Tancredi. He thinks her a man and challenges her to mortal
combat.

The Narrator (Testo), who remains outside the action but comments
throughout, begins by announcing the theme of the story, and straightaway we
have, in 6/8 time, a representation of the horseback pursuit. Clorinda and
Tancredi defy one another, and Tancredi dismounts for the combat. The
Narrator begins his description of the phases of the fight, and before the
sinfonia which introduces the Invocation of Night, we hear for the first time the
string tremolo, or stile concitato, about which more later. The stanza in praise of
Night is a beautiful inspiration; it gives way to a graphic account of the battle,
whose musical phases change as often as the various stages of the duel. Not
only does Monteverdi use the new device of rapidly repeated notes in the
orchestra but he makes the Narrator imitate the device by setting some lines at
breakneck speed.

In the middle of the battle, the combatants rest, and their exhaustion is
faithfully reflected in the music. Tancredi says that whatever the issue he
would like to know the name of his opponent, but Clorinda answers proudly
that the warrior who opposes him is one of the two responsible for burning the
Christian tower. The music is headed ‘Guerra’ as they return to fight with
renewed zeal. Soon Clorinda is beaten and, transfixed by the sword of her
opponent, falls dying at his feet. She forgives him and asks him to mark his
forgiveness of her by bestowing Christian baptism on her. He fetches water
from a stream which runs nearby, raises her visor and in a moment of horror
recognises that his opponent was the Saracen maid he loved so well. He
baptises her, and as he does so, she sings a last, rising phrase in which one can

! Raymond Leppard has suggested an interesting explanation of the significance of this
mysterious term. ‘By the time Combattimento was published in Book VIII, the circumstances of
performance were being described and not prescribed. The Mocenigo Palace is not large and the
courtyard has no place for anyone to sit so it must have been performed on the piano nobile, which
is also not large. No question then of a real horse. A hobby-horse would seem the most likely and
since almost life-size puppets had long been (and still are) a feature of Italian popular theatre,
there is the possibility that it was performed by puppets and sung by singers at the side. “Mariano”
doesn’t exist except in religious or seasonal usage but it is very close to the stem “marionette”
(which I believe has a religious origin itself) and I believe that this is the true origin.’

9




KOBBE’S OPERA BOOK

feel her soul leaving her earthly body for the heaven which she can see open to
receive it: ‘S’apre il ciel; io vado in pace.’

In his preface Monteverdi recognises three principal human passions:
wrath ([ra), temperance (Temperanza), and humility or prayer (Umilta or
Supplicazione). Music, he says, has represented the soft, molle, and the
temperate, but not the concitato, the excited. By means of his invention of the
string tremolo and by applying it to an appropriaie text, he hopes to remedy this
defect; with the new device is associated for the first time the string pizzicato,
like the tremolo a commonplace today.

The opera is scored for a quartet of strings (written out in full) supported by
contrabass and harpsichord, and it is in Monteverdi’s invention of this
combination of sound to fit action that the unique quality of this fascinating
work lies. H.

IL RITORNO D’ULISSE IN PATRIA
Ulysses” Return Home

Opera in a prologue and five acts, text by G. Badoaro. First performed in Venice,
February 1641. Some doubt has been cast on the authenticity of the ascription to
Monteverdi since the score was first published in Vienna in 1923. However, agreement

by now seems fairly general that the music is in fact his, and Luigi Dallapiccola, the

Italian composer who was responsible for an authoritative arrangement of the opera

(1942), did not hesitate to describe the work as a masterpiece. The opera was revived in

concert form in Brussels, 1925 (fragments only); in Paris (arranged by d’Indy) in 1925 \
and 1927; and it was broadcast from London in 1928 (in d’Indy’s arrangement,
English version by D. Millar Craig). The opera was staged in Dallapiccola’s arrange-
ment, Florence Festival, 1942, conducted by Mario Rossi and with Jolanda Magnoni, |
Cloe Elmo, Fedora Barbieri, Giovanni Voyer, and Tancredi Pasero; at la Scala, Milan,

1943, with virtually the same cast; Holland Festival, 1962, with de Bossy, Ghitti, van

der Zalm, van der Bilt, conductor Dorati; Piccola Scala, Milan, 1964, with Boyer, w|
Companeez, Casoni, Zaccaria. Erich Kraack’s adaptation was given in Wupperthal,

1959, and elsewhere in Germany, including Hamburg 1965, with Hafliger and Kerstin |
Meyer; Raymond Leppard’s at Glyndebourne in 1972 with Janet Baker and Benjamin |
Luxon; Harnoncourt’s at Ziirich and Edinburgh Festival 1978.

CHARACTERS

Tenor Jove
Basso profondo Neptune
Soprano Minerva
Soprano Juno
Baritone Mercury
Tenor Ulysses
Contralto Penelope, wife of Ulysses
Mezzo-Soprano Telemacus, son of Ulysses

10




CLAUDIO MONTEVERDI

Penelope’s suitors
Basso Profondo Antinous
Tenor Pisander
Tenor Anfinomus

Tenor Eurimacus, lover of Melanto
Mezzo-Soprano Melanto, Penelope’s attendant
Tenor Eumetes, Ulysses’ swineherd
Buffo Tenor Iro, jester to the suitors
Mezzo-Soprano Ericlea, Ulysses’ nurse

Naiads, Sailors, Sirens, Nereids

The above distribution is that required for Dallapiccola’s arrangement of the
score; in d’Indy’s version, Ulysses, Eurimacus, and Anfinomus were
baritones, Telemacus a tenor, and Penelope herself a soprano. In both
versions, Monteverdi’s five acts are reduced to three (as they are in the Vienna
MS. of the score), and this arrangement is being followed here.

Act I. (In Dallapiccola’s edition, as in d’Indy’s, the prologue, with its
allegorical figures— Human Fragility, Time, Fortune, Love—is omitted.)
The curtain rises on a room in the royal palace. Penelope, Ulysses’ wife, is
attended by her nurse, Ericlea, as she bemoans her state of loneliness with her
husband still not returned from the war. It is a magnificent lament, proofin its
own right that Ulysses is by the composer of the Arianna lament, say its
admirers; “Torna, torna, deh torna Ulisse’ is its poignant refrain. A duet
follows between the amorous Melanto and her lover Eurimacus.

The second scene is a discussion between Jove and Neptune on the subject
of the gods’ punishment of men’s sins. The scene changes, and we are with
Ulysses on board a Phaeacian ship off the coast of Ithaca. The Phaeacians lay
the sleeping Ulysses on the shore. He wakes up, thinks he has been deposited
in an unknown land, and laments the fate to whose devices for keeping him
from his native country there appears to be no end. Ulysses’ lament is not so
highly organised as Penelope’s in the first scene, but it is one of the most
effective moments in the opera. There follows a long scene between Ulysses
and Minerva, who appears disguised as a shepherd to comfort Ulysses and
spur him on to return home to his wife and his throne. Ulysses eventually
recognises Minerva, who tells him that he will not be recognised by anyone—
she will disguise him—but will return home to rout the suitors who have
taken possession of his palace. The scene ends with Ulysses rejoicing at the
turn in his fortunes: ‘O fortunato Ulisse’.

Act II.  Eumetes, Ulysses’ old herdsman, is discovered alone. He sings of
the contrast between his own contented lot and that of princes, who have
possessions but often no happiness. The ridiculous Iro breaks in on his
reverie, and smacks his lips over the pampered life /e leads, contrasting the
shepherd’s life unfavourably with it. Eumetes sends him about his business:
‘Corri, corri a mangiar, a crepar’ (Haste thee, go and eat, stuff thyself). Ulysses
comes in and hears Eumetes lament his master’s absence; he tells him that
Ulysses will not fail his country, and the two go off together, Eumetes full of
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joy at the prospect of Ulysses’ return, Ulysses no less happy at having found a
guide. ) .

The scene changes to Telemacus’ ship, where Telemacus rejoices at the
voyage and, joined by Minerva, at the favourable wind. Again there is a change
of scene, this time to the grove in which we originally found Eumetes. Minerva
cautions Telemacus against disregarding her advice now that he is safely
landed in his native country. Eumetes recognises him and greets him, saying
that the old man he has with him (in reality Telemacus’ father but not known
to either of them) has encouraged him to think Ulysses himself may be on his
way to Ithaca. There is a short duet for Ulysses and Eumetes on the subject of
hope, and Telemacus bids Eumetes go to the Queen and warn her that her son
has come home to her, and that moreover she should not give up hope of
seeing Ulysses himself. No sooner has he gone than Ulysses changes into his
own shape and reveals himself to his son. There is a rapturous duet of
rejoicing for father and son and the scene ends with Ulysses telling his son to
go to Penelope and warn her that Ulysses himself will return before long.

We are in the palace of Penelope, where she is surrounded by her suitors.
They beg her, first together then singly, to return their love, but she will have
none of them. Into the palace rushes Eumetes, bringing the news that Ulysses
may be amongst them before long. Penelope leaves the four suitors together,
and they agree that come what may they must press their claims on the Queen
before it is too late.

Act III.  The Palace. Antinous mocks the poor beggar (in reality Ulysses),
who should, he says, be with Eumetes looking after the hogs, not in the palace
watching them sup. Iro joins in, stuttering as usual (he is Vasek’s forerunner),
but is challenged to a wrestling match by Ulysses, and soundly beaten.
Penelope compliments the old man on his victory. In a moment the other
suitors return to her, and she consents to set them a test: the one who can draw
Ulysses’ bow shall become her husband. Each in turn fails, but Ulysses asks to
be allowed to try his strength; he renounces the prize, and says he is anxious
only to join in the trial. He draws the bow, amidst exclamations of surprise
from the bystanders; then, to the accompaniment of war-like music, transfixes
each of the suitors in turn with an arrow. His triumph is complete.

Iro is found alone. His aria, marked parte ridicola, is a masterpiece of parody,
with the elevated style Monteverdi had done so much to establish as its object.
Even the ciaccona bass of his own madrigal, ‘Zefiro torna’, is pressed into
service to do justice to the spectacle of Iro lamenting the horror which has
come upon him: now that all his patrons are dead, he has an empty belly. He
can think of no solution to the difficulty of filling it, and resolves on suicide.

Telemacus and Eumetes try to convince Penelope that the old man who
successfully drew the bow was Ulysses himself, but even the appearance of her
husband in his proper form does not convince her that she is not still the victim
of a cruel deception. It is not until Ericlea affirms that she has recognised him
by the scar on his shoulder that Penelope allows caution to be replaced by love.
Penelope rejoices in an aria before she and Ulysses join in a final duet to
celebrate their reunion. H.
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L’ INCORONAZIONE DI POPPEA

The Coronation of Poppaea

Opera in a prologue and three acts by Claudio Monteverdi, text by G. F. Busenello.
Premiére at Teatro di Giovanni e Paolo in Venice 1642. Performed in Naples 1651. It
was revived in concert form in Vincent d’Indy’s arrangement by the Schola Cantorum
in Paris in 1905; and in 1913 given a stage production there at the Théatre des Arts
with Claire Croiza, Héléne Demellier, M. A. Coulomb, conductor d’Indy. In 1926 it
was produced at Smith College, Northampton, Mass., and the following year at Oxford
by the University Opera Club in an English translation by R. L. Stuart. Performed at
the Florence Festival of 1937 in the Boboli Gardens in a version by G. Benvenuti, with
Gina Cigna, Giuseppina Cobelli, Giovanni Voyer and Tancredi Pasero, conductor
Gino Marinuzzi; and in the same year at both the Vienna Volksoper in 2 German
version by Kfenek, and at the Opéra-Comique, Paris, in Malipiero’s version, with
Renée Gilly, Madeleine Sibille, Georges Jouatte, André Gaudin, Etcheverry, conduc-
tor Gustave Cloez. Malipiero’s realisation was revived at the Teatro Olimpico,
Vicenza, and in Venice in 1949, with Hilde Gueden, Elsa Cavelti, Giovanni Voyer and
Boris Christoff, conductor Erede. A new version by Ghedini was heard at la Scala,
Milan, in 1953, with Clara Petrella, Marianna Radev, Renato Gavarini and Mario
Petri, conductor Carlo Maria Giulini. Yet another realisation, by Walter Goehr, was
first given at the Hamburg Opera in 1959 (having been recorded some years
previously), with Anneliese Rothenberger, Ernst Hifliger, Ernst Wiemann, conductor
Ernest Bour. Raymond Leppard’s realisation was first performed at Glyndebourne in
1962, with Magda Laszlo, Frances Bible, Oralia Dominguez, Richard Lewis, Carlo
Cava, conductor John Pritchard, and at the Coliseum, London, in 1971, with Janet
Baker, Katherine Pring, Robert Ferguson, Clifford Grant, conductor Leppard. Roger
Norrington in 1974 prepared and conducted a version generally believed nearer to the
original than perhaps any other since Monteverdi’s time, with Kent Opera, with
Sandra Browne as Poppaea and Anne Pashley (soprano) as Nero.

CHARACTERS

Soprano Goddess of Fortune
Soprano Goddess of Virtue
Soprano Goddess of Love
Soprano' Ottone, Poppaea’s former lover
Tenor Two soldiers of the Emperor’s Bodyguard
Soprano Poppaea
Soprano® Nero, Emperor of Rome
Contralto® Arnalta, Poppaea’s old nurse
Mezzo-Soprano Octavia, Empress of Rome
Mezzo-Soprano Octavia’s nurse
Soprano Drusilla, Octavia’s lady-in-waiting
Bass Seneca, philosopher, Nero’s former tutor
Tenor* A young attendant on Octavia (Valletto)

! Originally male soprano; often a baritone in modern versions.
2 Originally male soprano; mostly a tenor in modern realisations.
3 May have been a tenor originally.

* Originally a male soprano.
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Soprano A maid in Octavia’s service (Damigella)
Baritone Liberto, Captain of the-Guard
Soprano Pallas, Goddess of Wisdom
Tenor Lucano, Nero’s friend
Bass Lictor
Bass' Mercury
Soprano Venus

Soldiers, Disciples of Seneca, Servants, Consuls, Tribunes, Senators, etc.
Time: About 55 A.D. Place: Rome

L Incoronazione di Poppea is Monteverdi’s last opera, written when he was
seventy-five and, according to most observers, his finest achievement. Its
circumstances are very different from those of Orfeo, the composer’s first
opera inevitably reflecting the splendours of the Mantuan court where he was
working; his last, written for the much simpler circumstances of a Venetian
public theatre, concentrating directly on character rather than on grandiose
surroundings. Monteverdi’s pupil, Cavalli, had brought about a meeting with
the poet Francesco Busenello, a Venetian lawyer and one-time ambassador to
the court of Mantua. Busenello, every commentator agrees, was the first great
librettist, and the result of the collaboration is a work unique in its own and
indeed in succeeding centuries. Throughout the focus is on dramatic truth
and real-life emotions and their expression; illicit (but passionate) love
triumphs over ‘right’, and in the course of the action injustice is more or less
manifestly done to Octavia, Seneca and Ottone.

As far as musical material is concerned, ‘all we have is a manuscript written
in several hands, a sort of rehearsal or continuo copy . . . consisting of a single
bass-line, very occasional sketches in parts for ritornelli, and a vocal line.
Fortunately it has the stamp of authenticity about it since remarks, directions
and cuts appear throughout in the composer’s hand. This manuscript is
preserved in Venice, and except for a later copy to be found in Naples, it is the
only music we have of the opera, the rest has to be reconstructed.” So writes
Raymond Leppard, whose edition of the opera scored a big success at
Glyndebourne in 1962. All modern performances have been based on two
ingredients: this manuscript, together with the editor’s point of view over
matters such as orchestration and cuts (the original has some three-and-a-
half hours of music).

In Monteverdi’s time, music in the theatre was accompanied by strings and
continuo, and wind instruments were more or less restricted to church music,
being imported into the opera house almost exclusively for representational
purposes— horns for hunting scenes, trumpets and drums for a battle, and so
on. Arguments rage over realisation of such scores as this whenever a new
edition is made or an old revived. For my own part, I tend to believe that, like
operatic translations, the realisation which is thought viable a generation after
it was introduced is so much of an exception as to amount to a piece of

! Originally probably a high tenor.
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re-creation bordering on genius. The reconciliation of claims of scholarship
(which takes in everything from grammar to punctilious re-creation of original
conditions) with presentation to the public (which must consider an
audience’s theatrical outlook) is the basis of the scholar’s work on his edition at
any given time. He must remember that a seventeenth-century composer
knew nothing of nineteenth-century practice, but he knows too that the
twentieth-century audience has its sense of climax conditioned by Wagner
and Verdi, and is ignorant of the sound of the castrato, expecting rather that
the hero will look like a virile man than a transvestite soprano. If scholarship
wins at the expense of effect, the new edition will be a desiccated falsification
of the effect the composer intended; if colour and climax swamp authenticity, it
will be laughed out of court by the pundits. And yet, without new realisations,
without their editors’ various convictions and prejudices and sense of the
immediate, the public would not have these ‘historical’ works at all, and would
be greatly the poorer for it.

After the overture, in a Prologue (omitted in some versions), the goddesses
of Fortune and Virtue flaunt their own successes and mock the shortcomings
of the other, until the goddess of Love in her turn vaunts her pre-eminence;
against her, the others are as nothing, a point of view neither seems able or
indeed anxious to refute.

Actl. Itis just before dawn and, outside Poppaea’s house, two of Nero’s
guards lie asleep. Ottone her lover, returning from serving abroad, sings
lovingly of the house and of Poppaea, until he notices the soldiers and realises
that he has been supplanted by no less a person than the Emperor. His world is
in ruins around him. The soldiers wake up, gossip about the love of Poppaea
and Nero, and grumble tunefully about their lot and the miseries of soldiering
in Rome, with its rebellions, its rapacious philosophers, its corruption.
Suddenly they realise that Nero is approaching and are heard no more.

We meet Poppaea and Nero in one of the greatlove scenes of opera, the first
of several in the score. After a night in her arms, Nero must leave, but cannot
drag himself away. She, spurred on by ambition as well as her evident love for
him, employs every delaying tactic known to woman, and by the time he has
gone has obtained a half promise that he will put aside the Empress Octavia to
marry her. Her reiterated ‘Tornerai?’ has more tenderness than urgency, and
it is this ability to portray the contradictory elements of real-life emotions
which distinguishes composer and librettist from most others who have
tackled similar scenes in the history of opera; here, without hiding underlying
motives, they catch the freshness and beauty of passion, which has no regard
for conventional ideas of right or wrong.

With Nero gone but his promise very much in her mind, Poppaea seems
triumphant and expresses her feelings in an aria. ‘Speranza, tu mi vai il core
accarezzando’ (Hope, you caress my heart). Her old nurse, Arnalta, tries to
warn her against the snare which ambition may set for her—the Empress
could seek revenge and Nero’s love cool—but Poppaea believes that Love is
on her side: ‘Non temo di noia alcuna. Per me guerreggia Amor’ (I fear no
obstacle. Love and Fortune are my allies.)

In her palace, Octavia laments her humiliation and misery, denouncing in a

15




KOBBE’S OPERA BOOK

noble utterance the infidelity of Nero and calling on Jove to punish her erring
spouse: ‘Disprezzata regina’ (Scorned Empress). Her old nurse (in Leppard’s
version, Drusilla) tries vainly to comfort her, until Seneca is ushered in by the
Empress’s page. Gently but firmly he urges that tears and lamentation are
unfit for an Empress, who must find refuge in stoicism; so will she ensure that
beneath fortune’s blows she grows ever more glorious herself. Octavia objects
that to promise greater glory from the torments she undergoes is specious and
empty comfort, and her page impetuously but melodiously tries to defend his
Empress by attacking the old philosopher for his platitudes, ending by
threatening to burn his books and his gown.

Alone, Seneca has a vision of Pallas, goddess of Wisdom, who warns him
that to interfere in the imperial quarrel will result in his own death. Seneca
welcomes the idea of death and claims to have conquered human fear and, as
if to reinforce his presentiment, he receives a visit from Nero, who tells him
that he plans to set aside Octavia and marry Poppaea. Seneca warns him that
the heart is often a bad counsellor, hating law and despising justice, and begs
his erstwhile pupil to avoid arousing the resentment of the people and the
Senate, and, if nothing else, to have regard for his own good name. Passions
mount on both sides, Nero announces his decision to marry Poppaea and
leaves Seneca in a fury.

Nero returns to Poppaea and their extended love duet ends with her
denunciation of Seneca who, she says, has maintained publicly that Nero’s
ability to rule depends on Seneca’s counsel. Nero, to whom providence
denied the quality of dispassionate wisdom, in a single sentence orders one of
the guards to carry a message immediately to Seneca to the effect that he must
that very day die. Then, in lyrical phrases, he reassures Poppaea that she will
see what true love can do, a power in which recent events must have reinforced
her belief.

Ottone makes a last attempt at reconciliation with Poppaea but she spurns
him and exults in now belonging to Nero. Ottone is overwhelmed by the
disaster which has overtaken him and realises that, though his heart contains
nothing but love for Poppaea, his pride prompts him to plot her murder. In his
misery, he turns quickly to Drusilla, who is in love with him and comes to bring
him comfort. Ottone tries to assure her that he now loves her, but his
protestations ring just short of true and when, in answer to her repeated ‘You
love me? You love me?’, he answers “Ti bramo’ (I want you) we are once again
confronted by the dispassionate desire for realism which characterises
Busenello’s writing.

Act I1 begins with one of the great scenes of the score, the death of Seneca.
First, heralded by Mercury and welcomed by the old philosopher, Nero’s
sentence of death is communicated by Liberto, Captain of the Praetorian
Guard, and Seneca announces to his pupils that the time has come to prove in
deed the stoic virtues he has so long preached in theory. In passionate
chorus—a 3-part madrigal of high and moving quality—they urge him to
live, but he bids them prepare the bath in which his guiltless blood will flow
away. The next scene, in which figured Virtue, Seneca and ‘Un Choro di
Virti’, has been lost, but Busenello and Monteverdi follow it with two in the
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strongest possible contrast with those leading up to and portraying the death of
Seneca. In the first, we have an almost literal precursor of the Intermezzos
with which composers were in the habit a century later of adorning the
intervals of their serious operas. Octavia’s page (‘Sento un certo non so che’: I
have a feeling I can’t describe) tells a pretty maid that he has a pain in his heart
that he’s never known before. Will she help him cure it? As the music flows its
spirited way, it is perfectly obvious that she will.

There follows a scene in equally strong contrast, as Nero, elated at the news
of Seneca’s death, carouses with his friend Lucano: ‘Hor che Seneca ¢ morto,
cantiam’ (Now that Seneca is dead, let us sing).! The macabre situation is
stressed rather than played down when Nero left alone sings with the utmost
conviction of his love for Poppaea.

A scene between Nero and Poppaea has been lost and we next see Ottone
making up his mind in a soliloquy that his former hatred for Poppaea has gone
and he must now languish in a state of unrequited love. He cannot kill her, he
decides, but it is not long before Octavia at her most domineering arrives and
persuades him, not without threats to slander him to Nero, that it is his duty to
kill Poppaea. His hesitations and evasions are beautifully characterised in the
* libretto.

Drusilla rejoices in her love for Ottone, and the page asks Octavia’s old
nurse what she would give for a day of happy youth such as is Drusilla’s.
‘Everything’ is the answer. The arrival of Ottone brings about a change of
mood, but Drusilla rises to the occasion, and, when he confides to her that he
has in mind to commit a terrible crime for which he must disguise himself in
her clothes, she is happy to offer garments and indeed her life’s blood for him.

The scene changes to Poppaea’s garden, where Poppaea opens her
dialogue with Arnalta with the same words to which Nero rejoiced at the news
of the death of Seneca: ‘Hor che Seneca ¢ morto’. She demands that Love
shall guide her ship safe to harbour. Arnalta sings what has perhaps always
been the only number known apart from the score, a lullaby of great beauty:
‘Oblivion soave’. It has the desired effect and the goddess of Love herself
descends while Poppaea sleeps and in an aria promises to watch over her as
she lies defenceless. Ottone enters in disguise and with murder in his heart,
but the goddess intervenes, Poppaea wakes up and she and Arnalta think they
recognise Drusilla, who runs away with Arnalta organising pursuit. The
goddess of Love is triumphant: having defended Poppaea, that very day she
will see that she becomes Empress!

Act III. Drusilla is at first found singing happily to herself of her love for
Ottone, but it is not long before she is identified by Arnalta and arrested for
the attempt on Poppaea’s life. She protests her innocence, and not all the
threats of Nero, who is quickly on the scene, can make her change her story.
As she is about to be taken off to torture and death, Ottone himself appears to

! At Glyndebourne, where Raymond Leppard’s version was first heard, this scene, with perhaps
unconscious irony, followed the dinner interval and began the second part of the opera. The first
part had ended with the death of Seneca, which was preceded by the duet between page and maid,
so that the message that he must die was separated from his farewell to his disciples by the light-
hearted Intermezzo duet.
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claim, in spite of Drusilla’s protestations, that it was he who was responsible
for the attempted crime. A short duet between'them leaves Nero in no doubt
of Ottone’s guilt and he pronounces sentence of banishment on him. Drusilla
says she will share in his exile, and Ottone recognises the good fortune which
has suddenly overtaken him in what might have proved his most evil hour.
Nero finishes the scene by announcing his resolve to divorce Octavia and send
her in her turn into exile.

The action has reached a stage where one of the four principal characters
has already been disposed of, together with his appropriate coupling. It only
remains for the lonely Octavia on the one hand and the far from lonely
Poppaea and Nero on the other to meet their fates. Poppaea, announcing her
re-birth, learns that it was Ottone and not Drusilla who attempted to murder
her, and Nero reveals that he thinks Octavia was behind the plot. She shall be
exiled and Poppaea that very day will become Empress! In grave, confident
music, which only later develops into coloratura flourishes, the couple
privately hymn their love.

Arnalta celebrates her own involvement in Poppaea’s triumph by recalling
in an aria past indignities as a servant and exulting over the prospect of future
grandeur.

Octavia, alone as befits her isolated but still imperial state, bids an unhappy
but dignified farewell to Rome, her native land, her friends. She claims, quite
inaccurately, that she is innocent, but her lament is in the great tradition
started by Monteverdi himself.

Poppaea is triumphant, and is greeted first by Nero, who'bids her ascend to
the apex of sovereignty, then by the consuls and tribunes of Rome itself who
hymn her coronation, invoking the three known continents to bow down
before her. There is a short intervention by the goddess of Love and Venus
(marked in the manuscript as a candidate for a cut, a hint usually taken by
subsequent editors), and the opera ends with the idyllic celebration by the two
protagonists of their love and their triumph: ‘Pur ti miro’ (I behold thee).

H.

HENRY PURCELL
(1658-1695)

DIDO AND AENEAS

Opera in a prologue and three acts by Henry Purcell, text by Nahum Tate. Premiére at
Mr. Josias Priest’s Boarding School for Girls, Chelsea, London, 1689. Revived by the
Royal College of Music under Stanford at the Lyceum Theatre, London, 1895; in
New York, Hotel Plaza, 1923, and Town Hall (in a version by Bodanzky), 1924; at the
Scala Theatre, London, 1929; at Sadler’s Wells, 1931, with Joan Cross, Sumner
Austin, and Frances Geraldi; at the Florence Festival, 1940, conducted by Vittorio Gui
with Gianna Pederzini, Ettore Parmeggiani; at Teatro dell’ Opera, Rome, 1949, with
Giulietta Simionato and Mario Borriello, conducted by Santini and with sets by
Clerici. The 1951 Festival of Britain brought three productions in London: at the
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Lyric Theatre, Hammersmith, by the English Opera Group in Benjamin Britten’s new
realisation, with Nancy Evans and Bruce Boyce (later Joan Cross and Peter Pears); at
Sadler’s Wells, with Eleanor Houston and John Probyn; at the Mermaid Theatre, with
Kirsten Flagstad and Thomas Hemsley. 1962, English Opera Group with Janet Baker,
conducted by Benjamin Britten, at Aldeburgh and Géteborg. There were several
productions in Germany and Austria during the 1950’s and 1960’s, including
Schwetzingen, 1966, with Irmgard Seefried; in Italy at Como, 1958, with Gloria Davy;
at the Piccola Scala, Milan, 1963, with Teresa Berganza; at the 1960 Aix-en-Provence
Festival, also with Berganza.

CHARACTERS

Soprano Dido, or Elissa, Queen of Carthage
Soprano Belinda, a lady in waiting
Mezzo-Soprano Second Woman
Mezzo-Soprano Sorceress
Soprano First Witch
Soprano Second Witch
Soprano (or Tenor) Spirit
Tenor (or high Baritone) Aeneas, a Trojan prince
Soprano (or Tenor) A Sailor

Chorus of Courtiers, People, Witches, Sailors

The prologue, which is included in the libretto, appears never to have been set
by Purcell, or, at all events, to have been lost.

The overture has the traditional slow and quick sections, and is unmistak-
ably tragic in feeling.

ActI. Dido is discovered surrounded by her court and attended by her
lady-in-waiting, Belinda. Belinda’s exhortation, ‘Shake the cloud from off
your brow’, is echoed by the chorus, and is in sharp contrast with the grief-
laden aria for Dido which follows, ‘Ah, Belinda, I am prest with torment’. This
magnificent expression of sorrow is dignified and restrained as befits the
Queen of Carthage, but worthy of the tragedy it foreshadows and at no point
belies the conflict implied in its final words: ‘Peace and [ are strangers grown’.
Belinda does not hesitate to diagnose that it is the presence of the “Trojan
guest’” which is at the root of the Queen’s unhappiness, and the chorus
supports her implied suggestion, that a marriage between the two would solve
Carthage’s troubles. In the dialogue between Dido and Belinda which ensues,
we have a taste of Purcell’s extraordinary gift for compressing the most
complex emotions into a few bars, and then relieving the tension and
crystallising the situation in a set piece for chorus (in this case a chaconne) here
introduced by a duet for Belinda and an Attendant. Again, her court attempts
to encourage her— ‘the hero loves as well as you’—and, after Aeneas’
entrance and Dido’s cold reply to his opening sentence, the chorus, then
Belinda, and finally the chorus again support his suit in music of surpassing
freshness. The scene ends with a Triumphing Dance, and Dido’s acceptance
of Aeneas is celebrated by the whole court to gay and simple music.

This opening scene is short, but Purcell does not rely on understatement
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and implication so much as on an extraordinary clarity and economy of
expression. He says more in a couple of long meaningful phrases than many a
lesser composer in a whole aria, and his compression never for a moment gives
the listener the feeling either that the music is overcharged with emotional
content or that the issues have been no more than partially stated. Every shade
of feeling is there, though it may require more than usual interpretative insight
and musical accuracy if it is to be brought out to the full.

The scene changes to a cave, where lives the Sorceress. She invokes her evil
companions to join her in plotting the destruction of Dido and of Carthage.
The whole scene, with its laughing choruses, its reference (in the strings) to
the horn calls of the hunt now in progress, its echo chorus and its echo dance
(phrase and echo are differently harmonised), amounts to an illustration of the
insidious beauty of movement which can attend the course of evil just as surely
as that of good.

Act II. The Grove. Dido and Aeneas, attended by Belinda and their
train, pause in the grove in the middle of the hunt. Belinda and the chorus and
later the Second Woman sing of the peculiar delights of the spot they have
reached, of its attractions for the goddess Diana and of how it was the scene of
Actaeon’s death, torn to pieces by his own hounds. Meanwhile, the scene is
one of activity, a picnic may be in progress, the attendants moving about, some
trophies of the chase carried on, and, in the midst of all, Dido and her
husband-to-be, Aeneas. The idyll comes to an end as Dido hears the distant
thunder, and Belinda, always ready to take a hint from her mistress, warns the
company to repair as soon as it can to shelter; ‘Haste, haste to town,’ she sings
to a rapid, decorated tune which will show up any technical deficiencies in the
singer of this role. All leave the stage, but Aeneas is stopped by the appearance
of Mercury—in reality, the Sorceress’s ‘trusty elf’ in disguise. He tells Aeneas
that he brings Jove’s command that the hero shall put off no longer the task
which has been allotted him of founding the new Troy on Latin soil. Aeneas
replies in a magnificent recitative—one of the highlights of the score. The
decision is easily arrived at—it is the gods’ command—but to reconcile
himself to leaving Dido is something than which, he says, he ‘with more ease
could die’.

The published versions of the score make Act I1 end with this recitative,
although the oldest version of the libretto has six further lines after the
recitative (for the Sorceress and her Attendants) as well as a dance with which
to end the act. When his new realisation of the opera was produced during the
Festival of Britain, 1951, Benjamin Britten wrote as follows: ‘Anyone who has
taken partin, or indeed heard a concert or stage performance, must have been
struck by the very peculiar and most unsatisfactory end of this Act II as it
stands; Aeneas sings his very beautiful recitative in A minor and disappears
without any curtain music or chorus (such as occurs in all the other acts). The
drama cries out for some strong dramatic music, and the whole key system of
the opera (very carefully adhered to in each of the other scenes) demands a
return to the key of the beginning of the act or its relative major (D minor or F
major). What is more, the contemporary printed libretto (a copy of which is
preserved in the library of the Royal College of Music) has perfectly clear
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indications for a scene with the Sorceress and her Enchantresses, consisting
of six lines of verse, and a dance to end the act. Itis my considered opinion that
music was certainly composed to this scene and has been lost . . . and so I have
supplied other music of Purcell’s to fit the six lines of the libretto, and a dance
to end in the appropriate key.” A proof of the suitable nature of what he chose
was its success in performance, and there was appropriateness in the added
empbhasis this threw on Purcell’s careful key scheme as a means of obtaining
musical unity and contrast for his opera.

Act ITI. The scene is set in the harbour of Carthage, with the ships as
background. All is in preparation for the Trojan fleet’s departure, and the
orchestra introduces the sailor’s song: ‘Come away, fellow sailors, come
away’. The tune is briskly compelling, the words cynical, as the singer urges
his companions to ‘take a boozy short leave of your nymphs on the shore’. The
chorus repeats the tune after him, and follows it up with a hearty dance.
Suddenly, the Sorceress is there with her supernatural band, and the first and
second Witches sing a lively duet, whose burden is ‘Our plot has took, the
Queen’s forsook’ and which ends with peals of highly organised demonic
laughter. The Sorceress has a short solo in which she plans the destruction of
Aeneas as well, and the chorus (whether it consists entirely of supernatural
elements or includes some sailors and dockside riff-raff as well is not made
clear) underlines her intentions. There is a dance in three sections for the
Witches and Sailors, and the stage clears as Dido and Belinda come down to
the harbour to look for Aeneas.

Dido is full of foreboding before Aeneas even appears, and his first words
confirm her worst fears. With “Thus on the fatal banks of Nile weeps the
deceitful crocodile’ she taunts his attempt at explanation, and, when he
announces his determination to defy the gods and stay, she will have none of a
lover who had once a thought of leaving her. ‘Away, away,’ she reiterates at the
end of their duet; and it is not until his departure that she admits ‘Death must
come when he is gone’. The chorus sums up the gravity of the situation and
prepares the way for Dido’s great farewell to life. The recitative is movingly
simple, and the aria, ‘When [ am laid in earth’, one of the greatest moments in
all opera. Built up on a ground bass,’ which is first heard as the introduction to
the aria after the end of the recitative, this is a piece of controlled vocal writing
that is unsurpassed. ‘Remember me,” sings the Queen, ‘but ah! forget my
fate’; and the sense of deep tragedy is increased rather than diminished by the
succeeding chorus, ‘With drooping wings, ye cupids come, and scatter roses
on her tomb’. It is the longest sustained number in the hour-long score, and in
it Purcell shifts the emphasis of the tragedy from the particular to the universal
at the same time as he provides a uniquely beautiful ending to his opera.

Purcell wrote much other music for the stage, but Dido and Aeneas must be
accounted his only opera proper. King Arthur and The Fairy Queen, the former
with words by Dryden, the latter founded on A4 Midsummer Night’s Dream, are
included by Dr. Alfred Loewenberg in his monumental Annals of Opera; but
though they contain magnificent music, this is more in the nature of incidental

! In each act there is an aria constructed on this principle: Dido’s ‘Ah, Belinda’ in Act I, the
Second Woman’s ‘Oft she visits’ in Act 11, and Dido’s lament in Act 111.
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music to a play than of opera, although the masques in these and other works
(such as The Tempest) offered Purcell a chance of writing in more extended
forms. As a writer for the voice, Purcell was supreme, and his output includes
a vast quantity of songs, many of them connected with the stage, and all of the
greatest beauty. His great mastery is universally admitted, and many of the
most gifted of twentieth-century English composers were glad to acknow-
ledge their indebtedness to him not only for his inspiration and example but
also for the practical lessons they learned from his music. It is opera’s eternal
loss that Dido should be the only true opera he left behind him; the feeling for
dramatic expression, which it shows to have been his, only emphasises what
was removed by his death at less than forty years of age. H.

THE BEGGAR’S OPERA

Ballad opera in three acts; words by John Gay, music collected and arranged by John
Christopher Pepusch. Premiére, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, February 9, 1728, with Mr.
Walker as Macheath and Lavinia Fenton (later Duchess of Bolton) as Polly. First
performed Covent Garden, 1732; New York, 1750. Revived at Covent Garden in an
abridged, two-act version in 1813 with Miss Stephens, Mrs. Davenport, Incledon;
1878, with Sims Reeves as Macheath. In a new version by Frederic Austin, revived
Lyric, Hammersmith, 1920, where it ran for 1,463 consecutive nights, with Frederick
Ranalow as Macheath, Sylvia Nelis, and Frederic Austin; revived there 1925, 1926,
1928, 1929, 1930; at Criterion Theatre, London, 1935; at Brighton, 1940 (under
Glyndebourne auspices), with Audrey Mildmay, Michael Redgrave, Roy Henderson.
New version by Benjamin Britten produced Cambridge, 1948, and subsequently at
Sadler’s Wells, with Nancy Evans, Rose Hill, Peter Pears, Otakar Kraus, conductor
Britten; Vienna, 1949, with Rohs, Funk, Liewehf, conductor Zallinger; Hamburg,
1950, conductor Schmidt-Isserstedt. The English Opera Group mounted a new
production at Aldeburgh in 1963 with Janet Baker, Harper, Pears, Bryan Drake, and
Kelly, which was subsequently heard (with various cast changes) in Edinburgh,
London, Montreal and other centres.

CHARACTERS

Speaking Role Beggar
Mezzo-Soprano Mrs. Peachum
Bass Mr. Peachum, a fence’

Soprano Polly, their daughter
Tenor Captain Macheath, a highwayman
Tenor Filch, in Peachum’s employment

Baritone Lockit, the gaoler

Soprano Lucy Lockit, kis daughter

Ladies of the town
Sopranos, Mrs. Vixen
Mezzos, Suky Tawdry
and Contraltos Mrs. Coaxer
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Dolly Trull
Mrs. Slammekin
Molly Brazen
Jenny Diver
Betty Doxy

Gentlemen of the road
Tenors, Harry Paddington
Baritones, Ben Budge
and Wat Dreary
Basses Mat of the Mint
Jemmy Twitcher
Nimming Ned

Mezzo-Soprano Mrs. Trapes, the ‘tally woman’

Time: Early Eighteenth Century Place: London

Opera in the early part of the eighteenth century meant, for England as for the
rest of Europe, Italian opera. Such works as Clayton’s Rosamond (with libretto
by Addison) were freaks, and more important, failures as well. It was not until
1728 that an English opera that may be said to have been a popular success was
written, and then, ironically enough, some of the tunes were taken from
[talian-operatic and French sources. The Beggar’s Opera is a ballad opera—
earlier examples of the type were Allan Ramsay’s pastoral play The Gentle
Shepherd (revived at the Edinburgh Festival in 1949), and, according to
Burney, Durfey’s Wonders in the Sun. The music is a compilation of tunes
drawn from every imaginable source — contemporary opera, ballads, and folk
songs—and arranged so as to form a whole connected by dialogue. The
arrangers did the same with ‘serious’ music as was done in England for years
by those who collected the music for Christmas pantomimes; everything was
laid under contribution, provided only that it was tuneful and popular.

The origin of this particular ballad opera is thought to have been in Swift’s
often-quoted remark to Gay: ‘A Newgate Pastoral might make an odd, pretty
sort of thing.” The opera aims partly at satire, partly at parody. Fun is poked at
the fashionable opera of the day: ‘. . . I have a Prison-scene, which the Ladies
always reckon charmingly pathetic. As to the parts, I have observed such a nice
impartiality to our two Ladies, that it is impossible for either of them to take
offence. ... I hope I may be forgiven, that I have not made my Opera
throughout unnatural, like those in vogue; for I have no recitative.” There is
also political and social satire, aimed at the Prime Minister, Sir Robert
Walpole, and everyone in a position of authority and able to give and receive
bribes. Corruption in all its forms is the stuff of which the dramatic side of the
opera is made.

The success of The Beggar’s Opera was a serious blow to the prestige and the
financial standing of the Italian opera, at whose head was Handel; it also of
course made the fortunes of those connected with it—as the wits of the time
had it, ‘it made Rich gay, and Gay rich’ (Rich was the manager of the Lincoln’s
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Inn Fields Theatre and later of Covent Garden). Its success was such that the

objects of its political satire wer¢ seriously worried at the effect it made, and

the sequel, Polly (1729), was in fact banned and did not reach the stage until

1777 (although Gay made a good deal of money out of the sale of copies). The

Beggar’s Opera did not lack imitators, quite apart from its author’s own sequel, ‘

but none of them has succeeded in holding public interest to anything like the

extent of the original. This seems to have retained a flavour of its own long

after the topical allusions have receded, and it has inspired composers of the ‘

twentieth century to attempt forms of modernisation, working from the f
|

assumption that the libretto and the tunes are so strong in themselves that they
only need to be dressed in suitable clothing for the audience to react to them as
enthusiastically as spectators did in 1728.

To a great extent, this contention has been borne out in practice. Austin’s
arrangement of the tunes (he himself was a well-known singer and played
Peachum) took London by storm in 1920 and ran for two and a half years. It
concentrated on pointing up the undeniable prettiness of the tunes, and
provided them with an elegant framework that was distinctly at odds with the ‘
satirical intentions of the eighteenth century. Wholly different but no less
successful was Bertolt Brecht’s adaptation (Die Dreigroschenoper) which
appeared in Berlin two hundred years plus a few months after the original had
been first heard in London. The composer Kurt Weill used hardly any of the
old tunes, and Brecht modernised the setting to conform with his own political
ideas rather than those of Gay. No German who was in Berlin at the end of the
1920’s seems to have escaped the spell of this curious piece which was hardly
less influential than had been Gay’s opera in its own day.

Another twentieth century composer to have been inspired by the old ballad
opera is Benjamin Britten. He kept more of the original melodies than Austin
(sixty-six out of sixty-nine), dispensed with the ‘pretty’ introductions and
postludes, and re-set the tunes with the aim of producing in 1948 something ‘
of the sharpness of 1728.

There is a Prologue, spoken by a Beggar and a Player and explaining that
the piece is written ‘for the celebrating the marriage of James Chaunter and ‘
Moll Lay, two most excellent Ballad-Singers’. |

Act I. The curtain goes up to reveal a room in Peachum’s house; the
owner is sitting at a table, before a book of accounts. He sings “Through all the
employments of life, Each Neighbour abuses his brother’. Filch reports on the
fates of various members of Peachum’s gang, who are up before the courts and
sings the smoothly-flowing ¢ *Tis Woman that seduces all mankind’ before
being sent off to deliver Peachum’s messages to the various prisoners.

Peachum goes through a register of his gang, commenting on the earning
(i.e. pick-pocket) capacities of each. Some, he thinks, he will give up at the
next sessions and take the money offered for their apprehension. He reaches
the name of Bob Booty, when his wife interrupts to enquire why he should
mention that name; women, she admits, are notoriously bad judges of a man,
whom they love primarily for his courage: ‘If any wench Venus’ girdle wear’.

They exchange words on the subject of murder, a crime Mrs. Peachum seems
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to fancy less than her husband, and fall to talking about Captain Macheath. It
appears that Polly, their daughter, ‘thinks him a very pretty man’. ‘If love the
virgin’s heart invade’, sings Mrs. Peachum; if she does not marry, ‘she’s—
what I dare not name’. But Peachum is still worried: ‘. . . I would indulge the
girl as far as prudently we can. In anything but marriage.’ Leaving his wife to
take the coronets out of some handkerchiefs, he goes off to ‘terrify her from it,
by the example of our neighbours’.

Mrs. Peachum is philosophical — ‘Why must Polly’s marriage, contrary to
all observations, make her the less followed by other men?’—and she sings ‘A
maid is like the golden ore’. Filch comes in and Mrs. Peachum questions him
on the relationship between Captain Macheath and Polly. He seems embar-
rassed, and she takes him off to tell her more in private.

Enter Polly and her father. She urges her ability to look after herself,
‘Virgins are like the fair flower in its lustre’. Peachum utters a stern warning
against her marrying, when ‘enter Mrs. Peachum, in a very great passion’.
‘Our Polly is a sad slut’ she sings in her fury, and proclaims for all to hear that
Polly has got herself married. ‘Can Love be control’d by advice?’ asks Polly,
but Mrs. Peachum in a delicious tune objects, ‘O Polly, you might have toy’d
and kiss’d’. Polly tries to keep her end up (I, like a ship in storms, was tossed’),
but is sent off to deal with customers in the front room. Peachum and his wife
plot to turn the whole affair to their advantage, not forgetting that a lawyer may
get his hands into the business and take all profit out of it: ‘A fox may steal your
hens, sir’. Polly returns and is told she must straightaway make plans to
become a widow; in a word, Macheath must be delivered up to the law in time
for the next session! ‘O ponder well! be not severe’, objects Polly; as a widow,
she would cry her heart out: “The turtle thus with plaintive crying’.

Polly goes, but hides to hear her parents continue their plot, which even gets
to the stage when the Old Bailey is mentioned. She is in despair, but the scene
changes and she is shown with Macheath. Their duet goes through half-a-
dozen emotions and as many glorious melodies, starting

Pretty Polly, say,

When I was away,

Did your fancy never stray
To some newer lover?

Macheath protests his own constancy: ‘My heart was so free, It rov’d like the
Bee, 'Till Polly my passion requited’, and they swear mutual adoration in
‘Were I laid on Greenland’s coast’, with its refrain of ‘Over the hills and far
away’. But Polly remembers that Macheath’s life is not now safe; her father is
plotting against him. ‘Oh what pain it is to part’ she sings. Their love scene
reaches its climax with ‘The miser thus a shilling sees’, a superb and entirely
appropriate ending which is unaccountably omitted from Austin’s published
score.

Act I1 starts inside a Tavern near Newgate. Macheath’s gang discuss their
profession and its hazards, but forget their sorrows in a drink: ‘Fill every glass’.
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Macheath comes to tell them that he cannot go with them that night, owing to
his ‘difference’ with Peachum. He wishes them luck and they go off singing
‘Let us take the road’, to the tune of the march from Handel’s Rinaldo.
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Let us take the road, Hark I hear the sound of coa - ches

Macheath, alone, muses on the delights to be had from women—he is
emphatic about the plural. His romance, ‘If the heart of a man’, is set to one of
the most delightful tunes of the whole score. He does not have to wait long; the
women of the town begin to arrive in answer to his invitations previously sent
out. He welcomes them and leads them in a dance, ‘Youth’s the season made
for joys’. After some dalliance, Jenny Diver sings suggestively ‘Before the
Barn-door crowing’, and, while the ladies sing “The gamesters and lawyers are
jugglers alike’, manages to secure one of his pistols, Suky Tawdry getting hold
of the other. They signal to Peachum, who is waiting outside, and he comes in
with constables and arrests the Captain. Macheath turns furiously on the
women (‘At the tree [ shall suffer with pleasure’), and is led away, leaving them
to dispute the division of the reward for their work.

The scene changes to Newgate Gaol. Macheath is received by the sinister
Lockit, who reminds him that nothing can be had in prison free of charge;
‘garnish’ is the custom. Macheath, alone, reflects that it is Woman that has
brought him to his present condition: ‘Man may escape from rope and gun’.
The tune marvellously combines the lyrical with the dramatic. |
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Enter Lucy, daughter of Lockit. She loses no time in referring to the ‘load
of infamy’ which she carries, and does not hesitate to blame her pregnancy on
Macheath. Revenge is what she is after, she tells him, ‘“Thus when a good
housewife sees a rat’. Macheath pleads with her, and refers to himself as her
husband. Lucy is not so easily taken in (‘How cruel are the traitors’), but
Macheath works on her to good purpose, and explains away Polly’s report of
their marriage as mere vanity on her part: ‘The first time at the looking-glass’.
Lucy takes Macheath off in search of the priest attached to the prison.

Enter Peachum and Lockit, intent on the record of their mutual transac-
tions. Working for the law and at the same time helping to organise crime, they
are in a position to make the best of both worlds. Peachum refers openly to the
betrayal of friends, and Lockit cautions him to be more careful in his use of
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words: ‘When you censure the age’. Peachum goes further, and questions the
probity of Lockit’s dealing. There is a row and the two men are at each other’s
throats until more moderate counsels prevail, and Peachum eventually leaves,
with the two reprobates in seeming accord.

Itis Lucy’s turn to have a disagreement with her father; she begs for mercy
for Macheath: ‘Is then his fate decreed, sir?” Lockit rejoins with rough
comfort—be grateful for release, like other widows: ‘You’ll think ere many
days ensue’ (Britten combines the two tunes in an effective duet). Macheath
rejoins Lucy, and speculates on his chance of bribing his way out of prison: ‘If
you at an office solicit your due’. Lucy promises to do what she can to help
him—but at that moment Polly herself appears and throws herself about
Macheath’s neck— ‘my dear husband’. Seeing him thus languishing she feels
an ornithological comparison appropriate: “Thus when the swallow seeking
prey’.

Macheath’s situation seems desperate: ‘How happy could I be with either,
Were t’other dear charmer away!’ he sings in one of the best known airs of the
opera. The two ‘wives’ come back at him with a duet, ‘I’'m bubbled. 'm
bubbled. O how I am troubled’. (Britten follows the air with the duet and
combines the two to make a trio.) Things look black, but at last the two women
begin to take notice of one another. Polly addresses Lucy, ‘Cease your
funning’, and presently they have at one another, ‘Why how now, Madam
Flirt’. Peachum enters in search of Polly, but she resists his efforts to take her
away: ‘No power on earth can ¢’er divide’, set to the ‘Irish Howl’.

No pow’r on earth can e’er di-vide the knot which sa - cred love hath tied

Peachum eventually prises her away from Macheath, and it is left to Lucy,
after comparing herself to a fox’s mate (‘I like the fox shall grieve’), to release
him from his chains and guide him from the prison.

Both Austin and Britten have omitted the short final scene for Lucy and
Macheath, and have taken the eminently suitable tune of ‘No power on earth’,
set it as an ensemble, and used it as a finale.

Act I11 takes us again to Newgate, where Lockit is admonishing Lucy for
her part in Macheath’s escape. She explains that it was not through bribes but
from love that she was impelled to help him, and blames Lockit for teaching
her to be promiscuous with her kisses— Macheath’s naturally tasted so sweet
after what she had been through that she lost her heart to him: ‘When young at
the bar’ (the tune is Purcell’s). Her mood changes from one of regret for her
lost lover to one of recrimination, ‘My love is all madness and folly’, and Lockit
sends her out to repent where he cannot hear her caterwauling. He sums up
the whole matter; Peachum is evidently trying to outwit him in the affair of the
Captain, and he must at all costs get even with him. ‘Of all animals of prey’, he
reflects, ‘Man is the only sociable one.” The aria, “Thus gamesters united in
friendship are found’, is bitingly satirical, and in Britten’s setting makes a
tremendous effect.
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The scene changes to a gaming-house, where are assembled ladies and
gentlemen, together with Macheath who there meets Ben Budge and Matt of
the Mint, and gives them money. They discuss their affairs, but the scene is
dominated by the singing of “The modes of the court so common are grown’ to
the magnificent tune of ‘Lillibulero’.

Peachum’s House. Peachum and Lockit are again making an attempt to
arrive at a settlement of their intricate accounts. They give it up and fall to
drinking, agreeing at the same time that it will not be long before Macheath is
in their hands again, if they keep a careful watch on Polly: ‘What gudgeons are
we men’. Mrs. Diana Trapes calls on them, and, before getting down to the
business of her visit, toasts them in a fascinating tune, ‘In the days of my youth
I could bill like a dove’. They join in the refrain. She has come, she says, to see
what they have got for her in the way of ‘Blacks of any kind. . . . Mantoes—
velvet scarfs—petticoats . . .” In the course of conversation she lets on that she
has seen Captain Macheath that very day. Immediately they are all over her,
and bid her name her own price for the goods, provided she lead them to the
Captain forthwith.

The scene returns to Newgate. Lucy, although still bemoaning her fate
(‘Pm like a skiff on the ocean tossed’), is planning to even her account with
Miss Polly Peachum, whom she is expecting and against whose coming she
has the rat’s-bane handy. Polly is announced and Lucy receives her gra-
ciously: ‘When a wife’s in her pout’. She tries to get her to drink the gin she
pours out, but nothing will induce Polly to let a drop pass her lips. They are
outwardly all affection: ‘A curse attends that woman’s love’ is not the quarrel
the words might suggest, and Polly could not be more affable (‘Among the
men, coquets we find’) nor Lucy more pressing (‘Come sweet lass)’ as she
presses her guest to accept her offer of a drink. The scene is brought to an
abrupt conclusion by the precipitate entrance of Macheath, again in chains.

The quarrel is almost forgotten in the duet of commiseration which Lucy
and Polly sing together, ‘Hither dear husband, turn your eyes’, but Macheath
seems to take a rather different view of events: ‘Which way shall I turn me’.
Both Polly and Lucy plead with their respective fathers (‘When my hero in
court appears’, and ‘When he holds up his head arraign’d for his life’).
Peachum and Lockit remain adamant (‘Ourselves like the great’), and order
Macheath to prepare himself to be conducted to the Old Bailey. He sings “The
charge is prepared’, which, in Britten’s version, leads to an extensive
ensemble.

The condemned hold. Macheath, in a melancholy posture, laments his fate,
and fortifies himself with copious draughts of liquor for the ordeal of hanging.
He sings snatches of tune, culminating in an outburst against the injustice of
the times, set to the tune of ‘Greensleeves’. Austin uses only four of the ten
tunes specified for this scene, and omits Greensleeves. Britten makes it into a
scena on the lines of Purcell’s Mad Scenes—it is the climax of the opera—and
binds it together on a bass derived from ‘Greensleeves’ itself. The result is
impressive, and lends real dignity, not only to the figure of Macheath, but to
the ideals for which the satire was battling—and satire is mere bitterness
unless reared on an ideal and a truth.
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Ben Budge and Matt of the Mint come to say farewell to Macheath; his last
request is that they should revenge him upon Peachum and Lockit before they
themselves come to the sorry pass in which he finds himself. Lucy and Polly
appear, protesting that they would gladly take his place: ‘Would I might be
hanged’. Macheath joins in and the piece takes on the character of a dirge,
more particularly when the sound of the passing-bell is heard (Britten uses
this to good effect). Four more wives appear claiming Macheath as husband,
until he protests that he is ready to go with the Sheriff’s officers to execution.
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At this point, the Player protests to the Beggar that, if Macheath is hanged,
the piece will be downright tragedy. The Beggar is persuaded to allow a
reprieve, and Macheath returns to lead the finale, “Thus I stand like the Turk,
with his doxies around’. H.

29




KOBBE’S OPERA BOOK

GEORGE FRIDERIC

HANDEL
(1685-1759)

The music of Handel’s operas represents one of the high points of the first
half of the eighteenth century, and such obstacle as there is between us and
them lies in the conventions which they respect and from which we are largely
removed. This was a period of consolidation in operatic history, whose course
has always tended to veer from reform or innovation on the one hand (which
has mostly meant stress on dramatic expression) to reaction and consolidation
on the other (which has sometimes meant emphasis on ‘pure’ music with arias
and singing for their own often hedonistic sake). Without benefit of either
extreme, opera would not have the force or fascination it has; caught at the top
of the pendulum’s swing in either direction, it has produced extremes (like
Handel’s operas or their opposite, Dargomizhsky’s recitativic Stone Guest),
which are very far from typical specimens of the genre.

In Handel’s day convention had become entrenched, with the aria, and
more particularly the ‘aria da capo’ with its obligatory repeat, reigning
supreme; with an exit following each aria, itself a purely individual expression;
with virtually no ensembles and no chorus, so that even a final number tended
to be sung by the principals together; with libretti geared to provide opport-
unities for ‘typical’ arias (expressing pity, sorrow, amorous intention, regret,
despair, determination, martial ardour, etc.) rather than for character
development and surprise. Castrati ruled the roost, and the music for such
heroes as Julius Caesar and Tamburlaine was written for vocal virtuosi whose
breath control and volume were apparently sufficient to compensate for a
physique which was often obese, sometimes comic and almost invariably
unmanly.

Small wonder then that the revival of interest in Handel’s operas which
came in the early 1920’s brought with it much revision, sometimes of musical
detail in the interest of musico-dramatic continuity, almost always in the
tessitura of the voices, so as to preserve an attempt at physical verisimilitude. In
aword, castrato heroes became baritones or basses. In mid-twentieth century,
during the consolidation period of the Handel revival, contrariwise a more
scholarly attitude began to prevail, so that more or less strapping mezzos
tackled the great heroes of antiquity, with results which were occasionally
comic to look at and not always heroic vocally, but which allowed Handel’s
orchestration to be retained and such anomalies avoided as for instance the
changing of an obbligato for flute to one for oboe, in order to cut out the
solecism of matching the higher instrument to a baritone when Handel had
intended it to be in double harness with a mezzo. Each solution has its snags,
as has the more obviously reprehensible (but, in view of length, tempting)
practice of truncating ‘da capo’ arias, which when cut often sound either
pointless or too long, sometimes paradoxically both. There can nevertheless
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be no denying that performance of Handel’s operas, more or less complete,
with the pitch of the original voices maintained (even in an age with no
castrati), is by late twentieth century the accepted norm.

Handel himself may have made changes to suit the exigencies of a new
situation, altering a soprano part for tenor, importing a number from another
work (and another situation) for a new prima donna, adding or subtracting as
seemed to him best in each new set of circumstances. But his changes often
involved recomposition, and there is a strong case to be made for his dramatic
awareness within the convention, for his sheer stage craft, and most modern
revivals which are sung to anything like the composer’s requirements and
respect his intentions, serve to demonstrate that Handel’s operas are the
product of one of the medium’s few composers of unquestioned genius. H.

RINALDO

Opera in three acts by George Frideric Handel, libretto by Giacomo Rossi after Aaron
Hill. Premiére London, Haymarket, February 24, 1711 (March 7 new style) with
Francesca Boschi as Goffredo, Isabella Girardeau as Almirena, Nicolini as Rinaldo,
Elisabetta Pilotti Schiavonetti as Armida and Boschi as Argante. First performed in
Dublin, 1711, by Nicolini’s company; Hamburg 1715 in German; Naples 1718 in
Italian (with additional music by Leonardo Leo). Rinaldo was very successful in
London and given 15 times in the first season, 22 times between then and 1715 and
revived with extensive alterations in 1717 and 1731. First performed in America,
Houston, in Martin Katz’s musical edition, in March, 1975, with Marilyn Horne,
Noélle Rogers, Evelyn Mandac, Samuel Ramey, conductor Lawrence Foster. Revived
Halle 1954 in German; London, Sadler’s Wells, by Handel Opera Society in 1961 and
1965, with Helen Watts/Yvonne Minton, Jenifer Vyvyan; Ottawa 1982 with Horne;
New York, Metropolitan, 1984 with Horne, Benita Valente, Edda Moser, Dano
Raffanti (Goffredo), Samuel Ramey, conductor Mario Bernardi.

CHARACTERS

Contralto' Goffredo, Captain General of the Christian Army
Soprano Almirena, his daughter, affianced to Rinaldo
Mezzo-Soprano' Rinaldo, a Christian hero
Contralto' Eustazio, Goffredo’s brother
Bass' Argante, King of Jerusalem and Armida’s lover
Soprano Armida, a sorceress, Queen of Damascus
Bass' A Christian Magician
Bass A Herald
Soprano A Siren
Soprano 2 Mermaids

Time: The Crusades Place: Palestine

! These five parts were sung in one or other of the groups of performances in Handel’s own day by
castrati, and four of them in the same period by female singers.
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Rinaldo was the foundation of Handel’s success in England. At the instigation
of the impresario, John James Heidegger, manager of the Queen’s Theatre,
London, he met Aaron Hill, an extraordinary character, learned in many arts
and sciences, not least those of the theatre, and Hill very rapidly wrote a
libretto on the legend of Rinaldo and Armida, drawing on Tasso and Ariosto.
Giacomo Rossi translated it into Italian for Handel, who composed the opera
in what seems an incredibly short space of time, some say as little as fourteen
days. Since he re-used, for as much as two-thirds of the opera, music he had
already written, the feat is as much one of skill in re-organising existing
material as of sheer speed of composition, but it remains none the less an
extraordinary achievement.

One of the features of Rinaldo is extravagant use of stage spectacle, one of
Aaron Hill’s specialities, and a modern production has to provide magic and
transformation scenes if justice is to be done to the original concept. Handel
altered the opera a number of times, re-allocating the roles according to the
voices available to sing them (Goffredo moving from soprano to castrato,
Rinaldo from castrato to mezzo-soprano, Eustazio starting as contralto and
being eventually eliminated altogether). In 1731, he substantially remodelled
the whole work, rewriting most of the role of Almirena, toning down some
extravagances, omitting subsidiary characters and fashioning a more convinc-
ing ending, with Armida and Argante no longer converted to Christianity but
rather descending to hell in a chariot.

Addicts of speculation should note that Aaron Hill was not only man of the
theatre but possessed of sufficiently developed views on opera to attempt
twenty years after Rinaldo to persuade Handel to turn to opera in English! As a
magic opera, Rinaldo is more concerned with spectacle than the depiction of
character, but its success was immediate. There is a certain irony in that it was
the first Handel opera to be heard at the Metropolitan in New York, a decision
perhaps due more to the predilection of a famous American prima donna,
Marilyn Horne, for its title role and the need to provide her with a starry new
production in the year of the Met’s centenary, than to any specifically musical
or dramaturgical reason. Plus ¢a change . . . !

Act I. The Crusaders are besieging Jerusalem and, in expectation of
victory, their general, Goffredo, promises the hand of his daughter Almirena
to the hero, Rinaldo, who is in love with her, a passion she indicates she
returns.

A Saracen herald announces that Argante, King of Jerusalem, is asking that
Goffredo will treat with him. Spectacularly preceded by his troops and
announced by trumpets and drums, Argante arrives to ask for a three-day
truce. His aria (‘Sibillar gli angui d’Aletto’) is a mighty and magnificent
challenge to a bass and in it Samuel Ramey won the Metropolitan audience in
a night. Goffredo unhesitatingly accepts and Argante, who is more confident
in the wiles of Armida (for whose charms he admits in a short aria he
languishes) than in the force of arms of his troops, is delighted with the result
of his action.

Armida makes her appearance, drawn by dragons and, in a fine aria marked
furioso, invoking the Furies. She leaves Argante in no doubt that only with the
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disappearance of Rinaldo can the Crusaders be defeated, and indicates that
she herself will undertake his elimination.

In charming surroundings, Rinaldo and Almirena exchange pledges of love.
Almirena’s aria, ‘Augelletti, che cantate’, is with its twirling recorders not only
charming in its own right but was accompanied in 1711, says Winton Dean in
Handel and the Opera Seria, ‘by the release of a flock of live birds, which left
their mark not only on the opera and the press, in the persons of Addison and
Steele, but on the heads of the audience’. She and Rinaldo sing a delightful
duet but Armida suddenly appears and with the help of her supernatural
powers abducts Almirena. Rinaldo movingly laments (‘Cara sposa’) that he is
powerless to intervene. When Goffredo and Eustazio arrive, they mourn
together the misfortune which has overtaken them. Goffredo and Eustazio
believe that they may get help from a Christian magician—the aria
demonstrates optimism that is nothing short of jaunty—and Rinaldo recovers
his fortitude and in a rapid virtuoso aria (‘Venti, turbini, prestate’) swears
vengeance.

Act II. A boat, at its helm a spirit in the guise of a lovely woman, lies at
anchor in the bay. Seductive songs in 6/8 fill the night and when Rinaldo,
Goffredo and Eustazio arrive, Rinaldo is invited on board to be conducted to
Almirena. Goffredo, horror-struck to see Rinaldo apparently forgetting his
warlike duties in favour of the charms of a siren, has not understood that
Rinaldo’s departure has as objective the rescue of his beloved, and tries vainly
to restrain him.

In Argante’s palace, Almirena is held prisoner and, deaf to the King’s
declarations of love, continues to mourn her captive state. Her aria (‘Lascia
ch’io pianga’) is one of Handel’s most beautiful, and it is derived from a
sarabande in his A/mira (1705).

When Rinaldo arrives, he is immediately intercepted by Armida, who
herself has fallen in love with the Christian knight, and, in order to seduce
him, takes on the outward appearance of Almirena. Rinaldo is on the point of
succumbing to temptation, but something holds him back. His bravura aria
(‘Abbruggio, avampo, e fremo’) is followed by an outburst from Armida, who
is furious that Rinaldo is proof against her blandishments and yet cannot bring
herself to invoke the Furies against someone she loves. The largo section s all
tenderness and warmth, but in a short presto middle section she rivals
Rinaldo’s virtuosity.

Argante comes on the scene and, believing in his turn that he is talking to
Almirena, continues to protest his love, promising to deliver her from the
spells of Armida. When the sorceress Queen resumes her own personality,
there is a violent quarrel between her and her former lover, and in a splendid
aria (‘Vo’ far guerra’) she swears to remove from him the support she has so far
supplied.

Act III. Goffredo finds himself near a mountain on whose summit is
Armida’s magic castle, guarded by monsters. The monsters repel the first
assault but the Christian magician eventually promises to help deliver
Goffredo’s daughter and the knight Rinaldo, and he gives him magic wands
which will help overcome Armida’s spells.
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In the garden of the palace, Armida plans to kill Almirena. Rinaldo however
arrives in time to prevent the crimie and himself is about to strike Armida with
his sword when the Furies intervene and save the sorceress.

With Goffredo’s arrival and with the help of the magic wands, the castle
disappears to be replaced by a desert in which can be seen the city of
Jerusalem. For the Christians, it is victory, which Rinaldo celebrates with
much conviction.

Armida and Argante are reconciled and their troops pass before them
(March). Their duet celebrates the forthcoming battle and their own
reconciliation.

Goffredo, Almirena and Rinaldo rejoice in deliverance from Armida’s
thrall— Almirena’s aria (‘Bel piacere’), the singing in unison with violin, is a
charmingly airy inspiration—before Eustazio recalls them all to the task in
hand. It is the turn of the Christian army to march in review before its
commander; the catchy tune of the March, with its drum and trumpets, is
known from the Beggar’s Opera (see page 26). Rinaldo retains trumpets and
drum for his bravura proclamation of his resolve (‘Or la tromba’), which is
shortly followed by the battle itself, and marching and counter-marching by
both sides, until the outcome is settled by Rinaldo’s intervention. Argante and
Armida are taken prisoner, but are pardoned and converted to Christianity (in
his 1731 version, Handel changed this dénouement).

Rinaldo is free to marry Almirena and a final chorus glorifies virtue. H.

GIULIO CESARE

Opera in three acts by George Frideric Handel, libretto by Nicola Haym. Premiére
February 20, 1724, at Haymarket Theatre, London, with Cuzzoni as Cleopatra,
Durastanti as Sesto,' Mrs. Robinson as Cornelia, Senesino as Caesar, Berenstadt as
Ptolemy.” First performed in Germany, Brunswick, 1725; Hamburg, 1725; Vienna,
1731. First performed in Oskar Hagen’s revision, 1922, Géttingen, with Wilhelm
Guttmann as Caesar, Hagen-Leisner as Cleopatra, G. A. Walter as Sesto, Eleanor
Reynolds as Cornelia. First performed Northampton, Mass., U.S.A., 1927; London,
Scala Theatre, 1930. In the post-war period, heard at Leipzig, 1950; Diisseldorf,
1953; Vienna, 1954 with Seefried, Hongen, Schoeffler, Berry; Munich, 1955, with
della Casa, Malaniuk, Metternich, conductor Jochum; Rome, 1956, with Fineschi,
Barbieri, Christoff, Petri; la Scala, 1956, with Zeani, Simionato, Rossi-Lemeni; New
York, 1956 (concert version), with Leontyne Price and the counter-tenor Russell
Oberlin; and on several German stages during the Handel bi-centenary celebrations in
1959. By Handel Opera Society at Sadler’s Wells, 1963, with Joan Sutherland and
Margreta Elkins; at Barber Institute, Birmingham in 1977 with the 1724 score
complete and uncut; London, English National Opera, 1979, with Valerie Masterson,
Janet Baker, Sarah Walker, Della Jones, John Angelo Messana (Ptolemy), John
Tomlinson, conductor Charles Mackerras (this production in San Francisco, 1982).

! Margherita Durastanti was a soprano, but when the opera was revived in 1725, the role of Sesto,
rewritten, was sung by the tenor Borosini.

2 Deutsch’s Handel, a Documentary Biography refers to Berenstadt as a bass, presumably, suggests
Winton Dean, because a German castrato (which he was) seemed like a contradiction in terms.
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CHARACTERS

Contralto Julius Caesar
Bass Curio, a Roman tribune
Contralto Cornelia, Pompey’s widow
Soprano Sesto Pompeo, son to Cornelia
(Tenor)  and Pompey
Soprano Cleopatra, Queen of Egypt
Contralto Tolomeo (Ptolemy), King of Egypt
Bass Achilla, General and counsellor to Ptolemy
Contralto Nireno, Cleopatra’s confidant

Time: 48 A.D. Place: Egypt

Undoubtedly, the historical overtones and associations of Julius Caesar had
something to do with the positive reaction of audiences in the early days of the
Handel revival in Germany in the 1920’s. But that accounts for only part of its
success. Few other scores contain so many numbers which have made their
way with the public out of context—and it is generally admitted that Handel’s
arias are far more effective when surrounded by the dramatic circumstances
which provide for the situation and the emotion they are intended to express
than without them. It is in fact one of his most completely satisfactory works
for the stage.

Actl. The scene is Egypt after Caesar’s victory over his rival Pompey, at
Pharsalus in 48 B.C.

During a short overture the curtain rises to show a broad plain by the Nile
with a bridge over the river. The Egyptians in chorus greet the victorious
Romans, who fill the scene until Julius Caesar himself enters to celebrate his
triumph (‘Presti omai ’Egizia terra’). To him come Cornelia and her son
Sesto to beg him show clemency in his hour of victory, only for Achilla in
the same moment to offer Caesar the hospitality of Ptolemy (whose military
help Pompey had invoked) and to show him the severed head of Pompey as
proof of Ptolemy’s change of heart. Caesar condemns the senseless cruelty
(‘Empio, diro, tu sei, togliti’) and leaves Cornelia to attempt suicide, to dis-
miss the proffered love of Curio, the Roman tribune, and to lament her
wretched loneliness in a beautiful slow aria (‘Priva son d’ogni conforto’). Her
son Sesto in his turn excitedly vows vengeance on the criminals (‘Svegliatevi
nel core’).

The scene changes to the palace of Ptolemy, where Cleopatra resolves to pit
her celebrated beauty against her brother’s gift of Pompey’s head in a bid for
Caesar’s favour (‘Non disperar’). Now Achilla tells Ptolemy of Caesar’s fury at
the murder of Pompey and himself offers to kill Caesar and so stabilise
Ptolemy’s throne if the king will grant him in reward the hand of the beautiful
Cornelia. Ptolemy agrees and inveighs against Caesar (‘L’empio, sleale,
indegno’).

In his camp, Caesar in an expressive recitative contemplates the monument
he has raised to Pompey’s memory and reflects on the transience of fame. To
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him comes Cleopatra, describing herself as Lidia, one of the Queen’s women.
Caesar is completely captivated by her beauty (‘Non ¢ si vago e bello’) and
Cleopatra celebrates her success (“Tutto puo donna vezzosa’) and then with
Nireno hides to watch Cornelia dressed in mourning kneel before the
monument of her dead husband and movingly apostrophise the urn which
contains all that she adored (‘Nel tuo seno, amico sasso’). When she vows
vengeance on her husband’s murderer, her son takes the burden upon
himself. Cleopatra, still calling herself Lidia, offers her help. Sesto rejoices
because his dream of justice may now come true (‘Cara speme’), and the scene
ends as Cleopatra exults at the prospect of victory over Ptolemy, then sings an
aria (“T'u la mia stella sei’), whose melodious and lovelorn accents to some
degree contradict the uncompromising nature of the sentiments of the
recitative. :

The scene changes to the palace of Ptolemy, where the king greets Caesar
effusively, offering him entertainment but in no way deceiving the Roman,
who in a fine aria with (uniquely in Handel’s operas) a horn obbligato, invokes
a hunting simile (‘Va tacito e nascosto’) to describe the relationship of
Egyptian king and Roman general. Caesar and the Romans leave Ptolemy and
his Egyptian courtiers, and Achilla points out Cornelia to Ptolemy, who is no
less struck by her beauty than is his general. When the Roman lady and Sesto
advance and challenge Ptolemy to mortal combat, guards are ordered to take
the youth to prison, Cornelia to the king’s harem, where Achilla may visit her
at the king’s pleasure. When the king has gone, Cornelia scorns Achilla’s offer
of freedom in return for marriage, and the act ends with a fine duet of farewell
for mother and son.

Act II. Cleopatra has planned to have Caesar brought to her Palace,
where she can ravish his senses with the sight of Virtue enthroned on Mount
Parnassus. The orchestral sinfonia which accompanies his entrance and the
revelation of the goddess starts a process of seduction which is fully accom-
plished when Cleopatra herself, in the guise of the goddess, sings the
delectable ‘V’adoro pupille’, an aria of a tender, sensual beauty that puts it in
the class of ‘Lascia ch’io pianga’, ‘Rend’ il sereno al ciglio’, ‘Where’er you
walk’ or ‘Love in her eyes sits playing’—amongst Handel’s greatest melodic
inspirations. Though the vision of his beloved is removed from him when the
mountain closes, Caesar’s growing passion is evident in his aria ‘Se in fiorito
ameno prato’.

The scene changes to the garden of the harem where Cornelia sings sadly of
her departed happiness (‘Deh piangete, oh mesti lumi’), and resists the
blandishments successively of Achilla and Ptolemy, who, unbeknownst to
Achilla, is his rival for her favours. Ptolemy’s determination is well portrayed
in his aria ‘Si spietata, il tuo rigore sveglia’. Cornelia is now joined by Sesto,
bent on avenging his father’s death, to which end Nireno contributes by
offering to take him secretly to the king’s presence. Cornelia urges him
onward (‘Cessa omai di sospirare’) and Sesto proclaims his resolve in a
splendid martial aria, ‘L.’angue offeso mai riposa’.

The scene returns to Cleopatra, who waits in the guise of Lidia for Caesar.
As they are about to declare their love, Curio announces an imminent attempt
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by Ptolemy’s soldiers on Caesar’s life, whereupon Cleopatra declares herself
in her true identity and, announcing she will quell the conspirators herself,
leaves the scene. In a moment she is back urging Caesar to flee the danger, a
solution he scorns (‘Al lampo dell’ armi’). He rushes out and the conspirators
can be heard shouting for his death. In a splendidly realised scene of
accompanied recitative and aria (‘Se pieta di me non senti’), the music depicts
the queen’s conflicting emotions— her desire for revenge on her enemies and
her self-pity, set against her fears for the safety of the man whose love she now
craves more than the political favour she once sought.

The scene changes again to Ptolemy’s harem where the king sits sur-
rounded by his favourites, amongst them Cornelia, and sings of his amorous
feelings: ‘Belle dee di questo core’. Sesto rushes in and attempts to stab him,
but is prevented by Achilla, who brings news that Caesar defended himself
against the attacking soldiers and succeeded in jumping from the palace
window into the harbour, where he was presumably drowned. Cleopatra is
now bringing her troops against Ptolemy to avenge Caesar’s death. As Ptolemy
leaves, Achilla asks for the promised reward of Cornelia’s hand in marriage, is
sharply turned down by Ptolemy, and, as the king departs for battle, goes off
muttering of the revenge that will be his. Sesto in despair tries to kill himself,
but Cornelia again nerves him to the task in hand and the act ends with a
renewal of resolve (‘L’aura che spira’).

Act III. In a wood near Alexandria. Achilla, with a band of soldiers,
prepares to defect to Cleopatra’s side, in revenge for Ptolemy’s treachery
towards him in the matter of his love for Cornelia (‘Dal fulgor di questa
spada’).

A Battle Symphony describes the conflict, from which Ptolemy’s supporters
emerge victorious. The king orders his sister to prison (‘Domero la tua
fierezza’) and the scene ends with her great lament at the turn her fortunes
have taken (‘Piangero la sorte mia’), a beautiful /argo aria with a vocal line of
the greatest possible simplicity and containing, as contrasting middle section,
a vision of herself returning as a ghost to haunt her wicked brother.

By the side of the harbour, and to andante music that breathes the very spirit
of consolation, Caesar reappears to describe his escape from death by
drowning (‘Dall’ondoso periglio’) and to pray for comfort in his loneliness
(‘Aure, deh, per pietd’) in music that is as touchingly simple and as memorable
as the famous ‘Ombra mai fu’. Also to the harbour side come Sesto and
Achilla, the latter mortally wounded in the battle which, he explains, he joined
to revenge himself on the treacherous Ptolemy. Caesar sees him give Sesto the
signet ring which will gain them the instant obedience of his troops, who know
a subterranean approach to the palace where they may overthrow Ptolemy.
Caesar takes charge of the situation and his determination is displayed in his
comparison of his progress to that of a waterfall (‘Quel torrente che cade dal
monte’). With Achilla’s death and Caesar’s departure to organise the final
assault, Sesto feels that the processes of justice are nearing completion (‘La
giustizia ha gia sull’arco’).

The scene changes to Cleopatra’s apartments where her sad farewell to her
attendant women is interrupted by the precipitate and victorious arrival of
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Caesar to free her. Immediately, Cleopatra’s mood is one of jubilation and she
celebrates the prospect of victory (‘Da tempeste il legno infranto’).

Ptolemy meanwhile makes a last attempt to persuade Cornelia of his love
for her, is threatened by her with a dagger, and eventually falls dead after a
duel with Sesto, whose entry saves his mother from herself avenging her
murdered husband, a deed she nevertheless greets with proper enthusiasm
(‘Non ha pit che temere’).

The harbour at Alexandria is the scene of the final triumph of Caesar and
Cleopatra, which is celebrated with a march, a duet for the happy couple
(‘Caro! Bella! piti amabile belta’) and a final chorus of rejoicing. H.

TAMERLANO

Tamburlaine

Opera in three acts by George Frideric Handel; text by Nicola Haym from Agostino
Piovene’s original text after Jacques Pradon’s tragedy Tamberlan oit La Mort de Bajazet.
Premiére October 31, 1724, King’s Theatre, Haymarket, London, with the castrati
Senesino and Andrea Pacini as Andronicus and Tamburlaine, the tenor Francesco
Borosini as Bajazet, Francesca Cuzzoni as Asteria, and Anna Dotti (Irene) and
Giuseppe Boschi (Leone). First performed in Germany, Hamburg, 1725 in German
translation by J. P. Praetorius, with the music adapted by Telemann (the arias were
sung in Italian and between the acts Intermezzi, probably Telemann’s Die ungleiche
Heyrath, were performed). Revived London 1731 (abridged by Handel). Modern
revivals: Karlsruhe 1924 in new German translation and musical arrangement by A.
Rudolph and H. Roth; Leipzig 1925; Halle 1940 and 1952 in new German version by
Hermann Roth and Siegmund Skraup; Birmingham 1962 (first performance in
England since 1731) in English translation by Nigel Fortune and Brian Trowell with
Catherine Wilson, Patricia Clark, Janet Baker, Alexander Young, Raymond Hayter,
conductor Anthony Lewis; Batignano 1976 with Eiddwen Harrhy, Rachel Gettler,
Alexander Young; Edinburgh Festival 1982 by Welsh National Opera with Eiddwen
Harrhy, Caroline Baker, Robin Philip-Oliver, Brian Gordon, Anthony Rolfe Johnson,
Peter Savidge, conductor Julian Smith; Bloomington, U.S.A. 1985 (first American
performance) in English; Opera North, Leeds, 1985, with Harrhy, Felicity Palmer,
Sally Burgess, Richard Morton, conductor Clive Timms; Lyons 1985 with Nancy
Argenta, Judith Malafonte, Derek Ragin, Michael Chance, Nigel Robson, conductor
John Eliot Gardiner.

CHARACTERS

Alto Tamburlaine, Emperor of the Tartars
Tenor Bajazet, Emperor of the Turks, Tamburlaine’s prisoner
Soprano Asteria, Bajazet’s daughter, in love with Andronicus
Contralto Andronicus, a Grecian Prince, Tamburlaine’s ally
Contralto Irene, Princess of Trabisond, Tamburlaine’s fiancée
Bass Leone, friend to Andronicus and Tamburlaine
Silent role Zaida, Asteria’s confidante

Time: 1402 Place: Prusa, capital of Bithinia
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Tamerlano seems to have been written in the astonishingly short time of twenty
days, between July 3 and 23, 1724. The Tartar ruler, Tamburlaine, has
conquered the Ottoman Emperor, Bajazet the First, and holds him prisoner.
Tamburlaine, who has yet to see his betrothed, the Princess of Trabisond,
Irene, falls in love with Bajazet’s daughter, Asteria, and renounces Irene. But
Andronicus, Tamburlaine’s Grecian ally, himself has come to love Asteria.

Act I. The overture, with its solemn introduction, contrapuntal allegro
(rather severe in tone) and minuet, leads not without foreboding to Tam-
burlaine’s palace, where Bajazet has been brought captive. At Tamburlaine’s
behest, Andronicus frees Bajazet from his chains but Bajazet rejects what he
feels is Tamburlaine’s false-hearted clemency. Only his love for his daughter
Asteria, as he insists in an aria characteristically firm in tone (‘Forte e lieto a
morte andrei’), prevents his suicide. Tamburlaine now enters to order
Andronicus to plead his cause with Bajazet and Asteria, offering (in recitative
and aria) as reward for success the throne of Greece, the hand of Irene in
marriage, and pardon and freedom for Bajazet.

Andronicus’ predicament is harsh. He it was who brought Asteria to
Tamburlaine, thinking to soften the tyrant’s heart, but the result has been to
cause Tamburlaine instantly to fall in love with her. Andronicus himself loves
her deeply as we learn from an aria full of the tenderest feeling (‘Bella
Asteria’). None the less, Tamburlaine approaches Asteria and makes clear at
the same time his intentions towards her and the bargain he thinks he has
struck with Andronicus (‘Dammi pace, oh volto amato’). Asteria is both
saddened and angered by what seems to her Andronicus’ betrayal of her love,
as she declares in a melancholy and beautiful aria (‘Se non mi vuol amar’).

Bajazet scorns the freedom his enemy offers and in an aria (‘Ciel e terra
armi di sdegno’) reacts vigorously to the apparently ambivalent attitude of
Asteria, who seems to him insufficiently determined in her rejection of
Tamburlaine’s demands. But alone Asteria reveals (‘Deh! lasciatemi. il
nemico’) that, however wounded she might be by Andronicus’ apparent
treachery, the tenderness of her feelings is unchanged.

The arrival of Irene adds further complication, since she learns from
Andronicus that Tamburlaine has resolved on a change of plan: she is now to
marry Andronicus rather than the Tartar monarch. The situation may yet be
saved, he suggests, if she, still unknown to Tamburlaine, will represent herself
as Irene’s confidante in order to remonstrate with Tamburlaine. She agrees
(‘Dal crudel che m’ha tradita’) in music of rather placid cast, in some contrast
to the heartfelt and grandiose recitative and aria (‘Benche mi sprezzi I'idol che
adoro’) in which Andronicus laments the cruel twists of fortune which have
brought him to his present plight.

Act II. Tamburlaine tells Andronicus that Asteria has accepted to be his
Empress and their wedding, together with that of Andronicus and Irene, will
shortly be celebrated. There is a note of triumph in his aria (‘Bella gara’),
mockery in Asteria’s ‘Non ¢ pit tempo’ as she dissembles to assure Androni-
cus, after a scene of mutual misunderstanding, that she is now called to
Tamburlaine’s side. Andronicus is left alone to his grief (‘Cerco in vano’).

The disguised Irene is conducted by Leone into Tamburlaine’s presence,
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where her pleading of the real Irene’s cause is received with surprising
equanimity by the tyrant, and then, when they are alone together, with
sympathy by Asteria, who unburdens her own true feelings to Irene. That
unfortunate if imperturbable lady discerns a ray of hope in what she has
heard— her ‘Par che mi nasca’ is described by Winton Dean' as ‘a miracle of
beauty and psychological insight’—unlike Leone, whose aria comments only
on love’s irresistible power for good or evil.

Bajazet learns with horror that Asteria is to join Tamburlaine on his throne
and resolves in an aria of tragic gloom to prevent her (‘A suoi piedi’).
Andronicus is stung at last to fury as he threatens vengeance on Tamburlaine
before taking his own life (‘Pit d’una tigre’).

Asteria, secretly resolved to slay the tyrant who holds her and her father in
his power, is about to ascend Tamburlaine’s throne but Bajazet vigorously
intervenes. Tamburlaine attempts to force him to the ground in homage only
for Bajazet to kneel and forestall the attempted humiliation. Asteria, with
meaningful looks at Bajazet and Andronicus, prepares to mount the dais but
Bajazet interposes his body in protest. Asteria draws a dagger and announces
that this would have been her wedding present to Tamburlaine. A trio for
Asteria, Tamburlaine and Bajazet ensues, at the end of which Tamburlaine
orders their execution. This is followed by a great scene in which Asteria in a
bar or two of recitative demands in succession of her father, her lover and her
rival for Tamburlaine’s throne whether she was unworthy or untrue. Each, in
short arias with no da capo and starting with the word ‘No!’, admits the purity of
Asteria’s actions. Alone Asteria rejoices in her vindication, regretting only that
she failed in her assassination attempt. But her aria (‘Se potessi’), for all that it
is in the grand manner and establishes her as a tragic heroine, shows more
concern for lost happiness than contemplation of revenge.

Act III. Asteria and Bajazet determine to commit suicide by the poison
Bajazet has concealed, and Asteria, who grows in stature as her plight
worsens, is left alone to lament that she will soon bid farewell to father and
lover alike (‘Cor di padre’). Tamburlaine, whose attempted humiliation of
Bajazet in the previous scene has shown him at his most tyrannical, now
reveals another side of his nature in his renewed attempt to enlist Andronicus’
aid in persuading Asteria of his love, even of his resolve to pardon Bajazet.
Andronicus screws up his courage to defy Tamburlaine and he and Asteria
declare their mutual love. Tamburlaine’s mood changes and in a splendid
though technically very difficult aria of rapid semi-quavered fury he vows
revenge (‘A dispetto d’un volto ingrato’). Bajazet tries to raise the courage of
the lovers who mellifluously in duet lament the prospect before them, its only
mitigating feature that they face it together.

How fares Irene? In a lively allegro aria she announces that her love,
provided it is requited, is pledged to Tamburlaine, and Leone in music of
optimistic cast hopes that love will drive out hatred.

Tamburlaine is set to indulge his rage by humbling his victims, and first
Bajazet, later Asteria, are summoned to his presence. Andronicus protests
that this is the unjust action of a tyrant and in an aria (‘Se non mi rendi il mio
tesoro’) pleads for clemency. Tamburlaine is obdurate and orders Asteria to

! Handel and the Opera Seria (O.U.P. 1970).
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act as his slave and cup-bearer and serve wine. She pours the poison Bajazet
had given her into Tamburlaine’s cup, but Irene observes her action and gives
her away, at the same time revealing to Tamburlaine her own true identity. On
Tamburlaine’s orders Asteria must choose whether to offer the cup first to her
father or her lover, after which she may bring it to him. She is about to drink it
herself when Andronicus knocks it from her hand. Tamburlaine rages at
Asteria and orders her arrest; he will hand her over to the common seraglio—
and Bajazet shall witness her shame! Bajazet is outraged and in his virtuoso
aria (‘Empio, per farti guerra’) vows that his ghost will return to haunt the
tyrant. Tamburlaine and Irene, dramatically as if they were Monteverdi’s and
Busenello’s Nero and Poppaea, musically more like Handel’s own Caesar and
Cleopatra, celebrate in duet the prospect of future pleasure, which they will
enjoy as the result of the wholesale suffering for which Tamburlaine is
responsible.

Announced by Leone, Asteria enters Tamburlaine’s presence followed by
Bajazet. Bajazet astonishes them by his apparent serenity but it is not long
before he reveals that he has taken poison and will soon be free of his
tormentor. In a scena of great power he takes an agonised farewell of his
beloved daughter, then turns to scarify Tamburlaine. As his words become
more incoherent, he staggers out, supported by Asteria and Andronicus, to
die.

Asteria comes back to beg for death in an aria of great beauty (‘Padre
amato’), as her submission is something Tamburlaine can never win. Irene
and Andronicus send after Asteria to prevent her suicide, but Tamburlaine
himself, now moved to pity by the horror of events and the dignity and pleas of
Irene, pardons his erstwhile foes.

The opera ends with Tamburlaine and Irene pledging love, and the chorus
announcing that love’s bright torches have dispelled the dark of night, albeitin
accents more appropriate to the opera’s gloomy events than to the statutory
happy ending of opera seria. H.

RODELINDA

Opera in three acts by George Frideric Handel, libretto by A. Salvi (originally written
for Perti’s opera of 1710), revised by Nicola Haym. Completed in January 1725,
premiére at King’s Theatre, Haymarket, February 13 (or 24), 1725, with Cuzzoni,
Senesino, Dotti, Paccini, Boschi, Borosini. First performed in Germany in Hamburg
1734. Revived Goéttingen, 1920 (the beginning of the German Handel revival) in a new
German version by Oskar Hagen; Smith College, Northampton, Mass., 1931; Old
Vic, London, 1939. More recently Géttingen, 1953; Leipzig, 1955; Sadler’s Wells,
London, by Handel Opera Society, 1959, with Sutherland, Elkins, Janet Baker,
Hallett, Herincx, conductor Farncombe.

CHARACTERS

Soprano Rodelinda, Queen of Lombardy, wife to Bertarido
Contralto Bertarido, King of Lombardy
Tenor Grimoaldo, usurper of Bertarido’s throne
Contralto Eduige, sister of Bertarido
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Contralto Unulfo, a young nobleman, adviser to Grimoaldo,
but secretly loyal to Bertarido
Bass Garibaldo, Duke of Turin, friend to Grimoaldo
Silent Flavio, Rodelinda’s son

Place: The Royal Palace, Milan

Rodelinda has always been one of Handel’s most successful operas,' revived
many times during his lifetime and frequently in the twentieth century. It is
unusual in that it casts a tenor in the villain’s role—there are few important
tenor parts in Handel’s operas, the heroic roles which the nineteenth century
might have assigned to tenors being customarily taken by castrati. The opera’s
one really famous air, ‘Dove sei’, is well known in England as ‘Art thou
troubled’, but has also been given biblical words and sung as ‘Holy, Holy,
Holy, Lord God Almighty’—a curious example of the English nineteenth-
century’s tendency to turn all music into oratorio.

After a maestoso opening, the overture is brilliant and florid.

Actl. Aroom in Rodelinda’s apartments. The curtain rises as Rodelinda,
alone, mourns the death of her husband, Bertarido (‘Ho perduto il caro
sposo’), little knowing that he is alive and awaiting his opportunity for revenge
on the treacherous Grimoaldo, who has deposed him. Grimoaldo proposes
marriage to Rodelinda, but she furiously rejects him (‘L’empio rigor del fato
vile non potra farmi’).

Grimoaldo consults his friend Garibaldo as to the best method of ridding
himself of Bertarido’s sister, Eduige, to whom he is betrothed, and of winning
Rodelinda. Garibaldo promises to help him, and, when Eduige enters and
reproaches Grimoaldo with his fickleness, Grimoaldo vigorously tells her that
he is going to find a more worthy consort than she (‘lo gia t'amai’). When he
has gone, the despised Eduige castigates him in her aria ‘Lo faro, dird
spietato’, leaving Garibaldo in a recitative and aria to sing of his aspiration to
her hand and so to the throne itself (‘Di Cupido impiego i vanni’).

The second scene is setin a cypress wood, where the kings of Lombardy are
traditionally buried. We discover Bertarido in disguise, contemplating his own
tomb which has lately been erected by Grimoaldo, and giving vent to his
longing for his beloved Rodelinda in the chaste and very famous ‘Dove sei’.
When Rodelinda and her son Flavio approach to lay a wreath, Bertarido is
prevented from speaking to them by his friend Unulfo, and the two men
conceal themselves behind the tomb as Rodelinda mourns her husband in a
largo aria, hardly less beautiful than its predecessor (‘Ombre, piante, urne
funeste’).

Garibaldo appears and, to the fury and despair of the hidden Bertarido, tells
Rodelinda that unless she marries Grimoaldo her son will be killed. She
agrees, but in a tempestuous allegro (‘Morrai si, 'empia tua testa’) swears to
have Garibaldo’s head as forfeit. Garibaldo tells Grimoaldo the outcome of

! Not only was its initial success quite out of the ordinary, but Cuzzoni’s brown and silver dress
became the rage for the rest of the London season!
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his efforts, not forgetting his fear of Rodelinda’s revenge once she is queen.
Grimoaldo promises to protect him (‘Se per te giungo a godere’).

Unulfo tries to comfort the distraught Bertarido in an aria (‘Sono i colpi
della sorte’), and Bertarido is forced to admit that Rodelinda does believe him
dead. The act ends with his aria, ‘Confusa si miri ’infida consorte’.

Act II. A room in Grimoaldo’s palace. Eduige swears to be revenged on
Grimoaldo (‘De’ miei scherni per far le vendette’). Rodelinda refuses to marry
Grimoaldo until he has killed her son—in this way he will appear in the sight
of the world as a monster (‘Spietati, io vi giurai’). Grimoaldo hesitates, but
Garibaldo urges him to agree to what Rodelinda exacts. Grimoaldo sings of
his willing enslavement to Rodelinda (‘Prigioniera ho I’alma in pena’), after
which Garibaldo expounds his Machiavellian theories to Unulfo in his aria,
‘Tirannia gli diede il regno’, and leaves the grief-stricken young man to reflect
on the horror of the situation (‘Fra tempeste funeste a quest’alma’).

The scene changes to ‘a delightful place’ where Bertarido in a larghetto aria
(‘Con rauco mormorio piangono’) calls upon the brooks and fountains to
share his sorrow, convinced that Rodelinda has betrayed him. Eduige enters
and after recovering from her amazement at finding her brother alive, assures
him that Rodelinda is faithfulness itself. Unulfo supports her, and Bertarido
rejoices at this sign of a change in his fortunes (‘Scacciata dal suo nido’).

Rodelinda in her apartment is told by Unulfo that her husband lives and
sings of her happiness (‘Ritorna, o caro e dolce mio tesoro’). Husband and
wife are united, but Grimoaldo bursts in and tells Bertarido to say farewell to
Rodelinda as prison and death await him. He sings to Rodelinda of his hatred
for her husband and leaves (“Tuo drudo € mio rivale’). Bertarido comforts
Rodelinda and the act ends with a duet of great tenderness for husband and
wife (‘o t’abbraccio, e pitt che morte’).

Act I11. Eduige gives Unulfo a spare key to Bertarido’s dungeon and they
plan to rescue him (Unulfo: ‘Un zeffiro spird’). Eduige reflects on the danger
of their enterprise: ‘Quanto piu fiera tempesta freme’.

Garibaldo and Grimoaldo are agitated at the possible effect of the death of
Bertarido on their respective ambitions and Grimoaldo expresses his fears in
an aria: “I'ra sospetti, affetti, e timori’.

The scene changes to a dark dungeon where Bertarido sings of the cruelty
of love: ‘Chi di voi fu pitu infedele, cieco Amor’. He is interrupted as a sword
thrown through the window by Unulfo crashes to the ground. In the darkness
and confusion, Bertarido slightly wounds his friend as he enters but the two
escape by way of a secret passage.

Rodelinda and Eduige, also bent on rescue, find Bertarido’s bloodstained
cloak and jump to the conclusion that he has been murdered— Rodelinda
demands movingly, with the force of a cry from the heart, why such pain must
be endured: ‘Ahi perché, giusto ciel, tanta pena a questo cor’, and ‘Se’l mio
duol non ¢ si forte’.

In the palace garden Bertarido binds Unulfo’s wound and sings of freedom
(‘Se fiera belva ha cinto fra le catene’). Grimoaldo meanwhile in a fine scena is
troubled by conscience (‘Fatto inferno ¢ il mio petto’) and finds consolation
only in the idea of changing places with a simple shepherd (a charming
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Siciliana: ‘Pastorello d’un povero armento’). He falls asleep after his reverie,
and Garibaldo attempts to kill him with his own sword but is himself slain by
Bertarido. Grimoaldo in gratitude announces the throne and returns
Rodelinda to her husband. The happy Queen sings joyfully ‘Mio caro bene’,
and the opera ends with a triumphant chorus, sung originally of course by the
principals. H.

ARIODANTE

Opera in three acts by George Frideric Handel, libretto by Antonio Salvi, after
Ariosto’s poem Orlando furioso (1516), originally called Ginevra, Principessa di Scozia,
and first set to music by Perti in 1708. Premiére London, Covent Garden, January 8,
1735 (January 19 new style) with Carestini in the title-role and Anna Strada as
Ginevra, and Maria Negri, Cecilia Young, John Beard, Gustavus Waltz, and Michael
Stoppelaer. Revived Covent Garden, May 1736. First produced Stuttgart in German
version by A. Rudolph, September 1926; New York, Carnegie Hall, March 1971 with
Sophia Steffan, Judith Raskin, Patricia Wise, Morley Meredith, John Stewart. Revived
Berlin State Opera, 1959, with new German text by Heinz Riickert and Waldtraut
Levin, with Gerhard Unger in title-role, Jutta Vulpius, Martin Ritzman, Theo Adam,
Kurt Rehm (production later given in Prague 1959; and Halle); Birmingham, Barber
Institute, 1964 with Janet Baker in title-role and Jacqueline Delman, Patricia Clark,
Johanna Peters, Kenneth Bowen, Donald McIntyre, conductor Anthony Lewis;
Drottningholm 1965; London by Handel Opera Society 1974 in English version by
Brian Trowell with Maureen Lehane in title-role and Janet Price, Patricia O’Neill,
James Bowman, Philip Langridge, Bryan Rayner-Cook, conductor Charles
Farncombe; Nancy 1983 (first performance in France) with Zehava Gal in title-role.

CHARACTERS

Mezzo-Soprano Ariodante, a Prince
Soprano Ginevra, daughter of the King of Scotland
Soprano Dalinda, a lady of the court
Contralto Polinesso, Duke of Albany
Tenor Lurcanio, Ariodante’s brother
Bass King of Scotland
Tenor Odoardo, a courtier

Handel’s operatic career was full of ups and downs, depending less on the ebb
and flow of inspiration than on the vagaries of fashion and the strength or
weakness of rivalries, whether artistic or political—the King’s support of
Handel’s Royal Academy of Music against the Whigs’ Opera of the Nobility
by no means guaranteed Handel a winning hand. 1735 saw one of the high
points of his career, with a move to Covent Garden and the production in
succession of Ariedante and Alcina, two of his most inspired operas, moreover
works in which the forces to hand suggested greater emphasis than before on
chorus and on dance.

A formal overture introduces us to the Palace of the King of Scotland,
where Ginevra, his daughter, sings buoyantly of her love for her affianced
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Ariodante, an engagement which has the full blessing of her father. Polinesso
bursts in declaring his love but Ginevra, in an aria of some determination,
rebuffs him. Dalinda, Ginevra’s attendant lady, has quite different feelings for
Polinesso and reveals them in a charmingly artless aria, leaving Polinesso
scheming an intrigue whereby Dalinda’s infatuation may be made to serve his
purposes.

In the idyllic surroundings of the royal gardens, Ariodante dreams of his
love for Ginevra, who soon appears to join her voice with his in duet. The King
interrupts to confirm his blessing on their anticipated union and Ginevra
celebrates her happiness. The King once more assures Ariodante of his
affection and of the pleasure he takes in the prospect of his daughter’s
marriage. Ariodante in his own happiness reckons without Polinesso’s plotting
of retaliation, which moves forward as he persuades Dalinda, dressed against
her better judgment in Ginevra’s clothes, to admit Polinesso himself to her
chambers. When she succumbs to his blandishments, Polinesso compliments
her with the aplomb of a successful predator. Lurcanio pays court to Dalinda,
who advises him to look elsewhere, then declares the lasting nature of her own
love for Polinesso. There ensues a pastoral scene redolent of requited love for
Ariodante and Ginevra, opening with a duet and finishing with chorus and
dance as all celebrate the royal love.

Act I[I. Moonlight is gracefully painted in ten bars in the orchestra before
Polinesso ensnares Ariodante by pretending to know nothing of his engage-
ment to Ginevra but declaring that she rather favours him with every token of
love. Ariodante challenges him in an aria of some grandeur to prove the
calumny, which he proceeds to do. Dalinda, dressed as Ginevra, opens the
door of the private apartments, observed by Lurcanio as well as by Ariodante.
Ariodante is beside himself and would commit suicide if not restrained by
Lurcanio, who urges him not to throw away his life on a worthless woman.
Ariodante magnificently laments his despair (‘Scherza infida’), and Polinesso
gloats over his triumph.

The King, who has as yet heard nothing of the untoward events, is about to
declare Ariodante his heir when news comes by hand of Odoardo that the
prince has thrown himself into the sea and is dead. When the King tells
Ginevra, she collapses from shock. It is Lurcanio who comes now to accuse
Ginevra of having by her unchaste behaviour been the cause of his brother’s
death. Lurcanio asks for justice and promises to fight in the lists anyone who
will champion Ginevra’s cause. The King is not prepared to acknowledge a
wanton as his daughter and Ginevra, totally bewildered, in music of tragic cast
goes out of her mind (‘Il mio crudel martoro’). The Act ends with a series of
dances as Ginevra lies dreaming.

Act III. Ariodante in disguise laments a fate which has both destroyed
him but left him alive. By chance he is at hand to save Dalinda from the two
assassins whom Polinesso has hired to murder her and so conceal the only
evidence against him. From her Ariodante learns the truth and impressively
inveighs against night, disguise, suspicion, which have contributed to rob him
of all he held most dear.

The King insists a champion for Ginevra’s cause be found, and when
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Polinesso offers himself, in spite of her refusal, orders that she accept him, at
the same time offering her pardon from his heart whatever his public position
may be (‘Al sen ti stringo’). Trumpets announce the setting of the scene for
single combat, Polinesso fights Lurcanio, who fells him with a mighty blow
and then, not content with that, in order that he may avenge the slight to his
brother’s honour, offers to fight anyone else who comes forward. An unknown
knight with lowered visor appears but it is not long before he is revealed as
Ariodante, come to explain all on condition the King will pardon Dalinda for
her unwitting part in the shameful masquerade. News comes that Polinesso as
he lay dying has confessed his guilt, and the King hastens to find his daughter
and tell her the welcome news, Ariodante meanwhile (‘Dopo notte’) rejoicing
at the happy turn of events. Dalinda, at Lurcanio’s special urging, consents to
become his wife (one of Handel’s most beautiful duets: ‘Dite spera, e son
contento’).

Meanwhile, Ginevra, confined in her apartment, awaits death. The King
brings her the news of her vindication, embraces her, and she is reunited in
duet with Ariodante. The opera ends in general rejoicing, not excluding the
balm of dancing and choral singing. H.

ALCINA

Opera in three acts by George Frideric Handel, text by A. Marchi from Ariosto’s
Orlando Furioso (originally set by Albinoni, 1725). Premiére, Covent Garden, London,
April 27, 1735, with Anna Strada,' Signora Negri, Carestini, Beard, Waltz. First
performed in Germany, Brunswick, 1738. Revived Leipzig, 1928 (German version by
H. Roth); Halle, 1952; London, St. Pancras Town Hall, 1957, by Handel Opera
Society with Sutherland, Monica Sinclair, John Carvalho, conductor Farncombe;
Venice, 1960, with Sutherland, Dominguez, Monica Sinclair, in Zeffirelli’s produc-
tion, which was later seen in Dallas, Texas, with Sutherland; Covent Garden, 1960, by
Stockholm Opera, with Hallin, S6derstrom, Meyer, Wixell, and in 1962, in Zeffirelli’s
production, with Sutherland.

CHARACTERS

Soprano Alcina, a sorceress
Mezzo-Soprano Ruggiero, a knight
Soprano Morgana, sister of Alcina
Contralto Bradamante, betrothed to Ruggiero
Tenor Oronte, commander of Alcina’s troops
Bass Melisso, Bradamante’s guardian
Soprano Oberto, a young nobleman

Place: An enchanted island

! One of the most celebrated sopranos of the day, Strada is quoted by Capek and Janacek in The
Makropulos Affair (see page 1289) at the same time as 1n example of renowned vocalism and proof
of the heroine’s longevity.
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Handel wrote his operas in the style expected by the audiences of the day,
paying little attention to any sort of realism but providing unequalled vehicles
for his singers. Plots existed to provide a framework for a variety of situations,
and, however dire the circumstances, he would stop the action so that the
characters might embark on arias, which are not only long and elaborate but
also very frequently of wonderful and expressive beauty. If Alcina is no
exception to this rule and presents a startling tangle of disguises and
complications, the power and invention of the music is undeniable; in fact it
was among the most popular of his later works and was much performed from
1735 to 1737, since when it has been unaccountably neglected, the next
performance in England not taking place before 1957. Then the revival was
associated with the as yet uncelebrated Joan Sutherland, who for the next few
years chose Handel operas and Handel arias as vehicles for her skill as often as
she selected Bellini or Donizetti.

Alcina’s original performances were not without set-back and incident. It is
related that the famous castrato Carestini refused at first to have anything to
do with what became his most celebrated aria ‘Verdi prati’, on the grounds that
it did not suit his voice, and it took a severe dose of spleen from the irascible
composer to convince him of his mistake. Marie Sallé, the popular French
dancer, was associated with Handel’s company durmg 1735, not always
successfully if Prévost is to be believed. He writes in his Le Pour et le Contre":
‘Mlle Sallé, who had at first been as favourably received by the English as
Farinelli (however, in due proportion to her talents), found herself afterwards
bitterly attacked both in verse and in prose, without anyone knowing the
reasons which might justify this change . .. The opera Alcina was given, the
story of which is taken from Ariosto. Mlle. Sallé had composed a ballet, in
which she cast herself for the role of Cupid and took it on herself to dance itin
male attire. This, it is said, suits her veryill and was apparently the cause of her
disgrace.’

Act I. The enchantress Alcina lives with her sister Morgana and her
General Oronte on a magic island, which she rules. Many a brave knight has
come to woo her but at her hands has suffered transformation into alien form,
animal, vegetable or even mineral. Her latest captive is Ruggiero, who still
retains human form but in his infatuation for the beautiful sorceress has
entirely forgotten Bradamante, to whom he is betrothed. Bradamante, dis-
guised as her own brother Ricciardo, sets off in search of her lover with her
guardian, Melisso, and the two are shipwrecked on the very island ruled over
by Alcina.

When the action begins, Bradamante and Melisso are discovered by
Morgana who is distinctly attracted by ‘Ricciardo’ and after a short andante
aria (‘O s’apre al riso)’, leads them off to Alcina’s court, where they meet the
still bedazzled Ruggiero and Oberto, a young nobleman searching for his
father (‘Chi m’insegna il caro padre?’). Ruggiero, really believing that he
speaks to Ricciardo, announces that he is now in love with Alcina (‘Di te mi

! Handel, a Documentary Biography, by Otto Erich Deutsch; A. & C. Black, London, 1955.
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rido, semplice stolto’). Morgana, rejects Oronte, who pays court to her, and
announces that she will protect Bradamante, who sings a florid aria on the
perils of jealousy (‘E gelosia’). The infuriated Oronte tries to revenge himself
by telling Ruggiero that Alcina has fallen in love with Ricciardo, and sings a
spirited 12/8 aria in which he mocks Ruggiero for having believed in Alcina
(‘Semplicetto! A donna credi?’).

Bradamante and Melisso vainly attempt to convince Ruggiero that his
supposed rival is really his betrothed, but he will not listen and rushes off to
plead with Alcina to do away with Ricciardo. Morgana begs Bradamante to
leave the island, and the act ends with a brilliant aria “T'ornami a vagheggiar’,
which, appropriated to Alcina, became one of the most spectacular vehicles of
Miss Sutherland’s talents."

Act II. Melisso, in the form of Ruggiero’s old tutor Atlante, rebukes him
for his behaviour and gives him a magic ring which has the power to remove
the spell Alcina has cast over him. Ruggiero at once recovers from his
infatuation, and thoughts of his beloved Bradamante come flooding back to
him. Melisso concludes his lecture to Ruggiero with a larghetto andante aria
(‘Pensa a chi geme d’amor piagata’). The plot takes another twist when
Bradamante reveals her true identity to Ruggiero, only to have him conclude
that this is another of Alcina’s spells and rebuff her angrily. Bradamante in a
bravura aria renews her efforts to convince him (‘Vorrei vendicarmi’) and
eventually he believes her. In order to escape from Alcina he asks her to allow
him to go hunting, and sings an aria promising to be faithful to the one he loves
(‘Mio bel tesoro’).

Oberto comes to beg Alcina to help him discover his father’s whereabouts;
she promises, not intending to keep her word, and he sings of his anxiety (‘Tra
speme e timore’).

Oronte tells Alcina that Ruggiero has fled, taking with him the sword and
shield which she had hidden because of their magic powers, and in a glorious
and extended aria Alcina calls on the gods to witness her distress (‘Ah! mio
cor!’). Oronte taunts Morgana with the loss of her new lover, but she refuses to
believe him and leaves him to sing his allegro aria, ‘E un folle, ¢ un vile affetto’.
However, she comes upon the lovers and confronts them with accusations of
treachery. At this point, Ruggiero sings the justly famous ‘Verdi prati’, whose
apparently simple melody carries with it Ruggiero’s subconscious reluctance
to leave the scene of the happiness on which he is turning his back. The act
ends with a scene in the subterranean cave, where Alcina weaves her spells; in
a dramatic accompanied recitative (‘Ah, Ruggiero crudel, tu non mi amasti’)
she bewails her betrayal, then in an aria (‘Ombre pallide’) invokes the spirits
from whom proceeds her power. This is Handel’s operatic genius working at
the top of its bent— richly melodious writing, at the same time grateful to the
singer and expressive of the dramatic situation.

Act III. Morgana with some difficulty persuades Oronte to forgive her
fickleness (‘Credete al mio dolore’). Alcina, meeting Ruggiero unexpectedly,
makes a last desperate attempt to hold him, but without success (‘Ma quando

! Handel gave the aria to Alcina in the brief revival of November 1736, when his Morgana, Rosa
Negri, was a mezzo of limited voice and capacity.
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tornerai’). Ruggiero sings a triumphant aria (‘Sta nell’Ircana pietrosa tana’),
and Bradamante rejoices at the happy outcome of her efforts (‘AlP’alma
fedel’). Alcina for her part realises the futility of her love for Ruggiero and in
downcast mood sings ‘Mi restano le lagrime’, whose tender cast of melody
seems to suggest unexpected depths in the sorceress.

An invisible chorus foretells that the marriage of Ruggiero and Bradamante
will found a great family. The unfortunate Oberto, still pleading with Alcina
for the release of his father, is ordered by her to kill a lion which she causes to
enter, but he realises just in time that it is in fact his father, transformed by
Alcina. He sings angrily of the wickedness of the sorceress (‘Barbara! Io ben lo
s0’).

Alcina tries once more to part Ruggiero and Bradamante (a beautiful and
expressive trio: ‘Non ¢ amor, né gelosia’) and once more fails. Ruggiero now
smashes the urn in which rest all Alcina’s magical gifts, and immediately all
the knights, including Oberto’s father, are restored to human shape. All ends
happily in a lively chorus and dance, familiar to British ears by its inclusion in
the ballet “The Gods go a-begging’. H.

DR L

Xerxes

Opera in three acts by George Frideric Handel, libretto by Nicola Minato and Silvio
Stampiglia. Premiere April 26, 1738, with Caffarelli as Serse, La Francesina
(Elisabeth Duparc) as Romilda, Maria Antonia Merighi (Amastre), Maria Antonia
Marchesini (Arsamene), Margherita Chimenti (Atalanta), Antonio Montagnana
(Ariodate). There were only 5 performances and the opera waited until 1924 before it
was revived at Gottingen, the fifth in the series of Handel resuscitations by Oskar
Hagen; a tenor, Gunnar Graarud, sang Serse (he was later a Bayreuth Tristan),
another tenor, Georg S. Walter, was Arsamene, Thyra Hagen-Leisner sang Romilda,
Marie Schultz-Dornburg Amastris and Emmy von Hettin Atalanta. The opera has
been frequently revived since, notably by Barber Institute, Birmingham, with Alex-
ander Young, Heather Harper, Helen Watts, conductor Anthony Lewis 1959; Handel
Opera Society 1963, with Young, Tinsley, Patricia Clark, Watts, Lehane, conductor
Anthony Lewis; 1985 for the Handel Tercentenary by English National Opera,
London, with Masterson, Lesley Garrett, Rigby, Ann Murray, Christopher Robson,
Macann, Booth-Jones, conductor Mackerras, producer Nicolas Hytner.

CHARACTERS

Mezzo-Soprano Xerxes, the King
Mezzo-Soprano Arsamenes, his brother
Mezzo-Soprano Amastris, a foreign princess
Bass Ariodate, Commander of the Army
Soprano Romilda, his daughter
Soprano Atalanta, her sister
Baritone Elviro, servant to Arsamenes

Place: Persia, King Xerxes’ Court
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In 1737, Handel’s London opera company, the Royal Academy of Music,
collapsed as did its rival, the Opera of the Nobility, even though the latter had
the great castrato Farme]h under contract. Handel fell ill but his powers of
recovery were great and, engaged in autumn 1737 by the impresario Heideg-
ger, he had finished Faramondo by Christmas Eve and started Serse on Boxing
Day! The libretto of Serse is an adaptation made by Stampiglia for Bononcini
(whose opera of the same name had its premiére in 1694) from an original by
Minato set by Cavalli for Venice in 1654. Anyone acquainted with Monte-
verdi’s masterpiece L Incoronazione di Poppea (or indeed one of Cavalli’s
operas) will know that in them serious, even tragic, scenes alternate with
comedy and farce, and that it would take the terminology of Polonius to
characterise the operas with accuracy. Serse belongs in this category, and to
these ingredients Handel has added those of the heroic on the one hand and of
parody on the other.

Handel’s reaction, conscious or unconscious, to the success of such a ballad
opera as The Beggar’s Opera (1728) led him to write three comedies in his last
four operas, moreover in a less formal style than hitherto, and it is strange that
none the less the public should have rejected him as a composer of Italian
opera to such a degree that Serse had only five performances in 1738 and was
not revived in the composer’s lifetime, indeed remained unperformed for 190
years. Not so strange perhaps that, following the success of an oratorio season
in 1735 and the triumph in 1738 of Saul, the composer abandoned Italian
opera and embarked on a new line of dramatic works, sung in English, based
on the chorus, employing solid but not flamboyant singers, and with it found
something much more to the English taste than the ‘exotic and irrational
entertainment’ as Dr. Johnson had, not wholly without reason, described the
[talian opera, with its strict conventions, foreign language, and singers of often
bizarre appearance.

The libretto of Serse allows Handel more freedom of movement and
method than had most of his previous operas; gone is the rigid convention that
a character should make an exit after singing an aria, reduced are the number
of da capo numbers in the score, and if it is probably due to the libretto’s
particular characteristics that Serse seems lighter and more varied in texture
than Handel’s other operas, it was Handel none the less who chose the
libretto, and he who so brilliantly took advantage of its possibilities.

Xerxes is the ancestor of the Persian King Darius 111, whom Alexander the
Great spectacularly defeated in 331 B.C., but his invasion of Greece figures
hardly at all in the opera, apart from a mention of the destruction of the bridge
of boats across the Hellespont. Instead, it is his misfortunes in love with which
Minato is concerned, that and the absolute authority wielded by a tyrant.
Xerxes and his brother Arsamenes are in love with the same girl, Romilda.
Romilda loves Arsamenes, and Xerxes in retaliation banishes him from his
kingdom. Xerxes is already betrothed to Amastris, who is distressed by his
infidelity but disguises herself in military uniform in order to be near him and
regain his love. Atalanta, Romilda’s sister, is also in love with Arsamenes and
tries to make certain that Romilda marries Xerxes in order that she may have
Arsamenes. Two other less than serious figures play their part in the story: the
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comic servant Elviro, ancestor of those to be found in later Italian opera; and
the sisters’ father, Ariodate, the bumbling commander of Xerxes’ army, whose
crass misunderstanding of the King’s instructions provide the opera’s
dénouement.

Act I.  The overture, slow, then quick, and ending with a gigue, leads
straight to one of the most famous tunes ever written. Once known as
‘Handel’s celebrated Largo’, this Victorian sanctification does less than
justice to a glorious tune (itself apparently developed from Bononcini’s setting
of 1694) in which Xerxes whimsically apostrophises the beauties of a tree in
his garden in a tune of chaste simplicity and total memorability. It has been
much commented that Handel marks it larghetto and not largo at all.

Arsamenes and the always grumbling Elviro arrive in time to hear the
sinfonia which heralds the off-stage singing of Arsamenes’ beloved Romilda,
who sings charmingly of love’s victims, and not least of Xerxes, whom she has
observed singing in heartfelt accents to a mere tree and who now appears to
listen to and be enraptured by her singing. Romilda’s second aria (‘Va
godendo vezzoso e bello’) has two flutes in the accompaniment.

Arsamenes shall be the ambassador to declare his brother’s new love,
orders Xerxes, ina charming song, whose melody is taken up in a second verse
with precisely opposite sentiments by Arsamenes, declaring his confidence in
Romilda’s love for him. Arsamenes alerts Romilda to Xerxes’ intentions, a
turn of events which intrigues Atalanta, herself in love with Arsamenes
(arietta). Xerxes’ advances to Romilda are rejected, whereupon, finding
Arsamenes false to his charge, Xerxes banishes him from his kingdom.
Arsamenes laments the new situation in a beautiful aria (‘Meglio in voi col mio
partire’), and the lovelorn Xerxes addresses Romilda in music only slightly
less serious in tone, but to no avail. In an aria of touching simplicity, Romilda
asserts that she is proof against temptation.

It is the turn of Xerxes’ spurned betrothed, the foreign Princess Amastris,
to take the stage in an aria of resolute character as befits the military disguise
she has adopted, and she observes Xerxes congratulate his victorious general
Ariodate whose daughter Romilda he promises shall marry a member of the
Royal Family. Ariodate’s simplistic philosophy is never to question, and he
puts it forward in an aria of some complacency. Xerxes celebrates the strength
of his new love in an extended da capo aria (‘Pit che penso’).

Elviro is entrusted by Arsamenes with a letter for Romilda, an assignment
he accepts with an easy show of confidence, leaving his master to lament his
fate in a touching larghetto aria. Amastris for her part takes a more robust view
of her situation, vowing vengeance in a grand da capo aria on her false
betrothed.

Confronting Romilda, Atalanta refers to the King as ‘your Xerxes’, but
Romilda refuses to listen to insinuations that Arsamenes may be false to her
(‘Se 'idol mio’). Atalanta alone has temporarily the last word as she brings the
act to a close with an extended and convincing exposition of her soubrette
philosophy which amounts to a belief that all’s fair in love as in war (‘Un cenno
leggiadretto’).

Act I1.  Elviro, disguised as a flower-seller and singing snatches of street
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cries, is on his way to deliver Arsgmenes’ letter to Romilda, but pauses to tell
Amastris about Xerxes’ passion for Romilda.” Amastris inveighs against her
false lover, and Elviro is easily persuaded to deliver Arsamenes’ letter to
Atalanta who promises to give it to Romilda. The plot thickens when,
encountering the lovesick Xerxes, Atalanta gives him the letter, pretending it
was written to her and that Arsamenes is only feigning to love Romilda, which,
she assures the King in a charming aria, Arsamenes will persist in denying.

Xerxes seizes his chance and shows the letter to Romilda, who seems to
believe it was written to Atalanta but persists in rejecting the advances of the
monarch. He reacts with considerable passion in a grand da capo aria (‘Se
bramate d’ amar’), which is as full of pain as of spleen. Romilda alone gives way
melodiously to jealousy, but Amastris takes her case even harder and only
Elviro’s intervention prevents her suicide, something she appears in a
passionate aria to continue to contemplate. Elviro tells the unfortunate
Arsamenes what he has heard from Atalanta, namely that Romilda has yielded
to the importunity of Xerxes. Arsamenes’ grief is all too patently genuine
(‘Quella che tutta fe’).

Xerxes comes with Ariodate to inspect the famous bridge but Arsamenes,
still lamenting the shock of love betrayed, continues his lamentations, until
discovered by Xerxes, who proclaims his intention not only to pardon his
brother but to unite him with the woman he now knows he loves: none other
than Atalanta! Arsamenes, in spite of disappointment, seems to take heart
from the new situation, and continues to express confidence not only in his
love for Romilda but in the belief that it is requited (‘Si, la voglio’); this aria
following its slow predecessor, has the effect of a cabaletta succeeding a
cavatina. Atalanta will have none of Xerxes’ advice that she should forget
Arsamenes, but Xerxes half convinces himself that there is comfort to be taken
from the precarious position of the lover who does not know whether to hope
or despair.

Elviro witnesses the storm which causes the bridge of boats to collapse.
Xerxes, overheard by Amastris, in duet bemoans the sting of jealousy, Xerxes
sighing for Romilda, Amastris for Xerxes, a dramatic situation both complex
and full of irony. Amastris unobserved watches Xerxes attempt yet again to
seduce Romilda but Romilda stands firm and when Amastris in soldierly guise
takes her side, the guard on Xerxes’ orders intervenes. Only Romilda’s
standing with the King induces them to withdraw, and Amastris leaves
Romilda to finish the Act with a splendid celebration of the steadfast quality of
her love for Arsamenes.

Act III. Romilda and Arsamenes finally force Atalanta to admit her
devious scheming, but she buoyantly looks to the future and a new lover (‘No,
se tu mi sprezzi’). Xerxes takes advantage of Romilda’s presumption in freeing
what he thinks of as the young soldier and Romilda goes so far as to agree to
marry him if her father consents. Xerxes rejoices in a da capo aria of confident
elegance, but Arsamenes turns angrily on Romilda. She goes off, as she says,
to death, leaving Arsamenes to bemoan his solitary fate in music of true
poignancy (‘Amor, tiranno Amor’).

Xerxes, in terms which turn out to be too oblique by half] tells Ariodate that
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his daughter shall soon be affianced to one equal in rank to the King himself.
Ariodate assumes Xerxes must mean his brother Arsamenes, with results
which later become apparent, and meanwhile rejoices at the honour. Xerxes
for his part attempts to press his advantage with Romilda, but she confesses
that Arsamenes once loved her and contrives to make him doubt her virtue.
His immediate reaction is to order the guards to kill Arsamenes and Romilda
in despair seeks help from her supposed champion, Amastris, who gives her a
letter for the King, before lamenting her continued love for her faithless
betrothed.

Arsamenes and Romilda return to indulge in lovers’ quarrelling, their duet
a charming expression of misunderstanding, and they go off in opposite
directions, only to return, still arguing to the same tune, to interrupt the
ceremony which Ariodate is preparing and which promises, when once they
grasp its full import, to become their wedding. Xerxes arrives in time to hear
that Ariodate’s bungling misunderstanding of his instructions has resulted in
his beloved Romilda marrying Arsamenes. Only the disconcerting arrival of
Amastris’ letter turns his fury away from Ariodate and towards his own
frustration, which he vents in a magnificent virtuoso aria (‘Crude furie’). It
only remains for Amastris to reappear, offer Xerxes her love and prepare for
an ending apparently happy for all participants except perhaps Atalanta. H.

SEMELE

Opera in three acts by George Frideric Handel, libretto by William Congreve. The
music was written between June 3 and July 4, 1743, but the work was not performed
(and then in oratorio form) until February 10, 1744, when it was put on at Covent
Garden with the French soprano Elisabeth Duparc (better known as La Francesina) as
Semele and John Beard as Jupiter. Six performances in this and the following season,
always in oratorio form, preceded a century and a half of neglect, until in 1925 the work
was first performed on the stage, at Cambridge, in a version prepared by Dennis
Arundell. First stage performance in USA at Northwestern University, Evanston,
1959, conductor Thor Johnson; New York, Empire State Music Festival, 1959, with
Elaine Malbin, André Turp, conductor Arnold Gamson. First London stage perform-
ance, Sadler’s Wells by Handel Opera Society, 1959, with Heather Harper, Monica
Sinclair, John Mitchinson, Owen Brannigan, conductor Charles Farncombe; revived,
1961, with Elizabeth Harwood and Mitchinson; 1960, Edinburgh, by Edinburgh
Opera Company; Caramoor Festival, New York, 1969, with Beverly Sills, Elaine
Bonazzi, Leopold Simoneau, conductor Julius Rudel; Sadler’s Wells, 1970, with Lois
McDonall, Alexander Young, conductor Charles Mackerras; Covent Garden, 1982,
with Valerie Masterson, Robert Tear, Gwynne Howell, conductor Charles Mackerras.

CHARACTERS

Tenor Jupiter, King of the Gods
Contralto Juno, his wife

Soprano Iris, her messenger
Bass Cadmus, King of Thebes
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Soprano Semele, his daughter
Contralto Ino, his other daughter
Alto Athamas, a Prince of Boeotia
Bass Somnus, God of sleep
Tenor Apollo
Soprano Cupid
Bass Chief priest of Juno

Priests and Augurs, Zephyrs, Nymphs and Swains, Attendants

The Novello vocal score (about 1878) of Handel’s Semele carries the following
introduction: ‘The libretto was originally written as an opera-book by Con-
greve but, being found unsuitable for the stage, was converted by some slight
alteration into an Oratorio.” What that unsuitability was and why stage
performances in England had exclusively been given by amateurs until the
summer of 1959 —the bicentenary vear of Handel’s death—remain a matter
of very considerable mystery. To decide which is the best of Handel’s mature
operatic works involves recourse to individual preference, but the music of
Semele is so full of variety, the recitative so expressive, the orchestration so
inventive, the characterisation so apt, the general level of invention so high,
the action so full of credible situation and incident—in a word, the piece as a
whole is so suited to the operatic stage— that one can only suppose its neglect
to have been due to an act of abnegation on the part of opera companies,
unless of course it is caused by sheer ignorance. The operatic parodist may
care to find a parallel between Congreve’s characters and those of Wagner—
the whole story might in fact be an episode occurring between Rheingold and
Walkiire. There is an obvious Wotan and Fricka, Somnus is the equivalent of
Erda (albeit appealed to by Fricka rather than Wotan), and Semele herself,
though the god’s paramour, shares characteristics of Briinnhilde (and of Elsa).
Only when trying to see in the alto Athamas a parallel with Hunding does one
sense the intrusion of an element of the far-fetched.

Act I. There is an Overture, maestoso followed by an allegro of no less
consequence. A stately gavotte sets the scene—the Temple of Juno at
Thebes, where religious ceremonies are in progress. Semele, the daughter of
King Cadmus, is betrothed to Athamas, Prince of neighbouring Boeotia, but
is secretly in love with Jupiter, who has appeared to her in disguise. The priest
proclaims the acceptance by Juno of a sacrifice, and the assembled people
rejoice: ‘Lucky omens bless our rites’. Her father and her fiancé ask Semele to
delay the wedding ceremony no longer, and she begs the deity to help her in
her predicament: ‘Oh Jove, in pity teach me which to choose.’

In a scene, which could in performance be omitted, Semele describes her
mournful state (“The morning lark’) and Athamas urges his love for Semele
(‘Hymen, haste, thy torch preparel’). Ino is afraid Semele will yield to
Athamas’ pleas, and seems about to admit her own passion for Athamas;
Semele urges her to tell all her thoughts. Cadmus admonishes Ino (‘Why dost
thou thus untimely grieve?’), and her comments on the situation, together with
those of Semele and Athamas, turn what seems to begin as a bass aria into a
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magnificent quartet. The fire on the altar dies down and this sign of godly
displeasure is received with dismay by the populace: ‘Avert these omens, all ye
powers’. Again the flames rise, but when they die down again, it is clear that it
is Jupiter’s displeasure they have incurred. The people are alarmed (‘Cease
your vows, 'tis impious to proceed’) and rush out of the Temple. There is a
scene for Ino and Athamas, by the end of which the latter has understood Ino’s
love for him. Cadmus returns with his followers, and tells of having seen
Semele snatched aloft by an eagle. The others are left lamenting her
disappearance, until the priests hail Cadmus and tell him that Jove’s favour
has lit on his family, an explanation of events which brooks no contradiction, as
Semele from a cloud appears to reassure them in a beautiful aria: ‘Endless
pleasure, endless love Semele enjoys above’.

Act I1. A purposeful sinfonia leads to a scene between Juno and her
attendant Iris, who has been sent to discover Semele’s whereabouts. Juno
inveighs against Semele and vows vengeance. Iris tells her of the protective
obstacles with which Jupiter has surrounded his new favourite; they include
two fierce dragons. In a vigorous aria full of resolution (‘Hence, hence, Iris
hence away’) Juno tells her sister they will together persuade Somnus, the
God of sleep, to ‘seal with sleep the wakeful dragons’ eyes’, so that she may
wreak her vengeance on her rival.

The scene changes and we find Semele asleep in her palace, surrounded by
Loves and Zephyrs. Cupid sings an aria (‘Come, Zephyrs, come while Cupid
sings’) which is omitted from older vocal scores, as in the arrangement of
Congreve’s libretto the character of Cupid was cut out altogether—in fact
Handel used the first half of the aria in Hercules as ‘How blest the maid!’

Semele wakes and sings one of the most famous of Handel’s inspirations,
‘Oh sleep, why dost thou leave me?’, an air of chaste and immaculate beauty,
much admired away from the opera but doubly effective in context. Jupiter
comes to her side and lyrically reassures her of his love: ‘Lay your doubts and
fears aside’. The love scene continues with Semele’s florid aria (‘With hope
desiring’), to which the Chorus provides refrain. Pressed to say whether she
has any wish Jupiter may gratify, Semele refers to the fact that she is mortal
and he a god, and Jupiter, alarmed at the way her thoughts are inclining,
hastens to provide distraction: ‘I must with speed amuse her’. As they draw
apart from the rest of the throng, the Chorus comments: ‘Now Love, that
everlasting boy, invites to revel’. Jupiter returns and announces his intention
of bringing Ino to provide company for Semele, in an Arcadian setting to
which he will transport them. If his serene aria (Where’er you walk’') is any
indication of the bliss that should obtain there, the sisters’ lot will indeed be a
fortunate one. It is one of Handel’s best-known tunes, but its perennial
freshness resists a frequency of amateur performance rivalled amongst
classical vocal music perhaps only by Schubert’s Serenade.

Ino understands that she has come at Jove’s express command to a hallowed
spot (‘But hark! the Heavenly sphere turns around’), and together she and
Semele sing ‘Prepare, then, ye immortal choir’, leaving the final comment to
the Chorus: ‘Bless the glad earth with heavenly lays’.

! Words by Alexander Pope.
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Act III. Rocking quavers introduce the Cave of Sleep where Somnus lies
in slumber. Music that is suddenly energetic accompanies the entrance of
Juno and Iris, intent on enlisting Somnus’ help to remove the barricade Jupiter
has set up around Semele. Somnus’ slow aria, ‘Leave me, loathsome light’—
perfect characterisation and a wonderfully beautiful piece of music—ends
with the evocative line ‘Oh murmur me again to peace’. Juno knows how to
rouse him— at the mention of Pasithea’s name he springs to life: ‘More sweet
is that name than a soft purling stream’. Juno gives her orders: Jupiter is to be
distracted by dreams of Semele, the dragons are to be soothed by Somnus’
leaden rod, and Ino must sleep so that Juno may appear to Semele in her guise.
In a duet (‘Obey my will’) the amorous Somnus, in return for the promise of
Pasithea, agrees to all her demands.

Juno disguised as Ino appears to Semele, comments on her beauty and asks
if this is a sign that Jupiter has already made her immortal. She holds up a
magic mirror and Semele is overcome with admiration of herself. Her bravura
aria (‘Myself I shall adore’), with its echo effects, shows how miraculously
Handel could transform a frivolous idea into music of surpassing grace and
loveliness. Juno, still in Ino’s shape, urges her to refuse her favours to Jupiter
until he promises her immortality and himself appears, not as mortal, but in his
own godly shape—]Juno knows that at sight of the god, Semele will be
destroyed. Semele is gullible and embraces her: “Thus let my thanks be paid’.
Juno retires as Jupiter approaches.

Jupiter tells Semele that he has had a dream in which she repulsed him, but
in spite of the ardour of his aria (‘Come to my arms, my lovely fair’) she keeps
to her resolve: ‘I ever am granting, you always complain’. Jupiter solemnly
swears to grant her desire, whatever it may be, and immediately Semele asks
him to appear in all his godly splendour. Jupiter cannot conceal his consterna-
tion, which shows in agitated ornamentation (‘Ah, take heed what you press’),
but Semele, in coloratura which is no less emphatic, insists: ‘No, no, I’ll take
no less’. In a moving recitative, Jupiter, alone, laments his oath and its
inevitable consequence. Juno celebrates her forthcoming triumph (‘Above
measure is the pleasure’). What the libretto describes as ‘a mournful sym-
phony’ accompanies Jupiter as he appears to Semele, who realises too late that
the vision will scorch her to death. She dies.

At Cadmus’ court, the people comment on the story they have heard Ino tell
of Semele’s love and death: ‘Oh, terror and astonishment, Nature to each
allots his proper sphere’. Ino reveals that it has been prophesied she shall
marry Athamas and he rejoices conventionally at the prospect (‘Despair no
more shall wound me’). A sinfonia heralds the appearance on a cloud of
Apollo, who announces that a phoenix will arise from Semele’s ashes, and the
people rejoice: ‘Happy shall we be’. H.
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GIOVANNI PERGOLESI
(1710-1736)

LASERVAPADRONA
The Maidservant turned Mistress

Intermezzo in two parts by Giovanni Battista Pergolesi, text by G. A. Federico. First
performed August 28, 1733, at the Teatro di S. Bartolomeo in Naples, with Laura
Monti and Gioacchino Corrado. The Intermezzo was played in between the three acts
of Pergolesi’s serious opera /I Prigioniero Superbo. First performed in London, 1750; in
Baltimore, 1790. Revivals: Lyric, Hammersmith, 1919; Mercury Theatre, London,
1939; Metropolitan, New York, 1935, with Editha Fleischer and Louis d’Angelo, and
1942, with Bidu Sayao and Salvatore Baccaloni; Paris, 1957, with Elena Rizzieri, Paolo
Pedani; Royal Festival Hall, London, 1959, with Rizzieri and Bruscantini; Piccola
Scala, Milan, 1961, with Mariella Adani and Montarsolo.

CHARACTERS

Bass Uberto
Soprano Serpina, kis servant
Mute Vespone, another servant

Pergolesi was born near Ancona in January 1710, and died near Naples,
March 1736. He was a prolific composer of chamber music, sacred music
(including the well-known Stabat Mater), and operas both serious and comic.
La Serva Padrona s his only regularly performed stage work, and the freshness
of the music takes on added interest when it is remembered that the opera was
at the very centre of the famous ‘Querelle des Bouffons’ in Paris. The
production of La Serva Padrona by an Italian company in 1752 confirmed the
division of French musicians and intellectuals into two camps, the one
favouring Italian opera, the other French. The Nationalists were known as the
‘King’s Corner’ party, their opponents, who included Rousseau and the
Encyclopedists, as the ‘Queen’s Corner’ party. The Nationalists admired
Lully (a French composer born Italian!) and the ageing Rameau, the Bouffon-
ists hated what they thought of as the out-moded complexity of French
composers. La Serva Padrona had one hundred performances at the Opéra
before, in 1753, it was transferred to the Comédie-Frangaise, where it had
ninety-six more.

La Serva Padrona is on a small scale, the orchestra consisting only of a
quartet of strings. The work comprises an overture, and two separate
intermezzi, each of which includes an aria for both characters and a duet. The
overture is a lively piece, and the curtain rises to find Uberto dressing to go out
and lamenting that he has had to wait three hours for his chocolate, which has
still not arrived. His energetic complaints at the time he is kept waiting are
expressed in an aria of a less formal type than the others in the score, each of
which is in da capo form. His reproaches are directed more specifically at
Serpina his maid in the ensuing recitative. However, when it comes to
complaints he is no match for her, and after she has finished with her master,
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she turns on Vespone and sends him briskly about his business. Uberto’s aria,
‘Sempre in contrasti’, is a skittish tune, typical of the score, and demanding
more than a little agility from the singer. Serpina tells Uberto that it is much
too late for him to go out, and lectures him again in her allegretto aria, ‘Stizzoso,
mio stizzoso’. Uberto can bear the tyranny ne longer, and asks Vespone to go
and find him a wife. An excellent idea, says Serpina: take me! In a duet, she
protests her eligibility and he his intention of, if possible, ridding himself of
her altogether (but he confesses to himself that the situation looks like
becoming too much for him).

The second Intermezzo opens with recitative in which Serpina plans a trick
to frighten or cajole Uberto into marrying her. Vespone shall help, and she
tells Uberto that she has found a husband for herself, a soldier, by name
Captain Tempest. She describes his bad temper and his unreasonable nature,
and then in a pathetic aria, ‘A Serpina penserete’, expresses her hope that she
will not be entirely forgotten when she has gone. She seems a different
woman, but the moment she sees a change come over her employer’s face, the
tempo of the music changes too, and we see that it is with the same old Serpina
that we have to deal. By the end of the aria, Uberto has taken her by the hand,
and she feels her plan is working well. Uberto is in a thorough muddle, and
does not know what to think. His E flat aria, ‘Son imbrogliato io gia’, makes
clear that he cannot make up his mind whether he is sorry for Serpina or in
love with her. It is a mixture of buffo and mock serious, and its slow refrain,
‘Uberto, pensa a te’, indicates a very different mood from that we saw at the
beginning of the opera.

Serpina returns, bringing with her Vespone dressed up as the gallant
captain, and looking as though he would blow up at the least provocation but
still, as hitherto, without a word to say to anyone. Uberto is horrified by his
disagreeable exterior and by his no less alarming behaviour. Is this a suitable
husband for Serpina? She says that the Captain demands a substantial dowry;
if it is not forthcoming he will under no circumstances marry her, but he will
insist that Uberto himself takes his place. No sooner is the betrothal between
master and maid concluded, than Vespone whips off his moustaches and
military disguise. Uberto’s protests are in vain, and in the concluding duet, he
admits that he is in love, and all seems set for the future, with Serpina happily
installed as prospective mistress of the house. H.
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Gluck

CHRISTOPH

WILLIBALD GLUCK
(1714-1787)

For almost a century after Orfeo’s revival in Berlioz’s edition, Gluck was the
earliest opera composer regularly represented in the repertory of the modern
opera house.

The composer combined with the poet and diplomat Calzabigi in a
conscious attempt to reform opera' and Orfeo was the first product of the
partnership. The libretto of Calzabigi was, for its day, charged with a great
amount of human interest, passion, and dramatic intensity, in which particu-
lars it was as novel as Gluck’s score. Gluck had been a composer of operas in
the florid vocal style, which cheerfully sacrificed the dramatic verities to the
whims, fancies, and ambitions of the singers who sought only to show off their
voices, but he began, with Orfeo, to pay regard to true dramatic expression. His
great merit is that he accomplished this without ignoring the beauty and
importance of the voice, but by striking a balance between the vocal and
instrumental aspects of the score.

Straightforward as his operas appear to us today, they aroused a strife
comparable only with that which convulsed musical circles during the
progress of Wagner’s career. The opposition to his reforms reached its height
in Paris, whither he went in 1773. His opponents invited Nicola Piccinni, at
that time famous as a composer of comic operas in the Neapolitan style, to
compete with him. The two composers seem to have remained entirely
unaffected, but so fierce was the war between their followers that duels were
fought and lives sacrificed over their respective merits.

ORFEO ED EURIDICE
Orpheus and Eurydice

Opera in three acts. Music by Christoph Willibald Gluck; libretto by Ranieri da
Calzabigi. Productions and revivals; Vienna, October 5, 1762, in Italian, with
Guadagni as Orfeo; Paris, as Omphée et Eurydice with Legros, the tenor, as Orphée,

! In the famous preface to Alceste, see page 64.
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1774, in French; London, 1770, with Guadagni. Berlioz’s revision of the opera was
first heard in 1859 in Paris, with Pauline Viardot-Garecia in the title role; New York,
1863 (in English). 2

Famous revivals: Covent Garden, 1890, with Giulia and Sofia Ravogli;
Metropolitan, New York, 1909, with Homer (later Delna) and Gadski under
Toscanini; Covent Garden, 1920, with Clara Butt and Miriam Licette under
Beecham; 1953, with Kathleen Ferrier; Metropolitan, 1938 and 1941, with Thorborg
and Jessner (later Novotna) under Bodanzky (later Walter); Glyndebourne, 1947, with
Kathleen Ferrier; Salzburg Festival, 1948, with Hongen, 1959, with Simionato, both
conducted by Karajan.

A summary of the different versions of Orfeo may be useful. In effect, Gluck
composed the opera twice: for Vienna in 1762, and for Paris in 1774. Each version was
written for a male hero, in Vienna for the contralto castrato Guadagni, in Paris for the
tenor Legros. The 1762 version is short (about 90 minutes) and dates from before
Gluck’s conscious attempt at reforming opera (the famous manifesto forms the preface
to the 1769 printing of Alceste, whose premiére in 1767 provided the first hearing of a
reform opera); the 1774 recomposition retains the old material while adding much that
is new, and gives Orfeo himself bravura music ranging up to a D. The 1762 version was
produced at Drottningholm and brought by that company with Kerstin Meyer in the
title role to the 1972 Brighton Festival, but most modern revivals which claim to be of
the original version in fact retain the 1762 score, recitatives and all, but slyly
incorporate the most famous of the 1774 additions. The 1774 Paris version has been
frequently revived, usually with some discreet transposition, notably at Sadler’s Wells
in 1967, and at the Paris Opéra in 1973 to inaugurate the Liebermann régime. The
first attempt at a compromise between the two versions was made by Berlioz (with the
help of Saint-Saéns) in 18359 for Pauline Viardot. Then, the 1774 version was used, but
the tenor role of Orfeo was transposed to fit a female alto voice. (One example of the
transmogrification of key and therefore tessitura: ‘Che fard’ in 1762 was in C major, in
1774 in F, in 18359 in C, and at Sadler’s Wells in 1967 in E flat!). H.

CHARACTERS

Contralto Orfeo

Soprano Euridice

Soprano Amor, God of Love
Soprano A Happy Shade

Shepherds and Shepherdesses, Furies and Demons,
Heroes and Heroines in Hades

Following a brief and solemn prelude, the curtain rises on Act I, showing a
grotto with a tomb of Euridice. The beautiful bride of Orfeo has died. Her
husband and friends are mourning at her tomb. During an affecting aria and
chorus (‘Chiamo il mio ben cosi’") funeral honours are paid to the dead bride.
A second orchestra, behind the scenes, echoes, with moving effect, the

! For arias, duets and choruses, the original Italian words are here used, although it is the French
version, moreover in Berlioz’s edition, which is described. The only logic behind such a decision
involves the fact that the opera was originally in Italian, and that something like Berlioz’s edition is
likely to be heard.
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distracted husband’s cries to his bride, until, in answer to the piercing cries of
Orfeo, Amor appears. He tells the bereaved husband that Zeus has taken pity
on him. He shall have permission to go down into Hades and endeavour to
propitiate Pluto and his minions solely through the power of his music. But,
should he rescue Euridice, he must on no account look back at her until he has
crossed the Styx.

Upon that condition, so dlfﬁcult to fulfil because of the love of Orfeo for his
bride, turns the whole story. For should he, in answer to her pleading, look
back, or explain to her why he cannot do so, she will immediately die. But
Orfeo, confident in his power of song and in his ability to stand the test
imposed by Zeus and bring his beloved Euridice back to earth, receives the
message with great joy.

‘Fulfil with joy the will of the gods,” sings Amor, and Orfeo, having implored
the aid of the deities, departs for the Nether World.

Act II. Entrance to Hades. When Orfeo appears, he is greeted with
threats by the Furies. The scene, beginning with the Chorus, ‘Chi mai dell’
Erebo?’ is a masterpiece of dramatic music. The Furies call upon Cerberus,
the triple-headed dog monster that guards the entrance to the Nether World,
to tear in pieces the mortal who so daringly approaches, and the bark of the
monster is reproduced in the score. What lifts the scene to its thrilling climax
is the infuriated ‘No!” which is hurled at Orfeo by the dwellers at the entrance
to Hades, when, having recourse to song, he tells of his love for Euridice and
his grief over her death and begs to be allowed to seek her. The sweetness of
his music wins the sympathy of the Furies. They allow him to enter the Valley
of the Blest, a beautiful spot where the good spirits in Hades find rest, a state
that is uniquely expressed m their slow dance with its famous ﬂute solo.
Euridice (or a I—Iappy Splrlt) and her compamons sing of their bliss in the
Elysian Fields: ‘E quest’ asilo ameno e grato’ (In this tranquil and lovely abode
of the blest). Orfeo comes seeking Euridice. His peaceful aria (with its oboe
obbligato) ‘Che puro ciel’ (What pure light) is answered by a chorus of Happy
Shades. To him they bring the lovely Euridice. Orfeo, beside himself with joy,
but remembering the warning of Amor, takes his bride by the hand and, with
averted gaze, leads her from the vale.

Act ITI. She cannot understand his action. He seeks to soothe her injured
feelings. (Duet: ‘St, e con me vieni, o cara’.) But his efforts are vain; nor can
he offer her any explanation, for he has also been forbidden to make known to
her the reason for his apparent indifference. She cannot comprehend why he
does not even cast a glance upon her and protests in a passionate aria and duet,
‘Che fiero momento’, that without his love she prefers to die.

Orfeo, no longer able to resist the appeal of his beloved bride, forgets the
warning of Amor. He turns and passionately clasps Euridice in his arms.
Immediately she dies. Itis then that Orfeo intones the lament, ‘Che fard senza

! As to whether Euridice or another singer should be entrusted with this aria, Edward Dent wrote:
‘Managers never realise that Euridice in Act I11 is a highly sexed person, and wants conjugal
rights at once, whereas the Happy Spirit is clearly quite devoid of all human instincts. It is almost
impossible to find one singer who can express both these things’.
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Euridice’ (I have lost my Euridice), that air in the score which has truly
become immortal: i
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‘All forms of language have been exhausted to praise the stupor of grief, the

passion, the despair expressed in this sublime number,’ says a writer in the

Clément and Larousse Dictionnaire des Opéras. It is equalled only by the lines
of Vergil:

Vox ipsa et frigida lingua,
‘Ah! miseram Eurydicen,’ anima fugiente, vocabat;
Eurydicen,’ toto referebant flumine ripae.

[E’en then his trembling tongue invok’d his bride;

With his last voice, ‘Eurydice,’ he cried,

‘Eurydice,’ the rocks and river banks replied.
DRYDEN]

In fact it is so beautiful that Amor, affected by the grief of Orfeo, appears to
him, touches Euridice and restores her to life and to her husband’s arms.

The legend of Orpheus and Eurydice as related in Vergil’s Georgics, from
which are the lines just quoted, is one of the classics of antiquity. In Orfeo ed
Euridice Gluck has preserved the chaste classicism of the original, in spite of
the passion and drama which he successfully attempted to get into his music.

The role of Orfeo was written for the celebrated male contralto Guadagni.
For the Paris production the composer added three bars to the most famous
number of the score, the ‘Che fard senza Euridice’, illustrated above. These
presumably were the three last bars, the concluding phrases of the peroration
of the immortal air. He also transposed the part of Orfeo for the tenor Legros,
for whom he introduced a vocal number entirely out of keeping with the
role’ —a bravura aria which for a long while was erroneously ascribed to the
obscure Italian composer Ferdinando Bertoni. It is believed that the tenor
importuned Gluck for something that would show off his voice, whereupon
the composer handed him the air. Legros introduced it at the end of the first
act, where to this day it remains in the printed score. When the tenor Nourrit
sang the role many years later, he substituted the far more appropriate aria, ‘O
transport, 0 désordre extréme’ (O transport, O ecstasy extrcme), from Gluck’s
own Echo et Narcisse. It may be of interest to note that, for the revival which he

! So it may once have been thought, but tastes change and Kathleen Ferrier, with John Barbirolli
conducting, did not scorn to include it and indeed made a great hit with it in what turned out to be
her last operatic appearance; Janet Baker at Glyndebourne did no less in hers. H.
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conducted at the Metropolitan in 1910, Toscanini introduced the aria
‘Divinités du Styx’ (from Gluck’s Alceste) into the scene in Hades.

Some reconciliation between the Vienna and the Paris versions tends to be
made for each and every production, but that the opera, as it came from
Gluck’s pen, required nothing more, appeared in the notable revival at the
Théatre Lyrique, Paris, November, 1859, under Berlioz’s direction, when
that distinguished composer restored the role of Orfeo to its original form'
and for a hundred and fifty nights the celebrated contralto, Pauline Viardot-
Garcia, sang it to enthusiastic houses.

The opera has been the object of unstinted praise. Of the second act the
same French authority quoted above says that from the first note to the last, it
is ‘a complete masterpiece and one of the most astonishing productions of the
human mind. The chorus of demons in turn questions, becomes wrathful,
bursts into turmoil of threats, gradually becomes tranquil and is hushed, as if
subdued and conquered by the music of Orfeo’s lyre. What is more moving
than the phrase ‘Laissez-vous toucher par mes pleurs’? (A thousand griefs,
threatening shades.) Seeing a large audience captivated by this mythological
subject, an audience mixed, frivolous and unthinking, transported and swayed
by this scene, one recognises the real power of music. The composer
conquered his hearers as his Orfeo succeeded in subduing the Furies.
Nowhere, in no work, is the effect more gripping.’

Gaetano Guadagni, who created the role of Orfeo, was one of the most
famous male contralti of the eighteenth century. Handel assigned to him
contralto parts in Messiah and Samson, and it was Gluck himself who procured
his engagement at Vienna. The French production of the opera was preceded
by an act of homage, which showed the interest of the French in Gluck’s work.
Though it had its first performance in Vienna, the score was first printed in
Paris and at the expense of Count Durazzo. The success of the Paris
production was so great that Gluck’s former pupil, Marie Antoinette, granted
him a pension of 6,000 francs with an addition of the same sum for every fresh
work he should produce on the French stage.

Einstein sums up the work: ‘Orfeo ed Euridice marked an epoch not only in
Gluck’s work, but in the whole of operatic history. Here for the first time is an
opera without recitativo secco . . . here for the first time was a work so closely
grown together with its text that it was unique and could not be composed

again. ... An opera at last whose manner of performance required the
composer’s supervision, the first opera that culminated in the musician’s
labour!’ K., H.

! In so far as a female contralto is the equivalent of a male castrato voice (which it is not). Berlioz of
course retained the considerable attractions and additions of the French 1774 version, transpos-
ing the title role from tenor to contralto keys. H.
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ALCESTE

" Alcestis

Opera in three acts by Christoph Willibald Gluck, text by Ranieri da Calzabigi.
Premiére at the Burgtheater, Vienna, December 26, 1767, with Antonia Bernasconi
(Alcestis), Giuseppe Tibaldi (Admetus), Laschi (High Priest and Voice of Apollo), in
Italian. Produced in Paris in a revised version, April 23, 1776, with Mlle Levasseur as
Alcestis, and sung in French. First performance in London, King’s Theatre, 1795 (in
Italian). Important revivals include Florence Festival, 1935 (in Italian) under Vittorio
Gui, with Gina Cigna, Nicola Rakowski and Benvenuto Franci; at Covent Garden,
1937, in French, under Philippe Gaubert, with Germaine Lubin, Georges Jouatte and
Martial Singher; at the Metropolitan, New York, 1941 (in French), under Ettore
Panizza, with Marjorie Lawrence, René Maison and Leonard Warren, and, in 1952 (in
English), with Kirsten Flagstad; at Glyndebourne, 1953, with Laszlo; at la Scala,
Milan, 1954, with Callas, conductor Giulini; 1974 at Edinburgh Festival with Julia
Varady, conductor Alexander Gibson; 1983 Covent Garden, with Janet Baker,
conductor Mackerras.

CHARACTERS

Tenor Admetus
Soprano Alcestis
Baritone High Priest
Baritone Hercules

Tenor Evander
Baritone Thanatos
Baritone Voice of Apollo
Baritone Herald

Soprano, Mezzo-soprano,
Baritone Leaders of the People
Soprano A woman

Gluck goes down to history as a reformer, whose battle against the con-
temporary abuses of opera proved a turning point in the history of the art.
Einstein has suggested that the normal eighteenth-century method of reform
being by means of satire and parody, and Gluck being constitutionally unfitted
to this medium or to that of opera buffa, he was obliged to become the first
critical creator in opera’s history if he was to express his thoughts on the
subject; he had no other ‘safety valve’. His preface to Alceste is one of the most
famous documents in the annals of opera, and it is reproduced here in the
translaton of Eric Blom (which occurs in his translation of Einstein’s
biography of Gluck in Dent’s ‘Master Musicians’ Series):

‘When I undertook to write the music for Alceste, 1 resolved to divest it
entirely of all those abuses, introduced into it either by the mistaken vanity of
singers or by the too great complaisance of composers, which have so long
disfigured Italian opera and made of the most splendid and most beautiful of
spectacles the most ridiculous and wearisome. I have striven to restrict music
to its true office of serving poetry by means of expression and by following the
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situations of the story, without interrupting the action or stifling it with a
useless superfluity of ornaments; and I believed that it should do this in the
same way as telling colours affect a correct and well-ordered drawing, by a
well-assorted contrast of light and shade, which serves to animate the figures
without altering their contours. Thus I did not wish to arrest an actor in the
greatest heat of dialogue in order to wait for a tiresome ritornello, nor to hold
him up in the middle of a word on a vowel favourable to his voice, nor to make
display of the agility of his fine voice in some long-drawn passage, nor to wait
while the orchestra gives him time to recover his breath for a cadenza. I did not
think it my duty to pass quickly over the second section of an aria of which the
words are perhaps the most impassioned and important, in order to repeat
regularly four times over those of the first part, and to finish the aria where its
sense may perhaps not end for the convenience of the singer who wishes to
show that he can capriciously vary a passage in a number of guises; in short, I
have sought to abolish all the abuses against which good sense and reason have
long cried out in vain.

‘T have felt that the overture ought to apprise the spectators of the nature of
the action that is to be represented and to form, so to speak, its argument; that
the concerted instruments should be introduced in proportion to the interest
and intensity of the words, and not leave that sharp contrast between the aria
and the recitative in the dialogue, so as not to break a period unreasonably nor
wantonly disturb the force and heat of the action.

‘Furthermore, I believed that my greatest labour should be devoted to
seeking a beautiful simplicity, and I have avoided making displays of difficulty
at the expense of clearness; nor did I judge it desirable to discover novelties if
it was not naturally suggested by the situation and the expression; and there is
no rule which I have not thought it right to set aside willingly for the sake of an
intended effect.

‘Such are my principles. By good fortune my designs were wonderfully
furthered by the libretto, in which the celebrated author, devising a new
dramatic scheme, had substituted for florid descriptions, unnatural paragons
and sententious, cold morality, heartfelt language, strong passions, interesting
situations and an endlessly varied spectacle. The success of the work justified
my maxims, and the universal approbation of so enlightened a city has made it
clearly evident that simplicity, truth and naturalness are the great principles of
beauty in all artistic manifestations. For all that, in spite of repeated urgings,
on the part of some most eminent persons to decide upon the publication of
this opera of mine in print, I was well aware of all the risk run in combating
such firmly and profoundly rooted prejudices, and I thus felt the necessity of
fortifying myself with the most powerful patronage of Your Royal Highness'
whose August Name I beg you may have the grace to prefix to this my opera, a
name which with so much justice enjoys the suffrages of an enlightened
Europe. The great protector of the fine arts, who reigns over a nation that had
the glory of making them rise again from universal oppression and which itself

! Leopold, Duke of Tuscany, who, on the death of Joseph 11, was to become Emperor
Leopold I1.
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has produced the greatest models, in a city that was always the first to shake off
the yoke of vulgar prejudices in order to clear a path for perfection, may alone
undertake the reform of that noble spectacle in which all the fine arts take so
great a share. If this should succeed, the glory of having moved the first stone
will remain for me, and in this public testimonial of Your Highness’s
furtherance of the same, I have the honour to subscribe myself, with the most
humble respect,
‘Your Royal Highness’s
‘Most humble, most devoted and most obliged servant,
‘CHRISTOFORO GLUCK.

This summary and the cast list refer to the Paris version of Alceste, almost as
much a recomposition of the opera as was the Paris version of Orfeo.

Calzabigi has not followed the lines of Euripides’ tragedy, where the role of
Admetus is an inglorious one, and the intervention of Hercules due to his
desire to vindicate the laws of hospitality, not to any motive of pity for the sorry
plight of Alcestis and Admetus.

Act I. A magnificently sombre overture fully vindicates Gluck’s avowed
intention as set forth in the preface; here indeed is the argument of the action.
The scene represents a great court in front of the palace of Admetus; at the
back can be seen the temple of Apollo. The people crowd into the courtyard
and mourn the illness of their King, which, the herald tells them, is likely to
prove fatal. Evander announces the entrance of Alcestis, and the Queen
appears flanked by her two children. She laments the prospect in front of her
children, soon to be fatherless, and bids the crowd come with her to the
temple, there to offer sacrifice to the gods.

In the temple of Apollo, we hear first a simple tune, designated ‘Pantomime’
in the score, which may serve as background for a dance as well as for the
entrance of Alcestis. The High Priest and the chorus call upon the god to avert
the fate which is about to overtake Admetus, and, through him, his wife and
his people. Alcestis adds her prayer, and a sacrifice is prepared, to the music of
another ‘Pantomime’. The High Priest, in music that grows more and more
awe-inspiring, invokes the god and commands the people to be silent to hear
the Oracle’s judgement. When it comes, it is more terrible than they had
expected: Admetus must die, unless a friend can be found to die in his stead.
The people lament the harsh pronouncement and rush from the temple in
fear, leaving Alcestis and the High Priest alone. Alcestis awakes to the reality
of the situation and resolves to die for her husband, without whom she cannot
live. ‘Non, ce n’est point un sacrifice,’ she sings in an aria of noble simplicity.
The High Priest tells her that her prayer is granted and she has the rest of the
day to prepare herself for the advent of death.

In an aria which has become the most famous of the opera, Alcestis invokes
the gods of the underworld and defies them to do their worst; what dread has
she of dying for what she loves best in the world? ‘Divinités du Styx’ is Gluck at
his most intense, justifying his own maxims as regards the situation, but with a
result that is no less impressive as music than as drama.

Act II. In a great hall of his palace, Admetus stands to receive the
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congratulations of his people, headed by Evander, on his apparently miracu-
lous recovery. Dances are performed in his honour. The King enquires what
brought about his recovery, and Evander tells him the condition imposed by
the Oracle but does not name the victim. The King is horror-stricken and
refuses to accept such a sacrifice. Alcestis joins him and shares his joy that they
are reunited. The chorus of praise and rejoicing continues, but Alcestis is
quite unable to hide the grief she feels as the moment draws near when she
must leave her husband and her children for ever. Admetus tries to comfort
her in a da capo aria of great beauty, ‘Bannis la crainte et les alarmes’, but to no
avail. The Queen avows her love, but finally admits that it is she the gods are
taking in place of Admetus. Dramatically, he refuses to accept the sacrifice:
‘Non, sans toi, je ne puis vivre’. Alcestis is left alone with the people, and, as
they mourn for her grief, sings ‘Ah, malgré moi, mon faible coeur partage vos
tendres pleurs’.

Act III. The courtyard of the palace. The people are mourning the
deaths of both Alcestis and of Admetus, who has followed her. Hercules
arrives, rejoicing that his labours are over, but Evander informs him of the
death of his friend Admetus, and of the circumstances surrounding it, and he
swears to restore their King and Queen to the people of Greece.

The scene changes to the gates of Hell. Alcestis pleads with the gods of Hell
(who remain invisible) that her torment be not prolonged, that she be received
at once. Admetus joins her, asking only to be reunited with her in death. He
reminds her of her duty to their children, but their duet is interrupted by the
voice of Thanatos announcing that the time has come for one of them to offer
themselves to Death; the choice is left to Alcestis as to which of the two it shall
be. Alcestis will not renounce her right to die for her husband, and the choice
appears to have been made, much to the grief of Admetus, when Hercules
appears on the scene, determined to deprive the underworld of its prey. He
and Admetus defy Hell and its rulers and fight to rescue Alcestis. At the
moment of their success, Apollo appears, and announces to Hercules that his
action has won him the right to a place amongst the gods themselves, while
Admetus and Alcestis are to be restored to earth, there to serve as a universal
example of the power of conjugal love.

The scene changes to the palace court, and Apollo bids the people rejoice
that their King and Queen are restored to them. Alcestis, Admetus, and
Hercules take part in a trio, and the opera ends in general rejoicing.

More than perhaps any other of the operas of his maturity, Alceste illustrates
the ideal of ‘beautiful simplicity’ which Gluck tells us in his preface is his aim.
Berlioz’s admiration for the temple scene is well known, and Ernest Newman
further quotes this composer’s detailed objection to the changes made in what
we now know as ‘Divinités du Styx’ when the opera was translated from
Italian, changes which ruined the beginning of the aria, according to Berlioz.
Ironically, when an Italian soprano now sings this aria, she will use an Italian
translation of the French translation of the original Italian, and of course
employ the musical form of the French version! It should be noted that the
original score included a scene in a gloomy forest near Pherae at the beginning
of the second act; this is omitted in the French version, which begins with the
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festivities attending the recovery of Admetus. The third act, while employing
much of the music of the original, is entirely altered dramatically, and, says
Ernest Newman, distinctly for the worse. Du Roullet’s! introduction of
Hercules has, according to Newman, a vulgarising effect, and only the new
scene at the gates of Hell (the entire act originally took place in the courtyard
of the palace, where Alceste died, Admetus tried to commit suicide, and a
happy ending was provided by the appearance of Apollo) constitutes a worth-
while addition to the score as it stood. H.

IPHIGENIE EN AULIDE
Iphigenia in Aulis

Opera in three acts by Christoph Willibald Gluck, text by Lebland du Roullet. First
performed at the Académie de Musique, Paris, April 19, 1774, with Sophie Arnould
(Iphigénie), du Plant (Clytemnestra), Legros (Achilles), Larrivée (Agamemnon).

In 1846 Wagner revised the opera, changing the orchestration, re-writing some of
the recitatives. This version, produced at Dresden in 1847, was given on many German
stages. There was a famous revival under Mahler in Vienna in 1904 with Gutheil-
Schoder, Mildenburg, Schmedes and Demuth. The opera was heard in England for
the first time as late as 1933 (at Oxford) and in 1937 (Glasgow). The first American
performance occurred in 1935, in Philadelphia, conducted by Alexander Smallens,
and sung by Rosa Tentoni, Cyrena van Gordon, Joseph Bentonelli, and George
Baklanoff. It was revived at the Florence Festival of 1950 (in the Boboli Gardens), with
Guerrini, Nicolai, Penno, and Christoff; and at la Scala, Milan, in 1959, with
Simionato, Lazzarini, Pier Miranda Ferraro, Christoff; New York (concert perform-
ance), 1962, with Gorr, Marilyn Horne, Simoneau, Bacquier; Salzburg, 1962, with
Christa Ludwig, Borkh, King, Berry, conductor B6hm; Drottningholm (Sweden),
1965, with Elisabeth S6derstrom in the title role.

CHARACTERS

Bass-Baritone Agamemnon, King of Mycenae
Soprano Clytemnestra, his wife
Soprano Iphigenia, their daughter

Tenor Achilles, a Greek hero
Bass Patroclus
Bass Calchas, the High Priest
Bass Arcas
Soprano Artemis

Chorus of Priests, People
Time: The beginning of the Trojan War  Place: The island of Aulis

Act I. Agamemnon, after consulting the oracle, has vowed to sacrifice his
daughter, Iphigénie, to Diana in return for a favourable wind to take him and

! Lebland du Roullet was responsible for French translation and some adjustments in 1776.
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his army safely to Troy. He is persuaded to send for his daughter, on the
pretext that her marriage to Achilles shall be solemnised in Aulis. He however
secretly sends word to his wife, Clytemnestra, telling her to delay the voyage as
the marriage has been postponed. When the opera opens, Agamemnon is seen
a prey to agonising remorse, and torn by the conflicting claims of duty and
love. The Greeks demand to know the reason for the gods’ continued
displeasure, and Calchas, the high priest, is filled with sorrow at the thought of
the sacrifice that is demanded. He prays to the goddess to find another victim,
Agamemnon joins him in prayer, and the Greeks demand the name of the
victim that they may immediately make the sacrifice the goddess demands.
Calchas assures them that the victim shall be found that very day.

Calchas reasons with Agamemnon in an effort to persuade him to agree to
the sacrifice, but the Greek King breaks out into an agonised expression of his
overwhelming sorrow. Is it possible that the gods wish him to commit so
dreadful a crime? Calchas asks him if his intention is to go against his oath, but
Agamemnon replies that he has sworn to sacrifice Iphigénie only if she sets
foot on the soil of Aulis. At that very moment, and in the midst of Calchas’
denunciation of the King’s duplicity, they hear the cries of the Greeks as they
welcome Clytemnestra and Iphigénie, newly arrived on the island. As the
King and the high priest comment on the possible consequences of the arrival,
the Greeks sing the praises of the Queen and her daughter. Agamemnon
secretly informs his wife that Achilles has proved unworthy of Iphigénie and
that she and her daughter are therefore to return immediately on their
journey. She denounces Achilles to Iphigénie, who is ready to believe her until
Achilles himself appears on the scene, overjoyed at her unexpected arrival.
Iphigénie is at first cold and unwelcoming, but explanations follow and the act
ends with a duet of reconciliation.

ActII. Inspite of the chorus’s attempts at reassurance and congratulation
on her forthcoming marriage, Iphigénie is filled with foreboding at the
prospect of a meeting between Agamemnon and Achilles who by now knows
that his prospective father-in-law was responsible for the rumour of his
infidelity to Iphigénie. Clytemnestra bids her daughter rejoice, Achilles, after
introducing the warrior Patroclus to her, leads a chorus in her praise, and
songs and dances are offered in honour of the happy couple. As Achilles is
about to lead his bride to the Altar, Arcas, Agamemnon’s messenger,
intervenes and protests that Agamemnon waits at the altar to sacrifice her in
fulfilment of his sacred vow. Clytemnestra begs Achilles to protect his young
bride from the consequences of her father’s rash action. Achilles impulsively
swears to defend her, but Iphigénie reminds him that Agamemnon is her
father, and that she loves him in spite of the terrible situation in which fate has
placed him.

Agamemnon and Achilles meet, and, in answer to Achilles’ reproaches,
Agamemnon reminds him that he is supreme commander of the Greek forces
and that all owe allegiance to him and obedience to his decisions. Achilles
defies him and says that whoever means to lay hands on Iphigénie will have to
overcome him first. Agamemnon is left alone with his conscience and the
necessity to decide between his duty to the gods and his love for his daughter.
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In the end he decides to send Clytemnestra and Iphigénie straight away to
Mycenae, and by this means he hopes to avoid the consequences of his oath.

Act III.  The Greeks demand that the vow shall be fulfilled as the only
means by which the present wrath of the gods may be averted. Achilles begs
Iphigénie to fly with him, but she protests her willingness to die, he insists on
his determination to save her. Clytemnestra is left alone with her daughter,
and tries every means to save her, but the Greeks are implacable in their
demand that the sacrifice shall take place. Clytemnestra calls down the fury of
Jove on the cruel hosts of the Greeks.

Allis ready for the sacrifice and the Greeks beg for an answer to their prayer
which will accompany it. The ceremony is interrupted by the arrival of
Achilles at the head of the Thessalians, who fall on the assembled Greek
troops. A pitched battle is averted by Calchas, who announces that the gods
are appeased and prepared to grant fair weather even though Agamemnon’s
oath is not fulfilled. Husband and wife, parent and child, lover and beloved are
reconciled and re-united and the opera ends with rejoicings as the Greeks
prepare to set sail for Troy.

Although Iphigénie en Aulide has not quite the unity of style and construction
that is so marked a feature of the later Iphigénie en Tauride, it is full of
remarkable music. The leading figures are strongly characterised.
Agamemnon is never less than a heroic figure, and the conflict which is the
result of his vow makes him the most interesting character in the drama. His
arias are magnificently expressive, that of the first act (‘Diane impitoyable’)
immediately establishing his commanding stature and essential nobility as
well as the appalling dilemma he sees before him, the great scena at the end of
the second act (after the scene with Achilles) even more impressively dramatic
(‘O toi, 'objet le plus aimable’). Clytemnestra is less positively involved in the
drama, but her intense reaction to its events is expressed in wonderfully
dramatic music. In her solo scenes, she passes from straightforward fury when
she hears from Agamemnon of Achilles’ supposed unfaithfulness to Iphi-
génie, through the extremes of grief when she pleads with Achilles to save her
daughter, until in the third act she collapses altogether when her pleas to the
Greeks go unheeded. Even nowadays the intensity of her emotions is
immediately apparent, and one can imagine that such musical expressiveness
must have made an extraordinary effect in Gluck’s time. Like Ilia in /domeneo,
Iphigénie is the victim rather than the agent of the tragedy, but her resignation
and acceptance of her cruel fate gives rise to music of remarkable beauty.
Achilles is the ancestor of Radames and a whole line of heroic tenors,
uncomplicated as a person and accustomed to express himself vigorously and
uncompromisingly, with a wealth of top notes to emphasise his determination.
His aria in Act III when he resolves to save Iphigénie by force of arms
apparently made an effect at the first performance comparable to that felt by
Italian audiences hearing Verdi’s music at the time of the Risorgimento. We
are told that the gentlemen in the theatre could hardly refrain from drawing
their swords and joining him on the stage in his attempt to rescue his Princess.
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IPHIGENIE EN TAURIDE
Iphigenia in Tauris

Opera in four acts by Gluck, words by Francois Guillard.

Produced in the Académie de Musique, Paris, May 18, 1779, with Levasseur,
Legros, Larrivée; London (in da Ponte’s Italian translation), 1796; Metropolitan
Opera House, New York, November 25, 1916, with Kurt, Sembach, Weil, Braun, and
Rappold (in German, arranged Richard Strauss). Revived la Scala, 1937, with
Caniglia, Parmeggiani, Armando Borgioli, Maugeri, conducted by de Sabata; Berlin
1941, with Miiller, Svanholm, Domgraf-Fassbander, Ahlersmeyer; Aix, 1952, with
Neway, Simoneau, Mollet, Massard, conductor Giulini; la Scala, 1957, with Callas;
Edinburgh Festival and Covent Garden, 1961, with Gorr, conductor Solti; Holland
Festival, 1964, with Brouwenstijn, Ilosfalvy, Pfibyl,' conductor Erede; Opéra, Paris,
1965, with Crespin, Chauvet, Massard.

CHARACTERS

Soprano Iphigenia, Priestess of Diana
Baritone Orestes, her Brother
Tenor Pylades, his Friend
Bass Thoas, King of Scythia
Soprano Diana

Scythians, Priestesses of Diana, Greeks
Time: After the Trojan War  Place: Tauris

Iphigenia is the daughter of Agamemnon, King of Mycenae. Agamemnon was
slain by his wife, Clytemnestra, who, in turn, was killed by her son, Orestes.
Iphigenia is ignorant of these happenings. She has become a priestess of
Diana on the island of Tauris and has not seen Orestes for many years.

Actl. Before the atrium of the temple of Diana. To priestesses and Greek
maidens, Iphigenia tells of her dream that misfortune has come to her family
in the distant country of her birth. Thoas, entering, calls for a human sacrifice
to ward off danger that has been foretold to him. Some of his people, hastily
coming upon the scene, bring with them as captives Orestes and Pylades,
Greek youths who have landed upon the coast. They report that Orestes
constantly speaks of having committed a crime and of being pursued by
Furies.

Act II. Temple of Diana. Orestes bewails his fate. Pylades sings of his
undying friendship for him. Pylades is separated from Orestes, who
temporarily loses his mind. Iphigenia questions him. Orestes, under her
influence, becomes calmer, but refrains from disclosing his identity. He tells
her, however, that he is from Mycenae, that Agamemnon (their father) has
been slain by his wife, that Clytemnestra’s son, Orestes, has slain her in

! In 17801, Gluck revised his opera for its performance in German in Vienna, giving the role of
Orestes to Josef Valentin Adamberger (like Vilem Pfibyl in Holland in 1964, a tenor). Antonia
Bernasconi, Josef Souter and Ludwig Fischer made up the remainder of the cast. Fischer, like
Adamberger, was to sing the first performance of Mozart’s Entfiihrung the following year.  H.
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revenge, and is himself dead. Of the once great family only a daughter,
Electra, remains.

Act I11. Iphigenia is struck with the resemblance of the stranger to her
brother and, in order to save him from the sacrifice demanded by Thoas,
charges him to deliver a letter to Electra. He declines to leave Pylades, nor,
until Orestes affirms that he will commit suicide rather than accept freedom at
the price of his friend’s life, does Pylades agree to take the letter, and then only
because he hopes to bring succour to Orestes.

Act IV. Allis ready for the sacrifice. Iphigenia has the knife poised for the
fatal thrust, when, through an exclamation uttered by Orestes, she recognises
him as her brother. The priestesses offer him obeisance as king. Thoas,
however, enters and demands the sacrifice. Iphigenia declares that she will die
with her brother. At that moment Pylades at the head of a rescue party enters
the temple. A combat ensues in which Thoas is killed. Diana herself appears,
pardons Orestes and returns to the Greeks her likeness which the Scythians
had stolen and over which they had built the temple.

Gluck was sixty-five when he brought out Iphigénie en Tauride. A con-
temporary remarked that there were many fine passages in the opera. ‘There
is only one,’ said the Abbé Arnaud. ‘Which?’— ‘The entire work.’

The mad scene for Orestes, in the second act, has been called Gluck’s
greatest single achievement. Mention should also be made of Iphigenia’s ‘O
toi, qui prolongeas nos jours’, the dances of the Scythians, the air of Thoas,
‘De noirs pressentiments mon dme intimidée’; the airs of Pylades, ‘Unis dés la
plus tendre enfance’ and ‘O mon ami’; Iphigenia’s ‘O malheureuse Iphigénie’,
and ‘Je timplore et je tremble’; and the hymn to Diana, ‘Chaste fille de
Latone’ (Chaste daughter of the crescent moon).

Here may be related an incident at the rehearsal of the work which indicates
the dramatic significance Gluck sought to impart to his music. In the second
act, while Orestes is singing, ‘Le calme rentre dans mon coeur’, the orchestral
accompaniment continues to express the agitation of his thoughts. During the
rehearsal the members of the orchestra, not understanding the passage, came
to a stop. ‘Go on all the same,’ cried Gluck. ‘He lies. He has killed his mother!

Gluck’s enemies prevailed upon his rival, Piccinni, to write an Iphigénie en
Tauride in opposition. [t was produced in January 1781, met with failure, and
put a definite stop to Piccinni’s rivalry with Gluck. At the performance the
prima donna was intoxicated. This caused a spectator to shout: ‘Iphigénie en
Tauride! allons donc, c’est Iphigénie en Champagnel

The laugh that followed sealed the doom of the work.

The version used at the Metropolitan was that made by Richard Strauss,
which involves changes in the finales of the first and last acts. Ballet music
from Orfeo and Armide was also introduced. K.

There is much to support the argument that this is Gluck’s greatest opera.
Here he comes nearest to a complete reconciliation of his dramatic style with
his lyrical, and the extremes represented by Alceste and Armide are to some
extent amalgamated. The dramatic and the sensuous meet in Iphigénie en
Tauride to form a whole that is more consistent and more expressive than
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IDOMENEO

Opera in three acts by Mozart. Text by the Abbé Varesco, after a French opera by
Campra and Danchet. First performed at Munich, January 29, 1781, with Anton Raaff
as Idomeneo, del Prato as Idamante, Dorothea Wendling as Ilia, Elisabeth Wendling
as Electra, Panzacchi as Arbace. Revived Vienna 1786'; Karlsruhe, 1917; Dresden,
1925; Vienna, 1931 (revised by Strauss, new text by Lothar Wallerstein), and with
Maria Nemeth, Elisabeth Schumann, Josef Kalenberg, Eva Hadrabova, Richard
Mayr; Munich, 1931 (revised by Wolf-Ferrari). The first British performance was at
Glasgow in 1934, and the first English professional performance at Glyndebourne in
1951, when Fritz Busch conducted a cast including Sena Jurinac (Ilia), Birgit Nilsson
(Electra), Richard Lewis (Idomeneo), and Leopold Simoneau (Idamante). The first
New York performance was at Town Hall, 1951, with Camilla Williams, Mariquita
Moll, Brenda Lewis, William Hess. Recent revivals include Salzburg, 1956, with
Scheyrer, Goltz, Schock, Kmentt, conductor Bohm; Sadler’s Wells, 1962, with
Morison, Woodland, Dowd, McAlpine, conductor Colin Davis; la Scala, Milan, 1968,
with Rinaldi, Gencer, Kmentt, Schreier, conductor Sawallisch; Metropolitan, New
York 1982, with Ileana Cotrubas, Hildegard Behrens, Frederica von Stade, Luciano
Pavarotti, conductor Levine; Glyndebourne, 1983, with Margaret Marshall, Carol
Vaness, Philip Langridge, Jerry Hadley, conductor Haitink.

CHARACTERS

Tenor Idomeneo, King of Crete
Soprano or Tenor Idamante, Ais son
Soprano llia, a Trojan Princess
Soprano Electra, a Greek Princess
Tenor Arbace, confidant of Idomeneo
Tenor High Priest of Neptune
Bass Voice of Neptune

People of Crete, Trojan Prisoners, Sailors, Soldiers,
Priests of Neptune, Dancers

The action takes place on the island of Crete

! When Idamante’s role was re-written for tenor.
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Mozart’s third and greatest essay in the form of opera seria (his first two,
Mitridate and Lucio Silla, were written respectively ten and nine years earlier)
was first performed in 1781 at Munich, for which Opera it was commissioned.
Revived only once in the composer’s lifetime (for a private performance in
Vienna in 1786), it was fairly frequently heard in Germany and Austria after
his death but not performed in Britain until 1934, and never on the English
professional stage until its production at Glyndebourne in 1951. It was not
heard in America until 1947 when performed at the Berkshire Festival,
Tanglewood.

Why this neglect? First, by its very nature, /domeneo has never been a
repertory opera. Secondly and more important, it is an example of an operatic
convention whose popularity was nearing its end at the time of the first
performance, and with which we have now almost no first-hand acquaintance
at all. A castrato (‘mio molto amato castrato del Prato’, as Mozart called him)
was a prominent member of the original cast, and the opera was conceived
during the period of vocal virtuosity which is associated with that breed. This
is important to an understanding of the whole scheme of Idomeneo, as the
composer aimed to give the fullest possible scope to his singers and the idiom
is dependent for its full effect on singing of considerable stature. But let it not
be thought that the opera is just a series of display pieces and formal
movements; it is far more than that— Einstein in fact describes it as ‘one of
those works that even a genius of the highest rank, like Mozart, could write
only once in his life’. He was at the height of his powers when it was composed,
and the arias are superbly expressive, though on a more rarefied plane than the
later comedies have accustomed us to. If drama consists of the interplay of
motives and emotions, and tragedy of the ordering of men’s destinies by a fate
their own actions have provoked, Idomeneo is both tragic (in spite of its happy
ending) and dramatic. The four main characters, whose conflict reaches its
climax with the great quartet in the last act, are sharply defined, and what
might well have turned out no more than four stock figures emerge in the
course of the musical action as personages no less real, if on an idealised plane,
than for instance Susanna or Pamina. In fact we may take Ilia, with the gradual
development of her personality through the trials she has to undergo, as a
sketch, musically speaking at any rate, for Pamina, Mozart’s maturest essay in
what one must think of as his conception of the ‘perfect’ feminine type. It is
hardly more fanciful to see in [damante, her lover, the forerunner of Tamino,
even more forceful and generous and dignified for all that he was originally
sung by a castrato.

Actl. Idomeneo, King of Crete, has taken part in the Trojan war, and it is
many years since he left home. Amongst the prisoners he has sent home is Ilia,
daughter of King Priam, who has fallen in love with Idamante, the son of
Idomeneo. The overture immediately establishes the character of an opera
whose music, without exception, never relaxes its intense seriousness
throughout its length; from it, without the need of external evidence as to the
conduct of gpera seria, we may deduce the dignity and stature of the characters
involved. Calmly the drama unfolds. In an aria, ‘Padre, germani, addio’, Ilia
reveals that her hatred for the conquerors of her country is as nothing to her
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love for Idamante. He enters at its conclusion and in veiled terms states his
love for Ilia, at the same time announcing that, in honour of his father’s
imminent return to Crete, the Trojan prisoners are to be set free. A chorus of
rejoicing at this news precedes the entrance of Arbace to say that [dlomeneo’s
ship has been sunk; the general consternation is given particular expression by
Electra, who fears that his death will remove all obstacles to the marriage of
Ilia and Idamante, with whom she is herselfin love. Seldom if ever before can
passionate fury have been given so illuminating an expression as in her aria.
She leaves the stage and, at the end of a chorus of intercession, Idomeneo
enters with his followers, whom he dismisses before explaining in an aria the
nature of the vow which secured Neptune’s intervention in quieting the storm:
that he will sacrifice the first living creature he meets in return for deliverance
from death. It is, of course, Idamante whom he sees, and their dialogue is
made the more poignant because it is some time before Ildomeneo recognises
his son, whom he has not seen since infancy. In horror, the father orders the
son from his presence, and Idamante laments his father’s apparent dis-
pleasure in an aria ‘Il padre adorato ritrovo e lo perdo’. The act ends with a
brilliant march and choral ciaccona in honour of Neptune.

Act II.  The King tells his secret to his counsellor Arbace, who advises
that Idamante be sent to a distant country. The whole scene, which was
originally included to provide an aria for the tenor Panzacchi, who created the
role of Arbace, is usually omitted in modern performance, the act thus
beginning with the scene between Idomeneo and Ilia whose aria ‘Se il padre
perdei’ is touchingly beautiful. Idomeneo understands that his vow now
involves not only disaster for himself and Idamante but for Ilia as well, but he
faces the tragedy with courage and dignity in his great aria ‘Fuor del mar ho un
mar in seno’. This was written as a show piece for Raaff, the 66-vear-old tenor
who created the title role in Munich; whatever may be thought about his
musical taste (he wanted an aria for himself substituted for the Act III quartet),
his technique must have been very considerable indeed.! As Edward Dent
said: ‘Coloratura for men has gone out of fashion, thanks to Wagner, and,
thanks to the late Madame Patti, coloratura for women has been associated
with the frail type of heroine rather than the heroic. In the eighteenth century
and especially in the early half of it, the grand period of opera seria, coloratura
was almost invariably heroic in character. . . . Donizetti’s Lucia is paired off
with a flute, Handel’s heroes compete with a trumpet.’ If the reader doubts
whether any twentieth-century singer can overcome the difficulties of such
music, I would refer him to a record made by Hermann Jadlowker about the
time of the 1914—18 war, in which this aria is sung with extraordinary fluency
and power.

A beautiful, lyrical aria for Electra, whom the prospect of requited love has
turned into a happy woman, leads into a march, and thence to the famous

! A simplified version from Mozart’s pen also exists, twenty-two bars shorter and shorn of much
embellishment. It has often been assumed that the lesser version dates from Mozart’s preparation
of the score in 1786 for Vienna, but Daniel Heartz and Stanley Sadie have suggested that it is
likelier to represent an acknowledgement of the elderly Raalf’s diminished capacity and that it was
probably sung at the premiere. H.
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barcarolle chorus of embarkation, ‘Placido ¢ il mar, andiamo’. Idamante and
Electra take leave of Idomeneo in a superb trio ‘Pria di partir’, but the music
quickens and a storm breaks over the harbour heralding Neptune’s vengeance
at this attempt to evade the consequences of the vow made to him. Idomeneo
admits his guilt but accuses the god of injustice, and the act ends as the crowd
disperses in terror.

Act I11. Ilia can think only of her love for Idamante, and her expression of
itin her soliloquy ‘Zeffiretti lusinghieri’ is one of the most perfect moments of
the opera. To her comes Idamante; he is going out to fight the monster
Neptune has sent to plague the island, and he may not return. Involuntarily,
she confesses her love, which leads to a duet. Idomeneo and Electra interrupt
the lovers. Idomeneo still cannot bring himself'to explain the exact cause of the
disaster which is overtaking them all, and Idamante sadly takes his farewell in
the noble quartet ‘Andro ramingo e solo’. Einstein calls it ‘the first really great
ensemble in the history of the opera seria’ and Edward Dent does not try to
disguise his enthusiasm for it when he describes it as ‘perhaps the most
beautiful ensemble ever composed for the stage’. In truth, one has no cause to
complain that either is exaggerating; it shows Mozart at his noblest and most
expressive, and is the moment in the opera when the spirit of tragedy most
completely dominates the music. The scene customarily and appropriately
ends with the quartet, Arbace’s elaborate aria being cut.
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After an introduction, the High Priest exhorts the King to confess his sin to
Neptune, and the people are duly horrified to hear that the sacrifice of
Idamante is the price they and he will have to pay for deliverance from the
god’s displeasure. The people are gathered in the Temple of Neptune to
witness the sacrifice, the priests enter to a march and Idomeneo begins the
ceremony with a solemn prayer which is answered by the priests. A shout of
triumph is heard outside and Arbace announces that Idamante has met the
monster in combat and killed it. However, a moment later Idamante, who by
now knows the story of his father’s vow, enters and offers himself for sacrifice,
and Idomeneo cannot but accept him. The ceremony is about to reach its
climax when Ilia interrupts and demands to be sacrificed in Idamante’s place.
The whole situation is resolved by an oracular pronouncement from Neptune,
to the effect that the crime can be expiated, the vow fulfilled, if Idomeneo will
renounce the throne in favour of his son. In the general rejoicing, only Electra
is left with her worst fears realised; in the most furious of her violent
utterances, she gives vent to her despair and rushes from the stage or, as some
versions have it, falls dead or commits suicide.

The atmosphere changes to one of peace and fulfilment as Idomeneo in a
last recitative and aria, “T'orna la pace al core’, presents Idamante to the people
as their new ruler, and takes his farewell. At the first performance, this aria had
to be cut, much apparently to Mozart’s regret, as anyone who hears it
nowadays will readily understand. The opera ends with the people celebrating
the accession of Idamante in dance and chorus.

When Idomeneo was performed privately in Vienna by amateur singers,
Mozart added two numbers, transposed the role of Idamante for a tenor,
removed most of Arbace’s music, and made certain modifications in the rest of
the opera. That he gave the role of [damante to a tenor has been taken by some
modern editors to indicate a change of mind as far as the vocal colour of this
role was concerned, but this is surely to attach too little importance to the
practical conditions of a performance which was after all mostly in the hands
of amateur singers; rather few of these would have been likely to have been
castrati. In any case, however far the colour of the castrato voice must have
been from that of a modern soprano, it is hard to believe that it was nearer to a
tenor’s.

Modern conductors have not surprisingly shown an ambivalent attitude
towards the problem of sacrificing either vocal colour, if a tenor sings
Idamante, or dramatic verisimilitude, if they choose a soprano. No less a
Mozartian than Colin Davis chose a tenor for his Sadler’s Wells revival and his
recording, only a year or two after the recording to revert (in my view with
positive musical gain) to soprano for a broadcast. H.

78




WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART

DIE ENTFUHRUNG AUS DEM SERAIL
The Abduction from the Seraglio

Opera in three acts by Mozart. Text by Gottlieb Stephanie from a play by Bretzner.
First performed at the Burgtheater, Vienna, July 16, 1782, with Katharina Cavalieri,
Therese Teyber, Valentin Ademberger, Ludwig Fischer. During the first six years of
its existence, there were thirty-four performances in Vienna. First performed in
London, Covent Garden, 1827, in English, with additional airs by J. B. Cramer, and
sung by Madame Vestris, Miss Hughes, Mr. Sapio, Mr. Benson, Mr. Wrenn. The first
performance in New York was in 1860. Other performances in London include those
at Drury Lane, 1841 (in German), Her Majesty’s, 1866 (in Italian, with recitatives by
Arditi). Revived Covent Garden, 1927, with Ivogiin, Schumann, Erb, Bender,
conducted by Bruno Walter; 1938, with Berger, Beilke, Tauber, Weber, conducted by
Beecham. Produced for the first time at Glyndebourne in 1935, with Noel Eadie,
Eisinger, Ludwig, Andresen, Heddle Nash (Pedrillo), conducted by Fritz Busch. The
first performance in Italy did not take place until 1935, at the Florence Festival, when
Bruno Walter conducted a cast including Perras, Schone, Kullman, and Sterneck; and
the opera was first heard at the Metropolitan, New York, in 1946 in English, with
Steber, Alarie, Kullman, Carter, Ernster, conductor Cooper.

CHARACTERS

Soprano Constanze, a Spanish lady
Soprano Blonde, her English maid
Tenor Belmonte, a Spanish nobleman
Tenor Pedrillo, 4is servant
Speaking Part Pasha Selim
Bass Osmin, gverseer of his harem

Turkish Soldiers, Guards, Turkish women

A curious ‘springboard’ (as Einstein calls it in his Mozart; his Character, his
Work) exists for Die Entfiihrung. In 1779 Mozart began the music for a
Singspiel, perhaps in desperation at the small prospects for operatic composi-
tion and performance which Salzburg offered. It was abandoned, probably
owing to the arrival of the commission for /domeneo, was only published in
1838 under the title of Zaide, and did not reach the stage until 1866. The
reasons are not far to seek: it was conceived on a modest scale—too modest
for Mozart’s real requirements—and its subject and style were “T'urkish’ and
very close to those of the opera he undertook a little later, Die Entfiihrung,
whose story reads like an amplification of Zaide. Zaide contains some attractive
music, and the aria ‘Ruhe sanft, mein holdes Leben’ is of the greatest
simplicity and beauty.

Die Entfuihrung (1782) itself is important amongst Mozart’s works not least
because of the ambitious and extended view he takes in it of the hitherto
modest German Singspiel. The drama is carried on almost exclusively in
speech and it is only in moments of high emotion that the characters have
recourse to song— but on what a sublimated level is that song when it comes!
To expect in a Singspiel the extended finales that are a characteristic of opera
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buffa is to wish for something which would have been out of character with the
convention and which Mozart was not trying to provide. Nevertheless, the
music is highly expressive. Constanze and Belmonte, the latter at any rate, are
perhaps loftier in their musical aspirations than they are in the field of human
behaviour, where they lay themselves open to charges of ingratitude and
deception. Blonde and Pedrillo, though entertaining, are stock comedy
figures. Osmin, however, is one of the composer’s great dramatic creations,
genuinely and consistently comic in music as in action, yet no mere figure of
fun, and as potentially dangerous as he is laughable.

Actl. The overture is mainly concerned with establishing the “Turkish’
atmosphere of the piece; Mozart also introduces a reference in the minor to
Belmonte’s aria, ‘Hier soll’ ich dich denn sehen, Constanze’, which is heard in
C major when the curtain goes up. Belmonte is outside the Pasha Selim’s
house, where he believes his beloved Constanze, who has been carried off by
pirates, is a captive. Osmin, in charge of the Pasha’s harem and also, it seems,
of his garden, appears singing a doleful sort of love song, ‘Wer ein Liebchen
hat gefunden’, one of the delights of the score. He is questioned by Belmonte:
is this not the Pasha Selim’s house? It is, and he works for the Pasha, but an
enquiry for Pedrillo produces an even surlier answer, as this is his béte noire, his
rival in love for Blondchen; Pedrillo should, he says, without delay, be hanged,
drawn, and quartered. He chases Belmonte away, but is immediately confron-
ted with Pedrillo in person, saucier and more impudent than ever. The
situation calls for music and he relieves his pent-up feelings with an aria that is
a virtuoso expression of rage and also, in good hands, of the comic bass’s art:
‘Solche hergelauf’ne Laffen’.

Belmonte returns to find his former servant; each is delighted at the other’s
news, Belmonte to hear that Constanze has remained true to him in spite of
the Pasha’s persuasive powers, Pedrillo that there is a boat waiting to take
them all to safety if they can only spirit the women out of the harem. Belmonte
sings a song of love for his absent Constanze: ‘O wie dngstlich, o wie feurig’. It
is filled with a romantic feeling that derives in part, we may suppose, from
Mozart’s own love for his Constanze, whom he married a few weeks after the
production of the opera. The orchestral accompaniment, Mozart tells his
father in a letter, represents the throbbing of the lover’s heart, the heaving of
his breast, his sighs and whispers.

Belmonte leaves the stage as Constanze and the Pasha land from a boat to
be greeted in a chorus that is very much in the Turkish style. The Pasha once
again assures Constanze of his love and of his determination to win hers in
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return. She sings of the love that she knew before her captivity and protests
that she will be true to this memory: ‘Ach, ich liebte, war so gliicklich’. It is a
coloratura aria, but full of sadness for her past happiness and of determination
to resist temptation. She leaves the stage, and Pedrillo takes this opportunity to
introduce Belmonte to the Pasha as an architect of high standing. The Pasha
intimates that he will not withhold his favour from him, but after he has gone
Osmin remains unimpressed and tries to bar their way. It is only after a lively
trio, ‘Marsch, marsch, marsch’, that they contrive to outmanoeuvre him and
enter the palace.

Act II. Osmin is no match for Blonde in a battle of wits, as she
demonstrates in her aria, ‘Durch Zirtlichkeit und Schmeicheln’, and the duet
which follows. He knows she will come off best and can do no more than
complain at the folly of the English in allowing their women so much liberty (in
this story, Blonde is supposed to be English). Constanze unburdens herself to
Blonde: ‘Traurigkeit ward mir zum Loose’.

Andante con moto
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It is perhaps the most deeply felt number of the score, and one of Mozart’s
most sublime expressions of grief (like ‘Ach, ich fiihl’s’, in the key of G minor).
Blonde retires as the Pasha comes once more to urge his suit. Constanze is
adamant and launches into one of the most considerable arias Mozart ever
wrote for soprano voice: ‘Martern aller Arten’. Laid out on concerto lines,
with four solo instruments and a lengthy orchestral introduction, it is the one
moment in the opera where Mozart definitely sacrifices the stage situation—
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the Pasha and Constanze can do little more than glare at each other during the
Cavalieri, the Constanze, was perhaps the most eminent. But the aria that
results is musically so considerable that few people will grumble at the large
scale of the composer’s inspiration.

Blonde is wondering if the empty stage signifies that the entreaties of the
Pasha have at last been successful when Pedrillo rushes in to tell her that
Belmonte is here and a plan afoot for their escape. Osmin is to be drugged to
make way for the double elopement. Blonde’s joyful song, ‘Welche Wonne,
welche Lust’, contrasts with Pedrillo’s definitely nervous reaction to the
prospect of dealing with Osmin single-handed (‘Frisch zum Kampfe’).
However, he tackles as to the manner born the business of persuading Osmin
that the Mohammedan doctrine of teetotalism is better honoured in the
breach than in the observance, and he soon has him tippling with the best and
praising wine in one of Mozart’s most exquisite inspirations, the duet ‘Vivat
Bacchus’. Osmin sinks into a stupor and Pedrillo is able to drag him out of the
way and leave the coast clear for a reunion between Belmonte and Constanze.
Belmonte in his aria, ‘Wenn der Freude Thrinen fliessen’, is less passionate
than Constanze as she begins the quartet which is to end the act. It is a noble
piece in spite of the crisis which is contrived to keep it alive—the men ask to
be assured again that their lovers were true during captivity—and the musical
integrity is unaffected by the dramatic artifice.

Act II1.  With much comic pantomime, Pedrillo organises the disposal of
the ladders with the help of the captain of the ship which is to take them to
freedom. Belmonte enters and is instructed to sing so that no one will notice
that he, Pedrillo, is not serenading his Blonde as usual (‘Ich baue ganz auf
deine Stirke’). A moment later, Pedrillo is back, and ready to give the signal
for escape with his enchanting serenade ‘Im Mohrenland gefangen war’: :
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Nothing in the score is more immediately appealing than this graceful piece, “
which must be the plum of the whole ‘second tenor’ repertory. Belmonte and \
Constanze disappear into the darkness, and Pedrillo rushes up the ladder to ’
fetch his Blonde, unaware that his singing has woken up a guard, a mute, who
suspects the worst and dashes off to summon Osmin. The latter arrives as the
second pair of lovers is on the point of leaving the house, and his suspicions
thata double elopement has been planned are confirmed when Constanze and
Belmonte are brought back by the guard which has surprised their escape.
‘Ha! wie will ich triumphieren’ he sings in his joy that at last he is to have the
chance of settling a hundred and one old scores with Pedrillo, and several new
ones as well with Belmonte. Never has one operatic character gloated so
convincingly over the misfortunes of others, and Osmin parades his vengeful
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notions in an orgy of triumph, touching a top E and sustaining a bottom D in
his highly satisfactory efforts to give them adequate musical expression.

The Pasha is informed of the intended escape and arrives to question the
prisoners. Constanze pleads her love for Belmonte as justification for the
attempted escape, and her lover assures the Pasha that his father, a rich
Spaniard by the name of Lostados, will pay a high ransom for his freedom.
Lostados! exclaims the Pasha: you are the son of my greatest enemy, the man
who stole from me my love, my career, and my right to live in my native
country. Belmonte and Constanze are face to face with death and perhaps
torture, and their extensive duet, ‘Welch’ ein Geschick’, reveals a serious
approach to their imminent tragedy. The Pasha returns, and announces that
he scorns to return evil for evil, that they are free to return to their native Spain
whenever they like. The happy couples return thanks in the form of a
vaudeville, which Belmonte begins, the others singing a verse each and all
joining in the refrain:

Vaudeville
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Blonde cannot resist a final dig at the discomfited Osmin, whose rage
overcomes him so that he disrupts the harmony of the ensemble with another
furious outburst before rushing defeated from the stage, leaving the others to
finish on a note of suitable gratitude. They take their leave while the chorus
sings the praises of the Pasha and his clemency. H.

LENOZZE DI FIGARO
The Marriage of Figaro

Opera buffa in four acts by Mozart; text by Lorenzo da Ponte, after Beaumarchais. First
performed at the Burgtheater, Vienna, May 1, 1786, with Mmes. Laschi (Countess),
Storace (Susanna), Bussani (Cherubino), Gottlieb (Barbarina), Mandini (Marcellina),
Messrs. Mandini (Count Almaviva), Benucci (Figaro), Kelly (Basilio and Curzio),
Bussani (Bartolo and Antonio), and directed by Mozart. First performed in England
(in Italian) at Haymarket Theatre, London, 1812, and (in English) Covent Garden,
1819, with Mrs. Dickens, Miss Stephens, Miss Beaumont, Messrs. Jones, Liston,
Isaacs. The first performance in New York took place in 1824. Revived at Old Vic
Theatre, London (Edward Dent’s translation), 1920; and first performed at
Glyndebourne Festival in 1934, conducted by Fritz Busch, produced by Carl Ebert,
and with Aulikki Rautawaara, Audrey Mildmay, Luise Helletsgruber, Willi Domgraf-
Fassbinder, Roy Henderson, Norman Allin in the cast.

CHARACTERS

Baritone Count Almaviva
Baritone Figaro, his valet
Bass Doctor Bartolo
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Tenor Don Basilio, a music-master

Soprano Cherubino, a page
Bass Antonio, a gardener

Tenor Don Curzio, counsellor at law
Soprano Countess Almaviva
Soprano Susanna, her personal maid, engaged to Figaro
Soprano Marcellina, a duenna
Soprano Barbarina, Antonio’s niece

Time: Eighteenth Century
Place: The Count’s chiteau of Aguas Frescas, near Seville

Probably the three perfect ‘popular’ operas are Figaro, Aida and Carmen—
‘popular’ in the sense that they are very frequently performed and neither
public nor musicians show signs of getting tired of listening to them, ‘perfect’
in the sense that they combine a sensitivity and delicacy in their musical
construction and workmanship with the all-important common touch. It is an
easy commonplace—perhaps fatally easy—to pile on superlatives when
describing Mozart’s operas, and particularly when talking about Figaro, Don
Giovanni, Cosi fan tutte and The Magic Flute, but it is a fault which is very
difficult to avoid; the plain fact is that an enormous number of opera-goers
would proclaim Figaro the most entertaining operatic comedy they had ever
seen.

Figarowas Mozart’s first venture with his most famous librettist, Lorenzo da
Ponte (who incidentally provided the libretti for no fewer than four operas
which had their first performance during 1786, the year of Figaro’s debut).
Although he had had no Italian comic opera produced since La Finta
Giardiniera in 1775, Mozart had in the meanwhile worked on L 'Oca del Cairo
and Lo Sposo Deluso, each of which he abandoned. He had also composed the
music for Der Schauspieldirektor, a slight piece but sufficient evidence of the
continuing development of his theatrical and musical craftsmanship. It is
surprising in retrospect to note that, in spite of the brilliant libretto and even
more brilliant music, Figaro made only a moderate success when it was
produced in Vienna, where it had to wait until after the triumph in Prague
before being received into popular affection. It was incidentally the success of
Figaro in Prague which led to the commission to compose Don Giovanni for
that city.

Act . The overture is extremely well known, and nothing could make a
better prelude to this marriage day of feverish activity than the short presto
movement. When the curtain rises, Susanna is discovered before the looking-
glass. Figaro is measuring out a space on the floor (‘Cinque, dieci’). The room,
Figaro explains, is to be theirs— ‘the most convenient room in the castle, just
between milord and milady’.' (Not all stage designers have been prepared to
admit that, in eighteenth-century castle geography, this is likely to have been a
box room or a curtained-off portion of a passage, not a grand room with a
veranda and a view of the Park.) Susanna astounds him by peremptorily

! Edward Dent’s translation, here and later.
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refusing to accept it, but, when he remonstrates (‘Se a caso Madama’—
Supposing one evening my lady should want you), explains that the position
may make it easy for her to go to the Countess, it also makes it easy for the
Count to get to her. The Countess rings, and Figaro is left alone to
contemplate a situation that is by no means to his liking. In the two movements
of his duet with Susanna, the mood has been one of gaiety and light-
heartedness, which is hardly interrupted by the hint of intrigue, as Susanna is
obviously unperturbed by a situation she feels herself quite capable of dealing
with. But ‘Se vuol ballare’ (If you are after a little amusement) shows Figaro in
a state of mind in which determination cannot altogether eliminate
apprehension.

No sooner has he left the stage than we are shown another aspect of the
worry which is to plague him on his wedding-day. Marcellina comes in with
Don Bartolo, the pair of them hatching a plot which shall compel Figaro to
marry Marcellina as he has defaulted on a debt he owes her. He, Doctor
Bartolo, with his legal knowledge will ensure that there is no escape for the
rascal (‘La vendetta’ —Now for vengeance)—a splendid example of what
such an aria for basso buffo can become in the hands of a composer of genius.
As he goes out of one door, Susanna enters by another and she and Marcellina
meet as they attempt to follow Bartolo; their duet as each offers the other
precedence ends in Marcellina’s complete discomfiture. Susanna stays
behind and is immediately confronted with a disconsolate Cherubino, who
wants to enlist her help in getting the Count to reinstate him as the Countess’s
page. No one takes him seriously except himself. He is at the wrong age: young
enough to be allowed liberties, old enough to take advantage of them (as has
happened over his latest exploit with Barbarina, for which he has been
dismissed) in a way that cannot be tolerated. He is in love with every woman he
comes across, and pours out his adolescent aspirations to Susanna in an aria,
‘Non s0 pitt cosa son, cosa faccio’ (Is it pain, is it pleasure that fills me?). No
sooner has he finished than voices are heard outside and he has only just time
to conceal himself before the Count comes into Susanna’s room and starts to
protest his affections. It is not her lucky day, as the Count is followed a
moment or two later by Basilio; in the scramble for concealment, Cherubino
nips into the chair behind which the Count takes refuge. Basilio teases
Susanna with gossip about Cherubino and when she will not listen, presses
her about the page and the Countess—an intrigue which he says everyone is
talking about. The Count can tolerate the situation no longer and emerges
from his hiding-place to demand that the gossip-mongers shall be found and
punished. In the ensuing trio—since ‘Non so piu cosa son’ the action has
been carried on in recitative— Susanna faints, but revives in time to plead the
cause of the unhappy Cherubino, a mere boy she says. Not so young as you
think, says the Count, and describes how he caught him the previous day
hiding in Barbarina’s room. Suiting the action to the word, he draws the cover
from the chair—and there is Cherubino again. Only Cherubino’s admission
that he had heard what passed between the Count and Susanna (‘I did all 1
could not to hear, my lord’) stays the penalty that he would otherwise incur.

Led by Figaro, a band of locals comes in to sing the Count’s praiscs, and, at
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its end, the Count yields to the general entreaties, but only to the extent of
giving Cherubino a commission in his Regiment, for which he must leave
immediately. Figaro speeds him on his way with a spirited description of what
his future life has in store for him. Michael Kelly, the Irish tenor who was the
Basilio and Curzio in the original production, tells in his memoirs of the
splendid sonority with which Benucci, the Figaro, sang the martial air ‘Non
pil andrai’ (Say good-bye now to pastime and play, lad) at the first orchestral
rehearsal. Mozart, who was on the stage in a crimson pelisse and cocked hat
trimmed with gold lace, kept repeating ‘Bravo, bravo, Benucci!’ In truth, itis a
stirring finale to an act.
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Act II.  We are introduced to the Countess in a soliloquy, ‘Porgi amor’
(God of Love). In this aria, whose simplicity makes it one of the most taxing
entrances for any soprano, we are made aware of her intense longing for her
husband’s love, and also of the reticence which her breeding makes natural to
her. Susanna expounds her own view of the situation to her mistress and opens
the door to Figaro. His plan is that the Count shall be given an assignation with
Susanna, whose place shall be taken by Cherubino, and that at the same time
he shall be told in an anonymous letter that the Countess in her turn has made
a rendezvous with an unknown man. Cherubino comes in to see if he can be
dressed for the part, but first sings the song he has just composed, ‘Voi che
sapete’ (Tell me, fair ladies). Not only has Mozart got round the difficulty of
introducing a song (‘words and music by Cherubino’) into a milieu where
singing is the natural means of expression, but he has done so in such a way
that this piece has become one of the world’s most popular tunes. Cherubino
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tries on the dress to the accompaniment of a song with action, Susanna’s
‘Venite inginocchiatevi’ (Come here and kneel before me now). No sooner is it
ended and Cherubino safely buttoned up than a knock is heard at the door. It
is the Count. Consternation. Cherubino dashes into the Countess’s bedroom
and Susanna hides behind a curtain. The Count is suspicious of his wife’s all
too obvious nervousness, and suspicion that something is being hidden from
him becomes certainty when he hears a noise and finds the door of her room
locked (‘Susanna, or via sortite’ —Come out, come out, Susanna). He takes
his wife with him as he goes off to get tools to break it down with. While he is
away Cherubino slips out of hiding and jumps from the window, leaving
Susanna to take his place. The little allegro assai duet for Susanna and
Cherubino is a comedy interlude of the greatest dexterity amidst the ranting
and raging of the Count, which redoubles in fury when the Countess tries to
explain that Cherubino is in her room without much on because he was being
fitted for a charade.

The great finale is begun by the Count to all intents and purposes in a
towering passion: ‘Esci omai, garzon malnato’ (Out you come, no more
concealment). The Countess’s pleading seems to be in vain, but both are
struck dumb with amazement when, at the height of the storm, Susanna
emerges coolly from the inner room. It is one of those incomparable musico-
dramatic strokes which no listener who knows the opera ever fails to look
forward to, and which comes as an anti-climax only in the worst of perform-
ances. The Count rushes in to see if Cherubino is not still there, but, finding
he is not, can do nothing but plead for pardon. With Susanna’s aid, this is
obtained, but with it the Count’s suspicions begin to take hold again. The
anonymous letter? Written by Figaro, delivered by Basilio. He thinks he has
found someone he can safely be angry with, but is told he must forgive
everyone if he himself is to be forgiven for his jealousy. There is a moment of
peace and relaxation which ends as Figaro bounds in to summon his master
and mistress to the wedding dance which is about to begin. But the Count sees
a chance of getting his own back and questions Figaro about the anonymous
letter. In spite of hints from the Countess and Susanna, Figaro denies all
knowledge of it, and has almost turned the Count’s suspicions when Antonio,
the gardener, bursts in, protesting that his life is a perpetual trial but that today
they have thrown a man out of the window on to his flower-beds, and that is
too much. Figaro says that it was he who jumped out, but Antonio thinks it
looked more like the page. Figaro sticks to his story until the Count catechises
him about a paper Antonio says was dropped near the flower-bed. Figaro
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searches his pockets and racks his brains, and in the nick of time the Countess
recognises it and whispers to Figaro that it is the page’s commission. Why was
itleft? Again, itis only just in time that the Countess remembers that it had not
been sealed. Figaro’s triumph is short-lived, as Marcellina comes in, sup-
ported by Bartolo and Basilio, to lodge formal complaint before the Count
against Figaro for breach of promise. The act comes to an end in
pandemonium.

The finale is one of the greatest single movements in all Mozart’s operas.
For variety of motive, tempo, and texture it is unrivalled; the characterisation
is consistent and credible and at no time subordinated to more general musical
needs; the level of invention is extremely high; and the whole thing is carried
on with resources that make use of the nine principals but involve no chorus or
scenic display. It is a marvel of ingenuity, and at the same time a model of
simplicity.

Act I1I. The Count has not yet given up hope of Susanna, and when she
comes to borrow smelling salts for her mistress he seems within reach of his
prize. She agrees to meet him that night in the garden. Their duet, ‘Crudel,
percheé finora’ (Oh, why are you so cruel), reveals the Count as an ardent lover,
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Susanna as an inattentive beloved, but the result is a masterpiece. As Susanna
leaves the room, she meets Figaro and assures him, just a little too loudly, that
he is sure now of winning his case against Marcellina. Sure of winning his
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case? repeats the Count, and launches into a superb recitative and aria, ‘Vedro
mentr’io sospiro, felice un servo mio?” (Must I forgo my pleasure, whilst serf of
mine rejoices?) Edward Dent has observed that the Count, a man of intense
energy, is shown first of all in ensemble, only later in aria, because, one might
almost say, he has not time to sing an aria until the moment when he has to take
stock of his position. It is an extraordinary piece of self-revelation when it does
come, and takes the Count right out of the category of the unsuccessful lover
and erring husband into something much more potent. But the balance is
redressed when it is discovered, after he has given judgment for Marcellina,
that that lady is in fact none other than Figaro’s mother. In the great sextet
which follows, the Count is reduced to expressions of impotent fury: what can
he do when confronted with this wholly unexpected development? The sextet
is one of the most satisfactory instances in all opera of pure comedy purveyed
in terms of straight-faced music.

Allegro moderato
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The scene is empty for a moment, and the Countess comes in to sing the
most extended and most moving of her utterances in the opera. ‘Dove sono’ (I
remember days long departed) consists of a lengthy recitative followed by a
restrained but highly expressive aria in two sections, andantino and later
allegro. It is her moment of greatest self-revelation, just as his aria was the
Count’s; if his thoughts were of revenge that his desires are not to be satisfied,
hers are of the love he once bore her but which she seems to have lost. His aria
grew out of the situation created by his duet with Susanna, the Countess’s
gives audible expression to a situation which can only be resolved with
Susanna’s aid and therefore leads to a duet between the two. Between them
they arrange where Susanna is to meet the Count that evening. The letter
duet, ‘Che soave zeffiretto’ (How delightful ’tis to wander, by the breath of
evening fann’d), is one of the most famous numbers in the score; the mistress
dictates a letter to the Count, the maid takes it down, and the voices of both
blend as they read it back together.
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But the wedding festivities are about to begin and a crowd of village girls
presents flowers to the Countess, who is astonished a moment later, when the
Count comes in with Antonio, to see one of them unmasked as Cherubino. A
tense situation is saved unnervingly by Barbarina: ‘My lord, when you kiss me
and tell me you love me, you often say you will give me whatever I want. Give
me Cherubino for a husband.’ Figaro announces the beginning of the
wedding march, the so-called Fandango, the one Spanish element in the
score. Like the march in /domeneo and the minuet in Don Giovanni it begins as
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it were in the middle, and returns to what should properly be the opening
section later on. There is a chorus in praise of the generosity and right-
mindedness of the Count in having abolished the droit de seigneur, and the
happy couples— Bartolo and Marcellina as well as Figaro and Susanna—
receive their wedding wreaths from the Count and Countess, Susanna taking
the opportunity to give the Count the letter she and her mistress have
concocted for him. He opens it, pricking his finger on the pin—a comedy
which is watched all unknowingly by Figaro and commented on with some
relish. The Count announces general festivity—song, dance, feasting, and
fireworks—and the act ends with a repetition of the chorus in his honour.

Act IV. The lastact is mainly devoted to clearing up the various situations
which have arisen in the course of Figaro’s wedding day, but there is one more
complication to be added before the process can begin. The atmosphere is
more highly charged perhaps than can be put down to the fact that it is night by
the time the act begins. The action takes place in a part of the garden which
contains arbours and sheltered walks. Barbarina begins it with a little half-
finished cavatina; she has been given the pin which sealed the letter to return
to Susanna, but has lost it. She tells the story to Figaro, who comes in with
Marcellina and is overcome with distress at this apparent indication of his
wife’s unfaithfulness.
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Arias for Marcellina and Basilio occur at this point, but both are often
omitted. Before Basilio’s, Figaro watches Barbarina hide in one of the arbours
(where she is to meet Cherubino), and tells Bartolo and Basilio that they are to
stay near at hand to witness the seduction of his wife by the Count. Now occurs
Figaro’s recitative and aria. “Tutto ¢ disposto’ (Everything’s ready) and ‘Aprite
un po’ quegli occhi’ (Yes, fools you are and will be, fools till your eyes are
opened), at the same time his most serious moment (the recitative is tragic in
the extreme) and his most comic (the horns at the end are surely intended to be
illustrative as well as musical). Susanna asks the Countess (they have by now
changed clothes) to be allowed to walk a little apart from her, and sings an aria
of exquisite sensibility, ostensibly to the lover she is waiting for, but in reality
knowing full well that Figaro is listening to her; ‘Deh vieni non tardar’ (Then
come, my heart’s delight). The comedy of mistaken identity begins.
Cherubino attempts to flirt with what he thinks is Susanna, in reality of course
the Countess. Susanna, the Count, and Figaro observe, and the Count
interrupts and starts to make love on his own account to his wife in disguise.
Figaro does not know about the change of clothes and it is his turn to interrupt;
with the stage empty he invokes the names of the gods to avenge his honour.
Susanna (still disguised as the Countess) calls to him and he starts to tell her of
the Count’s escapade when he recognises that it is in fact Susanna he is talking
to. The dramatic tension which may lead to tragedy is shattered, and we are
once more safely in comedy. Figaro makes love to her as if she were the
Countess, and then laughs at her attempt to disguise herself from him as much
as at her indignation. All is forgiven— Susanna does not mind the joke against
herself—and the two combine to make the Count think their extravagant
love-making' is in reality that of mistress and valet. The ruse succeeds, the
Count summons anyone within hearing to bear witness to the unfalthfulness
of his wife, and in succession hauls Cherubino, Barbarina, Marcellina, and the
supposed culprit from the arbour in which they have taken refuge. All
pleading is in vain, until the voice of the Countess herselfis heard behind them
all: ‘Almeno io per loro perdono otterro?’ (May I then for pardon at last
intercede?) The dramatic suddenness of her entry combines with the Count’s
noble phrase of contrition to make this a moment that can be set beside that of
the emergence of Susanna from the Countess’s room in Act I1. The Count
begs forgiveness in a swelling phrase, receives it, and the opera ends in general
rejoicing, voiced though by the principals alone and unsupported by the
chorus.

Le Nozze di Figaro is an incomparable masterpiece, one moreover that has
been praised throughout its history for a variety of reasons. If it was once the
brilliant tunes of the solo songs which attracted audience and performers
alike, it would probably nowadays be claimed that the ensembles are the main
glories of the work. Nothing, one is inclined to think, could be more perfect
than the finale to the second act. Such amazing invention and such dexterity
cannot be excelled. Maybe it cannot, but in the last act Mozart has achieved
something almost more remarkable in the feeling of anxiety which pervades

1 .
See music example overleaf.
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music and situation alike. It is as though the tapestry of the comedy has been
reversed and, instead of dazzling with its brilliance, it is shot through with
flashes of light in the darkness; it is not so much that the garden has a
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thundercloud hanging over it, but that there is lightning in the air. [ know [
always have something akin to a feeling of relief when Figaro’s little B flat tune
arrives to prove that once again we have come through the web of intrigue to
the safety and happiness beyond it. At no time does the opera break the
bounds of comedy, even in this last act, except in so far as Mozart here, as in
Don  Giovanni, appears to acknowledge no bounds where comedy is
concerned. H.
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DON GIOVANNI

Opera in two acts by Mozart, text by Lorenzo da Ponte. First performed at the National
Theatre, Prague, October 29, 1787, with Teresa Saporiti, Micelli, Bondini, Luigi
Bassi as Don Giovanni, Ponziani, Baglioni, Lolli. In Vienna, 1788, with Aloysia Lange
as Donna Anna, Cavalieri, Mombelli, Francesco Albertarelli as Don Giovanni,
Morella and Benucci. The English premiére took place in London at Her Majesty’s
Theatre, April 12, 1817, with Mmes. Camporese, Hughes, Fodor, and Messrs.
Ambrogetti, Nedli, Crivelli, and Agrisani. The opera was given at Covent Garden (in
English) on May 30, 1817, and for the first time in America (as The Libertine) in
Philadelphia in 1818. It was presented at the Park Theatre, New York, in 1826 with da
Ponte present, Manuel Garcia senior as Don Giovanni, Manuel Garcia junior as
Leporello, Mme. Garcia as Donna Elvira, and Signorina Maria Garcia (afterwards the
famous Malibran) as Zerlina. Later revivals: Covent Garden, 1926, conducted by
Bruno Walter, and with Frida Leider, Lotte Lehmann, Elisabeth Schumann, Mariano
Stabile, Fritz Krauss, and Aquistapace in the cast; 1939 in the same theatre with
Elisabeth Rethberg, Hilde Konetzni, Mafalda Favero, Ezio Pinza, Richard Tauber,
Virgilio Lazzari and conducted by Sir Thomas Beecham. The first performance at
Glyndebourne was in 1936, when Ina Souez, Luise Helletsgruber, Audrey Mildmay,
John Brownlee, Koloman von Pataky, Salvatore Baccaloni were conducted by Fritz
Busch.

Faure and Maurel were great Don Giovannis, Jean de Reszke sang the role while he
was still a baritone, and Scotti made his debut at the Metropolitan in it. Renaud
appeared as Don Giovanni at the Manhattan Opera House, and other exponents of the
title role have included John Forsell, Mariano Stabile, Ezio Pinza, Cesare Siepi, Tito
Gobbi, Fischer-Dieskau, George London, Nicolai Ghiaurov, Ruggero Raimondi and
Thomas Allen. Lablache was accounted the greatest of Leporellos, but earlier in his
career he had sung Don Giovanni. The role of Don Ottavio has been sung by Rubini,
Mario, John McCormack, Schipa and Simoneau; Lilli Lehmann and Welitsch have
been renowned in the role of Donna Anna; and Zerlina has been sung by aspiring prime
donne from Adelina Patti and Geraldine Farrar to Irmgard Seefried and Mirella Freni,
including some mezzos such as Maria Gay and (at Covent Garden) Anne Howells.

A curious aside in the history of the work was an adaptation by Kalkbrenner which
was produced in Paris in 1805. How greatly this differed from the original may be
judged from the fact that the trio of the masks was sung by three policemen!

CHARACTERS

Bass The Commendatore
Soprano Donna Anna, his daughter
Tenor Don Ottavio, her betrothed
Baritone Don Giovanni, a young nobleman
Bass Leporello, Ais servant
Soprano Donna Elvira, a lady of Burgos
Soprano Zerlina, a country girl
Baritone Masetto, betrothed to Zerlina

Time: Seventeenth Century  Place: Seville

For years Don Gigvanni was, if not the most popular, at all events the most
frequently praised of operas. Beethoven is said to have named The Magic Flute
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as his favourite opera, not, as one might have expected, because of the wide
range of its ideas and its musical level, but because it contained almost all
musical forms, from the fugue to the Lied. In the same sort of way, perhaps
Don Giovanni owes part of its success to the unique blending of the comic and
the serious as much as to the speed of its dramatic and musical action, and to
the quality of the music. The other decisive factor in its popularity is the
fascinating figure of the Don himself, the libertine and the blasphemer, whose
courage endears him to the men and his scandalous reputation to the women.

It has even been asserted that Don Juan Tenorio was a historical personage,
but there is little evidence to support this view. His first recorded appearance
in literature is in the play E/ Burlador de Sevilla written by Tirso de Molina
(1571-1641). Moliére’s Le Festin de Pierre (1665) has little to do with the
Spanish play, but introduces an important character, Donna Elvira; Shad-
well’s The Libertine appeared in England in 1676, by which time the story is
described as ‘famous all over Spain, Italy and France’; Goldoni in 1736 wrote
a verse-play, Don Giovanni Tenorio o sia il Dissoluto; but it was in 1787 that
there appeared the most important of the various sources from which da
Ponte’s libretto derives. This was Bertati’s libretto with music by Giuseppe
Gazzaniga. Da Ponte, Edward Dent suggests, may even have proposed the
subject to Mozart knowing that he had a convenient source to hand, and
certainly he drew copiously on Bertati’s book for his own libretto, which is
notwithstanding one of his best.

Don Giovanni was commissioned for the opera in Prague, where Figaro had
just been a sensational success. It was performed by the same company,
Bondini’s, and many of the singers were the same as those who had sung the
earlier opera when it was presented in Prague, amongst them Bassi, the 22-
vear-old Don Giovanni, who had already sung the Count. Besides Bassi, the
cast consisted of Teresa Saporiti (Donna Anna), Catarina Micelli (Donna
Elvira), Teresa Bondini, wife of the manager (Zerlina), Antonio Baglioni
(Don Ottavio), Felice Ponziani (Leporello), and Giuseppe Lolli (the Com-
mendatore and Masetto).

There are many stories about the first performance, few of them supported
by any reliable evidence. The overture, for instance, is supposed to have been
written almost on the eve of the premiére (and this may well have been the
case). Mozart passed a carefree evening with some friends. One of them said
to him: “Tomorrow the first performance of Don Giovanni will take place, and
you have not yet composed the overture!” Mozart pretended to get nervous
about it and withdrew to his room, where he found music-paper, pens, and
ink. He began to compose about midnight. Whenever he grew sleepy, his wife,
who was by his side, entertained him with stories to keep him awake. It is said
that it took him but three hours to produce this overture.

At the first rehearsal, not being satisfied with the way in which Signora
Bondini gave Zerlina’s cry of terror from behind the scenes when the Don is
supposed to attempt her ruin, Mozart left the orchestra and went up on the
stage. Ordering the first act finale to be repeated from the minuet on, he
concealed himself in the wings. When Zerlina’s cue came, he quickly reached
out a hand from his place of concealment and pinched her leg. She gave a
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piercing shriek. “There! That is how I want it,” he said, emerging from the
wings, while Signora Bondini, not knowing whether to laugh or blush, did
both.

The overture consists of an andante introduction which reproduces the
scene of the banquet at which the statue appears. It is followed by an allegro
which characterises the impetuous, pleasure-seeking Don. Without pause,
Mozart links up the overture with the song of Leporello; wrapped in his cloak
and seated in the garden of a house in Seville, which Don Giovanni on
amorous adventure bent has entered secretly during the night, he is complain-
ing of the fate which makes him a servant to such a restless and dangerous
master. ‘Notte e giorno faticar’ (That’s the life a servant leads—who cares
when he sleeps or feeds?') runs his song; the music, like all that Leporello
subsequently sings, is in the Italian buffo tradition, differing in degree of
expressiveness but not in kind of expression from that of other contemporary
buffo creations. Don Giovanni hurriedly issues from the house, pursued by
Donna Anna. There follows a trio in which the wrath of the insulted woman,
the annoyance of the libertine, and the comments of the watching Leporello
are expressed simultaneously. The Commendatore hears the noise, finds his
daughter struggling with an unknown man, and draws his sword. In spite of
the protests of Don Giovanni, who is reluctant to fight so old an opponent, a
duel ensues and in it the Commendatore receives a mortal wound. The trio
which follows between Don Giovanni, the dying Commendatore, and
Leporello is a unique passage in the history of musical art. The genius of
Mozart, tender, profound, pathetic, is revealed in its entirety. Written in a
solemn rhythm and in the key of F minor, this trio, which fills only eighteen
measures, contains in a restricted outline but in master strokes the seeds of the
serious side of the drama, just as the recitative which follows—Don Giovanni
makes light of the whole affair—re-establishes the opera on a basis of
comedy, only to return to seriousness with Anna’s grief over the body of her
father. In a duet Don Ottavio, her fiancé, tries to comfort her and swears to
avenge the dead man.

The scene changes and Don Giovanni and Leporello are on the prowl
again; they perceive a woman— or rather, Don Giovanni does—who appears
to be inveighing against a lost lover. It is Donna Elvira, whom they do not
recognise as yet, but who has been another of the Don’s victims. There are in
the tears of this woman not only the grief of one who has been loved and now
implores heaven for comfort, but also the indignation of one who has been
deserted and betrayed. When she cries with emotion ‘Ah, chi mi dice mai quel
barbaro dov’ €’ (Where shall I find the traitor who stole my heart away?) one
feels that in spite of her anger, she is ready to forgive, if only a regretful smile
shall recall her to the man who was able to charm her. The character of her
music is seen straightaway in this aria. It is more pliable than Donna Anna’s,
but perhaps it is the persistent nature it seems to reveal that makes Don
Giovanni run quite so fast from her.

As she finishes her outburst, she turns to find that the stranger who is

! English translation throughout by Edward J. Dent (published by O.U.P.).
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attempting to console her is none other than Don Giovanni himself. Leaving
Leporello to explain the reasons why he deserted her, Don Giovanni makes
his escape, and Elvira is obliged to listen while the servant runs through a
catalogue — grossly exaggerated we may be sure—of his master’s conquests.
‘Madamina’ is a perfect passage of its kind and one of the most famous arias in
the repertory of the basso buffo. It is an exquisite mixture of grace and finish, of
irony and sentiment, of comic declamation and melody, the whole enhanced
by the poetry and skill of the accessories. Every word is illustrated by the
composer’s imagination without his many brilliant sallies injuring the general
effect. According to Leporello’s catalogue, his master’s adventures in love
have numbered 2,065— 640 in Italy, 231 in Germany, 100 in France, 91 in
Turkey, and in Spain no less than 1,003. All sorts and conditions of women
have contributed to this formidable total, and it is small wonder that Elvira
leaves the stage vowing vengeance upon her betrayer.

The scene changes to the countryside near Don Giovanni’s palace not far
from Seville. A troop of happy peasants is seen approaching. The young and
pretty Zerlina with Masetto, her fiancé, and their friends are singing and
dancing in honour of their approaching marriage. Don Giovanni and
Leporello join this gathering of light-hearted and simple young people.
Having cast covetous eyes upon Zerlina, and having aroused her vanity and
her spirit of coquetry by polished words of gallantry, the Don orders Leporello
to get rid of the jealous Masetto by taking the entire gathering—except, of
course, Zerlina—to his chiteau. Leporello complies, but Masetto, while
submitting to be removed, makes it clear to Don Giovanni—and to Zerlina as
well—that he is not the fool he may look. This aria ‘Ho capito, Signor, si’
(You’re the master, I'm the man) shows Masetto as an embryo Figaro, duller
of wit and in miniature, but a budding revolutionary none the less. Don
Giovanni, left alone with Zerlina, sings a duet with her which is one of the
gems not alone of this opera but of opera in general. ‘La ci darem la mano’
(You’ll lay your hand in mine, dear) provides ample musical evidence, which is
later supported by the Serenade, that though the Don may be unsuccessful in
each of the love affairs on which he embarks during the course of the opera,
his reputation is still well deserved.

Andante
. S - ¥ -4 T Y 1
La ci da-remla ma-no, la mi di-rai di si

As they are going off arm in arm, Donna Elvira reappears and by her
denunciation of Don Giovanni— ‘Ah, fuggi il traditor!’ (Be warned in time,
my child)—makes clear to Zerlina that there can be two opinions concerning
the character of her fascinating admirer. She takes Zerlina with her as Donna
Anna and Don Ottavio come on to the stage, but no sooner is Don Giovanni in
conversation with the two than Elvira is back again on the scene—a true
comedy stroke. In a quartet, she again denounces Don Giovanni as a heartless
deceiver, while he for his part says that she is mad; Anna and Ottavio are at a
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loss to know which to believe. Elvira goes out, followed a moment later by Don
Giovanni, but in the few sentences he speaks Donna Anna recognises the
voice of her father’s assassin and her own betrayer. Her narrative of the events
of that night is a declamatory recitative ‘in style as bold and as tragic as the
finest recitatives of Gluck’. The aria which follows, ‘Or sai chi I’onore’ (You
know now for certain), is no less grandiose, and its implacable vengefulness
(and implacable fessitura) presents a problem for the singer entrusted with the
role of Donna Anna. Never elsewhere perhaps did Mozart write music for the
soprano voice which is so extremely heavy and taxing.

Andante
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It is usually after this aria—where it can never fail to come as an anti-
climax—that Ottavio’s interpolated aria ‘Dalla sua pace’ (Mine be her
burden, bravely to bear it) is sung.' No change of scene is indicated, but in the
opera house one is often made at this point to allow Don Giovanni to give his
orders for the festivity inside his house rather than outside in the garden.
However, the exuberant ‘Fin ch’ han dal vino’ (Song, wine, and women)
demands not so much an indoor setting as a baritone with an immaculate
technique and sufficient musical sense to sing it as part of the opera and not
just as a sample of his vocal dexterity.

Scene 4 takes us to the garden outside Don Giovanni’s palace. Masetto
reproaches Zerlina for her flirtation, but she begs his forgiveness in an

! Written for the Vienna premiére of the opera, when the tenor preferred not to sing ‘Il mio
tesoro’, in place of which Mozart introduced the duet for Zerlina and Leporello referred to on
page 103 in which she threatens to castrate him with a razor. H.
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ingratiating air ‘Batti, batti, o bel Masetto’. This has always been one of the
most popular moments in the opera, and it is true that in the quicker 6/8
section you can almost hear Zerlina twiddling her unfortunate admirer round
her little finger. But, the aria ended, Masetto’s suspicions return when she
seems distinctly nervous at the sound of the Don’s voice in the distance.

Now begins the finale, one of the great masterpieces of dramatic music.
From a hiding place Masetto hears Don Giovanni order his retainers to spare
no pains to make the evening a success, and he is able to confront Zerlina and
Don Giovanni as the latter attempts to lead her off into an alcove. The
situation is well within the Don’s compass; he chides Masetto for leaving his
bride-to-be alone, and takes them both into the house where the dancing is
about to begin. Elvira, Anna, and Ottavio appear, all of them masked.
Leporello opens a window to let the fresh evening air into the palace and the
violins of a small orchestra within can be heard in the middle of a graceful
minuet. He sees the three maskers, and in accordance with tradition, they are
bidden to enter. After a moment of hesitation, they decide to accept the
invitation, and to carry out their undertaking at all cost and to whatever end.
Before entering the chéteau, they pause on the threshold and, their souls
moved by a holy fear, they address heaven in one of the most remarkable
prayers written by the hand of man:
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Inside the ballroom, the festivities are in full swing. Don Giovanni and
Leporello manoeuvre to keep Masetto from Zerlina, but there is a diversion at
the entry of the unknown maskers, who are welcomed by Don Giovanni. The
dancing begins with the minuet we have already heard. Its graceful rhythm is
prolonged indefinitely as a fundamental idea, while in succession two small
orchestras on the stage take up, one a rustic quadrille, the other a waltz. Only
the ladies and gentlemen should engage in the minuet, the peasants in the
quadrille; and before Don Giovanni leads off Zerlina into an adjoining room
he should have taken part with her in this dance, while Leporello seeks to
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divert the jealous Masetto’s attention by seizing him in an apparent
exuberance of spirits and insisting on dancing the waltz with him.

Masetto’s suspicions, however, are not without justification. He breaks
away from Leporello, who hurries to warn his master. But just as he has passed
through the door, Zerlina’s piercing shriek for help is heard from within. Don
Giovanni rushes out, sword in hand, dragging with him none other than the
luckless Leporello, whom he has opportunely seized in the entrance, and
whom, under pretext that he is the guilty party, he threatens to kill. But this
ruse fails to deceive anyone. Anna, Elvira, and Ottavio unmask and accuse
Don Giovanni of the murder of the Commendatore: “Tutto, tutto gia si sa’ (All
your guilt is now made clear). Taken aback at first, Don Giovanni soon
recovers himself. Turning at bay, he defies the threatening crowd. A storm
sweeps over the orchestra. Thunder growls in the basses, lightning plays on
the fiddles. Don Giovanni, cool and intrepid, dashes through the crowd,
which falls back in front of him, and makes his escape.

Act II. A street, with Donna Elvira’s house in the background. The
beginning of Act Il furnishes proof—and proof is needed—that Don
Giovanni is the dramma giocoso of its title. The duet with which it opens, ‘Eh
via, buffone’ (Now then, you rascal), is in purest buffo style, and it is followed
by a trio for Elvira, Don Giovanni, and Leporello which points the moral even
more sharply. Donna Elvira, leaning sadly on her balcony, gives voice to her
melancholy regrets in a tune of exquisite beauty. In spite of the scene which
she has recently witnessed, in spite of the wrongs she herself has endured, she
cannot hate Don Giovanni or efface his image from her heart. Her reward is
that her recreant lover changes clothes with his servant in the darkness below,
and, while Leporello disguised as the Don attracts Donna Elvira into the
garden, the Don himself mocks her with exaggerated protestations of love,
which she takes at their face value. If the scene is to be taken seriously—and
the music of ‘Ah, taci, ingiusto core’ (Ah, why do I remember) is of a quality to
support such an attitude—the way in which sport is made of her pathetic
faithfulness would indicate a revolting callousness on the part not only of the
man who has loved and left her, but of the composer as well; but if it can be
approached by the audience in a spirit of frivolity, of opera buffa, this
callousness is less in evidence.

Elvira descends, and Don Giovanni sings, to his own mandolin accompani-
ment (too often played pizzicato on a violin), a serenade to Elvira’s maid, to
whom he has taken a fancy. ‘Deh, vieni alla finestra’ (Look down from out your
window) is o<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>