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The Masterworks
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Busseto, a comune in the province of Parma, Northern Italy  Verdis birthplace


[image: img9.jpg]

Le Roncole, the birthplace of Giuseppe Verdi, Busseto
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Verdi as a young man
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Statue of Verdi in Busseto on the 200th anniversary of his birth


The Masterworks: A Short Guide
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In this section of the eBook there are concise introductions for Giuseppe Verdis most celebrated works. Interactive links to popular streaming services are provided at the beginning and end of each introduction, allowing you to listen to the music you are reading about. The text is also accompanied with contextual images to supplement your reading and listening.

There are various options for streaming music, with most paid services charged competitively at the same rate and usually offering a similar range of albums. Various streaming services offer a free trial (Google Play Music, Amazon Music Unlimited and Apple Music) and Spotify offers a free service after you watch a short advertisement. Amazon Prime members can also enjoy a wide range of free content from Amazon Prime Music. If you do not wish to subscribe to a streaming service, we have included YouTube links for free videos of the classical pieces. Another free option is MUSOPEN, a non-profit organisation that provides recordings, sheet music and textbooks to the public for free, without copyright restrictions. 

Please note: different eReading devices serve hyperlinks in different ways, which means we cannot always link you directly to your chosen service. However, the links are intended to take you to the best option available for the piece of music you are reading about.

High-resolution scores for the music would be too large in size to include in an eBook; however, we have provided links to free scores available at IMSLP, the International Music Score Library Project, which can be accessed from the SCORES links in each chapter.

Now, settle back and relax as you immerse yourself in the music and life of Verdi...


Oberto
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The leading Italian composer of nineteenth century opera, Giuseppe Verdi was born on 10 October 1813 in Le Roncole, a small town near Busseto, Parma, then held under Napoleonic rule. He came from a humble background; his father Carlo Verdi was an innkeeper, while the baptismal register reveals that his mother was a spinner. Le Roncole offered few cultural interests at the time and so Verdi was first captivated with music through attending his local church, serving in the choir. After Verdi showed a natural flair for music, playing the church organ with precocious skill, his father purchased him an old Spinet (a small harpsichord) from which simplistic beginning would commence one of the most successful careers in the history of opera.

From the age of four, Verdi had private lessons in Latin and Italian by the village schoolmaster, Baistrocchi, before attending the local school two years later. After Baistrocchis death when Verdi was eight, he became the official paid organist. His parents arranged for him to attend school in Busseto, enrolling him in a Ginnasio  an upper school for boys  run by Don Pietro Seletti, while they continued to run their inn at Le Roncole. By the time he was 12, Verdi was taking lessons with Ferdinando Provesi, maestro di cappella at San Bartolomeo, director of the municipal music school and co-director of the local Philharmonic Society. 

In later years, Verdi described how:

From the ages of 13 to 18, I wrote a motley assortment of pieces: marches for band by the hundred, perhaps as many little sinfonie that were used in church, in the theatre and at concerts, five or six concertos and sets of variations for pianoforte, which I played myself at concerts, many serenades, cantatas (arias, duets, very many trios) and various pieces of church music, of which I remember only a Stabat Mater.

Another director of the Philharmonic Society was Antonio Barezzi, a wholesale grocer and distiller, though in leisure times he was a music enthusiast. By June 1827, Verdi graduated with honours from his secondary school and decided to focus his musical studies under Provesi. One day, when he was 13, Verdi was unexpectedly asked to step in as a replacement to play in what became his first public performance; he chose to play some of his own music and was an immediate success, winning strong local recognition.

By 1830, Verdi was established as a leader of the Philharmonic and several early works, including an eight-movement cantata, had won him much praise, his music recognised for its vivid imagination and philosophical outlook. On completing his studies under Provesi, who openly declared that he had no more to teach him, the young Verdis interests were for a time to take a different direction than music… He had been giving singing and piano lessons to Margherita Barezzi, the directors daughter, and they were unofficially engaged in 1831.

Teeming with ambition and a desire for attaining musical greatness, Verdi set his sights on Milan, widely regarded as the cultural capital of northern Italy, where he applied unsuccessfully to study at the Conservatory. In time, his mentor and future father-in-law Barezzi made arrangements for him to become a private pupil of Vincenzo Lavigna, who had been maestro concertatore at La Scala. Lavigna was impressed with his new student and pronounced his compositions as very promising. He encouraged Verdi to take out a subscription to La Scala, where he heard Maria Malibran, a notable Spanish singer of both contralto and soprano parts, sing in operas by Rossini and Bellini. He then joined an amateur choral group, the Società Filarmonica, led by Pietro Massini. Verdi soon found himself functioning as rehearsal director and continuo player. It was Massini that encouraged Verdi to compose his first opera, originally titled Rocester, to a libretto (opera script) by the journalist Antonio Piazza.

In late 1834 Barezzi helped Verdi to obtain the secular post of maestro di musica, under which he taught, gave lessons and conducted the Philharmonic for several months before returning to Milan in early 1835 to resume his studies with Lavigna. Verdi was then named the director of the Busseto school, winning for himself a prestigious three-year contract. This enabled him to marry Margherita in May 1836, and by March the following year, she had given birth to their first child, Virginia Maria Luigia. A son named Icilio Romano followed on 11 July 1838. Unfortunately, the composers early personal life was to be marked with tragedy, as both children died young.

Having determined on the successful production of an opera, after four years of continual composition, Verdi asked for Massinis assistance to stage Rocester in Milan, under the new title Oberto. In November 1839, the La Scala impresario Bartolomeo Merelli agreed to put on the opera, which now featured a libretto rewritten by Temistocle Solera. It was first performed at the Teatro alla Scala on 17 November 1839 and achieved a respectable 13 additional performances, following which Merelli offered Verdi a contract to produce three more works. The young composers career was launched.

Composed of two acts, Oberto is set against the backdrop of thirteenth century Bassano, a city in the Vicenza province of northern Italy. The original source of the opera remains disputed, with some arguing that it was entirely a product of the composers imagination. The year is 1228 and a battle has just been fought between Oberto, Count of San Boniface, and the Salinguerra, led by Ezzelino da Romano. Suffering a humiliating defeat, Oberto has retreated to Mantua. Meanwhile, his daughter Leonora has been seduced and abandoned by Riccardo, Count of Salinguerra, who is instead about to marry Cuniza, the successful general Ezzelinos sister. In great distress, Leonora makes her way to Ezzelinos castle in Bassano on her lovers wedding day, determined to confront him with his treachery. Oberto also seeks justice and, although Riccardo eventually agrees to marry Leonora, he is bound in honour to accept a challenge from her father. This tragic event leads to perpetual exile for one of the protagonists... 

The contemporary critical reaction to Verdis first opera was mixed. The newspaper La fama wrote, The music of this opera has much in common with the style of Bellini. There is an abundant, perhaps a too abundant wealth of melody. In some passages where the words demand energy and passion the vocal line is languid and monotonous. However, the paper goes on to praise two arias and a quartet in the second act, a judgment shared by the rival periodical Figaro, which advised the composer to make a further study of the classics. 

Although the opera enjoyed only a limited success at La Scala, it did receive several revivals over the following years, when Verdi took the opportunity to compose new numbers and to supply revised music to fit particular voices. Oberto appeared in Turin and Milan in 1840  the latter performance in the autumn after the failure of Verdis second opera, Un giorno di regno. It also had encouraging productions at Naples and Genoa in 1841 and another in Barcelona in 1842. The British première did not take place until as late as 1965, and then only in a concert version at St Pancras Town Hall. It did not receive a staged production until 1982 at the Bloomsbury Theatre in London. An American performance took place in 1978 at the Amato Theatre in New York City, although the San Diego Opera gave Americas professional première in March 1985 with Ferruccio Furlanetto and Susanne Marsee in the major roles. 

Alas, the opera is only occasionally performed today, with only the Overture being an occasional feature of concert halls. In this opening Sinfonia, ominous chords are followed by a lyrical andante (a moderately slow musical tempo piece) and a hectic allegro (brisk speed), preparing the way for the first scene, where the expectant bride Cuniza and her servants and friends are about to receive her future husband, Riccardo. Though evidently not of the monumental scale of his famous later overtures, it is still a well-constructed composition, with several melodic tunes, giving a foretaste of both the first scenes pastoral setting and a hint of the whirlwinds of war that the chorus will be singing about in due course.
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Ferdinando Provesi (1770-1833) was regarded as one of the greatest Italian opera composers of the era, but is best known today as an early tutor of Verdi.
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San Bartolomeo, Busseto
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La Scala impresario, Bartolomeo Merelli, who produced Verdis first opera
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Antonio Barezzi, Verdis patron and later father-in-law
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Portrait of Verdi, close to the time of composing Oberto, by Molentini
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Margherita Barezzi, Verdis first wife
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The town and citadel of Bassano, where Verdis first opera is set
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The title page of the libretto, Milan 1839
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The first page of the score
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The première of Oberto took place on 17 November 1839 at Teatro alla Scala, Milan
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Temistocle Solera, the librettist of Oberto


Un giorno di regno
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Unfortunately, Verdis second opera was not to fare as well as his first. In fact, 1840 would prove to be a year of personal tragedies. Following the success of Oberto, Verdi struggled to fulfil his commitment to write three more operas for Merelli, having sadly lost his two children. Disaster struck once more, when Verdis wife Margherita died of encephalitis at the age of 26. He had adored his wife and was devastated by the tragic brevity with which he had lost his young family. Un giorno di regno, ironically a comedy, would première only a few months later. 

Merelli had returned from Vienna in early 1840 and was expecting an opera for the autumn season. Compelled to act quick, Verdi selected an already written libretto by Felice Romani (1788-1865), an Italian poet and scholar of literature, who produced many librettos for Donizetti and Bellini. Romani was considered one of the finest Italian librettists of his time, though Verdi was of a different mind as to his abilities. Verdi later admitted that he did not like any of Romanis pieces, but because the matter was of some urgency, I chose the one which seemed to me to be the least bad. It had been written originally for Adalbert Gyrowetz (1763-1850), a Bohemian composer, when in 1818 it had met with an indifferent response at its Milan première. Of course, Verdis rendition of the libretto was yet another flop, receiving only one performance. He conducted himself and was subjected to the jeering disapproval of the audience. Following the failure of Un giorno di regno, Verdi vowed he would never compose again. Fortunately for us, he did.

The title of the opera translates as King of a day and concerns the lesser known Polish monarch, King Stanisław Leszczyński, a historical figure of the War of Succession, who had lost his throne after the Saxon invasion at the Battle of Poltava in 1709. The opera is set in 1733 when Stanislaw returned to Poland leaving a French officer, the Cavaliere di Belfiore, to impersonate him in France. The drama opens in the gallery of a Baron Kelbars castle near Brest, France. Belfiore, Stanislaus impersonator, is Kelbars guest and takes pleasure knowing that though he is the most dissolute officer in the regiment, he has in fact turned philosopher king.

The Baron has recently arranged a political alliance between his daughter, Giulietta, and La Rocca, Brittanys Treasurer. However, Giulietta prefers La Roccas nephew, Edoardo. Another undesired marriage also complicates the plot; Baron Kelbars niece, the Marchesa del Poggio, is a young widow that has fallen in love with Belfiore. She becomes engaged to the Count of Ivrea as Belfiore is unable to commit himself to marrying her, though he returns her feelings. Knowing of the Marchesas imminent arrival and concerned that she might reveal his identity as an impersonator of the king, Belfiore writes to Stanislaw, begging to be released from his commitment. Edoardo reveals his predicament to the King and asks to be taken to Poland with him in order to distract him from the woman he loves. 

All eventually ends happily for the lovers, as you would expect from a work in this genre. The opera has been performed infrequently over the last century and is rarely heard in the concert hall. Nonetheless, it is preceded by a lively and engaging Sinfonia, perfectly in keeping with the amusing atmosphere of the plot. The music of the Sinfonia demonstrates the unmistakeable influence of Rossini and Donizetti. This overture makes full use of themes from the opera, signalling the composers growing confidence in composition, culminating with a final celebratory chorus. The haste in which the opera was written would clearly account for the uneven quality that several critics noted at the time of its first performance. 
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Verdi, close to the time of losing his first wife, Margherita Barezzi
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Felice Romani, who wrote the libretto for Un giorno di regno
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King Stanislaus I of Poland, who is impersonated by the operas protagonist
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The operas original title page
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A nineteenth-century depiction of the Teatro alla Scala  widely regarded as one of the leading opera and ballet theatres in the world.


Nabucco
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With the 1842 première of Verdis third opera, Nabucco, his luck would finally turn. An opera in four acts and based on an Italian libretto by Temistocle Solera, its events are sourced from the unlikely books of Jeremiah and Daniel, as well as the 1836 play by Auguste Anicet-Bourgeois and Francis Cornu. Under its original name of Nabucodonosor, the opera was first performed at La Scala on 9 March 1842 and was a resounding success, now widely considered to have permanently established Verdis reputation as a composer. In fact, Verdi himself admitted in later years that this is the opera with which my artistic career really begins. And though I had many difficulties to fight against, it is certain that Nabucco was born under a lucky star.

Although Verdi had vowed never to write an opera again after the disastrous première of Un giorno di regno, a chance meeting with Merelli, situated close to La Scala, led to the impresario giving Verdi a copy of Soleras libretto, which had been rejected by the composer Otto Nicolai. Verdi later explained how he took it home and threw it on the table with an almost violent gesture. In falling, it had opened of itself; without my realising it, my eyes clung to the open page and to one special line: Va pensiero, sull ali dorate. The chorus that he would eventually write using this line would become one of the composers most celebrated creations.

Verdi still refused to compose the opera, taking the manuscript back to Merelli the next day. Merelli would accept no refusal, stuffing the papers back into Verdis pocket and ordering him to leave the office. Finally, Verdi succumbed and worked on the music and so by the autumn of 1841, the opera was complete. 

The opening performances were limited to only eight, as the season was coming to an end. Nonetheless, they were such a colossal success that when the new season opened in August 1842, an additional 60 performances had been added to the calendar. Numerous Italian and foreign theatres put on Nabucco in the years immediately following, including La Fenice in Venice in December 1842. In 1843 Donizetti conducted a performance in Vienna and other prominent stagings took place that year in Lisbon and Cagliari. The opera was first given in London at Her Majestys Theatre on 3 March 1846 under the name of Nino, as the depiction of biblical characters on stage was not considered appropriate at the time. In America, it would receive an enthusiastic outing at the Astor Opera House in New York on 4 April 1848.

The action takes place in Jerusalem, during the sixth century B. C. The opera opens with the Israelites praying for help against Nabucco (Nebuchadnezzar), the almighty King of Babylon, who is on the verge of sacking Jerusalem. Zaccaria, the high priest, appears with Nabuccos daughter, Fenena, whom the Hebrews hold as hostage. He reassures his people that God will not forsake them. As the Israelites leave, Ismaele, nephew of the King of Jerusalem, is left alone with Fenena. The two had previously fallen in love during Ismaeles imprisonment in Babylon, and Fenena had aided his escape, following him to Jerusalem. Their conversation is interrupted by the sudden appearance of Fenenas half-sister, Abigaille, and a band of disguised Babylonian soldiers. Abigaille, who is also in love with Ismaele, tells him that she can save his people if he will return her love, though he refuses. Learning that the city has been infiltrated, the Israelites rush back into the temple in panic. As Nabucco enters with his warriors, the high priest Zaccaria confronts him, threatening to kill his daughter Fenena. Fearing for his lover, Ismaele disarms the priest and delivers Fenena to her father; Nabucco then orders the destruction of the temple. The Babylonian king declares himself a god and is subsequently struck by a bolt of lightning, leaving him enfeebled and in the sinister clutches of his daughter Abigaille. Yet, it will be through the enduring love and salvation of God that Nabucco will regain both his sanity and kingdom…

Nabucco is now regarded as an important work in establishing the composers connection with the Risorgimento movement, which sought the unification of Italy. Prior to the French Revolution, the Italian peninsula had been divided into a disparate mass of principalities, duchies and papal territories, gradually being consolidated under the junior members of the Habsburg and Bourbon dynasties. During the Napoleonic era, Napoleon had consolidated the northern half of the peninsula, creating the Kingdom of Italy, which was ruled by his stepson Eugene de Beauharnais as viceroy. The southern half, the Kingdom of Naples, was given to his brother-in-law and cavalry general Joachim Murat. After the Congress of Vienna, the European powers judged that the Kingdom of Italy should be broken up into smaller states under the suzerainty of the Austrian Habsburg Empire. The slumbering dream of Italian unification, issued by the likes of the great Humanists Dante and Machiavelli centuries before, which was almost completed by Napoleon, became an important and achievable reality for many Italians. The allegoric cry of freedom from the Israelites in Nabucco could be said to have channelled the dreams and desires of the Italian people as they yearned to establish an Italian state.

Two years after the Nabucco première, the two Bandiera brothers led an ill-starred rebellion in Naples in the cause of Italian unification. Although they were executed by the Austrian authorities, their actions generated a new wave of sympathy for their cause. By 1848, the process of unification was in full swing. Over the ensuing years the Kingdom of Savoy-Piedmont supported the Italian unification movement, winning victories against Austria with the assistance of France under Napoleon III. The Risorgimento (the Resurgence) aimed to consolidate the different states of the Italian peninsula into the single state of the Kingdom of Italy. The process had begun in 1815 and was finally completed in 1871 when Rome became the capital of the Kingdom of Italy.

In recent times, there is much scepticism regarding Verdis true connection with the Risorgimento movement. Music historians have long perpetuated a powerful myth about the famous Va, pensiero chorus, sung by the Hebrew slaves in the third act of Nabucco. Scholars have long told how the audience, responding with nationalistic fervour to the slaves powerful hymn of longing for their homeland, demanded an encore of the piece. As encores were forbidden by the Austrian authorities ruling northern Italy at the time, in order to prevent public protests, such a gesture would have been tremendously significant. Recent scholarship has questioned the corresponding myth of Va, pensiero as the national anthem of the Risorgimento movement. Although it is true the audience demanded an encore, it has been recently revealed that it was not for Va, pensiero, but instead the hymn Immenso Jehova, sung by the Hebrew slaves to thank God for saving His people. In light of this discovery, Verdis position as the musical figurehead of the Risorgimento has been correspondingly revised. Nevertheless, it is certainly true that at Verdis funeral the crowds in the streets spontaneously broke into Va, pensiero and the choral piece remains one of the composers most beloved pieces. 

Another notable excerpt from the opera is its Overture, which is often performed in orchestral concerts. The piece combines themes from the entire opera, including the Va, pensiero, as well as the warlike music of the Israelites cursing Ismaele for his seeming betrayal. Propulsive energetic rhythms are a notable feature of much of the score, contrasted with more lyrical moments, providing a dramatic pace. Other noteworthy highlights include the bass Zaccaria in his prayer Vieni o Levita, a quiet piece with the curious accompaniment of six cellos, while in his mad scene the baritone Nabucco is assigned music of great expressiveness, providing outstanding opportunities for the performers. The music for Abigaille is regarded by many as very demanding, requiring a soprano that can sing both very low and very high, while utilising dramatic force and virtuoso vocal decoration.

Nabucco established Verdi in the front rank of Italian composers with its peculiar brand of vehemence and melancholy, ideally matched to expressing the dilemma of contemporary Italy in its own art form. The opera also introduced a number of dramatic precedents that Verdi would often return to in future compositions. As explained by the musicologist David R. B. Kimbell, Nabucco shares a number of common features with Verdis next few operas:

…the tendency to build up the dramatic theme not so much around a small group of strikingly idiosyncratic individuals as around a conflict on an international scale. The idiosyncratic individuals will probably be present… but with their fates will inextricably be involved the fates of entire peoples. The nation, and the historical and religious foundations on which the nation stands, are basic concerns in such operas, just as they are in other artistic media of the Risorgimento. (Verdi in the Age of Italian Romanticism, p 445)
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The first page of the score
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The score for Va pensiero, (Chorus of Hebrew Slaves), the operas most famous piece
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The librettist Temistocle Solera
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Baritone Giorgio Ronconi, who sang the original title role
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Soprano Giuseppina Strepponi, the first Abigaille, c. 1840
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Nabucco in Eberswalde by the Silesian Opera, August 2004
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Destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem by Francesco Hayez, 1867


Ernani
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Following the success of Nabucco, Verdi was approached by several prominent opera companies, hoping to commission him to write for their houses. Tempted to produce a different style of work, away from the confines of La Scala, he welcomed a proposal from the President of the Teatro la Fenice in Venice, Marquis Nanni Mocenigo. Verdi was only willing to accept his own terms: 12,000 Austrian lire to be paid after the first performance, not the third as proposed by the opera house. Verdi was eager for his work not to suffer the same fate as Un giorno di regno, which had only one performance. He also stipulated that he should maintain the right to choose his own subject, his own librettist and his own singers.

Once the agreement was finally settled, it took the composer an extended period of time until he lighted upon a subject that suited him. Eventually, an unsolicited manuscript from an unknown Francesco Piave (La Fenices resident poet) proposed an opera based on Victor Hugos play Cromwell. The Cromwell libretto arrived from Piave in pieces and Verdi expressed some dissatisfaction at how it had turned out. Then the theatres President Mocenigo made a casual reference to another play by Victor Hugo, the 1830 drama Hernani and at once this subject caught Verdis imagination. At the time he wrote, But oh, if only we could do Hernani instead… that would be tremendous. I know that it would mean a great deal of trouble for the poet but my first task would be to try and compensate him… Tomorrow, Ill write at length to Piave setting out all the scenes from Hernani which seem to me suitable.

For Verdi, Hugos drama held great appeal due to its Romantic tendencies and what he termed its Liberalism in literature… the struggle between love and honour. Above all, it provided the dramatic unity that had evaded him until now. Piave feared that an opera based on Hernani would face many obstacles due to censorship. Right from the beginning, the drama poses controversial issues. The King first appears on the stage by entering from a cupboard, where he has been hiding. This ignoble entrance for a monarch would never win the approval of the strict censors.

Nevertheless, the La Fenice directorate approved the concept and the librettist was offered compensation for his previous work. After the acceptance of the libretto by the Venetian censors, Ernani was first performed on 9 March 1844 and it was immensely popular and revived many times during its early years. In fact, it became Verdis most popular opera until it was superseded by Il trovatore in 1853. Verdis fame would now extend over the boundaries of Italy, winning the composer international acclaim. Ernani also boasts an important achievement in terms of production  in 1904 it was the first opera to be recorded completely for gramaphone.

The plot is set in Spain in 1519 and concerns the bandit Ernani, who has fallen in love with Elvira, the niece and betrothed of Don Ruy Gomez de Silva, from whom she hopes Ernani will rescue her. The opera begins with a prelude, which alternates martial strains with the powerful theme of the heros love for Elvira. The plot opens in the Aragonese mountains at dusk. As the rowdy chorus of bandits drink and gamble, their leader Ernani enters. His men attempt to cheer his gloomy spirits and he thanks them for their concern, explaining that his beloved is to be married to her old guardian Silva the next day. He resolves to abduct her and his men willingly offer their services. In a bounding cabaletta (a simple aria with a repetitive rhythm), Ernanis mood is transported at the prospect of being reunited with Elvira; his men urge him to put his plan into action.

However, the king, Don Carlo, also declares his love for Elvira, and ultimately he and Ernani quarrel in Elviras chamber, only to be discovered there by Silva, who demands vengeance, until he discovers the identity of Don Carlo. The king then pretends that Ernani is one of his followers, although the hero is anxious to take revenge for the death of his father at the hands of the king. The opera contains a complicated plot, in which Spanish honour plays a dominant part. Ernani and Elvira are eventually united, though Ernani is forced to kill himself, fulfilling an earlier pledge he had made to Silva. The signal that informs Ernani that he must die is a horn-call, heard previously at the beginning of the opera in the slow Prelude, providing an effective extended melody that frames the entire opera. 

The English musicologist Roger Parker has argued that one of the operas greatest achievements was how its dramatic structure brought about a fresh consideration of the fixed forms of Italian opera, in particular an expansion and enrichment of the solo aria and duet together with a more flexible approach to the musical sequences that bind together lyrical pieces. Parker also highlighted Verdis gathering sense of musical dramas larger rhetoric, his increasing control over the dynamics of entire acts rather than merely of entire numbers. In this respect, the third act of Ernani sets up an imposing standard of coherence, one that is rarely equalled until the operas of the early 1850s.

David R. B. Kimbell recognises how, 

Ernani does indeed mark a new departure for Verdi, a second turning-point in his operatic career… His central concerns here are those matters which, he instinctively felt, were more genuinely and intrinsically theatrical  rapidity, violence and sensation in the action, and idiosyncratic extremes of passion in the characters. In a word, Verdi abandoned the distinctive Italian kind of Romanticism, the Romanticism of Church and state, in favour of a Romanticism more lurid in hue and more grotesque in form, a Romanticism fundamentally French. 
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Francesco Maria Piave, the librettist of the opera
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The first page of the score
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Interior of first theatre at Teatro La Fenice, 1829  this opera house in Venice is one of the most famous landmarks in the history of opera. La Fenice (The Phoenix) featured many famous operatic premières of the four major bel canto era composers, Rossini, Bellini, Donizetti and Verdi.
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Interior of La Fenice in 1837
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Teatro La Fenice in more recent times
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Antonio Selva, the first Silva
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Sophie Löwe, the first Elvira
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A famous scene from Act IV: Silva sounds the horn to summon Hernani, nineteenth century illustration


I due Foscari
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Musicologist David R. B. Kimbell tells us that, 

In no other country was (Lord) Byron more extravagantly admired than in Italy… To some extent this admiration may seem a natural reflection of Byrons own interest in Italy. He had lived there for several years, a brilliant and provocative figure, whose sympathy for the political plight of the country was apparent even from the company he kept. Moreover, he wrote much and eloquently about Italy; not only, not even principally, about those beauties apostrophized by countless other poets, but rather about its miseries and humiliations.

Lord Byrons The Two Foscari: An Historical Tragedy (1821), a verse play in five acts would attract the attention of Verdi as early as 1843, when he had been first approached by La Fenice, but the text was rejected as unsuitable, as the story included criticism of the Republic of Venice. This may have been construed as offensive to the great families that had governed the Republic, including the extant Foscari family. Nevertheless, Byrons verse play would ultimately form the source for the composers next masterpiece, following on from Ernani. The plot, set in Venice in the mid fifteenth century, is loosely based on the true story of the downfall of doge Francesco Foscari and his son Jacopo. 

Verdi accepted a commission from the Teatro Argentina in Rome and the libretto for I due Foscari was once more provided by Francesco Maria Piave. When Verdi had re-read Byrons play, he came to the realisation, which he expressed in a letter to Piave, that he had better not stick close to Byron… as the play does not quite have the theatrical grandeur needed for an opera; so rack your brains and try to find something which will make a bit of a splash particularly in the first act. Verdi also noted that its a fine subject, delicate and full of pathos. Upon receiving the libretto by mid-May, the composer sent a long series of letters to the librettist over several months instructing him on many points for changes. With the music completed over the summer, I due Foscari received its première in Rome on 3 November 1844.

Verdis sixth opera is one of his darkest and most solemn works, epitomised by the moody Prelude that opens the opera. The piece comprises an anxious opening section, preparing the audience for an apposite mood of despair. Set in Venice in 1457, the plot follows Jacopo Foscari, son of the old Doge, who is condemned to exile  a verdict that is endorsed by his father, who puts duty before the love of his son, ignoring the desperate pleas of Jacopos wife, the faithful Lucrezia. The perpetrator of the crime for which Jacopo has been condemned is eventually discovered, but too late. Jacopo, on the eve of leaving for exile, has died, and now his father is urged by members of the Council of Ten to relinquish his power, leading to a tragic death.

At its heart, the opera is an engaging family drama, exploring a fathers tragic realisation that there is nothing he can do to protect his family from a corrupt world. Aged 31 at the time of composition, Verdi most likely drew from his own devastating experience of losing his wife and two infant children a few years earlier. In spite of the operas prevailing sombre tone, it offers many exhilarating recitatives, giving a taste of the composers later and more established style. Of particular note is the fiercely virtuosic writing for Lucrezia and her magnificent duets with her father-in-law, the Doge, in Act I and with her doomed husband in Act II.
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Portrait of Francesco Foscari by Lazzaro Bastiani, Museo Correr, Venice
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Portrait of Lord Byron by Thomas Phillips, c. 1813
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The first edition of Lords Byrons poem, the source of I due Foscari
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The first page of the score
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Soprano Marianna Barbieri-Nini, the first Lucrezia


[image: img55.jpg]

Baritone Achille De Bassini, the first Francesco, 1854
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The Two Foscari by Francesco Hayez, c. 1854


Macbeth
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Surprising though it may seem, Shakespeare was not commonly known in Italy prior to the 1750s. The obscurity of the Renaissance playwright up until the eighteenth century was largely due to the scarcity of Italian translations. In fact, after the Restoration of 1815, only four Shakespeare plays (Julius Caesar, Othello, Macbeth and Coriolanus) had been translated by a Venetian noblewoman, Giustina Renier Moichiel. For this reason only a comparatively small number of Italians, who spoke English, were familiar with Shakespeares works. The musicologist Kimbell explains this in greater depth in Verdi in the Age of Italian Romanticism:

Certain aspects of Shakespeares works remained unappreciated. It was characteristic of the whole Italian Romantic movement, for example, that, unlike the Romantic movements in England, France and Germany it should be very little interested in the supernatural, or, to use the preferred term, the fantastic. Nor does one feel that the sheer poetic calibre of Shakespeares work was fully appreciated yet. Before this could happen more complete and better translations were required… In 1839 appeared the first complete translation, the prose version by Carlo Rusconi, which Verdi seems to have used as the basis for his Macbeth libretto.  (p 522)

It was through the influence of Andrea Maffei, a poet and man of letters that became a good friend of Verdi in the 1840s, that he was inspired to consider producing an opera on Shakespeares tragedy Macbeth . Verdi had received a commission from Florences Teatro della Pergola and had commenced working on Macbeth in September 1846, when the baritone Felice Varesi became available for the title role. With Varesi under contract, Verdi could now focus on the music for Macbeth. However, due to various complications, including Verdis illness, the opera would not to receive its première until July the following year.

The libretto was once again provided by Francesco Maria Piave, based on a prose translation by Carlo Rusconi, which had been published in Turin in 1838. Recent scholars now argue that Verdi had not encountered Shakespeares original text until after the first performance of the opera, although he had read Shakespeare in translation for many years. Writing to Piave, the composer made it clear how important the text was to him: This tragedy is one of the greatest creations of man... If we cant make something great out of it, let us at least try to do something out of the ordinary. During the composition process, there were many disagreements and Verdi was compelled to force Piave into correcting his drafts. 

The opera follows Shakespeares play closely, with only a few notable changes. Instead of using three witches as in the play, there is a large female chorus of witches, singing in three part harmony. The last act opens with an assembly of refugees on the English border and, in the revised version, ends with a chorus of bards celebrating victory over the tyrant. First performed on 14 March 1847 in Florence, Macbeth was a great success, being performed all over Italy in over 20 different operas houses in subsequent years. The supernatural element, represented by witches and spirits, was unusual for the Italian theatre and caught the imagination of the unsuspecting audiences. 

The opera is more widely known today in its 1865 revised version, completed 18 years after the première of the first. Verdi had been requested to provide additional music, including a ballet and a final chorus, intended for a production at the Théâtre Lyrique in Paris. In a letter to his publisher, Giulio Ricordi, Verdi stated, I would like to lengthen several pieces to give the opera more character. He soon realised that the proposed additions would not be sufficient and that a rewrite of the entire opera was required. Once more, Piave was pressed into service to expand the opera. No, no, my dear Piave, it wont do! was a typical response from Verdi to a first draft. With the addition of new thrilling material for Lady Macbeth in Act II, Macbeths aria in Act III was completely re-written, as well a considerable amount of the rest the act. The proposed ballet was added in Act III and the ending of the fourth act was also changed, omitting Macbeths final aria Mal per me che maffidai (Trusting in the prophecies of Hell) in favour of an off-stage death, culminating with the triumphal chorus.

The new version was given its first performance on 21 April 1865 in a French translation by Charles-Louis-Étienne Nuitter and Alexandre Beaumont, although Verdi had asked for it to be produced by Gilbert Duprez, the tenor-turned-teacher in whom he had great confidence. Verdi refused to attend the Paris performance, but provided directions via his publisher. It was poorly received by the critics, which puzzled the composer: I thought I had done quite well with it...it appears I was mistaken. Yet, later performances in Paris fared no better. The opera was finally given at La Scala in the autumn of 1865, but few if any other performances appear to have been presented in Italy. Since its revival in the 1960s, the revised 1865 version in Italian remains the preferred version for modern performances. The opera remains a favourite with audiences, continuing to be performed at opera houses all over the world.

The score marks an important turning point in Verdis operatic writing, as it focuses in greater detail on the various characters psychological viewpoints  a fundamental feature of the composers later works. Notable highlights include Lady Macbeths famous aria La luce langue at the start of Act II and the chorus Patria oppressa at the beginning of Act IV. Macbeth is a challenging opera in terms of vocal requirements, demanding great technical and expressive skills of the two protagonists. Macbeths part is extremely dramatic, with numerous monologues, halfway between arioso (solo vocal piece) and cantabile (a measured tempo and flexible, legato playing), capturing the essence of the characters lonely and cursed fate. Lady Macbeths role is judged by some to be one of the most difficult of all in the entire repertoire. The soprano must have ample vocal skills, as there is no technique that she is not asked to perfect, including agile passages, full-throated singing, challenging work in the lower register, the picchettati of the banquet scene and the powerful high D flat that closes the great sleepwalking scene. Moreover, the roles of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth require consummate acting skills.

Another notable highlight is the opening Prelude, utilising motifs and themes associated with Lady Macbeth, particularly the stirring music that introduces the scene in which she walks in her sleep and expresses remorse for her crimes. The Prelude also employs powerful martial elements, suggesting the tragic events that lead to Macbeths usurpation of power and his final downfall.
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The first page of Shakespeares Macbeth, printed in the Second Folio of 1632
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The first page of the score
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Andrea Maffei, 1862
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Verdi, 1859
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Poster for the première of the opera


[image: img63.jpg]

Macbeth Meets the Witches by Roberto Focosi, c. 1849
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Illustration by Frédéric Lix of the 1865 première of Macbeth
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Macbeth and Banquo meeting the Witches on the Heath by Théodore Chassériau, 1855


Il corsaro
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On returning to Paris in July 1847, Verdi received his first commission from the Paris Opéra and he would remain in the French capital, except for two visits to Italy during periods of political unrest, for the next two years. Within a week, Verdi agreed to adapt his I Lombardi to a new French libretto and the result was Jérusalem, which contained significant changes to the music and structure of the work, including a lavish ballet scene, to please Parisian tastes. During this time Verdi was awarded the Order of Chevalier of the Legion of Honour, revealing how his international stature was rapidly increasing. 

In the mid-1840s Verdi had taken on Emanuele Muzio (1821-1890) as his student. Eight years his junior, Muzio would become the composers lifelong friend and, more importantly, his only student. Verdi had known him since 1828, when Muzio was a protégé of Antonio Barezzi. In time Muzio became indispensable to the composer and the pupil reported to Barezzi that, Verdi has a breadth of spirit, of generosity, a wisdom… If you could see us, I seem more like a friend, rather than his pupil. We are always together at dinner, in the cafés, when we play cards... all in all, he doesnt go anywhere without me at his side; in the house we have a big table and we both write there together, and so I always have his advice. Muzio was to remain associated with Verdi throughout his life, assisting in the preparation of scores and transcriptions, and later conducting the premières of many of his works in performances outside of Italy. One of their early collaborations was Il corsaro, yet another work based on a Lord Byron poem.

Verdi had expressed an interest in The Corsair as early as 1844, when he was planning an opera for Venice, but unforeseen difficulties and other projects distracted him from working in earnest on the project. However, to satisfy his contracts with the publisher Francesco Lucca, Verdi finally dashed off the score in February 1848. Verdis biographer Julian Budden admits that In no other opera of his does Verdi appear to have taken so little interest before it was staged. Nevertheless, a letter written by Verdi to Piave, after the librettist had asked for his libretto to be returned to him to fulfil another commitment, reveals how passionate the composer had first been for bringing Byrons poem to the stage: Give you back Il corsaro, that Corsaro which has always fascinated me and which Ive thought about so much, and which youve put into verse with more than your usual care? Of course, Piave relented and the opera finally received its première at the Teatro Grande (now the Teatro Lirico Giuseppe Verdi) in Trieste on 25 October 1848. 

Due to political events in Lombardy, the première had been postponed until the autumn. The opera house management felt that Muzio would be capable of handling the staging, but having fled to Switzerland, he became unavailable and the task was handled by Luigi Ricci who, along with his brother Federico, were minor composers of the time. The opera was poorly received by both the press and the public  an unusual occurrence for Verdi during the middle stage of his career. After only three performances, the opera had vanished from the repertoire. One local critic complained that, Trieste deserves a better opera than this! Comparatively few performances were given in Italy after the première, although it was staged in Milan and Turin in 1852, and in Modena, Novara, Venice and Vercelli in 1853. It would not be until 1966 that Il corasro would receive its first performances in Britain and as late as 1981 in America.

The opera is set against the backdrop of swashbuckling pirates and high sea adventures in the early nineteenth century. The plot opens near a Greek island in the Aegean, aboard the ship of Corrado, the chief corsair, who is in exile. The island is in the control of the pirates, when Corrado appears on stage. He laments his present condition in the touching aria Tutto parea sorridere (The world seemed to smile upon my early life), His spirits improve after receiving a letter containing military intelligence of the Turkish Pasha, Seid. He decides to set sail with his comrades, and he immediately rallies his men: Sì, di Corsari il fulmine (Yes, the lightning blow of the Corsairs shall I myself strike). Meanwhile, Medora, Corrados young lover, is anxious for his return. She picks up her harp and sings a beautiful, but vaguely sinister aria, as she fears for their future: Non so le tetre immagini (Dark forebodings I cannot banish from my thoughts). When Corrado finally appears, they sing a duet that captures both the serenity of their love and the uncertainty of their future. Medora pleads with him not to leave, but he departs to confront the Pasha., leading to tragic consequences…

In terms of the operas musical qualities, Julian Budden highlights an obvious problem: the opera hardly makes for music-drama [because] it is a narrative. Not being conceived of in dramatic terms it offers no opportunity for the generation of musical power through conflict and clash of personalities. Instead, Budden compares it unfavourably with the steady crescendo of dramatic interest in Ernani, or the cut and thrust of character dialectic that informs I due Foscari and without the sense of grand theatre that transfigures the great moments in Giovanna dArco and Attila. David Kimbell also describes the opera in comparable terms, emphasising how after the weightiness of the three previous three operas… it seems a light, sketchy piece. The opera does reveal the composers developmental approach to arias, now constructed with more imaginative and personal qualities. As an orchestral highlight, the Overture is a tempestuous piece, in keeping with the subject matter. It frames a more lyrical central section, leading to the opening chorus of pirates, led by Corrado. 
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Donnino Emanuele Muzio (1821-1890) was an Italian composer, conductor and vocal teacher. He was a lifelong friend and the only student of Verdi.
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Lord Byron by Richard Westall
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First edition title page of Byrons poem
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The first page of the score
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Facade of Teatro Lirico Giuseppe Verdi, where Il corsaro received its première
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The Parting Of Corrado and Medora by Charles Wynne Nicholls, c. 1820


La battaglia di Legnano

[image: img73.jpg]

AMAZON APPLE GOOGLE MUSOPEN SPOTIFY YOUTUBE SCORES

[image: img14.jpg]

While living in Paris in 1847, Verdi formed a romantic relationship with Giuseppina Strepponi (1815-1897), an operatic soprano of great renown, who the composer had worked with in the past. Indeed, Strepponi is often credited with having contributed to Verdis first successes, starring in a number of his early operas, including the role of Abigaille in the première of Nabucco. An extremely gifted singer, Strepponi excelled in the bel canto repertoire, spending much of her career portraying roles in operas by Bellini, Donizetti and Rossini. However, her personal and professional life was complicated by overwork, leading to her vocal deterioration, causing her to retire early from the stage at the age of 31. Therefore, in 1846 she had taken the decisive step to relocate to Paris to become a singing teacher. Verdi, who was in England for the première of I masnadieri, returned via Paris and the two met once more and, by all accounts, had fallen in love. 

From May 1851 they moved to Verdis house in SantAgata in the comune of Villanova sull'Arda, which is known nowadays as the Villa Verdi. He had originally bought the estate as a home for his parents and he would spend over 30 years developing and building the house. Although the couple were unmarried until 1859  causing much scandal among the locals  they remained together for the rest of their lives. Strepponi was an invaluable support to her husband in his work in many ways, as her sound knowledge of French and English were especially useful. 

La battaglia di Legnano, Verdis fourteenth opera, was produced during the early days of his relationship with Strepponi. Translated in English as The Battle of Legnano, it is an opera in four acts, with an Italian-language libretto by Salvadore Cammarano. The opera was based on the play La Bataille de Toulouse by Joseph Méry, who would also be the co-librettist of Don Carlos. Music historians now regard it as the opera of the revolution, due to the political motivations that inspired the composer to take the project on. It was written in Paris in 1848, with the interruption of a sudden dash to Milan after receiving news of the March Cinque Giornate  the five days of street fighting that would drive the Austrians out of the city. Although Verdis early works, especially Nabucco, had often been taken up by the fighters of the Risorgimento, La battaglia di Legnano was consciously chosen by the composer as a means of supporting the movement.

The catalyst for Verdi to write the opera had come from the complaints of the poet Giuseppe Giusti (1809-1850), who accused him of turning away from patriotic issues when he composed Macbeth. The poet urged Verdi, To do what you can to nourish the sorrow of the Italian people, to strengthen it, and direct it to its goal. Inspired to take up the challenge set before him, Verdi enlisted the services of the librettist Salvadore Cammarano, who came up with the idea of adapting Joseph Mérys 1828 play La Bataille de Toulouse, a popular choice in Italy at that time, offering rich patriotic possibilities. Cammarano declared to the composer: A story like that should stir every man with an Italian soul in his breast!

The final libretto was completed at the beginning of 1849 and the première took place on 27 January in the Teatro Argentina, Rome. This was a particularly hazardous time in Italian politics and the ascending rise of Italian nationalism. Under the guidance of Pope Pius IX, Rome was in turmoil and the Pope was being held prisoner, before managing to escape to the south, hoping to negotiate his return. Within days of the sold-out première, Rome had become a republic, accelerated by the passions inflamed amongst its inhabitants by Verdis final chorus of freedom: Italia risorge vestita di Gloria, invitta e regina qualera sarà (Italy rises again robed in glory! Unconquered and a queen she shall be as once she was!)

It will come as no surprise that initial reactions to the opera were ecstatic, as the music roused the entire house to a frenzy of enthusiasm, as reported by one contemporary account. Cries of Viva Verdi! and Viva Italia came from the audience when the words of the opening chorus  Viva Italia! Sacro un patto / Tutti stringe I figli suoi (Long live Italy! A sacred pact binds all her sons) were first heard, After the initial performances around Italy, the opera became a victim of the Austrian censors and it disappeared from opera halls for many years, due to its intense political associations. In Parma, after the Italian victories of 1859, La battaglia di Legnano was re-titled La disfatta degli Austriaci (The Defeat of the Austrians). It was presented in Genoa, Corfu, Turin and Piacenza between 1850 and 1859 and revived in Milan and Naples in 1861, winning great applause.

A tale of love and jealousy, set during the Lombard Leagues victory over Frederick Barbarossa in 1176, the setting marks a departure from the rest of the composers operas. No doubt, the defeat of the Emperor Barbarossa provided a tantalising model for the defeat of Italys contemporary enemies. Amid this colourful medieval setting, the plot concerns the private drama of the two friends and patriots Arrigo and Rolando. The former was once the lover of Lida, who is now Rolandos wife. Misunderstandings between the patriots cause many complications and much emotional conflict. When their differences are eventually resolved, Arrigo dies a heros death in the service of his country. 

In terms of its musical qualities, Julian Budden regards the opera as the most consistently accomplished that Verdi had yet written, adding that several musical elements exist as being designed and scored with an attention to detail for which one looks in vain in Attila or I masnadieri. Roger Parker was impressed by the operas inner working and its sheer scale which far outstrip any of Verdis previous efforts. Of particular note is the opening Sinfonia, which powerfully portrays the march of the proud Lombard army, making use of a central Andante, with material later appearing at the end of Act II, when Arrigo writes a tearful final letter to his mother. A striking chorus from the end of the opera is the Preghiera Deus meus, pone illos ut rotam, when Lidas heartfelt prayer is rewarded by the success of the patriotic forces, led by her jealous husband Rolando and her former lover Arrigo.
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A portrait of Giuseppina Strepponi, Verdis second wife, c. 1835 
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Portrait of Giuseppina Strepponi by Karoly Gyurkovich, c.1855
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Villa SantAgata (Villa Verdi) SantAgata, c. 1860
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The first page of the score
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The poet Giuseppe Giusti, who inspired Verdi to take on a political opera
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The facade of Teatro Argentina, where La battaglia di Legnano received its first performance
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The Battle of Legnano by Massimo dAzeglio, 1831  this battle was fought on 29 May 1176, between the forces of the Holy Roman Empire, led by Emperor Frederick Barbarossa, and the Lombard League. The Imperial army suffered a major defeat.
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Battaglia di Legnano by Amos Cassioli, c. 1855
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Lombard standard bearer re-entering Milan in 1167, the year of the Leagues foundation


Luisa Miller
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Verdis next opera was Luisa Miller, featuring an Italian libretto by Salvadore Cammarano, based on the play Kabale und Liebe (Intrigue and Love) by the German dramatist Friedrich von Schiller. Verdi had originally had an entirely different idea for a new opera  based on the novel Lassedio di Firenze (The Siege of Florence) by Francesco Domenico Guerrazzi  but it was rejected by the Teatro San Carlo in Naples. The composer attempted to negotiate his way out of this obligation, but ultimately failed. It was at this point that Cammarano came up with the idea of adapting Schillers play, with which Verdi was familiar and had already considered in 1846. The project was set in motion, with Verdi working on initial ideas from Paris, where he had been living for almost two years, before finally moving back to his home town of Busseto in the summer of 1849. It was from there that he wrote the music and travelled to Naples for rehearsals. The première for Lusia Miller was given on 8 December 1849.

Although at face value the play may not appear as politically controversial as Verdis first choice, Schillers drama is still a work of a heated tone. The last of the three prose dramas written by the German playwright in the Sturn und Drang style, the play examines themes of corruption and dehumanization, as suffered by the citizens of late-eighteenth-century Germany, drawing obvious parallels with Verdis Italian contemporaries. The plot is set in the picturesque location of the Tyrol in the early seventeenth century. Luisa, the daughter of the retired soldier Miller, is celebrating her birthday in her village, as her neighbours have gathered outside her house to serenade her. The overture gives importance to the clarinet, establishing a pastoral movement in keeping with the idyllic village scene. Luisa is in love with Carlo, a young man she has met in the village and looks for him in the crowd during the celebrations. Luisas father, Miller, is concerned about this mysterious love, as Carlo is a stranger. In a touching duet, Carlo and Lusia sing of their love (Tamo damor chesprimere / I love you with a love that words can only express badly). However, as the villagers leave to enter the nearby church, Miller is approached by the treacherous Wurm, a courtier, who is in love with Luisa and wishes to marry her. Miller declares that he will never make a decision against his daughters will. Irritated by his reply, Wurm reveals to Miller that in reality Carlo is Rodolfo, Count Walters son and Miller is incensed by this news. Luisa is promised to Wurm, while the Counts son (Rodolfo) is to marry his cousin. Before long, Luisa is tricked into denying her love for Rodolfo, who subsequently sets in place a tragic end for the lovers.

Verdis 15th opera is regarded by many musicologists as the beginning of his middle period, noted for its mature exploration of the mutually destructive antagonism of human passions. The composer made good use of a comparatively longer time-frame for completing the opera, making sketches of the music in advance, allowing him to develop his use of Parisian operatic elements, which complemented his Italian style. The première was well received, although for Verdi the experience of dealing with the authorities at the San Carlo Opera in Naples caused him to vow never to produce another opera there. And indeed he never did, in spite of having initially written Un ballo in maschera for that house. Following the première, Luisa Miller was given in Rome in 1850 and in Venice, Florence and Milan again up to 1852. The American première was staged by the Caroline Richings Company at the Walnut Street Theatre in Philadelphia on 27 October 1852, with Caroline Richings in the title role. This was followed on 3 June 1858 by the first British performance at Her Majestys Theatre in London. Notable revivals include those featuring Caballé at the Gran Teatre del Liceu in January 1972 and at the Teatro alla Scala in May 1976. Katia Ricciarelli sang the title role along with Luciano Pavarotti several times in those years, particularly in San Francisco and again in Turin along with José Carreras.

The tragedy was structured in three acts, entitled Amore (Love), Intrigo (Intrigue) and Veleno (Poison). After its successful première, it has remained a fixed part of the international opera repertoire to this day. The Overture is a notable piece, which, save for a slight quickening of the tempo at the very end, is entirely written in one tempo, based on a single theme from the third act. The composers handling of the thematic development of the single theme is rare at this time, offering a concentrated intensity to the masterpiece. Luisa Miller departs from tradition in other ways as well. In most operas of the time, the curtain opens to a chorus and then a two-part (slow-fast) aria sung by a major character, yet in this opera the introduction leads directly into the first aria, with numerous choral interjections. This device condenses what would have traditionally been two set pieces into a more compact statement, embedding the aria more firmly into the texture of the score. Another highlight of Luisa Miller is Rodolfos famous Act II aria, Quando le sere al placido / When the Evening is Calm which is actually sourced from the Act II finale. This technique of embedding the arias into the entire fabric of the opera would later reach its zenith in Puccinis operas.
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Portrait of Friedrich von Schiller by Ludovike Simanowiz, 1794
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The original title page for Schillers Kabale und Liebe, the source for Luisa Miller
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The original libretto
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The death of Luisa from the first edition vocal score
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Marietta Gazzaniga, the original Luisa
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Settimeo Malvezzi, the original Rodolfo


Rigoletto
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Widely considered to be the first of the operatic masterpieces of Verdis middle career, Rigoletto (1851) is based on Victor Hugos play Le roi samuse, telling the tragic story of the licentious Duke of Mantua, his hunchbacked court jester Rigoletto and Rigolettos beautiful daughter Gilda. Verdi was commissioned by Venices La Fenice in 1850 to compose a new opera and he once more enlisted the services of Francesco Maria Piave to provide the libretto for Hugos controversial five-act play. Verdi later explained: The subject is grand, immense, and there is a character that is one of the greatest creations that the theatre can boast of, in any country and in all history. However, Hugos portrayal of Francis I of France as a venal, cynical and womanising king was considered unacceptably scandalous. In fact, the play had been banned in France following its première twenty years before, so from the very start of the project both Verdi and Piave knew it would not be a straightforward endeavour. 

Rumours began to spread in early summer that the production would be forbidden. Therefore, Verdi and Piave retired to Busseto, Verdis hometown, to prepare a defensive scheme as they continued their work on the opera. In spite of their best efforts, including frantic correspondence with La Fenice, the Austrian censor De Gorzkowski emphatically denied consent to the production, calling the opera a repugnant example of immorality and obscene triviality. 

By January 1851, Verdi and the censors had settled on a compromise: the action of the opera would be moved, and some of the characters would be renamed. In the new version, the Duke would preside over Mantua and belong to the Gonzaga family, which had long been extinct by the mid-nineteenth century, while the Dukedom of Mantua no longer existed. The hunchbacked jester, originally called Triboulet, was renamed Rigoletto, from the French word rigoler, serving as a parody of a comedy by Jules-Édouard Alboize de Pujol: Rigoletti, ou Le dernier des fous (Rigoletti, or The Last of the Fools), produced in 1835. 

Verdi finally completed the composition on 5 February 1851, a little more than a month before its première. Piave had already arranged for the sets to be designed while Verdi was still working on the final stages of the third act. The composer retained at least a third of the score at Busseto and only brought it with him to Venice for the rehearsals on 19 February; indeed, he continued refining the orchestration throughout the rehearsal period. Due to the prominent risk of unauthorised copying, Verdi demanded extreme secrecy from all of his singers and musicians, particularly Mirate: the Duke had the use of his score for only a few evenings before the première and was made to swear that he would not sing or even whistle any sections except during rehearsal.

The première was sold-out, featuring Rigoletto as the first part of a double bill with Giacomo Panizzas ballet Faust. Gaetano Mares conducted, while the sets were designed by Giuseppe Bertoja and Francesco Bagnara. Of course, the opening night was a resounding triumph, especially the scena drammatica and the Dukes cynical aria, La donna è mobile, which was reportedly sung in the streets the next morning. Always the master tactician, Verdi had maximised the arias impact by only revealing it to the cast and orchestra a few hours before the première, forbidding them to even think of the melody outside of the theatre. A tremendous box-office success for La Fenice, the opera was also Verdis first major Italian triumph since the 1847 première of Macbeth in Florence. It initially had a run of 13 performances and was revived in Venice the following year, and again in 1854. 

By 1852, Rigoletto had premièred in all the major cities of Italy, although at times under different titles due to censorship. In short time, it was performed in major cities worldwide, reaching as far as Alexandria and Constantinople in 1854 and both Montevideo and Havana in 1855. The British première took place on 14 May 1853 at Londons current day Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, with Giovanni Matteo Mario as the Duke of Mantua and Giorgio Ronconi as Rigoletto. In America, the opera was first given on 19 February 1855 at New Yorks Academy of Music in a performance by the Max Maretzek Italian Opera Company.

Set in sixteenth century Mantua, the plot introduces the court jester Rigoletto, who is deformed in both body and mind. Rigoletto abets the unscrupulous Duke in his amours and in time they both receive a curse, placed upon them by the father of a girl the Duke has wronged. Meanwhile, Rigolettos daughter Gilda has fallen in love with a handsome young man she has encountered on her way to church. The object of her affections is in fact the perfidious Duke, posing as a poor student. When Rigoletto suffers the abduction and ruin of his own daughter, he at once recalls the curse laid upon him. As the jester sets out to seek revenge on the Duke, whose murder he conspires, Gilda is tragically killed in the place of her seducer. 

The opera opens with a short orchestral Prelude, based on the theme of the curse, intoned quietly by the brass section at first, before building to intensity and bursting into the full orchestras passionate outcry. The Prelude then subsides once more, ending with repeated drum rolls alternating with brass, cumulatively increasing in volume to reach a dramatic conclusion. The opera is noted for its great variety of tone and texture, employing several instrumental resources, including the orchestra in the pit, an offstage band and a chamber ensemble of strings on the stage. Also, Rigoletto demonstrates dramatic pacing, with continuous music, rather than consisting of one number followed by another.

The duet between Rigoletto and Sparafucile, opening the second scene of the first act, is innovative in its structure, containing a free-ranging dialogue with melodies not in the voices but in the orchestra  on a solo cello, bass and low woodwinds, conjuring a distinctive sinister atmosphere.

The Duke of Mantuas canzone from the beginning of Act III, La donna è mobile (Woman is fickle), is perhaps the most famous and memorable of all Verdis arias. The canzone is also famous as a showcase for tenors, calling for great dexterity. Indeed, Raffaele Mirates performance at the 1851 première was hailed as the highlight of the evening. As the opera progresses, the reprisal of the tune in the following scenes contributes to Rigolettos confusion as he realises from the sound of the Dukes lively voice coming from the tavern offstage, that the body in the sack over which he had grimly triumphed, was not that of the Duke after all. The aria is scored in the key of B major, with a tempo marking of allegretto (a fairly brisk speed). The distinctive comical-sounding theme of the aria is introduced immediately and is repeated several times in the approximate three minutes it takes to perform the piece, but with the important and obvious omission of the last bar. This creates the effect of driving the music forward, giving the impression it is incomplete and unresolved, ending not on the tonic (B) or dominant (F-sharp) but on the submediant (G-sharp). Once the Duke has finished singing, the theme is once again repeated; this time including the last, and conclusive, bar and finally resolving to the tonic of B major. 

Victor Hugo resented his play being transformed into an opera and the author considered it plagiarism, at a time when there were no copyright restrictions against Verdis adaptation. However, when Hugo attended a performance in Paris, he marvelled at the way Verdis music in a quartet in Act III allowed the emotions of the four different characters to be heard together and yet distinguished clearly from each other at the same time. Hugo regretted that he could never achieve this effect in a spoken drama. The famous quartet is actually a double duet with each of the characters given a musical identity: the ardent wooing of the Duke is the main melody, as Maddalena laughingly puts him off, while outside Gilda has a sobbing figure in her vocal line and her father implacably urges revenge. 

Musicologist Julian Budden regards the opera as revolutionary, just as Beethoven Eroica Symphony was: the barriers between formal melody and recitative are down as never before. In the whole opera, there is only one conventional double aria… with no concerted act finales. Verdi also used the word revolutionary to describe his work in a letter to Piave, as he declared: I conceived Rigoletto almost without arias, without finales but only an unending string of duets.

In his seminal study of Verdis work, Kimbell celebrates the originality of Verdis creation:

Rigoletto is the opera in which Verdi decisively breaks free from the mere habits of the ottocento operatic tradition; or perhaps it would be more exact to say that it is the opera in which he shows that he has reached the point of understanding through and through the meaning of every detail of form and style within that tradition. (p. 623)
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Woodburytype of Victor Hugo by Étienne Carjat, 1876
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The first page of the score
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La Fenices poster for the world première of Rigoletto


[image: img94.jpg]

Costumes for the Duke of Mantua and Gilda published by Casa Ricordi shortly after the 1851 première
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Act 1, Scene 2 stage set by Giuseppe Bertoja for the world première of Rigoletto
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Set design for Act III, in the notable production of the Théâtre national de lOpéra at the Palais Garnier, 1885
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Felice Varesi, the first Rigoletto
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Teresa Brambilla, the first Gilda


Il trovatore
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In 1850 Verdis personal life was dogged by family troubles, stemming from how the citizens of Busseto were treating Giuseppina Strepponi, with whom he was living openly in an unmarried relationship. Shunned in the town and at church, although Verdi appeared indifferent, Strepponi was certainly not impervious to this widespread treatment. A growing estrangement between Verdi and his parents was perhaps also attributable to his relationship with Strepponi, coming to a head in January 1851, when he had broken off relations with them. In April the composer had found a new home for them and they were ordered to leave SantAgata, though he helped them financially to settle into their new home. Interestingly, all six Verdi operas written in the period 184953 (La battaglia, Luisa Miller, Stiffelio, Rigoletto, Il trovatore and La traviata), feature heroines that are women who come to grief due to sexual transgression, perhaps directly influenced by Verdis relationship with Strepponi.

She would also have an important influence in the choice of his next project, Il trovatore (The Troubadour), with a libretto largely written by Salvadore Cammarano. Based on the play El trovador (1836) by Antonio García Gutiérrez (his most successful play), it epitomises a high flown, sprawling melodrama, with bizarre incidents. Strepponi had in fact previously translated the play and so was very familiar with the content. Since the composing of Oberto, Il trovatore was the first opera Verdi planned without a commission of any kind from an opera house. In his first letter to the librettist Cammarano, Verdi proposed El Trovador as the subject with two feminine roles. The first, the gypsy, a woman of unusual character after whom I want to name the opera. Favouring a traditional approach, Cammarano was regarded at the time as an accomplished poet, naturally suited for preparing verse for opera. He was a prolific librettist and playwright, who is perhaps best known today for writing the libretto of Lucia di Lammermoor (1835) for Donizetti.

In the later months of 1851, Verdi decided to go to Paris with Strepponi, where he had concluded an agreement with the Paris Opéra to write Les vêpres siciliennes, his first original work in the style of grand opera. He was to become increasingly frustrated with Cammaranos slow approach to producing the libretto and subsequently wrote to him: I beg you with all my soul to finish this Trovatore as quickly as you possibly can.

Unfortunately, personal difficulties in the composers life would hinder proceeding further. The illnesses of both his mother, who died in July, and his father distracted him for two months. The estrangement from his parents had led to communications conducted only between lawyers. Finally, in April 1851, an agreement was reached with his parents on the payment of debts mutually owed and the couple were given time to resettle. In May 1851 Verdi received an offer from the Rome Opera company to present Il trovatore during the 1853 Carnival season. As all appeared set for the operas successful production, tragedy was to strike once again.

In July 1852, Verdi received news of Cammaranos sudden death, which was both a professional and a personal blow. Cammarano had completed Manricos third-act aria, Di quella pira just eight days before his death, but the opera was still unfinished. Verdi now required another librettist and lighted upon Leone Emanuele Bardare, a young poet from Naples, who was only just beginning his career  he would eventually write more than 15 librettos for various composers. Verdi and Bardare met in Rome in December 1852 and Verdi began to work in earnest on both Il trovatore and La traviata.

It was a fervent time of creativity for the composer. He had written Il trovatore hot on the heels of Rigoletto, while its première came a scant two months before that of La traviata. Yet Il trovatore, though no less popular than its neighbours, is quite a different work, structured in a highly formal manner, seeming to hark back to the style before the innovations of Rigoletto. 

The plot is set in fifteenth century Spain, during a civil war. Count di Luna, commander of the Royalist Aragon troops, is obsessed with Leonora, a young noblewoman serving the queen; she does not return his love. The opera opens outside the royal residence, as the Counts soldiers keep watch at night. They have heard an unknown troubadour serenading Leonora and the jealous commander is determined to capture and punish his unknown rival. To keep the troops awake, the captain, Ferrando, recounts the terrible story of a gypsy woman that was burned at the stake several years ago for bewitching the Counts infant brother. The story tells how the gypsys daughter then took revenge by kidnapping the boy and throwing him into the flames where her mother had died. The skeleton of a baby was discovered there, and di Lunas father died of grief soon after. The gypsys daughter disappeared without a trace, but the Count has sworn to find her.

Meanwhile, in the palace gardens, Leonora confides in her companion Ines that she is in love with a mysterious man that she had met before the outbreak of the war. He is the troubadour that serenades her every night. After they have left, Count di Luna appears, looking for Leonora. When she hears the troubadours song in the darkness, Leonora rushes out to greet her beloved, but mistakenly embraces the Count. The troubadour reveals his true identity. He is Manrico, leader of the partisan rebel forces. Furious, the Count challenges him to fight a duel to the death…

The opera was a triumph from its opening night. Themes of obsession, revenge, war and family conflict are conveyed through characters that offer engaging dramatic contrasts. The central character, who appears to have attracted Verdis interest the most strongly, is the gypsy Azucena  in fact the composer had considered naming the opera after her. Verdi clearly had great enjoyment experimenting with numerous aspects of the opera, introducing fiery characters, extreme dramatic situations and novel virtuosic demands on singers; so much so, that later critics questioned the characters and plot as being well beyond plausibility. Nonetheless, the music remains captivating and the opera continues to be widely performed today.

Il trovatore is probably best known for its gypsy music  most notably the Anvil Chorus, which has become one of the best-known passages in the operatic repertoire. Other popular highlights include Azucenas Stride la vampa and Manricos heroic Di quella pira. Also, the aristocratic Il balen del suo sorriso, written for the Count, and Leonoras prayer Damor sullali rosee standout from a host of thrilling ensembles and chorus numbers. Today, opera scholars recognise the expressive musical qualities of Verdis score. Budden highlighted the relationship between the consistent dramatic impetus of the action being caused by the propulsive quality of the music, producing a sense of continuous forward motion. Elsewhere, Parker describes Il trovatore as sheer musical energy apparent in all the numbers.
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The first page of the score
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Antonio García Gutiérrez (1813-1884) was a Spanish Romantic dramatist, who wrote the source for this opera, El trovador (1836).
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Houses in Tor di Nona c. 1880, watercolour by Ettore Roesler Franz  the site of Teatro Apollo, which no longer stands
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Alfredo Edel Colornos sketch of Manricos costume for a production at La Scala in 1883
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The soprano Rosina Penco, who first sang Leonora
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The ruin of the castle Castellar near Zaragoza  a setting of the opera
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Gurli Lublin as Azunzena at Kungliga Operan 1863


La traviata
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Based on La Dame aux Camélias (1852), a play adapted from the novel by Alexandre Dumas fils, La traviata (The Fallen Woman) remains today one of Verdis most beloved creations and bears the unique distinction of being the most frequently performed opera across the world. Set to a libretto by Francesco Maria Piave, it was originally titled Violetta, after the main character. It had been important to Piave and Verdi to ensure the opera followed Dumas text in providing a contemporary setting. The authorities at La Fenice insisted that it be set in the eighteenth century and it was not until the 1880s that the composer and librettists original wishes were achieved, when realistic productions were permitted to be staged.

Written during a time of great productivity for the composer, it is testament to his advanced skills as a composer that he was able to produce such a fine opera, while still in the process of finishing and planning two other great operatic works. Verdi and Strepponi had visited Paris from late 1851 and into March 1852. It was in February that the couple attended a performance of Alexander Dumas fils The Lady of the Camellias. This immediately inspired Verdi to begin writing music for what would later become La traviata. Piave was engaged to write the new libretto and in October he made the journey to SantAgata to work directly with Verdi. Piave was hopeful from the start, confiding in a letter: Everything will turn out fine, and well have a new masterpiece from this true wizard of modern harmonies.

By January 1853, Verdi was planning for the première to be held on the first Saturday in March; it soon became clear that a modern-dress staging of the new opera was impossible and reports from the opening of the season confirmed the limitations of the chosen soprano, the 38-year-old Fanny Salvini-Donatelli for taking the role of Violetta. Verdi had previously attempted to persuade the manager of La Fenice to re-cast the role with a younger woman, but with no success. Faced by these mounting difficulties, Verdi was greatly upset, holding on to the notion that the opera could be staged in modern dress. He was filled with a feeling of dread when he arrived in Venice for rehearsals and he made his unhappiness clear to the singers. Under these gloomy auspices, the opera finally received its première on 6 March 1853.

Set in contemporary Paris, La traviata tells the well-known story of the love of the young Alfredo for the worldly Violetta, who is dying of consumption. Following Alfredos fathers impassioned and stirring request, Violetta sacrifices her own feelings, to return to her old fallen life, refusing to explain her motives to Alfredo. The lovers are only reunited when Violetta is fading on her death-bed, bringing the opera to an emotive and dramatic conclusion.

Surviving reports tell us that the audience jeered at several times during the première, especially directing their contempt for the soprano in the lead role of Violetta. Though an acclaimed singer, they considered Salvini-Donatelli to be too old at the age of thirty-eight and far too overweight to credibly play a young woman dying of consumption. Nevertheless, the first act received some applause and cheering at the end. In the second act, the audience once more turned against the performance, following the singing of the baritone Felice Varesi and the tenor Lodovico Graziani. The next day, Verdi wrote to his friend Emanuele Muzio, in what has now become perhaps his most famous and often quoted epistle: La traviata last night a failure. Was the fault mine or the singers? Time will tell.

Although there were requests for productions from impresarios in various Italian cities, Verdi was reluctant to permit other productions, unless he could be sure of the strength of the singers, and in spite of their pleas, he refused. Finally, Verdi allowed a performance at the Teatro San Benedetto in Venice, where a number of revisions took place between 1853 and May 1854, mostly affecting the second and third acts. The opera was given again on 6 May 1854 and was at last deemed a great success, largely due to Maria Spezia-Aldighieris portrayal of Violetta. The opera was first performed in Madrid in February 1855 with Maria Spezia-Aldighieri at Teatro Real, in Vienna on 4 May 1855 in Italian and in Barcelona on 25 October at Gran Teatre del Liceu. It was first performed in Britain on 24 May 1856 in Italian at Her Majestys Theatre in London, where it was considered morally questionable, and the heads of the Church tried to place an injunction upon performance; in fact, Queen Victoria refrained from visiting the theatre during the performances, though the music and libretto were listened to at the palace. 

The first acts Prelude opens with a tender theme  as high strings depict the frail heroine  which is reprised in the Prelude to Act III, when Violetta, lonely and abandoned, awaits her death. The next theme, incorporating the principal love theme of the opera, portrays her plea for Alfredos love, which occurs in the second act, when she has resolved to leave him for his own good. Both preludes offer contrasting results. The opening Prelude leads to the glitter and vivacity of a party held at Violettas house, while the Act III Prelude is followed by a desolating scene of loneliness and death. 

As the delicate atmosphere of the opening Prelude is shattered on the curtain rise, with lively dance tunes in the orchestra, we shortly hear the famous Brindisi (drinking song): Libiamo ne lieti calici  Lets drink from the joyful cups. A duet with chorus, it is one of the best-known opera melodies and a popular performance choice for many great tenors. It is sung by Violetta and Alfredo, who is convinced by his friend Gastone and by Violetta to show off his vocal skills. He begins the drinking song and is later joined by Violetta and the rest of the company. It remains one of the composers most enduring works, admired for its instantly appealing quality.

Other highlights from the opera include a series of waltzes, helping establish a Parisian atmosphere. The concluding part of Violettas solo scene, bringing the first act to a close, is a powerful piece of vocal decoration, with feverish ornamentation as Violetta swears to stay free, Sempre libera. The lengthy and crucial duet between Alfredos father and Violetta in Act II is another noteworthy feature, which is multi-sectioned with the music adjusting to the changing dramatic situation.

Verdis only opera to be set entirely indoors, La traviata is an especially intimate work of art, rich in its tender lyricism and touchingly poignant mood. The character of Violetta dominates the opera, while her music changes as she experiences a range of emotions, adapting from the hectic, almost hysterical coloratura (elaborate ornamentation of a vocal melody) of the first act, to the more dramatic passages of the second, and culminating with the spiritual, transcendent quality of her music as she eventually fades in death.
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The first page of the score
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Poster for the world première
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Interior of La Fenice today
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Felice Varesi, the first Germont père
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Lodovico Graziani c. 1845, the first Alfredo
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Fanny Salvini-Donatelli, the first Violetta
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