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PART ONE
(Re)Introducing Verdi


Introduction:
With a … Vengeance?

SI! VENDETTA!

I take Verdi’s art very personally. It has always been there, constantly emerging in a process that I hope will continue for a long time. The year that Walkmen came out, the first tape I made was all Verdi, selections culled from various recordings I borrowed. Side A was for getting revved up in the morning, going from the mellow (“Come rugiada al cespite” from Ernani) to the frantic (the love duet from Ballo). Side B was the reverse, for calming down in the evenings, starting with the Act I trio from Trovatore and winding down to “Madonna degli angeli” from Forza. And thus I would ride the Van Ness Avenue bus, watching San Francisco roll by like a performance, amazed at the uncanny relationship between Verdi and real life. His music was not so much the soundtrack of life as its actual subtext.

Eventually, the tape became superfluous. All of us carry around a sort of inner jukebox, and mine appears to be set for Verdi. I hear it, or imagine that I hear it, in every situation life presents. I remember going to court to answer for a traffic ticket, imagining that I heard the monks’ chant from Don Carlos emanating from the chilly Hall of Justice. I remember seeing my late grandmother watching black-and-white TV with all the lights turned out, thinking how much she was like Azucena, the gypsy woman from Trovatore who stares at the fire, obsessed with the past. I remember a young woman at a travel agency actually trying to seduce me into buying an island vacation package, and imagining her singing Aida’s evocation of her mountain homeland. I invariably hear the Anvil Chorus at the gym. Any political or community meeting becomes the Council Chamber scene from Boccanegra, but so does any sale at Macy’s. I have heard “O signore, dal tetto natio” while driving around the hills of California. And on a few memorable occasions I have heard “Va, pensiero” while making love.

I can’t be the only person who has noticed these odd correlations. On one level, Giuseppe Verdi might well be considered the world’s most popular composer. His music, or at least snippets of it, is hummed, whistled, and wailed all over the world. His operas are performed more than any other composer’s. Opera companies have been proliferating throughout the world, and especially in the United States, where new companies are appearing even faster than major league sports franchises. A recent list of professional opera companies counted seventy-one in the country, and virtually every one of these has performed Verdi within the last two years. This is in addition to the hundreds of colleges and universities that now offer opera workshops where Verdi is performed live and, in many instances, on a par with or exceeding the professional companies. Public television routinely boasts audiences of three or four million for their opera broadcasts, a full quarter of which feature the works of Giuseppe Verdi. We hear bits and pieces of Verdi’s music on the radio, on television, and in movies.

Any Verdi fan should be thrilled by all this. Right?

Wrong. These numbers represent tremendous growth and a level of public consumption that would have been unthinkable years ago, but they are still paltry compared to the numbers generally bandied about by American media moguls. Nor should this surprise anyone. Opera is regarded as a foreign brand of entertainment, a weird and bastard art form, and something to be apologized for. Recently the creators of the new musical extravaganza Aida felt compelled to say in an interview that their work was not based on the Verdi opera, but derived from the original source legend of Aida. There was some amusing subsequent backpedaling when it was pointed out to these good gentlemen that there is, in fact, no original source legend for Aida. The creators of the new musical needed to make it clear that they were not decadent Europeans attempting to foist unwanted haute culture upon our wholesome American value system.

Am I being extravagant? I wonder. The state of New York is currently running a fascinating, if annoying, television commercial for its lottery. It is filmed during a supposed performance of a Verdi opera. While the prima donna is squawking through a cadenza, a distinctly guy-next-door type pushes a podium onto the stage. Soprano shrieks. The audience of socialites in evening wear (black ties, tiaras, lorgnettes) gasps. The man announces that the “New York State Lotto is now X million dollars!” Socialites run for the exits and the theater is empty in a matter of seconds. “Cool,” says Lottoman.

Let’s take this apart. The music onstage is Traviata, although the costumes look more like Il trovatore. The general impression is generic Verdi. The prima donna is not outfitted in a flattering manner, nor does she sing particularly well. The people onstage are meant to look and sound stupid. The audience is every American’s nightmare of an opera crowd: all white, all over sixty, and all overdressed. Why a bunch of stiff old millionaires would need to run out to buy lottery tickets is beyond me, but they do. Ironically, this is all filmed at the Brooklyn Academy of Music. The last time I checked, the audience there didn’t look like that. Green mohawks and razor blades in the nose are much more comme il faut at BAM. No matter. It is necessary to believe that opera audiences look a certain way. It’s “where the elite meet to be effete.” I have attended hundreds of opera performances all over the world and I can honestly say that I have never once seen anybody using a lorgnette.

If you haven’t seen that particular Lotto commercial, it doesn’t matter. There are plenty of other examples. It is truly galling that Giuseppe Verdi, of all people, should be used as the touchstone for this symbolism. If you are already an opera fan, then you know that Verdi has been treated with a lot of contempt by musicologists and other experts. The snobbery—yes, snobbery—on the subject of Verdi comes from all sides. I can’t think of any artist whose life and work was less tainted by elitism than Verdi. In fact, his reputation has suffered among “serious” music people for this precise reason. At this point, it’s worth taking a look at the history of Verdi and the musical establishment to understand where we are today.

VERDI’S MUSIC, even when complicated, has always reached people in a direct manner. Even his later masterpieces, particularly the operas Otello and Falstaff, have been judged favorably by the public without too much help from the illuminati. Needless to say, this didn’t help his reputation in the rarefied realms of music scholarship. At the time of Verdi’s death, Otello and Falstaff were receiving some grudging admiration from the theoreticians, but those who wanted to be perceived as progressive could barely mention Verdi’s name without condescension. Melody itself, that rare gift with which Verdi was so ostentatiously endowed, fell out of favor, and for about sixty years we were told that anything hummable was beneath contempt. The music of the future, it was said, would be based on anything but melody as the term was commonly understood.

Amid all this theorizing, the public continued to attend Verdi operas, or at least the half-dozen of them that were offered regularly. The theoreticians deduced the obvious from the public’s preferences: Clearly, the people were stupid and vulgar. What else could explain the phenomenon? Some experts rebelled. In the 1920s a German writer named Franz Werfel struggled to balance his love of Verdi with his knowledge of new music. He wrote a novel exploring the supposed “lost years” of Verdi’s later career, in which he imagined the composer engaging in long inner dialogues with the theories of Richard Wagner and other music reformers. The novel tells us little about Verdi, but a great deal about the gyrations a man like Werfel thought he needed to undergo to enjoy Verdi. Werfel compiled a good working edition of Verdi’s wildest opera, La forza del destino, and it was performed with spectacular success in Germany in 1925. There were also successful performances of Don Carlos and Simon Boccanegra, both basically unknown in that country. When scholars speak of the Verdi Renaissance, they are referring to this movement headed by Werfel and his colleagues in Germany in the 1920s. The fact that Verdi had been performed all along in Italy does not seem to have counted for much in scholastic circles.

Then it was the turn of the English-speaking world to reconsider Verdi. Francis Toye wrote his important study of Verdi’s complete works and a good biography in 1930. In his introduction, Toye speaks directly to the need to assess Verdi in spite of what had been said about him over the previous two generations. Toye’s influence was great. He even wrote sensibly, if sometimes caustically, about Verdi’s most obscure works, which were unknown to him and his reading audience except as dusty music scores in the best-stocked libraries. For the first time, there was an erudite study of Verdi available in English. Not everyone was instantly converted. Ernest Newman, the London Times critic whose studies of Wagner remain standards in that field, could never abide Verdi. The mere mention of the name turned Newman, otherwise so sensible and brilliant, into a raving loony. Newman’s influence over much of public opinion was greater than Toye’s, and the British critic continued to spew forth about the “second-rate musician” (Verdi) well into the 1950s. In general, the music conservatories tended to agree. Few dared to take on Newman.

By the 1950s it became apparent to everyone that Verdi was not going to disappear, like hoop skirts and carriages and so many other artifacts from his era. More scholars began to wonder if they hadn’t been wrong about Verdi after all. In art, staying power itself is a sort of validation. In 1958 Frank Walker wrote an excellent study appropriately called The Man Verdi, surprising many who had never considered Verdi capable of psychology. The process of “discovering” Verdi continued in subsequent years. In 1971 Charles Osborne published The Complete Verdi Operas. Even though Osborne did not reveal anything particularly new about Verdi, his enthusiasm for the corpus of Verdi’s work brought the debate to a new level. In 1973 Julian Budden published The Operas of Verdi, an erudite three-volume musical analysis of all of Verdi’s operas. Budden fought the fossilized academics with their own weapons. His tome is as chock-full of recherché tangents and Mesopotamian words as anything published in the field of music. It was becoming almost impossible for the musicologists to dismiss Verdi as easily as they once had.

One might well ask what difference academic debate makes if the public can enjoy Verdi’s operas with or without the approval of the nabobs. Actually, the academic debate is extremely important in terms of what gets performed and also in how it affects the public perception of Verdi beyond the opera house. First of all, there is a cultural bias among Anglo-Saxon scholars regarding the Italians. Not even Budden is entirely free of this. There are also plenty of music professors who simply refuse to consider Verdi seriously. Even the Verdi champions of the English-speaking world approach the subject with a great deal of care, often qualifying their love of the music with a certain coyness that would not have disgraced Werfel at his most conflicted. For years I have pondered this curious situation, comparing the scholars’ careful (at best) relationship to Verdi to my own deep and personal experience, and I have come to a startling conclusion.

There is something dangerous about the art of Giuseppe Verdi.

By definition, the art form known as opera is uniquely qualified to portray the individual in a communal context. That art form was carried to unsurpassed, and hardly equaled, heights by Verdi’s music, possessing as it does a vitality directly comprehensible to any human being. Furthermore, Verdi had a certain sense of humanity in himself, informing his characters with an individual power that is inherently at odds with any overly rigid systematic genre of thought. In other words, Verdi’s art confers a magnificent level of dignity upon the individual—on the stage, to be sure, but also, by extension, in the audience. While no one would claim that Verdi’s music is inherently erotic in the most common sense of the word, it has the ability to get the hormones flowing. It is life-affirming. Verdi is Viagra for the Spirit.

This is why it must be marginalized from above (so to speak) by the most intransigent academics and from below (so to speak) by the supposed general public as represented by our New York State Lotto spokesman. The two forces are really one, and neither represents the life force. What those two currents of thought fail to recognize is that Verdi is not a threat to the things they claim to hold dear. Giving Verdi his due does not preclude the development of new and innovative music, nor does it diminish the accomplishments of those who came after. Verdi is a threat to nothing except those who would deny dignity to the individual, those who for one reason or another oppose vitality itself.

This is the vengeance I’m speaking of. Everywhere I look, I see the individual diminished, true creativity reined in and frowned upon, and a certain grayness triumphing. Real emotions are anathema in the home and the office. Fashions in everyday clothing demand that people dress to be unnoticed, while the major clothing chains that dictate such matters seem to be succeeding where even Chairman Mao was only partially successful. The radio (classical and pop alike) plays what it is spoon-fed, and the lack of spontaneity by the music industry has reached such a point that there is even a “top 40” listing for so-called alternative music. As for live lyric theater, I will only say that it has been a very long time since I have seen anybody leave a new show at a Broadway theater in tears or deep thought. But this is only a symptom. All reality is becoming virtual. Love is relegated to greeting cards, while sex is largely a cyberfantasy.

Against all this, I offer Verdi. Not that this is a unique discovery. The numbers I rattled off at the beginning of this Introduction testify that there is a real and growing need for whatever Verdi has to offer, even if these numbers are not in the same league as those of the mass media. But there are good reasons why Verdi is more popular than ever. All music has become more available. Thousands of operas have been recorded and broadcast, including hundreds that were long forgotten. And for all the kvetching, even new operas are probably accepted or commissioned with as much, or as little, regularity as they were a century and a half ago. Once new operas are brought into existence, they are promoted with a support machinery that would have made Verdi or Wagner gag with envy. In this sense, we are living in a sort of golden age. Each of us hears more music, and more diverse kinds of music, than our ancestors could have ever imagined. And the more we hear, the better Verdi—all Verdi—sounds.

This is why we are now seeing the entire corpus (about twenty-seven operas, depending on how you count them) of Verdi’s work being performed. Even Stiffelio, long missing and presumed dead, was watched by a couple of million people on television, while poor Alzira, the supposed ugly duckling of Verdi’s “galley years,” gets performed by respectable companies. The time when the name Verdi signified the same five operas repeated in an endless cycle is, mercifully, behind us.

The fact that Verdi keeps sounding better and better also explains why his operas, while perhaps old, are not passé. There seems to be a need to believe that we who find great relevance in Verdi must be somewhat retro ourselves (hence the myth of lorgnettes). The trouble is there is no truth to this. A very few artists in history have managed to transcend the confines of their own times. Verdi is one of these few. His work speaks to the human condition on such a level that it will last as long as there are people to hear it. And it improves with each hearing. As they say in Falstaff, “Bocca baciata non perde ventura, anzi rinnova come fa la luna” (very roughly, “Lips do not grow old through kissing, but rather renew, like the moon”).

The purpose of this book is to address the needs of a person exploring Verdi in today’s world. The idea is to provide a guide for works that are unfamiliar and, I hope, to provide some new ways of looking at the more familiar works. In other words, I am aiming for the newcomer and the expert alike, which I admit is no simple task. I freely acknowledge my debt to those true Verdi scholars who have worked before me. I do not pretend to scale the heights of Julian Budden’s scholarship or erudition. I can only hope the reader will be inspired by attending live performances of Verdi operas to pursue the study of this inexhaustible subject, in which case he or she will naturally come across Budden. One friend of mine suggested, only partially in jest, that I title this book Budden Light. But Budden had a different mission from my present one. He sought to place Verdi’s work in the context of what came before and after each opera. Sources and models for Verdi’s operas are studied in great detail. Furthermore, the earlier and less familiar operas are looked at largely with an eye toward how their ideas came to full fruition in the later works. In general, Verdi scholars write as if the entire sixty-year career were nothing but a prelude to Falstaff. I call this approach “operatic Darwinism,” and I have chosen to avoid it.

One of the great goals of nineteenth-century opera composers was to find a way to transcend the traditional forms of opera. The formal structure of earlier opera was seen as suffocating dramatic vitality. The singer walked on, sang a slow aria, received a message or other interruption causing a change of attitude, sang a fast aria, and swept off the stage amid torrents of applause. Verdi was born into this tradition, and spent most of his career working to find a more organic method of unfolding the drama. This goal was achieved in his final operas, which are consequently the most highly praised by scholars. But great singers have shown us that the earlier style can be as vital as any if performed correctly, while audiences seem to accept that all opera is surreal in any case. This is why Verdi’s earlier operas are paradoxically less old-fashioned than they were a hundred years ago. When a major opera company offers Stiffelio, for example, it is all very interesting that Otello is foreshadowed in some of the orchestral techniques, but not too many people are prepared to shell out the big bucks just because of that.

This book assumes an interest in the opera in question on its own terms, as if the reader will be attending a live performance of it. You will want to know what happens, musically and dramatically, and why. My goal is to open up the opera for the reader, not to micromanage his or her experience of it. Also, I have chosen to share some admittedly subjective ideas on various aspects of the operas. These are in an effort to show the richness of Verdi’s work, not to dictate the “true” meaning of a given piece or situation. For this reason, I am confident that even the most knowledgeable of Verdians will find some provocative ideas in these pages.


The Art of Italian Opera

TELLING STORIES through songs predates history and appears to be universal. Get a few people at a campsite away from the television, drop a guitar nearby, and they’ll be telling stories and singing songs. Pretty soon a mood will develop, be it happy or melancholy. From this notion to a single story peppered with musical interludes is only a short step. “We met” (happy song), “We were in love” (sweet song), “We split up” (angry song), “I’m devastated” (sad song). The possibilities for variation are endless, and virtually any style of music can be put to service toward this end.

That’s the easy part, technically speaking. But how can you make this whole endeavor a single unified work? Instead of telling what happened (talk) and then commenting on it (song), how can you blur the lines between narrative and comment? In other words, what about the parts in between the songs? This question represents one of the reasons why the art form known as Italian opera is simply a different animal from the rest of the world’s narrative music traditions. It sprang out of a desire to find, explore, and revel in the music of speech. The beauty of song was something of an afterthought.

The impetus was ancient Greek drama. A group of scholars in Florence in the 1590s were intrigued by the strict metrical forms of the Greeks. The speeches, even the dialogues, could be tapped out in regular rhythms. Furthermore, from paintings and contemporary commentaries on these works, it was apparent that music was used in some degree in these dramas. Tambourines and drums beat out the rhythm, but flutes and other instruments were used as well. Were these lines sung, spoken, or something in between?

The circle of Florentine scholars, called a camerata, chose one of their number named Rinuccini to create an appropriate text to be set to music in a way the Greeks might have used in their drama. Rinuccini chose the myth of Daphne for the project, and wrote out a drama in meters based on the Greek forms. However—and this was a key development—Rinuccini rendered this drama not in classical Greek but in contemporary Italian. The point was not to re-create the Greek experience, museum style, but to make it new. Jacopo Peri, a composer of both religious and secular music, was chosen to set the text, with a mandate to bring out rather than overshadow the meaning of the words.

The result was startling. The creators called their little piece an opera in musica, a work in music, since it wasn’t really drama but it didn’t fit into any other known category. Like vulcanized rubber (or, more elegantly, champagne), opera was invented entirely by accident. And the invention, like so many others, would take on a life of its own, far exceeding the goals of its original creators. The complete score for Dafne has not survived. Significantly, all that exists is one vocal solo, or what would have been a monologue in a drama. Without realizing it, the camerati had created an art form that, at its best, would be able to harness all the narrative, theatrical, and philosophical power of classical Greek drama and combine it with all the primal emotive force of music. Suddenly, opera existed.

While the possibilities of the new art form unfolded slowly, one thing was apparent right away. Opera was expensive to produce. Singers required more rehearsal time than actors, and one needed to hire instrumentalists. Also, design and spectacle played a large part in the proceedings from the start. Since music explored situations more symbolically than words alone, the visual element became an issue. Compare these considerations to the theater of Shakespeare, operating at the same time. Even with virtually no scenery or special effects at all, theater companies in Shakespeare’s London had great trouble keeping solvent, and usually required the patronage of the crown or some nobleman in order to stay open. Small wonder, then, that opera very quickly became associated with the courts of the aristocracy.

Early baroque court opera had a high level of “audience participation,” with courtiers singing choruses and dancing around some allegory of the local ruler. There would sometimes be fireworks, sometimes an equestrian display, and occasionally even a set piece of music sung by a professional. No one paid much attention to the music as such. Part of the idea was to keep the courtiers busy learning their routines and in sight so they couldn’t scheme. The works of this time are great fun to read about, but they have become a footnote in the real story of opera, which was developing along other lines.

Not everyone had forgotten the ideals of the Florentine camerati. Perhaps the first to grasp the possibilities was Claudio Monteverdi. He was hired by the Duke of Mantua (a certain Vincenzo Gonzaga, whom we will meet again, in a different incarnation, in Rigoletto) to compose music for the court. Monteverdi’s Orfeo, performed in 1608, is the earliest opera still performed. While it is very different from the blood-and-guts opera of later times, it is still a simple story that uses music to color and emphasize the situation unfolding on stage. No horse ballets for Monteverdi. He had discovered that quality music would suffice to hold an audience’s interest, even if that audience had no scholastic interest in Greek drama.

Significantly, Monteverdi thrived most when he left Mantua and went to Venice. Musical tastes in the Republic were sophisticated and Monteverdi could count on people showing up and buying tickets if he continued to write good music and explore the dramatic possibilities of opera. Other Italian cities were following suit, particularly Naples. But the Neapolitans had a certain tradition that was soon to turn the budding opera world on its head. The notion of cutting a small duct in the testicles of prepubescent boys to preserve the high range of their voices began out of a church injunction, enforced only in certain places, against female soloists. Yet soon the castrati, as they were so vividly called, were in demand in the opera houses. They were not generally used to portray female roles, as so many assume, but immediately became popular in the roles of the virile heroes. With their high voices powered with the rest of the machinery of the male body intact, they were apparently exciting and technically proficient singers. The custom was barbaric, but the results were undeniably sublime. In fact, the entire European mentality, from its most refined aspirations to its most depraved nadirs, is represented by the historical experience of the castrati. For the developmental history of opera, they may be regarded as a disaster. As long as a singer can make people pass out in their seats, no one worries too much about subtleties of narrative form. However, audiences learned much about the art of singing from the castrati. People beyond the Venetian lagoon were actually listening to the human voice with more than a passing interest, and were not snoozing during arias while waiting for the fireworks show. The fireworks now occurred in the throats of mutilated men. The ladies were quick to note this, and it is notable that the first sopranos with international careers emerged in the time of the castrati. The star system had arrived, and the great castrati and sopranos caused sensations from Madrid to London to St. Petersburg. A larger style of singing developed than had ever been heard in theaters, churches, or anywhere else, and the opera form consequently began to explore issues in a bigger way. The extravagant became the norm, and the castrati led the way. They were especially cherished in what came to be known as opera seria (“serious opera”), which entailed a lot of “noble characters acting nobly.” Generally, this meant strutting about in wild outfits, standing perfectly still, and blowing the roof off with vocal histrionics while singing very lofty words that were barely comprehensible but were often read in little books, libretti, by audiences.

Some people thought all of this had gone too far, and it was beyond the Alps, significantly, that the discussion turned polemical. In London, which has always prided itself on transcending Continental decadence, half the city went nuts over Italian opera, with its strutting castrati and feuding divas, while the other half clucked in disapproval. John Gay responded with his Beggar’s Opera, an overt critique of the “unnaturalness” of Italian opera. Gay’s work dispensed with recitative, and is basically a play with twenty-two songs interspersed throughout.

The debate over Italian opera was not limited to London. Parisian audiences, unique among Europeans, could never abide the biological realities of the castrati and did not support them. Consequently, the level of singing was probably lower in Paris than in other major European cities. And it was in Paris that the theorizing took flight. A German composer, Christoph Willibald von Gluck, left Vienna for Paris in 1762. In the preface to one of his operas, Gluck wrote that singers and their caprices must be subservient to the overall effect of the drama. He made the recitatives, the “talky” portions in between the great arias, more richly textured and consequently more important and nuanced. Gluck envisioned an audience that paid attention to the entire experience of the opera as a coherent unit. Perhaps German opera’s reputation for being somehow more intellectual than Italian opera dates from this time.

When Ludwig van Beethoven decided to turn his attention to writing an opera, he noted Gluck’s ideas and decided to go a step further. His only opera, Leonora (later revised as Fidelio), was written in German. It contained arias and ensembles (including an unforgettable quintet), but much of the rest of the opera contained a sort of amorphous narrative with music written ostensibly to follow the dramatic contours of the words. And the words Beethoven used were very different from anything Gluck would have recognized. In the time of the Napoleonic Wars, it no longer seemed fitting to have “noble characters act nobly.” Fidelio is wild, illogical, uneven, and a bit crass. Raw emotions were favored over classical restraint. And those wild words were made even more reckless by not being Italian, with its even distribution of consonants and simple vowel sounds. Beethoven pushed the bounds of operatic taste with his one work for the lyric stage. The Romantic era had arrived.

For a long time, the Italians were blissfully undisturbed by the German developments. In Italy, the various genres of the previous century had coalesced into what would be called the bel canto style, typified by the operas of Rossini, Bellini, and Donizetti, among others less well remembered today. The castrati had basically disappeared by this time, but the “big aria” was still the unit around which the opera was built, and beauty of melody became ever more important. The bel canto opera also depended for effect on another holdover from opera seria, the grand scena. In the textbook definition of the grand scena, a singer will walk on the stage alone, summarize the current situation (recitative), and comment upon it (slow aria, often called a cavatina.). Then something will happen—a messenger will deliver a piece of alarming news, or something along those lines, and quickly disappear. The singer will then assimilate the news (more recitative), and then explode in a great aria full of vocal fireworks, often called a cabaletta. Exit singer amid thunderous applause.

The reformers, like Richard Wagner and many others, found the commonplaces of the bel canto style to be stifling, mannered, and (here we go again with that word) unnatural. Also, the emphasis on beauty of melody and on vocal excellence (“bel canto” merely means “pretty singing”) has led many to believe that it is merely pretty singing, and therefore not really capable of any true depth. For many years, bel canto opera lay almost forgotten, with a few exceptions (like Rossini’s Barber of Seville). The plots and the libretti, moreover, were considered beneath contempt by experts. One of the things that was forgotten was the role a singer might play in bringing this “pretty” music to dramatic life. In the 1950s Maria Callas turned the operatic world upside down with her intense characterizations of bel canto heroines. What Callas achieved, in fact, was to revivify these roles as living, breathing, bleeding humans rather than as music boxes in gowns. With a little of this dedication, audiences rediscovered the inherent drama amid all the loveliness of bel canto opera. It is now again possible to speak seriously of bel canto opera without any sense of embarrassment.

The real problem was the issue of text, and here it becomes necessary to take cultural perceptions into consideration. The French may have had certain difficulties with Italian opera, but they addressed these by slowly developing their own operatic style while simultaneously supporting Italian opera in Paris with a theater of its own that rivaled the Paris Opéra for two centuries. The Austrians were quite satisfied to swallow Italian opera wholesale. Vienna was traditionally a cosmopolis, the capital of a multinational empire that included millions of Italians for centuries. The Spaniards enjoyed their own indigenous zarzuela on one night and the Italian opera on the next, with hardly a ripple of argument over which was better. The Russians did whatever the French thought fashionable, and throughout much of the nineteenth century, so did the people of many of the smaller European countries and South America. The nations that had the greatest conflicts with the perceived decadence, frivolity, and silliness of Italian opera were the Protestant “Anglo-Saxon” nations, the Germans and the British.

Music is universal. Much of the difficulty between Anglo-Saxons and Italian opera stems, rather, from cultural perceptions about the meaning and value of words. One of the most significant and influential theories taught by Martin Luther and his colleagues was the literal truth of Scripture. The words of the Bible were to be understood as meaning exactly what they said, no more and no less. This stance is a huge departure from standard Catholic teaching, which depended on the Quadriga, the fourfold level of scriptural interpretation. Luther’s ideas caught on in Germany, but no one has ever been able to convince the Italians of the absolute literal truth of anything, least of all poetry.

In the twentieth century, we have learned that words are pointers—sometimes deliberately and even insanely misleading pointers—to deeper realities. Mainstream Lutheran theology has evolved over the years, and no one but the most rigid fundamentalist believes a word is an end in itself, a “term.” And yet the Protestant nations continue to adhere more strongly to the cult of words than other nations. Small wonder the repeated phrases, extravagant locutions, and plain old silliness of much of Italian opera strike the people in these countries as ridiculous to the point of being offensive. It is interesting that it was Wagner (a German Protestant) who found the relationship of words and music in Italian opera to be so “wrong” that he determined to redefine their interaction (ostensibly giving primacy to the drama as expressed by the words). He could not even bear to call his creations operas, but preferred the term “music dramas.”

Enter Verdi.

Theories and dogma were of no interest to the man from Le Roncole. He was pragmatic in the manner of country people everywhere, and would use what he liked and disregard the rest. As soon as he began to attend operas in Milan, he saw both the strengths and the weaknesses of the bel canto format. Experts debate whether Verdi’s early operas were bel canto or the death knell of that form. The key point is that Verdi was able to transform the possibilities of those conventions into a thrilling theatrical genre that even the best bel canto composers, such as Rossini and Bellini, hardly imagined possible. He did this by working with the human situations within a drama rather than by painting the individual words.

The marriage of words and music is a tempestuous relationship. Hearing words sung represents a different sort of truth than reading them on the page or hearing them spoken. Music will accentuate some and lose others in the garble. A few years ago, there was a great cartoon in two panels by Gary Larson. The first panel, titled “What we say to dogs,” shows a man berating his dog, saying, “Okay Ginger! I’ve had it! You stay out of the garbage! Understand, Ginger? Stay out of the garbage or else!” The second panel is titled “What they hear,” and the bubble over the man’s head reads simply, “blah blah GINGER blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah GINGER blah blah blah blah blah.” In essence, we in the audience of musical theater are so many Gingers, striving to make out the words in between the “punch” words. Verdi strove for the right punch words, or what he called la parola scenica, the “theatrical” word. In the hands of a great composer, words are not lost in music so much as they are transformed. The important feelings or issues at stake, “l’onore, l’amore, vendetta,” and so forth, are thrust into the audience’s consciousness and then the situation is embellished, analyzed, and given meaning by the music. There was no need to destroy the traditions of Italian opera. The ability to look at life with a unique set of tools was there from the first night of Dafne in 1597. All that Verdi had to do was probe farther than anyone else had (or has since) with these tools. And in doing so, he left us with a treasure of vital inquiries into the human condition.

What can be done with this art form? First off, the music tells us the context of what the character is saying. A full orchestral doubling of the singer’s line implies that the singer really means what he or she is saying (for example, Violetta’s outburst in Act II of La traviata). Conversely, it can show doubt or ambivalence (as in Otello, where the hero’s doubts are conveyed by the music). The metamorphosing nature of music, moving more effortlessly than words from one sentiment to another, can depict how one emotion can transform into another (as in Act II of Rigoletto, where the title character’s journey from rage to desperation is made plausible in three minutes by the music). The orchestra can show the underlying—even subconscious—issues behind the words spoken. And all this merely suggests the possibilities for a single singer. The plurality of any given situation can be explored in opera in a way that eludes spoken drama, even movies. At one point during Act II of Aida, there are twenty vocal parts, each representing a different experience of the situation at hand. The ensuing glorious cacophony, however, never loses sight of the unity of the situation. If a movie were to show the same thing, we would need cutaway shots giving us a view of each separate reaction. At the opera, we not only experience them at the same time (as we do in real life) but explore their relationship to each other. In Act III, Scene I of Un ballo in maschera, a husband plots with two companions to assassinate his wife’s lover. A happy young man enters, unaware of what’s going on, to invite the husband, wife, and two conspirators to a glittering ball. Amazingly, this unfolds simultaneously to music that unifies the four very different personal stories. What Verdi found was the point of intersection among these four stories with no compromise to the individuals. In fact, the individual experiences are emphasized by being examined in relationship to each other. There has never yet been a playwright, novelist, or movie director who could accomplish the same.

There is no doubt that opera, as an art form, contains more than its share of absurdities, and no wonder that it has provided source material for comedians probably since its inception. Its extravagances require no apologies, but perhaps some explanation. A great movie director of the caliber of, say, Stanley Kubrick, will use the limitations of the camera as part of the story being told. A great opera composer such as Verdi (and there has been none greater) will do the same thing with opera. No one was more aware of the limits of the theater than Verdi, and he wrote his works with these in mind. Even the caprices and shortcomings of singers, the difficulties of creating illusions, and the fickleness of audiences inspired him to summon every drop of art at his disposal to compensate. In doing so, he wed words and music in a unique way.


The Life and Times of
Giuseppe Verdi

A Song in Milan

WHILE GIUSEPPE VERDI lay dying in his suite at the Grand Hotel in Milan in January 1901, journalists set up a press office in the lobby and wired bulletins every fifteen minutes to the corners of the world. The streets outside were covered in straw and traffic rerouted in hopes of making the man comfortable in his final hours. Verdi died at 2:30 in the afternoon of the 27th. He had requested extremely simple rites for his funeral, and his wishes were obeyed—partially. A simple, second-class hearse was ordered for the morning of the 30th, with no flowers. Close friends, relatives, and a few officials and musical colleagues made up the actual funeral party. Meanwhile, a gathering of 200,000 people waited in what has been described as absolute silence. This crowd made its way to a church, where a simple rite of blessing was performed, and then to Cimitero Monumentale, where Verdi’s body was laid next to that of his wife, Giuseppina Strepponi.

One month later, the Verdis’ bodies were transferred to a crypt at the Musicians’ Rest Home, which they had founded and endowed, special permission having been obtained from the highest levels of government for this burial. Verdi’s wishes for a simple funeral having been fulfilled, there was no reason why the transference of remains could not be a huge official memorial. At the cemetery, Toscanini led a chorus of 820 in “Va, pensiero” from Nabucco, Verdi’s earliest triumph from sixty years before. This time, there was a crowd of 300,000, including major dignitaries and representatives of several governments. According to many reports, the entire crowd spontaneously repeated the chorus “Va, pensiero.” When the cortege reached the Casa di Riposo, there was more music.

The official response and the spontaneous public outpouring of love and honor were unprecedented phenomena for a man who, although he lived his life in the theater, loathed publicity and avoided demonstrations of affection. Verdi turned down honors and ignored others bestowed upon him. Whenever possible, he declined invitations from nobility, kings, and emperors. He continually referred to himself as a “peasant” (not strictly true) and often listed his occupation as “farmer.” The request for an austere funeral had been sincere, but he might have known that the matter would not stop there. Verdi himself had taught the Italians that nothing can silence the voice of a nation.

Roots

Giuseppe Verdi was born on October 10, 1813, in the village of Le Roncole, near Busseto, in the province of Parma. Verdi himself always celebrated his birthday on the 9th, since that is the date his mother once told him and he was a man of habit. At that time, the French under Napoleon occupied all of Italy, so Verdi, speaking in terms of strictest legalities, was born a French citizen. No one would ever mistake him for a Frenchman, however. Throughout his life, he reveled in calling himself a “peasant from Roncole” and bore all the characteristic traits of his native district. Verdi’s parents ran a tavern in the village and engaged in any kind of trade they could get their hands on. Although poverty was a trademark of the region, the Verdis were, by local standards, middle-class. Verdi was never a farmer until he became a landowner years later, and such a position is quite different in Italy from that of a peasant.

The province of Parma had been an independent duchy since the sixteenth century, ruled in the eighteenth century by a branch of the same Bourbon family that sat on the thrones of France, Spain, and the Kingdom of Naples (which was all of southern Italy and often Sicily). At various times the arts had flourished in Parma, with music holding particular pride of place. The province itself is flat and featureless and the weather in the region is rarely appealing. But the land is rich and the Parmigiani (as the people are called) have perhaps the best standard of living in Italy today.

This was not the case in 1813. Supporting the French armies took a toll on the agricultural community, and when the Allies beat the French back into France, much of the land and livestock was destroyed. One legend says that Cossacks from the Russian army destroyed whatever they could of the village of Le Roncole as they chased the French. Verdi’s mother, Luigia, was said to have hid herself and her infant son in the bell tower of the village church while the rampaging went on. No one has been able to verify the story or prove it false, but the people in the area believe it to this day, and a plaque on the church tower in question mentions the incident as if it were undisputed fact. The wars were real enough in any case, and the land suffered great privations for years to come. As Verdi bluntly said of his childhood on several later occasions, “It was hard.”

No doubt it was, even if not quite to the extent that the mythographers (including Verdi himself) would have us believe. Napoleon’s conquest of the peninsula had affected every Italian differently, but the idea that there had actually been a place called the Kingdom of Italy would change the status quo forever. Not that this was immediately apparent after Napoleon’s downfall in 1815. The Allies met at the Congress of Vienna and tried to restore Europe, Humpty Dumpty–like, to its pre-Napoleonic status, as if the previous twenty-five years had never happened. One thorny problem for the Congress was deciding what to do with Marie Louise, Napoleon’s wife and the mother of his son. As the daughter of the Austrian emperor, she could hardly be shoved aside, but the fact that Napoleon had a legitimate heir was a source of potential concern. Marie Louise was given the Duchy of Parma to keep her busy, and her son was held in Austria, closely watched and guarded.

This suited the former empress, who was never much for motherhood, to a tee. In Parma, Marie Louise was free to indulge her favorite addictions, pastries and men. Her appetites for both were legendary. One story goes that the prime minister attempted to curtail Marie Louise’s escapades by posting a guard at her bedroom door, only to find the guard in her bed by morning. The duchess’s third interest was the opera, and the Teatro Regio was built during her time in Parma. Frivolity, however, was a lesser sin in the eyes of her subjects than the cruelty that marked the other rulers of Italy, and Parma probably experienced less political stress than any other Italian state during Verdi’s youth. Music in Parma and in the churches was supported by the government. Beyond this, rich and poor alike enjoyed music at gatherings and any sort of celebration, and wandering musicians were abundant.

The Verdis kept the tavern in Le Roncole and young Giuseppe must have helped with the chores. In 1816, a little sister, Giuseppa, was born. One early biographer informs us that Giuseppa was mentally retarded, but this has not been confirmed. Other early friends of Verdi’s attest to a closeness between the siblings before Giuseppa died in 1833, while Verdi was in Milan. In later years Verdi spoke very little about his family, so we can only conjecture. We can safely assume that little Giuseppe must have shown an early aptitude for music, since Carlo Verdi bought his son a spinet (an upright harpsichord) for the boy some time around 1821, an extraordinary gift for the son of a taverner in that time and place. Verdi always maintained a sentimental attachment to the instrument, and it is currently on display in the museum at La Scala. Young Giuseppe began studying the organ at the Church of San Michele directly across the street from the Verdis’ tavern, and by the age of twelve had in fact become the organist there. The small village became proud of its pint-sized maestro.

When he was eleven, Verdi was sent to the larger town of Busseto, about three miles from Le Roncole, to study. He continued to play the organ at Roncole, walking back and forth on Sundays and holidays. Busseto was a town of 2,000 people, boasting a few claims to culture. There were good small schools and libraries, and the townspeople even supported a music school and a local Philharmonic Society. Verdi remained in Busseto until 1832, paying as little attention as possible to his standard studies while spending as much time as possible studying with Provesi, director of the music school and Philharmonic Society and organist at the Church of San Bartolomeo. Young Verdi wrote church music, marches for the town band, and the occasional overture for visiting opera troupes, although very little of his juvenilia exists, since he was almost obsessive in destroying it in later years. Antonio Barezzi, a prosperous grocer and enthusiastic supporter of Busseto’s musical life, became interested in Verdi’s development, and Verdi became a boarder at the Barezzis’ comfortable house in 1831. Barezzi became almost a father to Verdi, a relationship that would develop further as Verdi became interested in Barezzi’s daughter Margherita, a gifted musician.

We have a clear picture of Verdi in these early years from documents, a few letters, and later reminiscences. He was tall, pockmarked, skinny, awkward, and painfully shy, a trait that many mistook for arrogance. He was a very serious young man who did not seek out social pleasures. Although he could be practical and adapt himself to circumstances when they appeared reasonable to him, he was also stubborn and unforgiving, and could not be budged once he made his mind up. Such was the adolescent Verdi, and he would remain the same into the dawn of the next century.

New Horizons

Barezzi, fervently believing in Verdi’s destiny, persuaded Carlo Verdi to petition a local charitable institution, the Monte di Pietà, for a scholarship to send the young man to study at the Milan Conservatory. There was no scholarship available that year, so the impatient Barezzi decided to underwrite Verdi’s sojourn in Milan. The country boy arrived in the sophisticated capital of Lombardy in 1832, at first accompanied by his father and Provesi. Provesi made introductions and prepared for Verdi’s application to the Milan Conservatory, perhaps the best music school in Italy at that time. Verdi applied in June of that year and was rejected. At nineteen, he was older than the usual age for admittance. Also, the conservatory had filled its quota of foreigners, a category that included Parmigiani. The examination board praised Verdi’s talent, but could do no more. He never forgave them. Years later, when the conservatory asked his permission to name itself after him, he denied the request. “They wouldn’t have me young, now they can’t have me old,” he said.

Verdi stayed on in Milan, supported by Barezzi and eventually also by a scholarship from the Monte di Pietà. While there he studied privately with Vincenzo Lavigna, a composer of modest success. Verdi complained about his training with Lavigna, which entailed formal studies in figures and canons and very little of orchestration and the music he was increasingly drawn to in Milan, dramatic music. After three years of study on an extremely modest budget, Verdi returned to Busseto, where the position of maestro di musica had become available.

Verdi would soon learn that politics and music were forever wedded, a truth that would shape his career for decades. Barezzi and his friends supported the choice of Verdi as the town maestro, while opposing them were the conservative elements of the town, headed by the clergy. The local bishop favored Verdi’s rival, who was older, more docile, and more respectful of authority than Verdi. Busseto immediately had a scandal, and everyone in the town expressed an opinion. The authorities in Parma temporarily settled the situation with Solomonian wisdom: all music was banned in the churches of Busseto, pending a decision.

Priests and Revolutionaries

Although there were a few priests in the area who backed Verdi’s candidacy, the clerical party on the whole opposed him. The contempt was mutual, for Verdi loathed priests throughout his life. He spoke of one incident when he was a youth, serving at Mass as an altar boy. Lost in a reverie induced by the organ, he didn’t hear the priest call for him, and the priest, in frustration, kicked young Verdi, who fell down the stairs leading up to the altar. Many have dated his dislike of priests from this point.

This story, however, does not sufficiently explain Verdi’s obsessive hatred of the clergy. People in the Italian countryside are quite uninhibited about physical exchanges. If every Italian boy who got kicked by a priest became anticlerical, there would be no church in Italy. I suspect Verdi had other experiences in his youth with the local clergy, matters the intensely private man did not see fit to disclose to history. Whatever his reasons, Verdi maintained his hatred of priests throughout his long life. When he was eighty-six years old and a young relative approached him with a note from a respected scholar and cleric, Verdi tore up the note and told the young man, “Keep away from priests.” Incidentally, when the priest kicked Verdi down the stairs, the boy shouted “May God strike you with lightning!” This sign of disrespect caused a little scandal in the town, and even more gossip eight years later, when the unfortunate priest was struck by lightning and killed.

Not that one needed personal reasons for being anticlerical in Italy at that time. We must remember that the pope was a political leader of one of the most important Italian states, and priests in the rest of Italy were, in effect, agents of that state. They held both spiritual and secular duties, and were almost entirely opposed to political innovation. The battle lines were becoming clearer every passing year. On one side were the conservatives—the Bourbons, the Hapsburgs, the pope, and their dependents; on the other, republicans, nationalists, and those who were fired up by the new, largely French ideas. History, of course, has judged in favor of Italian nationalists and against the Hapsburgs and the clerics, but things were not yet so clear in 1832. They city dwellers, the intellectuals, and the lesser nobility saw political advantage in removing the old order. The old aristocracy and the clerics were naturally opposed to this, and so were the peasants, who formed the bulk of the population.

In any case, who had ever heard of an Italian nation, except as another one of Napoleon’s crazy ideas? Each district in Italy was fiercely jealous of its neighbors (as they still are), and to most people a government ruling from Milan or Rome would have appeared every bit as foreign as one in Vienna. Venetians had never hidden their contempt for mainlanders, Romans always considered themselves a “people set apart,” and the Lombard sense of superiority is the stuff of legend. The Florentine image of their neighbors in Pisa is best represented by the still-current proverb “It’s better to have a corpse in the house than a Pisano at the door.” It would take a great deal of work before people could realistically conceive of an Italian nation, ruled by Italians. That work was only beginning in the 1830s. A young exiled republican named Giuseppe Mazzini wrote incendiary pamphlets in London that inspired many patriots back home. Secret societies were formed to discuss Mazzini’s ideas. One of his central notions was that Italians all needed each other, whether they liked it or not. Without a united Italy, there could be no hope of ridding the peninsula of tyrants. Mazzini’s name became hated by conservatives in Italy. The fact that Verdi wore a beard in the “Mazzini style” did not endear him to those elements. Verdi, like so many other young people in Italy at the time, incorporated Mazzini’s views into his own. Throughout his life, he would refer to himself as “first and foremost an Italian.”

The Maestro of Busseto

A competition for the post of Busseto music director was finally held in Parma in 1836, and again the authorities decided on a policy of appeasement. Verdi was named to head secular music in the town, while his rival was in charge of sacred music. Supposedly one of the examiners at the contest was so impressed by Verdi’s musicianship he told him he should be a maestro in London or Paris, not Busseto. In any case, Verdi was probably relieved to keep away from the priests, and he actually had a job and a respectable position in society. In May 1836 he married Margherita Barezzi.

The bond between the two young lovers had developed quietly over the years. Perhaps the wedding took many Bussetani by surprise—Verdi was not the type to parade his feelings. Yet there is no reason to doubt the sympathy between them and the sincerity of their feelings. Margherita must have been bright and lively. We know she was pretty and rather stylish, according to the notions of the time. A daughter, Virginia, was born in March 1837, and a son, Icilio, in July 1838. (The names, derived from Livy’s History of Early Rome, are a clear statement of identification with republican, as opposed to monarchical or imperial, ideals.)

Verdi continued to write all the expected marches, overtures, and “occasional pieces” for the Busseto Philharmonic Society and the town marching band, but his thoughts were already turning elsewhere. In 1838 his first songs were published in Milan, and somewhere along the line he had begun to compose an opera. He tried to get a work called Rocester placed at Parma, but failed. Perhaps parts of Rocester found their way into his next project, an opera called Oberto, conte di San Bonifacio. He visited Milan in 1838, and must have received encouragement there. Resigning from his post in Busseto, he moved with his reduced family (daughter Virginia having died in August) to the big city in 1839. Oberto was announced for production at La Scala in November.

Disaster and Success

La Scala was, then as now, the largest and most important theater in Italy, but this should not lead us to imagine that its history has consisted of two and a quarter centuries of uninterrupted brilliance. Music is always an art in flux, and the tide was ebbing in Milan when Verdi arrived there in 1839. Throughout the previous century, Italians had dominated music, not only in the composition of operas, but in chamber music and, to a lesser extent, sacred music. The Napoleonic upheavals had permanently upset the routine. The castrati vanished as if overnight, becoming a mythical standard of excellence as well as a bizarre musical footnote. Conservatories received less and less funding for less innovative curricula. Italian composers had always wandered Europe to seek their fortunes—Paisiello to St. Petersburg, Boccherini to Madrid, Salieri to Vienna, Lully, Piccini, and many others to Paris—but now it was becoming almost impossible even to make a living in Italy itself. No music paid for itself except opera, and consequently there is very little notable instrumental music from Italy in the nineteenth century. Even the opera was hard hit. Rossini breathed new life into the form in the second decade of the century, but he too went to Paris. After 1829 he inexplicably wrote no more operas, even though he lived another four decades. Bellini and Donizetti had raised hopes, but they too went abroad. Anyway, Bellini died in 1835 at the tragically young age of thirty-four and Donizetti was already almost paralyzed and mentally ill. Donizetti was yet to write some of his finest operas, but it was clear that his time was limited. Italians could still write operas, but they couldn’t write much else, and they couldn’t seem to write them for Italy. The time was ripe for a new composer to make his mark at La Scala.

Verdi prepared Oberto, barely pausing when his son Icilio died in October of that year. The premiere of Oberto was a modest success. Everyone thought the libretto weak, since it had been worked on by several people before Verdi actually set it. Significantly, the singers in the cast were very enthusiastic about the new composer from Busseto. A few other theaters in Italy asked to produce the opera. Giovanni Ricordi, who was busy reinventing the music publishing business, paid Verdi for the rights to the score, and despite the deaths of his children, things were looking up for Verdi. Infant deaths were the norm in that time and place, and he and Margherita were still young. With a career opening up, Verdi and Margherita had every reason to believe they could begin again.

The impresario of La Scala was a man named Bartolomeo Merelli. He was a practical man, a businessman who did wonders to keep the theater afloat and seemed to earn nothing but scorn from the artists and the public for his efforts—a type of person not unknown in operatic circles today. Merelli offered Verdi a contract for three more operas, and Verdi accepted. The next was to be a comic opera. Perhaps there was some confusion about what sort of comic opera was wanted by the management, but Verdi worked on a piece that was more of a pleasant romance with a happy ending than an outright gutbuster. His mood could hardly have allowed otherwise. In June 1840 Margherita died of encephalitis.

Years later, Verdi remembered the three deaths of his family as occurring within a few months of each other. Clearly this was not the case, but the man can be forgiven for having telescoped the accumulated grief into a shorter time span in his memory. The trials were not yet over. The new opera, Un giorno di regno, premiered in September 1840 and was a spectacular flop. The audience booed and whistled as only a Scala audience can when they set their minds to it. Verdi, according to the custom of the time, sat in the orchestra pit in full view of the hissing audience throughout the performance. It would have been a living hell for anybody, most of all for a private man like Verdi. The opera was withdrawn after a single performance. Verdi retired into his small apartment and sank into a dismal depression.

“On Golden Wings”

After the loss of his family and the failure of Un giorno di regno, Verdi swore he would never write another note of music—an oath he often repeated during the subsequent sixty years. He lingered around Milan for a while, not knowing what to do with himself, until one day Merelli ran into him on the street and handed him a libretto, insisting Verdi read it. Merelli intended to hold Verdi to his contract. In 1840 a flop was only a matter for a few days’ gossip in the town where it occurred. It was considered a standard event in any composer’s career. Verdi returned to his room and tossed the manuscript on a table. It happened to fall open to a page with the words of a chorus written on it, “Va, pensiero, sull’ali dorate” (“Go, thought, on golden wings”). The libretto was for an opera named Nabucodonosor (“Nebuchadnezzar”) and told the story of the fall of Jerusalem in 587 B.C., including vivid scenes of the Hebrews’ exile in Babylon. Verdi tried to forget it and go to sleep, but “Va, pensiero” would not let him sleep. He returned to the manuscript and read and reread it through the night until he had it almost memorized by morning. Still firm in his decision never to compose again, however, he sought out Merelli to return it. Merelli stuffed the libretto back into Verdi’s coat pocket and ran off into the crowd before any more protest could be voiced. So Verdi kept the libretto, and set a little at a time until he had an opera.

This, at least, was how he chose to remember the event in later years (he was a man of the theater who could dramatize personal history when he wished to). Verdi received the libretto of Nabucco (as it was to be called) at a low point in his life and career, and it screamed out at him. The powerful words were written by Temistocle Solera, who was quite a character in his own right. Solera lazed about Milan, hated to work, partied heartily at night, and slept late in the morning. When Verdi wanted a particular scene changed and Solera took his time about finishing the work, Verdi reportedly would lock him in a room and refuse to release him until the new verses were finished. Not a promising prospect for a collaboration, but the opera was completed and set for production at La Scala. Merelli, always quick to see a bargain, was enthusiastic partially because he already had the sets and costumes available from a ballet on the same subject given in 1837. He also had three new operas to produce during the important Carnival (midwinter) season. He told Verdi it would have to wait until the spring. Verdi refused. It had to be Carnival or never. Not only was it the more important season, but the theater had the services of a notable soprano, Giuseppina Strepponi, during that period only. Merelli decided to get Strepponi’s opinion of the new work, and Verdi called on her and played it through. The soprano was enthusiastic, and Merelli begrudingly announced the opera for the end of the Carnival season.

Merelli need not have worried. As rehearsals began for the new opera, La Scala buzzed. The music for Nabucco was fresh, brash, and utterly new. Even the stagehands at the theater, notoriously difficult to impress, were said to stop their work and their chattering to sit and listen to the music, and at some points even applauded. Word got out that the new work would be an event, and opening night tickets were at a premium.

The premiere, on March 9, 1842, was one of the great sensations of theatrical history. The opening scene was applauded for ten minutes. The evening built into a frenzy. The chorus “Va, pensiero,” which had so impressed Verdi from his first glance at the libretto, struck an enormous chord with the audience, which demanded an encore even though encores were forbidden by the Austrian authorities anxious about political demonstrations in the theater. The Austrians were right to be concerned. Music is often the most powerful expression of thought in a strictly censored society. After the premiere of Nabucco, Italians had their own song of freedom, and suddenly the nobody from Busseto was the soul of a movement.

Giuseppina Strepponi

Some of the opening night success also had to do with the prima donna of the evening, Strepponi. This extraordinary woman was already a seasoned veteran of the theater in 1842, although she was still very young. She was born in Lodi in 1815 to a musical family. Her father Feliciano was organist at the Cathedral of Monza and a composer of successful operas. He took his daughter Giuseppina to Milan to enroll her in the conservatory, and she was admitted, although she, like Verdi when he applied, was over the usual age. Feliciano died young, and Giuseppina finished her studies in Milan as a nonpaying student, immediately embarking on a hectic career. For the next five years Giuseppina was almost always engaged in some season or other, not taking time off even for one of her several subsequent pregnancies. She bore a son, Camillino, in 1838, and at least two other children directly after. It is hard to determine the paternity of these children, since she had liaisons with her manager, her leading men, an impecunious count, and, according to one early Verdi biographer, Donizetti. Camillino was left with a family in Florence, the others were either abandoned at orphanages or left with families. (Camillino died as a charity case in Florence in 1862, and no reference to his death has been found in Strepponi’s papers.) Strepponi was attractive and smart and must have been a commanding stage presence. But the constant singing and childbearing were taking their toll. By the time of the rehearsals for Nabucco, there was concern whether she could still be relied on to sing well, a problem exacerbated by the extreme difficulty of the role Verdi had written. Strepponi acquitted herself well, however, and her voice did not crumble until the
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