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Preface and acknowledgements

A history of opera is not lightly undertaken in this Age of Information, particularly when it attempts to survey the entire 400-year period. But while the footsteps of those who have trodden the path before are of course daunting, recent competition is not as intense as it might once have been. Although histories of opera were common a century ago (when Richard Wagner was a convenient and attractively all-embracing endpoint), modern retellings are surprisingly few. This is true of all general histories of music, at least of those emerging from the academy. As information has accumulated, authors used to professing, which means professing authority, have become cautious: their ‘special fields’ have shrunk inexorably. What is more, the subject of opera offers further difficulties, not least that some of its major practitioners still have shaky academic reputations. Puccini is the classic example here: hugely, inescapably popular, for many almost defining what is meant by opera in the early twentieth century; but with a musicological literature that, at least until very recently, looked thin even in comparison with early symphonists or earnest serialists.

There is also the persistent issue, now more than a century old, of ‘opera crisis’: of how to assess the future of an art form that, at best, has had a troubled relationship with modernity. If histories always tell us a good deal about the present, even as they explicitly concern themselves with the past, then this one needs to reflect the fact that one obvious feature of opera today is an obsession – at least among critics – with viability and vitality. In one sense, opera is thriving. The sheer volume of live opera taking place around the world is far greater now than it was fifty years ago, and this expansion shows little sign of abatement. There is also the remarkable way in which modern technology (recordings and broadcasts, both of them now expanding through the internet as well as through more traditional means) has made operatic performances of both the past and present newly available to vast global audiences. Unless one is a diehard elitist, this proliferation would seem an obvious cause for rejoicing. But celebratory hymns are muted by one glaring circumstance: opera’s expansion has overwhelmingly involved performances of works from the past, often works that were blithely cast aside by the people for whom they were produced – by societies who were confident that more operas, and probably better ones, were just around the corner. The present situation is often the subject of elaborate lament: many of those residing otherwise happily in the opera museum are prone to recite mantras about how urgently we need new operas, that modern additions to the repertory are critical to the health or even the survival of the art form.

Our stance in this debate is laid out clearly enough in the last chapter; we need not anticipate it here. But it may be worth stressing that the two elements of operatic change – the establishment of a repertory and its expansion backwards on the one hand, and the gradual dwindling of new works on the other – have been moving in tandem for more than a century now, and are clearly related. To put this another way, it is sentimental, probably downright utopian, to believe that we can lovingly preserve and continue to add to opera’s repertory of historical objects while at the same time providing the best possible environment for the emergence of new work. The key aspect here, one we will mention more than once in what follows, is the cultural pessimism that now fuels the repertory, an attitude which makes the operatic scene so different from that in cognate forms such as the novel, or film, or visual art, where the new is in constant and lively competition with the old. The energies we devote to careful preservation and renewal of opera’s past glories are now enormous, and quite possibly overwhelming. Think of the emulative competitions engaged in by performers and audiences over their favourite roles and operas; the constant rethinking of stage technologies and modes of presentation; the endless historical research and proliferation of new critical editions, either to restore unknown works or to repackage ones we know well, making them more authoritative and imposing. All these endeavours, laudable in themselves, raise the bar ever higher where new work is concerned. How can it hope to compete? If we really wanted a present in which the new was more exciting than the old, in which the world premiere took precedence over the revival, then we would need to learn to discard at least a part of the past, to recapture some of that now-ancient belief in artistic progress. We would also need to forget the nineteenth century’s elevation of music’s importance among the arts, to recover an earlier attitude in which music was almost always new because past efforts were almost always cast aside, being thought of little lasting value. This would be a radical future indeed; but it is one that hardly anyone seems to want.

One further issue needs some discussion, as it has obvious consequences for the content and tone of the book. At a very early stage, and in no sense at the urging of our editors, we decided that this history would contain no musical examples. We did so because, at the same stage, it became obvious to us that – as far as possible – we wanted to write the book without reference to musical scores. This was a more radical gesture than banning musical examples from the printed book, and might seem a wilful renunciation of precisely the expertise that many see as the musicologist’s greatest strength. Why, after all, ignore such rich repositories of musical detail? In part, we did so out of a desire to find a broader audience, one not involved in the disciplinary habits of musicology. But mostly it was because scores encourage elaborate attention to particular aspects of a strictly musical argument, above all those involving harmonic and melodic detail on the small and the large scale, aspects that have tended to figure too prominently in musicological writings about opera. In other words, scores encourage the idea of opera as a text rather than as an event. Memory, on the other hand, goes back to an event – something heard out loud, possibly also seen on stage. Hence the musical descriptions in this book were written almost entirely on the basis of memory, whether in response to a recording, or – far more often – from the repositories of our personal operatic experiences. This in turn engendered a certain style of musical description, one in which various stalwarts of the musicological lexicon are almost entirely absent. Readers will look in vain for abstract structural analyses of music, or extended descriptions of notes interacting with each other: that kind of information, although relatively easy – with training – to extract from a score, is virtually impossible to extract from listening to or attending an opera. On the other hand, room is then available for other details to emerge: sometimes those involving orchestral effects; above all those involving the singing voice, its heft and colour and power. Whether anything has been gained, whether relying on acoustic memory has enabled us to talk more persuasively about opera as presence and material sound, will of course be for the reader to judge. Although it was sometimes frustrating, and although we transgressed occasionally (at a late stage, for example, a triple-metre passage from Tristan Act 2 was aurally present, but its notated time signature remained fugitive to recollection), on the whole we kept to our decision, and found the resulting experiment constantly challenging and liberating.

An important corollary of the renunciation of scores, and the attendant reliance on musical memory, is that this book mostly deals with operas that are firmly in the present-day repertory. Fifty years ago, that restriction would have been much more drastic than it is today, when operas available at least in recordings are more numerous than ever before. However, and despite this new availability, the composers we discuss at greatest length are those most often performed in today’s global repertory: in numerical order of ubiquity, Verdi, Mozart, Puccini, Rossini, Wagner, Donizetti, Strauss, Bizet and Handel. We have not artfully corralled for consideration multiple works outside opera’s central repertories. Rather, we have tried to present ways of hearing and understanding that can, we hope, be extended beyond the usual national traditions, to rich repertories in a host of less likely places. True, we do pay attention to several composers whose historical importance far outweighs their presence in today’s opera houses – the most obvious cases are Monteverdi and, in particular, Meyerbeer, whose most influential works are now very rarely heard, but who figures prominently here. We have also tried hard to consider composers, or even entire genres, that were once famous but now forgotten, and to explain why their fame did not survive. We have, in short, aimed to be responsible in our duty as historians. But it is also true that those nine composers mentioned above had distinctly variable influences on the broad stream of operatic history, from the negligible (Handel, Mozart) to the all-but overwhelming (Rossini, Wagner); concentrating on them is, then, bound to distort the historical narrative. At the least, though, our emphases result in an operatic history that gives due attention to a considerable number of works (the operas of Puccini and those of the later Strauss are the most obvious) which are generally ignored in music histories, even those of recent vintage.

This book, the product of four hands, has had a complicated genesis. We had written articles and edited a book together before, and knew that the collaboration itself would work. What’s more, our particular combination of interests and specialist knowledge probably did no harm, and in some ways mirrored happily the collaborative energies that have forever fuelled our subject. But it soon became clear, somewhat to our surprise in this age of instant digital communication, that we needed to be in the same town and have daily, face-to-face conversations in order to begin the book in earnest, and then – more surprising still – needed to repeat that face-to-face contact in order to contribute anything more than trivial updates to its contents. When homes are separated by thousands of miles, and when writing such a book can never be one’s sole occupation, these requirements presented logistical obstacles. But it also seemed to make sense both of the project and of our collaboration. We have, over the course of almost thirty years of occasional teamwork, often been asked – sometimes incredulously – how we manage to write together. It’s usually assumed that we must agree to divide up the responsibilities by chapter or verse; that one of us does Italy and the other does Germany, with France and the remaining bits parcelled off in smaller assignments. As it happens, though, the modus scribendi is quite different. For better or worse, we end up writing almost everything together, starting with a paragraph tossed across the court, which seems to attract another paragraph or two, and things branch out from there. Because of this odd method, there is hardly a sentence in the book – this one included – without the material traces of both writers. In most instances the original author of this or that paragraph has disappeared entirely, replaced by a composite voice whose personality seems gradually and quite mysteriously to emerge. Such collaboration needs many circumstances to sustain it, not least a willingness to abandon personal control over what writers, even non-fiction writers, often consider paramount: individual prejudices and opinions, firm convictions, habits of punctuation and vocabulary, many other features of style. But that very abandonment can also be liberating and stimulating.

We have, in the time it took us to write this book, frequently had to rely on others, in particular those who were experts in the many unfamiliar fields we occasionally traversed. Many of these are duly mentioned in the bibliography and references. But some did us the good service of reading our work in progress. Thanks, then, to a gentle host of interlocutors. Harriet Boyd, Chris Chowrimootoo, Elaine Combs-Schilling, Lynden Cranham, Martin Deasy, John Deathridge, Marina Frolova-Walker, Katherine Hambridge, Matthew Head, Ellen Lockhart, Marian Read, Susan Rutherford, Arman Schwartz, Emanuele Senici, David Trippett, Laura Tunbridge, Ben Walton and Heather Wiebe all read chapters (some of them several chapters) and commented with great generosity. Flora Willson gave us invaluable assistance with picture research, in the process reading and then responding critically to almost the entire book. A special tribute is owed to Gary Tomlinson, who was kind enough to lend us his unparalleled knowledge of opera’s beginnings, and then went on to read large portions of the remainder of the book, in the process leaving welcome traces of his uniquely broad and encompassing purview. We have also been exceptionally lucky in our editors, Stuart Proffitt at Penguin and Maribeth Payne at Norton; their patience and persistence were remarkable, as was their intellectual engagement in the entire enterprise. In Stuart’s case this involvement started at the very beginning, and included enormously detailed editorial comments that were inspiring enough to change our first draft in fundamental ways.

Most of the book was written at Princeton’s Institute for Advanced Study, a venue famous for its mathematicians and physicists, but one also proving a congenial and hospitable setting for operatic fantasy. Our particular thanks go to the Institute’s Director, Peter Goddard, for his exceptional generosity in accommodating us both for prolonged periods; and to Walter Lippincott, long-time Institute habitué and long-time friend, whose enthusiasm for opera and conviviality knows no bounds. Lastly, we want to thank our students over the years. Our graduate seminars and their derivatives – those halfway houses between reading and writing, in which people of different ages share and sometimes create ideas, a miniature society with all its complications and joyous communication – have been central to the ideas that emerge in this book.

One moment made doubly complex by a collaborative enterprise might come when choosing the dedication. In some shared ventures the act is strangely revealing. F. R. and Q. D. Leavis proudly dedicated their joint volume on Dickens ‘to each other’; but they also signed chapters individually and so were perhaps justified in this disconcertingly inward turn. For us, though, agreement on the matter was immediate. We have long been aware that our collaborations are facilitated partly by the fact that we grew up as writers under many of the same critical influences. Among these the most significant has always been Joseph Kerman. His monograph Opera as Drama, written in the 1950s, was still the operatic book for our generation, and has – quite remarkably – remained in currency, challenging readers to this day. Joe himself then presided benignantly over both our apprenticeships, as he did over those of so many others. He published each of our earliest scholarly essays on opera in 19th-Century Music; and he then applied his legendary editorial hand to our first collaborative book. His presence is everywhere in the chapters that follow. If even a few of their pages manage distantly to recall the wit and critical edge of his writings on opera, or suggest the generosity of his intellectual spirit, then – for the authors at least – the project will have reached a happy end.
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1

Introduction

Opera is a type of theatre in which most or all of the characters sing most or all of the time. In that very obvious sense it is not realistic, and has, through most of its 400-year history, often been thought exotic and strange. What’s more, it is almost always ridiculously expensive to stage and to attend. At no time in history has society at large managed to sustain easily opera’s outrageous cost. Why, then, do so many people love it so deeply? Why do they devote their lives to performing it, writing about it, watching it? Why do some opera fans travel the world to watch a new production or hear a favourite singer, paying huge sums for the fleeting privilege? And why is opera the one form of classical music still developing significant new audiences in spite of the fact that, in the last century or so, the stream of new works that was once its lifeblood has dried to a trickle?

These questions are mostly about opera as it is today: about what opera has become at the start of the twenty-first century. In what follows we will have much to say about the history of our subject, about the ways opera has developed during its 400-year journey towards us; but our emphasis will also be on the present, on the effect opera continues to have on audiences around the world. Our aim is to get to grips with an art form whose most popular and enduring works were almost all written in a distant European past, and so were created in cultures very different from our own, but whose hold over many of us – whose meaning in our lives today – is still palpable. Opera can change us: physically, emotionally, intellectually. We want to explore why.

WORDS AND MUSIC

It is often said that opera, being in essence sung theatre, involves a battle between words and music. Whole operas have been written about this supposed battle. One of the more famous (at least in the history books) is Antonio Salieri’s little comic work, Prima la musica, dopo le parole (First the Music, Then the Words), which was premiered in 1786 amid the opulence of the Orangerie, a deluxe greenhouse-cum-conservatory at the Schönbrunn Palace in Vienna. A poet and a composer must complete an opera within four days. The poet complains about the indignity of being asked to concoct words to fit pre-existing music; the composer replies that the poet’s angst is trivial – no one cares about the words anyway. The basic terms of this tussle – the battle-lines between words and music – are drawn up again and again in the history of opera: Richard Strauss’s Capriccio, premiered at the Munich Staatsoper during one of Germany’s darkest years, 1942, deals with the same theme in an understandably more world-weary manner.

On the surface, this sense of a continuing competition might seem strange: the words, after all, supply the basic story; the music then gives that story added impact and aura. While it’s little wonder that operatic poets and composers occasionally get into arguments (for one thing, the relative prestige of their professions has changed a great deal through the centuries), they need each other and always have done. As soon as we press a little, though, the reason why the words/music opposition is often so tense and anxious becomes clearer. In a libretto there are at least two separate domains. The first involves the narrative element, basically the plot and its characters; the second involves the representation of this narrative in text, in specific (almost always poetic) words. While the first domain has tended to remain stable when operas are performed, the second is often highly variable. Operatic poetry, the libretto text, is rarely thought so exquisite as literature that it commands reverent handling at every turn. There is, for example, a continuing and heated contemporary debate about whether we should hear opera in translation, in the language of the audience rather than the language of the original work. Those who want translations are in effect arguing that the first of the libretto’s domains, the one involving plot and characters, is more important than the second, in which individual words reside. Muddying the waters of this debate, though, is a further circumstance, one that Salieri’s composer points out rather cruelly: that words set to music tend to lose a good deal of their semantic force, and that this loss can be at its most extreme in opera.

The reasons for this loss are many. The musical surroundings – the instrumental forces, as well as the kind of music they play – can overwhelm as well as accompany the human voice. Composers can also use words as a kind of roughage: in coloratura singing, cascades of vocal ornament on an open vowel reduce the verbal element to mere sound, almost like an instrumental tone colour. But the voice itself, specifically the operatic voice, contributes in its own way to the disappearance of linguistic sense. Opera singers, given the requirements for volume and pitch, must at times produce sound in ways that will force verbal articulation to take a back seat. The words will be obscured no matter what the language of the libretto. Even in languages we know well, listening to opera’s verbal text can be frustrating: single words or phrases – ‘la vendetta’, ‘das Schwert’, ‘j’ai peur’, ‘I am bad’ – will swim briefly to the surface of comprehension, but what follows will again be drowned in musical activity. Avid listeners may memorize long stretches of libretto poetry and then, during the act of listening, supply from memory the words that lie underneath the babble. But even this doesn’t mean that they necessarily understand the words they have by heart, just as singers, in some cases, learn their parts phonetically without having more than a general sense of what they’re actually saying when they sing.

Some singers are much better at verbal articulation than others – in German, Franz Mazura comes to mind, in Italian, Giuseppe di Stefano – but the counterexamples, singers who are famous for their wooliness in this department, are probably more numerous and include revered superstars such as Joan Sutherland. (It’s no accident that our examples of clear-articulators are both men and the non-articulator is a woman renowned for her elaborate feats of coloratura singing: the higher the voice and the more elaborate the ornamental flights, the less chance there is of understanding the words.) Some listeners don’t care if words are fuzzy; but for others the sense that language is being enunciated with intent, passion and conviction is crucial even if they don’t always recognize or understand what they hear. The latter position is powerfully articulated by the historian Paul Robinson, who points out that while the specific words of the libretto often seem of little moment among the pleasures opera can bring, it is still true that three hours of drama in which the characters sang ‘la, la, la, la’ would be intolerable.1 In other words, it matters a great deal that verbal meaning is embedded somewhere in opera, even if the listener can’t always hear exactly what the words are at the moment the singing takes place.

The debate about the role of words in the experience of opera has taken a further, specifically contemporary form in today’s endless debates about super- or surtitles. When opera houses perform works in the original language, should they provide audiences with translations (displayed above the stage or in the back of the next row’s seat) so that all the words can be clearly understood? Many think this is plainly an advance, giving us back the words’ second domain, their specific meaning. But others remain passionately opposed, arguing that too detailed an exposure to the semantic aspect of words will take attention away from what is most important in the operatic experience. As the British critic Rodney Milnes put it, ‘You go to opera to listen and to watch, not to read.’ Before surtitles a neophyte was often expected to work: knowing something of both the story and the poetry beforehand was deemed a necessary preparation for taking pleasure in the operatic experience (as Milnes wrote, ‘You read beforehand’). But Milnes represents an historically limited attitude. For one thing, reading the libretto during the performance was standard practice in many theatres from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries. As Samuel Sharp wrote from Naples in 1767, complaining of a lack of candles in the auditorium, ‘dark as the boxes are, they would be still darker, if those who sit in them did not, at their expense, put up a couple of candles, without which it would be impossible to read the opera’.2 This applied even more forcibly to the experience of foreign works: when Handel’s Italian operas were performed in eighteenth-century London, dual-language libretti were published in conjunction with productions. What is more, reading the libretto was just one of the alternative activities available to the operagoer of the past; there was also gambling, chess-playing, eating, talking, ogling one’s fellow attendees and, in the so-called loges grillées (shuttered boxes), quite possibly things a gentleman never mentions. In other words, an all-absorbing devotion to what was happening onstage – the attitude represented by ‘you go to opera to listen and to watch’ – was not the historical norm and, for much of opera’s history, the experience of the event was not exclusively focused on the stage world, or indeed even on documents related to that world such as a libretto translation in a book.

This debate about understanding the words and the plot in opera can even take on ethical overtones. The notion that pleasure is based on or at least enhanced by knowledge (and hence a prior expenditure of labour) crops up again and again in opera’s history. When Carl Maria von Weber’s Der Freischütz was first performed in French, in Paris in the early 1840s, Richard Wagner thought the Parisians so incapable of uninformed delight in the work that he wrote an elaborate essay instructing them on the opera’s background, plot and cultural significance.3 In other words, the fact that the audience in Paris were hearing an opera in French was, to Wagner, no guarantee that they would understand the words, thus understand the story, thus understand the work’s meaning and thus take delight in the whole package. Surtitles seem to short-circuit preparatory labour of the kind Wagner prescribed; they provide – in the form of verbal comprehensibility – easy access to the story, and hence a kind of instant cultural connection, a sense of belonging.

Perhaps, then, understanding specific words is not as critical as it might seem in the experience of opera. Opponents of surtitling claim that such understanding could even become a distortion, counterproductive of the theatrical absorption or attention to music and voice that are a specifically operatic ideal. They may have a point; but again operatic history will not always support them. In what follows, for example, we will have a great deal to say about absorption and detachment, but it will soon be clear that, historically, theatre audiences have been prone to these experiences in different ways at different times. Certain aspects of opera are now routinely – and uncritically – assumed to transfix the soul (usually the musical components), while others are assumed to produce disenchantment or distraction (‘bad poetry’, or an unpleasing performance). Hence, perhaps, the persistence in different periods of the idea of opera as a Gesamtkunstwerk – Wagner’s famous word – meaning a total work of art, multi-media (words, music, scenery), the simultaneous experience of several registers and kinds of art-work.

We can examine the case further by looking at some examples of real violence to the integrity of the word–music bond. We’re not talking here about opera performed in translation – even though the very practice goes some way to demonstrating that the words of the original libretto often count for little. There are, though, well-known instances of substitute aria texts being written for existing music, and succeeding indecently well in their transposed state. This shows that at least some operatic music is potentially mutable and non-specific in its content, and that music which would seem to correspond to an aria text about (let’s say) a lost beloved – to express the emotion to perfection, to set the specific words with subtlety and art – may work just as well with a different aria text about something else. There are notorious examples in Rossini’s operas, perhaps the most famous being his revision of his Italian Mosè in Egitto (1818) for the Paris stage, as Moïse et Pharaon (1827). In Mosè the soprano, Elcia, sings a cabaletta ‘Tormenti! affanni! e smanie!’ about the torments that afflict her wounded heart. But when Rossini recycled the piece for Moïse (admittedly with some changes) he gave it to another character, one joyfully celebrating a happy turn in the plot: the opening words are ‘Qu’entends-je! ô douce ivresse!’ (What do I hear! oh sweet bliss!). Those tempted to argue that this kind of switch would only be possible in Italian opera d’un certain âge need to explain how music that Wagner sketched in 1856–7, which ended up in Siegfried Act 3, was labelled in the sketch ‘Act 3. Or Tristan’, indicating that this particular music might do perfectly well for either piece.4 But even substitute aria texts for identical music do not go as far as the most radical cases. In the early nineteenth century, the libretto of Mozart’s German opera Die Zauberflöte (1791) went through an unpopular phase, being thought inane or ludicrous. The music, though, was standing the test of time: indeed, Mozart was already beginning to be canonized. The solution was to graft on to the music an entirely new libretto: new narrative, characters and words. Anton Wilhelm Florentin von Zuccalmaglio (1803–69), a literary polymath whose work included several volumes of poetry and folk song collections, wrote new libretti for several Mozart operas. In 1834, he turned Die Zauberflöte into Der Kederich (the ‘Kederich’ is a cliff high above the Rhine). The opera now takes place on the Rhine and involves water nixies, Nibelungenlied (The Song of the Nibelung) references and ‘Rudhelm’ (he used to be called Tamino), a Crusader back from the Holy Land. The Speaker (the Priest who enlightens Tamino in Act 1) becomes ‘Sibo, Lord of Lorch’, and Pamina, now renamed ‘Garlina’, is his daughter rather than the Queen of the Night’s. The Queen becomes ‘Lore von Lurlei’, a sylph who floats around in white veils.5 On the whole, the alternate libretto works very well. Are those who thought up or those who enjoyed this new opera to be condemned, or did they know something that we’ve now lost about how opera can communicate?

That question is interesting most of all because it invokes an historical era, now almost 200 years past, whose cultural attitudes retain the power to surprise us. We need to ask why we are so shocked: why our present fear of loss, our cultural pessimism, has turned operatic performance into an activity policed by a reverence for the work as a well nigh sacred object – a reverence in almost all cases not present at the time it was created. Addressing such issues may in turn encourage us to ask radical questions about the supposed fusion of, or perfect correspondence between, the components of opera (the Gesamtkunstwerk issue again), even in canonic masterpieces. It may ultimately suggest that historically informed performances of opera could include far more creative licence with the published text – far more irreverence – than anything seen nowadays. For example, almost all eighteenth-century opera composers spent time writing substitute arias for their own or other composers’ operas: when a work was revived with new singers, what would be more natural than to throw out some of the old arias and write some new ones, better adapted to the skills of the new cast? But who would dare take such an attitude today; even – or, in the case of Mozart, especially – to operas written during that precise period?

The more specifically musical side of opera is also split in a way we will often return to during this book. On the one hand is what we might call the ‘composer’s music’, what’s notated in the score, a document that could be reproduced on this page or, more important, that could form the basis of a keyboard-and-voice performance in our living room. Before recordings, such living-room performances were the most common way people enjoyed opera when not in the theatre, which was most of the time. This score, this composer’s music, is an essential blueprint, but it doesn’t constitute what most people understand as, and love about, opera: it gives us something more like a reminder of the operatic experience. To get at the real thing, we need a lot more – the sound of a live orchestra, the view of the stage, and so on. Most important of all, what’s missing is voice, the specific, irreplaceable quality of human vocal cords, membrane stretched across the larynx, vibrating in song. Voice is much harder to talk about than ‘composer’s music’, partly because it’s not reproducible in symbols and thus fixable on the page. But that mustn’t deter us. We need to keep in mind that the human voice has almost always been at the centre of operatic experience. And so, while we’ll be talking often – as historians should – about ‘composer’s music’ in this book, we’ll also keep reminding ourselves that the voices carrying the music are quite rightly essential to most people’s operatic experience.

An example may help here. At the end of Act 3 of Verdi’s Il trovatore (1853), Manrico’s aria ‘Di quella pira’ features within it and then closes with high Cs from the tenor, notes quite out of keeping with the rest of the role, and ones long known to have had nothing to do with the composer. No score near to the time of the first performance has a trace of them. Despite these circumstances, those high Cs are the most famous utterances in the entire work. When the conductor Riccardo Muti, who is famed for his adherence to the exact musical text and nothing more, opened the 2000–2001 La Scala season with Il trovatore, he instructed the tenor on no account to sing those offending high Cs. The tenor trembled and obeyed. The loggionisti, opera fans who haunt the upper reaches of the theatre and who know every recording intimately, went mad with rage, cries of ‘Vergogna’ (shame) rained down on the stage.6 Why was there so much passion? One waggish critic had earlier tried to defend the note, suggesting that if it wasn’t by Verdi, then it was best thought of as a gift to Verdi from the Italian people. It would be easy to dismiss this as sentimentality, or even as wilful disregard for the composer’s intentions. But the formulation could also say something basic about the operatic experience, suggesting that opera fans can grow to feel that they have a right to particular notes, or rather to the particular extremes of voice occasioned by those notes.

Precisely because it is an experience so difficult to put into words, the emotions aroused by hearing operatic voices can be enormously powerful and can lead to feelings of devotion that will seem irrational to others, those untouched by opera. It’s important to bear this extreme devotion in mind, because the story of opera and how it communicates can otherwise seem inexplicable. Important aspects of the operatic experience may matter very little for those in the grip of voice-generated emotion. They may not understand the plot. They may not even understand the words (and, as mentioned a moment ago, at extreme vocal moments the words almost always disappear, as if they have been consumed). Yet the power of the human voice still holds them.

A potent exploration of this irrational devotion to voice occurs in a 1981 French-language film by Jean-Jacques Beineix called, simply, Diva. The film has a strange mixture of styles, part comedy, part thriller – it’s famous to some primarily for its spectacular motorcycle chase. An excerpt near the start shows a young Parisian mail courier, Jules, attending the concert of an American opera star whose peculiarity is that she refuses to make recordings. His devotion to her voice is so profound that he smuggles a tape recorder into the concert hall. The star appears, and once she starts singing Jules enters a state of trance-like bliss, forgetting what he’s doing: the voice washes over him. What’s interesting from our point of view is how this act of singing is treated in the film. We hear an aria from a late nineteenth-century Italian opera (‘Ebben? ne andrò lontana’ from Alfredo Catalani’s La Wally, 1892). The aria obviously has a text, but the film doesn’t bother to subtitle the words; we have no idea what she’s singing about, and may suspect that Jules is equally ignorant – that he doesn’t care, and neither do we. What’s more, this isn’t an operatic performance: the aria is out of context, out of its plot environment, sung by someone not in costume, not pretending to play a part. None of this seems to matter. What captivates Jules is pure operatic singing, devoid of narrative and perhaps even of language. It’s an extreme case, of course, the far end of the spectrum; but the scene serves as a reminder of how this enormously powerful aspect of opera’s music can function, of what voice doesn’t need in order to make its impact.

The word impact is justified. Typically, operatic heroines will be sung by a high soprano voice. The singer may be required to make herself heard above an orchestra of up to 100 players, including (in the nineteenth century and beyond) many instruments that have steadily evolved with a view to producing an increased volume of sound, not least a formidable phalanx of newly invented, acoustically aggressive brass. Microphones and discreet amplification are sometimes used, but this is almost always regarded as shameful, a crutch that real opera singers would never need. So the singer, unaided, may have to make herself heard in all corners of an auditorium seating more than 3000 people – that is, in a cavernous place where the back balcony is many, many metres from the stage. At the Metropolitan Opera in New York, the seats farthest from the stage are about 150ft away, a distance one expert on theatrical acoustics has called ‘staggering’.7

Admittedly, since the nineteenth century the orchestra has tended to play in a sunken area in front of (and partly underneath) the stage, a position that serves to dull the sound somewhat. But the presence of this ‘pit’, and the economic need to cram more and more seats into modern theatres, has also meant that the stage now rarely comes out into the auditorium, as it typically did in earlier times. The singer thus has to project from a recessed space whose proscenium arch tends implacably to block the sound. Depending on theatre size, that feat of projection can approach the miraculous.

When a new Metropolitan Opera house opened in New York in 1883, the architectural critic for the New York Times took the occasion to marvel at its ‘vast auditorium’ and to compare the sizes of contemporary opera houses worldwide, giving us a snapshot of the building’s dimensions alongside those of its biggest European relatives in the late nineteenth century.8 As the Times reported, the auditorium at Covent Garden was 78ft deep and 62ft wide; at the ‘new’ Paris Opera House (this meant the Palais Garnier on the Place de l’Opéra), it was 90 by 67ft. The auditorium at the 1883 Met was described as 95 by 89ft. At Munich (the Nationaltheater, destroyed in 1943 and reconstructed in the early 1960s) the auditorium space was smaller, 68 by 61ft; at Vienna the proportions were (and are) 83 by 67ft. What stands out at the 1883 Met is also the height of the auditorium. At 82ft, it was 15–20ft higher than any other mentioned, with the exception of San Carlo in Naples, a notorious barn. This height makes for an increase in capacity and a larger distance from the stage in the highest regions: on the hypotenuse of the triangle, about 100ft away for Covent Garden, as opposed to about 125ft at the 1883 Met. Covent Garden seats a little over 2000; the 1883 Met seated about 3000. These differences in size will of course have acoustic consequences, no matter how the interior might be sculpted. What is more they have perceptual consequences for one’s experience of the event: as near and overwhelming, or as faraway and imbued with (perhaps magical) distance.

The new Metropolitan Opera, which opened in 1966, is bigger still, although its seating capacity at about 3800 is less than that of the Chicago Lyric Opera, which can hold 4300. But things can, it seems, still be extremely loud, even far away from the stage. In December 2006, the Metropolitan put on special performances of Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte in an English-language abridged version for young people. When the New York Times music critic Anthony Tommasini interviewed these junior listeners about their reactions, he was told repeatedly that the voices were loud, unpleasantly so.9 Struck by such comments from an audience accustomed to powerful stage amplifiers and high-volume headphones, he reasoned that the perception of loudness wasn’t a matter of decibels per se but of raw human decibels: of loudness without crutches; of a sense of what the sound must be like close to. The physiology of this feat of human decibels is worth pausing over. The singer uses her diaphragm to draw air into the lungs and then push it out, projecting her voice (produced by the larynx) into various resonating chambers in the skull. At the same time, she uses her throat muscles, jaw, lips and tongue to vary the sound, which then radiates out through the mouth and nose. This process is common to the production of all human vocal sound; but people who sing opera generate it on an unparalleled scale, letting loose huge acoustic forces; if they turn their voices on you at close range, you have to retreat and cover your ears. There are very few people who have the basic bodily equipment – the sheer muscular strength and flexibility – to do this; there are fewer still who succeed in mastering such tasks well enough to give others musical pleasure.

It’s a commonplace that those who can are by no means always able to impersonate an operatic heroine convincingly from a visual point of view. They may, for example, be large in all directions. Indeed, another common caricature of opera (one that goes back long into its history) is of a grotesque mismatch between the singer and the physical image intended dramatically. The surprising thing is that such mismatches don't seem to matter very much; or at least they haven’t for large stretches of operatic history, even at the times when the caricatures were in circulation. Opera is the one spectacle – the one ‘something you look at’ – in which conventional physical attractiveness counts for relatively little. The comparison with theatre or film is obvious; and it’s also a different story in ballet, which is as artificial as opera in other ways, but in which an unusually tall female dancer, or an unusually short male one, would not be tolerated. Opera alone can trade in imperfect faces and unfashionable forms, such offences against our visual expectations being overlooked or even celebrated in the roar of singing. Of course, there have been fluctuations in tolerance. It may be that our contemporary culture, so dominated by the visual, and in which a particular image of physical perfection is so obsessively valued, is among the most intolerant of the ‘wrong’ bodily shapes. But it’s still a matter of degree. Today’s opera houses are places where the look of a character is rarely dominant. In that sense, opera may provide a space in which we can appreciate an alternate and valuable truth.

TELLING THE STORY, THE REALITY ISSUE

We wrote at the start of this chapter that opera was non-realistic. This is as much true of its narrative capabilities as of its performers. There is, for example, often a lack of verisimilitude even within the rational element of the action, the part taken directly from a literary source (very often a pre-existing play). Because characters spend their time singing, they get through relatively few words, so plots and sentiments have to be condensed: the source text is sometimes so compressed that it seems ridiculous when removed from its operatic environment. A good question for an opera buffs’ party game might be: narrate the plot of Verdi’s La forza del destino (first version in 1862; Verdi then revised it in 1869) in one coherent sentence. Denis Forman’s attempt in The Good Opera Guide goes like this: it’s ‘the one where a marquis is killed by an exploding pistol and his daughter in monk’s costume finds her lover has murdered her brother just outside the front door of her cave’.10 Admittedly, this passes over large swathes in the middle (most of the opera, in fact). It also omits the fact that the daughter dies too, murdered by her brother just before he expires; and that, in the first version, the lover responds to all this carnage by calling down a curse of mankind and throwing himself off a nearby precipice. But the missing bits aren’t really essential. La forza del destino is what Verdi called ‘an opera of ideas’,11 one in which crowd-pleasing musical numbers are less important than impressive human subjects and abstract themes such as ‘fate’ (the destino of the title). What emerged was close to a sprawling historical novel put on stage, with all sorts of extravagant gestures that lead nowhere. It’s an extreme case of narrative wildness, but by no means the most improbable. Indeed, among the essentials of an operatic drama seem to be exaggerated coincidence, obscure motivations and (if it’s tragic) multiple deaths. If you take away the music, the plots are ripe for parody or kitsch; and the poetic text is usually second-class, formulaic at best. Thus denuded, there’s very little left to explain why opera is worth loving, a sentiment that forms the basis for a famous comic animated film by Kim Thompson, All the Great Operas in Ten Minutes (1992). The essence of Wagner’s epic, Der Ring des Nibelungen (1876), which lasts around sixteen hours in performance over four nights, is covered in less than two minutes. Here are just the first two operas:


The Ring of the Nibelungs is actually more of a miniseries ’cos it’s four full operas. These girls in a river have this gold and a dwarf steals it and makes a ring from it. The head guy Wotan gets the gold back but there’s a death curse on the ring and these two giants get the gold and one kills the other and then turns into a dragon to guard it. Wotan wants the ring so he decides that his illegitimate human son Siegmund will get it for him. Siegmund meanwhile falls in love with his long-lost sister Sieglinde. He picks a fight with her husband so Wotan gets Brünnhilde to protect him, then changes his mind and orders her to kill Siegmund instead, but she doesn’t want to so Wotan gets Sieglinde’s husband to kill him and then Wotan kills the husband too just for the hell of it. He punishes Brünnhilde by putting her to sleep on a mountain in a ring of fire.



At the end of the film, the narrator says: ‘That’s it. That’s opera. Nothing else you need to know. Just a lot of people in costumes falling in love and dying. Yup, that’s pretty much it. Oh, except for the music. There’s singing too? See, they don’t actually say anything, so they sing everything. Lots of music. Yup. Some of it’s kind of nice, too.’

But before we laugh and move on, we should acknowledge that there’s a problem here. All lovers of opera will agree that the story, the narrative element, can often be ludicrous; but it’s also essential. We can’t seem to live comfortably with it; but we can’t live without it. Narrative and opera are, in other words, locked together in an uneasy embrace. Neither wants divorce, but untroubled cohabitation is almost always out of the question. In this sense, the narrative dimension is rather like the verbal dimension as a whole. It’s another example of the fact that opera can make us forget: forget that we don’t understand the language being sung; forget the size of the singer, and the fact that he’s impersonating an ardent and athletic young troubadour although patently nearer sixty-two than twenty-six; forget the fact we have only a shaky idea of what on earth is happening on stage. Opera communicates in strange, unpredictable ways; it appeals to something beyond the narrow cognitive dimension.

All of which brings us to what is probably the central improbability about opera: the fact that most of the characters sing most of the time. We have to be careful not to exaggerate here: after all, drama that is sung or chanted is probably more the rule than the exception throughout world history. But the brand of sung drama that emerged in Western Europe around 1600 was nevertheless a peculiarly dense and radical one, and it caused consternation from the very start. These debates about opera, although often intense, never managed to curb opera’s excesses, or at least not for long. Pretty soon opera was too widespread for philosophical scruples to prevail. Pretty soon everyone could be impersonated on the operatic stage: gods and coachmen, pirates and vestal virgins all sang away, happily accepted or at least tolerated. Yet elements of unease about singing recur throughout opera’s history. This discomfort accounts for the fact that operatic characters throughout history – starting with Orpheus, one of the first – have readily embraced moments that would have been sung even in a spoken drama or, if it’s possible to imagine, in real life. Opera is bestrewn with serenades to the distant beloved and with drinking songs shared by confederates in crime or love; any tenor or baritone worth his fee will know how to enter the stage winningly with guitar in hand. The fact that these moments are operatic commonplaces is significant, suggesting that we all need reality checks – times during which we can relax our (willing) suspension of disbelief, for an instant or two ceasing to maintain the fiction of all these characters singing at each other. But such moments of pause shouldn’t deflect us from confronting what, in the end, opera asks us to believe.

We might make an imaginative leap and think for a moment about what it would be like to inhabit a world that is operatic; a world in which everyday life takes place and ordinary time passes, but in which everything – every action, every thought, every utterance – is geared to never-ending music. It’s similar to the kind of thought-experiment explored in Peter Weir’s film The Truman Show (1998), in which Jim Carrey gradually becomes aware that his entire life is being played out for the benefit of a TV reality-show. How would we figure in another kind of man-made fantasy, one in which everything surrounding us was opera?

Think of the metaphysical questions that this state-of-opera would raise. First, and most important: who is making the music? Do we know we are singing, that we are constantly swimming in musical sound? Or do we maintain the illusion that the stage world is really quite ordinary and that we hear music in some magical way? When the music seems omniscient or prescient, whose mind is telling us its secrets? Such speculations may seem fanciful, or even idle; but pondering their significance turns out to be important to our understanding of opera. Filmmakers have constantly made artistic capital from playing with audience expectations about the origins of sound in film: does it spring from the world of the characters or is it a commentary on that world? Can our attitude to the narrative be made more interestingly complex if these two sources are sometimes confused? In just the same way, opera composers (and not just those of the recent past) have played with the idea of a mutable musical source, of exploring and enriching the operatic experience by making us ponder that basic question: where does the music come from?

Thinking about these issues also stresses the existence of the ‘marvellous’ in opera: the fact that the whole business is in so many ways fundamentally unrealistic, and can’t be presented as a sensible model for leading one’s life or understanding human behaviour. No one conducts her life in song and continuously hears fabulous music around her. This is a critical point, since this basic lack of verisimilitude, while it didn’t end up restricting opera to certain exceptional character types (gods or elves or water-nymphs), in broad ways determined opera’s liking for narrative extremes: moments of extraordinary passion and impossible dilemma; magic and the irrational; world-historical events. Spoken theatre can also be extreme in its plot material, populated by ghosts and improbable turns of fate. But it can never match the central unrealism of opera, the fact of continual singing. And this foundational trait has tended to guarantee that opera libretti almost never deal with the ordinary, while spoken theatre can thrive on it. Even when libretti (briefly) marched under the banner of ‘realism’ in the nineteenth century, their reality was an immensely charged affair. Modernist works like Ernst Krenek’s Jonny spielt auf (1927) or Francis Poulenc’s La Voix humaine (1959) don’t contradict this, instead playing against opera’s historical taste for the extraordinary by including scenes of self-conscious banality, everyday life made into art: La Voix humaine, after all, stages nothing more than a telephone call. The first recitative in Stravinsky’s The Rake’s Progress (1951) tries something similar. It begins with the (sung) words ‘Anne, my dear, your advice is needed in the kitchen’, a sentence that is surely a deliberate ploy to estrange us, to tell us that The Rake will be a very knowing opera. A different case is Berg’s Lulu (1937), where the petty rituals of the high bourgeois co-exist in a dissociated fugue with acts of murder and betrayal. In Lulu, as in other examples of German modernism, the impulse to put mundane events on stage was aligned during the Weimar era (1918–33) with a much-theorized and politicized aesthetic populism: with the idea that art composers should produce Gebrauchsmusik, music for everyday use, or Zeitopern, operas on contemporary, topical themes.

But these are exceptions. For most of its history opera has disdained ordinary events and actions; or, as Lulu did famously, it has treated them as a surreal counterpoint to a more dramatic and violent hyper-existence. Hardly any operatic character makes a cup of tea, or reads the newspaper, or puts on his socks; those who did so would be embedded in a comic reversal of normality or would have been deliberately trivialized. In Wagner’s Ring, the dwarf Mime is made ludicrous when he cooks a good breakfast for the imperious young hero Siegfried, the implication being that cooks, like newspaper-readers, tea-drinkers and sock-wearers, are by their ordinariness excluded from the heights of true passion or mythic significance. The irony in Siegfried (hardly intended by Wagner) is that Siegfried’s own efforts to re-forge his father Siegmund’s magical sword, accompanied as they are by much filing, pouring, stoking of fires and measuring of temperatures, can in performance easily slide into a parody of domesticity: breakfast-making while high on excess testosterone.

Nowhere is opera’s affinity for the unreal more obvious than in its ways and means of manipulating time. That high-C-laden Act 3 aria for Manrico in Il trovatore again provides a classic instance. Manrico is about to marry his beloved Leonora when a messenger enters to inform him that his mother has been captured by a deadly enemy and is about to be burnt at the stake. He calls his companions in arms together and draws his sword; they must go to rescue her immediately. But then, instead of rushing off, Manrico faces the audience and sings two (quite long) verses of the cabaletta ‘Di quella pira’, prolonged high Cs and elaborate cadential writing for the chorus not excluded. Act 2 of Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Pirates of Penzance (1880), which like all their operettas uses Italian serious opera as the primary butt for its satire, has an apt parody. A small regiment of police gears up for battle in the chorus ‘When the foeman bares his steel’, a number that ends with endless repetitions of ‘Yes forward on the foe, yes forward on the foe’. The major-general steps out of the opera to comment caustically: ‘Yes, but you don’t go’.

Related but even more spectacular examples of opera’s cavalier way with the realistic often occur when its major characters are constrained to die onstage. A classic example here is the last scene of Verdi’s La traviata (1853), in which the courtesan Violetta succumbs to tuberculosis. In the plot, the character’s lungs have been destroyed; but operatic Violetta sings on without evident trouble, producing well-supported, beautiful sound. A soprano who dared to make Violetta’s affliction realistic by croaking and coughing would have left opera behind. Mortally wounded people who nevertheless sing on and on mellifluously are inhabitants of opera in its normal mode; we accept the fantasy without resistance; indeed, it is reality that would be shocking. Violetta’s case shows that opera involves perpetual mismatches between assumptions about real-world plausibility based on human characters, and demands that musical performance will make on both singers and audiences.

We can take this further. The idea that opera puts a dying, literary Violetta comfortably aside in favour of a flourishing, powerful operatic Violetta brings us to a critical distinction, one that will reappear several times in this book: the difference between the character as she exists in words, what we could call the plot-character, and the corresponding character that exists in music, the voice-character.

Plot-character could, for instance, be Wolfram von Eschenbach in Wagner’s Tannhäuser (1845), a tedious and uninteresting suitor who preaches chaste devotion. In Wagner’s libretto, he’s a sidekick and foil to Tannhäuser (tenor), the erotically sophisticated anti-hero whom the heroine cannot resist. But as voice-character Wolfram (baritone) is not simply parallel or equivalent; he is constructed by means of an amalgam of the music assigned to the plot-character and the feats of performance that music elicits from the singer. In the Act 2 singing contest between Tannhäuser and Wolfram, there’s an odd moment during Wolfram’s decorous serenade. Praising the grandeur of the scene, he sings ‘my gaze grows drunk from seeing’ to an exotic harmonic progression accompanying a long lyric fall in the baritone’s melody. This is the only truly sensual passage in the entire song contest, outdoing anything by Tannhäuser. It marks the appearance of a voice-character, an alternative Wolfram with attributes beyond, even at odds with, the plot-character. The same contrast appears in Wolfram’s famous ‘Evening Star’ aria in Act 3. The words are studiously poetic, about a character with a good soul, but the sensuality elicited from the voice tells another story entirely. Perhaps we should think of the strange verbal turn in Wolfram’s Act 2 serenade – the line about growing intoxicated through sensation – as a slip in the plot-character’s language, a place where the voice-character, for an instant, works his way into words.

One could quite rightly argue that this same distinction between plot-character and voice-character also occurs in spoken drama; anyone who has attended a Shakespeare soliloquy or a Hugolian tirade will know that the speaker in question is engaging a different register at these points. But in opera the distinction is so much more extreme, so much more spectacular. The Manrico who must rush off to rescue his mother is plot-Manrico; the one who remains centre-stage singing high Cs is voice-Manrico. Plot-Violetta is dying of tuberculosis and desperately fights for breath; voice-Violetta sings robustly, lamenting but also, in a sense, celebrating in song her imminent death. And the difference emphasizes once again that the tension between representations of human reality amid omnipresent music is a basic characteristic of opera. Concerns about verisimilitude are behind opera’s general tendency for libretti with mythic or divine characters, or ones that invoke magic or emotional overload or other extremes: the theory is that music belongs or is somehow more explicable in such cases. In the end, though, verisimilitude gets discarded no matter what. In the end, opera can’t ever be anything other than unreal.

POPULARITY AND CONVENTION

As mentioned already, opera has for most of its history seemed strange and exotic to most of its audience. It is important to realize that this was the case even in Italy, which was the home of opera, and where for this reason it is sometimes thought to be, or at least to have been, a natural form of expression. And although its financial basis has gradually broadened – from the court-sponsored private entertainments of the seventeenth century, to the (almost) free capitalist enterprises of the nineteenth century, to the often precarious state- or corporate-funded institutions of the present – opera in its primary, theatrical form has typically been the province of elite groups, only becoming more broadly popular when technologies of various kinds allowed it to spread from the opera house into the streets and into people’s homes. It is arguably only in the last thirty or so years, the era of the Three Tenors all singing ‘O sole mio’ together on the eve of a soccer World Cup, that opera has become popular in the modern sense, and it’s probably more accurate to say that, in this case, particles of opera have now become iconic (if also ironic) objects in mass culture.

In Hollywood, for example, opera-going has often stood for Italianness and emotional excitability or prone-ness, as in Moonstruck (1987), where Ronny Cammareri (Nicolas Cage) wins the love of fellow working-class Italian-American Loretta Castorini (Cher) by taking her to see Puccini’s La bohème. In some films, opera houses become places where different classes and characters can meet as if in a goldfish bowl, pursuing their many agendas and pleasures. In Billy Wilder’s Love in the Afternoon (1957) the major characters show up for a performance of Tristan und Isolde at the Paris Opéra: spoiled playboy Gary Cooper, dragged along by a socialite friend, clowns around with his programme book; earnest composition students from the Conservatoire conduct along with the Prelude while sneering at the common audience; only Audrey Hepburn, terribly in love, seems wholly lost in a sensual experience – but it’s less Tristan than Gary Cooper who is doing the business (see Figure 2). The irony is that no one is represented as properly or truly moved by the opera itself, something hardly unexpected given Wilder’s proclaimed disdain for Wagner.

Love in the Afternoon also shows how popular culture can make opera a sign for upper-class privilege. The opening scene of Martin Scorsese’s The Age of Innocence (1993) centres on a performance of Gounod’s Faust at the old Met in New York. This establishes a milieu for the plot, but with a camera that swoops drunkenly and supernaturally everywhere around the house: the upper classes, he tells us, get derailed by passions, just like everyone else. In the Marx Brothers’ A Night at the Opera (1935), the running joke is how a stiff, old-money audience can be outraged by low-life antics from the brothers. At one point the latter infiltrate the pit, switch the orchestra’s parts and cause the players (ostensibly against their will, of course) to strike up with ‘Take me out to the ball game’; the clash of high and low culture couldn’t be clearer. A more insidiously sentimental example comes in Garry Marshall’s film Pretty Woman (1990), in which Julia Roberts plays a prostitute picked up by Richard Gere (a ‘handsome corporate mogul’ according to the publicity flier) on Hollywood Boulevard, and is then given the Cinderella treatment. During their week-long affair Gere flies Roberts (private jet) up the coast to the San Francisco opera, where she makes all kinds of gaffes among fan-fluttering socialites, but eventually shows that she is more open than them, more sensitive to what she sees on stage (the opera in question is, of course, La traviata).

These scenes may also reinforce a contradiction in the way we approach opera today. On the one hand is its age-old identification with aristocracy, ostentatious wealth and exclusivity. Running parallel, though, is a sense that opera can appeal directly to our emotions. Both attitudes are given voice in A Night at the Opera: socialites go to the opera as a duty, and are outraged when decorum is assailed. But the movie’s hero and heroine – an underdog tenor and soprano helped by the brothers into their starring roles – are shown singing triumphantly in the final reel of the film, with immense joy and glorious smiles (and this even though it’s the ‘Miserere’ scene from Il trovatore). They are, quite properly, moved by opera: not by a silly operatic plot but by singing itself. This scene of underdogs and comic outsiders, transformed by singing, shows opera as having a powerful effect on people who are different in some way – on Julia Roberts’s character (who is stubbornly herself no matter what the opulence of the surroundings, and who sings Prince in the bath), or on large Italians with white handkerchiefs – people who have declared their diversity, their distance from the everyday, emotionally constricted life we think we now lead.

For at least its first 250 years, the opera industry (just like the film industry today) was sustained by a steady stream of new works. There was no repertory to speak of, no body of familiar, endlessly repeated works such as we find in every opera house today. Because of this, operas (like films) needed to make their impact immediately. One way they did this was through using a set of conventions: working practices common from opera to opera, readily understood and appreciated. And so emerged different operatic types, usually dictated by language and register (Italian opera seria
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