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PREFACE



This guide is aimed at the ordinary opera-goer and opera-lover, usually a busy person who wants to know the essentials of the opera but has little time to grasp them.


It provides key background information to Tosca, told engagingly by someone who knows the opera intimately.


It is light, easy to read, and entertaining. Relevant information has been carefully selected to enhance your appreciation of Puccini’s work.


It is authoritative, but not dense or academic. It is unburdened with the clutter that can easily be obtained elsewhere. It concentrates on information that it will help you to know in advance.


Read quickly before going to the opera or listening to it at home, you will get the very best out of the performance and have a truly enjoyable experience.


Opera can be a great social occasion. Being knowledgeable and well-informed, you’ll appreciate this magical art-form much more if you read this first.


I hope you enjoy the opera!


Michael Steen














USING THIS EBOOK



A very quick grasp of the opera can be gained by reading the opening section on ‘The opera and its composer’ and the ensuing ‘Who’s who and what’s what’. Further elaboration may be found in the sections entitled ‘The interval: talking points’ and ‘Act by act’.


The footnotes and boxes are an integral part of the information. The reader is encouraged to go to these by clicking on the links.
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PUCCINI’S TOSCA



A SHORT GUIDE TO A GREAT OPERA



The opera and its composer


Who’s who and what’s what


The interval: talking points


Act by act



THE OPERA AND ITS COMPOSER



Today, it is hopefully unusual for a terrorist threat to disrupt an opera première. On 14 January 1900, it was less so. In recent years, bombs had gone off in theatres in Barcelona and Pisa.


The Queen and members of the Government were expected for the first night of Tosca at Rome’s Constanzi Theatre. There had been a rumour of an attack. Indeed, the conductor Leopoldo Mugnone,1 who had himself experienced the Barcelona incident, was told to play the national anthem if there should be one. He did not. The noise of latecomers during the start so worried him that he left the podium soon after the curtain went up. Fortunately, it was only a hoax, and the performance resumed.


Puccini’s opera is based on Sardou’s ‘blood and thunder’ melodrama La Tosca (1884), which was written for the great actress Sarah Bernhardt. Although the sadism and brutality in Puccini’s opera was frowned upon at the time – the critics gave it a rather lukewarm reception – it quickly became an outstanding success. The public flocked to it then, and have ever since. It is not often one gets, in one evening, torture, an attempted rape, a murder, an execution and two suicides; and a police chief fantasising during a ‘Te Deum’ in a church. It is not surprising that it has attracted more than its fair share of mirth.


Puccini had thought of making use of Sardou’s play ten years before his Tosca première. He was prompted to return to it, largely because of the vogue for ‘realism’: Mascagni’s Cavalleria rusticana had been a great success ten years before, as had Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci subsequently. And the play would make a good opera. Verdi had indicated that, had he been younger, he would have been interested in using it.
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