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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 Rigoletto, 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 Verdi’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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VERDI’S RIGOLETTO



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



Debauchery, seduction and rape by a king. Regicide, kidnap, murder. It is not surprising that the police and censors in Venice gave Verdi a hard time over his proposed opera for their 1850/51 carnival season. The libretto, by Francesco Maria Piave,1 was based on Le Roi s’Amuse, a play by the towering French literary figure, Victor Hugo (1802–1885), who we know particularly for Les Misérables and the Hunchback of Notre Dame. The play had been banned in France after the first night.


Even in the 1920s, the audience at New York’s Met found the rape sufficiently shocking that some women turned their backs to the stage when Gilda, deflowered, emerged from the royal bedroom.


Towards the middle of 1850, Verdi had contracted with La Fenice to produce a new show for the carnival season in the New Year. For some time, he had been pondering the operatic potential of Hugo’s play, which is set in the luxurious dissipation of the French court of King François 1er, consummate lecher and debauchee, contemporary of the English King Henry VIII.


The proposed libretto proved unacceptable to the authorities, who regretted that Verdi had chosen to base his opera on a play which displayed ‘repulsive immorality and obscene triviality.’ True to character, Verdi ‘passed the buck’ and threw the blame onto Piave.


Delegations from Venice, and emasculated libretti, went backwards and forwards to Verdi’s farm, where he was trying to work, as well as to deal with business aspects and recover from a stomach upset. He was also in the middle of a domestic crisis, expelling his parents, with whom he was having a row about his mistress, and arguing even over rights to the produce of the chicken-yard.


The Venetian censors had not allowed for the dour, determined composer who, although desperate, dug in. Verdi had a sure sense of what would be a success: his market was the audience, and he knew that they had to be entertained and that he could make this a winner. There was a stand-off until less than three weeks before the opera was due to be performed: at one time, it looked as if Venice would have no opera at all from Verdi. With intense pressure exerted by the composer and the theatre authorities, the censors’ arms were twisted, with the result that we have an opera which must have been about as politically incorrect as was possible at the time. It is politically incorrect today, but in a rather different way, featuring as it does a disabled comedian, and generalising about women being fickle (mobile). It is surprising what can be done under cover of a good tune.


In the negotiations, the opera had been relocated from the Louvre in Paris to the ducal court in Mantua.2 What the New York ladies would have done if the opera had shown the King breaking into the bedroom after Gilda had (unfortunately) chosen that room in which to take refuge, we do not know. Verdi had agreed to cut that bit. But when somebody later suggested adding another scene, he refused, and wondered whether they would like him to show the Duke and Gilda together in the bedroom.
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