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Introduction





Whether you are a first-timer at La Bohème or a seasoned Wagnerian, every opera-goer can benefit from a little background information. This book aims to provide just that, setting out concise, friendly and accessible introductions to the most frequently performed works in the repertory, discussed without confusing detail or abstruse technical terms.


Now that translated text titles, projected on to either a screen or the backs of seats, are so widely in use, only a minimal synopsis seems necessary. In any case, it is my firm belief that the human brain finds the intricacies and absurdities of opera plots impossible to grasp for more than the nanosecond they take to enter one ear and exit the other. I have preferred instead to sketch in a few points of musical interest and some reference to outstanding productions and lines of dramatic interpretation, as well as recommending a widely available recording, and identifying one or two of its outstanding performers and the conductor.


I hope that the result is easily digestible and immediately useful, and if what I have written stimulates some conversation in the interval or at dinner afterwards, I shall have done the job I set out to do. Those who want to take their study a stage further can be encouraged to consult either Kobbé’s Complete Opera Book (edited by Lord Harewood) or The New Penguin Opera Guide (edited by Amanda Holden), both of them more scholarly and comprehensive than I can hope to be.


Within the dimensions of a pocket guide, it is impossible to do justice to the entire operatic corpus. Among a senior generation, I particularly regret that more room could not be found for dealing with operas by Stockhausen, Berio, Ligeti, Ruders and Messiaen. Nor do Rameau, Massenet, Rimsky-Korsakov, Prokofiev or Henze receive their due – my apologies to their shades, but I can only blame the size of the average pocket.


I owe debts to a range of sources, among them ENO’s excellent series of Opera Guides, edited by the late Nicholas John, the epic and authoritative Grove Dictionary of Opera, Tom Sutcliffe’s survey of operatic production Believing in Opera, back numbers of the unbeatable Opera magazine, and most of all, my vast and mercifully well-catalogued collection of programmes, chronicles of over forty years of opera-going and evocative documents of some of the most wonderful experiences of my life.


My thanks to Sam Matthews for her expert copy-editing, to Belinda Matthews, a most sympathetic and supportive commissioning editor, and to Gerald Martin Moore, who has contributed vital expertise in matters relating to the human voice.


Rupert Christiansen, 2013   



















Glossary





Because translators make such different interpretations, aria titles are presented in their original language.




Arpeggio a chord in which the notes are sounded sequentially rather than simultaneously


Cabaletta a fast section of music which brings formal arias in pre-1850 Italian opera to a conclusion


Cadenza the concluding flourish of an aria


Coloratura fast, florid passages of an aria


Da capo see pp. 4–5


Motif, leitmotiv melodic phrase attached to a character or an emotion


Obbligato solo instrument accompanying the voice in an aria


Opera buffa see p. 5


Opera seria see pp. 4–5


Ostinato a persistent melodic figure, usually repeated as a bass line in the orchestra


Pentatonic a five-note scale, common in folk music


Recitative musically pitched but unmelodic setting of speech, accompanied by harpsichord, piano or orchestra


Singspiel see p. 69


Trill very fast repetition of two alternated notes.


 


Châtelet Théâtre du Châtelet, opera house in Paris


Covent Garden commonly used name for the Royal Opera House, London


ENO English National Opera, based at the Coliseum in London


Met commonly used abbreviation for the Metropolitan Opera in New York


WNO Welsh National Opera, based in Cardiff.

























PART ONE


Baroque and Classical Opera























 


 


Music has always formed an integral part of drama – the purely spoken play is a nineteenth-century aberration – and even infants seem to understand instinctively the idea that a song can tell a story or express an emotion. So why has opera developed a reputation as a difficult and exclusive art-form?


Perhaps because it grew from roots that were both aristocratic and academic. Surviving evidence suggests that throughout the Middle Ages music was used in various ways for plays both religious and secular, but these had no direct influence on the development of opera, and it was only in the High Renaissance period that the seeds found the cultural conditions in which to flourish. During the sixteenth century, the French and Italian royal and ducal courts lavished expense and ingenuity on mounting splendid entertainments as part of the celebrations surrounding weddings, christenings, birthdays and political treaties. These often focused on a play or masque, in which the spoken episodes would be broken up by musical interludes, also known as intermedii. In each intermedio, a madrigal choir would recite a little myth ical story – comic, pastoral or romantically poignant – which costumed dancers simultaneously acted out in mime.


Towards the end of the sixteenth century, two groups of scholars and composers, known as the ‘camerata’, met in Florence to discuss their research into classical drama. Fascinated by the idea that the Ancient Greeks had sung their plays throughout, they developed a theory of what they called ‘stile rappresentativo’, ‘representative style’, in which solo (as opposed to choral) voices sang a form of musical speech, now known as ‘recitative’ or ‘arioso’, accompanied by a small band of instruments.


Modern scholars still dispute what should rank as the very first opera, and in fact the term ‘opera’ (a Latin word, meaning literally ‘works’) did not come into general use until the end of the seventeenth century. Before then, the sung plays which evolved out of the intermedii and the writings of the camerata were generally called ‘dramma per musica’, ‘drama through music’.


The first great composer to exploit the possibilities of sung drama was Claudio Monteverdi. His Orfeo, the earliest opera to maintain a regular place in the modern repertory, was written in 1607 for a private court performance in Mantua; later in his career, he moved to Venice, where he produced several works for the first opera houses, built to admit a paying public.


In the second half of the seventeenth century, opera became more elaborate, both vocally and scenically – audiences demanded spectacle, excitement and novelty, as well as comic relief from the high-flown emotions of mythological heroes and heroines. An important development was the idea of pausing the narrative for an aria, a song which allowed the singer to show off his or her prowess, and which stood out from the recitative or arioso passages which carried the story forward: one pioneer here was another Venetian composer, Francesco Cavalli. Opera also spread to France, where the tragédies en musique (‘tragedies in music’) of Jean-Baptiste Lully and Jean-Philippe Rameau emphasized the role of the chorus and introduced elaborate ballet sequences. In England, John Blow and Henry Purcell wrote both musical interludes for plays and short operas drawing on the French model.


In the early years of the eighteenth century, the young German-born composer George Frideric Handel travelled to Italy, where he imbibed the innovations developed by composers such as Alessandro Scarlatti: these included the use of a larger, more varied orchestra and an extended form of aria. The latter became the building block for a style which would dominate the genre for the best part of a hundred years – ‘opera seria’, meaning not ‘serious opera’, as is often thought, but opera based on arias illustrating a series of stock emotions (unfulfilled desire, vengeful anger, painful remorse and so forth). These almost always follow the tripartite da capo (or ‘from the beginning’) form, in which a first melody is followed by a second melody of contrasting mood and pace, with a final return to the first melody, embellished with ‘ornaments’ or ‘decorations’, added according to the singer’s fancy.


In 1710, Handel came to London and for the next thirty years produced an astonishing succession of operas based on this principle. The da capo aria requires singers of great technical stamina and precision, especially female sopranos and castrati. These were men, almost all of them Italian, whose seminal cords had been severed in pubescence, resulting in a hormonal development which gave them large pigeon chests (allowing vast intake of breath) and a hauntingly beautiful, other-worldly timbre. Today the roles written for castrati are taken by either female mezzo-sopranos or male countertenors, who can only approximate the freakish feats of the castrati.


The Venetian composer Antonio Vivaldi also wrote over forty operas in the opera seria mode; they are not easily distinguishable.


In the 1760s, in a preface written to the score of Alceste, Christoph Willibald von Gluck attacked the domination of the virtuoso singer and the ever more formulaic convention of the da capo aria, proposing a return to a musical simplicity which could be more directly expressive of real emotions: ‘I have striven to restrict music to its true office of serving poetry by means of expression,’ he wrote, ‘and I have avoided making displays of difficulty at the expense of clarity.’ His example would prove enormously influential on the next generation of composers.


Meanwhile, as another antidote to the tragic, tangled and mythological plots of opera seria, there developed a genre of short and sharp comic opera, generally known as opera buffa. Avoiding both the exoticism of the castrato and the excess of the da capo aria, opera buffa presented contemporary characters in some light-hearted marital or amorous intrigue, usually involving a master and servant, or a mistress and a maid, either disguised or mistakenly identified: Giovanni-Battista Pergolesi’s La Serva Padrona (The Maid who Is Mistress, 1733) and Domenico Cimarosa’s Il Matrimonio Segreto (The Secret Marriage, 1766) are outstanding examples of this.


Joseph Haydn wrote several operas on both the seria and buffa models, but their occasional modern revivals have fallen flat. The work of Haydn’s young friend Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, on the other hand, has remained universally popular, and in the second half of the twentieth century he is ranked among the supreme opera composers. Without setting out to be so, he proved a revolutionary, embracing the traditions of seria (in Idomeneo) and buffa (Le Nozze di Figaro) as well as the reforms of Gluck, but introducing a fresh urgency, vitality, flexibility and subtlety of dramatic tone in mature masterpieces such as Don Giovanni and Così fan tutte. Perhaps his greatest innovation was his sophisticated use of the contrapuntal ensemble, in which three or more characters simultaneously express various feelings within one musical number.



















Claudio Monteverdi (1567–1643)


Orfeo (L’Orfeo)







Prologue and five acts. First performed Mantua, 1607. Libretto by Alessandro Striggio





‘It should be most unusual as all the actors are to sing their parts.’ Thus wrote Francesco Gonzaga, son of the Duke of Mantua, to his brother Ferdinando on the subject of an entertainment which he had asked the court composer Monteverdi to prepare for the carnival of 1607. Opera was still an experimental novelty at this point, although Monteverdi plainly knew of another musical staging of the Orpheus legend, performed in Florence five years previously.


The Mantuan performance took place in the private apartments of the duke’s sister. There would have been little or no scenery, and there is evidence that the opera was played without an interval. The cast consisted of singers permanently employed by the court, with four of the female roles taken by castrati – only the Orfeo, also a castrato, was borrowed from the Grand Duke of Tuscany. Copies of the libretto were handed to the small private audience of courtiers, and the performance was so successful (‘women wept because nothing like this had been heard before’, reported the court chronicle) that it was repeated a few days later.



[image: ] Plot


Orfeo (Orpheus), the renowned Thracian singer, rejoices in his love for his wife Euridice. When a messenger brings news that she has died of a snake bite, he is so grief-stricken that he resolves to venture into Hades and plead with Pluto to restore her to life. Using all his musical powers, he lulls Charon, who ferries the dead across the river Styx, to sleep and makes his way into Pluto’s domain. When he presents his case, Pluto’s wife Proserpina is so moved that she persuades her husband to break the immutable law of death and restore Euridice to life. Out of love for Proserpina, Pluto agrees, on condition that Orfeo does not turn to look at Euridice on the journey back. But Orfeo, always ruled by emotion rather than reason, cannot resist the temptation, and Euridice is lost to him again. Disconsolate, he returns to Thrace. The god Apollo intervenes, and turns both Orfeo and Euridice into stars in the night sky.



[image: ] What to listen for


As in early Greek tragedy, the chorus plays the dominant role, framing the soloists’ monologues and dialogues with a series of madrigals and dances.


Two episodes exemplify aspects of Monteverdi’s dramatic genius. The Messenger (mezzo-soprano) who brings Orfeo news of Euridice’s death recounts the incident in extraordinarily varied music which vividly evokes the scene and the emotions which the tragedy provokes. The plea that Orfeo (tenor) makes to Charon, ‘Possente spirto’, doesn’t have a story to tell, but is charged with a high pitch of intensity, and decorated with the vocal ornaments and flourishes that mark this phase of baroque music – one of the most obvious being the ‘goat trill’, in which the same note is repeatedly hammered at the end of a phrase.


For singers, the major challenge presented by Monteverdi is that of drawing out the emotional nuances while keeping the line classically clean and clear. In Tosca or Madama Butterfly, an effect can be made by sobbing, rasping, shrieking or holding a note longer than the score indicates, but such tricks don’t work in an opera like Orfeo. Monteverdi’s operas require lighter, sweeter, more flexible voices than those of Puccini, and although they make no great demands in terms of physical range or volume, they provide an acid test of the capacity to sustain a vocal line through smooth breath control.


Although musicologists disagree about the precise balance of instruments and the details of what and how they should play, the opera’s orchestration can broadly speaking be said to consist of keyboards (chamber organ or harpsichord) and both bowed (violins, violas and cellos) and plucked (lutes and harp) strings, with recorders and brass instruments such as cornets and sackbutts being added for dances, fanfares and processions. On first hearing, the carpet of sound can seem rather threadbare and monochrome, but familiarity will reveal the richness of the palette. Every syllable of the text should be immediately audible.



[image: ] In performance


This opera appears to have been occasionally performed in Italy until the mid-seventeenth century, but its first full-scale modern revival took place in Paris in 1911. Since then, the sketchy indications of instrumentation and harmonization in the score published in 1609 have allowed free play of interpretation. Broadly speaking, the fashion for modern composers (Orff, Hindemith, Berio and Henze among them) fleshing Monteverdi’s bare bones out with music composed in their own idioms has passed, and the trend now is for scholar-conductors (Harnoncourt, Norrington and Eliot Gardiner among them) to aim at the maximum degree of historical ‘authenticity’, using reconstructions of baroque instruments and following original performance practice – though the surviving evidence for this is often so scanty that what constitutes this ‘authenticity’ remains conjectural.


Most productions aim to recreate either the splendours of seventeenth-century baroque or the simplicity of Ancient Greece, but one controversial staging by the American director Christopher Alden, staged at both Glimmerglass and Opera North, presented him as a drug-addled rock star surrounded by groupies and sycophants.



[image: ] Recordings


CD: Anthony Rolfe Johnson (Orfeo); John Eliot Gardiner (cond.). Archiv


DVD: Dietrich Henschel (Orfeo); Gilbert Deflo (dir.). Dynamic






Il Ritorno d’Ulisse in Patria


(The Return of Ulysses to his Homeland)




Prologue and three acts. First performed Venice, 1640. Libretto by Giacomo Badoaro





Unlike the courtly and dignified Orfeo, this is an opera composed for a sophisticated public of merchants and entrepreneurs. By the late 1630s, opera had become a popular form of commercial entertainment in the wealthy republic of Venice, and its paying audiences demanded something other than the ethical seriousness of the earliest operas – hence the introduction of elements of spectacle and knockabout humour.


The plot is drawn from books 13 to 23 of Homer’s Odyssey. The score survives in one anonymous manuscript, discovered in Vienna, and only informed guesswork ascribes it to Monteverdi.



[image: ] Plot


Faithful Penelope, Queen of Ithaca laments the twenty-year absence of Ulysses, whose return from the Trojan War has been delayed by long years of wandering on the sea and the hostility of its god, Neptune. Penelope has had no news of him, but bravely resists the aggressive foreign suitors who bully her to admit that he is dead and that she must now remarry. Meanwhile, Ulysses has finally returned to Ithaca, watched over by his tutelary goddess, Minerva. She advises him to disguise himself as a beggar and only to reveal his true identity when the time is ripe. He is secretly reunited with his servant Eumaeus and his son Telemachus, who returns from exile in Sparta at Minerva’s behest.


Using her divine powers, Minerva prompts the unwitting Penelope to announce an archery contest with a coveted prize – whoever can string Ulysses’s bow may marry her. The suitors all fail the test, but Ulysses, still disguised as the old beggar, succeeds. He renounces the prize, but turns the restrung bow on the suitors and shoots them dead. Penelope remains reluctant to believe that the beggar is Ulysses. Only when he shows her a familiar scar on his shoulder and describes the cover of their marriage bed does she recognize him, and the opera ends with the joyful reunion of husband and wife.



[image: ] What to listen for


The chorus is no longer the central force that it was in Orfeo – the soloists have assumed increasing prominence, both musically and dramatically, and the opera divides more clearly into passages of speechlike recitative and songlike aria. The role of Penelope (mezzo-soprano) is notable for the short and jagged phrases which are used to indicate her emotional upheaval; only in the beautiful final duet with Ulysses (baritone) does her music ease and expand lyrically.



[image: ] In performance


This is a long opera with several sub-plots and it is not easy to stage: the challenge is to find a way of recreating the lavish scene-changes and spectacular effects (Neptune emerging from the sea, Minerva flying through the air in a chariot, etc.) which Venetian opera houses were purpose-built to provide. Successful modern solutions were achieved by Peter Hall’s production at Glyndebourne and Adrian Noble’s at Aix-en-Provence. For ENO, Benedict Andrews took a harder line, shutting Penelope into a modern glass beach house and presenting Ulysses as an American general back from foreign service.



[image: ] Recording


CD: Anicio Zorzi Giustiniani (Ulisse); La Venexiana, Claudio Cavina (cond.). Glossa





L’Incoronazione di Poppea


(The Coronation of Poppea)




Prologue and three acts. First performed Venice, 1643. Libretto by Giovanni Busenello





This is believed to be the first opera to be based on a historical rather than mythological source (its plot and characters are drawn from Tacitus and Suetonius) and its tone is a remarkable mixture of emotional moods – comic and tragic, romantic and cynical, high- and low-minded. Two versions of the score and ten of the libretto survive from Monteverdi’s time: the differences between them have fomented scholarly controversy, and there is a widespread view that the music for Ottone and the final duet between Nero and Poppea are not by Monteverdi at all.



[image: ] Plot


In a Prologue, the figures of Fortune, Virtue and Love argue as to which of them has the most power over humanity. Love claims the victory – as the story which unfolds will justify.


Ottone returns from the wars to find that the beautiful but schemingly ambitious Poppea has left him for the tyrannical emperor Nerone (Nero). Despite the wise counsel of the philosopher Seneca, Nerone resolves to rid himself of his wife Ottavia and make Poppea his empress. Nerone sentences Seneca to death. Ottone plots with Drusilla, a lady of the court who is in love with him, to kill Poppea. When their scheme is foiled, Nerone sends them into exile, along with Ottavia. Nerone crowns Poppea empress, and they celebrate their love.



[image: ] What to listen for


More lightly orchestrated than Orfeo or Il Ritorno d’Ulisse, this opera is close to the ideal of a ‘sung play’, in which the drama is continuous and each character sharply drawn. Nevertheless, there are some exquisite lyrical passages, such as the lullaby with which the nurse Arnalta calms Poppea or the madrigal in which Seneca (bass) is implored by his friends not to kill himself. Ottavia has two great solo scenes, ‘Disprezzata Regina’ and her farewell to Rome, ‘Addio, Roma’, which demonstrate Monteverdi’s power of expressing the gamut of tragic emotions. In casting this opera, it is important to select voices which balance and contrast in colour: to achieve this, the role of Nerone may be sung by either a counter-tenor or a mezzo-soprano.



[image: ] In performance


Today’s directors tend to interpret Poppea as a cynical sex comedy, and several productions have presented the opera in an ambience reminiscent of Fellini’s La Dolce Vita or Satyricon, playing up the sleazy erotic decadence of Nerone’s court: good examples of this are David Alden’s version, seen at both WNO and in Munich, and Robert Carsen’s at Glyndebourne. The more sensitive approach taken by directors like Luc Bondy (in Brussels) and Klaus-Michael Gruber (in Vienna and Aix-en-Provence) suggests a moral maze of motive and emotion, questioning our assumption that love is always a force for good in the world. Either way, Poppea remains an extraordinarily modern and adult opera that hits audiences hard.



[image: ] Recordings


CD: Elisabeth Söderström (Nerone); Nikolaus Harnoncourt (cond.). Teldec


DVD: Philippe Jaroussky (Nerone); Pier Luigi Pizzi (dir.). Virgin Classics



















Francesco Cavalli (1602–76)


La Calisto







Prologue and three acts. First performed Venice, 1651. Libretto by Giovanni Faustini





One of eleven operas that the hugely prolific Cavalli wrote in collaboration with Faustini, this is a typical product of the Venetian baroque style, alternating pathos and romance with saucy comedy and containing several opportunities for magical stage effects and changes of scene.



[image: ] Plot


The earth is barren in the aftermath of war. Jupiter descends to earth to restore fertility, but his attention is immediately caught by Calisto, a high-minded nymph who attends adoringly on the chaste Diana. She rebuffs his coarse advances. Mercury cunningly suggests that in order to endear himself to Calisto, Jupiter should transform himself into the semblance of Diana. The trick seems to work. When Calisto later mistakes the real Diana for Jupiter–Diana and attempts to renew the love-play, the real Diana is appalled at her lesbian indecency. The situation is further complicated by the real Diana’s secret passion for the shepherd Endimion, Pan’s lust for the real Diana and the finger-wagging of a withered old killjoy nymph, Linfea.


Juno comes down to earth in search of her erring husband Jupiter. What she hears from the innocent Calisto confirms her worst suspicions. Meanwhile, Endimion mistakes the real Diana for Jupiter–Diana and is seized and tortured by the henchmen of the jealous Pan. Eventually the complications unravel: Linfea is humiliated, Diana and Endimion are united, and Juno arranges for Calisto to be transformed into a little bear. Finally, Jupiter is restored to his original shape. He commands that Calisto be elevated to the heavens in the form of the night-star Ursa Minor (the little bear).






[image: ] What to listen for


A delightful farcical fantasy which may never plumb the emotional depths reached by Monteverdi, but which is rich in melodic charm and grace. The score is distinguished by the separation of passages of recitative from aria – the latter marked by opportunities for melismatic flourishes which can be added according to the abilities and whim of the singer, as well as the limitation of the roles of chorus and orchestra. All these portend the more static and elaborate form of opera seria which would develop by the end of the seventeenth century.



[image: ] In performance


The first modern revival took place in 1970 at Glyndebourne, where Peter Hall produced a memorable pseudo-baroque staging, on a steeply raked and long-receding platform with trompe l’œil changes of scene. The scholar–conductor Raymond Leppard shamelessly assembled his own edition of the opera, interpolating passages from other works by Cavalli and creating inauthentically sumptuous orchestral textures. Later productions have taken a rather more rigorous line with the text, even as directors such as David Alden have allowed their imaginations to run carnivalesque riot over the farcical plot. In Basle, a production segregated the sexes in the auditorium and used a sheet of cascading water as the only set.



[image: ] Recording


CD: Maria Bayo (Calisto); René Jacobs (cond.). Harmonia Mundi



















Jean-Philippe Rameau (1683–1764)


Hippolyte et Aricie







Prologue and five acts. First performed Paris, 1733. Libretto by Simon-Joseph Pellegrin





Rameau was a mature composer of fifty when he essayed opera for the first time. His version of the myth which also inspired Euripides’ Hippolytus and Racine’s Phèdre is notable for its concentration on the figure of Theseus rather than his tragic wife Phaedra. In its day, it was considered highly controversial and original, its bold harmonies and fierce emotions shocking the more primly conservative elements of fashionable Parisian taste.



[image: ] Plot


Hippolyte loves Aricie, a votary of the goddess Diane. Hippolyte’s father Thésée is married to Phèdre, who secretly loves Hippolyte, her stepson. Falsely believing Thésée to be dead, Phèdre confesses her incestuous passion to Hippolyte, who is appalled.


When Thésée returns, he is led to credulously assume that Hippolyte has attempted to rape Phèdre. He curses his son, who is carried off by a sea monster.


Phèdre now confesses her guilt and kills herself. Thésée contemplates suicide, but stops short. Hippolyte is saved from drowning and thanks to the divine agency of Diane, he is reunited with his beloved Aricie, to general rejoicing.



[image: ] What to listen for


Rameau’s music is an acquired taste, but one which has many fierce devotees. This opera’s long declamatory soliloquies, rarely rising to an obvious tune, can seem monotonous and monochrome until one’s ear adjusts and their considerable emotional force and subtlety emerges. The long danced sequences provide much more immediate pleasure.


Rameau wrote the part of Hippolyte for a peculiarly high-lying type of tenor, nowadays described as haut-contre, and its sweet, almost girlish timbre suggests something half-way to what we would describe as a counter-tenor. But some of the opera’s most powerful music falls to the baritone singing Thésée – his scene towards the opera’s end, in which he contemplates suicide, has the intensity of an aria from Bach’s Passions.


Note, too, the large role that Rameau gives to the chorus, and the absence of the sort of virtuoso vocal display and fast semi-quaver runs that characterize the contemporary operas of Handel and others writing in the baroque Italian school.



[image: ] In performance


At Glyndebourne, Jonathan Kent sought to emphasize the clash between the forces of chaste Diane and wanton Cupid – respectively symbolic of law and passion – in a production that piled on the lavish spectacle to an extent that suggested a lack of faith in the drama’s ability to hold an audience’s attention.



[image: ] Recordings


CD: Mark Padmore (Hippolyte); William Christie (cond.) Erato



















George Frideric Handel (1685–1759)


Rinaldo







Three acts. First performed London, 1711. Libretto by Giacomo Rossi





Put together at astonishing speed and incorporating several numbers from earlier works, this is the first opera that Handel composed for London – indeed the first ‘Italian’ opera that anyone had written specifically for London. It instantly became a sensational popular success, not least because of the spectacular scenic effects it entailed and parallels between the hero’s derring-do and the contemporary victories of the Duke of Marlborough in the War of Spanish Succession.


Loosely based on episodes from Tasso’s epic poem Gerusalemme Liberata, its setting during the time of the Crusades is pure fantasy, and one should not look to the plot for realism or even dramatic continuity.



[image: ] Plot


The Crusader knight Rinaldo loves his general’s daughter Almirena, and has been promised her as his wife if he succeeds in capturing Jerusalem. The pagan sorceress Armida also loves Rinaldo, and in collaboration with her crony Argante she resorts to magic in her vain attempts to seduce him. After Rinaldo captures Jerusalem, he is united with Almirena, leaving Armida to repent and convert to Christianity.



[image: ] What to listen for


Some of Handel’s loveliest arias grace this score, including Almirena’s famous lament ‘Lascia ch’io pianga’ and the enchanting ‘Augelletti’ (with a recorder obbligato suggestive of birdsong), as well as Rinaldo’s intense ‘Cara sposa’ and several fiery arias for the wicked Armida, perhaps the most engaging character in the farrago. Rumbustious military music adds a lot of fun to the mix.






[image: ] In performance


One of the most charming and approachable of Handel’s operas, ideally requiring a production filled with the stage tricks and colourful invention of an old-fashioned pantomime.


Alas, it has instead recently become the focus of some desperate experiments in post-modernist deconstruction. To widespread bafflement, Jens-Daniel Herzog’s production for Zürich set the opera in an airport and conference centre, while at Glyndebourne, Robert Carsen presented Rinaldo as a sort of Harry Potter figure in a prep-school blazer.


In the 1970s and 1980s the title role was particularly associated with the American mezzo-soprano Marilyn Horne, whose advocacy did much to give the opera wider currency.



[image: ] Recordings


CD: Cecilia Bartoli (Almirena); Christopher Hogwood (cond.). Decca



Giulio Cesare in Egitto


(Julius Caesar in Egypt)




Three acts. First performed London, 1724.


Libretto by Nicola Haym





Highly successful throughout Europe during Handel’s lifetime, the composer revised the score several times, adding arias tailored to the capacity of specific singers. The action is grounded in Julius Caesar’s historically documented visit to Egypt in 48 bc, although the intrigues of the plot are pure fiction.
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Cesare has defeated his rival Pompeo and arrives in Egypt, demanding homage. In an attempt to ingratiate himself with Cesare, Tolomeo (Ptolemy), King of Egypt, kills Pompeo. But Cesare is appalled by his treachery. Pompeo’s widow Cornelia rejects both Roman and Egyptian suitors, and Sesto, son of Pompeo and Cornelia, vows vengeance on Tolomeo.


Tolomeo and his beautiful sister Cleopatra scheme against each other. Cleopatra disguises herself as ‘Lidia’ and uses her feminine wiles to enlist Cesare’s support. Cornelia and Sesto are arrested after a foiled attempt on Tolomeo’s life, but Sesto escapes from prison.


Tolomeo falsely believes himself to have triumphed over Cesare in battle. He attempts to force his attentions on Cornelia, but Sesto surprises him in the act and kills him. Cesare and Cleopatra are united. Under Cesare’s guidance, Egypt is promised peace and liberty.



[image: ] What to listen for


Among the richest and most lavishly orchestrated of Handel’s operas, Giulio Cesare is also very long. Whichever of the various surviving versions of the score is used, modern staged performances are almost always cut to some degree – in deference to both the audience’s and the singers’ endurance. Whether to excise parts of arias, entire arias or entire characters is a knotty question.


Outstanding features of Act I include Cesare’s ‘Va tacito’, with its horn accompaniment suggesting that Cesare is closing in like a huntsman on Tolomeo, and Sesto’s intense ‘Cara speme’. In the opening scene of Act II, Cleopatra attempts to seduce Cesare with the sensuous ‘V’adoro pupille’; as the act closes, she vows in ‘Si pietà di me non senti’ to die if Cesare is killed in battle. Act III finds her lamenting in ‘Piangerò la sorte mia’ and rejoicing in the brilliant ‘Da tempeste il legno infranto’. Cesare expresses his grief at the temporary loss of Cleopatra in the heart-rending ‘Aure, deh, per pietà’.


A ‘double’ orchestra is used in the scene at the beginning of Act II. Nine instruments on stage assist Cleopatra in her seduction of Cesare, combining and contrasting with the orchestra in the pit.






[image: ] In performance


The most frequently performed and popular of Handel’s Italian operas, first revived in modern times in 1922. At first, the roles originally ascribed to castrati – Giulio Cesare, Nireno and Tolomeo – were transposed to suit baritones and basses; over the last thirty years or so, it has been considered important to preserve at least approximately Handel’s own vocal pitches, and counter-tenors or, in the case of Cesare, mezzo-sopranos have taken them over. Cleopatra has provided a brilliant showcase for the coloratura virtuosity of sopranos such as Joan Sutherland, Beverly Sills and Kathleen Battle, while Janet Baker, Ann Murray and Anne-Sofie von Otter are among the mezzo-sopranos to have made swaggering and convincing Cesares. The role of Sesto was originally written for a mezzo-soprano, though Handel later rewrote it for a tenor. Today, it is customarily taken by a mezzo-soprano, unless an outstanding counter-tenor like David Daniels is available. Incidentally, some of the more purist ‘authentic’ performances are tuned by the conductor to Handel’s original pitch, a good semitone lower than modern standard orchestral pitch. This makes life a lot easier for the singers.


A controversial 1985 production by the American director Peter Sellars updated the scenario to show Cesare as an American president visiting a Hilton hotel in some modern terrorist-infested Middle East capital and indulging in some very dirty power-games. This bold and often amusing production emphasized the sly satire in the libretto and prompted several further burlesque updatings. Zaniest of all was probably Richard Jones’s 1994 production in Munich, dominated by a crumbling model of a Tyrannosaurus rex and a bald Cesare in kilt and Doc Martens boots. But David McVicar’s version, seen at both Glyndebourne and the Met, has achieved almost iconic popularity, wittily presenting Cesare as a pompous British imperialist and Cleopatra as a cute little bimbo, shaking her booty in cheeky dance routines like Britney Spears.






[image: ] Recordings


CD: Jennifer Larmore (Cesare); René Jacobs (cond.). Harmonia Mundi


DVD: Sarah Connolly (Cesare); David McVicar (dir.). Opus Arte


Rodelinda




Three acts. First performed London, 1725.


Libretto by Nicola Haym





An instant success when first performed, this opera also led the modern revival of interest in Handel’s stage works – the production at the University of Göttingen in 1920 was the first any of his operas had received since 1754! Its plot, drawn from a play by the seventeenth-century French tragedian Corneille, reflects a contemporary fascination with the figure of a beleaguered solitary woman who remains firm in her virtue. Although the plot is convoluted and confusing, the characters of Eduige and Grimoaldo stand out in the generally black or white moral world of Handelian opera as characters of considerable psychological complexity and mixed motives. In other respects, it follows the ‘A loves B who loves C’ trail commonly taken in baroque opera.
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When the old King of Lombardy dies, a war of succession ensues between Bertarido and Grimoaldo. Grimoaldo appears to have triumphed and Bertarido is supposed dead. His wife Rodelinda mourns him, and rejects Grimoaldo’s offer of marriage, even though it would restore her to the throne. Bertarido’s ambitious sister Eduige is in love with Grimoaldo, but, to her fury, he refuses to honour a promise to marry her. Eduige intrigues with the Duke of Turin, Garibaldo, who pretends to be in league with Grimoaldo but craves power himself.


Bertarido is not dead. He has returned in disguise and, hiding in a grove which contains his own memorial, erected by Grimoaldo, he witnesses an unpleasant scene: by taking Bertarido’s and Rodelinda’s son as hostage, Garibaldo forces Rodelinda to consent to marry Grimoaldo.


Now that Rodelinda has agreed to wed Grimoaldo, Garibaldo persuades Eduige to marry him instead. Rodelinda asks Grimoaldo either to execute her son or Garibaldo – for she cannot be both mother of the legitimate heir to the throne and wife to its usurping tyrant. Grimoaldo recoils.


Bertarido reveals himself to his sister Eduige. He tells her that he no longer wants the throne, only his wife and son. Sensing that this facilitates her own ambitions, Eduige agrees to help Bertarido to find Rodelinda. As husband and wife are joyfully reunited, Grimoaldo appears and arrests Bertarido.


Grimoaldo is now tormented by his crimes and yearns for a simpler life. While he is asleep, Garibaldo attempts to murder him, but Bertarido, who has escaped from prison, foils the attack and kills Garibaldo. In gratitude, Grimoaldo yields the throne to Bertarido and renews his vows to Eduige.



[image: ] What to listen for


As always in Handel’s operas, what should matter to an audience is not so much every twist and turn of the plot, but an awareness of the emotional states which each aria represents.


Rodelinda’s music offers a soprano a wide range of contrasting emotions, but it is Bertarido (originally a castrato role, now given to counter-tenors) who sings the single most beautiful and celebrated number in the opera, ‘Dove sei?’, as he stands by his own memorial lamenting the absence of his beloved wife. The Victorians loved this melody, and made it famous out of its operatic context as a consolatory sacred aria, with a new text and title, ‘Art thou troubled?’


Unusually among Handel’s operas, there is in Grimoaldo an important role for a tenor. It was specially written for Francesco Borosini, a popular Italian singer for whose voice Handel also adjusted the mezzo-soprano part of Sesto in Giulio Cesare.



[image: ] In performance


The opera is set in seventh-century Milan – not a period easy to represent convincingly on stage. In an attempt to escape the usual Louis XIV or XV solution, the 1998 Glyndebourne production, directed by Jean-Marie Villégier, set the opera in a vaguely Fascistic environment, doubtless inspired by the tyrannical tendencies of Grimoaldo and Garibaldo, and suggested that the opera was a satire on the psychotic folly of those who stalk the corridors of power. But Rodelinda contains none of the comedy obviously intended in Giulio Cesare and perhaps it is an opera best taken seriously, at its own face value.



[image: ] Recordings


CD: Simone Kermes (Rodelinda); Alan Curtis (cond.). Archiv


DVD: Andreas Scholl (Bertarido); Jean-Marie Villégier (dir.). NVC Arts


Ariodante




Three acts. First performed London, 1735.


Anonymous libretto





In 1734, after losing his base at the King’s Theatre, Haymarket, Handel moved to the Covent Garden Theatre (on the site of today’s Royal Opera House) and proceeded to brave the competition with Ariodante and Alcina, two spectacular operas with prominent ballet sequences in each act, designed to show off the charms and ankles of the French dancer Marie Sallé.


Based on a story-line in Ariosto’s verse epic Orlando Furioso, Ariodante is set in Edinburgh, though there is no local Scottish colour in the opera to ratify the location. The plot contains parallels to the intrigues surrounding Claudio and Hero in Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing, though it is highly unlikely that either Handel or his librettist were aware of them.
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Ginevra, daughter of the King of Scotland, is happily betrothed to the wandering knight Ariodante. But Polinesso, Duke of Albany, is determined that he shall be the one to marry Ginevra and ascend the throne. He enlists the help of her infatuated lady-in-waiting Dalinda in a scheme designed to disillusion Ariodante, persuading Dalinda to dress up as Ginevra and enter his bedroom. Ariodante witnesses this apparent adultery and leaves the court in despair. The king rejects his daughter as a harlot, and Ginevra faints away at the news that Ariodante has killed himself.


But Ariodante secretly returns to the court and rescues Dalinda from assassins sent by Polinesso, who wishes to be rid of her. A grateful Dalinda explains the deception to Ariodante, who presents himself before the king to fight for Ginevra’s honour. Polinesso is killed, and the lovers are reunited.



[image: ] What to listen for


Originally written for a castrato, the title role has over the last thirty years become a great vehicle for star mezzosopranos such as Janet Baker, Tatyana Troyanos, Ann Murray, Anne-Sofie von Otter, Lorraine Hunt Lieberson and Joyce DiDonato. Alongside coloratura showpieces such as ‘Con l’ali di costanza’ and ‘Dopo notte’ with its two-octave scale, the part also contains one of Handel’s most intense and moving inspirations, ‘Scherza, infida’, sung in Act II as Ariodante reflects on Ginevra’s apparent betrayal. Here is an aria which not only tests a singer’s ability to sustain a smooth line, but also offers a wonderful opportunity to show how, by colouring and decoration, the repeated melodic material can be made to chart an emotional journey.






[image: ] In performance


A relatively simple plot, without subsidiary strands, makes this one of the most immediately enjoyable of Handel operas. ENO’s production, directed by David Alden and designed by Ian MacNeil, presented the piece in a decaying baroque palace. At the back sat a small picture-frame space within which the characters’ inner thoughts were dramatized; the flamboyant costumes mixed Renaissance and baroque styles.



[image: ] Recordings


CD: Joyce DiDonato (Ariodante); Alan Curtis (cond.). Virgin Classics


Alcina




Three acts. First performed London, 1735.


Anonymous libretto





Handel’s second opera for Covent Garden, like its predecessor Ariodante, is a lavish affair, drawn from an episode of Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso and rich in opportunities for both spectacular stage effects and dance sequences. The latter were provided as a vehicle for Covent Garden’s star attraction, the French ballerina Marie Sallé. But her appearance as Cupid in Alcina was disastrous – her male admirers did not care to see her dressed as a boy, and their booing and hissing forced her to leave Covent Garden for ever. For a later revival of the opera, Handel cut the dance music and today it is rarely included at length. Those who find the second and third acts somewhat long-winded will be interested to know that Handel also sanctioned cuts in these acts.


A contemporary review held Alcina to be ‘a beautiful and instructive allegory’, designed to prove that ‘neither the Council of Friends, nor the example of others … can stop the giddy head-strong Youth from the Chase of imaginary or fleeting Pleasures’.
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The enchantress Alcina lures men to her beautiful magic island and its magnificent palace. Once she wearies of her victims’ amorous attentions, she transforms them into rocks, trees or animals. As the opera opens, she has fallen in love with the knight Ruggiero, who under her spell has become equally infatuated and forgotten his betrothed Bradamante. Disguised as Ricciardo, Bradamante arrives on the island in the company of her wise old tutor Melisso with the aim of rescuing Ruggiero from Alcina’s spell.


Alcina’s sister Morgana encounters Bradamante–Ricciardo and falls in love with ‘him’. Morgana’s lover Oronte, the commander of Alcina’s army, is appalled, and in revenge tells Ruggiero about Alcina’s sorcery, fabricating a story that she is now in love with ‘Ricciardo’. Bradamante reveals her true identity to Ruggiero, but he does not believe her, assuming this is a ploy by ‘Ricciardo’ to hide his love for Alcina.


But Melisso enlightens Ruggiero as to the extent of Alcina’s trickery, and Ruggiero prepares to flee the island with Bradamante, whose true identity he now acknowledges. Morgana reports back to Alcina, who jealously summons her evil spirits to thwart Ruggiero’s escape, but they refuse to obey her and she mourns the loss of her magical powers.


Alcina confronts Ruggiero, and pleads with him to return to her; when he refuses, she vows revenge. But Morgana is rejected by Oronte, who joins forces with Ruggiero and Bradamante to defeat Alcina, smashing the urn which holds the source of her magical power.


Alcina and Morgana vanish and her enchanted lovers are transformed back to human shape amid general rejoicing.



[image: ] What to listen for


Alcina is both heroine and anti-heroine of this opera – a woman gripped by hopeless love and a ruthless sorceress who will stop at nothing to get what she wants. Handel seems more than half in love with her himself: at least, he provided her with some of his most rapturously and lushly beautiful soprano arias – in Act I, the gently seductive ‘Sì, son quella’; in Act II, the lament ‘Ah! mio cor’ and ‘Mi restano le lagrime’, as well as the nervously intense ‘Ombre pallide’, a dramatic invocation of infernal powers which do not respond. Some interpreters of the role, Joan Sutherland included, have also appropriated Morgana’s ‘Tornami a vagheggiar’, a coloratura showstopper (with a melody taken from an earlier cantata) which ends Act I. There is justification for this inasmuch as Handel himself allocated Alcina the aria in a revival which recast Morgana as a mezzo-soprano. The role of Alcina lies extremely high, and most sopranos today prefer to sing it at the original lower baroque pitch.


The role of Ruggiero was written for Giovanni Carestini, the castrato who sang Ariodante, and their arias are similar in several respects. ‘Verdi prati’, an aria in Act II in which Ruggiero celebrates the beauties of Alcina’s island, shows Handel at his most warmly lyrical – Carestini complained that it failed to show off his virtuosity, much to the composer’s disgust. As if to compensate, ‘Stà nell’Ircana’ is rousingly brilliant, with duetting horns providing a whooping accompaniment. Today, the role is sung by a mezzo-soprano.


Handel inserted the minor role of Oberto into the opera at a late stage of rehearsal as a way of incorporating the talents of a boy treble called William Savage. Today, Oberto is sung by a soprano, or cut altogether.



[image: ] In performance


Franco Zeffirelli’s 1960 staging of Alcina – primarily mounted as a vehicle for the vocal talents of Joan Sutherland in the title role – was much criticized for the fussy splendour of its faux-baroque sets and costumes as well as the cuts, transpositions and alterations freely made by the conductor Richard Bonynge. But Zeffirelli’s approach was true to the extravagance of the original 1735 performances, and for all its inauthenticity,  the subsequent Sutherland and Bonynge recording brought the great beauties of the score to wider public notice. More recent productions, such as Robert Carsen’s at the Paris Opéra (with Renée Fleming in the title role) and Jossi Wieler’s and Sergio Morabito’s at the Stuttgart State Opera, have interpreted the story in terms of modern sexual obsessions, bringing a surrealist flavour to the fantasy in the plot.


At ENO, David McVicar’s staging appeared to pick up on a remark made by one of Handel’s lady friends after she watched him conducting a rehearsal of this opera; ‘whilst Mr Handel was playing his part, I could not help thinking him a necromancer in the midst of his own enchantments’. At ENO, Alcina’s magic was not controlled by a wand but her singing voice, and the urn which contained her power was represented by a bust of Handel.


At the Vienna State Opera, Adrian Noble transformed Alcina (Anja Harteros) into the colourful and seductive real-life eighteenth-century aristocrat Georgiana Cavendish, Duchess of Devonshire, presenting the opera as a play which she is acting together with her friends, on a stage within a stage.



[image: ] Recordings


CD: Joyce DiDonato (Alcina); Alan Curtis (cond.). Archiv DVD: Anja Harteros (Alcina); Adrian Noble (dir.). Arthaus



Serse (Xerxes)




Three acts. First performed London, 1738.


Anonymous libretto





Handel came close to mental and physical breakdown in 1737, the result of overwork and the stress of keeping the Covent Garden Opera alive against competition from the King’s Theatre, Haymarket. Serse is the result of his convalescence, and responds to the vogue for satirizing the excesses of the Italian opera style, provoked by John Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera and John Lampe’s pantomime The Dragon of Wantley: Serse is shorter and more wryly comic than the operas Handel was writing three years previously.


Yet despite the presence in the title role of the sensational castrato Gaetano Caffarelli, Serse was unsuccessful. Perhaps audiences wanted opera to be either outright burlesque or the traditional recipe, and the tone of Serse is more subtle than that.


In the twentieth century, however, Serse has become one of Handel’s most popular and frequently performed operas – partly because it is relatively easy to cast and sing, and partly because of ‘Ombra mai fù’, sung by Serse at the opening of the opera and commonly featured on lists of the World’s Best Tunes as ‘Handel’s Largo’. The manuscript score is actually marked ‘Larghetto’, indicating that Handel did not wish the melody to proceed at the funereal pace at which church organists customarily play it.


The libretto is very loosely based on an episode of Herodotus’ Histories, as elaborated by other contemporary Italian opera librettos.
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Serse, the flamboyant and tyrannical King of Persia, loves Romilda, daughter of Ariodate, commander of the Persian army. Serse asks his brother Arsamene to inform Romilda of his infatuation, but Arsamene is in love with Romilda himself and refuses to help. The situation is complicated by Romilda’s sister Atalanta, who is in love with Arsamene. Atalanta resolves to clear the field by encouraging Arsamene’s suit, but Serse banishes him.


A foreign princess, Amastre, is betrothed to Serse. Unable to bear separation from him, she disguises herself as a soldier and fights in Ariodate’s army. When she discovers Serse’s passion for Romilda, she, too, vows revenge.


Atalanta schemes to persuade Romilda that Arsamene is unfaithful, but Romilda remains steadfast. Serse inspects a new bridge across the Hellespont which will allow him to invade Europe, but its collapse in a violent storm humiliates him. He persuades Romilda’s father Ariodate to agree that she should be married to a royal prince and orders Arsamene’s execution. Arsamene believes Romilda to have betrayed him, but Ariodate, misreading the identity of the ‘royal prince’, marries Romilda to Arsamene. Serse is furious when he discovers this, but when Amastre steps forward and reveals herself, he has no alternative but to marry her instead.



[image: ] What to listen for


This is one of Handel’s most concise operas, marking a move away from the full-scale heroic da capo aria and the introduction of shorter, more simple strophic arias. Although the score is high-spirited and inventive, it contains several ‘borrowings’, if not outright plagiarisms, from other composers – evidence that Handel’s energies were low at the time of composition. The castrato role of Serse is sung today by mezzo-sopranos, although no modern singers can match the incredible feats of breath control that the castrati could achieve and some notes have to be eliminated in order to give an ordinary mortal the chance to inhale. On the other hand, the role of Arsamene, originally taken by a female soprano, is now usually assigned to a counter-tenor in order to widen the spectrum of vocal colour.


Characterization in the opera is sharp, and even the scheming Atalanta is allowed a poignant aria, ‘Voi me dite’, which suggests her vulnerability.



[image: ] In performance


Nicholas Hytner’s production for ENO, designed by David Fielding, is rated as one of the great modern stagings of Handel. Set in an eighteenth-century pleasure garden, it suggested that the opera was a satire on sophisticated London of the 1730s, without ever allowing the witty visual jokes and allusions (including a hilarious miniature version of the bridge across the Hellespont) to swamp the characters or their emotional dilemmas.






[image: ] Recordings


CD: Anne-Sofie von Otter (Serse); William Christie (cond.). Virgin Veritas


DVD: Ann Murray (Serse); Nicholas Hytner (dir.). Arthaus Musik


Semele




Three acts. First performed London, 1744.


Libretto by William Congreve





The master of Restoration comedy William Congreve wrote the libretto in 1705 for an opera in English composed by John Eccles, but because of the sudden fashion for imported Italian opera, this version was not performed until 1972. In 1743, however, Handel adapted Congreve’s libretto, turning it into something closer in form to the English oratorios (like Messiah and Samson) he was writing at the time than to the Italian operas of the 1720s and 1730s which had now gone out of fashion. The first performance of Semele was presented in concert form, without scenery or costumes, but because it had a saucy mythological plot rather than the sacred biblical subject common to oratorio, it seems to have baffled the audience, and it is only in the last thirty years that its charms have been widely appreciated.
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Cadmus, King of Thebes prepares to marry his dazzling daughter Semele to Prince Athamas. But Semele is hesitant, as she is secretly in love with Jupiter, king of the gods, who has visited her in mortal disguise, and it is Semele’s sister Ino who truly loves Athamas. Semele is carried off to Olympus by Jupiter disguised as an eagle and is set up as his mistress, much to the disgust of Jupiter’s vengeful wife Juno, who enlists the help of Somnus, god of sleep.


Armed with Somnus’s magic, Juno disguises herself as Ino and presents Semele with a mirror which tricks Semele into falling in love with her own beauty. Juno–Ino then advises Semele to have Jupiter make love to her in godlike form rather than his mortal disguise – a sight which will confer immortality on whoever witnesses it. Semele thinks this is a fine idea, and when Jupiter returns, she rejects his amorous advances until he promises to give her whatever she demands. He agrees, and she asks him to take her in his godlike form. Jupiter is horrified, but she refuses to accept anything less, and Semele is duly destroyed by the burning radiance of Jupiter’s true form. Juno is delighted.


Ino and Athamas marry with Jupiter’s blessing, and Apollo announces that Bacchus, the god of wine and pleasure, will rise from Semele’s ashes.



[image: ] What to listen for


Because Semele owes so much to the form of the oratorio, the chorus plays a much larger role here than in any other Handel opera. But it is Semele who dominates the show – it is a dream role for every first-rate light soprano with good looks and the ability to act flirtatious (Kathleen Battle, Valerie Masterson and Rosemary Joshua among them). The arias become more difficult as the opera progresses, the trickiest being the ‘Mirror’ aria, ‘Myself I shall adore’: this contains sequences of rising triplets which only the most technically adept manage to execute in perfectly even rhythm. The final ‘No, no, I’ll take no less’ involves some fiendishly long runs, some of them lying very low in an otherwise bright and high role – sopranos often use their freedom to ornament to take the music to a more comfortable area further up the stave!


The role of Jupiter demands a tenor who can provide both an effortlessly sweet legato for ‘Where’er you walk’ and vigorous coloratura for his other arias – most singers tend to be markedly better at one or the other. The roles of Juno and Ino are often doubled by the same mezzo-soprano: Juno’s ‘Iris, hence away’ is a show-stopper.






[image: ] In performance


John Copley’s 1982 production at Covent Garden is one of many which presents this opera in lavish baroque style, with designs that echo the great murals and frescos of Tiepolo or Boucher; Robert Carsen’s 1996 production, first seen in Aixen-Provence, treats it more as a cynical modern sex comedy, with Semele as a vain little gold-digger who gets her comeuppance at the hands of a vicious suburban housewife.



[image: ] Recordings


CD: Rosemary Joshua (Semele); Christian Curnyn (cond.). Chandos


DVD: Cecilia Bartoli (Semele); Robert Carsen (dir.). Decca



















Christoph Willibald von Gluck (1714–87)


Orfeo ed Euridice (Orpheus and Eurydice)







Three acts. Italian version first performed Vienna, 1762.


Libretto by Ranieri de Calzabigi.


French version first performed Paris, 1774.


Libretto by Pierre-Louis Moline





The first of Gluck’s so-called ‘Reform’ operas, in which a classical simplicity and nobility, of both music and plot, replace the extravagance and complexities of opera seria. It exists in various forms. The first version, with an Italian libretto, was written for the contralto castrato Gaetano Guadagni; this was revised for a soprano castrato in 1769. In 1774, Gluck revised the opera again for a French text, transposing the title role for a haut-contre tenor, roughly comparable to a modern counter-tenor, and adding new material which included extended ballet sequences. Further minor adaptations were made after Gluck’s death, and in 1859 Berlioz made a full-scale consolidation of the best of the French and Italian versions, rewriting the title role for the mezzo-soprano Pauline Viardot but keeping the French text.


Another important edition, conflating the Italian versions, which became standard until the 1970s, was made by the publishers Ricordi in 1889: it conflates the Italian versions. The majority of modern performances are of the Italian version, but Berlioz’s edition has lately come back into fashion. Both counter-tenors and mezzo-sopranos covet the role of Orfeo– Orphée, and baritones such as Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau have attempted it too.
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Orfeo (Orpheus) and his friends mourn the death of his wife Euridice. When he resolves to descend into Hades to seek her out, the god Amor tells him that if he can calm the spirits of the dead with his lyre, he will be able to return to the living world with Euridice – on condition that he does not look at her on the journey back.


Orfeo braves the horrors of Hades, and wins over the Furies who guard its portals with his music. He finds Euridice in the Elysian Fields. As he leads her back to earth, she becomes increasingly agitated by his refusal to look at her. Eventually, Orfeo can resist her imprecations no longer – he turns round, and Euridice dies.


Orfeo resolves to kill himself, until Amor appears to inform him that the gods think that Orfeo has given proof enough of his fidelity. Euridice is restored to life, and the opera concludes with rejoicing.



[image: ] What to listen for


What makes Orfeo so radical and so important to the development of the art-form is (a) its elimination of harpsichordaccompanied recitative in favour of a stronger and more expressive dramatic declamation, reinforced by the orchestra; (b) the abandonment of the heavily ornamented da capo aria which dominated the Italian opera seria of Handel, Vivaldi and others; and (c) the prominence of the chorus.


Nobody is certain whether Gluck wrote Orfeo’s heroically virtuoso aria at the end of Act I or not, though he certainly sanctioned its inclusion in the French version. It represents a throwback to the opera seria style, and purists consider it to be out of keeping with the rest of the opera, but it undoubtedly makes a strong climax to the scene and it is hard not to prefer it to the cursory and unmemorable ending of the original Italian version.


The most famous number in the score is ‘Che farò senza Euridice?’ or ‘J’ai perdu mon Eurydice’ (translated as ‘What is life to me without thee?’ in the version recorded by Kathleen Ferrier) – a miraculously simple tune in a major key which conveys the full force of Orfeo’s loss without rhetorical exaggeration. Equally remarkable is Orfeo’s impassioned dialogue with the Furies at the beginning of Act II – a passage typical of Gluck’s delight in alternating solo and choral voices – and Orfeo’s rapturous aria ‘Che puro ciel’/‘Quel nouveau ciel’, in which the warmth and radiance of the Elysian Fields shines through the vocal line with its sundappled oboe accompaniment.



[image: ] In performance


Orfeo provides a great role for mezzo-sopranos from Kathleen Ferrier to Shirley Verrett, Janet Baker and Anne-Sofie von Otter as well as counter-tenors such as Jochen Kowalski and David Daniels – the challenge being not so much any vocal hurdle as the realization of the character’s emotional journey. Kowalski was famous for playing the role as a burnt-out rock star, his harp a guitar, in a hard-hitting production by Harry Kupfer.


The opera has also attracted several distinguished modern choreographers, including Pina Bausch, Mark Morris, Lucinda Childs and Trisha Brown, for whom the opera is as much something to be danced as it is to be sung, with varying degrees of integration.



[image: ] Recordings


CD: Bernarda Fink (Orfeo); René Jacobs (cond.). Harmonia Mundi


DVD: Janet Baker (Orfeo); Peter Hall (dir.). Kultur


Alceste




Three acts. Italian version first performed Vienna, 1767.


Libretto by Ranieri de Calzabigi.


French version first performed Paris, 1776.


Libretto by Marie-François Roullet





The second of Gluck’s ‘Reform’ operas, Alceste also exists, like Orfeo ed Euridice, in substantially differing versions. The first, written to an Italian text, has now been almost entirely supplanted by the 1776 French version which has the advantage of presenting the figures of Alceste and Admete in depth and focus, and the disadvantage of the tiresome figure of Hercules, whose ‘comic’ intrusion at the climax of the tragedy seems to modern audiences both implausible and inappropriate. The Italian version contains longer, grander choruses and a simpler happy ending, effected by the appearance of Apollo, restoring Alceste to life.


The libretto is drawn from the tragedy by Euripides.



[image: ] Plot


Admete, King of Thessaly lies gravely ill, and through his oracle the god Apollo makes it known that he must die unless he can find someone else to die in his place. His wife Alceste resolves to make this terrible sacrifice.


Admete recovers, but is appalled to hear what Alceste has promised without his consent. Alceste will not relent. She bids farewell to her beloved children. Admete begs the gods to take him instead. In vain – Alceste crosses into the realms of death. The tragedy is unexpectedly resolved by the bluff strong-man Hercules, who is passing through Thessaly. When he hears what has happened, he uses his superhuman strength to bring Alceste back from Hades, reuniting her with Admete. The people of Thessaly rejoice.



[image: ] What to listen for


One of the most moving of all eighteenth-century operas, Alceste is coloured by a pall of doom and despair which doesn’t lift until Hercules makes his incongruous appearance. Its style has a solemn purity, devoid of all extraneous ornament or effect. Compared to Handel’s operas, Alceste moves with seamless continuity and clarity, charged with dramatic recitative (accompanied by the full orchestra, rather than a harpsichord or cello) out of which grow powerful arias (‘Divinités du Styx’, sung by Alceste at the end of Act I, being the most celebrated) and an overwhelming emotional intensity.






[image: ] In performance


Alceste can’t be messed about with – its drama is too austere for fanciful directorial interpretation to add anything of value, and most productions opt for a conventional neo-classical setting of temples and togas. Robert Wilson’s staging – seen in Chicago and Paris – aimed at a more radical stylization, with abstract settings and the singers, austerely clad in black, confined to a minimal choreography of gesture and movement. Despite these restrictions, both Jessye Norman and Anne-Sofie von Otter have given memorable performances in the title role. Among other great interpreters of Alceste are Kirsten Flagstad, Maria Callas, Julia Varady and Janet Baker.



[image: ] Recordings


CD: Anne-Sofie von Otter (Alceste); John Eliot Gardiner (cond.). Philips


DVD: Anne-Sofie von Otter (Alceste); Robert Wilson (dir.). EMI Classics


Iphigénie en Tauride




Four acts. First performed Paris, 1779.


Libretto by Nicolas-François Guillard





Drawn, like Alceste, from a tragedy by Euripides, Iphigénie en Tauride is widely considered Gluck’s masterpiece. It followed five years after Iphigénie en Aulide, which treats of an earlier episode in the character’s mythological life and revolves, like Alceste, around the question of a human sacrifice demanded by the gods. Iphigénie en Tauride is even more concentrated, eliminating the long ballets-divertissements that were a great feature of the French style of the time and integrating both dancers and chorus into the main action. There are no obvious set-pieces in Iphigénie en Tauride – for sheer dramatic fluency and depth of characterization, there are few operas to match it.






[image: ] Plot


Iphigénie is a Greek priestess, daughter of Agamemnon and Clytemnestre, sent by the goddess Diana to the island of Tauris, where she is forced to sacrifice human beings on her altar. Unknown to her, her brother Oreste has killed their mother Clytemnestre in revenge for her murder of Agamemnon.


As the opera opens, Iphigénie beg the gods to calm a terrible storm. She despairs – in a dream, she has seen herself about to kill her brother Oreste. Thoas, King of the Scythians, is terrified by an oracle which commands him to sacrifice any stranger who lands on the island or to face death himself. Oreste and his friend Pylade are washed up on the island by the storm and Thoas duly condemns them to death.


Oreste is consumed with guilt, both on account of his murder of Clytemnestre and for the plight in which he has put the loyal Pylade. The Furies hound Oreste. Iphigénie confronts Oreste, but they do not recognize each other. Oreste tells her the story of the deaths of Agamemnon and Clytemnestre and pretends that the assassin Oreste then killed himself.


Iphigénie cannot understand the pity she feels for the nameless man. She resolves to release him and sacrifice only Pylade. But Oreste begs to die in Pylade’s place; reluctantly, Iphigénie agrees and Pylade is set free.


As Iphigénie is about to slit Oreste’s throat, he accidentally reveals his true identity. Iphigénie throws down the sacrificial knife and embraces her long-lost brother. But Thoas appears in fury at Iphigénie’s evasions: as he is about to kill Oreste himself, Pylade returns with soldiers and in the ensuing battle, Thoas is killed.


Only the intervention of the goddess Diana stops the bloodshed: she decrees that Oreste and Iphigénie will return to reign in Greece.






[image: ] What to listen for


A score so taut and continuously coherent that one cannot talk of its ‘highlights’. Note, however, the economy of orchestration (trombones accompanying the arrival of the Furies, the oboe echoing and enhancing the wretchedness of Iphigénie’s aria, ‘O malheureuse Iphigénie’, in Act II) and the use of poundingly insistent rhythmic pulsion to indicate situations of dramatic terror and urgency.


Mozart’s Don Giovanni, Berlioz’s Les Troyens and Wagner’s Lohengrin are only three of the many operas to emulate Iphigénie’s solemn tragic grandeur and sense of the sublime.



[image: ] In performance


A famous and much-travelled production, conceived in 1974 by the choreographer Pina Bausch for the Tanztheater Wuppertal, used Gluck’s 1781 German version of the opera: the action was entirely danced, with the singers performing off-stage. For WNO, Patrice Caurier and Moshe Leiser created a memorably grim, vaguely modern setting, with Tauris interpreted as a bombed-out war zone, stricken by fear and deprivation. Iphigénie en Tauride is too austere and serious to be widely popular, but no true opera lover should miss a chance of experiencing the tremendous impact it exerts in a good performance.



[image: ] Recording


CD: Diana Montague (Iphigénie); John Eliot Gardiner (cond.). Philips
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