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S U M M A R Y

Part O n e ,  " " V e r i s m o ” in Italian Opera: A H i s t orical
Perspective", provides an overview of Italian operatic activity 
between the years 1890 and 1920 inclusive and is subdivided 
into four c h a p t e r s  w h i c h  follow a r o u g h l y  c h r o n o logical 
sequence.

Chapter One, Cavalleria" and the Preceding Decade", covers 
the period 1380 to 1890 and describes the fortunes of the two 
principal music publishers, Ricordi and Sonzogno. T h e  first and 
second Sonzogno competitions are outlined in detail together 
with their importance in stimulating interest within the ranks 
of the younger Italian composers, leading eventually to the 
appearance of Pietro Mascagni's pioneering work, "Cavalleria 
r ustioana". C o n t e m p o r a r y  critical reaction to the opera is 
chronicled a n d  the r e a s o n s  for its s u c cess fully analysed  
(two interesting precursors, "Mariska" and "Mala Fasqua?” are 
also described).

Chapter Two, "Towards a Definition of "Verismo"", shows the 
extent of the gulf b e t w e e n  literary and operatic realism and 
examines contemporary attitudes to the question. T h e  lack of any 
artistic m a n i f e s t o  for the m o v e m e n t  is attributed to the 
unwillingness or even inability of its main practitioners (both 
c o m p osers and librettists) to formulate one, despite isolated 
attempts s u c h  as the "Pagliacci" p r o l o g u e . UIt imately any 
definition must take into account the evidence of the libretti 
themselves together with the influence of contemporary literary 
trends and the artistic proclivities of individual librettists, 
and the remainder of the chapter examines these factors in some 
detail, arriving at a final profile of a typical "verista" opera 
of the "Cavalleria" mould to which w e  m ay apply the generic term 
"verismo pure".

C h a p t e r  T h r e e ,  " G r o w t h  a n d  Consolidation: 1 8 9 0 — 96",
demonstrates the extent to which Sonzogno capitalized on the 
immense success of "Cavalleria” and chronicles the methods used 
to promote "verismo pure" as a viable operatic commodity. A 
chronological profile of the principal composers and works of
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the "giovane scuola" is a c c o m p a n i e d  by an account of the 
Ricordi-Sonzogno rivalry, and the chapter concludes with an 
examination of the various factors w h i c h  led to a temporary 
abatement in "verismo pure" opera production.

Ch a p t e r  F o u r , "Diversification and Decline; 1897 — 1920", 
describes h o w  "verismo pure", despite being fragmented into a 
series of closely allied genres (each of which is examined and 
c o m m e n t e d  upon), enjoyed several revivals in the first t w o  
decades of the twentieth century, n one of which could arrest 
the d o w n w a r d  trend in the fortunes of C a s a  Sonzogno. T h e  
eventual demise of the m o v e m e n t  (circa 1918) is therefore due 
as m u c h  to insufficient editorial promotion as to the changing 
tastes of post—war Italian audiences.

Part Two, ""Verismo pure"; A Structural Analysis", outlines 
in four chapters the basic fra m e w o r k  of a typical libretto of 
the genre. T h e  introduction presents a cross-section of twelve 
works which will be extensively analysed and commented upon in 
the ensuing discussion, giving reasons for their choice together 
with short plot summaries.

Chapter One, "Character Patterns", shows h o w  the prevailing 
ethos of "verismo pure" can be interpreted in a D u r kheimian 
light and isolates three mai n  character — types; the Rebel, the 
Traditionalist and the Victim, each of which is examined both 
individually and collectively within the context of the sample 
operas. T h e  concept of a "central core" consisting of these 
three figures is introduced, and a model of dramatic development 
proposed in w h i c h  a tripartite progression from Characters 
through Contracts to Conflicts provides the mainspring of the 
on-stage action (expressed o t h e r w i s e , the "central core" of 
Rebel— Traditionalist — Victim is held together by a complex w e b  
of contractual obligations which, w h e n  broken, form the basis 
for immediate conflict).

Chapter Two, "Contractual Patterns", examines the various 
kinds of agreements m a d e  between the Rebel, Traditionalist and 
Victim, and classifies them under two main headings; Moral and 
Legal Obligations (these are once again defined in Durkheimian 
terms). T h e  labels Primary and S e c o n d a r y  are t hen used to 
d e s c r i b e  the n a r r a t i v e  i m p o r t a n c e  of s u c h  c o n t r a c t u a l
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obligations (broadly s p e a k i n g  P r i m a r i e s  o o o u r  o n — stage. 
Secondaries off-stage). Three phases in contract development are 
isolated; Initiations, B r e a k s  a n d  Reinforcements, with e a c h  
permutation (e.g.Primary Contract Reinforcements of the Moral 
variety) being fully analysed with reference to the s a m p l e  
operas.

Chapter Three, "Conflict Patterns", demonstrates h o w  the 
breaking of contractual obligations eventually leads to acts of 
violence w h i c h  both expiate the crime committed and restore 
social equilibrium. T h r e e  types of oonf lict are d e s c r i b e d  
(Mental, Verbal and Physical) j these form various Primary and 
Secondary combinations which are then annotated and documented. 
One major conclusion arrived at concerns the relative importance 
of violence in "verismc pure", w h i c h  is s h o w n  to h a v e  b e e n  
grossly exaggerated by previous commentators.

Chapter Four, "Dramatic Structure", brings together the 
constituent elements of the genre (namely Characters, Contracts 
and Conflicts) and s h o w s  h o w  these coalesce into one dramatic 
entity within the libretto. A linear approach is adopted; the 
s a m p l e  w o r k s  are first a n a l y s e d  following the traditional 
Exposition— D e velopment-Climax model which is further refined by 
the addition of w h a t  are termed Subsidiary Forces (Catalysts, 
Stabilizers, D i v ine, Societal / E n v i r o n m e n t a l ,  M e n t a l  a n d  
Miscellaneous Forces ; these are given either a Positive or 
Negative polarity depending on whether they decrease or increase 
t e n s i o n  w i t h i n  the libretto). E a c h  s a m p l e  o p e r a  is n o w  
graphically depicted as a series of interactive structural 
devices w h o s e  cumulative dramatic effect ca n  be precisely 
m e a s u r e d .  T h e  o u t c o m e  of s u c h  an analysis is to s h o w  a 
remarkable degree of similarity in both narrative techniques 
a nd dramatic intensity b e t w e e n  otherwise dissimilar works.

Part T h r e e , "Italian O p e r a  P r o d u c t i o n ,  1 8 9 0 -  19 2 0; A 
Statistical S u r v e y "  cent ains details of all p e r f o r m e d  a n d  
unperformed Italian operas (i.e.those set to original Italian 
libretti) by both Italian and foreign composers and librettists 
either staged or completed during the period 1 January 1890 to 
3 1 D e c e m b e r  1920 (almost 900 w o r k s  in all). D ata h as b e e n  
tabulated by computer under the following headings (full details 
of each are to be found in Part Three, together with a more
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e x t e n s i v e  s u m m a r y  of the overall a i m s  of the volume): —

<1> Section One;— Master Catalogue.

<2) Section Two;- Composer Catalogue.

(3> Section Three;- Librettist Catalogue.

(4) Section Four:— Source Catalogue.

<5) Section Five;- Genre Catalogue.

(6) Section Six;— General Chronology.

(?) Section Seven;— Act Analysis.

<8) Section Eight;- Statistical Analysis.

T w o  further sections list a general bibliography for the 
entire thesis t o g e t h e r  w i t h  technical information on the 
methods used to compile Fart Three.

<vii>



PREFACE

Xti 1893 the French soprano E m m a  Calve w as invited to Covent 
Garden to sing in Mascagni's opera "Cavalleria rustioana” . T h e  
"Musical Times", commenting on her performance, declared that 
"in her hands Santussa became what the Americans would call a 
"live woman", with all the passion of the South throbbing at her 
heart". Not surprisingly, the production (which also starred the 
famous Spanish tenor Francesco Vignas) scored a genuine, if 
somewhat inevitable success. What could not be predicted w a s  a 
request from Q u e e n  Victoria that the same artists should give, 
in her presence, a further performance of the w o r k  at Windsor 
Castle. It w o uld s e e m  that the Q u e e n  w a s  enraptured by the 
o p e r a ; p r e v e n t e d  f r o m  c l a p p i n g  by C o u r t  etiquette, s h e  
nevertheless showed her appreciation by presenting each member 
of the c o m p a n y  w i t h  a signed p h o t o g r a p h  of herself as a 
souvenir.

W h a t  kind of work, then, could captivate the serious, dour 
Empress of India, w h o  had never gone to the opera since the 
death of Prince Albert? Mascagni's masterpiece is of course 
widely k n o w n  as the inaugurator of "verismo", that most elusive 
of operatic terms. In the English speaking world the label has 
b e e n  used in a rather glib and often disparaging m a n n e r  to 
describe the s u m  total of all Italian opera produced during 
the three decades following the premiere of "Cavalleria" in 
1890. T h e  entire production of Puccini, Mascagni, Alfano, Cilea, 
Leoncavallo, Giordano, Catalani, Montemezzi, Fr anchetti a nd  
Zandonai is often herded together and summarily described as 
"verismo". These same composers (with the exception of Puccini) 
are dismissed as "one opera m e n "  w h o  produced little else of 
artistic w o r t h . " V e r i s m o " itself h a s  b e e n  denigrated as a 
trivial and vacuous attempt to present the sordid realities of 
life in a highly sensational and obscenely violent manner. But 
amongst all this w h e r e  is the subtle evocation and pathos of 
Puccini's "La boheme", the historical melodrama of Giordano’s 
"Andrea Ch^nier", or the exotic mysticism of Mascagni's "Iris"? 
Is the opera w h i c h  Q u e e n  Victoria found so compelling to be 
described (to quote one prominent commentator) as "violent,
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bloody and unappetizing"?

T h e  situation is further complicated by the presence of a 
large body of critics (both past and present) for w h o m  "verismo" 
has a purely musical significance: broad, expansive "ariosi", 
extensive doubling of the strings, harsh modulations, lavish use 
of the tremolo, diminished seventh, Wagnerian "leitmotiv" and 
syncopated rhythms, coupled with a certain fondness for the 
brass (used to great effect in the "PonchieIlian peroration", 
a term coined by Mcsco Carner to describe the final, tumultuous 
reprise by the entire orchestra of the main tune of the opera; 
examples occur in both "Pagliacci" and "Tosoa"). "La Gioconda" 
thus becomes the pioneering work of Italian musical "verismo", 
and Ponohielli its progenitor. T h e r e  is no reason to doubt the 
validity of this assertion, provided w e  distinguish clearly 
between music and dramaturgy; nevertheless for m a n y  critics the 
two are inseparable, with the result that Hugo's historical 
m e l o drama and Verge's Sicilian tragedy b e c o m e  unlikely b e d 
fellows, sharing little else but a passing musical resemblance.

T h e  purpose of the present study is therefore to establish
with a certain degree of precision exactly what is meant by the 
t erm " v e r i s m o " . Italian critics s u c h  as Gavazzeni, M o r  ini, 
Grossetto and Ceiletti have all done m u c h  valuable work on the 
subject, but inevitably their studies focus attention on Puccini, 
Mascagni and Giordano, to the detriment of Leoncavallo, Tasca, 
Spinelli and a host of others. W h e n  one considers that the period 
1890— 1920 s a w  the production of some nine hundred n e w  Italian 
op e r a s  by over five h u n d r e d  c o m p o s e r s  a n d  four h u n d r e d  
librettists, such omissions are wholly understandable. Part O n e  
seeks to remedy this by presenting a comprehensive picture of all 
aspects of the contemporary Italian operatic scene. "Verismo" and 
its various offshoots are defined and c o m m e n t e d  upon within a 
broadly chronological framework encompassing the years 1890 to 
1920 (fuller definitions of the individual genres are given in 
Part Three). M y  only concession has been to disregard the music 
of these operas, in order to allow a fuller examination of the 
literary m e r  it s of their libretti ; a d a n g e r o u s  step to take, 
given the nature of the art-form (in the perfect opera, music and 
words form an indivisible artistic entity), but one which I feel 
m a y  be justified by the belief that the m u s i c i a n  is only
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qualified to c o m m e n t  on  music, a n d  the m a n  of letters on  
literature; since opera is an amalgam of both, only the greatest 
of critics ca n  p r e s u m e  to p a s s  j u d g e m e n t  o n  e a c h  count. 
Unfortunately " v e r i s m o "  h as b e e n  unlucky in its choice of 
chroniclers ; indeed the majority of commentators, English or

1Italian, h a v e  b e e n  musicians first and foremost, with little 
interest in literary matters; in reversing this trend I hope to 
shed n e w  light on the libretti themselves. That they are worthy 
of c o n s i d e r a t i o n  is b e y o n d  doubt; in 1897, L e o n o a v a l l o ' s  
"Pagliacci” w a s  stripped of its music and performed with great

4success on the straight stage (surely the best possible test of 
a libretto’s dramatic effectiveness).

Part T w o  of the thesis centres u p o n  p e r h a p s  the m o s t  
important of the various "verismo" genres outlined in Part One, 
namely "verismo pure", and submits twelve sample operas to a

■irigorous structural analysis. I have chosen this particular type 
of opera because its main features are precisely those w h i c h  
have been widely misunderstood and misrepresented by generations 
of critics: contemporary lower-class settings, short one or two 
act scenarios, o n  — stage violence culminating in d e a t h  or 
suicide, and so forth. M y  analysis attempts to s h o w  that far 
from being simplistic, crude representations of the most sordid 
aspects of everyday reality, "verismo puro" w a s  in essence a 
rigidly structured and perfectly balanced art form w h o s e  main 
objective was the generation of tension and suspense amongst the 
audience rather than the desire to shock and horrify. V i ewed 
in this perspective, the genre em e r g e s  not as s o m e  operatic 
"chronique scandaleuse" but as a genuine attempt to entertain 
the masses. T h e  unashamedly populist aims of the m o v e m e n t  are 
hardly surprising w h e n  w e  consider that for the Italians opera 
has always been a pleasurable diversion o pen to all, and not 
some sacred duty shared by an elite group of afficionados (this 
dissimilarity explains to a great extent the hostility of m a n y  
Anglo-Saxon critics). "Verismo puro" flourished as long as the 
Italian public found it convenient to attend the opera-houses 
for their w e e k l y  diet of entertainment; with the advent of 
cinematography the grand gestures and untrammelled emotions of 
the vet is t ic stage w e r e  transferred to the silent s c r e e n  ; 
in 1917 Mascagni writes the score for "Rapsodia satanica", one 
of the m a n y  melodramatic effusions of the contemporary Italian
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film industry, and suddenly operatic realism is buried forever, 
replaced by the inexorable eye of the camera lens, a victim of 
its ow n  success. ■!

Part Three, the final volume of the thesis, is to be regarded 
as a series of interrelated appendices w h i c h  give an global 
picture of all n e w  Italian operas produced during the period 
1890 — 1920 <a fuller description of format, aims and objectives 
is given both in the S u m m a r y  and in the individual appendix 
prefaces). As in the case of Parts O n e  and T w o  no previous 
study of this kind has ever b e e n  attempted; while individual 
items of information have been culled from standard sources the

;roverall analysis is entirely original. Although Fart T h r e e  is 
to be regarded as an integral part of the thesis it m a y  be 
consulted independently from it, and furthermore avoids the 
proliferation of footnotes within the text itself Inevitably 
there are gaps in the documentation of individual operas which 
only further research c a n  fill (unfortunately the c o m p l e t e  
destruction of the S o n z o g n o  archives by an Allied air-raid 
d u r i n g  W o r l d  W a r  T w o  h a s  r e n d e r e d  this task w e l l - n i g h  
impossible); nevertheless, I feel that enough has been included 
to form an adequate picture of one of the most productive eras 
in the history of Italian opera.

?
Finally I w o u l d  like to a d d  m y  voice to t h o s e  of t w o  

influential Italian critics: Gianandrea Gavazzeni, w h o  in his 
book "Trent'anni di musica" (Milan, 1958) urges "una revisions 
di tutto intero il teatro musicale veristico” and Angiola Maria 
Bcnisconti, w h o  in her excellent article on Mascagni in the 
"Enciclopedia dello Spettacolo" appeals for "una critica sgombra 
dal pregiudizio sia dell'esaltazione sia della demclizione".
More than a quarter of a century has passed since those words

•I
were written, and precious little has appeared; correspondingly 
the likelihood of a revival of interest in operatic "verismo" 
still s e e m s  all too remote. If the present study can help to 
r e m e d y  this sad situation, t h e n  it will h a v e  a c h i e v e d  its

4':purpose.

■EOctober 1964 R e m o  Lorenzo Nannetti
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P A R T  O N E

“ V e r i s T O o "  in I t a l i a n  O p e r a  

A H i s t o r i c a l  P e r s p e c t i v e



C H A P T E R  O N E

C a v a l l e r i a "  a n d  t h e  P r e c e d i n g  D e c a d e

I



"Thaxilcs to the two great and enterprising Italian publishing 
firms of Sonzogno and Ricordi, to the multiplicity of suitable 
theatres, and to the artists always available for an average, if 
not for a "brilliant" ensemble, Italian oomposers of lyric drama 
enjoy for the production of their works exceptional and most 
enviable advantages. " It w a s  in this w a y  that the "Musical 
Times’*  ̂ c o m m e n t e d  on the facility with w h i c h  opera oould be 
produced in Italy; the occasion w a s  a review of Bttore Ferosi’s 
"Adriana Lecouvreur" <1869; Genoa, Teatro Paganini), a w o r k  
w h i c h  c o m i n g  at the e n d  of a d e c a d e  signalled by artistic 
achievement of the highest level (we need only mention Verdi’s 
"Otello") seemed to point to a lack of genuine inspiration and 
vitality amongst the second rank of Italian composers. Despite 
the dearth of true operatic talent, however, Italian theatres 
continued to flourish. "Le Ménestrel", a French music journal 
of the period, reported the results of a recent survey w h i c h  
indicated the existence of some forty—nine opera-houses on the 
Italian peninsula, not taking into account a further ten w h i c h  
catered exclusively for operetta.^ S u c h  statistics, w h e n  v i e w e d  
in relation to comparative figures from other European countries, 
s h o w  Italy to h a v e  b e e n  well a h e a d  in the field of opera 
production. T h i s  felicitous state of affairs h a d  b e e n  the 
result of i n t e n s e  rivalry b e t w e e n  Italy’s leading m u s i c  
publishers, Giulio Ricordi and Edoardo Sonzogno. Indeed, had it 
not been for the struggle for supremacy between these two men, 
Italian opera production in the period under question w o u l d  
have been seriously curtailed.
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Ricordi’s firm (founded in 1808) h a d  m a d e  its n a m e  by 
publishing the works of Rossini; from 1834 onwards an agreement 
w i t h  the N e a p o l i t a n  p u b l i s h e r s  Girard a n d  F a b b r i o a t o r e  
(together w i t h  the impresario E d o a r d o  Guillaume) e n s u r e d  
publishing rights to the o p e r a s  of Bellini, Donizetti a n d  
Meroadante. Giulio Ricordi’s grandfather, Giovanni Ricordi, had 
also b e e n  fortunate e n o u g h  to publish the operas of Verdi, 
w h i c h  p r o v i d e d  t h e  fir m  w i t h  a v i r t u a l  m o n o p o l y  of 
n i n e teenth — century Italian opera production. T h e  d e ath of 
Giovanni in 1853 w a s  followed by the succession of his son Tito 
to the m anagement of the firm. A prolonged period of expansion 
n o w  took place, with the acquisition by Casa Ricordi of the 
smaller publishing firms of Clausetti and Del M o n a c o  in Naples 
and Guidi in Florence, culminating in the merger with Casa Lucca 
in 1888 (a m o v e  w h i c h  secured the W a g n e r  copyright). N e w  
printing techniques w e r e  n o w  introduced, a n d  facilities for 
colour lithography included in the N u e v o  Opifioio Ricordi, a 
larger and m o r e  m o d e r n  printing works w h i c h  opened in April 
1884. With Tito’s death four years later control of the firm 
passed to his son Giulio, w h o  up until then had led a varied 
existence as "bersagliere", writer, musician a nd painter, as 
befitting a former m e m b e r  of the Milanese Scapigliatura. This 
cultured background meant that Giulio w a s  well— qualified to deal 
with both the musical and dramaturgical sides of opera. His 
friendship with Boito, Giacosa, Illioa and m a n y  others from the 
days of the Scapigliatura ensured that he w a s  kept constantly 
in touch with current literary developments. In addition, he 
h a d  the good fortune to acquire the rights to Fuocini’s ’’Le 
villi’* in 1884 (thereby establishing a lifelong friendship with 
the c o m p o s e r ) , a n d  w a s  also responsible for publishing the 
works of Alfredo Catalani. But by the beginning of the 1880’s 
his firm h a d  b e e n  forced to a c k n o wledge the existence of a 
rapidly expanding rival: this w a s  Edoardo Sonzogno, w h o  n o w  
began to challenge Ricordi’s quasi—monopoly.

Casa Sonzogno had been founded by Giovanni Battista Sonzogno 
at the end of the eighteenth century, thus anticipating Ricordi 
by s ome fifteen to twenty years. T h e  firm rapidly established 
itself not in the field of music publication, but in journalism 
with the appearance of **I1 Secolo’* in 1866, a newspaper w h i c h 
following its foundation by Edoardo Sonzogno (who had taken
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over m a n a g e m e n t  of the firm in 1661 from his father Lorenzo) 
had rapidly b e c o m e  the most popular in Italy. In addition to 
its journalistic activities,* C a s a  S o n z o g n o  w a s  also p r o m i n e n t  
in the field of book publishing, being the first Italian firm 
firm to introduce cheap editions of novels and plays — a m o v e  
designed to cater for the rapidly expanding market in popular 
literature.^ But despite substantial s u c c e s s  in this sector, 
S o n z o g n o  looked with s o m e  e n v y  u p o n  the lucrative musical 
interests of Casa Ricordi, and determined to capture a slice 
of this particular market. T h e  m a n  w h o  helped him to achieve 
this w a s  A m i n t o r e  Galli, m u s i c  critic of "II Secolo", w h o m  
So n z o g n o  appointed as musical director in 1874. Within two 
years Galli h a d  acquired rights to a considerable n u m b e r  of 
operas by French c o m p o s e r s  such as Auber, Leoooq, T h o m a s ,  
Halevy, A d a m ,  Berlioz, Gounod, Saint-Saëns, M a s s e n e t  and a 
host of minor figures (including Bizet, w h o s e  " C a r m e n "  w a s  to 
be produced by Sonzogno in 1879; a move which, as w e  shall see,
w a s  to have tremendous artistic repercussions), But Galli, in
concentrating his efforts on  bringing to Italy the masterpieces 
of the French lyric stage, did not however neglect those Italian 
composers over w h o m  Ricordi had not yet cast his net. T h e s e  
included Bottesini, Giovannini, Montuoro, Usiglio, Platania, and 
A u t e r  i - M a n z o c c h i ;  all figures of the s e c o n d  rank, w h o s e
artistic careers had been totally overshadowed by the dominant
g e n i u s  of V e r d i  a n d  t h e  g r e a t e r  p o p u l a r i t y  of Boito, 
Ponchielli, G o m e s  a n d  M a r c h e t t i . W h e n  w e  consider that in 
addition to these n a m e s  Ricordi also possessed exclusive rights 
to the w o r k s  of R o s s i n i , Donizetti a n d  Bellini (in s h ort 
anything of artistic worth in nineteenth— century Italian opera 
production) it is hardly surprising that Galli should h a v e  
focussed his attention on foreign oomposers.

T h e  depth and quality of this repertory w a s  the most obvious 
barrier to S o n z o g n o ’s plans for expansion; mor e o v e r ,  the 
appearance in the Ricordi camp of promising n e w c o m e r s  such as 
Franchetti, Catalani and Puccini seemed to herald the emergence 
of a successor to V e rdi. It w a s  in this unsettled atmosphere 
that Sonzogno and Galli decided that n e w  operatic talent had to 
be found. If not, Ricordi would remain in complete control of 
Italy’s n u m e r o u s  o p e r a - h o u s e s ,  since e n f o r c e m e n t  of the 
copyright laws could lead to a w o r k  being w i t h d r a w n  at the



discretion of its publisher <in effect this m e a n t  that Ricordi 
could threaten to blacklist theatres w h i c h  staged S o n z o g n o  
works). T o  combat this, the resourceful Galli had the ingenious 
idea of holding an opera competition in order to supplement his 
firm’s meagre Italian holdings.

T h e  first announcement of the "Coneorso Sonzogno" w as given 
in the April 1883 edition of ’’II T e a t r o  illustrate". T h e  
competition w a s  to be limited to those composers whose work had 
previously remained unpublished, and a one — act restriction on 
length w a s  imposed (an administrative requirement designed to 
facilitate j u d g e m e n t  of the w o r k s )  T h e  closing date for 
delivery of manuscripts w a s  fixed for 31 December of the same 
year, by which time twenty-eight sccres had been received. T h e  
o p e r a s  w e r e  t h e n  a s s e s s e d  by a p a nel consisting of the 
composers Ponchielli, Platania and Dominioeti, the conductor 
Franco Faccio a n d  Galli himself. ( A m ongst the entrants w a s  
Puccini, w h o s e  ’’Le villi" w a s  eventually rejected because of 
the a p p a r e n t  illegibility of the score.) T h e  rules of the 
competition prescribed that the two most praiseworthy w o r k s  
should be produced simultaneously, with the Milanese public 
being left to proclaim the w i n n e r  This resulted in the t wo 
prize-winning operas, Luigi Malpelli's " A n n a  e Gualberto" and 
Guglielmo Zuelli’s "La fata del nord", being given consecutively 
at the Teatro Manzoni in Milan on 4 M a y  1884. T h e  verdict of 
the audience w a s  that Zuelli’s work should be awarded the first 
prize of 2,008 lire.

Meanwhile Ricordi had been keeping a very close eye on his 
rival’s activities, w i t h  t h e  result that h e  n o w  m a d e  a 
substantial offer to Zuelli for his opera a nd suc c e e d e d  in 
acquiring it, thus robbing Sonzogno of a potential n e w  talent 
and indeed the "raison d ’etre" of the entire competition. Such 
s h a r p  practice w a s  by n o  m e a n s  u n c o m m o n  in the h i ghly 
competitive world of Milanese publishing, and the following 
y e a r s  w o u l d  see an  escalation of the Ricordi — S o n z o g n o  
oonf lict.* In addit ion to t h e  loss of " L a  fata del n o rd", 
Sonzogno w a s  dismayed to hear that Puccini’s "Le villi” had 
achieved a spectacular success at the Teatro dal V e r m e  on 31 
May, just twenty-seven days after the dual premieres of "La fata 
del nord" and "Anna e Gualberto". What w a s  more galling w as the
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fact that o n c e  again his rival h a d  m o v e d  in to sign op a 
p r o m i s i n g  n e w c o m e r ;  o n  8 J u n e ,  the " G a zzetta m u s i c a l e ” 
a n n o u n c e d  that "Le villi" had been acquired by Casa Ricordi, 
with the y o u n g  c o m p o s e r  being a w a r d e d  a c o m m i s s i o n  for a 
further opera to be set once again to a Fontana libretto and 
p r o d u c e d  at La Soala. F urthermore, Puccini w a s  gr a n t e d  a 
m o n t h l y  a l l o w a n c e  to facilitate w o r k  o n  this n e w  project

T h e  loss of Puccini to the Ricordi c a m p  w a s  undoubtedly a 
great blow to Sonzogno. Moreover, the great success of "Le 
villi" h ad brought into question the c o m p e t e n c e  of the jury 
s e l e c t e d  for the " C o n e o r s o " ,  t h e r e b y  e m b a r r a s s i n g  b o t h  
p u b l i s h e r  a n d  m u s i c i a n s  w h o  h a d  t a k e n  part. R i c o r d i  
subsequently capitalized on this "faux pas" by advertising "Le 
villi" as the opera which had neither "received a prize nor an 
honourable mention in the recent "Coneorso Sonzogno"", thus 
publicizing his n e w  acquistion at the e x p e n s e  of his rival's 
professional reputation. It would be four years before Sonzogno 
organized another competition, a n d  m e a n w h i l e  he  struggled 
against the superior p o w e r  a n d  resources of C a s a  Ricordi. 
O p e r a t i c  p r o d u c t i o n  c o n t i n u e d  to s h o w  a m o d e s t ,  if 
unspectacular increase; 1665 s aw the production of twenty—eight 
n e w  o p e r a s  a n d  ope r e t t a s  by Italian c o m p o s e r s ,  a n d  t he  
following year "Le Ménestrel” estimated that in the space of 
eighteen years (i.e. from 1868 to 1886) no less than 650 n e w  
operas h a d  b e e n  p r o d u c e d  on  the Italian stage (an annual 
average of some thirty-six premieres).^ Furthermore, these figures 
did not take into account the numerous works which had already 
been oompleted and w e r e  awaiting production. T h e  March 1866 
edition of the “Musical T i m e s "  likened Italian opera to "a 
species of m u s h r o o m  growth . . . not to reckon those that are
composed but never performed, the number of which must be very 
considerable".^ A n  additional perspective is provided by the 
J u n e  edition of the Italian m u sic m a g a z i n e  "II T r o v a t o r e " , 
which published a survey showing that Italy currently possessed 
s o m e  1,399 theatres suitable for the production of both opera 
and drama.*

With such lavish resources at their disposal, the future of 
Italian composers s e e m e d  assured. But from 1887 o n w a r d s  the 
bubble b e gan to burst, with m a n y  o p e r a -houses and theatres
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being forced to close their doors. By  the e n d  of 1886 the 
situation had grown more serious, with the sale of the Teatro 
R o s s i n i  in F l o r e n c e  (it w a s  s u b s e q u e n t l y  t u r n e d  into a 
reading-room) and the demolition of the Teatro Balbo in Turin 
(to m a k e  w a y  for m o r e  profitable building speculations). T h e s e  
two examples mirror the general trend; even the larger, m o r e  
financially secure houses suoh as La Soala began to economize 
by cutting back on the a m o unts spent on n e w  productions. In 
1888 Alberto Franchetti t h r e a t e n e d  to w i t h d r a w  his opera 
"Asrael" from the management of this same theatre (where it w a s  
about to receive its Milanese premiere) because of the refusal 
of t h e  d i r e c t o r s  to s t a g e  t h e  w o r k  in t h e  g r a n d i o s e ,  
spectacular m a n n e r  to w h ich the composer felt it w a s  entitled. 
T h e  opera eventually w e n t  a h ead as planned, although s o m e  
observers suspected that in his anxiety for "Asrael" to be a 
success Franchetti h ad himself contributed to the production 
costs (he w a s  unique a m o n g s t  Italian c o m p o s e r s  in being a 
m i l l i o n n a i r e ,  h i s  f a m i l y  h a v i n g  c l o s e  ties w i t h  t h e  
R o t h s c h i l d s )  . B u t  f e w  o o u l d  f o l l o w  his e x a m p l e ,  a n d  
o p e r a - h o u s e s  c o n t i n u e d  to find t h e m s e l v e s  in financial 
difficulties. As  a result artistic s t a n d a r d s  d r o p p e d  a n d  
receipts w e r e  correspondingly lower T o  illustrate this, the 
Febru a r y  188 9 edition of "Le Mén e s t r e l "  published figures 
relating to the c o m b i n e d  takings of four of the principal 
theatres in R o m e  (two of which were exclusively opera-houses) 
on one particular evening during the current season. O n  this 
occasion these h a d  a m o u n t e d  to no  m o r e  than 3,000 francs, 
w h i c h  the m a g a z i n e  d i s m i s s e d  w i t h  a p e r f u n c t o r y  " C * e s t 
maigre I" *

This serious financial crisis did not go unnoticed by the 
government. In October 1888 the Italian premier, Francesco 
Crispi, sent the composer and conductor Edoardo Nasoheroni on a 
fact-finding tour of G e r m a n  opera-houses, with instructions to 
acquaint himself with production and m a n a g e m e n t  techniques in 
that country. Mascheroni returned full of praise for the G e r m a n  
system, w h i c h  he hailed as infinitely superior to its Italian 
equi v a l e n t . But despite this initiative, little w a s  d o n e  to 
loosen the financial strait jacket in w h i c h  Italian opera n o w  
found itself. In some opera-houses a change of m a n a g e m e n t  took 
place, with directors either resigning or being voted out on



charges ranging from sheer inefficiency to embezzlement and 
misappropriation of funds. Amongst the n e w c omers were m e n  like 
F r a n c h e t t i ,  w h o  in S e p t e m b e r  18 8 9 m a d e  a bid for the 
directorship of the Teatro Costanzi in R o m e  Furthermore, the 
upheavals in management were n o w  accompanied by growing unrest 
in the rank and file. July 1889 had seen the establishment of a 
"Confederazione teatrale” - a trade union designed to safeguard 
not only the interests of musicians, artists a n d  all those 
involved in opera production but also composers themselves, w h o  
wer e  as m u c h  in danger from the ruthlessness of impresarios, 
theatre—managers and publishers as their colleagues within the 
opera-house.

It w a s  in this atmosphere of anxiety, unrest and financial 
un c e r tainty that S o n z o g n o  d e c i d e d  to a n n o u n c e  a s e c o n d  
"Coneorso** in the July 1888 edition of "II Teatro illustrato", 
Manuscripts w e r e  to be submitted by 30 M a y  1889, with the 
results scheduled for D e c e m b e r . In all seventy— three scores 
w e r e  received, a n d  these w e r e  j u d g e d  by a m u s i c a l  p a n e l 
consisting of Marchetti, Sgambati, D *Arcais a n d  Galli. T h e  
rules of the competition stipulated that the judges shou l d 
select three operas, e a c h  of w h i c h  w a s  to be performed in 
public; the winner would thus be chosen by a largely impartial 
a u d i e n c e . O n  this occasion, however, a separate panel w a s  
formed to judge the literary qualities of the libretti; a step 
w h i c h  s h o w s  the increasing a w a r e n e s s  within Italian musical 
circles of the importance of dramatic effect within an opera, 
and one which reflects the influence of pioneers such as Vagner 
a n d  Berlioz. T h e  p a n e l  c o n s i s t e d  of the d r a m a t i s t  P a o l o  
Ferrari, the poet a n d  librettist A n t o n i o  G hislanzcni (the 
author of the libretto of "Aida"), and Felioe Cavallotti, the 
left-wing poet and playwright.** T h e  first prize w a s  3,000 lire, 
a monthly salary and exclusive rights to the opera for a period 
of two and a half years. By the end of 1889 the two separate 
p a n e I s  h a d  r e a c h e d  a verdict. T h r e e  o p e r a s  h a d  b e e n  
shortlisted: Vi n c e n z o  Ferroni’s "Rudello", Nicola Spinelli's 
"Labilia", and Pietro Mascagni's "Cavalleria rustioana", but 
there h a d  b e e n  considerable d i s a g r e e m e n t  over their final 
placing, and it w a s  agreed that the public should be the final 
arbiter (The r u n n e r s — up included M a r c o  Enrico Bossi's "La 
leggenda umana", A r m a n d o  Seppilli's "Andrea di Francia" and I
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Umberto Giordano’s "Marina" ) In March 1890 Sonzogno announced 
these results a nd revealed that the p r e mieres of the first 
three prize — winning w o r k s  w o uld take place not at Milan, as 
had been expected, but at the Teatro Costanzi in Rome. (The 
r e a s o n  for this w a s  that La Scala w a s  due to close in the 
middle of April, and Leopoldo Mugnone, the principal conductor, 
had suggested that the operas be produced in Rome, to w h i c h  
Sonzogno agreed.) However, the final choice of venue m a y  not 
entirely have been due to the closure of La Scala; by deciding 
to stage the three w o r k s  in the Italian capital, S o n z o g n o  
lessened the risk of interference by his rival, w h o  seven years 
earlier had appropriated "La fata del nord".

T h e  first of the premieres, that of Spinelli’s "Labilia", 
took place on ? M a y  and met with a good reception. T o  ensure 
that all three works were judged as fairly as possible Sonzogno 
had engaged the same cast for each opera, choosing the soprano 
G e m m a  Bellincioni, the tenor Roberto Stagne and the conductor 
Leopoldo M u g n o n e .  T h e  decision to cast Bellincioni w a s  an 
especially felicitous one; at this stage in her career she had 
gained a considerable reputation for the realism of her acting, 
and in an age w h e r e  the "larger than life" gestures of Sarah 
Bernhardt and her imitators were held to be the most sublime 
e xpression of their i n n e r m o s t  emotions, Bellincioni* s vivid 
acting seemed more direct and spontaneous than that of her more 
illustrious colleague.** H o w e v e r  Spinelli’s opera did not provide 
h e r  w i t h  a n  a d e q u a t e  v e h i c l e  in w h i c h  to d i s p l a y  h e r  
considerable talents, and there w a s  some doubt as to whether 
the work had achieved a genuine success.

"Labilia” w a s  followed on the fifteenth of the m o n t h  by 
M a s c a g n i ’s "Cavalleria rusticana". T h e  libretto w a s  fay two of 
t h e  c o m p o s e r ’s f r i e n d s ,  G u i d o  M e n a s c i  a n d  G i o v a n n i  
Targioni— Tozzetti, and w a s  based on a Verga play of the s a m e  
n a m e  dating from 1884. T h e  transition from play to libretto w a s  
an easy one for M a s c a g n i ’s librettists. V e r g e ’s original w a s  
a l r e a d y  e x t r e m e l y  s h o r t  in l e n g t h , c o n s i s t i n g  of n i n e  
uninterrupted "scene" ; all Menasci and Targioni—Tozzetti had to 
do w a s  a d d  s e v e r a l  e p i s o d e s  of local colour ( a dialect 
serenade, the o p e n i n g  p e a s a n t s ’ chorus, Alfio’s song, the 
Easter h y m n  a n d  T u r i d d u ’s "brindisi"), eliminate such minor
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cliar&otecs a» Lo Zio Brasi, Comare Camilla, La Zia Filoména and 
Pipussa (together with the two "carabinieri” w h o  eventually 
arrest Alfio>, an d  limit the extent of Lola's involvement in 
the plot, thereby focussing attention on the central conflict 
between Tuciddu and Santuxxa. These modifications ensured that 
V e rge’s play lost nothing of its immediacy (a quality inherited 
from the original short story); indeed, some commentators were 
to declare that the libretto w a s  a distinct i m p r ovement over 
both, insofar as Menasoi and Targioni— Toxxetti had provided 
that m o d i c u m  of theatricality perhaps lacking in the Sicilian 
writer’s sober, s o m e w h a t  bald style. In retrospect it is hardly 
surprising that Mascagni’s work should be given one of the most 
enthusiastic we l c o m e s  in the history of opera. Despite a less 
than c r o w d e d  audi t o r i u m , "Cavalieria rusticana" caught the 
im a g i n a t i o n  of the a u d i e n c e . Carlo Gatti ha s  left a vivid 
recollection of the scene w h i c h  fully conveys the excitement 
generated by Mascagni’s opera;

11 pubblioo vuole e rivuole al proscenia il compositore che 
appare, tr ascinato per m a n o  da loro, r inf ago t tat o in u n  
m e s o h i n c  vestituccio, m a g r o  in volte, con la barbetta a 
punt a p smarrito dinansi alio sventolio di man !  che gridano 
in platea, nei palchi e nelle gallerie e che sembra che non 
vogliano piu staccarsi da lui; intimorito come chi non crede 
ai propri occhi e teme di doversi svegliare da un sogno di 
paradiso.1%

Several years after the premiere Mascagni w a s  to look back on 
this m o s t  m e m o r a b l e  of o c c asions with fond r e m e m b r a n c e ;  
"Rivedo quel teatro Costanxi pieno soltantc a m e  ta per la prima 
r app resent ax i o n e , rivedo, dope le ultime concit ate battute 
dell’orchestra tutte quelle braccia del pubblioo alxate in aria 
e gesticolanti come se volessero minaociarmi, e risento nell’anima 
I’eco di quelle grida che quasi mi atterrivano".^^ M a s c a g n i  h a d  
be c o m e  overnight the most famous operatic composer in Italy, 
second only to Verdi w h o  on hearing "Cavalleria" was to declare; 
"Ora posso morire contento - c ’̂  chi continua degnamente I'opera 
italiana in musica” .̂^
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T h e  m o m e n t o u s  triumph accorded to Mas c a g n i ’s masterpiece 
ensured a hostile reception for the third prize-winning opera, 
Ferroni’s "Rudello", given on 28 May. As Gatti comments, "Quasi 
n e s s u n o  in teatro, fiacchi applausi, scarsi elogi dei critici 
de i giornali. O g n i  sforzo per rianimare il " R u d e l l o ” sara 
vano” .̂  ̂ After the t u r b u l e n t  realism of "Cavalleria", w i t h  
its forceful d e p i c t i o n  of love, j e a l o u s y  a n d  hate, th e  
subject — matter of Ferroni’s opera (the life of the Provencal 
troubadour Jaufr^ Rudel) must have seemed the most extreme of 
anticlimaxes.

For Sonsogno, the n e w s  of Mascagni’s great success provided 
a prestigious conclusion to his m u c h  maligned competition. T h e  
three works had slotted easily into their respective positions; 
"Cavalleria" a clear w i n n e r , with "Labilia” a respectable if 
uninspired second and "Rudello" an unlucky third. T h e  publisher 
h a d  also b e e n  fortunate in the quality of the r u n n e r s - u p  ; 
amongst them Giordano (at twenty — three, the youngest entrant), 
w h o s e  opera "Marina ’’ h a d  elicited this m o s t  perceptive of 
c o m m e n t s  from Filippo Marchetti, a m e m b e r  of the jury and one 
of Italy’s most respected composers: " Q u a n d o  si oomincia cosT,
si arriva molto bene".^^ A l t h o u g h  G i o r d a n o ’s w o r k  only took 
sixth place, Sonsogno had gained a valuable n e w  talent which, 
given time, w o u l d  reap considerable benefits for his firm.

Let us r e t u r n  for t he m o m e n t  to M a s c a g n i .  W i t h  f e w  
exceptions, the R o m a n  press had been unanimous in its praise of 
"Cavalleria", but it r e m a i n e d  to be s e e n  if s u b s e q u e n t  
productions in the north of Italy, where audiences tended to be 
less impulsive and m o r e  critical than the ebullient R o m a n s ,  
would confirm the presence of a n e w  and revolutionary figure on 
the Italian musical s c e n e . Inevitably "Cavalleria", to the 
delight of both Mascagni and Sonsogno, continued to generate 
excitement and elicit admiration all over I t a l y T h e  rising tide 
of " M a s c a g n i s m o "  h a d  b e g u n . A l r e a d y  m a n y  critics w e r e  
proclaiming the Livornese maestro as Verdi's true successor ; 
Puccini a n d  Catalan!, b o t h  of w h o m  h a d  aspired  to this 
position, w e r e  n o w  thrust firmly into the background, and 
Ricordi, with both composers under contract, must have felt a 
certain degree of u n e a s e  at the prospect of Casa S o n s o g n o  
reaping the profits of what n o w  appeared to be a resurgence of
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interest in m o d e r n  Italian opera. Mascagni’s ’’Cavalleria*’ w a s  
furthermore a truly national work, and critics w e r e  quick to 
point out that Puccini’s ”Le villi’* and ’’Edgar’’, together with 
Catalani’s ’’E d m e a "  and ’’Lcreley", o w e d  m u c h  to late G e r m a n  
Romanticism, with its morbid interest in superstition and the 
supernatural; such operas, it w a s  argued, w e r e  too heavy and 
turgid for the Italian stage. Pranchetti’s ’’Asrael’*, with its 
T e u t o n i c  m y s t i c i s m  a n d  religious overtones, w a s  likewise 
c o n d e m n e d  on  account of its excessive length a n d  fatuous 
grandiloquence. A m o n g s t  such c o m p a n y  ’’Cavalleria rusticana’’ 
seemed like a breath of fresh air, a truly original w o r k  w h i c h  
o w e d  little to outside influences, and w a s  recognised at once 
as possessing a n e w  vitality and conciseness of form w h i c h  
hitherto had been lacking. Audiences all over Italy n o w  began 
to reject the over — inflated, verbose style of W a g n e r i a n  opera 
w h i c h  certain critics h a d  proclaimed to be the "ne plus ultra*’ 
of lyric drama production; ’’Cavalleria’’ offered t h e m  a w e l c o m e  
a nd long — overdue change, with its fast— moving plot and total 
lack of superfluity. Indeed, for m a n y  critics M a s c a g n i  w a s  
"I’italianissimo genic", a n e w  and vibrant personality w h o  had 
freed Italian opera from the shackles of Wagnerian pomposity. 
T h e r e  still remained, however, a substantial body of opinion 
for w h o m  the works of the Bayreuth master scaled the heights of 
musical an d  dramatic perfection. Observed from such a lofty 
stand-point, M a s c a g n i ’s little opera s e e m e d  dw a r f e d  by the 
artistic colossus of " T h e  Ring", and Italian Wagnerites w e r e  
quick to condemn "Cavalleria" as little more than a novelty, an 
insignificant curiosity w h o s e  pretensions to greatness w e r e  
laughable w h e n  v i e w e d  in relation to W a g n e r i a n  g r a n d e u r .

A m o n g  c o n t e m p o r a r y  Italian c o m p o s e r s  to challenge the 
validity of Ma s c a g n i ’s w o r k  w a s  Filippo d e m e n t i ,  w h o s e  opera 
"La pellegrina" received a successful premiere at the Teatro 
C o m u n a l e  in B o l o g n a  o n  Id N o v e m b e r  1890. W a g n e r i a n  in 
treatment, the work achieved twenty-five curtain calls, and the 
critic I . Valett a, in an  e n t h u s i a s t i c  review, s u m m e d  u p  
C l e m e n t !  as " u n  série m a e s t r o  che d i mes tra per la s c e n a  
attitudini n o n  comuni, che precede con grande oosoiensa, e che 
ha un err ore per il volgare’’.̂* T h e s e  w o r d s , c l e a r l y  a i m e d  
at Mascagni, s h o w  quite conclusively the distaste felt by m a n y  
critics, and, far from diminishing, support for W a g n e r  w o uld
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continue to increase in Italian musical circles. In 1891 a 
"Societa Riocardo Wagner" w a s  formed in Turin for the purpose 
of "pr o m o t i n g  the cultivation of W a g n e r ’s m u s i c  in Italy". 
Within a m o n t h  of being founded, the society had no  less than 
550 m e m b e r s .  T h e  following year the Milanese journal "La 
F e r s e veransa" o p e n e d  a n e w  c o l u m n  entitled "La G e r m a n i a  
musicale" u n der the editorship of Eugenio Pirani, a fervent 
Wagnerian whose opposition to Mascagni n o w  found a convenient 
and powerful sounding-board.^* But despite t h e s e  attacks, the 
success of "Cavalleria” continued unabated, as more and m o r e  
impresarios and theatres began to realize that here w a s  a work 
w h i c h  could be staged far m o r e  easily and cheaply than the 
longer, m o r e  verbose operas w h i c h  h a d  previously b e e n  the 
fashion.*®

It w a s  not only the W a g n e r i a n  tradition w h i c h  felt itself 
threatened; that other operatic monster, the "grand opera" so 
beloved of Parisian audiences w a s  n e w  under attack. T h e  sheer 
length of the genre, with its m a s s i v e  choruses, obligatory 
ballets, five or six-act scenarios, and spectacular and costly 
"mises—en-scene" seemed superfluous and unwieldy w h e n  compared 
with the brevity of "Cavalleria” . French grand opera, w h i c h  
through works such as A u b e r ’s "La Muette de Fortici" (1828), 
Rossini’s "Guillaume Tell" (1829), H a l e v y ’s "La Juive" <1835) 
and Meyerbeer’s "Robert le Diable" <1831) and "Les Huguenots" 
(1836) had greatly impressed Verdi and his contemporaries, n o w  
became a thing of the past, an operatic dinosaur w h o s e  natural 
habitat w a s  the marble and onyx expanses of the Palais Gamier. 
Verdi himself had realized, during the writing of "Les Ve'pres 
siciliennes" and " D o n  Carlos’” (both commissioned by the Paris 
Opera), h o w  stifling the formal constraints i m p o s e d  by the 
genre could be; in a letter dating from 1854, he states that "a 
w o r k  for the Opera is e n o u g h  to stun a bull Five h o u r s  of 
music. Phew!" ** S o m e  e l e v e n  y e a r s  later, he w a s  to reject 
"King Lear" in favour of " D o n  Carlos", with the c o m m e n t  that 
’’magnifioent t h o u g h  it was, it w o u l d  hardly be spectacular 
enough for Parisian taste". ̂

V e r d i ’s dislike of " g r a n d  o p e r a "  is therefore clearly 
documented, and explains to a certain extent w h y  he w e l c o m e d  
Mascagni’s initiative. His entry into the debate silenced m a n y
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critics for w h o m  " C a v a l l e r i a "  w a s  a p r e p o s t e r o u s  a n d  
insufferable break with tradition. Verdi argued otherwise; in 
an illuminating interview with a Professor Ehrlich (published 
in the "Berliner Tagebiatt") the veteran composer summarized 
his c o l l e a g u e ’s a c h i e v e m e n t s  in t h e  f o l l o w i n g  t e r m s ;

Mascagni possesses very real talent, and he has, moreover, 
introduced an effective novelty — short operas, without 
needless accessories. T h e  mistake w e  older ones have mad e  
w a s  to think it indispensable to write long operatic pieces 
which had to fill out an entire evening. Thu s  w e  were always 
compelled to rack our brains in order to provide e n o u g h  
music to last for four hours and a half. Th e  consequence was 
the introduction of grand choruses, which had little enough 
to do wit h  the subject matter of the w o r k  in h a n d  ; of 
interpolated scenes and arias which only impeded the action. 
N o w  c o m e s  this y o u n g  composer, with his one or two — act 
operas, with his great talent and easy musical invention ; 
the action m o v e s  along uninterruptedly, and he is received 
with enthusiasm by a delighted public.**

Here Verdi stresses the importance of concision, and praises 
M a s c a g n i  for h a v i n g  o m i t t e d  s u p e r f l u o u s  detail in the 
d e v e l o p m e n t  of his plot, th e reby concentrating the action 
within a relatively short time-span. Such a technique, with its 
emphasis on brief, dramatic vignettes rather than drawn-out and 
involved situations w a s  well suited to Verge’s original. It w a s  
no longer necessary, as Verdi points out, to burden a plot with 
a profusion of extraneous detail, cleverly incorporated so as 
to lengthen the running time of the opera.

T h i s  spirited d e f e n c e  of " Cavalleria rust i c a n a "  w a s  
interpreted by m a n y  as proof that Verdi, through his approval 
of the genre, had appointed Mascagni as his successor. Despite 
the invectives of Ricordi and the Wagnerians, Sonsogno, quick 
to gain the m a x i m u m  amou n t  of publicity and prestige for his 
protege, announced that the Livornese maestro had written the 
"opera of the future", and that henceforth he would adopt the 
mantle of his distinguished predecessor. This claim must have 
been especially galling for Ricordi, w h e n  w e  consider that the
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fortunes of his firm had been largely built upon the success of 
V e r d i ’s works; n o w ,  w i t h  the old m a n ’s assertion that the

::
brevity of ’’Cavalleria*’ w a s  infinitely preferable to the 
excessive length of m u c h  R o m a n t i c  opera (with the further 
i m p l i c a t i o n  t h a t  s u c h  s u p e r f l u i t y  w a s  f o s t e r e d  by t h e  
commercial needs of publishers) the adventurous artistic policy 
of C a s a  S o n z o g n o  h a d  b e e n  fully vindicated. In this w a y  
Rioordi’s rival gained an unprecedented boost in prestige w h ich  
immeasurably strengthened the financial position of his firm.
Indeed, S o n s o g n o  w a s  s o m e w h a t  fortunate in being able to 
capitalize on the desire of the Italian public to see Verdi’s 
s u o o e s s o r  firmly e stablished; f u r t h e r m o r e ,  h e  p r e s e n t e d  
M a s c a g n i  as the first great c o m p o s e r  of a unified Italy, 
w h e r e a s  Verdi, the hero of the Risergimento, n o w  s e e m e d  to 
symbolize an  older g e n e r a t i o n  w h o s e  struggle for political 
freedom w a s  a thing of the past. For those born in the fifties 
and sixties, ’’Cavalleria rusticana*’ and its composer w e r e  the 
products of an Italy w h o s e  defiant nationalism w a s  soon to be 
m i r r o r e d  in t h e  c o l o n i a l  a d v e n t u r e s  of Crispi a n d  his 
successors. But Sonzogno, while promoting M a s c a g n i  in this 
aggressive fashion, took care to ensure that the link with 
tradition w a s  never neglected or e ven discarded; contrary to 
the assertions of Casa Ricordi and the Vagner ians, ’’Cavalleria’’ 
w a s  portrayed as the logical extension of earlier, well— loved 
operatic ideals. Far from being a complete break with the past 
it was, for S o n z o g n o  a nd his supporters, a reaffirmation of 
t h o s e  s i n g u l a r  qualities w h i c h  h a d  m a d e  Italian o p e r a  
world-famous.

H o w ,  then, w a s  the popularity of ’’Cavalleria’’ sustained?
Fart of the w o r k ’s success must inevitably be accounted for by 
the direct simplicity of the story, with its lack of sub— plots 
and secondary intrigues (Monika Lichtenfeld has desoribed it as 
being "constructed with simplicity a nd great clarity — its 
s h a r p l y  o h i s e l l e d  o u t l i n e s  are a l m o s t  like t h o s e  of a 
woodcut"),** but several other factors m u s t  also be mentioned.
T h e  first of these concerns V e r g e ’s original authorship, w h i c h  
conferred upo n  the opera a degree of literary prestige, despite 
the fact that Menasoi and Targioni— Tczzetti had omitted to seek 
the writer’s permission to adapt his work (a breach of copyright 
which led to a famous court case, eventually settled in V e rge’s
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favour).*^ S e c o n d l y ,  t h e  o p e r a  s i d e s t e p p e d  a n y  p o s s i b l e  
accusations of immorality w h i c h  could h a v e  led to censorship 
problems with the authorities. This w a s  largely due to the fact 
that the subject-matter w a s  sufficiently colourful and remote to 
escape public disapproval of the realism of its presentation; in 
other words, Italian audiences were not alienated by such a vivid 
and naturalistic approach, and acclaimed its positive rather than 
negative aspects. T o  this end the librettists had taken care to 
ensure that Turiddu’s death (as in Verge’s original) took place 
off-stage, t h e r e b y  r e m a i n i n g  faithful to the traditional 
Aristotelian precept that violent action must not be perpetrated 
in full v i e w  of the s p e c t a t o r . T h i r d l y , " C a v a l l e r i a "  w a s  
r e g a r d e d  by m a n y  as a n  operatic offshoot of theatrical 
"verismo", w h i c h  coincidentally h ad originated in Italy w ith 
the 1684 premiere of V e r g e ’s play of the same name. As with so 
m a n y  developments in Italian literature, that of "verismo" in 
the theatre originated in France, w h ere novels by Zola, Daudet 
and the Gcncourts were beginning to be adapted for the stage. 
T h e  efforts of playwrights such as Henri Becque, Andre Antoine 
and Aurelien— Francois L u g n e — Poe in promoting Naturalist d r a m a  
had borne fruit in the establishment, in Paris, of n e w  theatres 
devoted to the genre; the Theatre Libre and Theatre de l’Oeuvre 
n o w  b e c a m e  the t w i n  altars of theatrical realism, w h e r e  
dialogue, acting a n d  d e c o r  all reflected th e  o v e r r i d i n g  
preocc u p a t i o n  w i t h  "la vérité". Zola himself h a d  written a 
virtual manifesto of the m o v e m e n t  entitled "Le Naturalisme au 
theatre" (1881), while Beoq u e ’s "Les Corbeaux", which appeared 
a year later, w a s  one of the first Naturalist plays given in 
Paris. In Italy, C a p u a n a ’s influential "II teatro it aliano 
contemporaneo" (written as early as 1872) had called for greater 
realism in the t h e a t r e , a n d  following V e r g e ’s p ioneer ing 
"Cavalleria rusticana" a host of other "verista” plays n o w  
appeared. Both Verga and Capuana subsequently re-entered the 
fray, the former with "In portineria" (1865) a n d  "La lupa" 
(18 96), the latter with "Malia" (1885). A good desoription of 
the aims and objectives of the genre is given by the critic 
Ettore Capriole:

I veristi . . . si caratterizzano per il rifiuto, piu o m e n o
d e c i s o , c h e  o p p o n g o n o  a d e t e r m i n a t e  c l i c h e s  della
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drammaturgia in auge S o p p x i m o n o  anziltulto i personaggi 
moxaleggianti, frequentissimi in Ferrari come in D u m a s  fils: 
la vioenda deve parlare da sola e I’autore deve scomparire 
il piu possibile dietro gli uomini e le d o n n e  obe porta 
sulla soena. Se conclus ione c*é da trarre, che essa dériva 
dai fatti: chi scrive si limiti a pres e n t a r e  u n  dossier 
oercando di n o n  falsarne i dati e di n o n  sovrapporvi in 
alcun m o d o  le proprie personal! opinion!. In secondo luogo 
e l i m i n a n o  quei c o m o d i  p e r s o n a g g i  della o o n v e n z i o n e  
otto c e n  te sea c h e  s o n o  i confident! o , talvolta, i servi, 
utilissimi p e r c h e  il pubblioo a p p r e n d a  I'antef atto m a  
ovviamente ingiustificati nel conteste di una drammaturgia 
scientifica: anche in questo sense la storia, la "tranche de 
vie", d e v e  p a r l a r e  da  sola . . . V a  d e t t e  p e r o c h e
I’oggettivita e 1’impar zialit a s o n o , ovvi a m e n t e ,  piu c h e  
altro teoriche, che ogni autore manifesta apertamente la 
propria visione della vita, che infine é quasi totalmente 
asse n t  e . . . q u e  11 *e le m e n t  o scient if ico di der ivazione
positiviste.*^

T h e  Italian public’s familiarity with theatrical "verismo" 
e n s u r e d  that t h e y  w e r e  w e l l  p r e p a r e d  for t h e  o p e r a t i c  
equivalent; Eleonora Duse, Flavio Ando and Giovanni Grasso were 
n o w  substituted by G e m m a  Bellincioni and Roberto Stagne, w h o  
transferred to the lyric stage the same realism of acting which 
h a d  e n s u r e d  the s u c c e s s  of V e r g e ’s p l a y . T h i s  initiative 
encouraged m a n y  of their colleagues to tread a similar path, 
and those singers w h o s e  talent for dramatic improvisation had 
previously b e e n  stifled by the constraints of tradition n o w  
found a n e w  and vital m o d e  of self-expression. T h e  gradual 
emergence of this n e w  school of artists did not go unnoticed by 
Sonzogno, w h o  w a s  quick to spot and sign up a n y  promising 
talent. T h e  Milanese publisher’s success in this field must be 
attributed to the growing strength of his firm, which n o w  began 
to establish its o w n  n e t work of theatres in direct opposition 
to Ricordi. International links were opened up, with the result 
that Mascagni’s opera w a s  soon given all over the world, albeit 
to widely differing receptions. By 1891 it had been produced in 
several European countries in addition to the United States, 
w h e r e  the first performance took place in Philadelphia on 9
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September of the s a m e  year. C o m p a r e d  with the Italian press, 
international opinion w a s  rather less predictable. T h e  N e w  York 
Courier declared that ""Cavalleria rusticana" is certainly an 
over-puffed and over— praised opera, despite the evident talent 
of its composer". Dvorak, in the s a m e  paper, found the w o r k  
"lacking in originality", adding that "it w a s  clever in certain 
respects, but I would not want to hear it a g a i n " . Y e t  a n o t h e r  
American journal offered this most perceptive cf c o m m e n t s  on 
M a s c a g n i ’s masterpiece: " "Cavalleria" is as full of tricks as 
the monk e y  on a h a n d —organ. It is a trick to sing the principal 
tenor song before the curtain rises; a trick to use the ohuroh 
as a contrast to the passionate scenes before it".** S u c h  i n a n e ,  
almost ludicrous criticism w a s  very m u c h  typical of international 
reaction to the opera. T h e r e  were, of course, exceptions; the 
"Musical Times", reviewing the world premiere, praised those 
v e r y  features w h i c h  w e r e  to irritate m a n y  other foreign 
critics:

O n e  g r e a t  m e r i t  of S i g n o r  M a s c a g n i ’s o p e r a  is its 
c o n c i s e n e s s  - to wit, the fact of the libretto closely 
following V e r g e ’s play, and thus, by a rapid succession of 
dramatic incidents and contrasts, rivetting the attention of 
the audience from beginning to end . . . such is the short, 
but extremely effective, picturesque a n d  melodious w o r k  
which, by its dramatic verve and intensity of colouring has 
raised Signor Mascagni all at once from obscurity to fame 
among his countrymen.*^

T h e  "Times", commenting on the British premiere (Covent Garden, 
20 October 1891> declared that "the story is of the simplest 
and most direct order conceivable” and s u mmed up the opera as a 
"masterpiece of concentration".

Suc h  were the critical fortunes of Mascagni’s opera abroad. 
But in Italy, despite the a cclamations of bot h  public a n d  
critics, there w ere still m a n y  w h o  regarded "Cavalleria" with 
some suspicion. O n e  of the principal reservations w a s  the fact 
that an  opera w h i c h  purported to be "naturalistic" in its 
treatment of a regional subject had m a d e  little concession to 
linguistic accuracy. Menasoi and Targioni— Tczzetti were accused 
of putting into the m o u t h s  of Sicilian villagers a n  inept
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mixture of stoolc Italian o p e r a  p h r a s e s  a n d  a n a c h r o n i s t i c  
m o d e r n i s m s  u n k n o w n  to t h e  p r i m i t i v e  p e a s a n t s  of t h e  
Mezzogiorno, with the only attempt at a faithful reproduction 
of dialect being provided by a brief, introductory "Siciliana**. 
S u c h  criticisms m a y  s e e m  to be largely irrelevant, but in 
literary circles, w h e r e  formal a n d  painstaking accuracy of 
detail w a s  one of the prerequisites of Naturalism <we need only 
quote Zola’s m a m m o t h  efforts to ensure total verisimilitude 
in his novels) any pretensions that ’’Cavalleria" might have had 
to being "realistic" were scornfully dismissed.*^ But despite the 
refusal of a small sector of dedicated Naturalists to accept the 
validity of M a s c a g n i ’s approach, it w a s  generally recognized 
that the opera had revolutionized the entire concept of lyric 
drama. W e  are fortunate in having another operatic version of 
V e r g e ’s ubiquitous tale by the T o r i n e s e  c o m p o s e r  Stanislao 
Gastaldon, and this work, w h e n  compared to Mascagni’s original, 
cl e a r l y  s h o w s  t h e  e x t e n t  a n d  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of t h e s e  
innovations.

G a s t a l d o n ’s opera, entitled "Mala Pasqua!", w a s  in fact 
given prior to "Cavalleria rusticana"; if w e  are to believe 
Mascagni, both he and his colleague adopted the subject quite 
i n d e p e n d e n t l y  of e a c h  o t h e r .  G a s t a l d o n  h a d ,  like h i s  
c o m p a t r i o t ,  e n t e r e d  his w o r k  for t he s e c o n d  S o n z o g n o  
competition, but upon hearing that Mascagni had duplicated his 
efforts h e  p r o m p t l y  w i t h d r e w  a nd a r r a n g e d  to h a v e  " M a l a  
Pasqua!” performed before the results w e r e  a n n o u n c e d ,  thus 
pre-empting any possible success by his rival. T h e  three— act 
libretto by Bartocci— Fo n t a n a  romanticized V e r g e ’s original to 
s u c h  an extent that both characters and situations lost a 
certain a m o u n t  of dramatio force, with the result that the 
opera, given for the first time at the Teatro Costanzi on 9 
April 1890, failed to impress the same R o m a n  public which only 
a m o n t h  later w o u l d  be c h e e r i n g  to the e c h o  M a s c a g n i ’s 
sister—work.** A f ter " C a v a l l e r i a  r u s t i c a n a "  h a d  m e t  w i t h  
its triumphant reception "Mala Pasqua!", despite its seemingly 
exciting title (more redolent of impending conflict than the 
s o m ewhat staid "Rustic Chivalry" of its rival), w a s  completely 
forgotten, and its disconsolate composer forced to eke out a 
meagre living by producing shallow and imitative "morceaux de 
salon"-**
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Gastaldon'» opera had not, however, been the first to broach 
a veristic subject. In Italy, interest in Naturalism on  the 
operatic stage h a d  c o m m e n c e d  with the Italian premi e r e  of 
Bizet's " C a r m e n " ,  g i v e n  at N a p l e s  in 187?. A g a i n  it w a s  
Amintore Galli w h o  had secured the Italian rights for Sonzogno, 
thereby depriving Ricordi of the chance to acquire w h a t  has 
arguably become the world's best—k n o w n  opera. But despite the 
success of this original production, the Scale premiere of the 
work did not take place until 26 December 1885, w h e n  "Carmen" 
achieved ten consecutive performances. It is significant that 
Bizet's sister— work, " Les P e o h e u r s  de perles", w a s  g i v e n  
fifteen performances in the same theatre only a matter of some 
m o n t h s  later; Milan, it seemed, w a s  not quite ready for the 
vivid realism of Meilhac and Halevy's libretto. Several critics 
found the explicit nature of both subject and action altogether 
too assertive for their o w n  conservative tastes. As Rodolfo 
Celletti has suoointly stated, "Carmen" w a s  the opera "che apri 
la strada alia "giovane scuola italiana"", a nd it did so by 
imposing "la sostituzione del conflitto tra il m a s c h i o  e la 
femmina alia simbolica antitesi romantica tra il bene e il male, 
inquadrando la vicenda in umili strati social! e in ambienti 
caratterizzati da uno spiooato colore locale".*^

Despite the example of Bizet, Italian composers were slow to 
react to this n e w  m o d e  of operatic expression. Most preferred 
to confine their efforts to the well— proven genre of historical 
opera; one need only quote such works as Rossi's "La Contessa 
di M o n s "  and Pinsuti's "Mattia Corrino" (both 1877), G o m e s '  
"Maria Tudor" (187?) and Bensa's "Cleopatra" (188?). T h e s e  are 
only several of the m o r e  notable works of the genre from the 
period in question; hundreds of others, less fortunate in their 
reception by the Italian public, await an exceedingly doubtful 
exhumation. Why, then, did the appearance of so revolutionary a 
work as Bizet's masterpiece have so little immediate influence 
o n  c o n t e m p o r a r y  Italian o p e r a ?  Pl a c i n g  to o n e  side the 
inevitable reservations of c o n t e m p o r a r y  critics (reviews of 
" C ar m e n  " r a n g e  f r o m  violent inv e c t i v e s  a g ainst Bizet's 
"flagrant immorality" to m o r e  reasoned observations doubting 
the suitability of s uch " l o w - b o r n "  subjects to the operatic 
stage) several factors of crucial i m p o r t a n o e  r e m a i n  lo be 
considered. T h e  first and p e r haps m o s t  important of these
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concerns the concept of operatic realism, which in the Italy of 
1Q79 w a s  very m u c h  u n k n o w n  to the average theatre-goer This 
ignorance w a s  due primarily to the nature of c o n t e m p o r a r y  
Italian attempts at literary Naturalism; the s o m e w h a t  infamous 
"scuola di Tronconi", with its emphasis on the brutal, often 
obscene depiction of what w a s  purported to be the "reality" of 
e v e r y d a y  existence h a d  led to a spate of hastily written, 
ill — c o n c e i v e d  n o v e l s  w h i c h  s o u g h t  only to p a n d e r  to t he 
superficial tastes of a small middle — class reading public. 
Giuseppe Carsaniga, in an  illuminating essay on  the subject, 
q uot e s  s u c h  titles as "Gli a m o r  i di u n a  kellnerina ", "Nott i 
d ' a m o r e  nell'acqua, sul prato, n e  11 *alcova " a n d  " N a n a  a 
Milano"; clear evidence that the Zolaesque framework of novel 
writing w a s  b e i n g  utilized as a m e a n s  of p e r p e t r a t i n g  a 
commercialized, trite a n d  mildly pornographic literary style 
w h o s e  subject-matter gained a dubious respectability through a 
tenuous association with the fashionable science of sociology. 
In other words, lewdness and vulgarity w ere to be excused as 
the inevitable o u t c o m e  of a ny "scientific" observation of 
reality-**

T h e  success enjoyed by such novels m a y  seem to contradict 
the cool reception afforded to "C a r m e n "  until w e  oonsider the 
peculiar psyche of contemporary audiences. As w e  have seen, 
literary realism at that time h ad b e e n  unable to free itself 
from the mainstream of the "romanzo d*appendice" which, while 
b e ing r ead by a large p r o p ortion of th e  literate Italian 
public, presented a superficial approach designed to tease and 
titillate rather than reflect the essential truths of everyday 
life. Even such a serious and well—written example as Capuana*s 
"Giacinta", dating from 1879, w a s  widely c o n d e m n e d  for its 
flagrant immorality; Verge's " Eva” w a s  similarly compared to 
Zola's " N a n a "  in both content and approach, gaining for its 
author the unwelcome distinction of having joined the ranks of 
Tronconi, Praga, Arrighi, Cantu and Caroano.** T h e  fact that even 
d i s t i n g u i s h e d  w r i t e r s  (albeit at the b e g i n n i n g  cf their 
careers) pandered in such a w a y  to contemporary tastes bears 
testimony to the commercial success of the genre. Realism of 
this kind might not have been considered entirely "respectable ", 
but it w a s  widely read, and this popularity tended to ensure 
its perpetuation. As Verge's preface to his early novel "Eva"
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clearly points out, the Italian bourgeoisie were quite content 
to read such books in the privacy and comfort of their o w n  
homes, but w h e n  the same subject-matter w a s  transferred to the 
operatic stage a d r a m a t i c  c h a n g e  of attitude took plaoe ; 
n a m e l y  a refusal to admit publicly to an interest in the 
realist approach to art, out of fear that to do so would imply 
an almost sinful liking for the supposed immorality of such 
works. T h u s  an opera like "Carmen" could not, in 1879, overcome 
the s elf-imposed barrier of traditional conservatism w h i c h  
decreed that the public manifestation of reality was, in a 
sense, demeaning to those w h o  witnessed it; the novel, with its 
secret dialogue b e t w e e n  author a n d  reader w a s  to be m u c h  
p r e f e r r e d  as t h e  p u r v e y o r  of s u c h  "delicate" subjects.

T h e  situation w a s  further complicated by the fact that for 
the average Italian, opera w a s  a noble and lofty art-form best 
suited to the portrayal of g r a n d  a n d  theatrically im p o s i n g 
subjects; hence the popularity of historical works which, as w e  
have seen, were very m u c h  the mainstay of such composers as 
Ponohielli and Marchetti. "Carmen", with its emphasis on love, 
jealousy and murder (set in the present day in the vicinity of 
a cigarette factory in Seville) could hardly aspire to s u c h  
grandiose heights, and for the majority of opera-goers, w e a n e d  
on a diet of pseudo— Sir Walter Scott, Bizet’s masterpiece must 
have s e e m e d  sorely lacking in the customary proprieties. T h e  
dominant position of Verdi w a s  yet another crucial factor; with 
"Aida" only eight years old, and "Otello" and "Falstaff" still 
in the future, the "grand old m a n "  w a s  still very m u c h  a key 
figure, revered and doted upon by his compatriots. H e  (and not 
the French school of Gounod, Saint— Saens and Delibes) w a s  the 
model to be followed, and w h e n  Bizet arrived with the vibrant 
realism cf " C a r m e n " , Italian hostility to foreign opera ensured 
a less t h a n  s u c c e s s f u l  r e c e p t i o n .  O n e  c a n  v i e w  thi s  
u n w i l l i n g n e s s  to a c c e p t  a n o t h e r  n a t i o n ’s m u s i c  as a 
peculiarly Italian p h e n o m e n o n ;  after all, the s a m e  nation h a d  
f ew reservations about reading, in translation, the m a s s  of 
French literature w h i c h  had, since the early 1830’s, exerted a 
considerable influence u p o n  Italian literary thought. But on 
the lyric stage nationalism reigned s u p r e m e  ; the glorious 
tradition laid d o w n  earlier in the century by Rossini, Bellini 
a n d  Donizetti h a d  b e e n  built u p o n ,  d u r i n g  t h e  y e a r s  of
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Unification, by the o v e r w h e l m i n g  genius of Verdi. W h e r e a s  
literature had, by its very nature, been regionally fragmented 
into a plethora of independent and often contradictory trends, 
m u s i c  (and especially opera) could boast of a far greater 
integration a n d  uniformity of purpose. C o u p l e d  w i t h  this 
artistic unity w a s  a realization, w i t h i n  E u r o p e  a n d  the 
Americas, of both the historical importance of Italian m u s i c  
and the validity of its contemporary works. In a word, Italian 
opera w a s  popular the world over, while Italian literature 
(apart from giants such as Dante, Boccaccio and Petrarch) w a s  
very m u c h  insular in its influence. With this strong tradition 
to u p h o l d  a n d  m a i n t a i n ,  the foreign operatic realism of 
"Carmen", despite the intrinsic qualities of the work, could 
only f o u n d e r  o n  the r o c k s  of Italian traditionalism a n d  
ultra—nationalism.

On e  further point remains to be mentioned. As has been shown 
in the opening preamble, part of Sonzogno*s early success in 
the field of m u sic w a s  due to the enterprise of Galli, w h o  
secured the rights to m a n y  French works hitherto unperformed in 
Italy. Ho w e v e r ,  h a d  it not b e e n  for the publisher’s literary 
a n d  journalistic ventures, it is unlikely w h e t h e r  Galli’s 
p r o g r a m m e  of p r e d o m i n a n t l y  F r e n c h  opera could h a v e  b e e n  
s u s t a i n e d ,  s i n c e  t h e s e  w o r k s  (for t h e  r e a s o n s  a l r e a d y  
m e n t i o n e d )  w e r e  for the m o s t  part u n p o p u l a r  w i t h  Italian 
audiences; apart from such perennial favourites as G o u n o d  and 
Saint— Saens, there w a s  little to lure spectators away from the 
Ricordi copyrights. W h e reas Sonzogno, through Galli’s extensive 
l a b o u r s ,  c o u l d  b o a s t  of offering the Italian publ i c  a n  
extensive a n d  a l m o s t  esoteric repertoire of rarely h e a r d  
foreign novelties (most of w h i c h  were receiving their Italian 
premieres), Ricordi could point to the established tradition of 
Rossini, Bellini, Donizetti, Verdi and Wagner. It is s o m e w h a t  
ironic to oonsider that S o n z o g n o ’s fortunes wer e  largely built 
upon the sale of cheap paperbacks featuring that especial and 
somewhat salacious brand of literary realism which, as has been 
seen, w a s  the staple diet of the Italian reading public of the 
time; and yet w h e n  Galli presented " C a r m e n ”, the s ame public 
rejected it as running contrary to the prevailing concept of 
opera as a inspiratory, cathartic experience in w h i c h  the soul 
w a s  cleansed and the mind ennobled. In retrospect Sonzogno must
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be given credit for bis adventurous artistic policy, together 
with his willingness to risk m o n e y  on aesthetically interesting 
but financially unrewarding projects. Furthermore, he ran the 
risk of offending public morality by staging " C a r m e n ”, and must 
be p r a i s e d  for the w a y  in w h i c h  he  p r o m o t e d  the opera, 
especially w h e n  w e  consider that the ultra — cautious Giulio 
Ricordi (perhaps remembering the damaging political censorship 
suffered by Verdi during his "anni di galera") w a s  quick to 
avoid any semblance of public disapproval of his o w n  artistic 
policy. (In this respect he found it easier to foster the vein 
of Germanic n e o — Romanticism as typefied by Puccini’s "Le villi" 
and Catalani's "Lcreley", with their emp h a s i s  on the mystic, 
supernatural world of Teutonic legend).

In the last analysis, however, it w a s  S o n z o g n o ’s editorial 
weakness which contributed to the demise of "Carmen"; faced by 
the strong Ricordi faction, with its closely knit n e t w o r k  of 
theatres a nd its q u asi-monopoly of the Italian repertoire, it 
proved impossible to give Bizet’s mast e r p i e c e  the required 
i m p e t u s  for a s u c c e s s f u l  launch. In 1879 S o n z o g n o ,  as a 
left-of — centre popular fiction publisher, could not h o p e  to 
c o m p e t e  with Ricordi, w h o s e  right-wing political views and 
high-class printing concerns lent an aura of respectability to 
his firm. It would take s o m e  ten years for the gap to narrow; 
within that decade the appearance of Verge’s ”I Malavoglia" and 
”M a s t r o - d o n  Gesualdo", together with C a p u a n a ’s theoretical 
writings, c o m b i n e d  to lift Italian literary realism from the 
morass of mediocrity perpetrated by Tronconi and his followers 
onto a higher plane of artistic endeavour T h e  net result w a s  
that whereas the flow of second-rate works continued unabated, 
there e m e r g e d  an élite of Italian writers for w h o m  realism 
b e c a m e  an artistic m o d e  of expression, and not merely a tool 
for the untrammelled and undisciplined depiction of reality. In 
this w a y  t h e  m o v e m e n t  s l o w l y  a c q u i r e d  a m o d i c u m  of 
respectability w h i c h  gradually facilitated the acceptance of 
Naturalism on the operatic stage. T h e  first manifest at icn of 
this change in public opinion w a s  the 1889 premiere of Giacomo 
O r e f  i c e ’s " M a r i s k a " ,  w h i c h  a t t e m p t e d  to e m u l a t e  t h e  
uncompromising realism of Bizet’s " C a r m e n ”. As w e  shall see, a 
det a i l e d  e x a m i n a t i o n  of this w o r k  leads us to c o n s i d e r  
" C a v a l l e r i a  r u s t i c a n a "  in a s o m e w h a t  d i f f e r e n t  light .
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"Mariska." w a s  Oref ice’s first opera, and takes place in the 
"present day" in the Hungarian town of Posny. This contemporary 
setting is in itself novel, but w h a t  distinguishes "Mariska" 
f r o m  o t h e r  w o r k s  p r o d u c e d  at t h e  s a m e  t i m e  is t h e  
subject-matter. Mariska, a y o ung gipsy girl, is loved by two 
young men; the gipsy Gyamar and the villager Erik. T h e  ensuing 
complications result in Gyamar attempting to stab Erik to death 
on-stage at the end of Act One, followed by a final challenge 
at the conclusion of the opera, culminating in mortal combat 
b e t w e e n  the t w o  rivals. In true operatic f a shion M a r i s k a  
endeavours to separate her two suitors, and in the process is 
accidentally stabbed by Erik; she then dies, s u r r o u n d e d  by 
Gyamar, his gipsy relatives, a suitably anguished Erik and a 
crowd of horrified bystanders. T h e  opera, which is set in three 
acts, is liberally punctuated by interludes of gipsy music and 
dancing (the Act Three "Czardas" exemplifies this), and further 
local colour is provided by the inclusion of an episode in Act 
T w o  w h e r e  Erik, surprisingly enough, s w e a r s  brotherhood to 
G y a m a r  in the traditional gipsy fashion: bread is broken and 
divided between the two m e n  over a w o o d e n  cross held fay the 
other gipsies. In all, the resemblance to "Carmen" is striking, 
and undoubtedly contributed to the w o r k ’s initial success w h e n  
produced at the Teatro Carignano in Turin during the winter of 
1889. A subsequent performance at the Teatro Manzoni in Milan 
then brought the w ork to the attention of Ricordi, w h o  promptly 
acquired it.

W h y  then did "Mariska", with its overtly veristic plot, not 
initiate the n e w  w ave of realist opera? T h e  answer seems to lie 
in the fact that like "Mala Pasqua!" the three — act format of 
Oref ice’s work w e a k e n e d  the dramatic impetus of the story to 
such an extent that the violent episodes in w h i c h  the plot 
a b o u n d s  w e r e  n o t  b r o u g h t  s h a r p l y  e n o u g h  into relief . 
Contemporary critics also felt that the length of the opera w as 
excessive (before the premiere Oref ice h a d  e ven considered 
expanding "Mariska" into four acts) and this fact, coupled with 
w h a t  the "M u s i c a l  T i m e s "  des c r i b e d  as "the s u d d e n  a n d  
un account able reconciliation of the two rivals in the opening 
scene of the second act” seems to have blunted the dramatic edge 
of m a n y  scenes. But despite these shortcomings the opera was, to 
quote the "Musical Times" yet again, "sufficiently pathetic and
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e v e n  novel to arrest the continued attention an d  enlist the 
s y m p a t h y  of the audience . . . although it does not aspire to 
the heroic flights of so-called grand opera".**

"Cavelleria r u s t i c a n a "  t h e r e f o r e  p o s s e s s e d ,  in " M a l a  
Pasqua!" a n d  "Mariska", two flawed if extremely interesting 
predecessors. Although it s e e m s  evident that the success of 
Mascagni's work (when compared to that of these two operas) w a s  
due to its dramatic concision a nd melodic verve, one can n o  
longer oonsider "Cavalleria" as the first Italian attempt at 
veristic opera. T o o  m a n y  critics have tended to p r e s u m e  that 
Masca g n i ’s masterpiece initiated, in quite a miraculous manner, 
the entire concept of realism on the Italian operatic stage; in 
the light of contemporary evidence, w e  can n o w  view it as the 
culmination of a slow and gradual process, beginning rather 
hesitantly with the Italian premiere of "Carmen", accelerating 
during the closing years of the 1880’s, and eventually c o m i n g  
into prominence with the emergence of "Cavalleria rustioana". 
M a s c a g n i ’s "chef d ’oeuvre", while original in co n c e p t  a n d  
execution, o w e d  m u c h  to previous attempts, and it is perhaps 
understandable (given the circumstances of the premiere) that 
the Livornese c o m p o s e r ’s originality in choosing a veristic 
subject s h o u l d  be s o m e w h a t  o v e r — e m p h a s i s e d . T h e  lavish 
publicity a c c o r d e d  to t h e  o p e r a  by S o n z o g n o  certainly 
contributed to this, but w h a t  cannot be disputed is the fact 
that this short work w a s  soon adopted as the flag— bearer of the 
e m e r g e n t  school of operatic realism. As w e  shall see in a 
later c h a p t e r ,  a n  e n t i r e  g e n e r a t i o n  of c o m p o s e r s  a n d  
librettists w e r e  to follow M a s c a g n i ’s e x a m p l e ,  w i t h  t he 
m o v e m e n t  soon being termed "la giovane scuola italiana”. But in 
those palmy days yet another phrase symbolized tha artistic 
aims and aspirations of the n e w  genre; this w a s  "verismo", a 
t e r m  w h i c h  by 1892 e n j o y e d  w i d e s p r e a d  c u r r e n c y .  If t h e  
s u b s e q u e n t  history of Italian opera of the period is to be 
adequately chronicled, then both the origins and implications 
of this most imprecise of concepts m ust be examined; as the 
following c h a p t e r  will d e m o n s t r a t e ,  a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of 
"verismo" is thus essential if w e  are to appreciate fully those 
salient features which set apart "Cavalleria rusticana" and its 
p r o g e n y  fro m  the m a i n s t r e a m  of Italian opera production.
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e o h e  la sua p o t e n s a  s u g g e s t iva era str a o r d i n a r i a .
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suggested by Giulio Ricordi as a possible creator of 
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accentuazione n o n  mi pare ohe possieda" Such diversity of 
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break from established tradition, and it w a s  only in the 
following d e c a d e  that this n e w  style w o u l d  be b o t h  
accepted and widely imitated (see article on Bellincioni 
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vols, II, pp. 199-202).
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A m o n g  Italian cities, Turin holds, from a musical point of 
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< E 0 >  Indeed, by the beginning of 1699 the W a g n e r  society of 
Bo l o g n a ,  originally f o u n d e d  in 18 ? 0 , w a s  f o r m a l l y  
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( 2 4 )  S ee article on  "Cavalleria rusticana" pub l i s h e d  by 
Deutsche G r a m m o p h o n  Gesellschaft in their 1966 recording 
of the opera (set no 2709 020).

( 2 5 )  See Part One, Chapter Three, pp.70-71.

( 2 6 )  S e e  article on "v e r i s m o "  in the ’’Enoiolopedia dello 
Spettacolo”, IX, p.1596. T h e  subsequent development of the 
m o v ement on the Italian stage shows a gradual decline in 
the frequency with which primitive milieux were depicted, 
coupled with a return to c o ntemporary urban settings
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(such as Milan and Rome) in the plays of Giaoosa <’’Tri»ti 
amori", 1887; "I diritti dell ’ a n i m a  ” , 1894; " C o m e  le
foglie", 1900), P r a g a  <"Le vergini", 1889; "La moglie 
ideale", 1890), Rovetta ("La trilogia di Dorina", 1891) 
and Antona— Travers» ("Le Rozeno", 1891), all of which can 
be described as "verismo borghese" (with the accent n o w  
firmly upon what Capriole, in the above article, describes 
as "la sostanziale fragilité di un morale esolusivamente 
fondât a sul concetto della rispettabilita scoiale"). As w e  
shall see in Part One, Chapter Four, the same change of 
emphasis from the lower to the middle classes was to take 
plaoe on the operatic stage.

( 2 7 )  Q u o t e d  in the "Musical T i m e s "  (October 1891), p.658. 
(Dvorak also added that the Intermezzo w a s  "the worst 
thing in the opera - the very worst" )

( 2 8 )  Ibid. (January 1892), p.20.

( 2 9 )  Ibid. (September 1890), pp.537— 38.

( 3 0 )  Edition of 20 October 1891.

( 3 1 )  In retrospect the reservations of some critics regarding 
the language used in "Cavalleria rusticana" can be viewed 
in a more objective light than w a s  possible at the time. 
If w e  take as our starting-point D e  Sanctis* assertion 
(made in his review of Zola’s "L*A s s o m m o i r ") that the 
artist should immerse himself "nelle lingue del popolo, 
piu vioino alia natura, che ha passion! piu vive, che ha 
impression! piü immediate, e che dériva il suc linguaggio 
n on dalle regole, m a  dalle impression!" and then depict as 
faithfully as possible "tutto quel tesoro d ’immagini, di 
movenze, di proverb!, di sentenze, tutta quella maniera 
aoooroiata, viva, spigliata, rapida, c h ’e nei dialetti", 
then it is patently obvious that M a s c a g n i ’s librettists 
never intended to follow such a course. Apart from the use 
of dialect in the "Siciliana" a n d  a f e w  colourful 
imprecations, the language is uniformly that of early 
n i n e t e e n t h  — c e ntury R o m a n t i c  opera. T h e  reasons for 
this are varied; in the first instance, neither Menasoi 
nor Targioni— Tozzetti were sufficiently well— acquainted 
with Sicilian to write at ease in dialect ; furthermore.
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suoh a decision would invariably have led to diffioulties 
in c o m p r e h e n s i o n  a m o n g  Northern Italian audiences (as 
V e r g a  himself realized during the oomp o s i t i o n  of "I 
Malavoglia"). By adhering to tradition, both librettists 
ensured a ready acceptance of their scenario. Indeed, the 
use of dialect w a s  considered novel e n o u g h  to warrant 
Mascagni sending off his score to the Sonzogno competition 
w i t h o u t  t h e  "Siciliana", only p r e s e n t i n g  it at the 
auditions w h e n  he w a s  sure of the favourable reaction of 
the jury (it was, in his o w n  words, " u n a  cosa troppo 
arrischiata"). In this light the strictures of the critics 
appear s o m e w h a t  superfluous: it w a s  only to be with the 
advent of Leoncavallo’s "I Medici" (in which the composer 
claimed to h a v e  emulated fifteenth— century Florentine 
s p e e c h  p a t t e r n s  a n d  vocabulary) that a justifiable 
c r i t i c i s m  of o p e r a t i c  l a n g u a g e  c o u l d  b e  m a d e .

( 3 2 )  Gastaldon’s main failing seems to have been the excessive 
length of his opera, w h ich w a s  cast in three long acts. 
C o n t e m p o r a r y  reports also speak of the libretto being 
burdened with a considerable amount of extraneous detail 
which lessened the impact of the drama.

( 3 3 )  It is s o m e w h a t  ironic that the m o s t  f a m o u s  of these, 
"Musioa proibita", should have been composed before the 
unfortunate ’Mala Pasqua?"; without its success Gastaldon 
would probably have b een unable to produce his opera.

( 3 4 )  S e e  article on  " v e r i s m o "  in the "Enoiolopedia dello 
Spettacolo", IX, p. 1597. Celletti’s c o m m e n t  to the effect 
that "Carmen" paved the w a y  for Italian operatic "verismo” 
is of interest, since Bizet’s "femme fatale" is the direct 
antithesis of later "verista" female characters (who tend 
to play the role of the passive victim of circumstance). 
Carmen's assertiveness and flagrant sexuality liken her to 
Verge’s "la Lupa", w h o m  Puccini w a s  later to reject as a 
possible subject because of his fear that the audience 
would find such a character unsympathetic. As w e  shall 
see, this w a s  one of the principal reasons for the failure 
of "Carmen" to initiate operatic "verismo" in Italy; to an 
Italian public for w h o m  the theatrical equivalent w a s  
still s o m e  five y e a r s  in t h e  futu r e  ( V e r g e ’s pla y
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"Cavalleria rusticana" dates from 1884), Biset’s opera w a s  
far a h e a d  of its time in challenging the traditional 
concept of the Romantic operatic heroine.

< 3 5 )  Carsaniga’s essay is given in F.W.J. H a m m i n g s ’ "The Age of 
Realism" (London, 1974), pp.323—53.

( 3 6 )  Op.cit., p.348.

( 3 7 )  T h e  unwillingness of Italian audiences to accept the works 
of foreign composers seems a trifle unreasonable w h e n  w e  
consider that the vast majority of nineteenth-century 
Italian operas are based on foreign literary s o u r c e s . 
Furthermore, Italian literature of the period s h o w s  in 
m a n y  instances slavish imitation of French models (this 
trend is particularly noticeable in contemporary Italian 
theatre).

( 3 8 )  Edition of July 1890, pp.410-11.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

T o w a r d s  a D e f i n i t i o n  of " V e r i s m o



W e  have seen, in the course of the previous chapter, h o w  the 
appear anoe of "Mariska" and "Cavalleria rusticana" heralded the 
birth of a n e w  a n d  radically different operatic genre. T h e  
purpose of the present discussion is to examine the extent of 
this trend, and in so doing enumerate the various factors which 
led to the establishment of operatic "verismo". O n c e  this is 
a c h ieved the reader will gain a far clearer picture of the 
overall significance of such a dramatic revolution in operatic 
stagecraft, with the subsequent history of the m o v e m e n t  n o w  
a p p e a r i n g  as the varied repetition of a series of a l m o s t 
standardized theatrical devices. Inevitably, this statement 
hints at the underlying causes for the g e n r e ’s later demise, 
but during the 1090’s the striking originality of M a s c a g n i ’s 
masterpiece seemed to augur a n e w  era in Italian opera. It w a s  
generally recognized that this work, w i t h  its almost total 
perfection of form and content, oould serve as a model for m a n y  
others. As w e  shall see, a host of imitators <a few inspired, 
the rest mediocre) dissected the structural a n d  n a r r ative 
fra m e w o r k  of the opera, recasting its constituent components 
into n e w  and varied forms. Gradually a standard pattern b e g a n  
to emerge, as com p o s e r s  and librettists used and re — used, in 
all possible c o m b i n a t i o n s  a n d  guises, the n e w  theatrical 
conventions w h i c h  "Cavalleria" had so triumphantly affirmed. 
T h u s  the "giovane scuo l a ” w a s  born; a term coined by the 
critics to describe those musicians and writers w h o  n o w  seized 
every opportunity to sustain what w a s  rapidly becoming the most 
adventurous and enterprising operatic m o v e m e n t  in Europe. H o w  
this w a s  achieved will n o w  be chronicled, with a convenient
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point of departore being provided by an examination of that 
m o s t  e l u s i v e  a n d  f a r - r e a c h i n g  of t e r m s ,  ’*verismo**.

T h e  word itself is not easily defined; the adjective ”vero** 
becomes the root of a n o u n  which, unlike "veritk" (which covers 
truth in all its varied aspects) pinpoints one highly specific 
use of the concept, n a m e l y  within a literary context. T h e  
situation is further complicated by the presence of t w o  other 
’• — ismi”; **realismo“ and "naturalisme". Whereas these two terms 
hark back to the theories of Taine, Brunetiere and Zola, it is 
only with their crystallisation in the didactical writings of 
Luigi C a p u a n a  that the modified concept of "verismo" arises. 
Capuana's ideas on  the subject are clearly outlined in "Per 
l arte" <1885), w h e r e  the author is seen as a social scientist 
w h o s e  role is to seek out and isolate "un documente umano", 
w ith the express intention of creating a fictional w o r k  in

Ïw h i c h  t he d e v e l o p m e n t  of the action, t o g e t h e r  w i t h  the 
motivation of the characters, arises logically out of the 
situation portrayed. But C a p u a n a  totally rejects the idea of a 
p h o t o g r a p h i c  r e n d e r i n g , w h e r e  e v e r y  s i n g l e  detail is 
meticulously recorded in long, descriptive passages; the writer 
must have recourse to fantasy, and must use his imagination to 
p r o d u c e  not a picture of reality, but reality itself : "Per
rappresentare, per far "del vivo" ci vogliono sempre quelle due 
divine facolta: la fantasia, 1* immaginasione, c h e  potrebbe
a n c h e  darsi siano un*identica oosa". C a p u a n a  c o n t i n u e s  by 
emphasising h o w  in the best "verista" writers, "I'ispirazione" 
never degenerates into irrelevant padding; " T r o v a t e m i  venti 
righe di descrizione oziosa nelle cose di Verga, e vi dar^ 
causa vint a". * Furthermore, in "Gli "ismi" contemporanei" (1896) 
the i m p o r t a n c e  of objectivity in the " r o m a n z o  verista" is 
vehemently stated:

U n  romanziere ha I'obbligo di dimentioare, di obliterare se 
stesso, di vivere la vita del suoi personaggi . . . lasciando 
responsabile il personaggio di tutto quel che sente e pensa.
In questo sense il romanziere non deve avere nessuna morale, 
n e s s u n a  religione, n e s s u n a  pclitica sua particolare, m a  
penetrarle e intenderle tutte, spassionatamente, almeno per 
quanto e possibile. C o n  questo mezzo soltanto egli poira 
mettere al monde non fantocci, non manichini vestiti con una
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o con un altra foggia, atteggiati in una o altra maniera, m a  
creature iibere, vivent! nella elevate serenith dell’atmosfera 
actistica, veramente ideali, cioè veramente conform! all’idea.
Con questo mezzo soltanto egli non dovra stillarsi il cervelle 
a proporsi tesi e risolverle, cbe e quanto dire tentar di fare 
opera vena a oui n o n  basta la stessa soienza; pu5 risolvere 
oasi parziali, perche l*individuo e un m o nde a parte, la qual 
cosa signifioa tutt’altro che risolvere una tesi. ̂

Capuana's strongly held convictions were put into practice 
in s u c h  w o r k s  as "Profili di d o n n e "  (16??) and "Giacinta"
<1679), both of which enjoyed a measure of success. Ultimately, 
however, his notion of a "verismo** in w h i c h  the excesses of 
naturalistic d e t e r m i n i s m  w e r e  t e m p e r e d  by the inspiratory 
p o w e r s  of the author w a s  d o o m e d  to failure, since it proved |
a l most impossible to reconcile the traditional t e n e t s  of j

literary N a t u r a l i s m  w i t h  t he belief t h a t  t h e  w r i t e r ’s 
imagination could indeed create a reality more perfect and true |
t h a n  reality itself. In retrosp e o t , C a p u a n a ’s talent as a 
theoretician far o u t w eighed his p o wers as a novelist, and it 
w a s  left to Giovanni Verga to attempt a far m o r e  convincing 
artistic synthesis in ’’I Malavoglia’’ and ’’Mastro—don Gesualdo*’.

U n l i k e  his c o l l e a g u e ,  V e r g a  h a d  little interest in 
formulating a precise definition of "verismo". Apart f r o m  
occasional p r o n o u n c e m e n t s  s u c h  as those in "L* a m a n t e  di 
Gr a m i g n a "  a n d  the preface to ” I Malavoglia", V e r g a  (like 
Flaubert) preferred to present his views through the m e d i u m  of 
his c r e a t i v e  writings. H e r e  h e  rejects the t r a d i t i o n a l  
narrative modes and strives towards a style which is a natural 
product of the actions a nd thoughts of his characters, and 
adapts itself to this in such a w a y  that "la m a n o  dell’artista 
rimarra assolutamente invisibile” and "I’opera d ’arte sembrera 
"essersi fatta da se’”’.̂ T h u s  Verga, with his insistence that 
realism should originate from aesthetic rather than scientific 
considerations, s h o w s  himself to be a disciple of D e  Sanctis.
T h e  documentary approach pioneered by Zola is n o w  abandoned, 
since for the Sicilian writer "la verita in arte" can only be 
achieved fay reliance on personal experience and not by close 
s t u d y  a n d  o b s e r v a t i o n . His refusal to be labelled as a 
"verista" can therefore be regarded as yet another affirmation
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of his o w n  individuality; indeed, w h e n  the journalist Riooardo 
Artutfo mentioned "il réalisme, il verismo e il naturalisme" in 
a 1911 interview, Verga retorted with a gruff "Lo ohiami o o m e  
vuole Lei"/ A s  Luigi P i r a n d e l l o  h a s  c o n v i n c i n g l y  a r g ued,

Sbaglia chi orede che l'opera délia maturita di Giovanni 
V e r g a  fu oon d o t t a  préméditât a m e n  te s e c o n d e  u n  m e t o d o  
artist ico suggerito da altri e import ato da u n a  soucia 
straniera, senza ohe si fosse natur aim ente generate in lui, 
sua materia viva Quel m e t o d o  n o n  fu per il V e r g a  délia 
souola naturaliste francese, m a  per naturels diritto sua, 
perche sua intima legge, vale a dire libero e s p o n t a n é e  
movimento di u n ’immagine di vita oh ’era dentro di lui e ohe 
per questo m o v i m e n t o  proprio e spontanée <ohe e la vera 
tecnica, da intendere appunto corne immediate m o v i m e n t o  
délia forma) doveva venir fuori. T a nte e vero questo, ohe 
ormai, a distanza di tempo, l’opera vive intera e perfetta, 
in tutti i suoi e l e m e n t  i proprii, unioi, o h e  tr a se si 
tengono a vioenda meravigliosamente e a vioenda oooperano a 
formare u n  corpo vivo, senza ohe per n e s s u n o  si p o s s a  
p e n s a r e  o h e  sia cosr per u b b idire a o a n o n i  o h e  n o n  
r i o o r d i a m o  n e a n c h e  piu quali fossero, délia s c u o l a  
naturaliste francese.^

Having examined in broad outline the ideas of Capuana and 
V e r g a  regarding literary " v e r i s m o " , w e  m u s t  n o w  turn our 
attention to its operatic namesake. It is unfortunate that both 
forms of artistic expression should bear the s a m e  n a m e ,  for 
this duplication ha s  led to m u c h  confusion a m o n g  critics. In 
the first instance, the operatic historian is faced w ith an  
unusual dilemma; because of the nature of his subject (which is 
in e s s e n c e  a n  e l a b o r a t e  s y n t h e s i s  of m u s i c ,  d r a m a  a n d  
stagecraft) it b e c o m e s  difficult, if not impossible to give a 
balanced judgement of a particular work. Critics have tended to 
gravitate towards their o w n  interests, with the result that a 
global analysis is rarely encountered. T h i s  is, of course, 
wholly understandable ; n o — one expects a literary critic to give 
a professional view on the appropriateness of the music in an 
opera, whereas he is well— qualified to co m m e n t  on the dramatic 
effioacity of the libretto. Similarly, it is unfair to expect
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from a music oritio a clear insight into the varied aspects of 
stagecraft. Only the very greatest of critics, that is to say 
those m e n  whose breadth of knowledge enables them to encompass 
the twin spheres of m u sic and literature, can hope to give a 
balanced account of an operatic work. Unfortunately "verismo" 
has not been so lucky in its choice of chroniclers ; as w e  have 
already noted, the term brings to m i n d  Verga, C a p u a n a  and a 
host of other "veristi" of the period 1870 to 1890. T h u s  the 
literary critic, in approaching operatic "verismo", expects to 
find a theatrical assimilation a n d  p r e s e n t a t i o n  of t h o s e  
theories peculiar to the genre, and is disappointed w h e n  he  
realizes that s u c h  features are not readily recognizable. H e  
t h e n  dismisses this type of o p e r a  o n  the p r e m i s e  that it 
presents not literary "verismo” in one of its m a n y  forms, but a 
watered— d o w n  and trivialized imitation. S u c h  a view is, as w e  
shall see, u n n e c e s s a r i l y  h a r s h  in its c o n d e m n a t i o n  of the 
m o v e m e n t  ; "verismo” ha s  bee n  unfortunate in the sense that 
although it has been m u c h  discussed, perhaps no other operatic 
form has engendered such a large amount of misguided and often 
hysterically inane criticism. As Giuseppe Ugolini has pointed 
out,

Affermare ohe del teatro musicale verista n o n  oi si e mai 
occupato, v e r a m e n t e  n o n  p u o  dir si . . . Per a m o r e  della
verita, bisogna riconoscere che se ne e parlato, e molto; m a  
soltanto per poterne dire tutto il male possibile: il ohe — 
se a d  o g n i  a g g r e s s i o n e  or it io a si f o s s e  citato i 1 
corrispondente documente testuale — sarebbe state, oltre che 
legittimo, del tutto c o n s o n o  a quella oritioa insofferente 
di ogni o o m p i a o e n t e  ipocrisia, dalla quale il confronto 
delle idee acquista stimolo e vitalita.^

Before continuing our examination of what constitutes operatic 
" v e r i s m o ” , it will be helpful to outline s o m e  a s p ects of 
p r e v i o u s  critical c o m m e n t  for t he light t h e s e  s h e d  o n  
contemporary attitudes to the question.

W h e n  w e  consider that one of the most revolutionary features 
of "Cavalleria rusticana" w a s  its considerable brevity, it can 
be readily appreciated that the facility with w h i c h  such w o r k s  
could be staged contributed m u c h  to their popularity. This led
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m a n y  critics to c o n d e m n  the genre as a product of the music 
publishers, a m e a n s  of maximising profit t h r ough minimizing 
artistic worth. Vincenzo Norello, in an interesting review of 
Giordano's "Mala vita” (written shortly after the premiere), 
referred to the oontemporary penchant for operatic "verismo” in 
the following terms: ”1 giovani musioisti italiani sulla via
del cosi—detto réalisme o naturalisme o altro che sia, pare n o n  
vogliano soostarsene per ora. Forse a loro manoa, o e debo l e , 
I'ala della poesia e la f i amma dello spirito che li spinga in 
piu alt e sf ere e li r e n d a  oapaci di emozioni e c c m m o z i o n i  
artistiche raffinate e superiori. M a  oomunque, se d a nno della 
m u s i c a  bella, applaudiamoli, in qualsiasi a m b i e n t e  essi si 
colloohino".^ M o r e l l o ' s  c o m m e n t s  are typical of an  entire 
generation of music critics w h o  found it difficult to reconcile 
their o w n  often vague and half-baked literary concepts with the 
n e w  w a v e  of operatic "verismo” . It is interesting to note his 
apparent confusion as to the appellation of the genre ("la via 
del cosi— detto réalisme o naturalisme o altro ohe sia") and his 
obvious disapprobation of the subject-matter ("Forse a loro 
m a n c a  . . . ”). Although he does not say so in as m a n y  words. 
M o r e  lie, like m a n y  other m u s i c  critics of his day, believed 
"verismo" to be a oommercialized form of opera perpetrated 
solely for financial g a i n . But true to his vocation as music 
critic, he reminds us that so long as the composers concerned 
give t h e  p u b l i c  g o o d  m u s i c ,  t h e y  will be e x c u s e d  a n y  
indelicacies in their choice of subject-matter

This subordination of libretto to music hindered m a n y  other 
critics f r o m  f o r m i n g  a n  o b j e c t i v e  o p i n i o n  o n  o p e r a t i c  
"verismo". T h e  well— aired argument as to whether the words are 
m o r e  important than the m u s i c  (or vice versa) is as old as 
o p e r a  itself, but t he inability of m a n y  c o m m e n t a t o r s  to 
separate the two and examine each with equal critical insight 
led to m u c h  c o n f u s i o n  a n d  m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  It is clear, 
however, that m u c h  of the adverse criticism suffered by the 
g e n r e  o r i g i n a t e d  n o t  f r o m  the technical i n a d e q u a c i e s  of 
critics but from a certain inbred hostility towards the w o r k s  
in q u e s t i o n . Basically it w a s  very m u c h  the old conflict 
b e t w e e n  traditionalism and innovation*, Italian critics of the 
1890*s h ad looked to Verdi as the principal exponent of "la 
vera opera italiana", a m a n  w h o s e  spectacularly successful

39



career had been built on  the foundations provided by Bellini, 
Donizetti and Rossini, a n d  w h o s e  life h a d  seen the gradual 
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  of Italy f r o m  a divided c o n g l o m e r a t i o n  of 
city-states to a unified nation. Verdi, in other words, w a s  the 
personification of Italian opera at its finest; his opinion w a s  
s o u g h t  by m a n y ,  his e x a m p l e  extensively imitated, a n d  his 
presence a continual reminder to y o u n g e r  c o m p o s e r s  of the 
importance of tradition. T h e  advent of Mascagni and Leoncavallo 
in the early 1890's appeared to challenge this position; suoh 
o p e r a s  as " C a v a l l e r i a ” a n d  " F a g l i a o c i ” ( w h o s e  libretti 
apparently owed little to Verdian precedent) were considered by 
m a n y  as t h a  artistic a n t i t h e s i s  of all t h a t  h a d  c o m e  
previously. This "break with tradition" was, however, very m u c h  
an invention of those critics opposed to the "giovane scuola". 
Mascagni and Leoncavallo, despite their apparent rejection of 
operatic precedent, were very m u c h  aware of the importance of 
the Verdian "melodramma" and assimilated its best features into 
their o w n  works. There were no attacks by the "giovane scuola" 
on Verdi, and apart from an occasional good-humoured reprimand 
the veteran co m p o s e r  recognized the artistic validity of the 
n e w  genre.* There existed mutual respect and admiration between 
both camps, despite the protestations of v a r ious critics. 
According to the "giovane scuola" the real enemy w a s  Wagner ism; 
not the operas of the great m a n  himself, but the host of vastly 
inferior imitations w h i c h  h a d  appeared over the years, and 
w h i c h  constituted, in their excessive length, pomposity a n d  
pretentiousness, a c o m p l e t e  ne g a t i o n  of W a g n e r ' s  original 
ideals For the Italian "veristi" both Verdi and the Bayreuth 
m a s t e r  w e r e  figures of p a r a m o u n t  importance, a n d  as s u c h  
remained valuable sources of inspiration.^ A n  a n a l y s i s  of m a n y  
Italian operas of the period s h o w s  not a revolutionary a n d  
indiscriminate rejection of the ideals of both m e n ,  but an 
i n c o r p o r a t i o n  of the best e l e m e n t s  of e a c h  into a n e w  
framework, resulting in operas which claimed not to break with 
tradition but to consolidate and build u p o n  it. This artistic 
viewpoint w a s  interpreted by the more hostile critics as an 
admission of the necessity for plagiarism, and demonstrated to 
w h a t  depths the "veristi" w o u l d  pl u m m e t  in their search for 
success. (Both Mascagni and Leoncavallo were to be denounced as 
"arrivisti" w h o  h ad "shamelessly exploited the degeneracy of
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public taste".y* I n d e e d ,  t h e r e  is a n  i n t e r e s t i n g  p a r allel 
between the situation on the Italian operatic stage and that in 
w h i c h  c o n t e m p o r a r y  Italian d r a m a  f o u n d  itself ; the critic 
G i o v a n n i  Posza, in his r e v i e w  of M a r c o  P r a ga's 1892 play 
"Alleluia", s u m m e d  up the sterility of invention prevalent in 
Italian stage—works of the decade by commenting of the author 
that "suo studio n o n  e quelle di prevenire il gusto del dramma, 
m a  di accontentare quello dell’oggi. Suo scope e di essere un 
autore drammatioo applaudito, e non di piu".^^

T h e  similarity between Pozza's views and those expressed by 
m a n y  critics of operatic "verismo” are hardly surprising, but 
the continued success of the m o v e m e n t  during the early 1890*s 
s h o w e d  that t h e  Italian public too k  little h e e d  of s u c h  
strictures. B ut despite this great popularity, there still 
remained a substantial body of composers w h o  were unwilling to 
risk their professional reputations in wha t  w a s  still regarded 
as a rather d u b i o u s  genre. T h i s  group included Catalani, 
Puccini and Franchetti, together with m a n y  of the "old guard" 
of Italian opera composers, w h o  had produced their works under 
the overwhelming shadow of Verdi's genius and w h o  were n o w  too 
set in their old w a y s  to change. It w a s  relatively easy for 
this anti - "verista" school to find fault w i t h  the " g i o v a n e  
s c u o l a " ,  a n d  a c c u s a t i o n s  of i m m o r a l i t y ,  o b s c e n i t y  a n d  
plagiarism c o n t i n u e d  to be levelled at its practitioners, 
especially by the rival h o u s e  of Ricordi. Indeed, it m a y  be 
argued that "verismo" never completely freed itself from the 
inevitable a ccusations of c h a r l atanism a n d  licentiousness 
levelled by its detractors. T h e  situation w a s  further complicated 
by the continued attacks of the Wagnerians, w h o  rejected the 
claims of such figures as Leoncavallo (a professed admirer of 
the Bayreuth master) to the effect that the G e r m a n  composer's 
methods could be adapted "all'italiana".̂  Given the considerable 
strength and virulence of this pro— W a g n e r  lobby, it is hardly 
surprising that "verismo" should struggle to gain a m o d i c u m  of 
critical approval. But approval it did receive, and often from 
the m o s t  unlikely quarters. S u o h  an  authority as E d u a r d  
Hanslick s a w  the arrival of "Cavalleria" o n  the V i e n n e s e  
musical scene as a golden opportunity to criticize once again 
the excesses of Wagnerism, but nevertheless he w a s  quick to 
realize the positive aspects of this n e w  approach to opera.
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According to the Vienn e s e  critic, the w o r k s  of the "giovane 
scuola” were personified by ”una caratteristica e varia scena, 
tipi sagacemente definiti, esposizione progressiva dell’azione, 
il tutto b e n  giustif icato, naturals, realist ico ; e finalmente 
una felice brevita dope le indigeste opere di guattro, cinque 
ore” .̂*

T h e  hostile tirades of the Wagnerians were accompanied by 
those of Casa Ricordi, w h o  had refused to publish "Cavalleria” 
and by reneging u p o n  an agreement to stage Leoncavallo’s "I 
Medici” had forfeited "Pagliacci”.*̂ T h e s e  t w o  s e r i o u s  erro r s  
of judgement by Giulio Ricordi w e r e  to be perhaps the mos t 
far — r eaohing of his career in terms of financial gain a n d  
artistic prestige. ”Cav — F a g ” b e c a m e  the twin spear — head of 
C a s a  S o n s o g n o ,  w h o  n o w  p r o c e e d e d  to b e c o m e  the m o s t  
forward-looking and adventurous music publisher in Italy. This 
rise to a position of increased importance brought with it 
certain disadvantages, as the Ricordi-Sonzogno rivalry began to 
gain impetus. In those early years Ricordi, w h o  w a s  not yet sure 
if the phenomenal success of "Cavalleria” would be repeated by 
other composers, determined to counter public acclaim of the 
opera with a well-planned press campaign in which "verismo” w a s  
either ignored or heavily criticized. But even this could not 
arrest its progress, and Ricordi ultimately c o n c e d e d  defeat.

A n o t h e r  f a ctor to be c o n s i d e r e d  in this r e v i e w  of 
contemporary critiques of "verismo” concerns the composers and 
librettists themselves. While m a n y  of the more venemous attacks 
w e r e  adequately repulsed by Sonzogno's aggressive editorial 
policy in ”11 S e o o l c ’*, there still rem a i n e d  one fundamental 
problem w h i c h  w a s  to prove to be the Achilles’ heel of the 
movement: this w a s  the lack of an artistic manifesto, whereby 
the Italian public could acquaint itself with the ideas a n d  
concepts of the "veristi". This fact, more than any other, wa s  
to be the root — cause of m u c h  of the s u b s e q u e n t  confusion 
regarding "verismo", since n o  decision w a s  ever m a d e  to 
formulât e the ethos of operatic realism in an i mmediately 
accessible and accurate form. O n e  of the principle reasons for 
this lack of artistic purpose lay in the fundamental nature of 
the Italian librettist w h o , in -J ay Nicolaisen’s words, "took 
pride in his w o r k  . . . but did not expect to w i n  literary
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r e n o w n  . . .  If he had aspirations to greater fame or fortune, 
then he w as probably active in other fields”. A n  e x a m i n a t i o n  
of the lifestyles a n d  literary c r e e d s  of " g i o v a n e  sc u o l a "  
librettists c o n firms this hypothesis. Most, if not all w e r e  
w h a t  one might term " commercial" writers, insofar as their 
output w a s  g e a r e d  to a regular financial income. T h i s  w a s  
achieved in a n u m b e r  of ways, either through a contract with 
S o n z o g n o  or Ricordi to provide, w o r k  or collaborate on  a 
specific n u m b e r  of libretti, or through employment by the s a m e  
two m e n  in a journalistic capacity. This group included Enrico 
Cavaochioli (drama critic of "II Seoolo" until 1920), Eugenio 
Checchi (writing for "La Fanfulla della Domenica"), and Alberto 
Colantuoni (a regular contributor to "II F o p o l o " , "II Fopclo 
d ’ltalia" and "II T e m p o ”), whereas Nioola Daspuro w a s  not only 
Naples correspondent for "II Seoolo" (and often contributed to 
"II Teatro illustrato") but also Sonzogno's representative for 
the south of Italy, organizing seasons at the Teatro Mercadante 
in N a p l e s  from 1693 until 1895. O t h e r s  w o r k e d  free-lance, 
submitting ideas a n d  often c o m p l e t e  libretti to the m a j o r  
p u b l i s h i n g  h o u s e s  or to c o m p o s e r s  t h e m s e l v e s .  O f t e n  a 
collaboration proved to be so successful that it w a s  repeated 
(as in the case of the Mascagni — Targioni— Tozzetti — Menasci 
and Puccini — Giacosa - lllica coalitions), but for the m o s t  
part suo h  stability of e m p l o y m e n t  w a s  rarely encountered.

T h i s  p i e c e m e a l  a n d  erratic m o d e  of exi s t e n c e  had, in 
general, a detrimental effect on the quality of work produced; 
the pressure of meeting editorial deadlines, coupled with the 
legal c onstraints i m p o s e d  by contractual a g r e e m e n t s  wit h  
publishers, meant that most authors had little if any room for 
m a n o e u v r e .  S u o h  an a t m o sphere w a s  hardly condusive to the 
writing of good libretti, and given the circumstances one ca n  
readily appreciate w h y  so m u o h  second-rate material was churned 
out, often by hack-writers working for the most part in their 
spare time a n d  with the sole intention of supplementing an 
already m e a g r e  i n c o m e . Only a few elite librettists, such as 
lllica a n d  G i a c o s a ,  c o u l d  be a s s u r e d  of better w o r k i n g  
conditions; but as their c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  with Giulio Ricordi 
amptly demonstrates, eve n  this illustrious partnership could 
often find the pressures of libretto—writing both irksome and 
time-consuming. T h e  overall impression that emerges is of the
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professional writer m a k i n g  occasional, often lucrative forays 
into the world of opera; an experience which, if repeated often 
enough, w o u l d  lead to the title of "professional librettist"
(even if m a n y  of his efforts in this capacity w e r e  distinctly 
dile t t a n t e ) . Luigi lllica, w h o m  the C o n t e  di Pulle o n c e  
referred to as "il principe dei librettist!" (on account of his 
successful collaboration with Puccini) w a s  capable of writing,
for a less demanding composer, libretti which rarely rose above

Jthe level of a second-rate penny dreadful. S uch low points in 
libretto p r o d u c t i o n  ( e v e n  by t h e  better a u t h o r s )  w e r e  
unavoidable; inconsistency and incompetence, either singly or 
in c o m b i n a t i o n , c o n t r i b u t e d  to t h e  m e r c i f u l l y  r a p i d  
d i s a p p e a r a n c e  of m a n y  t r a v e s t i e s  of d r a m a t i c  art, b u t  
fortunately enough genuine inspiration remained to produce m a n y  
excellent pieces of work

T h e  failure of librettists to provide a m a n i f e s t o  of 
"verismo" w as to have grave consequences. T h e  very vagueness of 
the concept meant that in the words of the old adage, it could 
be "all things to all m e n " . M a n y  of the m o r e  erudite critics 
m a d e  the mistake of interpreting the operas in a sociological 
light, seeing in t h e m  confirmation of the Naturalist theories 
of Taine and Brunetiere -, as Zola had pointed out in the preface 
to the second edition of " T h e r e s e  R a q u i n ” , the writer m u s t  
c o n c e r n  h i m s e l f  w i t h  " I ' e l u d e  d u  t e m p e r a m e n t  et d e s  
modifications profondes de l'organisme sous la pression des 
milieux et des circonstances".^^ N o w  this s a m e  process s e e m e d  
to be taking place on the lyric stage, but w h a t  fe w  people 
realized w a s  that musical "verismo", far from being a slavish 
imitation of literary Naturalism, w a s  fundamentally different 
in both conception and execution. Giannotto Bastianelli, one of 
the earliest biographers of Mascagni, m a kes this s a m e  point in 
his discussion of "Cavalleria rusticana" ; "Nella "Cavalleria" 
. . . noi p o t r e m m o  trovare u n  verismo inf in it a m e n t  e m e n o

tigoroso di quello dei naturalist!, che n o n  ammettevano I'opera 
d ’arte ohe come un documente scientifico— fotografico della vita 
umana".^^ T h e  situation w a s  therefore on e  of c o n s i derable  
c o n f u s i o n ,  o n l y  partially alleviated by  th e  o c c a s i o n a l  
declaration of artistic intent by either composer or librettist. 
( L e o n c a v a l l o ’s f a m o u s  letter to T o n o l l a  is an excellent 
example, but e v e n  this statement sheds little light on the

y
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matter, taking us one stage further to the "verismo storioo" 
of "I Medici").^* Apart f r o m  the clarion — calls of "11 Seoolo" 
(often infuriating in their imprecision) there is p r e cious  
little that w e  c a n  isolate as a g e n u i n e  attempt to define 
“verismo". T h e r e  is, of course, the celebrated "Prologo" to 
"Pagliacci” , w h i c h  m a n y  regard as one of the few declarations 
of intent proffered by the "veristi"; while this is certainly 
true, it has b e c o m e  customary to interpret Leoncavallo's words 
in too rigid a veristic light, as an examination of the text 
will promptly show.

T h e  most important lines of the "Prologo" are those in which 
the author declares his artistic intentions: "L'autore h a
cercato inveoe di pingervi uno squaroio di vita" Here it would 
appear that Leoncavallo has opted for the Naturalistic "slice 
of life" a p p roach, w h e r e i n  a cross — section of society is 
clinically reproduced and presented in as objective a m a n n e r  as 
possible, but it would be quite w r o n g  to interpret "Pagliacci" 
along suoh strictly codified lines. A Zolaesque interpretation 
must, by its very nature, take into account genealogical and 
bio— hereditary factors; furthermore, the writer's objectivity 
must at no time be brought into question. As Taine remarked, he 
must be concerned solely with "de petits faits, bien choisis, 
i m p o r t a n t s ,  significatifs, a m p l e m e n t  c i r c o n s t a n c i é s  et 
minutieusement n o t e s " , a n d  must w e a v e  the fabric of his w o r k  
a r o u n d  this formula. Leoncavallo's a p p r o a c h  is essentially 
different. "Pagliacci" is not based on a directly observed and 
thoroughly researched milieu, but on "un nido di memorie" ; in 
other words, the opera is a product of an incident experienced 
fay the composer in his youth.^ T h e  w o r d s  "al vero ispiravasi" 
hold the key to Leoncavallo's conception of " v e r i s m o ” : the
artist's personal experience of life is the r a w  material with 
w h i c h  he  m u s t  fashion his work, w h e n  duly guided by his 
inspiration. T h i s  c o n c e p t  p r e c l u d e s  the o v e r — analytical 
ap p r o a c h  of literary Naturalism, since it relies not on the 
writer's objectivity a n d  ability to r e p r oduce, as V e rga puts 
it, "il fatto nudo e schietto",** but o n  his capacity to build 
a fictional edifice over the foundations of established fact. 
T h a t  s u c h  a t e c h n i q u e  is very m u c h  subjective is clearly 
pointed out by Leoncavallo: " U n  nido di m e m o r i e  in fonde
all'anima oantava u n  giorno, ed ei con vere laorime scrisse, e
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I singhiozzi il t e m p o  gli b a t t e vano". T h i s  is hardly the 
admission of an impartial observer, and links the composer to 
V e r g a  a n d  C a p u a n a  b o t h  in his distaste of the clinical, 
scientific approach to realism and in his obvious sympathy with 
the subjeot. A n  interesting passage from Verga's "L'amante di 
Gramigna" is worth quoting here, as it elucidates even further 
Leoncavallo's intentions in "Pagliacci": "Si arrivera mai a tal 
pe r fez ion a m e n t  o nello studio delle passioni, o h e  diventer a 
inutile il p r o s e g u i r e  nello studio dell'uomo interiors? La 
scienza del cuore umano, che sara il frutto della n u o v a  arte, 
sviluppera t a l m e n t e  e cosi g e n e r  a i m e n t  e tutte le r isorse 
dell'immaginazione, che nell'avvenire i soli r o m a n z i  o h e  si 
scriveranno saranno i fatti diversi?" Verga, in the s a m e  w a y  
as Leoncavallo, e m p h a s i z e s  the i m p o r t a n c e  of the w r i t e r ’s 
imagination: to be a true "verista" one must have recourse to 
"I'ispirazione".^ T h e  rapprochement between author and composer 
is mirrored in the remainder of the "Prologo", w h e r e  Tonic's 
wa r n i n g  to the audience ("vedrete a m a r , si, c o m e  s'amano gli 
esseri umani; vedrete dell'odio i tristi frutti, del dolor gli 
spasimi. Urli di rabbia udrete, e risa ciniohe") s e e m s  at first 
sight to echo the best traditions of literary realism, but is 
immediately followed by a touching appeal for our sympathy: "E 
voi, piuttosto o h e  le nostre povere g a b b a n e  d ’istrioni, le 
nostre a n i m e  considerate, poiche siam uomi n i  di oarne e di 
ossa, e che di quest'or fano m o n d e  al pare di voi spiriamo 
I'aere". T h i s  is the tone of Verge's "Pantasticheria", and 
Leoncavallo s h o w s  the s a m e  h u m a n i t a r i a n  c o n c e r n  for his 
subject, ignoring the traditional Naturalist precept that the 
artist m u s t  present only the facts, leaving the reader to 
decide the rest.

Having considered this apparent manifesto of "verismo", even 
the most liberal of critics would find it difficult to maintain 
that here w e  have a clear, ideological expose of the principal 
aims and objectives of the movement. M u c h  of what is contained 
in the "Prologo" is Leoncavallo's highly personalized concept 
of operatic realism, and it would be wrong to assume that these 
s a m e  ideas w e r e  shared by other c o m p o s e r s  a n d  librettists. 
While it is certainly true to say that the basic f r a m e w o r k  of 
"verismo" remained the same from opera to opera (such features 
as setting, numb e r  of characters and length show, as w e  shall
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see, little variation) there are still fundamental differences 
in a p p r o a c h  w h i c h  give m a n y  w o r k s  a w e l c o m e  m o d i c u m  of 
individuality. It c an be said that "verismo", b e c a u s e  of its 
e s s e n t i a l l y  i m p r e c i s e  n a t u r e ,  lent itself to i n d i v i d u a l  
interpretation, as a c o m p a r i s o n  b e t w e e n  Mascagni's rather 
innocuous "Arnica" and the "verismo spinlo" of Giordano's "Mala 
vita" clearly shows.** But w h e r e a s  subject-matter is relatively 
easy to chronicle, it is inordinately difficult to discover the 
true r e a s o n  for a n  o p e r a  b e i n g  written. In m a n y  o a s e s  
correspondence b e t w e e n  c o m p o s e r  a n d  librettist reveals the 
e x i s t e n c e  of w e l l - d e f i n e d  artistic aims, but often, w h e n  
dealing with the m o r e  o b s c u r e  works, the a b s e n c e  of a n y  
substantial dialogue of this kind m e a n s  that secondary sources, 
hearsay and pure conjecture m u s t  take its place. As can be 
r e a d i l y  i m a g i n e d ,  m a t e r i a l  of this k i n d  is n o t o r i o u s l y  
unreliable, but in the absence of more conclusive evidence w e  
m u s t  be p r e p a r e d  to give it d u e  consid e r a t i o n .  A n o t h e r  
difficulty is that p o s e d  b y  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  a 
professional librettist and a composer with little knowledge of 
literary trends or dramaturgical techniques. W h a t  inevitably 
h a p p e n s  is that the c o m p o s e r  accepts the first draft of the 
libretto (trusting that the librettist will have done his share 
of the w o r k  competently) and there is little or n o  interplay 
b e t w e e n  the two. A n  e v e n  w o r s e  e x a m p l e  is that of t he  
dilettante librettist and the l i t e r a t e  c o m p o s e r , w h e r e
the constant friction leads to a lack of h o m o g e n e i t y  in the 
finished work. In both cases, a ny literary concepts or aims 
that emerge from the completed opera are often half-baked and 
d i s o r g a n i z e d  in presentation. W i t n e s s  G i o r dano's lack of 
literary expertise, as e x p o u n d e d  by S o n z o g n o  in a letter to 
G u i d o  M e n asci: " L a  m a n c a n z a  di culture gli i m p e d i s c e  di
formarsi un  concetto preciso di quel che sente, di quello che 
desidera e di quello che e piu o m e n o  possibile d'adattare a 
libretto".*^ In c o m p a r i s o n  to Giordano, other major composers 
of the day were adequately well-versed in the literary side of 
opera; Puccini, Mascagni and Franchetti are three n a m e s  which 
spring readily to mind, but it is w h e n  w e  consider Leoncavallo 
that a n e w  problem arises.
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T h e  Neapolitan maestro w a s  one of the few composers of the 
period w h o  insisted on writing his o w n  libretti, although after 
1904 he did collaborate with Cavaochioli and Forzano. Early in 
his career h e  declared that an opera in w h i c h  m u s i c  a n d  
libretto were the work of two m e n  w a s  a contradiction in terms; 
to achieve true artistic unity, the composer must be his o w n  
librettist.^* T h i s  c o n c e p t , w h i l e  s h o w i n g  to w h a t  e x t e n t  
Leoncavallo had absorbed the influential Wagnerian ideal of a 
co m p l e t e  synthesis of the arts in opera, h a s  nevertheless 
certain innate disadvantages as regards the chronicling of a 
work's gestation, since the absence of correspondence between 
composer and librettist deprives the researcher of a valuable 
source of accurate information. T h u s  for m a n y  of Leoncavallo's 
operas w e  lack an authoritative account of the crucial period 
b e t w e e n  the initial decision to c o m m e n c e  a n e w  w o r k  and its 
final completion. Apart from the "Prologo" to "Pagliacci", 
there is little else in the texts of the remaining operas that 
can point us towards a definition of "verismo"; even the public 
d e c l a r a t i o n s  m a d e  by L e o n c a v a l l o  d u r i n g  his career are 
notoriously imprecise, and their bombastic tone (aimed primarily 
at Puccini and Casa Ricordi) tell us more about the composer's 
obsessive hates than his dramatio philosophy.

O n e  further point to be discussed in our s e arch for an 
artistic credo of "verismo” concerns the special relationship 
between the composer and his audience. Italian opera has always 
appealed to all classes of society, being widely respected and 
admired by a large proportion of the Italian public; in this 
w a y  it can be considered as a form of nationalism, a m e a n s  by 
w h i c h  Italians can achieve a national cultural identity. As a 
result the links b e t w e e n  the c o m p o s e r  a nd his public h a v e  
b e come m u c h  m o r e  strongly defined than equivalent b o nds in 
l i t e r a t u r e  or art. O n e  of t h e  r e s u l t s  of this s p e c i a l  
relationship has been that Italian opera composers have never 
felt the n e e d  to justify their artistic positions by m e a n s  of 
manifestos or declarations of intent; their works have spoken 
for them, a n d  h a v e  d o n e  so w i t h o u t  polemical tirades or 
t heoretical a p o l o g e t i c s  W h i l e  s u o h  populist a p p e a l  h a s  
u ndoubtedly contributed to the worldwide success of Italian 
opera, it has also laid it open to unfavourable critical co m m e n t
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on the premise that Whatever is admired by the masses oannot be 
of a s u f f i c i e n t l y  h i g h  c u l t u r a l  level. B a s t i a n e l l i  w a s  
well-aware of this fact w h e n  he wrote that "I'operista italiano 
ha, q u a s i  s e m p r e ,  u n a  m e n t a l i t é  del tutto i m m e r s a ,  ansi 
s o m m e r  sa, nel flutto della medioorissima vita ohe lo oiroonda. 
Egli e oosi u n ' a n i m a  semplioe, di quella semplioita u n  p o ’ 
artefatta delle anime popolari, ohe n o n  appena venga varoata da 
noi, ci desta un'antipatia irremediabile" ** Bastianelli's statement, 
w h i l e  equally valid for all s e a s o n s  of Italian o p e r a , is 
e s p e c i a l l y  a p p l i c a b l e  to t h e  p e r i o d  p r e s e n t l y  u n d e r  
d iscussion.

Let us n o w  pause to consider the problems which hinder the 
formulation of an adequate definition of " v e r i s m o ” . W e  h a v e  
seen h o w  critical c o m m e n t  has tended either to underestimate 
or dis p a r a g e  the m o v e m e n t , w i t h  the lack of a n  artistic 
manifesto leading to m u c h  confusion amongst public and critics. 
It follows, therefore, that th e  e v i d e n c e  of t h e  librett i 
themselves must serve as our primary source of reference, but 
s o m e  k n o w l e d g e  of the literary history of the period is 
necessary if a workable theory of "verismo" is to be arrived 
at, insofar as it provides us with a clear understanding of the 
complex forces which moulded the careers of both composers and 
librettists. In effect it w a s  the coalescence of the two major 
literary creeds, n a m e l y  R o m a n t i c i s m  a nd Naturalism, w h i c h  
provided part of the impetus for the transformation of Italian 
opera from the traditional Verdian m e l o d r a m a  to its veristic 
s u c c e s s o r  T h i s  assertion m a y  s e e m  o n  the surface to be 
contradictory, but it w a s  precisely this a m a l g a m  b e t w e e n  two 
apparently dissimilar m o v e m e n t s  w h i c h  provided the literary 
basis of "verismo". A n  illuminating passage in Mosco Garner’s 
bio g r a p h y  of Puccini illustrates this c o n cept rather w e  11 :

With the advent of realism in literature, it w a s  inevitable 
that the operatic libretto should follow suit, spicing the 
old r o m a n t i c  ingredients m o r e  p u n g e n t l y  from ordinary 
everyday life. W e  witness this already in "Traviata"; but 
it w a s  really "Carmen" that opened the gates for a flood of 
the kind of half— romantic a n d  half — realistic m e l o d r a m a s  
w h i o h  p r o v i d e d  the chief p a b u l u m  for Puccini a n d  his 
c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  . . . M e l o d r a m a  certainly a n s w e r e d  the
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essential requirement of an operatic aesthetic rooted in the 
primary forces of the theatre . . . It is in this special
emphasis on passion, on the instinctive in the h u m a n  being, 
that realism s h o w s  its close link with romanticism, the 
decadence of which it represents in a sense.

Garner goes on to discuss this merging of literary m o v e m e n t s  in 
greater detail, and w hat he terms as "the interpenetration of 
romanticism, social realism, and symbolism" ** could well be taken 
as a model for "verismo", as long as w e  omit the reference to 
s y m b o l i s m  and replace it with an equivalent appertaining to 
sociology. This provides us with a tripartite combination of 
literary and scientific sources, the intermixing and interplay 
of which constitute a convenient starting-point from which the 
entire theory a n d  practice of "verismo" c an be expounded, 
commented upon, and then critically assessed.

Let us  begin, t h e n , w i t h  the first a n d  p e r h a p s  m o s t  
interesting component; the Romantic ideal. Italian Romanticism 
had, in the opening and middle years of the nineteenth century, 
followed the general pattern of the European model, one aspect 
of w h i o h  w a s  the portrayal in literature, music or art of the 
struggle of the individual against society. T h e  R o m antic hero 
e p i t o m i s e d  the rebellion of a superior m i n d  against the 
mediocrity of the world around about him; a n d  it w a s  this 
conflict, set against a backcloth of historical verisimilitude 
a n d  n a s c e n t  nationalistic fervour, w h i c h  a p p e a l e d  to a 
substantial proportion of the then rapidly growing European 
r e a d i n g  p u b l i c . T h e  c o n c e p t  of the s u f f e r i n g , s e n s itive  
individual (whose very awareness of his o w n  unhappiness w as the 
root cause of m elancholy, anger a n d  ultimate desperation) 
pr o v e d  to be a n  attractive o n e , since it provided writers, 
artists a md musicians with a stereotyped model around which an 
elaborate infrastructure of secondary motives could be woven. 
In literature t h ese w e r e  often of a political n a t u r e  ; the 
Romantic hero w a s  fleeing not only from himself, but from the 
mediocrity of a corrupt and debased society which threatened to 
stifle his o w n  individuality. T h e  outcome of the struggle gave 
scope for variation: the Romantic hero could be transformed in 
turn to a victim of his o w n  cruel destiny, a martyr for the 
cause of political freedom, a triumphant warrior on the field
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of battle, or the leader of a b a n d  of fellow rebels. T h i s  
dynamic range of activities w a s  counterbalanced by those of a 
more passive nature, w h e r e  the same figure would derive solace 
in completely isolating himself from society, either by escape 
to some lonely and remote place (as typified by the return to 
n a t u r e  of R o u s s e a u ' s  " p r o m e n e u r  solitaire") or t h r o u g h  a 
studied, cynical indifference to wordly events, a retirai to 
o n e ' s  shell of closed, i n w a r d  suffering a n d  c o n s e q u e n t  
se If-purgation. It is hardly surprising that Italian opera of 
the first half of the n i n e t e e n t h  century t e n d e d  to favour 
R o m a n t i c  h e r o e s  of the f o r m e r  category; M a n r i c o  in "II 
trovatore". Tell in "Guglielmo Tell" and Arturo in "I Puritani" 
are all linked together by c o m m o n  s e n t i m e n t s  of political 
freedom and the need to overcome tyranny. It follows that the 
heroes of those Verdian operas of the "anni di galera" s h o w  
similar traits; m o s t , if not all, are steadfast, reliant a n d  
untiring champions of "la liberta". Whether it be Arrigo in "La 
battaglia di L e g n a n o " ,  Ezio in "Attila" or M a o d u f f o  in 
"Macbeth", the fundamental struggle is the same: that of an 
Italy seeking unification through rebellion against the tyranny 
of Austrian rule an d  finding, in the operas of Verdi and his 
c o m p atriots, a n  e l o q u e n t  a n d  effective vehicle for s u c h  
sentiments.*^ O n c e  the process of unification w a s  complete the 
"raison d'etre" for these overtly political w o r k s  promptly 
d i s a p p e a r e d ,  to be r e p l a c e d  by a slowly developing, but 
nevertheless steadily increasing awareness that the social and 
political problems of the n e w  nation could no longer be solved 
by violent means, but rather through the reasoned application 
of scientific m e t h o d s  a n d  techniques. W h a t  position, then, 
could the Romantic hero assume in a society where co-operation 
rather t h a n  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  w a s  to be the prerequisite for 
success? T o  a n s w e r  this question w e  m ust first discuss the 
development and function of Naturalism within the context of 
contemporary Italian literature.

T h e  advent of this most tenacious of literary creeds took 
place in Italy s o m e  t e n  to t w e n t y  y e a r s  after the first 
hesitant steps of suoh pioneers as Champfleury and Duranty, and 
appeared at first to be a reaction against the e x c e s s e s  of 
Romanticism. T h e  illogical and absurdly vainglorious exploits 
of the Romantic hero wer e  rejected as an anac h r o n i s m  w h i c h

—  51 —



could no  longer be tolerated in a modern, positivist society. 
T h e  writer w a s  to b e c o m e  the impartial observer, recorder and 
analyst of his o w n  environment, using scientific m e t h o d s  to 
gather a n d  interpret his data. T o  this e n d  m a n y  Naturalist 
authors took i m m e n s e  pains to ensure that they avoided any 
semblance of Romantic exaggeration or emotionalism. (Flaubert’s 
tortured rewriting of m a n y  of his major novels springs readily 
to mind.) It seemed, then, that Romanticism lay dead and buried 
under the overwhelming weight of scientific reason. But soon it 
b e c a m e  clear that w h a t  appeared to be a complete rejection of 
the Romantic ideal was, in actual fact, an obvious restatement 
(albeit in a less provocative form) of the struggle of the 
individual against society. In this w a y  Zola w a s  accused of 
being at h e art a true R o m a n t i c ,  w h o  m a s k e d  the B y r o n i c  
conflicts of his characters with a veneer of p s e u d o  — realism 
reinforced by f r e q u e n t  a v o w a l s  of authorial impartiality. 
Eventually it w a s  realised that the dividing line b e t w e e n  
Romanticism and Naturalism was, in m a n y  cases, a very tenuous 
one, and nowhere is this more apparent than in the development 
of post—Verdian Italian opera.

T h e  careers of both composers and librettists most closely 
associated w i t h  " v e r i s m o ** also s h o w  strong ties w i t h  the 
R o m a n t i c  ideal. T h e  first operas c o m p o s e d  by M a s c a g n i  and 
Leoncavallo were based on overtly Romantic subjects: "Guglielmo 
Ratcliff" is a setting of Heine's truculent tragedy, while 
"Chatterton" is based on a D e  Vigny play of the s a m e  name. 
Moreover, m a n y  librettists of the period (including Giacosa, 
Illioa, Golisoiani an d  Ma r e n c o )  w e r e  former m e m b e r s  of the 
Milanese Bcapigliatura. T h e  pervasive influence of Romanticism 
could not entirely be disregarded by these men; a considerable 
number, though fervent supporters of literary Naturalism, were 
quite simply u n w i l l i n g  (either for financial or artistic 
reasons) to forego the Romantic ideal in their writings. T h e y  
rejected the agonized process of self-purgation u n d e r g o n e  by 
Flaubert and Verga during the geneses of "Madame Bovary" and "I 
M a l a v o g l i a " ;  w h i l e  literary r e a l i s m  a n d  t h e  c o m p l e t e  
depersonalization of the writer within a w o r k  w e r e  desirable 
objectives, the vagaries of public taste and the corresponding 
n e e d  for literature w h i c h  w a s  commercially viable led to the 
e m e r g e n c e  of a hybrid style: in e s s e n c e , a blend of t h ose
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features of Romanticism and Naturalism which would complement 
e a c h  o t her w i t h o u t  the n e e d  for e x c e s s i v e  theorizing or 
tortured soul-searching on the part of the author. T h e  works of 
Arrighi, T r o n o o n i  a nd Mastriani typefy this approach; their 
facile, sentimental a nd often crudely veristic stories found 
instant favour with an Italian public whioh had ignored Capuana 
a n d  preferred Ve r g e ' s  "La storia di u n a  o a p i n e r  a " to " I 
Malavoglia" and "Mastro— don Gesualdo".

T h e  popular d e m a n d  for mass-produced literature of this kind 
could not be filled by those authors for w h o m  style and content 
had to conform to pre-established doctrine, and w h o s e  w o r k s  
w e r e  consequently artistic successes but commercial failures; 
suoh devotion to the art of writing seemed s o m e h o w  out of place 
in an Italy emerging from the trauma of Unification and taking 
its first hesitant steps towards becoming a world power. T h e  
belief in the absolute s u p r e m a c y  of scientific m e t h o d s  as a 
m e a n s  of bettering social and economic conditions gave little 
s c o p e  for the aesthetic theories of literary stylists ; a n d

$while for the cognoscenti Verga, C a puana and D e  Roberto w e r e  
s u p r e m e  m a s t e r s  of their art, the remainder of the Italian 
public preferred to be amused, titillated a nd mildly s h o c k e d  
rather than face the dreary pessimism of "I Malavoglia" or the 
turgid o p p r e s s i v e n e s s  of "I V i o e r e " . Adolfo Galletti, in a 
searching appraisal of Matilde Serao, shows to what extent m a n y  
lesser authors pandered to oontemporary tastes w h e n  he talks of 
" u n a  certs esage r a z i o n e  espr essiva e il gusto dell'ef f ett o 
patetico, ohe e anche u n  m o d o  sicuro di piacere a molti e di 
prevenire o di secondare i gusti della folia".** Continuing on the 
same lines, Galletti demonstrates h o w  the residue of Romantic 
sentimentality in these works w a s  no more than a siokly-sweet 
coating covering an even thinner layer of half-baked veristic 
theory;

Artist! di tale tempra sonc inclini a oeroare di forzare la 
nota di effetto, ad insistera nelle fiorettature che strappano 
I'applauso volgare. L'enfasi e I'artifioio h a n n o  tanta forza 
sulla parte istintiva della loro natura che essi per i primi 
sembrano ammaliati dalla propria mimics letter aria . . .  si 
tratta quindi di u n  naturalismo intermittente, con molte 
screziature sentimental!.**
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T h e  ersatz mixture of R o m a n t i c i s m  a n d  Naturalism w h i o h  
sustained the so — called "scuola di Tronooni" had one other 
special ingredient, albeit in a less concentrated form. T h i s  
w a s  the n e w l y  developed science of sociology, w h i c h  despite 
hopes that it would place "verismo" on a sound methodological 
footing w a s  instead p l u n d e r e d  a n d  filched from by popular 
fiction writers. Sociology n o w  b e o a m e  a m e a n s  by w h i c h  the 
sordidness of h u m a n  life oould be revealed in lurid detail ; 
obscenity w a s  no longer to be justified by the premise that the 
author had only presented the true face of reality, but rather 
by labelling his w o r k  as " un r o m a n z o  sociale" d e s i g n e d  to 
ed u c a t e  a s u p p o s e d l y  ignorant Italian public. As G i u seppe  
Carsaniga has written, " T h e y  excused their sensationalism by 
appealing to the principles of bourgeois morality: they claimed 
to be writing their books not with the improper aim of exciting 
sensuality but with the salutary purpose of performing a m u c h  
needed exercise in social therapy".**

H o w ,  then, did this hybrid art — f o r m , wit h  its s o m e w h a t  
u n e a s y  m i x t u r e  of R o m a n t i c ,  Naturalist a n d  sociological 
factors, influence operatic "verismo"? T h e  answer lies in the 
cultural b a c k g r o u n d  of cont e m p o r a r y  librettists ; as w e  have 
seen, the writing of libretti w a s  largely a spare— time activity 
pursued by journalists, poets and hack writers all seeking some 
me a n s  of augmenting their incomes. T h u s  instead of striving for 
artistic originality or stylistic perfection, the majority of 
librettists preferred to scavenge from the degenerate m a s s  of 
s e c o n d - r a t e  p o p u l a r  literature. S i n c e  t h e r e  w a s  little 
financial incentive or possibility of critical recognition to 
spur t h e m  o n  to greater efforts, they tailored their libretti 
to suit the particular n e e d s  of c o m p o s e r s  a n d  publishers; 
furthermore, the overriding requirement for works w h i c h  were 
comme r c i a l l y  viable m e a n t  that there w a s  little r o o m  for 
experimental innovation. But w h y  w a s  there no reaction against 
the prevailing tide of uniformity? O n e  possible explanation 
lies in t h e  fact t h a t  M a s c a g n i , L e o n c a v a l l o  a n d  their 
contemporaries all belonged to the generation born in the years 
1650 to 1870, so that by the beginning of the 1890*s m o s t  
co m posers a nd librettists writing in the n e w  idiom w e r e  in
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their twenties and thirties. (This fact alone explains w h y  the 
m o v e m e n t  w a s  termed "la giovane scuola".> But contrary to the 
almost universal axiom that youth breeds nonconformity and 
extremism, the operatic "veristi" s h o w e d  little inclination to 
forge a radically n e w  m o d e  of expression. It would s e e m  that 
having reached adulthood in an Italy which had largely overcome 
the turmoil of unification, they felt little desire or n e e d  to 
rebel against convention; w h a t  the "scapigliati" had achieved 
during the struggle for independence no longer seemed relevant 
in an increasingly prosperous an d  materialist society. T h e  
average Italian of the 1890's n o w  wished to turn his back on 
the suffering and civil strife of earlier generations, and the 
m o s t  c o n v e n i e n t  a n d  accessible p a n a c e a  for those painful 
m e m o r i e s  w a s  e s c a p e  into the o o s y  w o r l d  of trite, easily 
digested a n d  m a s s - p r o d u c e d  literature a n d  music. Operatic 
"verismo" w a s  only one of the m a n y  cultural movements to fulfil 
this purpose, a n d  h a v i n g  d o n e  so found itself inextricably 
locked in the strait jacket of c o n v e n t i o n . W h a t  w a s  truly 
original in "Cavalleria" and "Pagliacci" soon became stale and 
m a t t e r  — of — fact in t he h o s t  of c o u n t l e s s  imitations, a n d  
although m u c h  w a s  produced of artistic worth the overwhelming 
weight of mediocre w o r k s  threatened at times to stifle a ny 
obvious talent. In a sense, operatic "verismo” w a s  primarily a 
creation of the middle— classes, and as such could not hope to 
s u s t a i n  its initial vitality ; w i t h  m a n y  c o m p o s e r s  a n d  
librettists viewing the creation of an opera as a distinctly 
dilettante, spare time occupation (to be pursued in the evening 
h o u r s  after t e a c h i n g  at a c o n s e r v a t o r y  or w r i t i n g  in a 
n e w s p a p e r  office), there w a s  little striving t o w a r d s  true 
originality. Verdi seems to have realised this w h e n  he gave the 
following thoughtful piece of advice to Giordano: "It m a y  be a 
good thing to copy what is true, but to invent it is a far, far 
better thing".**

Any final definition of operatic "verismo” mus t  therefore 
take into account the various faotors already outlined, but as 
w e  have seen the overwhelming m a s s  of circumstantial evidence 
fails to establish any clear criteria by which the genre can be 
accurately described. T h e  only remaining source is that of the 
operas themselves, and w h e n  w e  examine the host of imitative 
w o r k s  w h i o h  followed "Cavalleria rusticana" several clear
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patterns begin to emerge. T h e  most sensible starting-point for 
a discussion of this nature is of course Mascagni's inaugural 
work, since it provides us with an initial model on whioh to 
base our analysis. As Chapter O n e  h a s  s h o w n ,  c o n t e m p o r a r y  
accounts of the opera focussed on  two aspects in particular: 
the relative brevity of the scenario a n d  the u n  tr adit ional 
n a ture of the subject-matter. H o w e v e r ,  a careful study of 
"Cavalleria" reveals several other novel features previously 
u n k n o w n  to Italian opera, and which can be subsequently used to 
formulate a working definition of "verismo". T h e  complete list 
is as follows:

<a> Action set in an unfamiliar, picturesque a nd remote 
area of rural or urban deprivation.

<b> Subject—matter characterized by violent action on — stage. 

<c) Contemporary setting.

<d) Shorter than usual length.

Applying these broad criteria to the massive output of operas 
during the period 1890 to 1920, I have been able to identify a 
substantial body of works which satisfy the above stipulations. 
(A full list of these is provided in Part Three, Section Five). 
It is ho w e v e r  necessary to examine each of these features in 
greater detail, since their precise significance only emerges 
through careful explanation and example.

(a) Action set in an unfamiliar, picturesque and remote area of 

rural or urban deprivation: —

T h e s e  fall into t w o  c ategories: 11 a lian a n d  foreign
settings. In those operas set in Italy (some 7 5 %  of the sample) 
the favourite regions are the traditional rural "aree depresse" 
suoh as Sicily, Calabria, Ciociaria, Puglia, Ischia, Sardinia, 
R o m a g n a  and Piedmont (of these, Sicily is the mos t  popular, 
providing the b a c k g r o u n d  to over a quarter of all "verismo" 
w o r k s ) . T h e  sole Italian u r b a n  setting is Naples; hardly a 
surprising choice, given its i m m e n s e  social problems (vividly 
d o c u m e n t e d  in Serao's "11 ventre di Napoli" (1884)). For the
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p u b l i c  of M i l a n ,  T u r i n  a n d  V e n i c e  t h e s e  m i l i e u x  w e r e  
sufficiently novel, r e m o t e  a n d  colourful to be of interest; 
m o r e o v e r , the picturesque element predo m i n a t e d  to such an 
extent that audiences were often presented with no  mor e  than 
"folclore oommercializrato" Naples w a s  falsely portrayed as a 
city w h e r e  "il luocioare insieme di lacrime e di coltellate" 
(as Gualerzi has described it) ** glinted a g a i n s t  a n  i m a g i n a r y  
background of riotous festivity; such an opera as Pierantonio 
Tasca's "A Santa Lucia", with its over-lavish presentation of 
local colour, h a s  elicited this c o m m e n t  f r o m  a p r o m i n e n t  
critic: "E la m e c c a  dei m a n d o l i n i  e delle chitarre, delle
b a r c a r o l e  e delle t a r a n t e l l a . Cori festosi di f a n c i u l  le 
s'intreociano ai richiami dei venditori ambulant!, d o v u n q u e  
si l e v a n o  c a n z o n  I di b e  v it or i e gr ida di g i o c a t o r  i di 
morra".*^

Foreign settings are more evenly split between rural and 
urban areas; w e  m a y  quote amongst the former Sulina (at the 
m o uth of the Danube), the mountains of Haute— Savoie, the plains 
of the Camargue, the Spanish lowlands, and the Russian steppes. 
Urban localities include Paris, Seville, Tunis and the Chinese 
quarter of S a n  Francisco. All these geographical locations 
share the basic features of their Italian counterparts; rural 
settings are usually remote and underdeveloped regions with a 
strong scenic interest, w h e r e a s  the u r b a n  variety tend to 
highlight the seedy, dilapidated inner-city areas. T h e r e  is a 
p r o n o u n c e d  bias t o w a r d s  F r a n c e  a n d  Russia, w h i c h  m a y  be 
explained by the fact that the m o r e  exotic milieux suc h  as 
China and U a p a n  could not, because of their unfamiliarity, be 
easily depicted.**

<b> Subject-matter characterized by violent action o n — stage; —

Contemporary critiques of "verista" works often mention the 
o n — stage depiction of violence. In m a n y  oases this constituted 
a n  integral part of t h e  a c t i o n , a n d  as s u c h  c o u l d  n o t  
r e a s o n a b l y  b e  o m i t t e d  w i t h o u t  d i s t u r b i n g  t he d r a m a t i c  
equilibrium of the opera, but in other instanoes the use of 
excessive force on  — stage w a s  c o n d e m n e d  by m a n y  critics as 
a s u p e r f l u o u s  a d d i t i o n  w h i o h  c o n t r i b u t e d  little to th e  
narrative, and w h o s e  main purpose appeared to be to shock the
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audience. This apparent use of violence for its o w n  sake w a s  
one of the principal reasons for the continual disparagement of 
"verismo”, but strangely e n o u g h  it w a s  not "Cavalleria” which 
initiated this trend ; indeed, the killing of T u r i d d u  takes  
place off-stage, and is related most vividly to the audience by 
the strident cries of " H a n n o  a m m a z s a t o  c o m p a r e  T u r i d d u ! ” 
M a s c a g n i ' s  a d m i r e r s  h a v e  o f t e n  q u o t e d  this d r a m a t i c  
m a s t e r - s t r o k e  as proof that the g e n r e  n e e d e d  little if n o  
violence o n — stage to produce its effects. Neither does "Mala 
vita" (despite the apparent promise of the title) lay any claim 
to being the pioneering work in the depiction of what have been 
described as "violent paroxysms”; such an h o n o u r  m u s t  go to 
Orefioe's "Mariska", whioh w e  have already noted in Chapter O n e  
as being one of the forerunners of "verismo". T h e  scene at the 
end of Act One, where Gyamar and Erik fight on-stage (a tussle 
which ends with Erik being stabbed) and that at the conclusion 
of Act Three w h e r e  Mariska, during another encounter be t w e e n  
her suitors, throws herself on Erik's knife (again in full view 
of the audience, and not surprisingly resulting in her death), 
are typical of those which wer e  to become so c o m m o n  in Italian 
opera of the next decade. Stabbing w a s  to remain the favourite 
m e a n s  of d e s p a t c h  (the m o s t  f a m o u s  e x a m p l e  occurring in 
"Pagliacci", w h e r e  N e d d a  and Silvio are bloodily disposed of in 
full view of both stage and theatre audiences by the jealous 
Canio), but despite this particular predilection other m e t h o d s  
wer e  soon found to be equally effective, and moreover had the 
a d v a n t a g e  of being visually m o r e  horrifying. E x a m p l e s  are 
plentiful ; in "A S a n t a  Lucia" Rosella flings herself to her 
death off a parapet, while A m i c a  (in Mascagni's opera of the 
s a m e  name) falls d o w n  a mountain ravine. In "La martire" the 
heroine asphyxiates herself with the f u m e s  from a charcoal 
stove; ** in "L' Ar le s i a n a  " F e d e r i c o  attacks M e t  if io w i t h  a 
hammer; and in "Silvano" the hero of the same n a m e  kills Renzo, 
his wife's lover, with a pistol. Leoncavallo's Maia c h o oses 
drowning, whereas in the same composer's "Zingari" T a m a r  and 
Fie ana are burned to death during a romantic idyll in a tent 
(the act of arson being committed by Radu, w h o m  Fleana had 
earlier spurned). Similarly gruesome deaths are to be found in 
"II macigno " (where an avalanche buries alive several people) 
and in "II tabarro", with the famous scene in which Michele
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strangles Luigi and then conceals the body under a cloak, later 
revealing it to his unfaithful wife.

<o) Contemporary setting: —

A g a i n  a w o r d  of e x p l a n a t i o n  is required. O n e  of the 
principal tenets of literary "verismo" w a s  that the writer’s 
subject-matter should be d r a w n  from contemporary life; as the 
C o n c o u r t  s d e c l a r e d  in t h e  f a m o u s  p r e f a c e  to " G e r m i n i e  
Lacerteux", "l’analyse et la recherche psychologique" were to 
be u s e d  to p r o v i d e  t h e  r e a d e r  w i t h  "I ’h i s t o i r e  m o r a l e  
contemporaine".** T h e  author w a s  to b e c o m e  a social historian, 
a painstaking chronicler of the i m m e n s e  b r e a d t h  of h u m a n  
e x i s t e n c e  w h i c h  s u r r o u n d e d  h i m . T h i s  t a s k  h a d  to be 
accomplished in as objective a m a n n e r  as possible, with great 
empha s i s  being laid u p o n  factual accuracy. T o  achieve these 
objectives, traditional m e t hods of writing had to be aba n d o n e d  
a nd their place taken by "une formule de la science m o d e r n e  
appliquée a la littérature" ** S i n c e  o n e  of t he m a i n  a i m s  of 
Naturalism w a s  to increase a w a r e n e s s  of the social problems 
i n h e r e n t  in a society w h i c h  w a s  b e c o m i n g  i n c r e a s i n g l y  
industrialized, the only artistically justifiable milieux w e r e  
those of the present day; the historical novel or play w a s  n o w  
considered as being too " r e m o t e " , both in content and style, 
for a public w h o s e  main concern w a s  h o w  to adapt to a rapidly 
c h a n g i n g  world. In Italy the first p i o n e e r s  of literary 
Naturalism sought to emulate Zola’s "R o u g o n — Macquart" novels; 
authors s uch as T r o n o o n i  a n d  Arr ighi pr o d u c e d  a series of 
slavish but not wholly convincing imitations. But with the 
a d v e n t  of realism o n  the operatic stage t he rigor o u s  a n d  
methodological approach of traditional literary Naturalism w a s  
all but abandoned. While accepting the need for c ontemporary 
settings (eventually e v e n  this concept w a s  to undergo s o m e  
modification) the Italian operatic "veristi" w e r e  reluctant to 
adopt the underlying ethos of Naturalism: namely the accurate 
depiction of a closely o b s e r v e d  milieu w i t h  the e x p r e s s  
intention of promoting social change within it.**

A survey of the w o r k s  in question confirms the preference 
for contemporary settings, with some 65% of operas conforming 
to this pattern. T h e  remainder are set for the mos t  part in
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other periods of the n i n e t e e n t h  century; e x e m p l e s  include 
**P«glieooi”, " T e r e s a  R a q u i n " , "1 mafiosi" and "L*Arlesiana" 
<all of w h i c h  take place during the 18&0's>, with "11 tabarro", 
"Mala vita" and "Maia" being set respectively in 1600, 1610 and 
1620 T h e  few r e m a ining w o r k s  belong to the s u b - g e n r e  of 
" v e rismo stor ioheggiante ", an d  include such operas as "La 
Tilda" (late 1700*s> and "Giovanni Gallurese" (1662) W h e r e a s  
precise chronological references are present in s o m e  operas 
("Cavalieria" is set on Raster D ay and "Pagliacoi" on the Feast 
of the Assumption) other works are more vague in this respect, 
and generally w e  look in vain for the customary exactitude of 
man y  Naturalist writers.

(d> Shorter than usual length: -

T h e  two principal factors w h ich distinguished "Gavalleria" 
from its predecessors were the novel choice of subject and the 
short length of the opera. M a n y  critics w e r e  taken aback by 
this extreme brevity, but the majority eventually praised the 
w o r k  for its t e r s e n e s s  of e xpression. After the a l m o s t  
customary "longueurs” of W a g n e r i a n  music d r a m a  "Gavalleria 
rusticana" w a s  a most welcome change; theatre managements were 
quick to realise the financial savings in staging Mascagni's 
opera, and the n e w  format quickly gained artistic recognition 
through the Verdi— Ehrlich interview. Galli must be praised for 
his initiative in insisting upon a o n e — act limit on the length 
of operas submitted to the S o n z o g n o  competition ; w h e t h e r  he 
imposed such a condition on aesthetic or logistical grounds is 
hardly relevant w h e n  w e  consider the deluge of similarly short 
works whioh n o w  followed. A review of these shows the extent to 
which Mascagni's example w a s  emulated; 4 5 %  are in the one-act 
format, with 3 0 %  in two acts and 25% in three. One-act operas 
would often be sub — titled "bozzetto lirico", w h e r e a s  two a n d  
three-act works would be termed "dramma lirico". While one-act 
operas w e r e  played through without a p a use (except for the 
m o m e n t a r y  a b e y a n c e  in d r a m a t i c  t e n s i o n  p r o v i d e d  by the 
i n t e r m e z z o )  t h o s e  in t w o  a n d  t h r e e  a c t s  r e t a i n e d  t h e  
traditional use of intervals. T h e  difference in running times 
b e t w e e n  o n e  a n d  t w o  — act w o r k s  w a s  often slight, a nd m a n y  
o ne — aot operas w e r e  s u b s e q u e n t l y  modified (in m o s t  oases
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on the insistence of impresarios or theatre managers) into the 
two-act format. O n e  s u c h  e x a m p l e  is "Pagliacoi", originally 
intended by its author to be in one act and played through from 
start to finish without a pause; however circumstances dictated 
o t h e r w i s e ,  a n d  L e o n c a v a l l o  w a s  o b l i g e d  to p r o v i d e  a n  
intermission by restructuring the w ork in two acts. T h e r e  w a s  
one main reasons for such alterations; this w a s  the insistence 
by m a n y  theatre managers that without an interval the shorter 
than average length of a veristic opera would impose additional 
stresses o n  b o t h  s i n gers a n d  orchestra; in the e v e n t  of 
something going wrong (for example an indisposed m e m b e r  of the 
cast or pitch problems in the orchestra) there w a s  no pause in 
w h i c h  the situation could be remedied. This limitation m e a n t  
that in o n e — act w o r k s  a higher artistic standard h ad to be 
m a i n t a i n e d ,  s i n c e  t h e r e  w a s  little m a r g i n  for e r r o r .

Let us n o w  turn our attention to the three— act format, whioh  
m a y  s e e m  at first glance to contradict our statement to the 
effect that veristic operas are of shorter than average length. 
In actual fact three-act w o r k s  of this kind h ave far shorter 
r u n n i n g  times t h a n  e q u i v a l e n t  traditional operas, s i nce 
librettists conceived their dramatic structure as a series of 
short scenes rather than long acts <a good example is that of 
"Mala vita"). T h e  percentage of three— aot works (some 25%) m a y  
also appear to be rather high, but w h e n  w e  take into account 
their relative brevity (together w i t h  t h e  fact that t w o  
intervals w e r e  possible) it is olear w h y  the format enjoyed a 
modicum of popularity.

T h u s  w e  c o m e  to the e n d  of our review of those features 
which singled out "Gavalleria" from its predecessors, and w h ich  
w e r e  to be so widely imitated. This s a m e  set of criteria has 
been used to identify a substantial body of works which s eem to 
share the same c o m m o n  ground as their forbear. T o  these w e  ma y  
n o w  give the collective n a m e  of "verismo p u r o ", since they 
preserve, in essence, those features of operatic realism which 
were the first to emerge on the lyric stage. As w e  shall see in 
a future discussion, "verismo puro", while being an independent 
a n d  artistically self-sufficient genre, w a s  n e v e r t h e l e s s  a 
motive force in the establishment of satellite m o v e m e n t s  to 
w h i c h  it lent s o m e  of its principal features (these include
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"verismo storioo” a n d  " v e r i s m o  b o r g h e s e " ,  w h i c h  will be
subsequently examined in great detail). For the m o m e n t  w e  shall 
dwell on the original, outlining both the works themselves and
the s u r r o u n d i n g  infrastructure of theatres, publishers a nd 
audiences which sustained them Only in this w a y  can a greater 
understanding of the p h e n o m e n o n  of "verismo puro" be achieved, 
as will be illustrated in the following chapter.
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E

G r o w t h  a n d  C o n s o l i d a t i o n :  1 6 9 0 — 96



A previous chapter has already chronicled the spectacularly 
successful premiere of Mascagni's "Gavalleria rusticana”, w h i c h  
within the course of less than a year had travelled the length 
and breadth of the Italian peninsula. It w a s  this opera w h i c h  
signalled, as w e  have seen, the birth of "verismo pure" and the 
e m e r g e n c e  of Edoardo S o n z o g n o  as a w o r t h y  rival to Giulio 
Riccrdi. Galli's aggressiveness in fostering interest in the 
y o u n g e r  generation of Italian c o m p o s e r s  h a d  at last b o r n e  
fruit, a nd S o n z o g n o  could n o w  concentrate his efforts u p o n  
ensuring that the artistic repercussions of "Gavalleria" w e r e  
adequately manipulated and channelled into profit for the firm. 
This preoccupation need not appear mercenary w h e n  w e  consider 
that prior to Sonzogno's e m e r g e n c e  in the field, Riccrdi had 
enjoyed something of a monopoly in Italian music publishing; 
the path w a s  therefore open for a n e w  contender to bring some 
m u c h - n e e d e d  vitality into an industry whioh had changed little 
over the previous fifty years, and w h o s e  ultra— conservative 
editorial policy h ad kept Italian opera in a sterile, artistic 
limbo which forbade any divergence from tradition. However, the 
s u c c e s s  of " G a v a l l e r i a "  p l a c e d  t h e  initiative firmly in 
Sonzogno's hands; from n o w  on the prosperity and indeed the 
ultimate fate of his enterprise would be inextricably linked to 
the future destiny of the genre it had so inadvertently sired. 
It is to the man's credit that he  realized this i m m e d i a t e l y , 
and no  time w a s  wasted in preparing a plan of action whereby 
the progress already m a d e  could be further consolidated. S u c h  
rapidity of f o r e s i g h t  is entirely u n d e r s t a n d a b l e ;  it is 
possible that Sonzogno still reme m b e r e d  with s o m e  bitterness
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h o w  PucoiTii's "Le villi” had been appropriated by Rioordi, and 
m a y  have feared that his rival would n o w  m o v e  in to sign up 
Mascagni. This possibility, more than any other, would appear 
to have been the main reason for Sonzogno's detailed programme 
of artistic development ; another, no less important, w a s  his o w n  
personal ambition to promote m o d e r n  Italian opera in direct 
opposition to the traditional repertoire f a v o u r e d  b y  his 
contemporaries In any oase, the continued competition of Casa 
Rioordi, coupled with the ongoing enmity between the two firms, 
provided a further incentive towards expansion. Viewed in this 
light, the situation in w h i c h  Sonzogno n o w  found himself w a s  
one w h ere the need for immediate exploitation of "verismo puro" 
w o u l d  be c o u n t e r b a l a n c e d  by th e  practical difficulties of 
finding and promoting talent of a sufficiently high standard; 
in other word s ,  if the initiative pro v i d e d  by "Cavalier ia 
rusticana" w e r e  to be lost t h r o u g h  failure to sustain the 
genre, t h e n  Rioordi w o u l d  ultimately b e n e f i t , since t he 
shallowness of Sonzogno's repertoire m a d e  it impossible for him 
to fall b a c k  u p o n  traditional works. " V e r i s m o  p u r o "  w a s  
therefore born into a world w h e r e  the odds w e r e  formidably 
stacked against its survival; but survive it did, to m u s h r o o m  
into o n e  of the fastest g r o w i n g  operatic g e nres of its day, 
w h o s e  popularity w a s  to rage unabated for some six years. This, 
as w e  have already suggested, w a s  for the most part engineered 
by Sonzogno himself; the m e a n s  by w h ich he achieved it w e r e  
n u m e r o u s  a nd varied, a n d  m u s t  n o w  be e x a m i n e d  in greater 
detail.

T h e  unparalleled success of "Gavalleria rusticana" placed 
Sonzogno in an advantageous position; in the first instance, 
revenue from performance fees and music royalties considerably 
increased the working capital of his firm, providing a w e l c o m e  
surplus w h i c h  could be utilized in the future. Figures quoted 
by Sonzogno during the dispute with Verga s h o w  that Mascagni 
h a d  received 47,865 lire in the course of the financial year 
1890 — 91, with s o m e  33,750 lire being spent on promotion of 
"Gavalleria" a nd 3 2,400 o n  w h a t  w ere described as "general 
costs''.^ It would appear, then, that the total amount disbursed 
by the publisher in o n e  year o n  this o p era totalled s o m e  
114,000 lire;  ̂ a considerable sum w h e n  w e  take into account the 
current exchange rate of twenty— seven lire to the pound. This
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large-scale outlay gives s o m e  idea of the financial success of 
Mascagni's masterpiece; an impression given further emphasis by 
the details of the composer's contract with Sonzogno, w h i c h  
provided him with a monthly stipend and t w e n t y — five per cent 
of royalties for a period of two and a half years.^ It comes as no 
surprise, then, to learn that over the course of the year 
following the premiere of "Gavalleria", Sonzogno m a d e  over half

j'million lire. Despite the subsequent decision of the Corte di 
Cassazione to a w a r d  a quarter of this s u m  to V e rga (whose

■ Écopyright, as w e  shall see, had been disregarded), there still 
r e m a i n e d  a very substantial a m o u n t  of m o n e y  available for 
investment.

J:T h e  second immediate advantage w a s  one of prestige. T h e  
embarrassing fiasco of the first Gonoorso S o n z o g n o  w a s  n o w  
totally forgotten; the 1688 competition, w h i c h  had discovered 
Mascagni, had been hailed as a bold and innovative step towards 
the e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of a " n e w  g u a r d "  of Italian composers. 
Sonzogno's standing in musical circles improved immeasurably, 
as m o r e  and m o r e  Italians b e g a n  to realize that here at last 
w a s  a m a n  w h o s e  b r e a d t h  of vision w a s  creating a fertile 
breeding ground for n e w  and exciting talent. T h e  example of 
Mascagni, nurtured and promoted by his publisher, w a s  there for 
all to behold a n d  e m u l a t e  ; a n d  o n c e  the "sfida" h a d  b e e n  
delivered, it only remained for Sonzogno to pause momentarily 
and await the blossoming of the movement. In the meantime, he 
and Galli masterminded an innovatory marketing and publicity 
campaign, a i m e d  at informing the r a n k s  of budding Italian 
composers of the exciting possibilities o p e n e d  up by the n e w  
genre. T h e  a d v a n t a g e s  w e r e  n u m e r o u s ;  the basic formula of 
"Gavalleria", w i t h  its simplicity of outline, w a s  easily 
imitated, an d  there w a s  little c h a n c e  of floundering in the 
Wagnerian "longueurs" w h i c h  had previously marred four a n d  
five-act operas. This brevity also meant that libretti could be 
q u i c k l y  a n d  e a s i l y  w r i t t e n  (not f o r g e t t i n g  t h a t  t h e  
librettist's fee w o u l d  s h r i n k  a ccordingly) ; f u r t h e r m o r e ,  
composition time would be drastically reduced, leaving composer 
a n d  librettist free to c o n c e n t r a t e  o n  other projects. For 
the publisher, the shortness of the n e w  operas m e a n t  lower 
capital costs; the copying of parts w a s  facilitated, a n d  in 
the event of a w o r k  being unsuccessful relatively little time.
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money and effort would have been expended * In stockbrokers' jargon 
"verismo puro" w a s  a low—risk, high— interest commodity, and it 
w a s  the realization of this fact w h i o h  e n s u r e d  its rapid 
expansion. For the performer, parts could be learned m o r e  
quickly and effectively, and the nature of the subject-matter 
gave theatrically m i n d e d  singers a c h a n c e  to act. In an age 
w h e r e  the art of Eleonora D u s e  w a s  acclaimed as the perfect 
representation of reality, such artists as Bellincioni, Stagne, 
Pacini, De  Negri and m a n y  others seized upon the n e w  movement 
as a m e a n s  of self-expression, thereby revolutionizing the 
whole concept of operatic histrionicism. Even the impresarios, 
traditionally that m o s t  d i s c o n t e n t  of factions, f o u n d  the 
f o rmat to their liking; d o u b l e  — billing of o p e r a s  w a s  n o w  
feasible, giving variety to the evening and further minimizing 
p ossible financial losses. As  in the past, short ballets, 
revues and circus and acrobatic acts could be used as fill-ins, 
but w i t h  the essential difference that their inclusion n o  
longer necessitated the w h o l e s a l e  a n d  s o m e w h a t  r u t hless 
mutilation of the main opera, which in previous times w a s  often 
m e r c i l e s s l y  cut in o r d e r  to a c c o m m o d a t e  t h e s e  l e s s e r  
frivolities. N o w  both could oo— exist peacefully, and both public 
and critics found little cause for complaint.^

"Verismo puro" therefore boasted features w h i o h  appealed, 
without major exception, to every sector of the operatic world. 
Given such enthusiasm, it w a s  inevitable that the flood of 
works so eagerly awaited by Sonzogno should soon materialize. 
However, there w a s  wha t  might be termed a two year gestation 
period, during w h i c h  time "Gavalleria rusticana " continued to 
be p e r f o r m e d  all over Italy. T h i s  interval a l l o w e d  t h o s e  
composers interested in the m o v e m e n t  to adapt their skills to 
the n e w  medium, with the result that by the beginning of 16 9 2 
t h e  first b a t c h  of " v e r i s m o  p u r o "  w o r k s  w a s  r e a d y  for 
production. As for Mascagni himself, the premiere of "L'amico 
Fritz" in 1891 must have raised doubts amongst his supporters 
(and indeed in Sonzogno) as to whether he h ad abandoned the 
g e n r e  a l t o g e t h e r .  T h e  A l s a t i a n  idyll, w i t h  its ov e r t l y  
sentimental account of a rich landowner's love for a peasant's 
daughter, w a s  hardly the stuff of w h ich "Gavalleria " had been 
fashioned, a n d  m a n y  b e g a n  to w o n d e r  if M a s c a g n i  h a d  not 
intended his earlier opera as a m e r e  stepping-stone to more

— 72 —



"artistic" efforts. It w o u l d  seem, however, that at this point 
in his career the Livornese maestro w a s  more intent on proving 
his all— round skills as an operatic composer than consolidating

claim to h a v e  found Verdi's successor oould be said to h a v e  
w o rked against the interests of his protege. If Mascagni were 
to prove himself a worthy incumbent of the Verdian crown, then 
he oould not remain forever within the limited canvas of operas 
such as "Gavalleria rusticana", and must strive towards e v e n  
greater heights. Yet despite the lack of interest of its
founder, the m o v e m e n t  found favour with the host of emerging, 
would— be composers with nothing to lose from the venture, and 
soon the first works began to appear.

T h e  r u s h  b e g a n  early in 1692 w i t h  the p r o d u c t i o n  of 
Giordano's "Mala vita", set to a libretto by Nicola D a s p u r o  
based on  Di Giacomo's play "II vote", first produced in 1866. 
It is s o m e w h a t  ironical that this opera, one of the earliest of 
its type, should have been described by contemporary critics as 
both b l a s p h e m o u s  a n d  immoral; hardly surprising, w h e n  o n e  
considers the nature of the story (Vito Aniante swears before 
the M a d o n n a  that if he is cured of his illness he will redeem a 
fallen w o m a n  by marrying her, only to break his v o w  by running 
off with the wife of the local drunkard). "Mala vita" w a s  to 
r e m a i n  p e r h a p s  the m o s t  o u t r a g e o u s l y  veristic w o r k  ever 
produced, but several commentators were perceptive e n o u g h  to 
realize the full extent of the work's originality. A m o n g s t  
these w a s  Hanslick, w h o  deolared it "a breakthrough in Italian 
opera, n o v e l  in b o t h  c o n c e p t i o n  a n d  s u b j e ct-matter ", but 
for the m o s t  part G i o r d a n o  w a s  faced w i t h  m u c h  a d v e r s e  
criticism.^ While the premiere had been highly successful, with 
Bellincioni and Stagno leading an effective cast, the reception 
in o t her Italian cities w a s  not quite so unequivocal. In 
Naples there w a s  outright opposition, on the premise that it 
denigrated the Neapolitan character and w a y  of life; with Vito 
Aniante a b l a s p h e m o u s  philanderer and Annetiello a d r u n k e n  
cuckold, no other conclusion could be reached.® R o b e r t o  Bracco, 
the famous playright, w a s  to c o m m e n t  that "Mala vita" w a s  an 
opera "a base di plebe, di tarantelle e di vecohia sfruttata 
napoletaneita",̂ a n d  criticized D a s p u r o  for having reduced Di 
Giacomo's original to the level of an a m o r o u s  intrigue (the
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play had in fact been produced suooessfully at Naples in 1888).

Despite this criticism (or perhaps because of it) Giordano's 
opera, with its u n c o m p r o m i s i n g  realism, proved a r e s o unding 
success both elsewhere in Italy and abroad. T h e  notoriety of 
the work ensured that "verismo puro" w a s  n o w  firmly established 
on the Italian musical landscape, and debate on the relative 
merits and shortcomings of the genre w a s  rapidly initiated an d  
sustained. This development oould only help Sonzogno's cause; 
with Giordano n o w  the "enfant terrible” of the operatic stage, 
the path w a s  clear for less oontroversial w o r k s  w h i o h  would 
prove to be just as profitable. "Mala vita" thus defined the 
limits of " v e rismo puro", a n d  s h o w e d  the extent to w h i c h  
contemporary notions of theatrical realism could be expanded; 
in this respect it can be viewed as both a pioneering work and 
as the most extreme example of operatic realism to emerge from 
the genre. This dual nature explains to some extent the irony 
already m e n t i o n e d  ; w h a t  Giorgio Gr ossetto ha s  described as 
"forse il prodotto piu spinto del m o m e n t o  verista dell'cpera 
italiana" w a s  only the s e c o n d  m a i n  w o r k  of its type after 
"Gavalleria". In the last analysis, the e x t r e m i s m  of " M a l a  
vita" (Gharles Osborne's description is "bloodcurdling in its 
sheer nastiness")** w a s  perhaps an understandable over— reaction 
to the relative moderation of Mascagni's earlier work; but in 
creating n e w  perspectives and opening out n e w  and exciting 
horizons, it gave "verismo puro" an initial impulse w h i o h  w a s  
to aid its subsequent development.

T h e  remainder of 1892 w a s  to witness the emergence of two 
more m e m b e r s  of the "giovane soucia". T h e  first of these w a s  
Francesco Cilea, w h o s e  "La Tilda" (given in Florence at the 
T e a t r o  Fagliano) p r o v e d  very successful Set a m o n g s t  the 
bandits of the Ciooiaria, the opera w a s  o n e  of the first to 
depict an  outlawed, v a g a b o n d  c o m m u n i t y  w h o s e  defiance of 
established tradition provided a vivid contrast to the milieux 
of "Gavalleria rusticana" a n d  "Mala vit a " . But it w a s  to be 
Ruggero Leoncavallo w h o  w a s  to prove that "verismo puro" ha d  
o o m e  to stay ; the o p era w a s  "Pagliacoi", a n d  at o n c e  the 
thirty-five year old Neapolitan emerged from obscurity, in m u c h  
the s a m e  w a y  as Mascagni, to receive the adulation of the 
Italian public.
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By the end of the year, Sonzogno had succeded in laying the 
foundations for his stable of composers. In addition to the n e w  
and exciting talents of Giordano, Cilea and Leoncavallo, other
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M u c h  has been written about Leoncavallo's earlier struggle 
to gain recognition, w h i c h  included the abortive attempts to 
stage both " C h a t t e r t o n "  a n d  "I Medici" a n d  the ill-fated 
collaboration with Puccini on the libretto of " M a n o n  Lescaut 
T h e  composer had originally presented a scenario of "I Medici" 
(together w i t h  a n  outline of the other t w o  parts of the 
trilogy) to R i o o r d i  as early as 1888, a n d  t h e  M i l a n e s e  
publisher, impressed with the work, had commissioned the music.
But w h e n  it c a m e  to staging the completed opera Rioordi lost 
interest, and Leoncavallo, disillusioned and s o m e w h a t  dejected 
by the rebuff he  h a d  received, a c c e p t e d  piece — m e a l  w o r k  
concerned with the rewriting and refashioning of libretti, one 
of the commissions being the adaptation of Prévost*s " M a n o n  
Le s c a u t  " for Puccini After the b r e a k d o w n  of this project 
Leoncavallo, encouraged by the French baritone Victor Maurel 
(who had r e c o m m e n d e d  him to Sonzogno), decided to try his luck 
at c o m p o s i n g  a short, ver i s t i c  o p e r a  in t h e  s t y l e  of 
"Gavalleria rusticana" T h e  result w a s  "Pagliacoi", written in 
five m o n t h s  at Vacallo, near the Swiss border Leoncavallo 
based his libretto, as w e  have seen,*® o n  a real — life i n c i d e n t  
culled from his o w n  experience H e  had originally written a 
play on this very subject, but n o w  adapted this earlier wor k  
into a mor e  concise and compact form. T h u s  the other "eternal 
t w i n " ,  " P a g l i a c o i "  , c a m e  to f r u ition a n d  w a s  g i v e n  a 
triumphantly successful welcome by the Milanese public, m a n y  of 
w h o m  n o w  acclaimed Leoncavallo as a second Mascagni. Others 
s a w  him as nothing of the kind; he w a s  Verdi's successor, and 
the finesse of c r a f t s m a n s h i p  in "Pagliacoi" s h o w e d  up the 
technical inadequacies of "Gavalleria" in an even worse light 
t h a n  formerly. T h e  M a s c a g n i  c a m p  retorted by d e n o u n c i n g  
Leoncavallo as a p a rvenu w h o  h a d  merely capitalized on the 
enormous success of his rival's opera, and even accused him of 
outright plagiarism. Despite these recriminations, a n d  the 
strictures of s o m e  leading Italian critics a n d  c o m p o s e r s  
(including Boito, w h o  w a s  later to describe Leonc a v a l l o ' s 
masterpiece as "quell'avvilente spettacolo") "Pagliacoi" proved 
to be the main musical event of 1872.
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f i g u r e s  w e r e  e m e r g i n g :  B e r u t t i  ( " V e n d e t t a " ) ,  C u s i n a t i
<»»Tradita”), M u g n o n e  ("II biriohino"), T a n a r a  ( " V e n d e t t a  
abruszese"), T a s c a  ("A Santa Lucia"), Ercolani ("Alla macchia") 
and Sodero ("Mastrc Giorgio"). T h e s e  men, along with m a n y  
others in the years to follow, were to form the backbone of the 
n e w  movement, providing Sonzogno with a constant, uninterrupted 
flow of "verismo puro" works. T h e  above titles (all of w h ioh 
appeared during 1892) bear testimony to the vitality of the 
genre, with its e m p h a s i s  on  the portrayal of o o n t e m p o r a r y  
semi— primitive settings, and the violent, obsessive emotions of 
their inhabitants. But despite this 'elan of enthusiasm on the 
part of composers, it w a s  clear to Sonzogno that the interest 
of the public m u s t  continue to be actively maintained. With 
Galli's h e l p  h e  f o r m u l a t e d  a poli c y  d e s i g n e d  b o t h  to 
consolidate w h a t  progress h a d  already b e e n  m a d e  and to lay 
further foundations for the future. T h e  m a i n  features of the 
plan were as follows:

( 1 ) T h e  continuation of the "oonoorsi" as a cheap and effective 
w a y  of ensuring both the emergence of n e w  talent and the 
unabated flow of n e w  operas into the firm.

< 2 ) T h e  acquisition of key theatres all over Italy, in order to
facilitate a c c e p t a n c e  of the S o n z o g n o  repertory a n d  
minimize any pressure Rioordi might bring to bear through 
imposition of his copyrights.

( 3 ) T h e  formation of a large group of composers and librettists 
contracted exclusively to Sonzogno, to be paid a nominal 
wage each month (the "stipendie" system).

< 4 ) T h e  use of "II Secolo", "II Teatro illustrate" and other
associated publications as a m e a n s  of promoting operas 
o w n e d  by Sonzogno, in addition to an extensive publicity 
campaign.

( 5 ) T h e  establishment of links with foreign opera-houses so as 
to foster interest in "giovane scuola" works, together with 
the organization in m a j o r  E u r o p e a n  cities of operatic 
seasons devoted exclusively to the Sonzogno repertory and 
given by travelling companies.
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T h e  above plan shows the extent to which Sonzogno attempted 
to achieve as high a degree of independence as possible within 
the field of opera production. This strategy w a s  entirely due 
to Rioordi ' s p r e - e m i n e n t  position in t he w o r l d  of m u s i c  
publishing; the less contact Sonzogno had with his rival, the 
greater chance he h ad of ensuring that his o w n  operas w e r e  
produced in near— perfect conditions. T h e  subsequent history of 
Casa Sonzogno (and indeed that of "verismo pure", to w h ioh it 
is inextricably linked) is therefore closely allied to the 
overall success of the above directives, but a clearer picture 
is a c h i e v e d  if w e  o c n s i d e r  e a c h  a s p e c t  of t h e  policy 
individually Let us begin, t h e n , w ith the first of t h e s e  ; 
namely, the decision to continue with the series of "Concorsi".

T h e  immense success of the second Sonzogno competition in 
discovering "Gavalleria rusticana" led to the a nnouncement in 
October 1890 of a n e w  "Gonoorso", to be run on the same lines 
as its p r edecessors. T h e  closing date for entries w a s  31 
December 1891, with the results to be announced early in 1892. 
Prizes of 2,000 an d  4,000 lire were offered, and the previous 
o n e — act limitation w a s  dropped in order to encourage a wider 
variety of entries. Composers w h o  had already produced an opera 
on the Italian stage were excluded, thereby restricting entry to 
all but beginners. By February 1892 Sonzogno had received some 
sixty—one scores, fifty — six of which were then submitted to the 
jury; by S e p t e m b e r  of the s a m e  year twelve w o r k s  had bee n  
shortlisted. T h e s e  included entries by Maiani, Gianferrari, 
Dallanooe a n d  Brunette ; the board of jurors n u m b e r e d  Galli, 
Bolzoni and Leoncavallo. T h e  final verdict w a s  reached after 
each composer had played through the piano— score of his opera 
to the jury; first and seco n d  prizes w e r e  a w a r d e d  to Gellio 
Benvenuto Coronarc's "Pesta a Marina" and Ernesto Boezi's "Don 
Paez". However, the premieres of both works (given within four 
days of each other in M a r c h  1893) proved to be unsuccessful. 
Despite the "verismo puro" of "Festa a Marina" ("Don Paez" is, 
in contrast, b a s e d  on  D e  Musset's p o e m  of the s a m e  n a m e )  
several reservations w e r e  e x p r e s s e d  regarding the opera's 
originality, and m a n y  spectators felt that Coronaro had adhered 
too closely to the e x a m p l e  of M a s c a g n i  a n d  L eoncavallo.
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T h e  failure of the third "Gonoorso” to uncover any vital n e w  
talent s e e m s  to h a v e  temporarily discouraged S o n z o g n o  from 
continuing the series, and nine years w ere to pass before the 
fourth a n d  last c o m p étition of 1902. H o w e v e r  in 1896 the 
Viennese impresario G a g o n  Steiner announced, in the Milanese 
periodical "11 Teatro", a n e w  international competition for a 
o n e —act opera In contrast to previous Sonzogno ventures there 
w a s  to be no restriction on age or nationality, and furthermore 
the proprietorship of the winning w o r k  would remain with the 
composer. Vet another gesture of magnaminity (and one which was 
designed to devalue the stature of the S o n z o g n o  "Concorsi") 
w a s  Steiner's offer to guarantee the performance, in V i e n n a  
during the following season, of the top six scores (there w a s  
also to be a prize for the best libretto). This competition w a s  
the first ever mounted in Italy by a foreign impresario and w a s  
modelled closely on the S o n z o g n o  prototype. T h e  stipulation 
that all entries should be restricted to one act h ad a double 
signif i c a n c e ;  in a d d i t i o n  to facilitating a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  
matters, the limitation on length w a s  intended to encourage the 
submission of "verismo puro" works. Steiner therefore had m u c h  
the s a m e  objectives as S o n z o g n o ,  but the r e s p o n s e  to his 
competition w a s  far greater than that accorded to the 1890 
"Gonoorso". In all some 193 w o rks were submitted, but despite 
this large n u m b e r  it w a s  decided that n o n e  merited the first 
prize of 3,000 lire S e c o n d  prize w a s  a w a r d e d  to A r t u r o  
Vanbianohi's "La nave", described as a "dramma simbolioo" with 
a libretto by G u s t a v o  Maochi. T h r e e  operas tied for third 
place; Giovanni Giannetti's "II violinaio di C r e m o n a "  (adapted 
from Goppee's play "Le luthier de Cremone"), Federico Collino's 
"La creola" and Giacomo Orefice's "11 gladiatore" (from Cessa s 
1870 novel). It w a s  announced that all these works were to be 
produced in a matter of weeks, but this appears to have been 
rather an optimistic assumption on Steiner's part, as two years 
w e r e  to pass before any reached the stage. O n e  interesting 
aspect of the competition results w a s  the total a b s e n c e  of 
"verismo puro" o p eras a m o n g s t  the prize-winners, a nd the 
refusal of Steiner to award a first prize m a y  have partly b e e n  
due to his disappointment at being denied a second "Gavalleria " 
or "Pagliacoi"

78



T h e  third Sonzogno competition, together with the Steiner 
venture, can in retrospect be considered as failures, insofar as 
they did not succeed in uncovering a single n e w  talent equal to 
that of Mascagni, Leoncavallo or Giordano. Furthermore, the 
dearth of good "verismo puro" entries had greatly disappointed 
Sonzogno, and as w e  have see he w a s  to abandon until 1902 any 
plans for a further " G o n o o r s o "  But despite this lack of 
success the genre continued, in the course of 1893, to go from 
strength to strength, w i t h  the p r e m i e r e s  of Gianf err ari's 
" Tr eoce nere ", Marilli's " N o m a d i " , Curti's "Triste a m o r e " , 
Front ini's "Malia", Cowen's "Signa" a n d  Ercolani's "II f iglio 
del Turiddu". T h e s e  operas w e r e  only part of a general trend 
upwards, and during the Carnival season it w a s  estimated that 
n o  less than sixty-four theatres would be presenting opera. 
C o n t e m p o r a r y  figures also record that from the beginning of 
January to the end of July some fifty-two operas and operettas 
h a d  b e e n  produoed or w e r e  scheduled for production; as the 
September edition of the "Musioa! Times" w a s  to comment, " N e w  
operas are produced in such astonishing quantities in Italy that 
it is almost impossible to keep a record of them". In N o v e m b e r  
the same journal a n n o u n c e d  that "the month's bulletin of n e w  
o p e r a s  by the irrepressible c o m p o s e r s  of Italy is s u c h  a 
lengthy one that w e  really cannot reproduce it here. As nearly 
all the w o r k s  are by u n k n o w n  a u t h o r s , a n d  still in these 
gentlemen's portfolios, or in m a n y  cases as yet unfinished, w e  
think it advisable to wait until they are performed. Perhaps 
s o m e  of them will either never reach the stage, or the event 
whioh their respective composers are no doubt anxiously looking 
forward to will be nothing but a still-birth". **

T h e  b o o m  in Italian opera production w a s  to reach its peak 
in 1893 (it is important to realize that the suocess of "verismo 
puro” stimulated interest in other more traditional genres and, 
as the next chapter will show, led to the establishment of some 
n e w  o n e s ) . In m a n y  oases this favoured Rioordi as well as 
S o n z o g n o ,  a n d  both firms (though locked in mortal combat) 
continued to do well financially. For Sonzogno, however, there 
w a s  always the fear that should "verismo puro" lose popularity, 
Rioordi would stand to benefit because of his control of the 
popular repertory, and could easily oust his rival's works from 
the most important Italian theatres. T o  avoid this (and indeed
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arouse e v e n  further interest in "verismo puro") S o n z o g n o  
had embarked upon a programme which would ensure either control 
or ownership of several key Italian opera-houses. In this w a y  
he w o u l d  no  longer be d e p e n d e n t  on  the goodwill of the 
independent theatres for the production of his works; as these 
were, for the most part, closely linked to Casa Rioordi because 
of the necessity of presenting the traditional repertory, it 
w a s  only to be expected that they would bow, w h e n  required, to 
editorial p r e s s u r e  to exclude S o n z o g n o  operas from their 
seasons. During the course of 1893 it became clear that unless 
t he Riccrdi m o n o p o l y  w a s  c h a l l e n g e d , it w o u l d  b e c o m e  
progressively m o r e  difficult for "verismo puro" to continue 
upon its triumphant path.

Sonzogno's venture into theatre management and ownership had 
c o m m e n c e d  as early as 1891, w h e n  he a s s u m e d  control of the 
ailing Teat r o  alia Pergola in Florence for a period of five 
years. T h e  agreement amounted to no more than a rental of the 
p r e m i s e s , but it provided the publisher with a r e a d y - m a d e  
theatre in which works could be promptly staged under the best 
possible conditions.*® M uch the same procedure took place with the 
Teatro dal Verme in M i l a n , y e t  another old theatre which, in 
c o n t r a s t  to t he P e r g o l a ,  w a s  strategically s i t u a t e d  in 
opposition to Italy's premier house. La Scala (at that time 
controlled by Rioordi). Not content with the appropriation of 
t w o  theatres, S o n z o g n o  consolidated his position during the 
summer of 1894 by managing to have Nicola Daspuro (one of his 
leading librettists) appointed as director of the Sa n  Carlo in 
Naples. With three m a i n  outlets for his repertory n o w  firmly 
established, one might have thought that the Milanese publisher 
would have been satisfied, but he still lacked an opera-house 
w h i c h  could rival the opulence and prestige of La Scala. T h e  
solution was simple; Milan w a s  to see a completely n e w  theatre 
exclusively dedicated to the production of Sonzogno operas, and 
which would become the artistic h o m e  of the "giovane scuola". 
This project w a s  to be realized when, in the s u m m e r  of 1894, 
the Teatro della C a n n c b i a n a  w a s  acquired by S o n z o g n o  and 
p r omptly demolished. In its place arose the T e a t r o  Lirico 
Znternazionale, which w as opened to the public on 22 September 
of the same year. T h e  opera w a s  Samara's "La martire” , fresh 
from its triumph at Naples,®® a n d  Delibes* ballet " C o p  p"e lia"
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rounded off a very successful night for the n e w  house. At last 
the Milanese publisher had a secure and prestigious base from 
w h i o h  to challenge La Scale's n e a r — m o n o p o l y  of n e w  works; 
furthermore, the production of operas by his o w n  circle of 
composers w a s  greatly facilitated. Riccrdi n o w  found it almost 
impossible to use his not inconsiderable influence to prevent 
his rival's works from being staged. It is perhaps true to say 
that with the establishment of the Teatro Lirico, Sonzogno's 
prestige and power within the world of music publishing wa s  to 
grow at an even faster rate than previously.

T h e  network of theatres built up by Sonzogno w a s  not only 
useful for staging operas quickly and efficiently; there w a s  
the further adv a n t a g e  of being able to prepare a w o r k  m o r e  
thoroughly than h a d  previously b e e n  possible. In the p a s t , 
rehearsals had been limited by the operating exigencies of the 
theatre in which they took place, and operas wer e  often given 
an  o v e r  — h a s t y  a n d  ill — a d v i s e d  p r e m i e r e  t h r o u g h  lack of 
adequate preparation. In m a n y  cases this w a s  not the fault of 
the theatre managers, but resulted from the public's desire for 
a variety of different entertainments from w e e k  to week. In 
effect this m e ant that the production of a n e w  opera w a s  only 
one of m a n y  attractions to be staged during the course of a 
season, and as such w a s  required to share limited rehearsal 
time a n d  facilities w i t h  o t h e r  theatrical ven t u r e s .  T h e  
Sonzogno theatres circumvented this problem by establishing a 
clear set of priorities on w h a t  should be allocated most care 
a nd attention, with the effect that important premieres were 
n o w  given the proper degree of priority. Another advantage w a s  
that of being able to stage n e w  w o r k s  in private before an 
invited audience, so as to g a u g e  their effectiveness before 
risking a public premiere. As  early as 1891 S o n z o g n o  h a d  
p r o p o s e d  giving M a s c a g n i ' s  "L'amico Fr it z ” three p r e v i e w  
performances of this kind in the recently acquired Teatro alia 
Pergola. Although this particular venture c a m e  to nothing, the 
idea w a s  taken up by several others. These included Franohetti, 
w h o  had excerpts from "Cristoforo Colombo" performed in private 
in Milan some m o n t h s  before the premiere in October 1892, and 
w h o  in the s a m e  year h a d  taken over the Teatro Brunetti in 
B o l o g n a  for the production of his o w n  works. Despite the 
f ailur e of the latter initiative, F r a n o h e t t i  s h a r e  d w i t h
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S o n z o g n o  the conviction that proper preparation w a s  of the 
utmost importance in assuring the successful launch of a n e w  
work, and that this could only be achieved by complete control 
over production details (in this respect it is interesting to 
note that in 1889 he had withdrawn his opera "Asraél" from La 
S c a l a  o n  a c c o u n t  of his "artistic i n t e n t i o n s  not b e i n g  
adequately realized at rehearsals") However, while Franohetti*s 
wealth m a d e  it possible for him to insist upon high standards 
of production (and indeed buy his o w n  theatre) other Riccrdi 
composers had often to be content with what they were offered. 
S o n z o g n o  o o u l d  n o w  g u a r a n t e e  fixed v e n u e s  a n d  regular 
rehearsals, and thus w a s  able to provide the "giovane scuola" 
wit h  the best possible conditions for the staging of their
operas. n

S o n z o g n o  *s belief in the necessity of private, p r e v i e w  
performances of n e w  works w a s  one which he always endeavoured 
to put into practice.®® In 1893 he had constructed in his mansion 
a private theatre built exclusively of i r o n , w h e r e  entire 
productions of n e w  operas could be viewed in the comfort of his 
o w n  home. T h e  publisher's friends and acquaintances were often 
invited to express their opinions on a particular work, thus 
enabling S o n z o g n o  to isolate a nd rectify any imperfections 
w h i c h  m i g h t  o t h erwise h a v e  e m e r g e d  at the p r e m i e r e . T h i s  
process w a s  equivalent to the work of a cutting— room during the 
editing of a film ; scenes w ere added, discarded, shortened or 
l e n g t h e n e d ,  d i a l o g u e  w a s  m o d i f i e d  a n d  s t a g e  m o v e m e n t s  
choreographed for m a x i m u m  dramatic effect. As far as "verismo 
puro" w a s  concerned, such attention to detail could only be of 
benefit, a n d  a n y  extra c o sts i n c u r r e d  w e r e  a c c e p t e d  as 
inevitable. In any case, remedial treatment before a premiere 
was, in the long run, far cheaper than full-scale surgery after 
it, not taking into a c c o u n t  the adverse publicity a failed 
o p era b e s t o w s  u p o n  its c o m p o s e r , librettist a nd publisher.

Let us n o w  return to our account of S o n z o g n o ’s theatre 
strategy. In 1895 C a s a  Rioordi w a s  crippled by a long and 
bitter strike, and as a result w a s  forced to relinquish control 
of the Scala repertory to its rivals. This unexpected stroke of 
good fortune left Sonzogno in a very strong position, since in 
addition to the Teatro Lirico and the Teatro dal V e r m e  he n o w
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H o w  then were Sonzogno's composers faring during this period 
of relative prosperity ? It h a d  a l w a y s  b e e n  the publisher's 
policy to maintain a substantial number of musicians and m e n  of 
letters t h r o u g h  w h a t  o a m e  to be k n o w n  as the "stipendie" 
system. This consisted of an initial contract w h i c h  required 
the c o m p o s e r  to set to m u s i c  a particular libretto within a 
specified time— limit. During this period a monthly allowance 
would be paid so as to facilitate work on the opera, whioh upon 
completion became the exclusive property of Casa Sonzogno. Such 
a procedure enabled the publisher to keep a very tight rein on 
the activities of his c o m p o s e r s  a n d  librettists, since a 
substantial proportion of their income w as n o w  provided by him. 
Furthermore, the legal n a t u r e  of the contract m e a n t  that 
refusal or failure to deliver a w o r k  by the appointed deadline 
could lead to prosecution. T h i s  fact m o r e  t h a n  a n y  other 
enabled S o n z o g n o  to prevent defections to Rioordi, w h o  w a s  
a l w a y s  r e a d y  to t e m p t  c o m p o s e r s  a n d  librettists w i t h  
attractive offers of work.®® T h e  e n d — result w a s  that both firms

h a d  at his disposal Italy's premier opera-housej a state of 
affairs w h i c h  w o u l d  last until the theatre's financial crisis 
in 1697 brought about the return of Riccrdi as intendant. In 
the mea n w h i l e  Sonzogno took full advantage of the situation;

?M a s c a g n i ' s  " S i l v a n o "  a n d  " G u g l i e l m o  Ratcliff" w e r e  b o t h
!

premiered at La Scala in 1895, with Leoncavallo's "I Medici"
,irevived the same year (this work had in fact received its first 

performance at the Teatro dal Verme in 1893). Another important 
premiere, that of Giordano's "Andrea Chenier", w a s  also given 
at the Scala in 1896 T h e  production of these works at such an 
illustrious v e n u e  c o u l d  onl y  further e n h a n c e  the firm's 
prestige, and Sonzogno w a s  not slow to point out that he n o w  
controlled virtually all opera production in Milan. Rioordi w a s
thus forced to look further afield for theatres in w h i c h  he

•*., "5could stage his n e w  works; a prime example is the premiere of 
Puccini's "La bohfeme",*® g i v e n  at the T e a t r o  Regie in Turin.

formed their o w n  stables of contributors, and there w a s  little 
if any collaboration b e t ween the two. This system m e a n t  that 
secrecy w a s  of paramount importance, and as w e  shall see w a s  
closely guarded.
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A good example of a "stipertdio" contract w as that between 
Sonzogno and Giordano for "Mala vita", the terms of w h i c h  ran 
as follows: "In c o r r i spettivo della c e s s i o n e  del dir it ti
d'autore e della proprieta" di "Mala vita", il maestro U m b e r t o  
G i o r d a n o  ricevera dall'editore S o n z o g n o  la s o m m a  di lire 
duecento al m e s e  a decorrere dal 1 gennaio fine al 31 dicembre 
1691, e cioe per complessive lire duemilaquattrocentc, oltre al 
2 5% del rioavo dei noleggi per anni venti. II maestro Giordano 
si i m p e g n a  a consegnare entre il 1691 la partitura compléta". 
It is interesting to note that s u c h  contracts w e r e  normally 
only granted for a year, and were only renewed should the work 
prove to be successful. In practice this policy e n s u r e d  that 
Sonzogno, if he so wished, w a s  able to dismiss any composers or 
librettists w h o  did not c o m e  up to expectations an d  replace 
them with more promising newcomers. It also provided a means by 
w h i c h  established figures could be manipulated or in extreme 
cases threatened. A good example of the power Sonzogno w a s  able 
to wield through his implementation of the "stipendio” system 
concerns Leoncavallo, with w h o m  the publisher quarrelled in 
March 1895. T h e  exact reasons for the dispute are unclear, but 
it s e e m s  that S o n z o g n o  h a d  taken exception to Leoncavallo 
travelling to St .Petersburg to supervise the Russian premiere 
of "Chatterton", and as a retaliatory measure had withdrawn the 
composer's monthly allowance. It is improbable that such a m o v e  
worried Leoncavallo unduly; at the zenith of his prestige and 
popularity, he could live comfortably from the royalties of 
"Pagliacoi" alone, a nd it w a s  highly unlikely that S o n z o g n o  
would refuse an eventual compromise. But for the lesser —k n o w n  
composers, the suspension of the mo n t h l y  "stipendio" m e a n t  
artistic oblivion and real financial hardship. In a letter to 
Illica dating from the s a m e  period, Giordano (then at work on 
" A n d r e a  C h e n i e r ” ) s h o w s  all too clearly his fear of the 
Milanese publisher: " Q u a n t o  mi hai dette di S o n z o g n o  mi ha
fat to un a t r e m e n d a  impressions, mi son o  sent it o gelare il 
sangue. T u  mi hai scritto della soppressione del mensile a 
Leoncavallo, ed io ho una paura terrifaile che faccia lo stesso 
c o n  m e ;  m a  s a r e b b e  u n a  tale catastrcfe c h e  n o n  vogiio 
pensarci"
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T h e  **stipeTidio** system can; therefore be viewed as one of the 
major reasons w h y  Sonzogno w a s  able to expand so successfully 
in the early 1870*s. As a short-term arrangement, it ensured 
that neither publisher, composer or librettist w a s  tied d o w n  to 
a long contractual agr e e m e n t  w h i c h  w a s  likely to be broken. 
Furthermore, the r e n e w a l  option m e a n t  that S o n z o g n o  could 
select those contributors most suited to the immediate needs of 
the market. Finally, the pressure of deadlines often spurred on 
c o m p o s e r s  a n d  librettists to greater efforts, a n d  a v o i d e d  
excessive delays b e t w e e n  the initiation of a project and its 
completion. In all, an  a t m o s p h e r e  of e x t r e m e  a n d  a l m o s t  
out— throat competition w a s  engendered, involving not only the 
rival factions within C a s a  S o n z o g n o  but also those of C a s a  
Ricordi. Before continuing, it m a y  be of s o m e  interest to 
chronicle some of the m ore important of these disputes, for the 
light they shed on contemporary editorial policy.

E v e n  the mos t  sympathetio of c o m m e n t a t o r s  w o u l d  find it 
difficult to c o n d o n e  the b u s i n e s s  ethics of Ricordi a n d  
Sonzogno. In a world of high financial risks, w h e r e  fortunes 
could be m a d e  or lost o n  the production of a single opera, 
there w a s  little place for codes of conduct or sets of moral 
principles. An example already mentioned in the earlier part of 
the chapter w a s  the dispute b e t w e e n  Mascagni, S o n z o g n o  and 
V e r g a  over the letter's claim to a share of the royalties of 
the opera "Cavalleria rusticana**. T h e  ensuing lawsuit w a s  of 
signifioance insofar as it d rew public attention to the rights 
of the auth o r  of the literary s o u r c e  of a libretto to be 
adequately reimbursed, and Sonzogno w a s  ordered to pay Verga 
royalties on s o m e  2 5 %  of "all the proceeds hitherto realized 
for the disposal of the rights of performance of "Cavalleria 
r u s t i c a n a " ". A s  these w e r e  said to a m o u n t  to over half a 
million lire, Verga's share m u s t  be calculated at within the 
region of 125,000 lire. This s u m  enabled the novelist to leave 
M i l a n  a n d  retire to his n a t i v e  Sicily, leaving S o n z o g n o  
determined to ensure that such a public humiliation would never 
again happen.^^ A repetition s e e m e d  likely in 1905, w h e n  Arrigo 
Coronaro produced his "bozzetto scenico" "Turiddu", based o n  
Verga's (and M a s c a g n i  ' s) "Cavalier ia rusticana". For s o m e  
reason both Sonzogno and Verga did not attempt to bring legal 
action against Coronaro for breach of copyright; it m a y  have

85



b e e n  the case that neither party felt it n e c e s s a r y  to get 
involved in yet another long — r u n ning battle over w h a t  w a s  
essentially a s e c o nd-rate imitation. Furthermore, there had 
b e e n  several other a t t e m p t s  in the past to set the s a m e  
subject, all of w h i c h  h a d  met with limited success (including 
the n u m e r o u s  parodies of Mascagni's original opera). But this 
state of affairs w a s  to change with the appearance of Domenico 
Monleone's "Cavalleria rusticana" in 190?. T h e  history of this 
o p e r a  h a s  b e e n  w e l l  c h r o n i c l e d  by s e v e r a l  of V e r g a *  s 
biographers,** but a short s u m m a r y  of the basic facts will not be 
out of place in the present discussion.

T h e  libretto of M o n l e o n e ' s  opera w a s  by his brother 
Giovanni, and followed Verga's original play in every respect. 
T h e  one— act format made comparison with Mascagni's sister—work 
inevitable, and after the world premiere (given in Amsterdam on 
5 F e b r u a r y  190 7) critics r e m a r k e d  on  the close similarity 
between both operas. Following the success of this performance, 
M o n l e o n e ' s  enterprising yet foolhardy editor, F u o c i o , h a d  
arranged for subsequent premieres in no  less than six other 
countries: Italy, France, Great Britain, Greece, H u n g a r y  and 
Austria. However, after the Italian premiere (which took place 
in Turin on 10 July of the s a m e  year) Sonzogno succeeded in 
gaining a court injunction forcing Fuocio to withdraw the w o r k  
im m e diately. Frier to this action being taken S o n z o g n o  had 
ensured that no press-notioes were given either in "II Secolo" 
or "La S t a m p a " ; nevertheless the Italian public, their appetite 
whetted by reports of the Amsterdam performance, had thronged 
to hear M o n l e o n e 's opera. T h e  composer w a s  able to send a 
telegram to V e rga (who, incidentally, ha d  given his complete 
support to the project in a n  a t t empt to gain r e v e n g e  on 
Sonzogno and Mascagni) stating that the opera ha d  bee n  "un 
oompleto s u c o e s s o " , despite attempts to sabotage the work. 
Verga soon realized the extent of Sonzogno's opposition to the 
opera; in a letter to Dina he mentions the existence of "un 
complotto Sonzognano" aimed at bringing himself, Fuocio and the 
M o n l e o n e  b r o t h e r s  to c o u r t  o n  a c h a r g e  of b r e a c h  of 
copyright.** As w e  have seen, Sonzogno succeeded in stopping all 
further Italian p e r f o r m a n c e s  of M o n l e o n e ' s  opera, but w a s  
unable to prevent the foreign premieres from taking place. T h e  
court case dragged on for a year, and eventually Monleone w a s
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forced to adapt the music of his "Cavalleria” to a n e w  libretto 
e n t i t l e d  "II g i o s t r o  de i falchi", after r e n e g i n g  o n  a n  
agreement with Verga to set "II mister o’*. **

T h e  Sonzogno-Monleone dispute w a s  one which brought into 
sharp relief the question of copyright. Despite all attempts to 
avoid disagreements of this nature, there were still occasional 
instances w h e r e  a composer's right to set a particular subject 
w a s  challenged. There w a s  also another factor to be considered; 
this w a s  Rioordi's constant attempts to discredit his rival, 
and whenever possible Sonzogno composers and librettists would 
be denounced as plagiarists and opportunists of the worst kind. 
Such traffic w a s  by no m e a n s  one-way, and Sonzogno managed to 
retaliate on more than one occasion. But he w as hampered by the 
inability of several of his "star" c o m p o s e r s  to co — exist 
peacefully, and the resultant disputes provided a plethora of 
conveniently sensational stories for the Ricordi press. T h e  two 
principal o f f e n d e r s  w e r e  n o n e  o t her t h a n  M a s c a g n i  a n d  
Leoncavallo; instead of presenting a united front with Sonzogno 
against the Ricordi faction, both composers chose to attack each 
other publicly in a series of verbal fracas. T h e  source of this 
dispute is s o m e w h a t  unclear, but appears to originate from 
reports published during 1895 in the Italian press to the 
effect that Leoncavallo had written an inflammatory article on 
Mascagni, accusing his colleague of h a v i n g  plagiarized the 
music of a substantial n u m b e r  of other composers. Although the 
original article had appeared anonymously, it w a s  obvious that 
the culprit w a s  n o n e  other than Leoncavallo. Mascagni himself 
w a s  quite convinced of this, as he  m a d e  clear in a tersely 
w o rded statement informing the Italian public that he w a s  "at 
present laboriously engaged in compiling a little pamphlet of 
most m o d e r a t e  proportions, setting forth in great detail the 
few numbers contained in Signor Leoncavallo's operas which have 
N O T  b e e n  appropriated". For S o n z o g n o  the prospect of a 
prolonged quarrel between his two most famous composers must 
h a v e  b e e n  a daunting one, but luckily the adverse publicity 
surrounding the incident died d o w n  as quickly as it had flared 
up, and he w a s  able to bring about a complete reconciliation.

L e o n c a v a l l o  s affray w i t h  M a s c a g n i  b r o u g h t  b a c k  into 
prominence the question of plagiarism. As will be recalled, the
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N eapolitan m a e s t r o  h a d  recently e m e r g e d  victorious from a 
dispute w i t h  the F r e n c h  writer Catulle M e n d e s  o v e r  the 
paternity of "Pagliacci", a n d  w a s  also e n g a g e d  in a legal 
battle with Rioordi regarding the ownership of "I Medici” (this 
particular case w a s  to be resolved in the composer's favour in 
1899>.** As if this w a s  not enough, Leoncavallo became involved 
(albeit unwillingly) in the famous confrontation with Puccini 
over the rights to "La b o h e m e **. A  c h a n c e  meeting with his 
illustrious rival in a M i lan cafe in 18 93 h a d  led to the 
discovery that both he and his colleague w e r e  working on the 
same subject. A n  unpleasant scene followed, with each composer 
claiming priority rights to the n o v e l . T h e  aftermath of this 
confrontation took the form of an announcement in ”11 Secolo*' 
of 20 March w h i c h  declared that Leoncavallo had been engaged 
for some time on the opera; this w a s  followed by an equivalent 
notice a day later in '*11 Corriere della S e r a ”, stating that 
Puccini had m a d e  no secret of his interest in "La b o h eme" and 
h ad been at w o r k  on the score since the premiere of " M a n o n  
L e s c a u t " . T o  this "II Secolo " replied that it could furnish 
irrefutable proof to the contrary, w h i c h  then proved to be 
inconclusive, T h e  o u t come of this dispute (which eventually 
cast a slur upon the professional integrity of both men) w a s  to 
h a v e  f ar-reaching implications, insofar as the refusal of 
either party to back d o w n  meant that two versions of the opera 
w e r e  destined to co m p e t e  against each other. In effect, this 
established beyond all doubt the complete freedom of access by 
composers and librettists to works w h o s e  copyright had expired, 
and meant that Leoncavallo's claim that he w a s  entitled to the 
rights to Murger's novel on the grounds that he had thought of 
adapting it before Puccini w a s  totally invalid under Italian 
law. Despite this legal ruling, Puccini w a s  sharply criticised 
on ethical grounds and accused openly by the Sonzogno camp of 
sharp practice (a claim w h i c h  he and Ricordi dismissed with 
ope n  contempt). Puccini's defence h a d  rested solely on the 
artistic consequences of such a duplication, which he regarded 
as totally acceptable: "La precedenza in arte n o n  implioa ohe 
si d e b b a  i n t e r p r e t a r e  il m e d e s i m o  s o g g e t t o  c o n  u g u a l i  
intendimenti artistici".** T h e  w a y  w a s  n o w  open for what could be 
conveniently described as a process of operatic gemination, 
w h i c h  s o o n  b e c a m e  artistically acceptable if not a l w a y s
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desirable. **

T h e  Leoncavallo — Puccini feud w a s  to be followed by yet 
another between the Neapolitan composer and Gustav Mahler over 
the casting of the V i e n n e s e  premiere of the former's "La 
b o h e m e ” in 1898. Leoncavallo had m a n a g e d  to get his version 
produced in the Austrian capital before that of his rival, but 
artistic differences between composer and conductor had almost 
ended in yet another lawsuit.** Such difficulties were by no means 
uncommon; some three years earlier, Sonzogno had been forced to 
postpone the premiere of Gellio Benvenuto Coronaro's "Claudia** 
due to the inexplicable and sudden disappearance of the tenor 
Lombardi during rehearsals at the Teatro Lirico.*® T h e  result w a s  
that the M i l a n e s e  publisher, i n c e n s e d  at this b r e a c h  of 
c o n t r a c t , immediately took legal action against the singer. 
Indeed, the courts s eem to have had an unduly busy time with 
composers, librettists, authors, publishers and performers; one 
last example deserves to be quoted, and involves once again the 
unfortunate Leoncavallo. After the premiere of "Zaza” in 1900, 
the writer Carlo Zangarini claimed that he had written a major 
part of the libretto in collaboration with the composer, w h o  
had then refused to acknowledge his contribution. Although this 
particular imbroglio e n d e d  in victory for Leoncavallo, his 
reputation a n d  that of his publisher h a d  o n c e  again b e e n  
brought into question.**

It would be quite wrong to assume that this highly charged 
atmosphere of double-dealing, intrigue and ruthless competition 
w a s  the sole preserve of Casa Sonzogno. Ricordi too w a s  not 
averse to resorting to und e r h a n d  tactics in his dealings with 
others. T h e  prime target was, of course, his rival, and during 
the early 1890's he conducted a vigorous propaganda campaign 
aimed at confusing both S o n z o g n o  and the Italian public. A 
typical ploy w a s  to release a communique stating that an opera 
h a d  b e e n  c o m m i s s i o n e d  from a particular composer, w h e n  in 
actual fact no such advance had been made. In this w a y  Sonzogno 
w a s  kept guessing as to his rival's current artistic policy by 
a c o n s t a n t  f l o w  of w h a t  c a n  b e  c o n v e n i e n t l y  t e r m e d  
"misinformation". O n e  such announcement wa s  made by Rioordi in 
March 1894, in which he stated that he had commissioned seven 
o p e r a s  fro m  the following composers: Enrico de L eva ("La
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Catft«rgo”>, Gaetano Luporini ("Pasqua de* fiori", later renamed 
"La collana di Pasqua**), Giacomo Puccini (**La b o h e m e " )  a nd  
Cesare Galeotti ("Anton"), together with Franohetti, Mascagni 
and Leoncavallo, w h o s e  subjects wer e  unspecified. T h e s e  last 
two composers were of course under contract to Sonzogno, but by 
including them in his statement Ricordi h o p e d  to confuse his 
rival by leading him to believe that two of his most important 
artists had deserted him.*^ T h e  war of words continued unabated, 
as both publishers sought to outwit each other.** Occasionally the 
search for a good subject led to blatantly u n d e r h a n d  tactics 
being employed against a particular composer. T h e  prime example 
of this w a s  Rioordi's campaign to persuade Franchetti (at that 
time under contract) to cede the rights to "Tosca" to Puccini, 
w h o  h a d  expressed interest in the subject as early as M a y  
1889.*^ However, because of the letter's subsequent decision to 
set " M a n o n  Lescaut" and then "La boheme", "Tosca" had been 
temporarily forgotten, to re — e m e r g e  in J a n u a r y  1894 w h e n  
it w a s  offered to Franchetti. Illioa h a d  b e e n  at w o r k  o n  
the libretto since the beginning of 1891, and it w a s  arranged 
that he should travel with the composer to Paris in October to 
discuss several aspects of the adaptation with Sardou. Ricordi 
joined them (since he wished to supervise the French premiere 
of "Otello"), and during their stay Illioa w a s  fortunate enough 
in being able to read the first draft of the libretto to n o  
less a critic than Verdi himself, w h o  is said to have been most 
i m p r e s s e d . T h i s  favourable reception e n c o u r a g e d  Franchetti 
to continue w o r k i n g  o n  the subject, a n d  Ricordi no doubt 
revised his earlier unfavourable opinion of the play, w h i c h  he 
n o w  e n v i s a g e d  as an ideal subject for Puccini. Eventually, 
aided a n d  abetted by Illioa ( w h o  h a d  f o u n d  difficulty in 
collaborating with Franohetti), Rioordi m a n a g e d  to convince the 
composer that the subject-matter of "Tosca" w a s  risque and that 
he  w o u l d  seriously d a m a g e  his professional reputation by 
setting to m u sic suc h  a violent and s c a b r o u s  s u b j e c t . T h e  
result w a s  that Franchetti, w h o  had always stood apart from the 
current trend towards "verismo pure", w a s  n o w  m a d e  to believe 
that "Tosca" (with its scenes of attempted rape and on-stage 
murder) w a s  perhaps not too suitable a subject, and promptly 
relinquished the rights to Ricordi.
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It c an be seen, then, that the business of Italian opera 
p r o d u c t i o n  (as m a n a g e d  by b o t h  leading publishers) w a s

Ïc o n d u c t e d  in an often deliberately u n d e r h a n d  a n d  devious 
fashion. But the ongoing conflict between Sonzogno and Ricordi, 
c o u p l e d  w i t h  the i n tense rivalry b e t w e e n  c o m p o s e r s  a n d  
librettists, helped to stimulate publio interest not only in 
"verismo puro" but in all other genres. It w a s  soon realized 
that far from being detrimental, publicity of this kind could 
be extremely advantageous, since it w a s  yet another w a y  in 
which operas could be actively promoted. There were, of course, 
m o r e  acceptable m e t h o d s , m a n y  of w h i c h  w e r e  a d o p t e d  by 
Sonzogno. One of the most important of these w a s  the use of the 
printed w o r d  as a m e a n s  of publicizing the activities of the 
"giovane so u c i a " . T h i s  w a s  ac h i e v e d  t h r o u g h  the editorial 
policy of "II Secolo" and "II Teatro illustrate" which offered, 
in addition to favourable reviews of Sonzogno operas, advance 
information of the latest projects.** T h e s e  declarations of intent 
served a double p u r p o s e  ; as well as w h e t t i n g  the public's 
appetite for opera, they also could be u s e d  as a m e a n s  of 
"misinforming" rival publishers. Ploys of this nature w e r e  by 
no m e a n s  reserved to Sonzogno; Ricordi used "II Corriere della 
Sera" for m u c h  the s a m e  objectives. H o w e v e r , the principal 
function of S o n z o g n o  — o w n e d  papers an d  periodicals w a s  to 
promote the firm's interests in Italian opera, and to this end 
they employed their o w n  team of musical critics, drawn mainly 
from the ranks of Milanese authors and journalists and ably led 
by Galli. T h e  fact that Ricordi had a similar arrangement meant 
that within a short time Italian music critics and the public 
they represented had split into two opposing camps. If you were 
a follower of the "giovane scuola", then you supported Sonzogno 
by b u y i n g  "II S e c olo" a n d  reading panegyrical accounts of 
M a s c a g n i , L e o n o a v a l l o  a n d  a host of other " p r o g r e s s i v e "  
composers. If n o t , you subscribed to "II Corriere della Sera", 
o w ned by Ricordi and the mouthpiece of the Puccini - Franchetti 
- Catalan! faction. T h e  conflict w a s  further complicated by the 
political d i f f e r e n c e s  w h i c h  s e p a r a t e d  b o t h  s i d e s , w i t h  
S o n z o g n o ' s  l e f t - w i n g  liberalism acting as a foil to the 
right-wing conservatism of Ricordi.
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There were yet other m e a n s  by whioh both publishing houses 
could promote the works of their o w n  composers. These included 
the widespread use of lithographed posters (first introduced by 
Ricordi in the early 1 8 9 0 ' s ) t h e  publication of c h e a p  scores 
and sheet—music selections from n e w  operas, together with the 
infiltration of i n d e p e n d e n t  theatrical journals suc h  as ” 11 
T r o v a t o r e ” a n d  "L'Avvisatore artistico” , w h i c h  w e r e  often 
cajoled into supporting on e  faction to the exclusion of the 
other.® In at least one case Sonzogno m a y  have secretly funded 
such a m a g a z i n e  ; this w a s  the aptly titled "L'Amioo Fritz", 
w h i c h  first appeared in Milan towards the end of 1891 and w a s  
not surprisingly pro— Mascagni. Composers themselves were also

Îcalled u p o n  to p r o m o t e  their w o r k s  by m e a n s  of personal 
performances at o p e r a - h o u s e s  (either t h r ough conducting or 
supervising a production), speeches at dinners and conferences, 
private piano performances of extracts from n e w  operas (given
before their premiere) and the writing of "occasional” pieces 
for public occasions.® T h e  Italian royal family could also be 
c o u n t e d  o n  for support, either t h r o u g h  their p a t r o n a g e  of 
composers or by their presence at important premieres. Sonzogno 
w a s  quick to realize the i m m e n s e  prestige w h i c h  a "royal" 
c o n n e c t i o n  could bring, a n d  o n  several o c c a sions did not 
hesitate to take full advantage of it. A good example is that 
of Leoncavallo's "Chatterton", w h i c h  had b e e n  scheduled for 
production at the T e a t r o  Nazionale in R o m e  early in 18 96. 
Sonzogno proudly announced that the date of the premiere would 
be fixed by Queen Margherita (who had also promised to attend), 
with the immediate result that the publisher w a s  accused by 
Rioordi of having exploited the Italian royal family for the 
sake of gaining cheap publicity. However, such scruples did not 
prevent Ricordi from imitating Sonzogno; indeed, the premiere 
of Mascagni's "Iris" (at this stage in his career the Livornese 
composer had defected to Ricordi) took place in the presence of 
Q u e e n  M a r g h e r  it a, the Prince and Princess of Naples and the 
Duk e  of Aosta T h e  following year Mascagni w a s  once again in 
royal circles; having been granted a private audience with the 
Queen, he had promised her that his n e w  opera "Le masohere" 
w o u l d  receive its premiere in R o m e  (in the event it w a s  also 
given a simultaneous first performance in five other Italian 
cities).
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Yet another of Sonzogno's publicity stunts w a s  to present 
c o m p o s e r s  as "literary” figures in their o w n  right. B o t h  
Mascagni and Leoncavallo were featured in the Sonzogno press as 
gifted writers w h o  could hold their o w n  against their literary 
counterparts. In Leoncavallo's case this w a s  certainly true ; 
his wide k n o w l e d g e  of E u r opean literature, gained during his 
early years of study (he h a d  attended Carducoi's lectures at 
Bologna and w a s  a graduate of that university) held him in good 
stead w h e n  he came to write his o w n  libretti,® and he wa s  widely 
respected as a gifted a u t h o r . S o n z o g n o  therefore did not 
hesitate in appointing Leoncavallo as the intellectual leader 
of his school of composers, a n d  looked u p o n  h i m  as the o n e  
figure most capable of promoting the "giovane scuola" through 
the v e h e mence of his critical writings. Mascagni, however, w a s  
not to be outdone, a n d  in 189S w r o t e  a series of articles 
entitled "Libretti e librettisti", w h i o h  w a s  followed by yet
another collection with the title "I critici musicali". T h e r e  
h a d  e v e n  b e e n  r u m o u r s  as early as 1893 to the effect that 
M a s c a g n i  h a d  agre e d  to write a prose d r a m a  for the actor 
Novell!, but this particular project does not see m  to have c o m e 
to fruition. (The Rioordi camp had nevertheless greeted the news 
with derision, declaring it a lucky reprieve for Italian o p e r a , 
but a sad blow to the world of literature.)® But apart f r o m  the 
obvious talents of Mascagni and Leoncavallo there were few other 
co m p osers w h o m  S o n z o g n o  could call upon, and the initiative 
had a correspondingly minimal effect.®

In contrast to the publicity methods already mentioned (and 
w h i c h  de p e n d e d  for the most part on a skilfully orchestrated 
press campaign) there were other and less direct w a y s  in which 
S o n z o g n o  sought to further interest in the "giovane scuola". 
O n e  of these w a s  the active promotion of clagues within the 
publisher's o p e r a - h o u s e s  and in those of his rivals. For a 
relatively small outlay, an opera's success could be ensured by 
m e a n s  of judicious and timely applause at key-points during the 
performance. While the presence of a claque rarely influenced 
the j u d g e m e n t  of critics, it could easily s w a y  a reluctant 
audience, and if skilfully m a n a g e d  could sustain interest in 
e v e n  the poorest of works. In this w a y  the risk of an opera 
failing completely on its opening night were minimized, and the 
claque could also be u s e d  as an offensive w e a p o n  against
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the works of rival publishers.*^ While it is difficult to verify any 
individual cases of deliberate disruption of a performance, it 
is a w e l l - k n o w n  fact that both S o n z o g n o  a n d  Rioordi took 
e x t e n s i v e  p r e c a u t i o n s  a g a i n s t  t h e  infiltration of their 
theatres.** Tactics included keeping the publio guessing as to 
the final venue of a premiere by constantly switching it from 
theatre to theatre, rearranging performance dates at the last 
moment, and ensuring that w o r k s  w e r e  staged as far a w a y  as 
possible from likely s o u rces of trouble. It w o u l d  be quite 
incorrect, h o w e v e r , to state that t h e s e  p r e c a u t i o n s  w e r e  
invariably carried out for e v e r y  p r e m i e r e  > only the m o s t  
important merited such consideration, as the bother and expense 
involved in subterfuge of this kind could not be repeated too 
often. Efforts to have the claques banned from the theatres met 
with little success, and while publishers paid lip — service to 
initiatives of this kind it w a s  quite clear that they would do 
nothing to prevent the practice. Indeed, as early as 1891 it 
w a s  reported that the controversial claque at La Scala had been 
officially recognized by the m a n a g e m e n t , whioh at the time w as 
under the control of Casa Ricordi.

As w e  have seen, a variety of successful strategies w e r e  
used by Sonzogno in his bid to establish "verismo puro" as the 
d o m i n a n t  g e n r e  in Italian o p e r a . H o w e v e r , the M i l a n e s e  
publisher did not limit his interest to Italy alone, and from 
very early on realized the extent to w h i o h  the w o r k s  of the 
"giovane scuola" could be actively promoted abroad. T h e r e  w a s  
n o t h i n g  to p r e v e n t  Italian o p e r a  b e i n g  e x p o r t e d  as a 
merchantable commodity; this o n e - w a y  trade had been a feature 
of the Italian musical scene for centuries. W h e r e  S o n z o g n o  
broke n e w  ground w a s  in the techniques he employed both to 
publicize and perform his works abroad. T h e  first objective w a s  
t h e  m o r e  easi l y  at t a i n e d , s i n c e  t h e  g r e a t  s u c c e s s  of 
"Cavalleria rusticana" had led almost instantly to international 
r e n o w n  for its composer. T h e  result w a s  that foreign critics 
a n d  c o r r e s p o n d e n t s ,  either resident in Italy or abroad, 
n o w  turned their attention u p o n  contemporary Italian o p e r a . 
S o n z o g n o  exploited this surge of interest fay ensuring that 
details of composers, librettists and n e w  productions w e r e  
co n veyed as quickly as possible to foreign journalists, either 
through the official m e d i u m  of press c o m m u n i q u e s  or by verbal
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"off the record" briefings. Furthermore, S o n z o g n o  personnel

T h e  second objective, that of assuring foreign performances 
of "giovane scuola" works, w a s  far less easy to attain. Part of 
the problem w a s  that Rioordi's immense editorial power extended 
to o p e r a - h o u s e s  abroad, w h i c h  m a d e  it possible for h i m  to 
blacklist any theatre whioh had agreed to stage Sonzogno works. 
This threat w a s  not to be taken lightly, and m a n y  opera-houses 
were forced to decline Sonzogno's offer of a n e w  repertory. T h e  
s i t u a t i o n  w a s  n o t  q u i t e  so b a d  for " C a v a l l e r i a ” a n d  
"Pagliacci", w h o s e  h u g e  popularity e n s u r e d  that they w e r e  
p e r f o r m e d  all over E u r o p e  a n d  America, despite Rioordi's 
attempts to suppress them.® T h e  foreign reaction to Mascagni's 
masterpiece has already been chronicled in a previous chapter, 
but its early success w a s  sustained over a long period; by 
D e c e m b e r  1892 it h a d  b e e n  g i v e n  over o n e  h u n d r e d  times 
at the Royal Opera House in Berlin.^® " P a g l i a c c i "  w a s  n o  less 
fortunate; on the occasion of the G e r m a n  premiere (which took 
place at the s a m e  venue) the opera h a d  m e t  with a highly 
favourable reception T h e  Kaiser himself w a s  present, and w a s  
so impressed by the w ork that he s u m m o n e d  Leoncavallo to the 
Royal Box to inform him that he had telegraphed King Umberto in 
R o m e  to express the great pleasure he h ad derived from the 
opera. T h e  R u s s i a n  a n d  H u n g a r i a n  pre m i e r e s  w e r e  equally 
successful; at Moscow, no less than sixteen performances were 
given in the space of six weeks, to be followed by a similarly 
enthusiastic welcome in Budapest. It w a s  clear, then, that both
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wer e  encouraged to give interviews to foreign newspapers, and 
active use w a s  m a d e  of the telegraph to ensure that details of 
impending and past premieres were promptly despatched to the

4main capitals of Europe. This last procedure depended greatly 
upon the presence of Sonzogno journalists abroad, w h o  acted as 
c u l t u r a l  a t t a c h e s  for t h e  firm, d e l i v e r i n g  i m p o r t a n t  
information to the appropriate quarters. T h e  entire network was 
extremely efficient, a n d  part of the credit for its s m o o t h  
r u n n i n g  m u s t  be  a t t r i b u t e d  to Galli, w h o  c o - o r d i n a t e d  
operations while remaining in close contact with S o n z o g n o .
Another reason for the success of the venture was the fact that 
through his ownership of "II Secolo" the publisher could d r a w  
u p o n  the vast r e s o u r c e s  offered to h i m  by the w o r l d  of 
journalism.



"Cavalleria rusticana” and "Pagliacci" needed little promotion 
to ensure their success abroad, but there still remained the 
problem o£ the lesser-known w o rks in the Sonzogno repertory. 
T h e  solution finally arrived at w a s  novel in both conception 
a n d  execution; foreign tours w e r e  o r g a n i z e d  to the m a i n  
European capitals, with the sole purpose of giving seasons of 
S o n z o g n o  opera at one particular theatre in e a c h  city. T o  

m a i n t a i n  the best possible s t a n d a r d  of production, those 
singers most suited to the roles in question were formed into a 
travelling company, together with stagehands, choreographers, 
scenic designers and other b a c k g r o u n d  staff. T h i s  app r o a c h  
minimized the risks of a tour failing through lack of adequate 
rehearsals or the inadequacy of individual singers; moreover, 
the decision by S o n z o g n o  to establish his seasons of Italian 
o p e r a  in o n e  specific t h e a t r e  in e a c h  c a p ital g r e a t l y  
facilitated travelling arrangements, and provided his companies 
with a secure a n d  identifiable base from w h i c h  they could 
perform. T h e  policy of fixed venues for each season w a s  also 
one w h ich the public found most convenient, since they w e r e  
spared the necessity of following the company around different 
theatres in the city.

Sonzogno's first tour of this kind w a s  planned during 1693 
and w as intended to introduce German audiences to the "giovane 
scuola". T h e  choice of country w as undoubtedly due to the great 
success "verismo puro" had met with in Vienna, w h ere the 1892 
E x h i b i t i o n  h a d  h i g h l i g h t e d  s u c h  w o r k s  as " M a l a  vita". 
M a s c a g n i  's p r e s e n c e  at this s a m e  e v e n t  (he c o n d u c t e d  
performances of "Cavalleria" and "L'amico Frits") m a y  also have 
helped to arouse the interest of the Viennese, but the real 
r e a s o n  for their avid appro v a l  m u s t  be attributed to t w o  
factors. T h e  first of these w a s  the backing the influential 
critic Hanslick had given to the n e w  works, while the second 
w a s  a general tide of discontent with W a g n e r  i s m . Opera — goer s 
had begun to tire of the excessive length of m a n y  of the works 
of the Bayreuth master and his followers, and were finding the 
short, m e l o d ramatic scenarios of Mascagni, Leoncavallo a nd  
G i o r d a n o  very m u c h  to their liking. In 1890 the V i e n n a  
c o rrespondent of the "Daily T e l e g r a p h "  h ad written a long 
article on this same s u b j e c t a n d  Sonzogno w as no doubt correct 
in surmising that the G e r m a n  public might react in a  similar

-  96



■m a n n e r . Early indication» h a d  b e e n  favourable; the G e r m a n  
premieres of "Cavalleria” and "Pagliacci” were very successful, 
and Bellincioni and Stagne triumphed in the first performance

■I
of "Mala vita" in G e r m a n y  (given at the Krolloper in Berlin on 
13 D e c e m b e r  1892) Wit h  these successes in mind, S o n z o g n o  
a n n o u n c e d  that he w o u l d  hold a s e a s o n  of "giovane scuola" 
o p eras at the T h e a t e r  unter d e n  Linden in Berlin. Despite 
having been planned towards the end of 1893, the organization 
of the tour took far longer than had at first been thought, and

Îit w a s  to be 14 S e p t e m b e r  1895 before the inaugural w o r k , 
Samara's "La martire", w a s  given a highly favourable reception 
(the soprano Lison Frandin being acclaimed by G e r m a n  critics 
for the quality of her acting). Other operas scheduled w e r e  
Mascagni's "Silvano",*^ Cipollini's "II piccolo Haydn", Coronaro's 
"Claudia" a n d  Boci's "Cristo alia f est a di Purim", But the 1
entire s e a s o n  s o o n  p r o v e d  to be a failure ; "Silvano" w a s  
criticized by the G e r m a n  press as being a pale imitation of 
"Cavalleria", while "II piccolo Haydn" (based on Checchi's 1888 
play) fared no better, and certainly did not equal the success 
of the premiere at C o m o  in 1893. There w a s  some consolation for 
Sonzogno in the n e w s  that "Silvano” had been very successful at 
Frankfurt, but e v e n  this could not disguise the fact that the 
Berlin festival h a d  b e e n  a g r e a t  d i s a p p o i n t m e n t  a n d  a 
considerable financial loss.

Despite this setback, S o n z o g n o  n o w  determined to stage a 
similar season in Paris. But the likelihood of greater success 
in the French capital s e e m e d  remote ; w h e n  "Cavalleria" w a s  
given its first performance in France on 19 January 1892 at the 
Opera Comique the reception had been less than favourable, and 
u p o n  r e f l e c t i o n  it w a s  d e c i d e d  to p o s t p o n e  t h e  t o u r  
indefinitely.^* T h e  lack of interest s h o w n  by the F r e n c h  w a s  
paralleled in Britain, w h e r e  initial enthusiasm for "Cavalleria" 
a n d  "Pagliacci" s o o n  abated. In A u g u s t  1894 the leading 
article of the " M u s i c a l  T i m e s " ,  c o m m e n t i n g  o n  " v e r i s m o  
puro", referred to "the ruling passion for strong, brutal or 
gruesome subjects by w h i c h  all composers of the day — except 
Verdi in his last work - are consumed". T h e  writer continues by 
apportioning most of the blame to Mascagni's pioneering work;
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It all b e g a n  with that squalid little tragedy of Verge's, 
"Cavalleria rusticana" - since w h e n  everyone has been trying 
"to go one better" than Mascagni in regard to violent or 
repulsive situations. Iniedelity, murder and sudden death are 
b e c o m e  the sole stock in trade of the librettist . . . this
quest of horrors is really being rather overdone . . , the 
mortality amongst the "dramatis personae" of a modern Italian 
opera is so alarmingly high - s o m e t h i n g  about 5 0 %  per 
a n n u m  - that an insurance agent, on visiting Covent Garden a 
a few w e e k s  ago, is reported to have observed: "If people 
always behaved like that in real life, I certainly should not 
be able to afford a stall at the Opera".

This rather amusing diatribe continues with the suggestion that 
the subject-matter of "verismo puro" w a s  having a less than 
salutary effect on those exposed to it:

W h y  should w e  be c o n d e m n e d  always to sup full of horrors 
w h e n  w e  go n o w a d a y s  to the opera? Are w e  never going to 
witness a piece with a happy ending again? . . . Recently 
published Blue Books have given rise to alarmist views as 
to the increase of insanity. Various causes are assigned - 
heredity, inebriety, and so forth. Perhaps the depressing 
influence of m o d e r n  operas should be taken into account. 
However, w e  are not entirely without hope in this respect. 
Verdi has set an example with "Falstaff" which can hardly 
fail to exert a w h o l e s o m e  influence on his juniors. A n d  if 
the composers are unwilling to essay more cheerful themes 
on their o w n  initiative, the audiences will in time revolt 
against the tyranny of tears a nd insist on occasionally 
hearing w e d d i n g  bells instead of funeral knells at the 
close of their operatic entertainment

It w a s  obvious that S o n z o g n o  w o uld have to look further 
afield for n e w  markets. However, those countries w h i c h  most 
appreciated "giovane scuola" works were remotely situated (e.g. 
the United States, S o u t h  America and Russia), and w o uld be 
difficult and expensive to tour. S o n z o g n o  thus determined to 
stimulate interest by sending his most f a m o u s  composers to 
"personally supervise" productions of their o w n  operas. This
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i n v olved m a k i n g  g u e s t  a p p e a r a n c e s  as c o n d u c t o r ,  giving 
interviews to the local press,*^ and mixing in aristocratic circles. 
T h e  process had already been used with success at the British 
and Belgian premieres of "Pagliacci"; on the former occasion, 
S o n z o g n o  a o o o m p a n i e d  Leonoavallo to L o n d o n  a nd presented 
t h e  c o m p o s e r  o n  s t a g e  at t h é  c o n c l u s i o n  of the first 
performance.® Mascagni too actively promoted his works abroad, 
conducting the Covent Garden premiere of "L'amico Fritz" and 
touring both Germany and Austria in 1895.^^ But it w a s  the United 
States w h i c h  proved to be the potentially largest market for 
the "giovane scuola" (due largely to the significant n u mber of 
Italian immigrants), and Sonzogno soon realized the importance 
of oonsoIT dating his position there. Several projects w e r e  
formulated ; a m o n g s t  these w a s  a proposed A m e r i c a n  tour by 
Leoncavallo in the winter of 1896 — 97, during which the composer 
would conduct a series of performances of his o w n  works. T h e  
entire venture w a s  to hav e  been organized by the impresario 
Durer, but due to several unf o r e s e e n  difficulties (including 
the unwillingness of Leonoavallo to participate in such a tour 
while he w a s  still struggling to finish "La b o h e m e " )  it w a s  
eventually cancelled. However, towards the end of 1696 a report 
in the N e w  York "Artists' Journal" stated that both Ma s c a g n i 
and Leoncavallo were likely to visit the United States in 1897, 
a nd that separate orchestras w e r e  to be a s s e m b l e d  for two 
distinct tours, but onoe again this proposed visit never took 
place.'St

Despite the failure of Sonzogno's strategy in promoting the 
"giovane scuola" by m e a n s  of foreign tours and seasons of their 
works, Germany and Austria still proved to be highly profitable 
markets, especially for "verismo puro". A good example of this 
w a s  the world premiere of Spinelli's "A basso porto", given on 
18 April at the Stadttheater in Cologne. T h e  c o m p o s e r  w a s  
called before the curtain m o r e  than twenty times — quite an 
exceptional h o n o u r  for a G e r m a n  audience to pay a foreign 
m u s i c i a n . T h e  o p e r a  itself w a s  n o v e l  i n s o f a r  a s t h e  
subject-matter complemented Tasoa's "A Santa Lucia”, and w a s  
intended as a sequel to it, taking place s o m e  twenty years 
after. Several of the characters in Tasoa's opera were retained 
(amongst t h e m  Maria and Ciccillo), but Spinelli's work is m u c h  
longer, being oast in three acts to Tasoa's two. "A b a s s o
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porto" is important, however, w h e n  w e  realize that it m a y  have 
b e e n  no m o r e  than an attempt by Sonzogno to counteract the 
success of "A Santa Lucia", which had also been given its world 
premiere in G e r m a n y  (Berlin, Krolls, 16 N o v e m b e r  1892) and 
w a s  published by Ricordi. But the lack of "verismo puro" works 
o w n e d  by him meant that the success gained by "A Santa Lucia" 
could not be sustained, a nd S o n z o g n o  w a s  relieved to find 
himself once more in total control.

Meanwhile in Italy "verismo puro" continued its triumphant 
maroh forward. T h e  record year of 1693 signals the apex of the 
genre's success, w h i c h  w a s  to s o m e  extent sustained in 1894 
with the premieres of Coop's " T e r e s a  R a q u i n ” , Soffredini's 
"Salvatorello", Ferri's "Maledetta", S a m a r a ' s  "La martire", 
Ploridia's "Maruzza",^* Sanfelioe's "Nennella" a n d  Vallini's "II 
voto". T h e  following two years s h o w e d  m u c h  the same pattern, 
w i t h  s o m e  i n t e r e s t i n g  titles e m e r g i n g ;  in 1895 Italian 
a u d i e n c e s  w e r e  offered B i m b o n i ' s  " S a n t u z z a " ,  C e l l i n i ’s 
"Vendetta s a r d a " , Masoagni's "Silvano", Smareglia's "Nozze 
istriane ", Castraoane's "Padron Giovanni", Brunette's "La saga 
di V a l a p e r t a " ,  B u c o e r i ' s  " M a r i e d d a "  a n d  M a n o i n e l l i ' s  
"Tizianello", w h e r e a s  in 1896 the s a m e  theatre-goers could 
e n j o y  F o r n a r  i * s " U n  dr a m m a  in v e n d e m m i a " ,  Medini's "La 
tradita", Sebastiani's " A  S a n  F r a n c e s c o " , Donizetti's " D o p e  
I'Ave Maria", Mineo's " I mafiosi" a n d  G i a n n e t  ti* s " P a d r o n  
Maurizio". This long list of titles is all the m o r e  remarkable 
w h e n  w e  consider that "verismo puro" w a s  only one of m a n y  
genres coexisting at the s a m e  time, but its influence w a s  so 
great that it appeared of greater import than it w a s  in actual 
fact This is shown by the number of parodies which were staged 
both in Italy and abroad, and which poke fun at the conventions 
a n d  ethos of " v e r i s m o  puro". A m o n g s t  t h e s e  w e  m a y  cite 
" Fanter ia rusticana" (18 91; c o m p o s e r  u n k n o w n ) ,  "Cavalleria 
d o m e s t  ioa" (1892 ; Cordar a) a n d  "Cavalleria rust ico — r o m a n  a 
(18 9 2; Pier an g e l i ) , all of w h i c h  w e r e  less t h a n  s e r ious 
"re inter prêtât ions" of Maso a g n i ' s  original. T h e  Livornese 
c o m p o s e r  s e e m s  to h a v e  h a d  m o r e  t h a n  his fair share of 
imitators, for in 1892 Pierangeli, fresh from his success with 
"Cavalleria rust ico-romana", a n n o u n c e d  that he w a s  about to 
c o m pose "L'amico Frizzolo " of which, however, no performance 
has ever been recorded. More successful w a s  another u n k n o w n
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gentleman (possibly the originator of "Fanteria rusticana") w h o  
in 18 9 9 c o m p o s e d  a n d  p r o d u c e d  "Giris", w h i o h  mercilessly 
parodied Mascagni's Japanese opera "Iris". Although these last 
two efforts were outwith the bounds of "verismo puro", the art 
of operatic parody flourished u n o p p o s e d  in Italy. In actual 
fact S o n z o g n o  m a d e  little or n o  a t t e m p t  to p r e v e n t  the 
p e r f o r m a n c e  of t h e s e  w o r k s ,  since p e r m i t t i n g  their free 
circulation ensured a cheap and ready source of publicity for 
his firm. T h e  fact that something is successful e n o u g h  to be 
parodied is, in itself, a n  indirect r e c o m m e n d a t i o n  of that 
product; whereas Sonzogno w a s  quick to prosecute any serious 
infringements of his copyright (such as Monleone's "Cavalleria j
rusticana"), he w a s  more than willing to tolerate such flippant j

parodies. \

T h e  situation w a s  m u c h  the s a m e  a b r o a d , especially in . I
G e r m a n y  and Austria w h e r e  the great popularity of "verismo i

p u r o ” ensured a ready audience for ventures of this kind. A 
good example is that of "Krawalleriana M u s i c a n a " , produced as t
early as October 1891 at the Theater an der Wien in Vienna and 
composed by a certain Herr Mader of w h o m  little else is known. i
This particular parody met with enormous success (due in part !
to the simultaneous performance of the original opera and the 
p r e s e n c e  of its c o m p o s e r  in the Austrian capital), a n d  in 
itself w a s  widely imitated. T h e  next step w a s  to parody not one t
work, but three simultaneously ; this w a s  achieved in " U n a  t
famiglia fina", composed by a Francesco Bernizzo and described i
by the publishers Ries and Erler as a "parodical opera in half 
an act". Reviewing the premiere (Berlin, 1894), the "Musical t
T i m e s "  gave a rather entertaining account of the principal i
features of the opera : "In this a m u s i n g  w o r k  the plots of i
"Cavalleria", "Pagliacci" and Hummel's one— act opera "Mara" are 
m i x e d  up, a n d  the sty les of their r e s p e c t i v e  c o m p o s e r s  
burlesqued in the most mirth —moving fashion. T h e  "intermezzo ;i
obbligato" is, of course, an important feature, and the knife, 
poison, adultery, murder, and all the essentials of a genuine 
lyric drama of the m o d e r n  Italian type are to be found in this 
"half— act” piece of foolery." In conclusion to our discussion
of "Una famiglia fina", with its "half-act" format, it m a y  be of 
interest to include a quotation from an article published in 
1893 by the Munich journal "Kurst und Theater Anzeiger”, and
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w h i c h  amusingly anticipates Berniszc's startling innovation:

Only o n e — act operas s e e m  to be considered the essence of 
true m u s i c  now. T h e y  continue to g r o w  a n d  increase in 
ever-greater shortness. It will not be long before half— act 
operas b e c o m e  the fashion, a n d  the n  quarter acts will 
follow, till at last composers will c o m e  to the conclusion 
that it will be best not to c o m p o s e  at all , . , T h a t
would, perhaps, be the best music.**

Let us n o w  turn our attention to Ricordi. V7e have seen h o w  
he a t t empted to emulate Sonzogno's success in G e r m a n y  by 
producing "A Santa Lucia", but the extent of this counter-attack 
w a s  by n o  m e a n s  confined to abroad. In Italy Ricordi h a d  
b e c o m e  increasingly concerned about the sucoess of "verismo 
puro", and attempted to interest several of his major composers 
in the g e n r e . A m o n g s t  t h e s e  w a s  Puccini; indeed, in 1894 
Rioordi had decided to commission a libretto from Verga based 
o n  his short story "L a  l u p a " . T h e  Sicilian novelist h a d  
converted this into a play w h i o h  w a s  to be performed before 
long, and w h e n  approached by Ricordi he proposed that Federico 
D e  R o b e r t o  s h o u l d  u n d e r t a k e  the libretto adaptation. T h e  
publisher agreed to this arrangement (De Roberto w a s  to be paid 
one thousand lire for his work) and interested Puccini in the 
subject, w h o  then decided to travel to Sicily in the spring of 
18 94 to discuss the matter with both authors. H e  w a s  also 
instructed by Rioordi to acquaint himself w i t h  the local 
atmosphere and m a k e  notes about suitable national costumes to 
be used in the opera. This he did, but on his return expressed 
some doubt as to the wisdom of setting such an "unsympathetic" 
subject.** This placed Ricordi in an embarrassing position, since 
he had already announced, during Puccini’s absence, that "La 
lupa" w a s  to be his next opera. But the composer stuck firmly 
to his original intention to resume work on "La boheme", thus 
ending a short yet significant flirtation with "verismo puro".

Rioordi’s failure in enlisting Puccini’s support m e a n t  that 
he  c o u l d  p o s e  n o  threat to the o n g o i n g  s u c c e s s  of C a s a  
Sonzogno. S u c h  a coup as the signing of Mascagni for "Iris" 
could not hide the fact that without the cooperation of key 
c o m p o s e r s  a ny attempt to m a k e  inroads into the S o n z o g n o
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repertory w a s  doomed to failure. Even the success of Tasoa's "A 
S a n t a  L u c i a ” a n d  Ploridia's " M a r  u z r a ” w a s  qualified; the 
Italian premiere of the former work, given in M a r c h  1893 at 
Trieste, m e t  with a lukewarm, almost apathetic reception. It 
w a s  hard to believe that this w a s  the s a m e  opera w h i c h  h ad 
triumphed at Belin, an d  Ricordi w a s  forced to admit that the 
battle had been lost. T h e  mistake he had made w a s  to enter too 
late into the fray, a nd with inadequate resources to counter 
Sonzogno's lead. But the unqualified success of "verismo pure" 
w a s  beg i n n i n g  to w a n e ,  a n d  the w h o l e  edifice u p o n  w h i c h  
Sonzogno had promoted the cause of operatic realism n o w  showed 
signs of cracking at the seams. There had always been problems, 
of course, but these h ad occurred at convenient times; e v e n 
such major setbacks as the cut in subsidy to the S an Carlo in 
1891 and the closing of the Teatro Bellini at Palermo in 1892 
(it w a s  subsequently converted into a music-hall), together 
with the d e m i s e  of "II T e a t r o  illustrate" in 1893 h a d  not 
threatened the success of the genre. By the beginning of 1097 
it w a s  clear that "verismo p u r o ” w a s  undergoing a crisis of 
c o n f i d e n c e . Suddenly, as quickly as it h ad b e e n  formed, the 
bubble burst, and the flow of works from the Sonzogno firm
dried up with alarming alacrity.

What were the reasons for this dramatic change in fortunes? 
O n e  of the principal factors w a s  the economic climate; from 
1897 until the turn of the century, Italy w a s  convulsed by a 
series of political upheavals w h i c h  led to m u c h  uncertainty 
within the c o u n t r y . T h e  civil strife b r ought about by the 
massive increase in strikes and the growth of anarchy, w h i c h  
w a s  to culminate in the assassination of King Umberto at Monza 
in 1900, led to a d e c l i n e  in o p e r a t i c  activity. Italian 
theatres n o w  found themselves starved of funds; even La Scala
w a s  forced to postpone its 1897 season due to the withdrawal of
its municipal subsidy. T h i s  particular crisis w a s  typical of 
the general trend, and by examining it in greater detail w e  can 
gain a clearer picture of h o w  financial c u t backs severely 
restricted not only "verismo puro" but all Italian opera. Just 
over a year previously, towards the end of Sonzogno's term of 
m a n a g e m e n t , the Scala h ad released details of its financial 
position and workforce. T h e  total municipal subsidy granted in 
189d w a s  300,000 lire, 60,000 of w h i c h  w a s  ear — m a r k e d  for
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repairs. T h i s  left 240,000 lire, w h i o h  w h e n  a d d e d  to the 
performance receipts totalled the entire income of the theatre. 
Ru n n i n g  costs w e r e  especially high ; the workforce numbered, 
quite incredibly, 1,745 <400 w o r k m e n  and musical editors, 563 
prop designers and costumiers, and 762 chorus and permanent 
staff), with the cost of an average season being estimated at 
some 200,000 lire. Furthermore, the appointment of Sonzogno as 
intendant had meant that the theatre's repertory had been based 
almost exclusively on modern Italian works, to the exclusion of 
Verdi, W a g n e r  a n d  Puccini. T h i s  imbalance h ad b e e n  partly 
remedied by the inclusion of several operas by French composers 
such as Massenet and Saint-Saëns, but even this w a s  not enough 
to increase receipts. T h e  decision to w i t h d r a w  the subsidy 
coincided with the reinstatement of Ricordi as intendant, but 
n o w  it w a s  too late - Italy's most famous lyric theatre w a s  
eventually forced to close its doors.

T h e  n e w  year of 1898 brought at least one glimmer of hope 
with the n e w s  that the R o m a n  municipal authorities intended to 
establish a n e w  opera-house, the Teatro Lirico Nazionale, which 
w a s  to be subsidized by both local and central government. T h e  
inspiration for this project cam e  from one of the councillors, 
Ernesto Pacelli, w h o  had expressed concern at the demise of the 
Scala, adding that if the n e w  house w a s  to b e c o m e  a viable 
proposition it would have to present opera on a monthly and not 
seasonal basis, thus avoiding the loss of income occasioned by 
closure over the s u m m e r  m o n t h s .  Pacelli, a m o n g s t  others, 
realized that Italian opera could not thrive without adequate 
financial support; e v e n  with the increased r e v e n u e  gained 
through m o n t h l y  opening, there w o u l d  still be a substantial 
deficit to be c o v e r e d  by subsidies. F u r t h e r m o r e ,  Italian 
theatres required firm guarantees from the authorities as to 
the availability of financial aid; without these assurances, it 
w o u l d  be impossible to plan a h e a d  a n d  f u n d  a c c o r d i n g l y . 
Pacelli's plan w a s  viewed favourably by the majority of Italian 
cities, a nd in M a y  there w a s  n e w s  that the Scala w o uld be 
opening for the following season; not through the intervention 
of t h e  t o w n  c o u n c i l ,  b u t  b y  a s y n d i c a t e  of Mil a n  e se 
industrialists w h o  issued 1,200 s h a r e s  of 2 5 0 lire e a c h , 
raising a total of 310,000 lire. This s u m  more than adequately 
replaced the withdrawn grant of 300,000 lire, but a m o n t h  later
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the council relented and approved a reduced subsidy o£ 160,000 
lire — just more than half the original amount. W h e n  added to 
the 310,000 lire raised by private enterprise, a total of 
470,000 lire w a s  r e a c h e d  <a 5 6 %  i n c r e a s e  over the 1896 
subsidy). T h e  a p p o i n t m e n t  of Giulio G a 11 i — G as azz a as 
"sovrintendante" ensured that the new-found wealth of the Scala 
would be skilfully managed.

It emerges, then, that the financial turmoil in w h ich m a n y  
Italian o p e r a - h o u s e s ,  less fortunate t h a n  the T e a t r o  alia 
Scala, f o u n d  t h e m s e l v e s  in at this time w a s  o n e  of the 
principle reasons for the demise of "verismo puro". But there 
w e r e  others, such as the g r o w i n g  discontent of the Italian

I

publio with the g e n r e . By 1897 it appeared that the "giovane I
■ 1scuola" had reached saturation point as far as "verismo puro" i

w a s  concerned; after seven years in which n u m erous imitations |
of "Cavalleria” and "Pagliacci" had been greedily devoured by '
Italian audiences, there w a s  no longer the same enthusiasm for 
this type of o p e r a . T h i s  is vividly d e m o n s t r a t e d  by the 
premiere of ”11 voto", w h i c h  w a s  the long-awaited revision of 
"Mala vita”. Sonzogno hoped that this n e w  version of Giordano's 
infamous opera would rekindle interest in "verismo puro", but 
despite a strong cast including R o s i n a  Storchio a n d  the 
twenty— four year old Enrico Caruso, ”11 voto" w a s  a complete 
failure. D aspuro, the original librettist, h a d  m a d e  several 
cuts, omitting the character of Annetiello, w h o s e  portrayal as 
a drunken layabout had deeply offended Neapolitan audiences. In 
addition s o m e  of the original, highly — spiced dialogue w a s  
toned down, but despite these modifications the "Corriere della 
Sera" dismissed the opera as being totally worthless; "Nulla 
p iu urta, ora, ë vero, m a  neilo s t esso t e m p o  nulla piu 
intéressa o c o m muove” (Alfredo Colombani).® Eugenio Zorzi, writing 
in "L’ltalia del Popolo ", w a s  even more dismissive : ""II voto" 
non ë destinato a un avvenire".** He w a s  to be proved right, and 
it is somewhat ironical that the opera which, after "Cavalleria 
rusticana", had given "verismo puro" its initial impetus should 
n o w  signal its apparent demise, albeit in an emasculated and 
hideous travesty of its former self.

It would appear that by 1897 m u c h  of the earlier vitality of 
the genre had disappeared, but there was another reason for the
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lack of success n o w  encountered by "verismo puro": in an Italy 
humiliated by the defeat of Adowa, ravaged by rising inflation 
and terrorized by popular insurrections, the subject-matter of 
s u c h  o p e r a s  s e e m e d  all too r e m o t e  from the actuality of 
contemporary events. Neither could they be looked upon as a 
m e a n s  of escape from reality; all that w a s  offered w a s  an 
escape into another reality, m o r e  violent and truculent than 
their own. There n o w  arose other, more relevant genres which 
seemed more in tune with the social and political issues of the 
day, and to which the Italian public n o w  turned. (A discussion 
of this trend will be f o u n d  in the following c h a p t e r .) But 
there r e m ains o ne last factor which, m o r e  tha n  a ny other, 
explains everything; this w a s  the attitude of the composers and 
librettists themselves, w h o  n o w  felt that "verismo p u r o ” had 
run its course and that it w a s  time to venture upon something 
completely different. This development is apparent in a 1895 
letter from Nicola Spinelli (the composer of "A basso porto") 
to Illioa, in w h i c h  c o m p o s e r  asks librettist for a subject 
characterized by "grandi passion! nex personaggi e grande 
poesia nell'ambiente", adding the following significant words: 
" C r e d o  utile r ipeterti o h e  s o n o  as so lut a m e n  te deoiso ad 
abbandonare quel genere di m e  lo dr a m m a  ohe si basa sopra un  
a m b i e n t  e b a s s o , triviale ; ch e  h a  per s c o p e  principale di 
r iprodurre le passioni piu brutali e che, pur c r e a n d o  tipi 
nuovi e veri, ha personaggi abbietti e viziati. "A basso porto" 
mi ë  servito per a m m a e s t  r a m ent o, e n o n  voglio a sso lut a m e n  te 
r icadere nei difetti che tutti h a n n o  riconosciuto in detta 
opera".

Spinelli's c o m m e n t  to the effect that he viewed "verismo 
puro" as a form of " a m m a e s t r a m e n t  o " s h o w s  that for m a n y  
c o m p o s e r s  the genre w a s  no  m o r e  than a stepping-stone to 
greater t h i n g s . O n c e  the generation w h i c h  h a d  first b e e n  
inspired by "Cavalleria" and then harnessed by Casa Sonzogno 
h ad completed their apprenticeship (by writing o n e  or t w o  
effective imitations a n d  c o n s e q u e n t l y  m a k i n g  a n a m e  for 
themselves), the w a y  w a s  n o w  clear for m o r e  "artistic" 
diversification. T h e  e n d — result w a s  the virtual d e m i s e  of 
"verismo p u r o " , as forecast by Sir Frederick C o w e n  in an 
interview given to the "Musical T i mes" in M a r c h  1894 : " T h e
present rage for subjects of a tempestuous kind will, I fancy.
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not last long. Violent p a r o xysms m u s t , in the very nature of 
things, exhaust themselves quickly".® But despite all indications 
to the contrary, the genre w a s  not totally dead ; as w e  shall 
see in the following chapter there w e r e  to be significant 
revivals, and the influence of "verismo puro" w a s  once again 
to be strongly felt. For the m o m e n t ,  let us e nd with the 
w o r d s  of G i a n a n d r e a  G a v a z s e n i  w h o ,  in "I n e m  ici della 
m u s i c a ” , offers the following explanation of w h y  this unique 
form of operatic realism lost favour; " U n  malinteso bisogno di 
rapide r i n n o v a m e n l o  fece credere esauriti o super at i cert i 
contenuti drammatici, certe f o rme teatrali . . E n o n  era
vero".® In the last analysis there took place, in Gavaszeni's 
w o r d s ,  " u n  a crisi di f e d e  v e r i s t a "  ; but the p r o c e s s  of 
"rinnovamento" was, as w e  shall see, already well under way.
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N O T E S

< I > See Part One, Chapter Three, p.85 for further details.

< 2 > Since these figures w ere provided by Sonzogno, w e  m a y
safely a s s u m e  that they err on the conservative side

< 3 > T h i s  w a s  the "stipendio” system, w h i o h  will be fully
explained in due course (see Part One, Chapter Three, 
pp.83-85).

< 4 ) T h e  brevity of the average "verismo puro" scenario also
encouraged the composition of sequels. A good example of 
this is Spinelli's "A basso porto", which w a s  intended as 
a sequel to Ta s o a ' s  "A S a n t a  Lucia" (see Part O n e , 
Chapter Three, pp.99-100).

(  5  ) A further advantage of double— billing w a s  that "verismo 
puro" could be combined with traditional operas and ballets 
so as to attract the m o r e  conservative sectors of the 
Italian public, w h o  ordinarily would not consider viewing 
an exclusively veristio programme.

< 6) It w o u l d  a p p e a r  that M a s c a g n i  h a d  b e e n  u p s e t  by
accusations to the effect that the success of "Cavalleria" 
had been due only to the dramatic power of the libretto, 
and not to his music. T h e  choice of "L'amico Fritz" w a s  
therefore occasioned by the desire to set as simple and 
inconsequential a subject as possible> as the c o m poser 
remarked, "Vcrrei essere giudicato niente altro che per la 
musica".

(?) Hanslick's comment w as made on the occasion of the work's 
Viennese premiere, which took place on 2? September 1892 
at the Exhibition Theatre in a German translation entitled 
"Das Gelubte".

( 8 ) Yet another reason for the disastrous reception of "Mala 
vita" lay in Sonzogno's choice of Naple s premier opera 
house, the S a n  Carlo. As Celletti states in "II verismo 
e Napoli",
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Il trasierimento dello spettaoolo . . . proprio al S a n
Carlo, teatro atilico per ecoellenza, provoco u n  tumulte. 
La rivolta del pubblioo e di b u o n a  parte délia oritioa 
ai manifesto, nei suoi impulsi piu immediati, oome reaxione 
all'oltraggio inflitto a quel glorioso palcosoenioo, n o n  
oerto destinato, corne si osservo da varie parti, a ospitare 
personaggi da bordello, cocchieri in capello a staio, 
ooriste in xoocoli, giocatori di morra.

< 9 > Q u o t e d  by Grossetto in his article on Giordano in the 
"Enciolopedia dello Spettacolo", V, p. 1315.

( 1 0 )  Ibid.

( 1 1 )  Given during a 1974 B B C  Radio Three broadcast on operatic 
"verismo".

( 1 2 )  See Part One, Chapter Two, Note 20.

( 1 3 )  Boito's dismissal of the opera w as addressed to his friend 
Bellaigue, w h o  h a d  written to h i m  from Paris in 1902 
complaining that "Pagliacci" "gli avevano fatto orrore".

( 1 4 )  Sir Frederick Co w e n ' s  excursion into "verismo puro" is 
interesting insofar as it mirrors the intense interest 
s h o w n  by n o n — Italian composers in the movement; examples 
include H u m m e l ’s "Mara" (Berlin, 1893) and Borch’s "Silvio" 
(Christania, 1896 ; a sequel to "Cavalleria rusticana").

( 1 5 )  Op.cit., p.555.

( 1 6 )  Op.cit., p.682.

( 1 7 )  See Fart Three, Section Eight.

( 1 8 )  T h e  most famous premiere to take place at the Pergola was 
that of Mascagni’s "I Rantxau" (1892).

( 1 9 )  T h e  premiere of "Pagliacci" took place in this theatre.

( 2 8 )  See Part One, Chapter Two, Note 40.

( 2 1 )  See Part One, Chapter One, p.7.

( 2 2 )  Occasionally Sonzogno promoted open-air performances, such
as that of "Cavalleria rusticana" given in 1894 at Girgenti 
in Sicily a n d  r e v i e w e d  in the A u g u s t  edition of the
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Musical Times**, p.548:

T h e  woirk w a s  performed on  the public square in the 
neighbouring village of Cattolioa, which is said to be the 
identical plaoe in which the story of the opera is supposed 
to have happened. T h e  local priest protested against his 
church being used as "decorations" for the performance, 
but in vain. T h e  best-looking amongst the inhabitants, in 
their smartest attire, were employed as supers; the church 
h a d  to o p e n  its d o o r s  to r e c e i v e  t h e  m u m m i n g  
"worshippers", and 4,000 people from the neighbouring 
villages c a m e  to enjoy the n e w  and gratuitous sensation. 
T h a t  it w a s  a great s u c c e s s  g o e s  w i t h o u t  s a y i n g .

( 2 3 )  O n  the few occasions w h e n  he omitted to do this the opera 
w a s  almost invariably a failure, as in the c a s e  of 
Cipollini*s “Ninon de Lenolos". One exception w a s  "Andrea 
Chenier", which due to lack of time w a s  hurriedly staged 
(despite S o n x o g n c * s m i s g i v i n g s )  a n d  p r o v e d  highly 
successful. Rioordi also seems to have followed Sonxogno*s 
example, organising a preview performance of Mascagni's 
"Iris" (the c o m p o s e r  h a d  at this point in his career 
defected to the opposition) in the private theatre of the 
M a r c h e s a  di Guerrieri-Gonsaga, over a year before the 
public premiere.

( 2 4 )  Rioordi w a s  able to gain revenge when, in 1900, he blocked 
Sonxogno's attempt to stage the premiere of Leoncavallo's 
"Zaxa" at the Soala, substituting a revival of Puccini's 
"La boheme".

( 2 5 )  He was, however, unable to prevent Mascagni from ceding 
"Iris" to Rioordi.

( 2 6 )  Letter dated April 1895.

( 2 7 )  Despite Verge's obsessive hatred of Sonzogno, the Italian 
press continued to speculate on the possibility of an 
eventual artistic collaboration. O n e  spurious report, 
dating from August 1893, stated that the Sicilian author 
w a s  w o r king on three n e w  libretti for Sonzogno, after 
being paid 200,000 lire by the publisher.
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( 2 8 > T h e  best account is given by Alfred Alexander in "Giovanni 
Verga; A Great Writer a nd his World" (London, 1972>, 
pp.193-97.

( 2 9 )  Letter dated 20 March 1907.

( 3 0 )  S e e  letter from V er g a to D i n a  dated 8 A u g u s t  1910.

( 3 1 )  See Pact One, Chapter Two, Note 20 and Part One, Chapter 
T h r e e , p.74 for f u r t h e r  details of b o t h  d i s p u t e  s .

( 3 2 )  Letter dated 21 March 1893 (no.81 in "Carteggi pucoiniani", 
edited by Eugenio Gara (Milan,1958)).

( 3 3 )  Giordano almost became a victim of artistic duplication in 
1901, w h e n  he learned that Mascagni w a s  also at work on a 
Russian subject (at that time Giordano w a s  composing 
"Siberia"). His feelings are made very clear in a letter to 
Illioa dated 14 July 1901;

Del resto questo f   che fanno i miei colleghi e la
oosa piu mesohina e odiosa. Esiste una "Manon", si rifa la 
"Manon". Esiste u n a  " B o h e m e " , si rifa la " B o h e m e " . C ’e 
"Chenier", si pensa ad una "Maria Antonietta". C'e "Iris", 
si rifa il G i a p p o n e . Si lavora a un'opera russa, se ne 
prépara un'altra russa.

H o w e v e r , at times the k n o w ledge that a composer w a s  
i n t e r e s t e d  in a p a r t icular s u b j e c t  c o u l d  l e a d  to 
considerable double — dealing, as is s h own in the following 
undated letter written by Leoncavallo to M a s s e n e t  in 
somewhat dubious French;

11 Via Fasquirola 
Milan

M o n  cher ma'ître et ami.

U n e  n o u v e l l e  s u r p r e n a n t e  circule d a n s  les j o u rnaux 
italiens. O n  a n n o n c e  que Puccini est en train d ’écrire 
"Cyrano de Bergerac"! Je vous avouerai que je moi—mieme 
j’ai eu l’idée il y a deux années de cela de demander ce 
sujet mais des amis a Paris m ’ont rapporté que d ’autres 
compositeurs et vous, surtout, aviez d e m a n d é  a avoir
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“Cyrano** et q ue R o s t a n d  avait r é p o n d u  u n  p e u  trop 
cavalièrement dans ces mots: **qu'il y avait déjà assez
musique c o m m e  ^a dans ces vers'*.

Je ne m e  suis donc m e m e  pas risqué a demander le sujet. 
J'en ai pourtant parlé a Coquelin quand j'étais a Paris 
pour la “Bohème** et il m'a confirmé que Rostand était 
absolument contraire a laisser mettre en musique “Cyrano". 
Je orois que Puccini a lancé la nouvelle et travaille pour 
avoir le sujet mais ce n'est pas vrai qu'il a eu deja car 
ce serait bien étonnant qu'on l'ait refusé A V O U S  pour 
l'accorder a lui! ! ! P o u v e z  — vous m e  dire quelque c h o s e  
la—dessus? Je vous serai bien reconnaissant !

Mille bons souhaits pour la nouvelle année.

Votre admirateur dévoué,

R. Leoncavallo

(see A . H o l d e , "A  Lit tie — k n o w n  Letter by Berlioz a n d  
Unpublished Letters by Cherubini, Leoncavallo and H u g o  
W o l f  in “ M u s i c  Q u a r t e r l y " ,  X X X V Ï Ï  (195 1), p.77.)

( 3 4 )  Henry—Louis de la Grange, "Mahler", % vols (London, 1974), 
I, pp.469-74.

( 3 5 )  Giordano's c o m m e n t  on the matter w a s  as follows: “N o n  
puoi credere quanto h o  riso leggendo "II S e o o l o " c he  
a n n u n z i a v a  la fuga del tenore L o m bardi all'andata in 
soena della "Claudia ". Povero Coronaro. A n c h e  cio che 
gii viene m a n d a t e  dal Padre Eterno ha sempre una forma 
ridicola" (letter to Illioa dated May 1895).

( 3 6 )  Leoncavallo * s reputation for sharp practice w a s  such that 
in a letter to Illioa reg a r d i n g  M a s c a g n i  * s possible 
duplication of the setting of "Siberia", Giordano was moved 
to co m m e n t  in the following terms; “Ti confesse che ne 
sono profondamente impensierito, e non mi sarei aspettato 
mai una tale sorpresa. D a  un Leoncavallo si, m a  da altri 
no" (letter dated 13 July 1901).

( 3 7 )  T h e r e  w a s  perhaps m o r e  than a grain of truth in this, 
given Mascagni's subsequent desertion of Casa Sonzogno
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over "Iris".

( 3 8 )  Even the smaller publishers were not averse to such ploys. 
In August 1893 the Milanese firm of D e  Marohi announced 
the i m p e n d i n g  production at the T e a t r o  A l h a m b r a  of 
Gastaldon's ”11 pater", Frontini's "Malia" and two u n n a m e d 
works by Marescotti and Bcrutti, thereby confusing rival 
publishers as to the identity of the "mystery" operas.

( 3 9 )  S a r d o u  was, at that time, reluctant to negotiate a n d  
Rioordi himself s h o w e d  little interest in p r o c e e d i n g .

( 4 0 )  T h i s  information w a s  often presented in the form of 
interviews between journalist and composer.

( 4 1 )  Amongst Rioordi's artists were such m e n  as Hohenstein, 
Metlioovitz, Palanti, D e  Carolis, Nomellini, Dudovich and 
Ter si.

( 4 2 )  Indeed, Rioordi m a y  well have been the motivating force 
behind the c o n d e m n a t i o n  of "I Medici" by the "Rivista 
musicale italiana".

( 4 3 )  Typical of these w e r e  M ascagni's 1892 h y m n  for the
inauguration of a m o n u m e n t  to Vittorio B m a n u e l e  I, his 
1898 s y m p h o n i c  p o e m  in h o n o u r  of the c e n t e n a r y  of 
Leopardi's birth, a n d  Leonoavallo's 1901 r e q uiem m a s s  
in m e m o r y  of U m b e r t o  I (this last item, originally 
intended for performance at the Pantheon, w a s  withdrawn 
because of objections to the inclusion in the score of 
female choruses).

( 4 4 )  See Part One, Chapter T w o , N o t e  2 6. In 1894 various 
reports in the Italian press indicated that Leoncavallo 
had agreed to supply Buszi— Peccia with a libretto based 
on De  Musset's "O n  ne badine pas avec l'amour" (entitled 
" N o n  si scherza ooll'amore") but this project appears to 
have been abandoned.

( 4 5 )  M a s c a g n i  r e m a i n e d  a prolific w r i t e r  all his life. 
Especially interesting is the article " C o m e  si sorive 
un'opera", first published in "La Lettura", January 1907.
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< 4 6 >  See also Part One, Chapter Two, p.47. Sonzogno was more 
fortunate with his singers; above all G e m m a  Bellinoioni, 
w h o  collaborated with Golisciani o n  the libretti for 
Massa's ’’Eros" <t895> an d  Setaocioli’s "La sorella di 
Mark" (1896).

( 4 7 )  Despite this, operas often sank without trace. T h r e e  
notables deserve mention: Giannetti’s "L’Erebo”, which led 
to an audience riot, P a g u r a ’s "L* Apostata" (abandoned 
during Act O n e  with m a n y  spectators d e m a n d i n g  their 
m o n e y  back), a n d  Sern a g i o t t o ’s "A Canareggio " (only 
half-completed before the singers were forced to give up).

( 4 8 )  The premiere of Puccini’s "Madama Butterfly” was ruined in 
this way

( 4 9 )  In an interview given to Herbert Peyser of the journal 
"Musical America" (October 1913) Leoncavallo, then on tour 
in the United States, m a d e  clear his feelings on the 
subject: "Is it not a pity that there are o p e r a -houses 
over which a publisher exercises so powerful an influence 
that the operas of one particular composer are constantly 
exploited and those of another are barred? Mr .Puccini’s 
works are always heard" (quoted by George R.Marek in "The 
Opera Reader", edited by Louis Biancolli (New York, 1953), 
p.356).

( 5 0 )  By 1695 "Cavalleria rusticana" had reached its hundredth 
performance at Budapest.

( 5 1 )  Q u o t e d  in the " M u s i c a l  T i m e s  " (June 1890), p . 342.

( 5 2 )  Sonzogno had originally intended giving Mascagni’s n e w  
opera "II viandante" (later renamed "Zanetto"), but the 
composer relinquished the work in favour of "Silvano” .

( 5 3 )  See Part One, Chapter Four, p. 138 for details of the 1905 
Paris season.

( 5 4 )  Op.cit., p.513. Only a year previously the same journal 
had written that "in "Cavalleria” and "Pagliacoi" w e  see 
the o p era of the i m m e d i a t e  and, perhaps, of a long 
extended future" (June 1893, p.363).
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ï< 5 5 > A typical interview w a s  that given by Leoncavallo to the
"Neuie Freie Presse" (Vienna, 1 J une 1897) in which he 
revealed for the first time that he w a s  contemplating an 
opera based on D u  Maurier’s "Trilby".

u
< 5 d ) Klein gives a vivid description in " T h e  Golden Age of

Opera" (London, 1933), pp. 176— 77.

( 5 7 )  Following the Stuttgart premiere of "Guglielmo Ratcliff" 
in 1895, Mascagni w as awarded the Gold Medal for the Arts 
and Sciences fay the King of Württemberg.

( 5 8 )  See Part One, Chapter Four, pp.139-41 for details of both
'ÏMascagni’s 1902 and Leoncavallo’s 1906 tours of the United
.ÎÎStates.
I

( 5 9 )  This opera, interestingly enough, was published by Rioordi.

( 6 0 )  Op.cit., (September 1894), p.620.
j

( 6 1 )  Q u o t e d  in the "Musical T i m e s "  (October 1 8 9 3 ) ,  p . 5 9 7 .  i
•y

( 6 2 )  See Garner, pp.71— 73.

( 6 3 )  Edition of 11— 12 November 1897.

( 6 4 )  Ibid.

( 6 5 )  Quoted by Celletti in "II verismo e Napoli"

( 6 6 )  Op.cit., p.162.

( 6 7 )  See Part One, Chapter Three, Note 6 5 .
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C H A P T E R  P O U R

D i v e r s i f l o a t i o n  a n d  D e c l i n e :  1 8 9 7 — 1 9 2 0



During the halycon years of the early iB90*s, “verismo puro“ 
had emerged as one of the dominant forces in Italian opera. T h e  
pursuit of realism led, as w e  have seen, to the formation of a 
g e n r e  w h o s e  structural f e a t u r e s  w e r e  w e l l - d e f i n e d  a n d  
c o n s e q u e n t l y  easily imitated. T h e  e n o r m o u s  success of the 
“giovane souola“ in harn e s s i n g  its talents to this n e w  a n d  
vital m o v e m e n t ,  while ably supported by Casa Sonzogno, had 
r e n e w e d  worldwide interest in m o d e r n  Italian opera. It w a s  
inevitable, then, that the ethos of “v e r ismo puro “ shou l d  
influence other dominant operatic genres of the time, and one 
of the aims of the present chapter will be to s h o w  both the 
nature and extent of this permeation.

Let us take as our starting-point the concept of “verismo 
puro“ as a motive foroe in contemporary Italian opera. V i e w e d  
in this perspective, the m o v e m e n t  can be regarded not only as 
a n  artistically i n d e p e n d e n t  entity, but also as a point of 
reference capable of modifying existing ideas in other, m o r e  
traditional m o d e s  of operatic expression. T h o s e  features of 
"verismo puro" w h ich had proved to be most effective were n o w  
isolated and incorporated into established genres, with the 
result that a series of hybrids were formed through a gradual 
process of miscegenation. This is hardly surprising w h e n  w e  
consider that the s a m e  c o m p osers and librettists w e r e  often 
involved; Spinelli's letter, in w h i c h  he quotes “verismo pure" 
as being ideal “opere d’ammaestramento“ s h o w s  all too clearly 
the belief that w o r k s  such as “A basso porto" could serve as 
s t e p p i n g - s t o n e s  t o w a r d s  greater things. It is i m p o r t a n t , 
however, to realise that this trend c o m m e n c e d  not with the

-  117 -



temporary demise of "verismo puro" ciroa 1897, but with the 
premiere of "Cavalleria" seven years previously, and continued 
over three decades until well after the end of the First World 
War. T h e  main lines of development can be illustrated by m e ans  
of the following diagram;

«

V E R I S M O  P U R O

V E R I S M O  B O R G H E S E V E R I S M O  S T O R I C O

Nk
V E R I S M O  E S O T I C O V E R I S M O  B I O G R A F I C O

It can be seen that "verismo puro" directly influenced two main 
genres; namely the musical equivalent of the bourgeois d r ama 
(as typef led by Verdi's "La traviata”> a nd historical o p e r a . 
T h e  resultant hybrids I h a v e  termed "verismo borghese" and 
"verismo storioo"; these in turn developed offshoots of their 
own, w h i c h  while remaining within the general confines of the 
m o t h e r  genre, exhibit s o m e  important differences in b o t h  
structure and subject-matter ("verismo esotico" and "verismo 
biograf ico"). T h e  inception and development of both "verismo 
borghese" and "verismo storioo" were broadly simultaneous, but 
for the purposes of the present discussion it will be necessary 
to separate t h e m  and deal with each in turn; only in this w a y  
can a greater understanding of the complex forces involved be 
fully achieved, and the relationship of "verismo puro" to both 
genres adequately appreciated.

W e  shall begin, then, with "verismo b o r ghese". Verdi’s "La 
travxata" can be considered as a forerunner of the genre, as 
e v i d e n c e d  by  s u c h  n o v e l  f e a t u r e s  a s its m i d d l e  — class
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cortlemporary setting (Alfredo a n d  his father are very m u c h  
products of the French bourgeoisie), the portrayal of Violetta 
as a d e m i - m o n d a i n e  w h o  threatens, by her love for Alfredo 
both to ruin his career a n d  sully the h o n o u r  of his family, 
a n d  the e v e n t u a l  self-sacrifice of the h e r o i n e  u p o n  the 
altar of bourgeois respectability (thus e n s u r i n g  that the 
audience, h o w e v e r  s h o c k e d  they might have bee n  by Verdi's 
audacity in presenting a c o u r t e s a n  o n  the operatic stage, 
would nevertheless feel that moral rectitude had triumphed over 
p a g a n  impropriety) T h e  initial failure of "La traviata" w a s  
deceptive; within a few years of the premiere in 1653 the opera 
w a s  acclaimed as a masterpiece, but there were to be very few j .
imitations, and until the advent of "verismo borghese" Verdi's

:initiative w a s  largely ignored. T h e  principal reason for this 
lack of interest w a s  the nature of the subject— m a t t e r ; the 
middle classes were not yet ready to see themselves depicted on 
the operatic stage, a n d  it w o u l d  take an o t h e r  forty years 
before they felt secure e n o u g h  to accept the concept. By the 
mid- 1890's Italian society had b e c o m e  sufficiently prosperous 
for such a development to take place; in a country w h i c h  n o w  
aspired to the position of a world power, and w h ere the middle 
classes played a dominant role in the creation of wealth, there 
w a s  r o o m  for an exclusively operatic portrayal of the n e w  
Italy. T h e  success of "verismo puro" h ad b r o a d e n e d  artistic 
perspectives; it w a s  n o w  accepted that opera could illustrate 
and underline the burning social questions of the day, a n d  
c o m p o s e r s  a n d  librettists n o w  s o u g h t  to a d apt the n e w  
te c h n i q u e s  of operatic realism to this e n d . At first this 
proved difficult, if not impossible ; the middle classes could 
h a r d l y  be e x p e c t e d  to b e h a v e  in the s a m e  w a y  as t h e  
"semi — primitive" peasants of the Meszogiorno, and if they did 
so, the e n d — result w a s  liable to both offend and alienate the 
average opera — goer, w h o  himself belonged to the very class 
depicted on— stage. "Verismo puro" had been accepted because the 
"brutal" passions it portrayed b e l o n g e d  not to the effete, 
cultured middle classes of the large Italian cities but to the 
inhabitants of a different world, a different milieu w h i c h

I.because of its distance from the industrialized north presented 
a dramatically diverse w a y  of life and m o d e  of behaviour. This 
in itself had been enough to attract and sustain the attention
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of the audience; however, w e  must also bear in mind the fact 
that "verismo puro" o w e d  m u c h  of its initial success not only 
to this e l e m e n t  of "exoticism", but also to its ability to 
present strong, dramatic situations which m a d e  a visual, rather 
than psychological impact. T h e  whole gamut of "verismo pur o " 
dramaturgy, with its on — stage fights, m u r d e r s  and suicides, 
succeeded initially in shocking an audience w h i c h  until then 
had been accustomed to having such events happen either between 
acts or off-stage. But the advent of "verismo borghese”, with 
its static and slo w —moving scenarios, had no need for blatant 
and explicit realism. T h e  familiar motives of love and jealousy 
still remained, but their d y n amic effect u p o n  the characters 
n o w  u n d e r w e n t  a radical transformation. Solutions w e r e  n o  
l o n g e r  to be f o u n d  in p h y s i c a l  conflict, but in patient 
reconciliation; p a s s i o n  w a s  r e p l a c e d  by s e n t i m e n t a l i t y ;  
audiences expected to be m o v e d  to tears rather than shocked or 
horrified. Furthermore, "verismo borghese" w a s  excessively fond 
of moralizing, to the extent that the o p era — goer w a s  n o w  
spiritually uplifted in addition to being entertained. T h e  m o o d  
w a s  therefore one of understanding rather than recrimination; 
after all, if the environment had contributed its fair share to 
the psychological m a k e - u p  of a certain individual, then it w a s  
impossible to regard him as being entirely responsible for his 
actions. T h e  fact that the middle classes w e r e  being depicted 
was, as w e  h a v e  seen, of p a r a m o u n t  importance; any direct 
criticism w a s  b o u n d  to be distasteful, w i t h  the inevitable 
conclusion that an y  m o r a l  aberrations o n  the part of the 
c h a r a c t e r s  h a d  to be v i e w e d  as regrettable, but totally 
understandable a n d  a b ove all eminently forgiveable. S u c h  a 
f o r m u l a , with its a cceptance of only the environmental and 
behavioural aspects of "verismo puro", resulted in a lachrymose 
m i x t u r e  of s e n t i m e n t a l i t y  a n d  s e lf-righteous moralising.

This, of course, w a s  nothing n e w  on the Italian stage; the 
plays of Giaoosa, Rovetta and A n t o n a — Travers! had exploited 
this tendency since the early 1880's. Like so m a n y  literary 
m o v e m e n t s ,  its origins lay not in Italy but in the " d r a m e  
bourgeois" of Augier and D u m a s  fils, and so it w a s  s o m e w h a t  
ironical that the pioneering work of "verismo borghese" should 
prove to be a setting of Antonio Ranieri's celebrated 1839 
novel "Ginevra, o I'orfanella della Nunziata", one of the first
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Italian attempts at the "romanzo sociale". This w a s  Giuseppe 
Vigoni's "Ginevra", first performed on 22 April 1891, barely a 
year after the premiere of "Cavalleria rusticana". Although the 
setting w a s  not yet c o n t e m p o r a r y ,  the opera signalled the 
b e g i nning of the n e w  g e n r e . Later in the year M a s c a g n i ’s 
"L'amico Fritz" consolidated Vigoni's success, and s h o w e d  that 
the m o v e  from "verismo puro" to "verismo borghese" could be 
adequately managed. T h e  fact that a composer of M a s c a g n i ’s 
stature had taken such a step w a s  in itself confirmation of the 
g e n r e ’s viability, a n d  t he a p p e a r a n c e  of "1 R a n t z a u "  the 
following year sustained the initial impetus. Both works were 
based on novels by Erckmann-Chatrian set in Alsace, and proved 
that "v e r i s m o  b o r g h e s e ” n e e d  not confine itself to Italian 
milieux. T h e  trend towards French settings w a s  maintained in 
t h e  following d e c a d e , w i t h  the a p p e a r a n c e  of C o r o n a r  o's 
"Claudia” <1895>, Orefice’s "Consuelo" (1895) a nd B e  R o s s i ’s 
"Fadette" <1896; based, like the others, on a novel by George 
Sand), together with Mascagni’s "Zanetto" <1896; Coppée), both 
versions of "La b o h e m e "  by Puccini and Leoncavallo <1896, 
1899; Murger) and the letter’s "Zaza” <1900; Berton and Simon). 
This last w o r k  is arguably the best of all "verismo borghese” 
o p e r a s ,  i n s o f a r  as it faithfully refle c t s  all t h e  m a i n  
features of the m o v e m e n t .  With "Zaza" Leoncavallo achieved 
his greatest success since "Fagliacci", and m u c h  of the opera’s 
popularity ca n  be attributed to the skilful blending of the 
traditional " d r a m e  b o u r g e o i s "  w i t h  the best e l e m e n t s  of 
"verismo p u r o " . T h e  realism of "Zaza" is therefore two-fold; 
the environment is portrayed as accurately as possible while 
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  r e g i stering its effect o n  the c h a r a c t e r s  
existing within it. T h e  desire to "épater le bourgeois" h a s  
n o w  been replaced by a wish to educate him ; the pursuit of 
realism becomes a sociological tool whereby h u m a n  behaviour can 
be s h o w n  to be influenced by societal forces outwith its direct 
control. Zaza is w h a t  she is not because of any inborn moral 
turpitude, but b e c a u s e  of her u p b r i n g i n g  — "noi siam le 
maledette", she comments, and Leoncavallo invites direct pity 
for both her plight a nd that of her alcoholic m o t h e r . In the 
w o r d s  of Giorgio Grossetto, "Zaza" is a w o r k  redolent of "un 
diffuse socialismo umanitario ’’. *
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"Verismo borghese" h ad one important offshoot w h ich is of 
s o m e  interest to the present discussion. This w a s  "verismo 
esotico", which sought to present m u c h  the sam e  formula within 
the setting of a distant and exotic milieu. T h e  idea w a s  by no 
m e a n s  n e w ;  earlier in the c e n tury s u c h  w o r k s  as Delibes* 
"Lafcme", Meyerbeer's "L'Africaine", Bizet's "Les Pécheurs de 
perles" and Verdi's "Aida" h ad all enjoyed great popularity. 
Indeed, as early as 1890 Puccini had contemplated writing an 
opera on Buddha, but it w a s  not until the following year that 
there w e r e  signs of a revival of interest in exoticism, with 
the premieres of D e  Lcrenzi— Pabris* "Gli adoratori del fuoco" 
(based on Moore's "Lalla Rookh") and Radeglia's "La g e m m a  del 
Karfunkel", with 1893 bringing Napoletano's "11 prof eta velato 
del K o r a s a n " .  T h e s e  operas, h o w e v e r , w e r e  traditional in 
conception and did not fully succeed in marrying realism with 
exoticism. T h e  first really s u c c e s s f u l  a t t e m p t  m u s t  be 
attributed to Mascagni, w h o s e  "Iris” <189B> w a s  a spectacular 
success. Several critics remained unconvinced; amongst the m 
Alberto Gasco, w h o  complained in "La Tribuna" that the composer 
had brandished "un segnacolc d'avanguardismo" alien to the best 
traditions of Italian art.* Other commentators, such as Torchi in 
the "Rivista musicale italiana", wer e  not convinced by Illioa's 
odd amalgam of symbolism, exoticism and realism.' But despite the 
strictures of the critics, "Iris" led to a spate of operas set 
in exotic locales, a m o n g s t  w h i c h  w e  m a y  cite Loschi's "Mel 
Senegal" (1899) together with Puccini's " M a d a m a  Butterfly" 
(19 0 4) a n d  "La fanciulla del W e s t "  (1910). It s o o n  b e c a m e  
apparent, however, that the definition of "exotic" w a s  to all 
intents and purposes wid e  in its application to an operatic 
c o n t e x t . N o  l o n g e r  w a s  it n e c e s s a r y  for c o m p o s e r s  a n d  
librettists to restrict t h e m s e l v e s  to India a n d  J a p a n ;  
Puccini's Wild West opera has already been mentioned, but from 
1898 Russian settings b e c a m e  especially popular. Following the 
lead of G i o rdano, w h o s e  "Fedora" of the s a m e  year had b e e n  
greeted with e n t h u s i a s m  by both public an d  critics ( R o m e o  
Carugati, writing in "La Lombardia", referred to "un sucoesso 
che I'arte italiana puo segnare con o o m p i a o e n z a " ) s e v e r a l  other 
composers ventured u p o n  Russian subjects, including Mascagni 
(who in 1901 considered Dostoyevsky's "Memoirs from the House 
of the Dead")^ a n d  A l f a n o ,  w h o s e  " R i s u r r e z i o n e "  of 1904
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T h e  dual s u c c esses of "verismo b o r g h e s e "  a n d  " v e rismo
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(based on Tolstoy's novel) w a s  very successful. Giordano himself 
had essayed a second attempt in the genre only a year earlier 
with "Siberia", set to an Illioa libretto w h i c h  incorporated

'iplenty of Russian local colour in a plot bearing m o r e  than a 
passing resemblance to Alfano's sister-work.

esotico" coincided, as w e  h a v e  seen, with an upturn in the 
Italian e c o n o m y , resulting in a r e n e w a l  of nationalistic  
fervour u n k n o w n  since the days of the Risorgimento. For the 
first time since Unification, the average Italian could feel 
himself part of a m o d e r n  nation ; as Giolitti's "Italietta” 
gradually brought increased prosperity and a sense of national 
a w a r e n e s s  to m o r e  and m e r e  people, there e m e r g e d  from the 
political a n d  s o cial t u r m o i l  of t h e  last y e a r s  of t h e  
nineteenth century a n e w  optimism, a belief in the validity of 
the n e w  technology which w a s  slowly but inexorably coming to 
the fore. (This climate w a s  particularly condusive to "verismo 
borghese", since Italian society could n o w  afford the luxury of

:viewing itself within an operatic context, albeit in rather an ■ j-
idealized and uncritical form.) Coupled with this n e w  sense of 
identity c a m e  a corresponding interest in the past; n o w  that 
Italy had undergone the painful trauma of the birth of a m o d e r n  
a n d  united nation, a nd e m e r g e d  relatively unscathed, a n e w  
generation of Italians felt secure enough to probe beneath the 
surface of a n o w  unified Italy to try and rediscover the past.
A galaxy of historians, a m o n g s t  t h e m  the ant i - C a r l y l e a n  
Guglielmo Ferrero, reinterpreted the entire panorama of Italian 
history in a n e w  a n d  objective light, m a k i n g  full u se of 
up-to-date and m o r e  accurate methods of research which o w e d  
m u c h  to the great advances m a d e  in the field of sociology. It 
w a s  n o  coincidence, t h e n , that such a m o v e m e n t  should give 
impetus to the operatic genre of "verismo storioo", arguably 
the most important of the artistic syntheses which the motive 
force of "verismo puro" engendered. By 1900 this trend h a d  
b e g u n  to manifest itself in t wo distinct forms; as these are 
directly related to the librettist's conception of history as a 
m e a n s  of providing dramatic interest, it m a y  be useful to

iconsider each in some detail.
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T h e  pioneering work of “verismo storioo" had come in 1893 
with the production of Leoncavallo’s "I Medici", an opera on 
w h i c h  the c o m p o s e r  h a d  lavished an inordinate a m o u n t  of

ivattention, with the sole purpose of ensuring that his depiction
of the Florentine family w a s  as historically and philo logically
accurate as possible. T o  this end Leoncavallo had spent hours
in the publio libraries of Florence, poring over contemporary 
accounts and extracting from this archival material the essence 
of historical truth w h i c h  w a s  to provide the basis of his 
s c e n a r i o . H e  h a d  s t u d i e d  f i f t e e n t h — o e n t u r y F l o r e n t i n e  
speech— patterns and vocabulary, and had attempted to duplicate 
these in his libretto. Indeed, the opera w a s  intended to be the 
first part of a massive trilogy encompassing both the literary 
a n d  historical a s p e c t s  of the Italian R e n a i s s a n c e ,  to b e  
entitled " C r e p u s c u l u m " (the other two parts being "Girolamo 
Savonarola" and "Cesare Borgia"). Leoncavallo w a s  to declare 
that "I Medici" would reconcile "le sue convinzioni di verista 
in l e t t e r a t u r a  e in arte c o n  le m a s s i m e  del S o m m e  di 
Bayreuth".* Moreover, h e  did not regard the w o r k  as a m e r e  
"opera"; with typical Neapolitan flamboyance, coupled with a 
disarming ingenuousness which w a s  to prove to be his downfall 
on m a n y  other occasions (although this w a s  replaced in time by

.
a m o o d  of increasing pessimism), he referred to the work as "un 
poema epioo nazionale".* In the w o r d s  of R.A.Stceatfeild, "the 
ambitious composer w a s  at length to appear in his true colours, 
not as one of the petty tribe fostered by an ephemeral taste for 
squalid sensationalism, but as a magician w h o  could conjure to 
life the dead heroes of the glowing past"^* Leoncavallo, at this 
point in his career, w a s  determined to prove his versatility as 
a composer, a n d  w a s  intent on  rebuffing those critics w h o  
regarded him as a second-rate Mascagni, and "Fagliacci" a  pale 
imitation of "Cavalleria" In his e a g e r n e s s  to p r o v e  the 
contrary he m a d e  the mistake of submitting, before the premiere 
of "I M e d i c i ", an extremely interesting letter to the music 
critic of "La Sera", Tonolla.^^ It is in some w a y s  an infuriatingly 
naive (yet sincere) piece of writing, and the reader is struck 
by the number of times Leoncavallo falls back on precedent as a 
m e a n s  of supporting his argument. H e  cites Boileau's m a x i m  
"Rien n ’est beau que le vrai", and backs it up by quoting his 
old teacher C a r d u c c i  — " Q u a n t o  s a n g u e  e q u a n t o  f a n g o  a
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rimescolare" - & reference, nc doubt, to the wealth of intrigue 
and political scandal surrounding the meteoric rise to power of 
the M e d i c i . L e o n c a v a l l o  also a t t e m p t s  to r e c o n c i l e  t h e  
co n t e m p o r a r y  trend to w a r d s  operatic realism with historical 
fact, a n d  s h o w s  that the tenets of "veri s m o  p u r o ” c a n  be 
s u c c e s s f u l l y  a p p l i e d  to t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  f r a m e w o r k  of 
nineteenth-century Italian historical opera.

T h e  appearance of the letter in "La Sera" gave rise to m u c h  
controversy. S o m e  critics m o c k e d  w h a t  t h e y  r e g a r d e d  as 
Leoncavallo's naive self-delusion in placing himself on  the 
same level as Vagner, and predicted that the opera would fail 
c o m p l e t e l y . O t h e r s  w e r e  encouraged by w h a t  s e e m e d  to be a 
departure from the unmitigated realism of "Fagliacci" to the 
m o r e  respectable world of g r and opera, a nd proclaimed that 
Verdi's successor w a s  about to emerge. But the premiere of "I 
Medici" w a s  to d ash such hopes. T h e  opera achieved w h a t  at 
first s e e m e d  a genuine success, with Leoncavallo being called 
on stage several times at the conclusion of the work. Francesco 
T a m a g n o  ha d  sung the part of Giuliano de' Medici, and during 
subsequent performances it b e c a m e  apparent that the Milanese 
public w e r e  c o m i n g  to "I Medici" for the sole p u r p o s e  of 
hearing the great tenor. Reviews of the opera were mixed; a few 
critics p r a i s e d  L e o n c a v a l l o ' s  skilful a d a p t a t i o n  of his 
subject, whereas others found the language (which the composer 
h a d  t a k e n  great p a i n s  to m o d e l  after a u t h e n t i c  Italian 
s p e e c h  — patterns of the fifteenth century) full of intrusive 
m o d e r n i s m s  and locutions b o r r o w e d  from nineteenth — century 
France. T h e  attack w a s  taken up again s o m e  m o n t h s  after the 
premiere by Giani and Bngelfred, w h o  published in the first 
edition of the "Rivista musicale italiana" two articles on the 
opera. Giani ridiculed Leoncavallo's attempt at extending the 
b o u n d s  of operatic realism to include both etymological and 
linguistic factors, and s h o w e d  that he had completely failed in 
his e n d e a v o u r  to reproduce accurately and convincingly the 
Florentine idiom of the period, w h e r e a s  Engelfred dismissed 
the m u s i c  as a ill-digested gallimaufry of other composer's 
tunes. Despite these criticisms, "I Medioi" w a s  not the complete 
failure reported by s o m e  operatic historians, being revived 
the following y ear at the Scala in addition to receiving 
several successful p r e m i è r e s  a b r o a d . T h e  K a i s e r , w h o  h a d
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atlended the first G e r m a n  p e r f o r m a n c e  of "Pagliacoi", w a s  
so impressed that he commissioned from Leoncavallo an opera 
glorifying the H o h e n z o i l e r n s B u t  for the m o m e n t  the composer 
had to settle the rights of publication with Rioordi, w h o  claimed 
that the work, since it h a d  originally been c ommissioned by 
him, belonged not to Sonzogno but to his o w n  publishing firm; 
the dispute e n d e d  up in court, with a final settlement in 
L e o n c a v a l l o ’s f a v o u r  b e i n g  r e a c h e d  as late as 1899.

T h e  relative insuccess of "I Medioi" is therefore somewhat 
deceptive. Gatti’s comment, to the effect that the wor k  is "un 
r itor no aile opere d ’a r g o m e n t c  storioo, pesanti e prolisse, 
superate nel gusto dei piu" s e e m s  altogether unfair w h e n  w e  
take into account Leon c a v a l l o ’s original artistic intent i o n , 
which was to synthesize historical fact and contemporary notions 
of operatic realism within a single libretto. It w a s  not long 
befo r e  o t h e r  c o m p o s e r s  a n d  librettists realized the full 
significance of this innovation, and there followed, from 1896 
o n w a r d s ,  a p e r i o d  of r e n e w e d  interest in all aspects of 
history, and h o w  best these could be a d a pted to the lyric 
stage. T h e  desire to reconcile "verismo p uro" with historical 
f act resulted in a n u m b e r  of differing, yet f u n d a m e n t a l l y  
similar approaches. T h e  first and perhaps most important of 
these w a s  "verismo storico" in its most basic form, that is to 
say the presentation of one or more historical figures within a 
s c e n a r i o , b a s e d  o n  well — r e s e a r c h e d  historical fact a n d  
accurately set against an appropriately authentic background. 
In this kind of opera, fictional characters could be introduced 
for the sake of d r a m a t i c  d e v e l o p m e n t  (in s o m e  instances 
protagonists w e r e  fiotional, portrayed against a backcloth of 
historical personages), a n d  librettists allowed themselves a 
m o d i c u m  of i m a g i n a t i o n  in their t r e a t m e n t  of c h a r a c t e r  
relationships. This, however, wa s  never allowed to intrude upon 
the historical verisimilitude of the libretto, w h i c h  r e m a i n e d  
as m u c h  a "slice of life" as its uniquely veristic equivalent, 
w i t h  t he e s s e n t i a l  d i f f e r e n c e  t h a t  it d e a l t  n o t  w i t h  
c o n t e m p o r a r y  society but with a specific period in history.

T h i s  n e w  e m p h a s i s  o n  historical a c c u r a c y  m e a n t  that 
librettists, instead of relying entirely upon their imagination, 
n o w  h a d  to adopt a totally n e w  a p p r o a c h  to the writing
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of their scenarios. In this they w e r e  h e l p e d  <as w e  h a v e  
seen) by an increased a w a r e n e s s  on the part of the Italian 
public as to the i m p o r t a n c e  of their country's history in 
relation to its present-day social and economic position. T h e  
growth of popular education and the publication of an i m m e n s e  
n u m b e r  of scholarly yet accessible w o r k s  in c h e a p  editions 
e n s u r e d  that the a v e r a g e  middle — class Italian of the late 
1890's w a s  very m u c h  m o r e  aware of his country's history and 
heritage than his predecessors. N e w  techniques of research, 
c o m b i n e d  w i t h  t h e  g r o w i n g  i m p o r t a n c e  a t t a c h e d  to the 
sociological a n d  e c o n o m i c  aspects of history, resulted in a 
relatively h i g h  s t a n d a r d  of a c h i e v e m e n t  o n  the part of 
historians. (We h a v e  already m e n t i o n e d  the role played by 
Ferrero, w h o  followed the lead given by his French colleagues 
L a v i s s e ,  R a m b a u d  a n d  A u l a r d  in r e i n t e r p r e t i n g  fixed, 
traditional and often erroneous historical views.) This wealth 
of scholarship facilitated the task of the librettist, since 
there n o w  existed an  adequate a m o u n t  of resource material 
covering all the major periods of Italian and European history.
O n e  other advantage w a s  that more emphasis w a s  n o w  placed on 
the visual representation of historical reality, a trend w h i c h  
w a s  mirrored in the plays of Victorien S a r d o u . T h e  F r e n c h  
dramatist's influence o n  Italian c o m p osers, librettists a n d  
choreographers of the day w a s  quite considerable, and m u c h  of 
the subsequent popularity of "verismo storico" w a s  due to the 
desire to emulate the spectacular "mises en scène" which had 
become an integral part of such plays as "Fatrie!", "Tosca" and 
" M a d a m e  S a n s — Gene". Sardou himself took great pains to ensure 
that his plays w e r e  historically acc u r a t e  insofar as sets 
a n d  c o s t u m e s  w e r e  concerned; while allowing himself s o m e  
latitude in his p o r t r a y a l  of h i s t o r i c a l  c h a r a c t e r s ,  h e  
nevertheless succeeded in conveying an impression of complete 
authenticity.

T h e  opening in June 1894 of the "Esposizione Teatrale" also 
s h o w s  to what extent Sardou's example had been followed. T h e  
exhibition, held in Milan, gave both Rioordi and S o n z o g n o  a 
c h a n c e  to display sets a n d  c o s t u m e s  f r o m  a n u m b e r  of 
contemporary opera productions, demonstrating once again the 
importance of verisimilitude in the presentation of historical 
reality. Everything on stage w a s  to be an accurate reflection
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of the period in whioh the work w a s  set; as Fozza commented in 
his review of the exhibition,

A b b i a m o  obbedito . . . alia tendenza generale dell'epoca,
si avida di nozioni esatte, di avere imposto all'arte quel 
m e  todo soient if ico di analisi e di r icost ruzione che si 
ohiama verismo. E da parte sua I'attrezzeria teatrale n o n  
ha soltanto bandit a da' suoi laborator i la oartapesta, m a  
adoperando il métallo per fare oggetti di métallo, va ogni 
giorno piü studiando di riprodurre con esattezza le forme 
caratteristiche delle diverse epoohe. Di m o d o  c h e  u n o  
spettaoolo scenico in un teatro puo essere oggi considerate
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come una vera ricostruzione storioa.^^
I

But often the d e m a n d  for complete authenticity w a s  impossible 
to a c h i e v e .  O n e  n e e d  o n l y  q u o t e  P o zz a o n c e  a g a i n :

Oggi, u n a  sola tela n o n  bast a piü. O c c o r r o n o  pareochie 
tele frastagliate, 1 u n a  d a v a n t  i all' alt r a ; si vogliono 
cieli uniti e n o n  a strisoe traversal!, acque ondeggianti, 
lune ascendent! e discendenti, alberi e colonne staccat! 
dal fonde, pareti lateral! intiere, le quinte dissimulate, 
la luce distribuita e graduate seconde I'ora ed il luogo — 
tutte cose che esigono uno spazio che spesso n o n  si trova, 
u n a  disposizione di argani e carrucole che spesso n o n  e 
possibile, apparecohi d'illuminazione che s p esso n o n  si 
h a n n o  o n o n  si possonc a doper are, e finalmente uno studio 
e un  lavoro che direzioni teatrali, municipi ed imprese di 
o o m u n e  accordo n o n  voglicnc ricompensare seconde il loro 
valore.^^

T h e  problems highlighted by Fozza were to hinder the proper 
development of "verismo storioo " ; impresarios and publishers 
w e r e  often unwilling to risk the large a m o u n t s  of m o n e y  
required to give such works a spectacular "mise en scène". W e  
h a v e  a l r eady m e n t i o n e d  t he difficulties e n c o u n t e r e d  by 
Leoncavallo in trying to persuade Rioordi to stage "I Medioi", 
and the subsequent failure of the opera to establish itself in 
the repertory w a s  partly due to the reluctance of m a n y  theatres 
to expend the necessary funds for an adequate production. By



IS96 it had become apparent that the d e m a n d  for scenic realism 
could not be reconciled with "verismo storico" unless vast s u m s  
of m o n e y  w e r e  spent on staging. This w a s  a viable proposition 
in the case of the operas of Rossini, Donizetti, Bellini a n d  
Verdi, since these works w ere proven financial successes and 
b o t h  s c e n e r y  a n d  c o s t u m e s  c o u l d  be r e - u s e d  in f u t u r e  
productions. But with the "giovane souola” too m a n y  risks were 
involved: the intense rivalry between Rioordi and Sonzogno, the 
c o n t r o v e r s y  s u r r o u n d i n g  the relative m e rits of different 
composers, and the power wielded by the various olaques; all 
these factors oould seriously affect the reception of a n e w  
work, no matter h o w  deserving it might be of praise. In the 
ev ent of a flop, b oth scenery a n d  c o s t u m e s  could often be 
adapted to suit other operas, and so to a certain extent losses 
in these departments could be minimized. But the cost of hiring 
choruses and additional m e m b e r s  of the orchestra to perform a 
three or four-act w ork could not, in the event of a failure, be 
fully recouped. As a result " v e r i s m o  storico” , in the next  
decade, would give birth to a n e w  and less unwieldy offspring, 
to w h i c h  w e  m a y  give the n a m e  of " v e r i s m o  biografioo" .

Such a development, given the prohibitive cost of full-scale 
"v e r i s m o  s t o rico", w i t h  its e m p h a s i s  o n  the portrayal of 
s t a t e s m e n  a n d  politicians a n d  their t it anio, internecine 
struggles, w a s  to be expected. "Verismo biografioo" dealt with 
the lives of artists, writers, poets, philosophers, musicians, 
courtesans, actresses, d a n cers a nd socialites, set within a 
h i s t o r i c a l  c o n t e x t  w h i c h  lost n o n e  of t h e  p a i n s t a k i n g  
verisimilitude of its predecessor. T h e  m o o d  w a s  n o w  a m o r e  
intimate o n e , w i t h  the depiction of artistic rather t h a n  
political ambitions; in contrast to "verismo storico", w h e r e  
the interaction of both fictional and n o n — fictional characters 
w i t h  historical e v e n t s  c onstituted the p r i m a r y  s o u r c e  of 
interest, "verismo biografioo" concentrated its efforts u p o n  
the portrayal of the struggle of the individual to achieve 
artistic fulfilment. T h e  great histor ical events, s u c h  as 
battles, revolutions a n d  political disputes, w h i c h  h a d  b e e n  
very m u c h  the "raison d ’etre" of "verismo storico", w e r e  n o w  
relegated to the b a c k g r o u n d , to provide an authentic yet 
unobtrusive backcloth against w h i c h  the life of the artist 
could be effectively portrayed. Librettists w e r e  thus faced
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w i t h  t h e  p r o b l e m  of d r a m a t i z i n g  a n d  c o m p r e s s i n g  t h e  
m e l o d r a m a t i c  incidents <if any) of their subject's life into 
the relatively short t i m e - s p a n  of an opera. T h i s  led, quite 
inevitably, to the "telescoping" of such incidents within a 
particular work, w i t h  the result that in order to sustain 
dramatic interest s o m e  measure of factual verisimilitude had to 
be sacrificed. N e w  and fictional characters were introduced (in 
m u c h  the same w a y  as "verismo storico") to help fill out what 
could often be a rather bare scenario. T h e  e v e n t s  in the 
subject's life w e r e  often juxtaposed and r e m o v e d  from their 
c h r o n o l o g i c a l  f r a m e w o r k  so as to satisfy t h e  d r a m a t i c  
e x i g e n c i e s  of t h e  li b r e t t o  . H e a r s a y  a n d  l e g e n d  w e r e  
m e r g e d  with established historical fact, so that the resulting 
product w a s  often a confusing hotchpotch of the librettist's 
invention and the biographer's objectivity. M a n y  librettists 
fully realized these shortcomings, and tried to m a k e  a m ends by 
ensuring that settings, costumes and even speech— patterns were 
as authentic as possible. But this thin veneer of realism did 
not disguise the fact that "verismo biografioo" w a s  largely a 
" m a n u f a c t u r e d "  p r o d u c t , incorporating m a n y  of the original 
ideas of "verismo storico" but diluting t h e m  in such a w a y  as 
to r e d u c e  c o n s i d e r a b l y  t h e i r  d r a m a t i c  e f f e c t i v e n e s s .

Moreover, the obstacles to be overcome in giving an operatic 
profile of a historic figure w e r e  considerable, especially if 
the subject w a s  w e l l - k n o w n  by the public. In such a case, 
audience expectation would be so great that unless the opera 
w a s  an unqualified masterpiece, it w o uld m ost certainly fail. 
It w a s  for this r e a s o n  that m o s t  of the p r o t a g o n i s t s  of 
"verismo biografioo " w e r e  gleaned from the b y — w a y  s of art, 
music, literature and history. S u c h  figures as J a n  Hus, André 
Chenier, Theodor Korner and T h o m a s  Chatterton can hardly have 
b e e n  familiar to the Italian public, a n d  so the librettist
would be placed in the comfortable position of introducing an 
obscure artistic personage with w h o m  the audience w o u l d  be 
largely unacquainted. T h i s  a p p r o a c h  e n s u r e d  n e a r - p e r f e c t  
conditions for the reception of a "verismo biografioo" work, 
since only the most learned of critics and erudite of scholars 
w e r e  able to c o m m e n t  o n  the historical a c c u r a c y  of the 
libretto. T h e  remainder of the audience w a s  therefore a "tabula 
rasa" u p o n  w h i c h  both librettist and composer oould impress
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their o w n  artistic viewpoint. But the main stumbling-block to
?success remained the lack of dramatic mov e m e n t .  In the last 

analysis, the average Italian audience of the day w a s  looking 
for entertainment, and not a dramatized historical thesis. T h e  
majority of Italian opera— goers never noticed the historical 
innaouracy of André Chenier being accompanied to the guillotine 
by his lady-love, or the m elodramatic but totally fictitious 
episode of Chatterton selling his body to science ; and even if 
they had, it would probably have m a d e  very little difference to 
their enjoyment (or lack of it) of the opera.

i'It b e c o m e s  clear, then, that the twin genres of "verismo 
storioo" and "verismo biografioo" d e p e n d e d  very m u c h  on the 
immutable laws of the theatre. N o  a m o u n t  of padding, in the 
form of historical background, lavish sets a nd c o s t u m e s  or, 
quite simply, "1*invenzione librettistioa" could disguise the 
inherent dramatic poverty of m a n y  scenarios. S o m e ,  s u c h  as 
Camussi’s "La D u  Barry", m a k e  no pretence otherwise, purporting 
i n s t e a d  to p r e s e n t  a s e r i e s  of c a s u a l l y  d i s c o n n e c t e d  
" tableaux", As a critic of the "Musical T i m e s "  pointed out, 
this approach "is all very pretty and nicely coloured, like the 
frescoes on the wall of an Italian restaurant", but this type of 
format, while leaving an agreeable impression on the audience, is 
eminently forgettable. Dramatic action, if introduced sparingly 
and assimilated well into an opera of this type, has the effect 
of unifying those diverse and unco n n e c t e d  aspects which, if 
left to co-exist freely, serve n o  artistic p u r p o s e  by their 
superfluity. This w a s  the great trap into which m a n y  "verismo 
storico" a nd "verismo biografioo" w o r k s  of the period fell; 
librettists, o f t e n  left to their o w n  d e v i c e s  by a n a i v e  
composer, tended to sacrifice genuine dramatic interest for the 
s a k e  of a s c h o l a r l y  historical acc u r a c y ,  or e v e n  w o rse,  
melodramatic and over — sentimental invention ill-suited to the 
original s u b j e c t . F u r t h e r m o r e ,  editors w e r e  not a l w a y s  
enthusiastic about m a n y  historical subjects; in addition to the 
political interpretations often foisted u p o n  libretti, m a n y  
p e r i o d s  of history w e r e  quite s i mply r e g a r d e d  as b e i n g  
difficult to dramatize.

A good example of this w a s  S o n z o g n o ’s reluctance to stage 
"Andrea Chenier" and his condemnation of the libretto as "un
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"trattato di storia" c o m e s  as no  surprise w h e n  w e  read h o w  
Illioa, in a letter to G i o r d a n o  dating from 1894, tells the 
composer to be patient "perché quelle del "Chenier” lavoro 
lungo per le rioerohe storiche . . . Ho distribuito i personaggi
in m o d o  ohe con solo sette artisti e un mimo o comparse faremo 
passare avanti agli occhi del pubblico una ventina di personaggi 
storioi, e q u e s t o  s e n z a  d a n n e g g i a r e  la s p e o u l a s i o n e  
teatrale” .̂* Illioa w a s  right ; "Chenier ” proved to be a great 
success, and Sonzogno's fears remained unfounded. However these 
s a m e  reservations, w h e n  viewed in a more general light, were 
seen to hold a great deal of truth as the inherent weaknesses of 
the genre became apparent. Again and again he intervened to try 
and dissuade his librettists from attemping "verismo storico", a 
good instance of this being his attitude to Mascagni's projected 
R o m a n  opera, "Vistilia" > in 1 8 9 2  h e  w r o t e  to M e n a s e i  
c o m p l a i n i n g  that "è difficile interessare le m a s s e  con u n  
soggetto come la "Vistilia", m a  se I'autore si eleva dal c o m u n e  
puo fare il miraoolo" S o n z o g n o  ' s c o n s e r v a t i s m  as r e g a r d s  
"verismo storico" and occasionally "verismo biografioo" m a y  seem 
surprising w h e n  w e  consider that he had pioneered "verismo 
p u r o " , but throughout his life he always preferred " m o d e r n "  
subjects, pref e r a b l y  culled f r o m  c o n t e m p o r a r y  or recent 
literature and with an already proven track— record of success.
As Mario Morini has pointed out, "il Sonzogno . . . auspioava
u n  répertorie operistico al passe con la m o d e r n a  produzione 
teatrale e letter aria" This was not to be achieved in the 1890*s, 
w h ere those literary subjects reaching the Italian stage did so 
after a gap of s o m e  ten to fifteen years, but the opening 
d e c a d e  of t h e  t w e n t  ieth c e n t u r y  w i t n e s s e d  a g r a d u a l  
acceleration in the s p e e d  w i t h  w h i c h  Italian a n d  foreign 
literature w a s  adapted for operatic purposes. Simultaneity is 
only achieved with the growing popularity of D ’Annunzio in the 
early years of the century, a trend reciprocated by the Italian 
writer's sustained interest in contemporary opera.

Let us n o w  pause to consider the plethora of operatic forms 
w h i c h  h a d  evolved by 1905. W e  have the dominant genres of 
"verismo borghese" a nd "verismo storico ” , w ith their twin 
offshoots "verismo esotico" a nd "verismo biografioo” , not 
counting the traditional schools of comic. Romantic, Classical, 
biblical a n d  mystical /£ an t asy opera (full definitions of all
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genres are given in Part Three, Section Five). "Verismo puro" 
had n o w  been pushed firmly into the background by its artistic 
progeny, which had imitated m a n y  of its most positive features; 
while this process of emasculation and assimilation did produce
m a n y  successful works, its parasitical nature often betrayed a 
lack of sincerity and integrity o n  the part of its proponents.
S u c h  diversification, with its subsequent lowering of artistic 
standards, w a s  r e s p o n s i b l e  for a g e n e r a l  d e c line in th e  
literary quality of those libretti written during the opening 
years of the twentieth century. M a n y  critics w e r e  quick to 
point this out, and demonstrated h o w  in trying to be all things

Ito all m e n  Italian composers had only succeeded in producing 3:'
operatic monstrosities of multiple p a r e n t a g e  in w h i c h  the 
dichotomy of diverse concepts and ideas oould never be fully 
reconciled. Gradually "verismo puro" began to regain s o m e  of 
the ground it had lost, but the revival w a s  conducted on a very 
m i n o r  scale a n d  at sporadic intervals. T h e  m a i n  spurt of 
activity t a k e s  p l a c e  f r o m  19 0 4 to 1907, w i t h  a f u r t h e r  
r e a w a k e n i n g  of interest from 1910 until 1912; in the period 
f r o m  1900 to 1915 s o m e  thirty "ve r i s m o  p u r o ” w o r k s  w e r e  
p r o duced in Italian theatres - a substantial reduction w h e n  
compared to the golden years of the I890’s.** D e s pite this small 
number, the overall quality of the operas given w a s  appreciably 
higher than in the previous decade, as a brief survey will n o w  
show.

I

Hot surprisingly, it w a s  the announcement of the fourth and 
last C a s a  S o n z o g n o  competition in the spring of 1902 w h i c h  
initiated the revival. Again the requirement w a s  for a o n e — act 
or short two— act work, and entry w a s  open to composers of any 
nationality. A n  international p a n e  1 of j u d g e s  eve n t u a l l y  
awarded the first prize of 50,000 lire to Gabriel Dupont's "La 
Cabrera", o n e  of n i n e t e e n  F r e n c h  w o r k s  submitted to the 
competition. T h e  opera, first performed on 17 M a y  1904, boasted 
a strong, m e l o d r a m a t i c  s c o r e  a n d  a libretto in the best 
traditions of "verismo puro", written originally in French by 
Henri Cain and translated into Italian by the indefatigable 
Gain. Slonimsky's succint s u m m a r y  of the plot demonstrates all 
too clearly the veristic features of the story : "A S p a n i s h
" c a b r e r a "  ( g o a t h e r d e s s ) , s e d u c e d  a n d  left p r e g n a n t  by a

■Idissolute villager a n d  rejected by her betrothed u p o n  his
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return from the C u b a n  front in the S p a n i s h — American war of 
1898, leaves her village and goes into the mountains with her 
child which dies of inanition, and she dies too, as the two m e n  
in her life tardily try to console her".*' Dupont's w o r k  signalled 
the beginning of the revival, but it w a s  Mascagni's return to 
the fold which w a s  to prove of even greater consequence. T h e  
opera w a s  "Amica", w h i c h  completed the "trilogia veristica"
c o m m e n c e d  with "Cavalleria rusticana" and "Silvano"; the story 
recounts the conflict b e t ween two brothers both in love with 
the s a m e  w o m a n  (Arnica), w h o s e  s u b s e q u e n t  flight into the 
mountains leads to her death by falling d o w n  a ravine. "Amica"

• ::

w a s  given its first performance (in the original French text) 
on 16 March 1905 at the Theatre du Casino at Monte Carlo, and

i'm et with considerable success. T h e  Italian premiere <13 M a y f
1905) w a s  equally promising, a n d  the o p e r a  w a s  r e p e a t e d  
throughout Italy in Targioni — Tozzetti's translation. Italian 
critics were divided in their reactions to the work; while some 
felt that M a s c a g n i  h a d  quite regrettably p a n d e r e d  to the 
"corrupt" tastes of his public, others regarded "Arnica" as the 
composer's masterpiece.** Certainly the opera's financial success 
cannot be disputed; moreover the fact that such a celebrity as 
Mascagni had returned to "verismo puro" n o w  encouraged others 
to follow his example. T h e  primary sources were once again the 
pioneering Italian literary "veristi” ; from Di Giacomo's pen 
w e  h a v e  the libretti of Borg's "L'abate (1905) a n d  A l l e n ’s 
" *0 munasterio" (1913), w h e r e a s  Capuana's 1891 play "Malia" 
i n s pired V i r g i l i o ’s " J a n a "  (1905) a n d  M a n i n i  * s " M a l i a "
(1906).

H o w e v e r , as the well of Italian literary "verista" sources 
began to run dry, composers and librettists were forced to look 
f u r t h e r  a f i e l d . R u s s i a  o n c e  a g a i n  b e c a m e  a f a v o u r i t e  
hunting-ground; Turgenev's 1861 play "Cuzoy Chleb" became the 
subject of Orefice’s " P a n e  altrui", while the s a m e  composer 
c h ose another R u s sian author for his 1912 " R a d d a " , w h o s e  
o n e — act libretto is a skilful adaptation by C e s a r e  V allini 
of G o r k y ’s or ig i n a l . J u s t  o n e  y e a r  earlier t he Sicilian 
c o m p o s e r  A l f r e d o  C u sc in a h a d  a n t i c ipated Orefice w i t h  
his o w n  "Radda", and in 1914 Guido Bianchini produced a third 
opera of the s a m e  n a m e .  C o r k y  w a s  also the progenitor of j
R o m a n i ’s "Zulma" (1909); the only other Russian writer to rival
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him in popularity w a s  Pushkin, ostensibly a strange choice for 
librettists s e e k i n g  a veristic scenario. A typical P u s h k i n  
adaptation w a s  Lari s "Jela** (1909), culled from 'The Prisoner 
of the Caucasus'*, but m o r e  widely k n o w n  is Leoncavallo's 
"Zingari ", based on the 1824 poem "The Gipsies". T h e  opera w a s  
performed for the first time at the London Hippodrome in 1912, 
a nd the Italian premiere, w h i c h  followed soo n  after, proved 
moderately successful. "Zingari" enabled Leoncavallo to regain 
the prestige he  h a d  lost wit h  the disastrous p r e m i e r e  of 
" M  a i a " , g iv e n  at t h e  C o s t  ansi in R o m e  s o m e  t w o  y e a r s  
previously. |

"Maia" w a s  the w o r k  of Paul de Choudens, the librettist of 
Mascagni's "Arnica". Again w e  are dealing with one of the key i

w o r k s  of "v e r i s m o  p u r o ", a n d  along wit h  Wolf-Perrari's "I 
gioielli della M a d o n n a "  and Zandonai's "Conohita" Leoncavallo's 
opera, despite its total lack of success, is significant as it 
continues the trend to set veristic operas against unfamiliar 
backgrounds. A decade earlier the genre h ad depioted life in 
the more remote parts of Italy, such as Sicily, Calabria, the 
A b russi, Sardinia a n d  Puglia, or in the poorer quarters of 
Naples. N e w  Italian audiences w e r e  presented with depressed i
regions in other parts of the world — the Camargue in "Maia”,
Haute-Savoie in "Amica" and the Russian steppes in "Zingari",
T h e  squalor of the industrial t o w n  is well represented by 
Zandonai's "Conohita", set in Seville, and Leoni's "L'oracolo", 
which takes place in the Chinese quarter of Sa n  Francisco. But 
despite this upsurge of interest in foreign localities, several 
Italian c o m p o s e r s  still r e m a i n e d  faithful to t h e  m o r e  
traditional vein of realist opera.^ A n  i n t e r e s t i n g  e x a m p l e  is 
Pr atella's "La Sina d'Vargcun", a three-act w o r k  subtitled 
"scene dalla R o m a g n a  bassa per la musica", in which extensive 
u s e  is m a d e  of local dialect (the title of t h e  o p e r a  , t

translated from the R o m a g n e s e ,  is "Rossellina dei Vergoni").
Again the plot is typical> Rossellina, after m u c h  personal
suffering, stabs her unfaithful lover to death in church during
his w e d d i n g  to her successor. W o l f — Ferrari’s sole excursion
into "verismo pure", "I gioielli della M a d o n n a " ,  is similar*,
first given in 1911, the opera is set in the N a p l e s  of the i
Camorra, and contains the famous scene where Gennaro, having
stolen the jewels of the M a d o n n a  out of love for Malxella,
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It is interesting to note that this final demise coincides 
with a rapid decline in the fortunes of Casa Sonasogno. Ever 
since the turn of the century, both S o n a o g n o  a nd Ricordi, 
having w e a t h e r e d  successfully the e c o n o m i c  recession and 
political strife of the late 1890's, had b e c o m e  m o r e  and m o r e  
unwilling to speculate on the promotion of n e w  operas. T h e  
halycon days of the early lQ90's, w h e n  Sonzogno had expanded 
enormously at the expense of his rival and gambled successfully 
on u n k n o w n  operas by obscure composers, were n o w  a distant 
m e m o r y  Increased ru n n i n g — costs, together with the financial 
strain imposed on publishers and theatres by the failure of a
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finds she has drowned herself and promptly stabs himself before 
a statue of the Blessed Virgin. Following the Berlin premiere 
this d e n o u e m e n t  w a s  held to be sacrilegious by the Italian 
authorities, and only one performance of the work w as permitted 
in Italy.

In addition to the interest s h o w n  in previously unexploited 
milieux, the "verismo pure" revival of these years s h o w e d  a 
marked change in the w a y  violence w a s  depicted on-stage. In the
16 9 0 * B , the a u d i e n c e  h a d  b e en  c o n t e n t  to w i t n e s s  t h e t.
despatching of one or more of an opera's protagonists by means 
of a f e w  well — delivered "coltellate” , but the 1 9 0 0 ’s s a w  a 
m a r k e d  escalation in the amount of violence perpetrated. N e w  
and more sensational w a y s  of killing off characters were found, 
m a n y  of w h i c h  posed considerable problems in staging. S o m e  
examples will clearly s h o w  just w h a t  Italian audiences could 
expect in the w a y  of violent deaths; Arnica dies by falling d o w n

5'a ravine, while Maia throws herself from a boat and drowns in 
the Rhone. In "Zingari" Fleana and T a mar are burned to death in 
their tent, whereas in "L'oracolo" C i m — Pen is strangled by his 
o w n  pig — tails and finished off by a hatchet blow to the head.
S u c h  lurid sensationalism could not disguise the fact that 
the old and by n o w  cliohed plots were beginning to lose their 
former appeal, a n d  the revival w a s  to end, as abruptly as 
it h a d  begun, w i t h  the p r e m i e  r e in 1912 of Leoncavallo ' s

.r."Zingari". A few sporadic attempts, such as D e  Sabata's "II 
m a e i g n o ” (1917) and Puccini’s "II tabarro" <1918), kept alive a 
s e m b l a n c e  of interest in the g e n r e , but to all intents a n d  
purposes "verismo puro" had gone forever.



heavily—promoted opera, meant that more care had to be devoted 
to determining whether or not a n e w  work w a s  a viable economic 
proposition. Italian o p e r a - h o u s e s  n o w  b e g a n  to exert m o r e  
pressure on Sonzogno and Ricordi regarding the repertory of n e w  
works being offered. It had been for this reason that Sonzogno 
had embarked upon a policy of buying his o w n  theatres some ten 
y e a r s  previously, a n d  n o w  this c o u r s e  of action p r o v e d  
w o r t h w h i l e , s i n c e  it e n s u r e d  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  of t h o s e  
less — popular a n d  potentially risky w o r k s  w h i c h  h a d  b e e n  
rejected by the independent theatres. But despite this apparent 
advantage in the ease with which Sonzogno could stage operas, 
Ricordi surged ahead with a massive programme of redevelopment 
and investment, thereby strengthening the financial base of his 
firm.

Ricordi s first priority w a s  to e x t e n d  his n e t w o r k  of 
foreign branches, c o m m e n c i n g  in 1901 with the o p e n i n g  of a 
"succursale’* in Leipzig and concluding with the establishment 
of a N e w  York agency in 1911. During this period m a n y  of the 
smaller independent publishing firms w e r e  taken over; these 
included A l e s s a n d r o  F i g n a  a n d  Carlo S c h m i d l  in 1902 a n d  
Beniamino Carelli in 1905. An  extensive building programme was 
initiated in 1902 w i t h  the construction of n e w  a n d  larger 
warehouses; by 1910 a completely n e w  factory at Viale Campania 
42 w a s  o p e n e d  to cater for the increased d e m a n d  for colour 
lithography. In addition, the publication in 1902 of the "Nuovo 
Gran Catalogo" emphasized the superior musical resources of 
Casa Ricordi, and by the time of the firm’s centenary in 1908 
this valuable pat r i m o n y  ensured, as it h a d  a l w a y s  done, a 
steady flow of i n c o m e  from royalties and p e r f o r m a n c e  fees.

In contrast, Sonzogno’s holdings were basically those of the
"giovane souola**, but due to Galli’s efforts a considerable 
n u m b e r  of French copyrights had been secured. However, these 
proved to be artistic rather than financial successes, and the 
firm’s three main bread-winners remained Mascagni, Leoncavallo 
a n d  G i o r d a n o .  E v e n  so, th e  c o m b i n e d  e a r n i n g s  of t h e s e  
composers, together with those of a host of other less eminent 
musicians, could not begin to compare with the massive input of 
funds into Casa Ricordi by the Verdi—W a g n e r —Puccini monopoly.
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T h e  result w a s  that S o n z o g n o  w a s  forced to m a k e  drastic 
e c o n o m i e s  in t he r u n n i n g  of his f i r m , c u t t i n g  b a c k  o n

iinvestment and discouraging the promotion of potentially unviable
■:ï

operas. Even prestige events s u c h  as the 1905 Paris s e a s o n  
were unable to stem the tide of decline, a n d  in 1909 E d o a r d o 
S o n z o g n o  retired, leaving his s o n  R i c c a r d o  to take o v e r  
the business. This m o v e  w a s  to lead to m u c h  conflict within 
the family, with the result that Casa Sonzogno w a s  brought to 
the brink of ruin. T h e  reasons for this are complex, and are 
best understood if w e  first examine s o m e  of the grievances of 
”i compositori sonzognani".

As early as July 1901 Mascagni, w h o s e  differences with 
S o n z o g n o  h a d  led to the publication of "Iris" by R i c o r d i , 
announced that he w a s  about to establish, in association with a 
number of other composers and an undisclosed source of finance, 
a co-operative society which would publish operas and guarantee 
their authors a larger return and wider publicity t h a n  that 
offered by the major Milanese publishers. Mascagni's decision 
w a s  based on two factors; the first w as the increasing abuse of 
musical copyright w h i o h  neither Sonzogno nor Rioordi s e emed 
able to repress, a n d  the s e c o n d  a g r o w i n g  dissatisfaction 
am o n g s t  the S o n z o g n o  stable of composers with the financial 
remuneration offered them in contracts for n e w  operas, together 
with the lack of b a c k - u p  publicity and distribution once n e w  
w o r k s  had been given their first performance. In D e c e m b e r  of 
the same year the Ministre della Pubblica Istruzione announced 
that it w a s  setting up a commission of enquiry to investigate 
possible m e thods of reforming the musical copyright laws, and 
in M a y  1906 the same ministry appointed Mascagni (who by this 
time had m a d e  himself the unofficial spokesman for all Italian 
opera composers) to the c h a i r m a n s h i p  of the " C o m m i s s i o n s  
G o v e r n a t i v a  per le Ar t i Musioali e D r a m m a t i c h e " ,  a n e w  
initiative designed to forge oloser links b e t w e e n  g o v e r n m e n t  
a n d  the arts. ( T h e  other m e m b e r s  of the c o m m i s s i o n  w e r e  
Puccini, Martuooi, S c o n trino a n d  the lawyer Deparus.) But 
despite such efforts to improve the financial position of opera 
production, it soon b e c a m e  apparent that a significant a m o u n t  
of investment had to be forthcoming from Ricordi and Sonzogno. 
B o t h  g o v e r n m e n t  a n d  local a u t h o r i t i e s  w e r e  f i n ding it 
i n c r e a s i n g l y  dif f ioul t to m a i n t a i n  levels of s u b s i d y  to
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opera - h o u s e s  and n o w  channelled less public m o n e y  into this 
sector, l e a v i n g  t h e  m a j o r  p u b l i s h e r s  to i n c r e a s e  their 
allocation of funds This Ricordi w a s  able to do by dint of his 
superior resources; but Sonzogno, w h o s e  artistic patrimony w a s  
considerably slighter, found himself in the unenviable position 
of having to curtail production of m a n y  n e w  works. E v e n  the 
"big n a m e s "  of C a s a  S o n z o g n o  suffered from this financial 
squeeze; none more so than Mascagni and Leoncavallo, w h o  were

%n o w  f i n d i n g  it i n c r e a s i n g l y  difficult to m a i n t a i n  their 
previous levels of income.

:
In September 1902 Mascagni had received an offer to conduct

•ti'a series of concerts and productions of his o w n  operas in the 
United States, for w h i c h  he w a s  guaranteed a fee of some two 
thousand English pounds. Because of his difficulties with the 
directorship of the Lxoeo Rossini, he decided to improve his 
w o r s e n i n g  financial position by accepting this offer. T h e  
resulting tour w a s  a shambles; bad singers and an incomplete 
orchestra due to troubles with the M u s i c i a n s ’ U n i o n  led to 
u n f a v o u r a b l e  p r e s s  reports, a n d  despite being hailed by 
Italo — Americans as "la gloria d ’ltalia" M a s c a g n i  returned to 
Italy amid s t  c o n t r o v e r s y  r e g a r d i n g  the proper fulfilment 
of his contract. L e o n c a v a l l o ’s s u b s e q u e n t  A m e r i c a n  tour in 
O c tober 1906 also flopped, with m a n y  people regarding his 
Sardou-inspired operetta "La J e u n e s s e  de Figaro” (c o m p o s e d  
expressly for the United States) as a regrettable lapse by a 
c o m p o s e r  w h o  shou l d  h a v e  k n o w n  better. A n o t h e r  point of 
c o n t e n t i o n  w a s  the o r c h e s t r a l  m a r c h  " V i v a  l’Americaî",  
dedicated to President T h e o d o r  Roosevelt a nd consisting of 
varied repetitions of "Yankee Doodle" and "Dixie"; hardly the 
kind of product for which Leoncavallo had become world famous, 
and for m a n y  admirers, hearing this work at a N e w  York concert 
conducted by the composer, it s e e m e d  that their idol had put 
financial gain before artistic integrity.
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M u c h  the same conclusions were drawn some five years later, 
w h e n  Leoncavallo accepted an offer from the London impresario 
Sir Edward Moss to produce a substantially reduced version of 
"Pagliacoi" at the H i p p o d r o m e .  (Th e  r e a s o n  for the opera 
h a v i n g  to be e x t e n sively cut w a s  that the l a w  r e g a r d i n g  
music-halls restricted the duration of any one performance to
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half a n  hour.) T e m p t e d  by t h e  c o n s i d e r a b l e  financial 
remuneration offered, Leoncavallo, w h o  like Mascagni had seen 
his fortune dwindle, sacrificed w h a t  little self-respect he had

Ileft and mutilated his most famous opera, w h i c h  he conducted
itwice a day in front of what the "Musical Times" described as 

"enthusiastic audiences". In February 1912 Mascagni decided to 
follow in Leoncavallo's footsteps, and accepted an offer from 
M o s s  to produce and conduct "Cavaileria” twice a day at the 
H ip p o d r o m e  for an entire month. T h e  journalist Mario Bor sa 
(London correspondent for the "Corrierc della Sera") wrote that 
according to reliable reports Mascagni w a s  being paid 50,000 
lire a weefc.^ Indeed, M o s s  h a d  approached the composer with
similar offers on a n u m b e r  of previous occasions, but had m et 
with a refusal on the grounds that under no circumstances would 
"Cavaileria" be cut to fill the obligatory half-hour slot. It 
w a s  only a proclamation by the Lord Chamberlain (which modified 
the law and allowed "Cavaileria" to be performed complete) 
w h i c h  h ad induced M a s c a g n i  to c h ange his mind. Meanwhile, 
following the sensational success of the music-hall version of 
"Pagliacoi" Leoncavallo had been commissioned by Moss to write 
an opera for the 1912 season at the Hippodrome. T h e  result was, 
as w e  have seen, "Zingari" — an opera composed expressly for 
the British public. O n e  of the conditions of the composer's 
contract had been that the completed opera w a s  not to exceed a 
length of seventy minutes, and bearing this in mind the "Times” 
co m m e n t e d  that this limit necessitated "the barest outline of a 
plot . little t i m e  is w a s t e d  o v e r  i n t r o d u c t i o n s  or 
r e c i t a t i v e s ,  e m o t i o n s  a n d  s i t u a t i o n s  m a t u r e  w i t h o u t  
unnecessarily protracted a c c o m p a n i m e n t , an d  the opera as a 
whole is well-proportioned"

S u c h  b l a t a n t  o p e r  at io o p p o r t u n i s m  by M a s c a g n i  a n d  
Leoncavallo brought swift disapprobation from m a n y  Italian 
critics. B u t  de s p i t e  s e v e r a l  virulent attacks, b o t h  m e n  
c o n t i n u e d  to exploit their past s u c c e s s e s  in a variety of 
respectable and less— respectable ventures. In 1913 Leoncavallo 
e m b a r k e d  u p o n  another A m e r i c a n  tour on  the invitation of j
Clecfonte Campanini, w h o  suggested that the composer should 
conduct a series of his o w n  w o r k s  to be p e r f o r m e d  by the 
Chicago Opera Company. T h e  irony w a s  that Leoncavallo hated 
conducting ; as Vittorio Cui recalls, "poveretto, n o n  si poteva
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vedere a dirigera".®^ But the financial pressure was n o w  too great.

1-

and the tour w e n t  ahead, lasting until the early m o n t h s  of 
19 14. W h a t  G i o r g i o  G r o s s e t t o  h a s  n e a t l y  d e s c r i b e d  as 
"ouriosi esibizionismi" b e c a m e  the only m e a n s  of staving off 
real financial hardship; and if Mascagni and Leoncavallo w e r e
feeling the pinch, one can well imagine the predicament of m a n y

.1lesser—k n o w n  composers, w h o  n o w  found it very difficult to eke 
out a living. W e r e  it not for the e x i stence of n u m e r o u s  
t eaching posts at the va r i o u s  Italian c o n s e r v a t o r i e s  a n d  
universities, S o n z o g n o  w o u l d  have been forced to pay bigger 
monthly allowances to his composers; w h e n  one considers the 
perilous state of the firm's finances, it becomes apparent that 
such a move would have brought about its immediate demise. By 
1910 t h e  p a t i e n c e  of Italian c o m p o s e r s  w a s  a l m o s t  at 
breaking-point, as a letter from Mascagni to Edoardo S o n zogno 
dating from July clearly illustrates: "Avendo otto opere nella 
Vostra Casa, coi miei guadagni su quests opere n o n  riesco a 
m e t t e r e  i n s i e m e  la pigione della m ia abitazione” . Clearly 
Mascagni was unhappy about the w a y  in which Casa Sonzogno w a s  
p r o m o t i n g  his operas, a n d  in his dealings w i t h  R i c c a r d o  
Sonzogno he w as to be even less fortunate.

W h e r e a s  Edoardo h a d  b e e n  very m u c h  a father-figure to 
Masca g n i  (despite their frequent disagreements) Riccardo, on 
his succession to the m a n a g e m e n t , s e e m e d  intent on provoking 
the c o m p o s e r  w i t h  s u c h  blunt s t a t e m e n t s  as "nei piani di 
battaglia, dietro la "Cavaileria" si m e t t o n o  le artiglierie e 
n o n  dei fantaooini c o m e  hai m e ssi tu". In the s a m e  letter, 
dated 8 January 1911, Riccardo Sonzogno, in reply to Mascagni’s 
complaint that his operas were not providing an adequate income 
due to editorial m i s m a n a g e m e n t , remarks that "tu mi parli di 
trimestci ohe assottigliansi spaventevolmente. Potrei dire che 
le tue opere n o n  si negano a n e s s u n o  e petrel provarti che si 
spingono quanto meglio si pud, e che se stentano — come tu dici 
— a darti il pane quotidiano, n o n  procurano n e m m e n o  a noi il 
p a n e t t o n e  della d o m e n i c a " .  But despite this claim, it s con 
became apparent to both Mascagni and Leoncavallo that Riccardo 
w a s  incapable of running the firm properly. A n  example of this 
is the success of M a s c a g n i ’s "Isabeau", one of the few viable 
w o r k s  p r o d u c e d  by the publisher (although the credit for 
persuading the composer to cede the opera must be attributed to I
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Lorenzo Sonzogno, w h o  w a s  soon to found his o w n  rival firm). As 
Lorenzo himself stated in 1910,

i

M & s o a g n i  e oer t a m e n t e  la piu g r a n d e  forza di C a s a  
Sonzogno, la musioa n u o v a  di sua etiohetta e u n a  fortune 
per ohi la edisoe, e n e  ab b i a m o  u n a  prova subito, oh'e 
I'opera n u o v a  "Isabeau", che coster a alia C a s a  m e n o  di 
cinquantamila lire (compreso libretto, stampa, eoc.) e gia Inoleggiata, prima di essere finita, per centomila lire in
A m e r i c a  ed e r iohiest a dai maggiori teatri c o n  offerte 
meravigliose. Io ho il merito di questo oontratto e si deve 
rioonosoere che ho dato con esso una gagliarda iniezione di 
siero nelle vene della Casa.^

L o r e n z o ’s c o m m e n t  regarding the c o m m e r c i a l  success of 
" I s a b e a u "  is clear ev i d e n c e  that his cousin R i c c a r d o  w a s  
c a p a b l e  of falsifying t he t rue financial r e t u r n s  of all 
Sonzogno operas. T h e  reason for this policy is very clear; by 
keeping composers guessing as to h o w  m u o h  m o n e y  their operas 
w e r e  earning, Riccardo could negotiate n e w  contracts from a 
position of clear superiority, ensuring a larger percentage of 
profit for the firm. While the financial m e t h o d o l o g y  b e hind  
this a p p r o a c h  w a s  basically s o u n d , m a n y  c o m p o s e r s  felt 
increasingly alienated from Casa Sonzogno as they realized to 
what extent their incomes had been cut back, and the result was 
a great deal of discontent. As usual, Mascagni and Leoncavallo 
led the c a m p a i g n  against this policy ; the former t h r o u g h  
vociferously condemning Riccardo's m i s m a n a g e m e n t  of the firm, 
the latter by setting up, w i t h  Giordano, a united front of 
opposition w h o s e  main purpose w a s  to mobilize the majority of 
dissatisfied c o m p o s e r s . L e o n c a v a l l o  himself h a d  suffered 
greatly from the ineptitude of Riccardo's business tactics, as 
a letter to Illica makes abundantly clear:

Forse ohe i miei "Medici", la mia "Zaza", il mio "Rolando” 
no n  furono dei veri grandi suooessi? Si, e a ohe cosa hanno 
servito ? T u  hai dato u n  gran succe s s o  a G i o rdano c o n  
"Chenier" e a Mascagni con "Isabeau". A che e servito? Quale 
dei grandi teatri da le opere di Casa Sonzogno? Nessuno. E 
questo perche? Lo sai benissimo. Tito Ricordi, continuando

a
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il sistema paterno, da magari anohe a basso prezso tutto il 
suo répertorie, m a  solo il suo répertorie, e lo impone.
Riccardo Sonzogno, inveoe, guando ha un successo, fa come ha 
fatto con "Isabeau" e con "Zingari". FinchS oi sono teatri 
c h e  le d o m a n d a n o ,  si d a n n o , e m a g a r i  c o n  cani c o m e  
eseoutori. E guando n e s s u n o  le d e m a n d a  piu, restano negli 
soaffali della Casa; e tu torni a sorivere libretti e io

- ;n u o v e  opere che ingrossano il patrimonio artistico della 
Casa, mentre noi crepiamo di miseria,^*

S

1Leoncavallo’s comments did not go unnoticed by Lorenzo, w h o  
n o w  appealed to Edoardo Sonzogno, warning him of the rising 
tide of discontent a m o n g  Italian composers: "I maestri n o n
assist o n e  indifferent! al turbine o h e  e ar r iv ato in C a s a  
S o n z o g n o  ; i n o s t r  i int eressi s o n o  i loro e le l a m e n t e  le 
prendono forma di vera agitazione".^^ L o r e n z o  w a s  not alone in 
sensing, during the s u m m e r  of 1910, that Casa Sonzogno w a s  in 
need of stronger and more efficient management; in a letter to 
Illica dated 13 July, Giordano voiced his o w n  reservations: "Ti 
dir3, confidenzialmente, ohe n o n  vedo affatto florido I’avvenire 
di C a s a  S o n z o g n o , e noialtri maestri ne  s a r e m o  ancor piu 
d a n n e g g i a t i  c he per il p a s s a t o " . Since Illica a n d  E d o a r d o  
Sonzogno were in constant touch with each other, it is highly 
likely that Giordano’s fears were m a d e  k n o w n  to the publisher. 
But it w a s  in this same fateful s u m m e r  of 1910 that w e  see the 
first signs of an  eventual alliance b e t w e e n  M a s c a g n i  a n d  
Lorenzo Sonzogno, as a letter written by the composer and dated 
5 July clearly testifies:

Io sono in continua ansia per le cose dello stabilimento e 
n o n  so q u a l e  s o l u z i o n e  potra a v e r e  q u e s t o  terribile 
conflitto. So che gli affari v a nno a rotta di collo e vedo 
i miei interessi, affidati complet a m e n t e  e con la m a s s i m a  
fiducia a Casa Sonzogno, pregiudicati in m o d o  allarmante. Mi 
domando come posso consegnare a Casa Sonzogno la mia nuova 
opera . . . Gli affari della C a s a  v a n n o  alia dériva . . .
per ohe, caro Renzo, la lotta fra voi e Riccardo si svolge in 
mezzo a puntigli, a pettegolezzi, a beghe personal!, mentre 
gli i n t e r e s s i  dei p o v e r i  m a e s t r i  s o n o  a b b a n d o n a t  i 
complet amente. Certo io studiero qualohe cosa per porre
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termine & cio.

Despite a certain a m o u n t  of criticism of Lorenzo inherent in

D e c e m b e r  1910 s e e m s  to h a v e  s t r e n g t h e n e d  the c o m p o s e r ’s 
resolve. But t w o  years w e r e  to pass before the definitive 
rupture, by w h i o h  time M a s cagni had signed a  contract wit h  
Lorenzo for ’’Parisina’’, to be set to an original libretto by 
D ’Annunzio.

It is at this point that w e  must consider the progress of 
Lorenzo Sonzogno’s rival publishing house in the two years from 
1910 until the Ma s o a g n i  contract of 1912. During this period 
L o r e n z o , w h o  w a s  fully a w a r e  of his inability as yet to 
challenge either Rioordi or Riccardo S o n z o g n o  in the Italian 
repertory, concentrated his efforts u p o n  the importation of 
foreign avant-garde works such as Strauss’ "Der Rosenkavalier’’, 
"Salome", "Elektra” an d  " P e u r snot ", L a p a r r a ’s " H a b a n e r a "  , 
R i m s k y  — K o r s a k o v ’s " P s k o v i t a n a "  a n d  D u k a s ’ " A r i a n e  et 
Barbe — Bleue". Several expatriate Italian c o m p o s e r s  s u c h  as 
Wolf— Ferrari <"I1 segreto di S u s a n n a " , "Le d o nne curiose" and 
"I gioielli della Madonna") and Respighi ("Semirama") were also 
the objects of L o r e n z o ’s curiosity, with the aforementioned 
works being given their Italian premieres under his m a n a g e m e n t . 
It was, by any s t a n d a r d s , an u n c o m p r o m i s i n g l y  adve n t u r o u s 
choice of repertory, a nd led to a great deal of c o n t r o v e r s y . 
This in turn generated a lavish amount of publicity for the n e w  
firm, and public interest in L o r e n z o ’s activities, succinctly 
d escribed by o n e  critic as " ar dit i e s p e r i m e n t i  nel c a m p o  
dell’opera",^ began to increase. Despite the attempts of Riccardo 
S o n z o g n o  a n d  T i t o  Ricordi to s u g g e s t  that L o r e n z o  h a d  
engineered these controversies for the sole purpose of gaining 
recognition, it w a s  obvious to m a n y  Italian c o m p o s e r s  a n d  
librettists that here w a s  a m a n  w h o  was not afraid to challenge 
traditional ideas on w h a t  contemporary opera should represent. 
It is in this sense that Lorenzo Sonzogno can be described as 
anti— veristic; an analysis of his operatic acquisitions reveals 
only one "verismo puro" work <"I gioielli della M a d o n n a ”), and 
his subsequent oho ice of repertory s h o w s  a consuming interest 
in Modernist a n d  D ’A n n u n z i a n  o p e r a . This culminated in the
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the letter, it is clear that Masoagni w a s  already contemplating 
a break, a n d  the setting — up of a rival C a s a  S o n z o g n o  in



■c

collaboration b e t w e e n  M a s o a g n i  a n d  Italy’s leading poet on  
"Farisina” <1913>, which w a s  heavily promoted by Lorenzo as the 
epitome of Italian opera, an aesthetic synthesis of music and 
poetry by the premier exponents of each art. U n d e r  L o r enzo’s 
direction, D ’A n n u n z i o  also joined forces w ith Fizzetti for 
"Fedra", first g i v e n  in 1915. T h e  m o v e  t o w a r d s  o p e r a t i c  
d e c a d e n t i s m  w a s  by n o  m e a n s  n e w ;  w e  n e e d  only q u o t e  
Franchetti’s 1906 ’’La figlia di Jorio’’ (for w h i c h  D ’A n n u n z i o  
h a d  a d a pted his original play), but this attempt h a d  b e e n  
unsuccessful and had not been repeated until Lorenzo Sonzogno’s 
foray into the genre with "Farisina” and its progeny. Meanwhile 
Tito Ricordi w a s  also m o v i n g  in the s a m e  direction, as h e  
b e c a m e  less and less sympathetic to Puccini’s determination to 
remain firmly within the b o u n d s  of ’’verismo b o r g h e s e ” . A n  
e x a m i n a t i o n  of the s t o r m y  relationship b e t w e e n  these t wo 
figures w o u l d  be out of place here, but it is valuable to 
chart, albeit briefly, t he history of C a s a  Ricordi since 
Giulio’s death in June 1912.

Tito Rioordi, o n  a s s uming control of the firm, realized in 
m u c h  the s a m e  w a y  as Lorenzo S o n z o g n o  the i m p o r t a n c e  of 
cultivating m o d e r n i s t  opera. T o  this e n d  he supported the 
younger generation of composers (amongst w h o m  wer e  Zandonai,
M o n t  emezzi a n d  Alfano) to the detriment of traditionalists 
such as Puccini. Tito’s enthusiasm for D ’Annunzio w a s  so great 
that he wrote the libretti of Zandonai’s ’’Francesca da Rimini"
(1914) and Nonternezzi’s ’’La n a v e  ” (1918), both w o r k s  being
adapted from the Italian poet’s plays of the s a m e  name. But 
Tito, d e s p i t e  his k n o w l e d g e  of c o n t e m p o r a r y  literary 
developments, w a s  (like Ricoardo Sonzogno) totally ill-suited 
to r u n ning the business side of the firm, a n d  he failed to 
r e c o n c i l e  t h e  o p p o s i n g  f a c t i o n s  of t r a d i t i o n a l i s m  a n d  
innovation within C a s a  Rioordi. T h e  result w a s  a gr a d u a l  
decline in i n c o m e  ; although by n o  m e a n s  as serious as the 
equivalent crisis faced by Riccardo Sonzogno, the situation 
still g a v e  c a u s e  for concern. F u r t h e r m o r e ,  Tito Ricordi’s 
intransigence on the question of repertory w a s  also to lead 
to Puccini’s break with the firm and his decision to have "La 
rcndine" published by Lorenzo Sonzogno .̂

I
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IWhile Casa Ricordi w a s  experiencing this period of unrest
L o r e n z o  S o n z o g n o ,  despite the relative failure of his
Dannunzian v e n t u r e s  ( " P a r i s i n a "  h a d  n o t  lived u p  to
expectations), w a s  thriving. His alliance with Mascagni proved 
to be stronger than that between Riccardo and Edoardo Sonzogno, 
whose rapid decline w a s  becoming more and more obvious with the 
passing of time. By  1912 the financial situation of the firm 
w a s  extremely precarious, as a letter from C o u n t  Suzani to 
Illica clearly shows:

E u n a  c a s a  in isf a c e l o . In guesti ultimi t e mpi h a n n o  
liquidate per circa quattro milioni incassandone m e n o  di 
t r e , v e n d u t c  "II S e o o l o " ,  m a l e  ; v e n d u t a  la car tiera, 
peggio; c e d u t a  la propriété di "Cavaileria" all'estero, 
eco. La oasa di via Pasquirolo e gravata da ipoteohe per 
650 mila lire. Ora si stannc v e n d e n d o  i terreni di R o m a .
U n a  "debacle". U n  naufragio. II veochio fataliste (Edoardo

■:iS o n z o g n o )  o h i u s o  ne l  s u o  studio, i n v i s i b i l e . " D e u s  
ignotus". E al timone di quest a baroa ohe fa acqua da tutte 
le parti, Riccardo, un u o m c  senza energia, senza attivita, 
starei per dire senza intelligenza se n o n  avesse tradotto 
Baudelaire in prosa dichiarandolo intr aducibile in versi.
C e r a  u n  u o m c  — e questo a delta di tutti — ohe poteva 
rialzare le sorti della Casa, Lorenzo Sonzogno, intelligente, 
s e n z a  sorupoli, pr at ioo dell'azienda. F u  caooiat o . U n  
r a v v i c i n a m e n t  o ora e impossibile. Ci s o n o  di m e z z o  
a n c h e  odi di d o n n e . E la sua forza Lorenzo la dimostra 
ora: h a  gia u n  répertorie di oiroa q u a r a n t e  o p e r e . H a  
degli appoggi fortissimi e pooo tempo fa Caramba, parlando 
di lui, diceva c h e  a v r e b b e  potuto, q u a lora 1 ’o c c a s i o n s  
si fosse present at a, rilevar e lo stabilimento del signor 
E d o a r d o :  q u a n d  o , s ’i n t e n d s , 1 a p e r a  si f o s s e  fatta
matura.^*

Suzani’s account enumerates all the major factors oontributing
" ito the decline of the firm, but his supposition that Lorenzo 

would soon be able to assume control takes no account of the 
bitterness existing b e t w e e n  h i m  a nd the Riccardo — E d o a r d o  
alliance It is unlikely that a possible financial bid by 
Lorenzo for the firm would have been successful*, rather than
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admit to the financial straits in w h ich they found themselves,
Riccardo and Edoardo w e r e  prepared to sell off vast chunks of 
the S o n z o g n o  empire to outsiders in order to r e coup their

■4losses, including such major assets as "II Seoolo" and their 
massive paper-mill. This suicidal course of action, a product 
of b o t h  m e n ’s s t u b b o r n  pride, w o u l d  h a v e  l e d , if it h a d  
continued unabated, to the total collapse of the firm. However, 
fate e n s u r e d  otherwise; Ricoardo S o n z o g n o  died suddenly in 
1915, thereby leaving his s e v e n t y - n i n e  year old father as 
nominal head of the publishing house.

Riccardo’s death meant that Lorenzo could n o w  gain control, 
since Edoardo's age, coupled wit h  the fact that since his 
retirai in 1909 he had lost touch with the contemporary music 
scene, meant that he could not realistically hope to keep the 
firm running on his own. In addition, his s o n ’s death w a s  a 
b l o w  from w h i o h  h e  n e v e r  fully recovered, and "il veochio 
fataliste" g a v e  up the struggle against his n e p h e w ,  w h o  
promptly merged the two firms into the "Casa Musicale Sonzogno" 
which came into existence on 17 N o v ember 1915. Since Riccardo 
and his father had sold the newspaper and book concerns the n e w  
firm, as indicated by its title, w a s  exclusively concerned with 
m u s i c  publication a n d  opera promotion. But Lorenzo w a s  not
content to m a n a g e  the n e w  concern; sensing a kindred spirit in

.4:Tito Ricordi, he suggested that both firms should amalgamate to 
form a monopoly of Italian music publication. T h e  advantages of
s u c h  a m o v e  w e r e  clear to see: the adoption of a unified

1:1artistic polioy, substantial savings in overheads, increased j
bargaining p o w e r  over c o m p o s e r s  and librettists, a n d  m o r e  
influence over the choice of repertory in Italian and foreign 
theatres. But Lorenzo’s hopes were to be dashed by the entry of 
Italy into t h e  First W o r l d  W a r ,  a n d  n e g o t i a t i o n s  w e r e  
discontinued.

T h e  c o m m e n c e m e n t  of hostilities led immediately to a steep
decline in the n u m b e r  of operas written and produced. Indeed,
Italian c o m p o s e r s  s e e m e d  happier providing the public with 
bellicose manifestations of nationalistic fervour. Leoncavallo 
w a s  one of the first to take this initiative; in 1914 he wrote 
an "Inno della Lega Nazionale" for irredentist Trieste, and the 
f o l l o w i n g  yea r  g a v e  the first p e r f o r m a n c e  of his " I n n o
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1
franoo — ilaîiano” ixi Paris. Not content with these clamorous 
g e s t u r e s  of nationalistic pride, he p r o d u c e d  in 1916 t he 
operetta "Goffredo Mameli", drawing the inevitable comparison 
b e t w e e n  t h e  Italian s t r u g g l e  for f r e e d o m  d u r i n g  t h e  
Risorgimento a nd the current situation in Europe. But there 
w e r e  t h o s e  r e a d y  to criticise; " A v a n t i "  a n d  “ II P o p e l o  
d ’ltalia" b o t h  l a u n c h e d  v e h e m e n t  attacks on  Leoncavallo, 
a c c u s i n g  h i m  "di aver portât o sul t e atro la figura del 
poeta—soldato per puro scope di l u c r e ( I n  reality, the operetta 
h a d  b e e n  staged for t h e  benefit of the R e d  Cross, w i t h  
Leoncavallo receiving not one p e n n y  a nd having to pay the
production costs cut of his o w n  pocket.) Other oritios reminded
him of his past associations with the Kaiser and his commission 
for ’’Der Roland von Berlin", to w h i c h  Leoncavallo replied by 
publicly destroying all the letters and decorations he h a d  
received from the G e r m a n  leader, referring to h i m  as "quel 
bricoone del Kaiser".

Other c o m p o s e r s  w e r e  equally sincere in the strength of 
their political convictions. O n  9 J u n e  1915 Z a n d o n a i  w a s  
arrested and accused of high treason by the Austrian governor 
of the province of Trieste for having composed and circulated a 
student h y m n  calling for the return of " Italia irredenta".
Masoagni and Giordano similarly devoted m u c h  of their time and
effort to fund-raising for such institutions as the Italian Red 
Cross by m e a n s  of patriotic compositions, concerts for the 
troops and the signing of inflammatory articles aimed against 
G e r m a n y  and the Aus t r o - H u n g a r i a n  empire. Puccini, however, 
r e m a i n e d  p r o - G e r m a n  in his sympathies a nd w a s  constantly 
criticized during the course of the w a r  for his unwillingness 
to involve himself in patriotic activities. O n e  of his m o s t  
vociferous critics was, not surprisingly, Leoncavallo, w h o  
d e n o u n c e d  his colleague’s apparent lack of concern. Puccini 
retorted by referring to the Neapolitan composer as "il porco che 
a vergogna d’ltalia vien ohiamato maestro", and added further 
insult by using v e n o m o u s  p s u d o n y m s  such as "Leonbestia” and "I
’’ Le o n  a s in o " , m o s t  of w h i c h  h a d  originally b e e n  oo ined by 
Masca g n i  in the 1890’s. However, Puccini’s dislike of active 
political involvement by composers in the w a r  w a s  shared by 
m a n y  influential Italian critics. Amongst these w a s  Calza, w h o  
in February 1917 wrote that "the war is too sorrowfully serious
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io serve as a m e a n s  of calling the people's attention by 
s u g g e s t i v e  titles — b e  it by the "patriotic" t h e a t r e  or 
cinematograph, by "patriotic" music or by the "patriotic" book.

t-T h e  cult of the Fatherland is, especially at this mo m e n t ,  too
austerely solemn to permit that it m a y  be exploited under any

nartistic pretence".

. '9

Calsa's strictures w e r e  n o  doubt aimed against the rising 
tide of o p e r e t t a  b a s e d  o n  pat r i o t i c  t h e m e s , of w h i o h

4':Leoncavallo’s "Goffredo Mameli" has already been mentioned. T h e  
w a r  years also s a w  a significant rise in all other forms of 
operetta, to which m a n y  "serious" composers n o w  devoted their 
e n e r g i e s .  E x a m p l e s  i n c l u d e  M a s o a g n i ’s " 3 i "  a n d  o t h e r  
Leoncavallo operettas such as "La oandidata” and "Frestami tua 
moglie". A g a i n  b o t h  c o m p o s e r s  w e r e  criticized for their

.■ • B ,apparent laok of taste, but with the advent of w a r  there w a s  
n o w  a strong d e m a n d  for the type of escapist entertainment 
provided by operetta. Moreover, there w a s  no subsequent drop in 
the a m o u n t  of established repertory oper a s  being given in 
Italian theatres, as a " M u s i c a l  T i m e s "  report o n  o p e r a  
p r o d u c t i o n  in M i l a n  d u r i n g  1917 m a k e s  a b u n d a n t l y  clear :

W e  c an record one long continuous stream of seasons of 
opera, the mai n  object being, however, to give employment 
to the great n u m b e r  of disengaged artists, of w h o m  there 
are still plenty n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g  the n u m e r o u s  calls to 
arms . . . Since the outbreak of the present conflagration 
there has never been in Milan such an abundance of opera 
s e a s o n s  r u n n i n g  simultaneously, four or five theatres 
going at a time, a nd all playing to full h o u s e s  m o r e  or 
less.

W hat did drop, however, w a s  the number of n e w  serious operas 
being given, as publishers preferred to invest in operetta. T h e  
pessimism of "verismo puro" w as forgotten, and such a composer 
as Mascagni, w h o  had established the genre with "Cavaileria", 
could n o w  give, in 1917, an interview in which he stated that 
"the mission of the musical theatre is m o r e  emotional t h a n  
intellectual, but of a regulated emotion, without the turbid 
element of tempest or of technical paroxysm" — clear evidence 
that the "sledge-hammer" technique of "verismo puro" had been

!
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rejected forever. T h e  w a r  h a d  brought to the majority of 
composers a sense of purpose in that they n o w  viewed themselves 
both as defenders of "I’italxanita" and propagators of a new, 
populist type of opera w h i c h  would bring comfort and hope to 
the g r e a t e s t  p o s s i b l e  a u d i e n c e .  M a s c a g n i ,  in the s a m e  
interview, refers to his n e w  opera "Lodoletta" in this very 
light ;

It contains a s w e e t  s e n s e  of c o m f o r t , a nd a restoring 
virtue for the moral life of h u m a n i t y , passing as it is 
through the dramatic period of the present war. Therefore 
in this opera look only for the simple intent ion of doing 
good, and I a m  confident that the spirit of the public will 
be in a c o n d i t i o n  to a p p r e c i a t e  this intention, for 
everywhere w e  see signs of a tendency back to purer things 
a n d  to t h e  h u m b l e  j o y s  of t h e  d o m e s t i c  h e a r t h  .

Masoagni w a s  right. T h e  aftermath of the war led to a total 
disintegration of the w o r l d  in w h i c h  " v e r i s m o  p u r o "  h a d  
f l o u r i s h e d ,  albeit erratically, for s o m e  thirty year s .  
Leoncavallo w a s  to die in 1919, a lonely and embittered man, 
and D ’A n n u n z i o ’s scathing epitaph reflects a n e w  contempt for 
operatic realism which w a s  to last until well after the S e cond 
World War; "E un  eccellente finale di quel copioso fabbro di 
melodrammi e di operetta che aveva congiunto nel suo n o m e  i 
n  o m  i di d u e  b e s t i e  nobili e m o r i  s o f f o c a t o  d a l l ’a d i p e  
melodico".^^ Gone too w a s  the generation of publishers w h o  had 
done so m u c h  to cultivate the "giovane souola" ; in 1919 Tito 
Ricordi resigned from the firm, leaving it in the hands of Renzo 
Valcarenghi and Claudio Clausetti, while a year later, on 14 
M a r c h  19 2 0, the pioneer of Italian operatic realism, Edoardo 
S o n z o g n o , died at M i l a n , to be followed on 2 April by his 
n e p h e w  Lorenzo. With the death of these m e n  "verismo puro", 
which during the war had been completely o verwhelmed by the 
frenetic popularity of operetta ( w h o s e  escape from reality 
constituted the ironic antithesis of realism) w a s  n o w  a spent 
force, its former practitioners resigned to a life of quiet 
reminiscences and memories of former glories. As Mascagni w a s  
to remark in an interview given shortly before his death in 
1945, "I w a s  crowned before I became king”, and this reference
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i
to the explosion of "Cavaileria" on the musical world all of

;'5fifty-five years previously holds within it the great irony of
t.

Italian operatic realism — namely, that its most f a mous w o r k  
s h o u l d  be its first, w i t h  the result that all s u b s e q u e n t  
efforts suffered in comparison. Th e r e i n  lies the true tragedy 
of "verismo p u r o ", a n d  it is one w h i c h  despite the obvious 
value of m a n y  products of the g e n r e , h a s  e n s u r e d  critical 
apathy and derision up until the present day; an understandable
misjudgement w h i c h  the remainder of this thesis will seek to

:rectify. ;;
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< t ) See Part One, Chapter Three, Note 65.

< 2 ) S e e  article on  Leoncavallo in the "Enciclopedia dello
Spettacolo", V I , p.1401. Grossetto*» c o m m e n t  c a n  be 
applied to m a n y  other "verismo borghese" works of the 
period. Perhaps one of the best examples is Giordano’s 
"Marcella", w h i c h  first appeared in 1907. T h e  plot is as 
follows <1 reproduce Mario Morini’s summary, as published 
in "Umberto Giordano", p.XII):

La délicat a vicenda di questo "idillio m o d e r n e  " ha 
inizio in u n  r ist or a n t  e di 1 u s s o p a r  i g i n o  , d o v e  
improv vis a m e n t e , m e n t r e  u n  gruppo di amici - fra cui 
Orasco, giovane students straniero, e Giorgio Karavelov 
(di professione pittore, m a  in realta principe ereditario 
in incognito del paese di Drasco) — si diverts con alcune 
allegre d o n n i n e ,  u n a  ragazza i n t e r r o m p e  a n s a n t e  e 
spaventata per sottrarsi alle inurbane attenzioni di u n a  
frotta di giovanotti.

M e s s a  in fuga i gaudenti, Giorgio si apparia con la 
fanciulla, che dice di essere sola al m o n d e  e di chiamarsi 
Marcella, e n e  asoolt a la triste st or ia int e ssut a d i 
stenti pr ivazioni che 1 ’h a n n o  c o n d o  tt a sull’orlo del 
suicidi o e poi, r i l u t t a n t e , in quel luogo e q u i v o o o . 
Giorgio, dapprima soettico e incrédule, si sente a poco a 
pooo attratto dalla doloezza e dalla grazia di Marcella, 
riesce a consolarla e la convince a seguirlo; un puro e 
sincere amor sbocoia fra i due giovani.

Trascorrono tre mesi incantevoli per Giorgio e Marcella 
che, dimentichi di tutto e di tutti, stannc vivendo il loro ' 4:
bellissimo segno d ’a m o r e . M a  una sera d ’autunno giunge
imp r o V V is a m  e n  t e D r a s c o ,  c h e  i n f o r m a  Giorgio della 
gravissima situazione in cui si trova il suo paese, a causa 
della rivolta popolare contre i soprusi e le angherie di un 
malvagio ministre. Solleoit at o dall’amioo a cor r ere in 
aiuto del popolo insorto ohe réclama da lui salvezza e

I
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pace, il principe decide di partira la nette stessa.

M o n  vcglio, no, n o n  devi saccificarti per la poveretta che 
t r o v a s t i  p e r  o a s o a u 11 a a t r a d a e o h e  a a l v a a t i  .

After Giorgio has suggested he should take her with 
him:

Î

Marcella, affaooiataai alia f ine at r a d u r a n t e  i 1 
oolloguio e appresa la vera identita di Giorgio, comprends 
che fra loro tutto e finite. Invano il principe, comb at tut o 
fra il suo g r a n d e  a m o r e  per lei e il dovere verso la 
patria, vorrebbe ohe Marcella lo seguisse per oontinuare, 
sia pure segr et a m e n t e , la relaxions. La ragazza, pur 
str aziat a dal dolors, rifiuta I’impossibile soluzione.

’’Marcella’’, as can be deduced from the plot, is typical 
of ’’verismo b o r ghese’’ insofar as it portrays a w o m a n ’s 
sacrifice of her love for the sake of both moral rectitude 
and political expediency. A n  element of pathos is never 
far distant, as in M a r c e l l a ’s introductory recitative:

.'■1Io sono solo al mondo, e poco mi bastava. Ero contenta, m a  
n o n  dure . . .  il lavoro manco'. Fui congedata! . . . Hella 
vita degli umili, ci son delle miserie ignote al mondo!
Q u a n d o  i bei dî  ritornano, guando I’aria «! piu mite e il 
ciel giocondo, e al nuovo sol cominciano i primi fior ad 
olezzar sul ramo, noi solitarie e povere, per la via del

"£dolor c’incamminiamo.

W h e n  Giorgio tells her that he will never abandon her, 
she replies in the following manner:

4
Mo. Troppa distanza ci divide. Conobbi ora il tuo grade e j-|
intesi che n o n  possiam seguir I’istessa via. Ti d a r a n n o 
u n a  sp o s a  tua pari . . . io soffrirei il m  ar t ir i o ,
vedendoti di u n ’altra . . .  e ne morrei . . . ^  finita.

Finally, in reply to Giorgio’s final protestations that 
s h e  m u s t  leave w i t h  h i m , s h e  a n s w e r s  as f o l lows :

N o :  n o n  si p u o *  n o n  si p u o l  n o n  si d e v e !

T h u s  by breaking off the relationship, Marcella abides 
by one of the prime artistic rules of "verismo borghese".
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I
namely that illicit Icve, no matter h e w  genuine, can never

■4
lead to h a p p i n e s s ,  a n d  by r e c o g n i z i n g  t h e  m o r a l  
r i g h t e o u s n e s s  of Giorgio's decision to return to his 
c o u n t r y ,  s h e  p u t s  political d u t y  b e f o r e  p e r s o n a l  
contentment. Another important feature of the genre is the 
i m p o r t a n c e  of social class - e v e n  if t h e  political 
situation had never arisen, Marcella would eventually have 
had to terminate a relationship in which the gulf in social 
position w a s  so wide. "Verismo borghese", despite its
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occasional touch of "un diffuse socialismo umanitario" (to 
quote Grossetto once again) w a s  too firmly entrenched in 
contemporary middle-class standards of morality to pretend 
otherwise.

< 3 > Edition of 23 November 1898.

(4) O p . cit. (18 9 9), p p . 7 1 — 118; see also M a r i o  M o r i n i ’s 
s u mmary of the opera, given in "Pietro Mascagni" (Milan, 
1964), p. 189, and reproduced below:

Anoora sotto I’impressione di un segno pauroso. Iris 
esce dalla sua casetta nel piccolo giardino fiorito per 
salutare il sole nascente. La grazia e la bellezza della 
fanciulla suscitano le b r a m e  di Osaka, giovane ricco e 
dissolute al quale Kyoto, losoa figura di mezzano, propone 
di rapirla. A tale scope essi architettano un tranello con 
la par t e c i p a z i o n e  dello st e s s o  O s a k a ,  f i n g e n d o  la 
rappresentazione di u n  teatrino di pupi in oui ^ narrata 
una triste e penes a vicenda ohe ha il potere di avvincere 
e di commuovere Iris. Quando poi Osaka, nelle vesti di Jor 
figlio del Sole, eleva un canto appassionato, la fanciulla, 
affascinata, i n c a n t a m e n t e  si avvioina e, avvolta nelle 
spire di una danza vortioosa, finisce per essere rapita e 
trasoinat a al Yosh i w a r a ,  luogo di p i a c e r e , m e n t r e  il 
veochio padre cieco resta solo, a invooare il n o m e  della 
figlia, finohe da alouni merciaioli di passaggio apprende 
la triste verita.

...4

'A
I
4:S.

Iris frattanto, destasi dope u n  lungo delirio in un 
ambiente insolitament e lussuoso, crede addiritur a di 
trovarsi in paradise. Giunge Osaka, e la fanciulla gli si 
rivolge come se fosse J o r ; viceversa egli le si présenta

:



muore subito, e nel delirio deXl’&gonia ode la voce dei tre 
"egoismi": di Kyoto, di Osaka, del Cieco. 11 sole nascente 
illumina la f anciulla che m u o r e  incontaminata, m e n t r e  
interne a lei sbocoiano innumerevoli fieri.

< 5 > Edition of 18 November 1898.

< 6 ) See Part One, Chapter Three, Note 33.

M y  dear Tonolla,

You can understand the emotion 1  feel in sending you
m y  poem. It is seventeen years since I first confided m y
great project to your sympathetic ears. 1 was then a boy, 
and had m y  full share of the enthusiasm and ignorance of 
youth. I had, however, even then enough c o m m o n  sense to 
see that I n e e d e d  m u c h  study before I undertook such 
w o r k , and I did study "con amore", notwithstanding m y  
sufferings and privations. I passed nights without sleep 
and days without food, but I always kept m y  ideal before 
me.

And n o w  the goal is reached, the work is done, and you
h a v e  c o m e  to M i l a n  to h e a r  " I M e d i c i ” . I ask the
hospitality of your paper for this letter so that there may 
be no doubt as to the purpose of m y  work.
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c o m e  il Piacere tentando di piegarla al suo volere, m a  
Iris si ritrae inorr idita. A guest o punt o il g i ovane 
infastidito se ne va cedendola a Kyoto che apre le oortine 
della stanza e I'espone al pubblico del Yoshiwara. Fra le

;grida d ’ammirazione, m e n t r e  O s a k a  pent it o dichiar a il
proprio amore alia fanciulla, si leva la voce del Cieco a 
maledirla. Disperata Iris si getta nell'abisso, m a  n o n

I
i3< 7 > Both these operas were abandoned after the failure of "I

Medici".

< 8 > See Note 11.

< 9 > Ibid.

( 1 0 )  " M a s t e r s  of Italian M u s i c  " ( L o n d o n ,  1895), p.225.

( I t )  T h e  full text of the letter (given in S treatf e ild* s 
translation, op.cit., pp.226-31) is as follows:
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," O n  va s'imaginer que c'est une preface 
Moi gui n'en lis jamais . . . "

i
Sc w r o t e  Musset, a nd I think it better to follow his 
example and tell you in a few words what m y  idea w a s  in 
writing "I Medici", than to burden the libretto with a 
preface which nobody would read.

I wished, then, to try a n e w  kind of poem, n e w  at any 
rate to the lyrio stage - the Epic.

W h y  should not music have its epic, possessing as it 
does the language most fitted to it, and m o r e  poetical 
than poetry itself?

Having decided to write epic music, I began to think 
about m y  subject.

I ha d  also to reconcile this idea with m y  love for 
realism in literature and in art, because for m e  music is 
the most poetical a nd perfect expression of the mind.

w h i o h  I found in the libraries of Florence, R o me, a n d

- 156 -

T o  get the n e c e s s a r y  inspiration, I w a n t e d  living 
subjects, with flesh and bones, like myself, w h o  should 
feel and think like m e n  and women, w h o  should suffer from 
the same passions that sway our o w n  hearts and senses. I 
decided, therefore, to take m y  epic from history. I sought 
in the contemporary chronicles for the characters, the 
passions, the weaknesses and the crimes of heroes as they 
really existed. T o  bring to life a whole epoch! T o  multiply 
the miracle of Lazarus, and c o m m a n d  the tombs to give up 
their dead! T o  seek for the philosophical link subsisting 
between events which seem unconnected, but are in reality 
the logical productions of one scheme of life and politics. 
All this tempted me, and I said to myself: "So m u c h  the 
worse for you if the burden is too heavy for your back, 
and if the ruins of the vast buildings crush you. But at 
least you will die honour ably".

Machiavelli’s "Florentine History" inspired m e  with the 
first idea of the work. T h e n  I began to study in earnest, 
and I read as m u c h  as possible of what has been written 
about this period. Besides the immense mass of material

ii
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Bologna, I studied standard modern works most religiously,
.'i

s uoh as Villari’s "Maohiavelli" and "Sav o n a r o l a ” , and 
Carducci’s splendid prefaces to the poems of Politian and
Lorenzo d e ’ Medici. Yes, Boileau is right: "Rien n ’est
beau que le vrai!" W h a t  a wide field for the artist, for 
the philosopher, and for the historian is this glorious 
period of Italian history - the Renaissance? " Q u a n t o  
sangue e quanto fango a rimesoolare", as Carduooi says.
After carefully s t u d y i n g  this p e riod of history, I 4:
decided in favour of a Trilogy, because I thought it the 
only form in which I could reproduce m y  idea on the stage.

;I subdivided the historical periods in the following way; 
first part, "I Medici", from the accession of Sixtus IV to

■4the Pazzi conspiracy; second part, "Savonarola", from the 
investiture of Fra Benedetto to the death of Savonarola ;

i'tthird part, "Cesare Borgia", from the death of the Duke of
Candia to that of A l e x a n d e r  V I , I h a v e  scrupulously 
respected the historical characters, keeping faithful to 
the customs, manners, and even to the language of the 
times. With the exception of s o m e  slight anach r o n i s m s 
required by a theatrical performance, I shall present m e n  
and their actions as they are described by contemporary 
historians. Running parallel to these historical portraits 
is this philosophic idea: the statesman of the Renaissance, 
recognising the instability of government based on popular 
favour, seeks an ally in the Church, w h ich betrays him, 
and he, fired with overweening ambition and mistrustful of ■'4
everybody and everything, becomes at last Cesare Borgia.
T h e  title of the trilogy w a s  suggested by that of W a g n e r ’s 
"Cctterdammerung". For a m o m e n t  I thought of borrowing 
from m y  mast e r  his w h o l e  title, for his little gods —
Wotan, Donner, and the rest - are pigmies beside Lorenzo 
d e ’ Medici, Savonarola, Cesare Borgia, Alexander VI and 
M a c h i a v e l l i .  I h a v e ,  h o w e v e r ,  s e l e c t e d  t h e  title 
" C r e p u s c u l u m ” b e c a u s e  it is m o r e  poetical a n d  m o r e  
practical. What I have m a d e  of it m y  music will show in a 
few days. I will only add that, faithful to the m a x i m s  of 
the great Bayreuth master, I have sought to make m y  poem 
a n a t ional one, a n d  I h a v e  s u r r o u n d e d  it w i t h  a n  
a t m o s p h e r e  of It alianism. And, now, " a 1 e a j acta est ".
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This work which, like a favourite child, I have nursed and 
fondled for m a n y  years, I n o w  leave alone u p o n  the 
highway, exposed to the attacks of the critics. I dare to 
hope that it will be strong e n ough to defend itself. As 
for me, m y  task is finished — in the First Part - m y  only 
comfort in these terribly anxious days being that 1 have 
done all I w a s  able to do. If, notwithstanding all m y  
care, I h ave not s u c c e e d e d , it will not be for w a n t  of 
trying, a n d  I shall r e p e a t  w i t h  the p o e t  M u s s e t :

"Mon verre n ’est pas grand, mais je bois dans m o n  verre."

Tibi,

R .Leoncavallo

( 1 2 )  As Grossetto comments, the opera a b o unds in "ridicoli 
toscanismi cangiando I’ambiente di Lorenzo e di Poliziano 
in un  Firenze p a e sana e sempliciotta", and quotes the 
chorus "Ben v e nga m a g g i o ” as a typical example (e.g. 
Sim o n e t t a ’s refrain "Oh, questo gaudio attirami vorrei, 
m a m m a ,  danzar ! " ; see article on  L e o n c a v a l l o  in the 
"Enoiclopedia dello Spettacolo", VI, p.1401).

( 1 3 )  This w a s  "Der Roland von Berlin ", first given in the 
German capital in 1904.

( 1 4 )  Gatti, I, p.185.

( 1 5 )  V ict or ien S a r d o u  w a s , at that time, the most popular 
foreign dramatist in Italy.

( 1 6 )  "Cronache teatrali", pp.204— 05.

( 1 7 )  Ibid., pp.202-03.

( 1 8 )  Edition of August 1913, p.527.

( 1 9 )  Quoted in a letter from Giordano to Illica dated December 
1895.

( 2 0 )  Letter dated 1 August 1894.

( 2 1 )  Letter dated 6 O c t ober 1892. M a s o a g n i ’s interest in 
"Vistilia" dates from 1891, w h e n  the librettists Menasci 
and Targioni— Tozzetti adapted Rocco De' Zerbi’s 1877 novel 
of the s a m e  n a m e . In an interview published in the
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"Corriere della S e r a ” of 15 February 1909 the composer 
c o m m e n t e d  on the importance of historical accuracy in 
s u c h  a subject; " A p p r o f o n d i !  q u e l l ’idea a g r a n d i  
intervalli, e con Francesco Paolo Michetti cominciai a 
studiare i costumi per ritrarre fedelmente I’am b i e n t e ” . 
T h e  completed libretto h a d  in fact b e e n  published in 
1900, but Boito’s decision to produce " N e r o n e ” m a y  well 
h a v e  c o n v i n c e d  M a s c a g n i  to a b a n d o n  t h e  subject.

< 2 2 >  "Umberto Giordano”, p.232.

< 2 3 > See Part T h ree, Section Five.

< 2 4 )  Nicholas Slonimsky, ’’Music since 1900” (New York, 1937), 
p 62.

( 2 5 )  A m o n g s t  t h e s e  w a s , quite surprisingly, Boito, w h o  
considered the opera to be the most "mas c a g n a n o ” of the 
c o m p o s e r ’s output (see the ’’Phaidon Book of the O p era” 
(Oxford, 1979), p.340).

( 2 6 )  Sardinia s e e m s  to have been especially popular at this 
time, inspiring such w o r k s  as Baravalle’s ’’Iglesias, o 
C u o r e  sardo ” (190?), Alberti’s ’’B a r b a g i a ” (1902) and 
’’Myrtilla” (1906), and Leoncavallo’s projected ’’T o r m e n t a ” 
(1914), whioh the composer intended as ’’u n ’opera eccelsa 
che devra essere un  modello di fedelta di costumi di usi 
e sopr at tutto di espr essione del sentimento del popolo 
sardo ” (see A. D e  Angelis, ”11 capolavoro inespresso 
di R u g g e r o  Leoncavallo: ’’T o r m e n t a ” ” in the ’’Rivist a
musicale italiana”, XXX, p.563).

( 2 7 )  T h i s  w a s  g i v e n  at G e n o a  o n  6 F e b r u a r y  1913.

( 2 8 )  O n  this occasion the veteran composer Camille Saint-Saëns 
gave his blessing to the ’’giovane souola” in a letter to 
Sonzogno, which w a s  subsequently published in an Italian 
translation in ”11 Secolo” of 18 June 1985:

H o  ripetuto a tutti gli echi quanto io penso di queste 
opere cosi intéressant!, . oosi vivi e teatrali, per le 
quali I’alto intéressé, a mio avviso, resta nella reazione 
che esse esercitano contro la tendenza al teatro mitico e 
antidrammatico. Pur impiegando mezzi nuovi, sono opere
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£r&nc&ment« italiarte nel loro modemismo. Pooo importa che 
osse siano o o m b a t t u t c r  p o o o  i m p o r t a  olns n o n  siano 
pienamente perfotte. Cîie oosa d n n q u e  e parfetto? Esso 
tracoiano un soloo luminoso.

( 2 9 )  Edition of October 1911, p .646. T h e  s a m e  article also 
quotes an interesting interview given by Leoncavallo to 
the m u s i c  critic of the "Standard**, part of w h i c h  is 
given below:

Is is wonderful to find such a ban d  of musicians in a 
music-hall I k n o w  nothing of these English institutions, 
but I know, judging from w h a t  I s a w  of the performance 
last night and from what I feel while conducting it this 
morning, that in Italy, at any rate, w e  have no equivalent 
for such a place of a musement. A n  orchestra like that 
w h i c h  I find here does not exist in our cafe— concerts. 
Here you have thoroughly artistic pro g r a m m e s  which are 
attractive to all classes. It is foolish to say that you 
English are not a musical nation. You are. W h y  grand opera 
is not universally popular is because it is an expensive 
luxury, and also because your impresarios will insist upon 
giving heavy German music. Wagner and Strauss can never 
be popular here. In Bayreuth W a g n e r i a n  cycles succeed 
b e c a u s e  the place is so dull that a n y  diversion is 
welcomed, but here — in London, where the sun shines and 
the world smiles! Never! Give them melody and beautiful 
voices and harmony, a nd let t h e m  pay cheaply to hear 
them, and L o n d o n  will b e c o m e  as musically enthusiastic 
as our o w n  Milano.

T h e  anti“Wagnerian tone of the above interview is all the 
more surprising w h e n  w e  consider that Leoncavallo was, 
during his youth, a devoted admirer of the German master 
(for a more detailed account of the composer's visit, see 
George Hall's "Leoncavallo in L o n d o n " , "Opera", 35, n o .3 
(March 1984), 246— 53).

( 3 0 )  Edition of 26 February 1912.

( 3 1 )  Edition of 17 September 1912
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< 3 2 >  S e e  article on  Leoncavallo in the ”Enciolopedia dello 
Spettacolo", VI, p.1399.

( 3 3 )  Ibid.

< 3 4 )  A n  excellent account of this period of turmoil in the 
history of Casa S o n z o g n o  is given by Mario Morini in 
"Pietro Mascagni", pp.357— 61.

( 3 5 )  See above article, p.359 (note)

( 3 6 )  Letter from Viareggio dated 29 January 1915.

( 3 7 )  Letter dating from summer 1910.

( 3 8 )  Rodolfo Cellet ti. in his article on S o n z o g n o  in the
"Enciolopedia dello Spettaoolo", IK, p.128.

( 3 9 )  See Carner, pp.202-07.

( 4 0 )  Letter from Milan dated June 1912.

( 4 1 )  Editions of 28 April 1916.

( 4 2 )  See Note 32.

( 4 3 )  Q u o t e  d in the " M u s i c a l  T i m e s  " ( M a r c h  1917), p.124.

( 4 4 )  Edition of July 1917, p.321.

( 4 5 )  Q u o t e d  in the " M u s i c a l  T i m e s "  (June 1917), p.265.

( 4 6 )  See Note 32.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N
1

T h e  aim of Part T w o  of the present study is to outline, in 
considerable detail, the main structural characteristics of the 
"verismo puro" opera libretto. Given the large n u m b e r  of such 
works (see Part Three, Section Five) I have decided to extract 
a typical cross— sect ion of some twelve operas which will then 
be extensively a n a l y s e d  over the course of the next few 
chapters. T h e  list is as follows:

O P E R A  + C O M P .  A C T S

< 1 > C A V A L I E R  I A R U S T I C A N A  
( M a s c a g n i )

(2) M A L A  V I T A  3( G i o r d a n o )
< 3) P A G E  I A C C  I 2( L e o n o a v a 1 1 o )
(4) A S A N T A  L U C I A  2

< T a  s c a >
(5) A B A S S O  P O R T O  3

( S p i n e  1 1 i )
( 6 ) L * A R L E S I A N A  3

< C i 1 ea >
< 7 > A M I C A  2( M a s c a g n i  >
< 8 > L ’ O R A C O L O  I( L e o n i >
(9) M A I A  3( L e o n o a v a 1 1 o )

( 1 0 )  I G l O I E L L I  3
D E L L A  M A D O N N A  ( W o l  f — F e r r a r  i >

(11) Z I M G A R I  2
( L e o n o a y a l  1 c )

( 1 2 )  XL T A B A R R O  1(P u c c i n i )

L I B S T .  Y E A R

M e n  a s oi 16 9 0+
T a r g i o n i —T o  js E e t t i
D a s p u r o  1 8 9 2

L e o n c a v a l l o  16 9 2

G o l i s c i a n i  18 9 2

C h e  c c hi 18 9 4

M a r e n c o  18 9 7

D e  C h o u d e n s  19 0 5

Z a n o n i  1 9 0 5

D e  C h o u d e n s  1 9 1 0

G o l i s c i a n i  19 11■fr Z a n g a r  ini

C a v a c c h i o l i  1 9 1 2
+ E m a n u  e 1
A d a m  x 19 18

I
3;
"3I
't

a:

I
g%■;:g

T he reasons for this choice of works may be summarised under 
the following headings:

Ii■,g-
t

(a) COMPOSERS:

I h a v e  tried to focus attention on the better — k n o w n  
composers of the epoch, with especial emphasis being given to 
Leoncavallo (three works) and Mascagni (two works). Their less

”'■'1

If'gi;!

(iv)



Again a sense of balance has been achieved, with three 
one — act, four t wo— act and five three — act works. In the case of 
those com p o s e r s  represented by more than one opera I have 
attempted to include as wide a cross — sect ion as possible} 
Leoncavallo is exemplified by one, two and three — act works and 
Mascagni by operas in one and two acts.

<c) LIBRETTISTS:

<e> S E T T I N G S :

T h e  following table gives the geographical settings of each 
of the twelve operas:

<P.T.O.)

<v)

illustrious contemporaries are not, however, neglected} to this 
end I h a v e  included operas by Tasca, Spinelli a nd Leoni. 
Furthermore, with the exceptions of Leoncavallo, Puccini and 
Wolf—Ferrari all the composers represented w e r e  born in the 
1860's, thereby facilitating stylistic comparison.

(b) N U M B E R  OF ACTS;

T h e s e  m a y  be classified in two broad groups, the older 
generation being represented by Marenco, Checchi, Golisciani 
and Daspuro (born in 1631, 1636, 1846 and 1653 respectively)
and the younger by D e  Choudens, Zanoni, Menasci, Targioni — 
Tozzett i, Zangar ini, Cavacchioli, E m a n u e l  and Adami, w h o s e  
dates of birth r a n g e  f r o m  1663 to as late as 1685. T h e  
inclusion of the French librettist De Choudens is justified on 
the premise that "verismo pure" had become, by the time of the 
19 0 5 — 0? revival, a distinctly "international" c o m m o d i t y .

'I<d> YEAR OF  P R O D U C T I O N :

T h e  choice of operas reflects the three main periods in 
which "verismo pure" thrived, namely 1890— 9? (the heyday of the 
movement, represented fay exactly half the works), 1905 — 0? and 
1910— 12 (two m i n o r  revivals, the first illustrated by t w o  
operas, the second by three). T h e  remaining work (Puccini's "II 
tabarro") has been chosen as it signals the virtual demise of 
the genre in 1918.
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€ 1 1 > Z I N G A R I

( 1 2 )  IL T A B A R R O

S i c i l i a n  v i l l a g e

B a s s o  P o r t o ,  N a p l e s
M o n t a l l o ,  C a l a b r i a
S t r a d a  di S a n t a  
L u c i a ,  N a p l e s
B a s s o  P o r t o ,  N a p l e s
C a s t e l e t , n e a r  A r l e s
M o u n t a i n s  of H a u t e —S a v o i e
C h i n e s e  q u a r t e r  ,
S a n  F r a n c i s c o
C a m a r g u e ,  P r o v e n c e  
N a p  l es

R u s s i a n  s t e p p e s  o n  s h o r e s  of D a n u b e
B a r g e  o n  R i v e r  S e i n e

Out of twelve settings six are Italian, four F r e n c h , one 
American and one Russian; this provides an adequate balance 
b e t w e e n  Italian a n d  fo r e i g n  milieux (i.e. six of each). 
Moreover, the sample splits evenly into six urban and six rural 
settings; in this respect it should be noted that Naples is the 
only Italian city portrayed and is featured in four operas. An  
e l e m e n t  of exoticism is also a p p arent in the settings of 
"L'oracolo" and "Zingari" (the Chinese quarter of San Francisco 
a n d  the R u s s i a n  s t e p p e s  o n  the s h o r e s  of the D a n u b e ) .

Before concluding the present introduction, I have thought 
it advisable to include short synopses of each of the twelve 
works under discussion;

(1) CAVALLERIA R U S T I C A N A :
T h e  action takes place on Easter Day in a small Sicilian town. Turiddu, having returned from military service, resumes his courtship of Lola w h o  during his absence has married Alfio the village carter. At the same time he pursues Santusza and 

seduces her, promising that he will eventually marry her. 
H o w e v e r  she b e c o m e s  aware of his duplicity and confides in M a m m a  Lucia, Turiddu’s mother She then confronts her lover in the village square in front of the church, and implores him to give up Lola and keep his promise to marry her. This Turiddu 
refuses to do, and he spurns Santuzxa's attentions. At that 
m o m e n t  Lola arrives on the scene, singing a provocative 
"stornello " ; this m o c k e r y  of her p l i g h t , c o m b i n e d  w i t h  T u r i d d u  ' s lack of concern, c a u s e s  S a n t u z z a  to curse her faithless lover. Alone, she decides to denounce the guilty pair
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to Alfio w h o ,  0X1 learning of his wife's adultery, s w e a r s  vengeance on Turiddu. Once mas s  is ended the villagers gather in the square and Turiddu invites them to join in a "brindisi" with h im ; Alfio refuses a n d  T u r i d d u , the offended party, 
challenges him to a duel, which Alfio accepts. Pretending to be drunk so as not to frighten his mother (who is unaware of the 
situation) Turiddu asks her to promise to look after Santusza once he is gone. He then leaves to fight the duel, and shortly afterwards a w o m a n  is heard screaming “Hanno ammazxato compare Turiddu!"

<vii>

Î;,<2> M A L A  VITA:
Vito, a y o u n g  Neapolitan dyer, has b e c o m e  the lover of 

Amalia, w h o  is married to Annetiello, the local drunkard and layabout. After a fit of coughing in which he spits up blood Vito is helped to his feet by his neighbours and, egged on by Nunxia (a friend of Amalia) he swears before the Madonna that if 
cured of the disease he will redeem a fallen w o m a n  by marrying 
her. Despite Amalia's protests the lady in question proves to be 
Cristina, one of the prostitutes in the brothel overlooking the square, w h o  throws from her w i n d o w  a rose at Vito's feet. During the meeting which follows Vito is m o v e d  by Cristina's pathetic account of her life of misery and before the assembled 
crowd promises to marry her, thus fulfilling his vow. Amalia, however, is determined not to lose Vito, and during a dramatic encounter with Cristina threatens her with a knife. Cristina refuses to be intimidated and leaves. Vito then arrives and Amalia eventually succeeds in seducing him, thereby causing her lover to break his vow. A few days later, on the feast of Fiedigrotta, Cristina confronts Vito and implores him to keep his promise to her but Vito, infatuated with Amalia, rejects her. He embraces Amalia in full view of Cristina and both of them leave in a carriage, having m ade the decision to run off 
together. Cristina, overcome with grief, m a k e s  her w a y  back to the brothel, collapsing before the doorway.
<3) PAGLIACCI:

In the Prologue T o n i c , an actor in a company of strolling players, announces that the performance is about to begin. He 
reminds the audience that the d r ama they are about to see, although played by actors, is about real h u m a n  beings a nd g e n u i n e , deep-felt emotions. At the beginning of Act O n e  a 
troupe of players arrives in the Calabrian t own of Montalto, and is greeted enthusiastically by the inhabitants. T o n i c , a hunchback, offers to help Nedda, the wife of Canio (the leader of the company), d o w n  from a w a g o n  but is pushed aside by her jealous husband, w h o  proceeds to warn all present against such behaviour. T h e  actors are then invited by the villagers to a nearby inn, and N e d d a  is left alone. She is upset by Canio’s words and day-dreams of being as free as the birds in the sky T o n i o  a p p r o a c h e s  and declares his love; N e d d a  scornfully 
rejects him, and w h e n  he insists, taunts him and eventually 
strikes him in the face with a whip. Tonio hobbles off swearing vengeance, and later he spies N e d d a  meeting with Silvio, a local farmer w h o  is her lover and w h o  n o w  begs her to run off with him. Unsure, N e d d a  hesitates, but eventually agrees to 
meet him after the performance. T h e  conversation is suddenly 
interrupted by Canio, w h o m  T o n i o  has alerted, but Silvio 
manages to escape without being recognised and Nedda, despite her husband's threats, refuses to identify him. T h e  performance 
is about to begin ; Canio, crazed with grief, laments the fact that he must act though his heart is breaking. T h e  villagers begin to arrive (including Silvio, w h o  has a secret wor d  with Nedda) and settle d o w n  for the performance, which then begins. 
After a serenade Beppe, another member of the company, appears on stage dressed as Arlecchino to meet Colombina, played by Nedda. Canio, in the guise of Pagliaccio (Colombina's husband) 
bursts in and Arlecchino runs off. Canio n o w  finds hinself in his real-life situation a nd b e c o m e s  confused, uttering his lines with unnecessary vehemence. Suddenly he throws himself at Nedda, demanding to k n o w  the n a m e  of her lover, and w h e n  she 
refuses to tell him he stabs her. Silvio then rushes onto the stage and is also killed by Canio, w h o  t h e n  turns to the a u d i e n c e  to i n f o r m  t h e m  that "the c o m e d y  is e n d e d " .

■-M



<4> A S A N T A  LUCIA:
Ciccillo, the s o n  of the oyster m e r c h a n t  T o t o n n o  and betrothed to Maria, is in love with Rosella, by w h o m  he has had a child. Maria is suspicious and plans the death of Rosella. T o t o n n o  is apparently u n a w a r e  of his s o n ’s a t t a c h m e n t  to 

Rosella and becomes infatuated with her, as she resembles her 
mother w h o  w a s  his early love Maria starts a quarrel with 
Rosella and angers her to such an extent that she draws a knife and is arrested by the police agent Tore, w h o  has been bribed 
by Maria. Totonno procures her release and takes her into his.h o m e  while Cicoillo is absent on a fishing voyage (before his departure he had promised Rosella to marry her on his return). Meanwhile Maria, w h o  believes that Rosella has become intimate with T o t o n n o  (which s e e m s  very probable given that Totonno m a k e s  no secret of his love for Ros_ella and really intends to marry her), reveals the supposed m e n a g e  to Cicoillo, w h o  has n o w  returned. In his jealous anger he refuses to believe her, 
but after a stormy scene with his father he repulses Rosella. W h e n  Rosella learns of Cicoillo’s belief that s h e  is his f a t h e r ’s lover a n d  finds her p r o t e stations of i n n o c e n c e  
doubled, she t h r o w s  herself from a parapet into the sea. 
Cicoillo dives in after her, but rescues a dying w o m a n  w h o  is only able to whisper the words "It is not true".

I

(5) A B A S S O  P O R T O :
Piohillo, Pascale a n d  Luigino are gambling with other m e m b e r s  of the C a m o r r a . Maria attempts to dissuade her son 

L u i g i n o  f r o m  t a k i n g  part, b ut fails. Cicoillo, a n o t h e r  Camorrista, enters and quarrels with his companions, while in another group Maria and Sesella, her daughter, try to pacify 
Luigino who, however, retaliates by deriding his sister’s love 
for Cicoillo. W h e n  the others have departed Cicoillo talks with Sesella and proposes that they run off together. Luigino, w h o  has been listening, attempts to stab Cicoillo, but is held back 
by Maria and Sesella. Ciccillo, formerly in love with M a r i a , determines to revenge himself against her by compelling Sesella 
to become a prostitute and sending Luigino to jail. Pascale n o w  appears shouting that the Camorra has been betrayed. Ciccillo, w h o  has committed this treacherous act through love of power, stands calmly by, but is suspected by Maria. A few days later 
Piohillo and Luigino are singing with s o m e  companions w h e n  Ciccillo ente r s  the inn a n d  strikes Luigino in the face. 
Swearing vengeance, Luigino is restrained by his companions  while Ciccillo accuses him of treason. W h e n  alone Ciccillo 
deplores his past life and vows to live for vengeance alone. He 
again implores Sesella to flee with h i m , but Maria reveals Cicoillo’s true character to her daughter and discloses the fact that he is the real traiter. T h e  Camorra meets in council,condemns Ciccillo to death and orders Luigino to carry out thesentence. Maria prays that her son will not kill Ciccillo and 
thus m a k e  himself a murderer, and w h e n  Ciccillo appears she informs him of w h a t  has happened, begging him to escape as quickly as possible. He, however, has again d e n o u n c e d  his c o m r a d e s  to the authorities, a n d  believing t h e m  already s u r r o u n d e d  by the police ignores M a r i a ’s warning. As heattempts to signal to the police to m o v e  in to attack, Mariadraws a knife and stabs him.

i
(6) L’ARLES I A M  A :

T h e  action takes place in the courtyard of Rosa M a m a i ’s farm-house in Provence. Baldassare, an old shepherd, tells a story to R o s a ’s y o u n g e r  son, w h o  is a little retarded. M e a n w h i l e  R o s a  herself is w o r r i e d  about her eldest s o n  Federico, w h o  has met a girl from Arles at the fair, w h o m  he 
has fallen in love with and w i shes to m a r r y . At this point 
Baldassare and Rosa notice the younger son at the window of the barn; R o s a  is afraid that h e  m i g h t  fall, but B a l d a s s a r e  reassures her. Vivetta, R o s a ’s god — daughter, then arrives. She is secretly in love with Federico, and is bitterly upset w h e n  
she finds out about his intended marriage. At that m o m e n t  Federico returns triumphantly, announcing that the date of the wedding has been fixed. Shortly afterwards Metifio, a horse- tender, arrives and u n k n o w n  to Federico tells Rosa that her son's fiancee has been his mistress, with the full knowledge of her parents w h o  permitted such an arrangement until their daughter b e c a m e  friendly with Federico. As proof he produces
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two love-letters w h i c h  he leaves with Rosa, sc that she can show them to her son. This she does, and Federico, heartbroken, cannot believe his fianclee’s duplicity. Later he leaves h o m e  incognito and disappears into the wilderness. After a long 
search Baldassare finds him, and urges him to return for the sake of his mother who, realizing her son’s misery, is prepared 
to accept the girl from Arles into her house. Federico is moved by this offer but finds himself unable to accept the sacrifice, declaring that he will try to ov e r c o m e  his infatuation and 
marry Vivetta. Preparations take place for the wedding, and 
Federico assures his intended that he has completely forgotten the girl from Arles. But the arrival of Metifio, w h o  c o m e s  to 
collect the letters, reminds Federico of his former love (he overhears Metifio telling Baldassare he has decided not to give 
up the girl), and crazed with jealousy he attacks his rival 
with a hammer. Both m e n  are separated; Federico is taken to his 
room and left there. That night he climbs up to the wind o w  of the barn; R o s a  a n d  Vivetta at t e m p t  to stop him, but in desperation Federico jumps to his death.
(7) AMIGA:

Camoine, a rich f a r m e r , has raised two orphan brothers, Giorgio and Rinaido, w h o  have been brought up with his adopted 
d a u g h t e r  A m i c a . E v e n t u a l l y  Rinaido, w h o s e  restless a n d  rebellious nature irritates Camoine, leaves home, and Maddalena 
(Camoine ' s betrothed) convinces the farmer that Amica and Giorgio should be married; in this way, she and Ca m o i n e  will have the farm to themselves. Giorgio is overjoyed w h e n  he hears of this news, since he has always been in love with Amica, but 
the girl begs Camoine to reconsider his decision as she loves 
Rinaido and not his brother. Camoine refuses, and Amica, having secretly met Rinaido, informs him of her predicament (without mentioning that Giorgio is the party involved). T h e  lovers then 
decide to run off together; w h e n  Giorgio hears of Arnica’s disappearance he a s s u m e s  that she has been abducted by an 
u n k n o w n  intruder, and sets off in pursuit, determined to kill 
his rival. Having reached the fugitives in the mountains, he d i s c overs to his horror that the m a n  in question is his brother, an d  faints on the spot. Realizing the extent of Giorgio’s love for Amica, Rinaido decides to give her up, and flees into the hills. Amica, fraught with despair, attempts to follow him but slips on the edge of a ravine and falls to her death.
(8) L’O R A C Q L Q :

T h e  action takes place on the morning of the Chinese M e w  Year. Giro— Fen, the proprietor of an opium — den, throws out a 
troublesome customer and glances enviously at the windows of 
the house where H u — Tsin, a rich merchant, is holding a party. H e  is then joined by H u a — Qui, the nurse of H u — Ci, w h o  is 
H u —Tsin’s son; Cim —Fen has promised to marry her if she will assist him in a plan to discredit San-Lui (the son of Uin— Sci, 
the local doctor and ’’seer’’) as a suitor for Ah-Joe (Hu — T s i n ’s 
niece), but does not reveal to her that he wants both the girl and her dowry for himself. Shortly afterwards Uin-Sci comes out of his house and is greeted by Cim—Fen, w h o  asks him for a word of wisdom. T h e  seer’s reply is a clear warning to C im—Fen that his w a y  of life is both unprincipled and materialistic; the 
opium — seller is, however, u n m o v e d  and retires to his tavern. Meanwhile S a n —Lui serenades A h —Joe, and they profess their love for one another. Cim-Fen re-emerges and meets with H u —Tsin; he then bluntly requests A h —J o e ’s hand in marriage, but H u — Tsin reacts with angry, contemptuous disgust. T h e  merchant proceeds to ask U i n — Sci to m a k e  a formal prediction about his s o n ’s future; the seer forecasts that a father will be stricken with grief and that two deaths will occur, but that no h a r m  will come to the boy, w h o  is left in Hua-Qui’s care. However Cim-Fen 
succeeds in kidnapping young H u — Ci while everyone’s attention 
is diverted by a passing procession, and hides him in a cellar. 
He  then blackmails H u  — T s i n , offering the life of his son for A h —Joe’s hand in marriage. T h e  merchant, grief-stricken, agrees. H u a - Qui n o w  realizes Cim—F e n ’s treachery, and denounces him to 
S a n — Lui, w h o  rushes off to confront the opium —dealer, only to be killed by a hatchet — blow. A h  — Joe discovers her fiance’s 
death and begins to lose her reason. As yet the murderer is unknown, but by a lucky chance Uin — Sci hears a faint cry and rescues Hu — Ci from the cellar; by n o w  his divine intuition has
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told him that C im — F en is guilty of the crime. After a brief confrontation, during which the opium— dealer attempts to stab the seer, he is killed by a swift hatchet — b l o w  after being slowly strangled by his o w n  pigtail.
<9> MAI A .

Maia, a Pr o ven^gal p e a s a n t -  girl of the Camargue, is the former mistress of Renaud, the son of Germain <a rich landowner on whose farm she works), having been abandoned by him for over 
a year. Tories, a local herdsman and r e n owned bullfighter, is in love with Maia, w h o  rejects his advances, declaring that she will remain faithful to R e n a u d .  Tori e s  retorts that after 
t o m o r r o w ’s bullfight, of which he will be the victor, she will 
be his, for R e n a u d  will be present at the e v e n t  with his 
fiancee. Maia, consumed with jealousy, swears to Torias that if w h a t  he has said proves to be true, she will indeed spurn 
R e n a u d  a n d  b e c o m e  his lover. Torias then leaves. R e n a u d  arrives, and Maia demands to k n o w  w h y  she has been neglected. Renaud replies that he w a s  forced to obey his father, w h o  w as  
afraid that he might eventually marry beneath his station, but that n o w  he has decided to defy his family’s wishes and rejoin her. W h e n  he professes his love, Maia taunts him by declaring that she has taken Torias as her lover. R e n a u d  reacts by swearing that if such a thing w e r e  true, he w o u l d  kill the bullfighter. Maia is n o w  sure that Renaud still loves her, and welcomes him with open arms. However, at the fair which takes place the following day Maia sees Renaud in the company of his fiancee. S h e  attempts to confront him but is restrained fay 
Torias, w h o  has just been acclaimed as victor of the bullfight. H e  reminds her of her oath and Maia, furious at R e n a u d  ’ s 
apparent betrayal, agrees to become his lover. Later that night she reflects s o m e w h a t  disconsolately on her decision; despite her anger she still loves Renaud, w h o  at that moment appears on 
the scene and attempts to explain everything. Maia at first 
refuses to listen, but w h e n  Renaud reveals that he has run away from his family to marry her, she is overcome by the extent of his sacrifice and forgives him. However Torias promptly appears on the scene and accuses Maia of breaking her solemn oath; R e n a u d  challenges him, and the two m e n  fight. After a short 
struggle R e n a u d  stabs Torias and Maia, in order to save her lover, leads him d o w n  to the river where he escapes by boat. Meanwhile Torias’ murder is discovered by the villagers; Maia tells t h e m  that she s t a b b e d  the bullfighter b e c a u s e  he attempted to rape her. With nothing m o r e  to live for, she 
throws herself into the river and is drowned.
<10) I GlQXELLl DELLA M A D O N N A :

D u r i n g  the festival of the M a d o n n a  G e n n a r o ,  a local blacksmith, prays to the Holy Virgin to free h i m  from his unhappy love for Maliella, an orphan girl, w h o  w as adopted by 
his mother and with w h o m  he has been brought up. T h e  girl is m e a n w h i l e  enjoying the festival, both dancing and singing. 
Rafaele, the leader of the Camorristi, arrives with his m e n  and 
flirts with her, declaring in a m o m e n t  of jest that he would even steal the jewels of the M a d o n n a  for her, at that m o m e n t  b e i n g  carried past in p r o c e s s i o n . Later, w h e n  Maliella announces her plan to leave home, Gennaro argues with her and eventually declares his love. T o  this Maliella replies that she 
could only love a m a n  w h o  w a s  truly courageous; such a m a n  
would even steal the jewels of the Madonna for her. Gennaro is furious and leaves, locking the gate to prevent Maliella from escaping. Rafaele then arrives and serenades her ; they profess their love for one another, and Maliella agrees to meet him in his hide-out the next day. Gennaro returns; he has stolen the 
jewels, and Maliella, overwrought with emotion, yields to his embraces. At the den of the Camorristi, on the following day, Rafaele drinks a toast with his companions to celebrate his latest conquest. Maliella arrives, a nd in a kind of trance 
a n n o u n c e s  that she h as given herself to Gennaro. Rafaele rejects her in disgust, and w h e n  he sees that she is wearing 
the jewels of the M a d o n n a  he is appalled by the sacrilege. G e n n a r o  then enters an d  Maliella, half-crazed, throws the jewels at his feet a n d  r u n s  off to d r o w n  herself. T h e  
Camorristi also leave the hide-out, frightened that they will be mistaken for Gennaro’s accomplices. Alone, Gennaro gathers up the jewels, places t h e m  at the feet of a statue of the 
Madonna and stabs himself.

<x)
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(11) ZINGARI:
Tamar, a young gypsy, is in love with Fleana, the daughter 

of II Vecchio, the leader of the community. He tells II Vecchio of his suspicion that Fleana is meeting a secret lover outside 
the boundaries of the encampment. T h e  mystery is solved w h e n  at 
that moment a band of gypsies enter with Radu, a stranger w h o m  they h a v e  caught loitering near the tents. H e  introduces 
himself as a simple wanderer, in search of n e w  sensations and adventures. Fleana declares her love for this n e w c o m e r  and 
tells her father that Radu wishes to become a gypsy by marrying 
her. II Vecchio is impressed with the young m a n  and preparations 
are m a d e  for the w e d d i n g . Left alone, Radu and Fleana declare their love for one another, but are spied upon by Tamar, w h o  n o w  confronts his rival. T h e  two m e n  fight, but are separated by Fleana, a n d  T a m a r , realizing the h o p e l e s s n e s s  of his 
position, runs off in despair. T h e  wedding then takes place, and Radu and Fleana retire to their tent; in the distance can be heard the lament of Tamar, w h o  mourns his lost love. A year passes; by this time Fleana has grown weary of Radu and has b e c o m e  T a m a r ’s lover. During a clandestine meeting Fleana mentions h o w  jealous Radu has become. Later, w h e n  alone with his wife, Radu reveals his suspicions, lamenting the fact that 
Fleana no longer loves him. She, however, spurns him and admits that she has taken a lover. Radu, in a fit of jealousy, throws 
his wife to the ground, but she continues to ridicule and taunt 
him by unfavourably comparing his masculinity to that of Tamar. She then goes off to meet her lover in his tent, unaware that her husband is following her. W h e n  both T a m a r  and Fleana are together, Radu sets fire to the awning. T h e  lovers are burned 
alive and Radu collapses in a fit of hysteria, having lost his reason.
(12) IL TABARRO:

Giorgetta is busy in the cabin of the barge while the 
stevedores finish unloading sacks and her husband, Michele, the boat’s owner, stands at the helm, watching the sunset, while an organ-grinder plays a waltz. Michele, in conversation with his wife, sympathizes with Luigi, the youngest stevedore, w h o  is penniless. At that m o m e n t  the voice of a song — seller is heard in the distance. Frugola, a rag-picker, appears with a bag of 
rubbish on her back. She and her husband, old Talpa, set off h o m e  in the dark. Luigi, Giorgetta’s secret lover, tired of his wretched life and unable any longer to bear the torments of his secret love, informs Michele that he wishes to leave the barge 
as soon as it reaches Rouen. While Michele is below the two lovers m e e t  a n d  express their guilt at their clandestine 
relationship and their eagerness to share a further brief hour of happiness together. T h e y  decide on the usual signal that all 
is clear for their meeting — Giorgetta will strike a match. Luigi then leaves, and w h e n  Michele reappears he reminds his wife of their past happiness, w h e n  he used to wrap her tenderly in his great cloak. H e  laments the fact that she no longer loves him; Giorgetta, ill at e a s e , replies rather evasively. Michele broods on the reasons for the change in Giorgetta; he 
s u s p e c t s  that s h e  h a s  a lover, a n d  c o n s i d e r s  all t h r e e  possibilities, rejecting each: T a l p a  is too old. T i n e a  toodrunk, and since Luigi is leaving it cannot be him. Michele then lights his pipe and Luigi, w h o  mistakenly thinks this is Giorgetta’s signal, hurries onto the barge Michele, w h o  has guessed the truth, forces the young m a n  to admit his guilt and 
then strangles him, concealing the b ody u n d e r  his cloak. Giorgetta, alarmed by the noise she has heard, appears again, but w h e n  she sees Michele alone pretends to apologize for her earlier coldness and asks him to wrap her in his cloak as he used to do. Michele opens the cloak and reveals to Giorgetta the face of her dead lover.
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T h e  purpose of the present chapter is to examine, in some 
detail, the principal character patterns occurring in "verismo 
puro” . A convenient point of departure is to consider the main
literary influences from w h i c h  the genre derived m u o h  of its 
inspiration; as w e  have seen in Part One, the twin forces of 
Romanticism and Naturalism, oombined with a smattering of the 
sociological sciences, provided a firm foundation for the j,g
edifice of operatic realism, which in turn utilized the salient 
features of each to produce a highly characteristic hybrid.
T h i s  process of imitative assimilation is reflected in the 
choice of character— types in "verismo puro", w h i c h  together 
w i t h  their d i f f e r i n g  s o cial p o s i t i o n s ,  priorities a n d  
motivation constitute the basis for dramatic development within 
the libretto. T h e  d o m i n a n t  driving force b e hind this is a 
concept which, in its various g u ises, has figured in m a n y  
literary and musical movements: "la liberta". In the present
context, the term indicates the ideal of personal freedom; in 
other words, the liberty of the individual to do as he or she 
pleases, without being impeded by the confines and restrictions 
imposed by an organized society. It is the pursuit of this 
f r e e d o m  w h i c h , as w e  shall see, is the primary cause of

■I:.;;conflict between the various character-types.

T h e  ideal of "la liberta", as expressed within "verismo 
puro", can be considered as a reworking of the old Romantic 
concept of the hero struggling against some form of social or 
moral iniquity. However, the only point of comparison w o u l d  
s e e m  to be that symbolized by the stance of the "rebel" in 
opposing something which he cannot personally accept; operatic

4
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realism, far f r o m  p o r t r a y i n g  t he q u e s t  for political or 
religious freedom, s o u g h t  to depict a m u o h  simpler a n d  
essentially primeval schism, namely that existing between the 
sexual urges of the individual and the constraints placed upon 
their gratification by society. Expressed in alternative terms, 
it is the strug g l e  b e t w e e n  the individual will a n d  the 
collective consciousness w h i c h  opposes it. S u c h  a sw e e p i n g  
statement ma y  seem overly simplistic, but it should be borne in
m i n d  that " v e r i s m o  p u r o "  set out not to d e s c r i b e  t h e  
sophisticated, civilized life of the c o n t e m p o r a r y  u r b a n  
population, but rather that of the under— developed, feudalistic 
societies of Sicily and the Mezxogiorno, where communities are 
m u o h  more closely—knit than their metropolitan equivalents. As 
w e  have seen in Fart One, * the settings of "verismo puro" range
f r o m  t h e  p r e d i c t a b l e  Sicilian villages of " C a v a l l e r i a  
rusticana", "Festa a M a r i n a " , "I mafiosi" and "Malia" to the 
unfamiliar and s o m e w h a t  surprising locales of " L ’oracolo” , 
" F e r h u d a "  a n d  “La martire" (the C h i n e s e  quarter in S a n  
Francisco, the slums of Tunis, and the town of Sulina on the 
m o u t h  of the Danube). Despite considerable geographical 
diversity, all the milieux depicted in "verismo puro" share the

;c o m m o n  premise of being w h a t  w e  might conveniently term 
" s e m i  — primitive" societies. W h e t h e r  w e  are dealing w i t h  
Calabrian peasants, Neapolitan fishermen, Russian gipsies or 
Spanish go at her desses is quite irrelevant, since all these 
different societies have m u o h  in c o m m o n  with each other. Once 
these areas of similarity are isolated, there emerges a c o m m o n  
structure and ideology within which the titanic struggle of the 
Individual, in his frenetic search for personal liberty, can be 
fully understood and analysed; in the best veristic traditions, 
a thorough examination of the environment must inevitably 
precede any discussion of its inhabitants. Since these factors 
are inextricably linked, a full appreciation of the social and 
m o r a l  ties b i n d i n g  b o t h  is n e c e s s a r y  for a c o m p l e t e  
understanding of the proposed theory.

Let us begin, then, with the concept of the "primitive" and 
"semi — primitive" society. In the present context the term 
"primitive" can be defined as applying to those societies which 
have had either very little or no contact at all with Western 
civilization, w h e r e a s  "semi — primitive" implies that a certain
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sociologists of the l B 9 0 ’s w e r e  great ly influenced by the 
Frenchman’s theories). *

a m o u n t  of familiarity a n d  i n d e e d  c o - o p e r a t i o n  h as b e e n  
a ch i e v e d .  V i e w e d  in this w a y ,  it b e c o m e s  p o s s i b l e  to 
differentiate between both kinds of society on the basis of the 
behavioural patterns appertaining to each. In the following 
discussion I propose to follow a Durkheimian interpretation, 
but it must be stressed that this approach, while providing some 
interesting perspectives on "verismo puro", is by no m e a n s  
intended to reflect m o d e r n - d a y  sociological thinking on the 
question of primitive and semi-primitive societies. I believe, 
however, that Durkheim’s pioneering work on the subject can be 
profitably applied to the realms of operatic realism insofar as
it provides us with an excellent point of departure, and does

$so within c o n t e m p o r a r y  terms of reference (indeed, Italian

I

5?
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■ILet us return to the initial concept of a totally primitive 
society Following Durkheim's theory such a society can be '.Ï
defined and analyzed by reference to the social forces which 
prevent its disintegration; namely, those cohesive influences 
within that society w h i c h  w o r k  towards its consolidation, a 
process which Durkheim terms "mechanical solidarity". This, in 
essence, can be described as the wish and need of all members 
of such a society to resemble each other as m u c h  as possible.
This tendency is anthropologically linked to a primeval urge 
within the h u m a n  mind, w h e r e b y  physical safety a nd group 
survival are e q u a t e d  wit h  the n e e d  for large n u m b e r s  of 
similarly motivated and socially united people living together 
in one community. W h e n  w e  take into account the fact that in 
primitive cultures everyone feels m u c h  the s a m e  emotions, 
cherishes the same values, and shares a  c o m m o n  religion, it is 
hardly surprising to find that this total lack of social 
differentiation contributes greatly to the overall stability 
and coherence of the society in question.

T h e  opposite extreme from mechanical solidarity is organic 
s ol i d a r i t y  — t h a t  is to say, a s o c i e t y  in w h i c h  t h e

,;3differentiation b e t w e e n  m e m b e r s  is so highly structured and 
defined that unity and c o n s e n s u s  of purpose are perfectly 
achieved. O u r  o w n  society, if w e  follow this m o d e l , can

'5therefore be defined as being based on organic solidarity,
'j
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w h e r e a s  a primitive culture, such as that of the natives of 
B o r n e o  or the M a t o  G r o s s o  in Brazil, w o u l d  quite clearly 
f u n ction t h r o u g h  m e c h a n i c a l  solidarity. A n o t h e r  w a y  of 
distinguishing b e t w e e n  the two is to consider the process of 
d e v e l o p m e n t  from o n e  kind of solidarity to another. In a 
primitive c o m m u n i t y  the collective feelings of all m e m b e r s  
predominate in such differing features of e v e r y d a y  life as 
decision— taking and the administering of justioe in the case of 
a dispute. T h u s  the collective consciousness of such a society 
is, to all intents and purposes, synonymous with the concept of
individual consciousness. Since everyone thinks in precisely 
the same w a y  in communities of this kind there is little room 
for social d e v i ation or individuality of thought, as the 
complex pattern of social interdicts and imperatives formed by 
the collective consciousness is too strong a barrier to be 
surmounted by any one individual (presuming, of course, that 
s u c h  a b e h a v i o u r  pattern could exist in a culture b a s e d  
exclusively on mechanical solidarity). Let us n o w  consider what 
happens as the course of evolutionary change takes place in a
society of this kind.

■

As a primitive culture becomes progressively more civilised, 
the framework of total mechanical solidarity begins to break 
down. Increased prosperity may bring about a dramatic change in 
life-style; the members of a developing community m a y  find that 
they no longer require to conform to a set of social interdicts 
and imperatives w h i c h  h a v e  ceased to be relevant to their 
current needs. Customs, traditions and taboos m a y  disappear, as
their existence is s h o w n  to be unnecessary in an increasingly 
sophisticated society. T h e  social imperatives of former times, 
such as the basic needs of food, shelter and safety m a y  be 
reduced in importance with the e m e r g e n c e  of stable village 
c o m m u n i t i e s  pursuing s o m e  form of primitive farming in a 
geographically sheltered area. This pattern of development 
enhances the social position of the individual, w h o  n o w  begins 
to a s s u m e  a leadership role in the " n e w "  society. But the 
importance of tradition and p r e c e d e n t , e v e n  if rather less 
well-defined than in previous times, is still very m u c h  to be 
felt. T h e  development of a totally primit ive society into its 
semi — primitive derivative does not m e a n  that organic solidarity 
ha s  fully replaced its m e c h a n i c a l  predecessor; the semi —



primitive society n o w  displays an often strange, yet basically 
stable mixture of past a n d  present. In a word, it allows 
individuality as long as this is properly channelled towards 
r e i n f o r c e m e n t  of t h e  s t a t u s  q u o ;  t h e  o t h e r  k i n d  of 
individuality, that w h i c h  strives t o w a r d s  a r e p l a c e m e n t  of 
c o n t e m p o r a r y  society w i t h  s o m e t h i n g  different or w h i c h
contemplates a total escape from within it, is frowned upon and

:'g'in extreme cases punished. "Verismo puro", as w e  shall see, 
chose to portray the latter.

Having examined the broad outlines of Durkheimian solidarity 
theory,  ̂ let us n o w  consider the social hierarchy structure 
of a typical semi — primit ive society. If w e  consider suc h  a 
community as being in essence a "closed unit" (in other words a 
totally independent and isolated society, coexisting peacefully
with others but fiercely guarding its o w n  autonomy), then the 
formation of strongly defined hierarchical patterns within it 
is very m u c h  encouraged. Suoh a system may well be founded on 
a "patriarch figure” basis, that is to say on the establishment
and maintenance within the community of a leadership hierarchy. 
A n  e x a m p l e  of this is g i v e n  in the f o l l o w i n g  d i a g r a m :

(F.T.Q.)



FIGURE ONE:

h TYPICAL FIXED HIERARCHY S Y S T E M

{Descending order 
of responsibility)

G O D

H E A D  OF C O M M U N I T Y
/K

H E A D  OF FAMILY 
A  
'V

H U S B A N D
A
4/

WIFE

CHILDREN

C LOS E D  U N I T

E N V I R O N M E N T

/e x t e r n a l  F O R C E S  W H I C H  H A V E  HELPED T O  F O R M  H I E R A R C H Y  AND\ V C O N T I N U E  T O  S U S T A I N  IT /

Generally in snob systems w e  find tbat witbin tbe "closed unit" 
leadership is provided primarily by the bead of the community 
(i.e. o n  a pa s t o r a l  / spiritual basis, d e p e n d i n g  on the 
religious beliefs of tbe society). Further d o w n  tbe ladder w e  
h a v e  the h e a d  of the family, w h o  in m o s t  semi — primitive 
societies is the senior male member. T h e n  c o m e s  the family 
unit, with the subservience of wife to husband and the placing 
of children under the jurisdiction of both. Promotion up the 
hierarchical scale is possible, but only for those individuals 
w h o  s how that they are prepared to preserve and maintain the 
social structure in w h ich they live. T h u s  traditionalism, the
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faut the concept remains fundamentally unchanged. T h e  conflict 
already alluded to provides us with a convenient point of 
departure, since it constitutes w h a t  one might describe as 
the "core" of dramatic discord u p o n  w h i c h  the libretto is 
constructed. Within this "core" three basic character patterns 
can be defined. These may be listed as follows:

< a > REBEL

< b > T R A D I T I O N A L I S T

' Ï

guardian of c o m m u n i t y  interests, b e c o m e s  the yard — stick by 
wh ich social pre-e m i n e n c e  and differentiation are judged. It 
also serves a dual purpose insofar as it defends and promotes 
the basic values of the relevant society while simultaneously 
attacking any social devianoy w h i c h  threatens to destroy its 
fabric. In "verismo puro" this devianoy is provided by the 
figure of the rebellious individual, w h o  through his defiance 
of the established norms of society finds existence within it 
impossible, and consequently seeks escape. In doing so he comes 
into conflict with the forces of traditionalism -, the ensuing 
battle ends almost invariably with the death of the rebel and 
complete vindication for the forces defending the status q u o .
Having fully defined the societal structure in which this clash 
of values and aspirations takes place, w e  m a y  n o w  proceed to 
look at this struggle in greater detail.

Let us begin with our original assertion regarding the 
R o m a n t i c  ideal of the rebellion of the individual against 
society. As w e  h a v e  seen, certain aspects h a v e  h a d  to be 
modified in the light of "verismo puro" theoretical practice,

■I

;< c ) VICTIM 1

T h e  above headings cover the three main character —types to be 
found in "verismo p u r o " . Most of the works under discussion
contain one example of each, and it is the interaction between 
all three w h i c h  provides the necessary impetus for dramatic
motivation and movement. In a sense, this central conflict can 
be regarded as the classic "love triangle", the basic patterns 
being either two m e n  in love with one w o m a n  or, alternatively, 
two w o m e n  in love with one man. This structure has of course

%- 8 -



outlines step by step the respective behaviour&1 patterns of 
each:

(P.TO.)

a.been utilised in countless novels and plays, and its undoubted 
popularity stems from its basic simplicity and adaptability to 
different literary creeds a nd f o r m a t s . Operat ically, it h a d  
been in constant use for centuries; from Cavalli to Verdi, this 
most eternal of h u m a n  dilemmas had been dramatised to music. 
"Verismo puro" thus found a firmly established precedent on 
w h i c h  a new, if not entirely original d r a m a t u r g y  could be 
based. T h e  triangle r e m a i n e d  intact, but the surrounding  
infrastructure w as completely altered.

Let u s  n o w  f o c u s  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  o n  the t h r e e  m a i n  
character—types already delineated. T h e  previous discussion has 
demonstrated h o w  the Rebel in "verismo puro" is in conflict 
with the moral and social interdicts of his environment. T h e  
Traditionalist represents the complete opposite; a figure w h o  
both accepts and maintains the status quo and feels no need to 
reject the tenets of the society to which he belongs. T h u s  w e  
are dealing with two extremes; and, somewhat inevitably, there
is conflict w h e n  both c o m e  to g e t h e r . T h e  clash of values, 
aspirations and objectives leads to dramatic confrontation in 
which the Victim, our third character— type, is oaught up. This 
figure finds herself * trapped in the conflict between Rebel and 
Traditionalist and, as the term implies, pays the penalty for 
her involvement But before w e  elaborate any further on the 
role of the Victim in "verismo puro", it m a y  be useful to 
consider in greater detail the primary characteristics of both 
R e b e l  a n d  Traditionalist. B y  far the easiest m e t h o d  of 
achieving this is by m e a n s  of the following diagram, w h i c h

I



FIGURE TWO;

REBEL A N D  T R A D I T I O N A L I S T  P A T T E R N S  OF B E H A V I O U R

REBEL ^ C O N F L I C T
(individual)

E X T R E M E  ACTIVITY 
(devianoy)

R E J E C T I O N  O F  D E S T I N Y  
(rejection o£ 
suffering)

R E J E C T I O N  O F  T R A D I T I O N  
(religion, customs)

A T T E M P T  T O  E S C A P E  
F R O M  SOCIETY

T R A D I T I O N A L I S T
(conformist)

E X T R E M E  PAS S I V I T Y
(normality)

A C C E P T A N C E  O F  D E S T I N Y
(acceptance of 

suffering)

FINAL G O A L  = STABILITY 
through A C H I E V E M E N T  OF 
P E R S O N A L  F R E E D O M

FAILURE
(in society's eyes)

A C C E P T A N C E  O F  T R A D I T I O N
(religion, customs)

A T T E M P T  T O  R E I N F O R C E  
P O S I T I O N  IN S O C I E T Y

FINAL G O A L  « STABILITY 
through C O N S O L I D A T I O N  OF 

S O C I E T Y  N O R M S  + V A L U E S

S U C C E S S
(in society ’ s eyes)

:
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T h i s  delineation of the R e bel — Tradit ionalist conflict 
introduces two hitherto unexplained factors. T h e  first of these 
concerns the terms "devianoy" and "normality", which should be 
viewed in relation to society*s opinion of the behaviour of 
both character-types. Rebels, w h o  attempt to break awa y  from 
what they regard as the oppressiveness of society, will incur 
the disfavour of that s a m e  society, w h i c h  will consequently

.1

;
b r a n d  t h e m  as social deviants. In m u o h  t h e  s a m e  w a y  
Traditionalists, by dint of their acceptance and maintenance of

I'
the social norms, will be praised and extolled in their role of 
guardians of social normality. T h e  second factor is that of 
hierarchical position, and its use in charting the respective 
positions upon the social ladder of the various character— types 
in *'verismo puro", Promotion up the scale is effected through 
consolidation of the accepted n o rms and values of the society 
b e i n g  d e p i c t e d ,  a n d  as s u c h  c a n  o n l y  be a c h i e v e d  by  
Traditionalists. R e b e l s , b e c a u s e  of their unwillingness to 
conform, are conversely u n p r e o c c u p i e d  with reinforcing or 
bettering their hierarchical position; the wish to escape is, 
for them, of far greater importance. In attempting to break 
free from society, they forfeit their placing on the social 
hierarchy and become outcasts from it.

T h e  Rebel — Traditionalist conflict thus appears to be an
integral part of the structure of the "verismo puro" libretto. 
But to w h a t  e x t e n t , o n e  m a y  ask, w a s  this a totally n e w  
development on the operatic stage? Like m a n y  other apparent 
innovations, the Rebel - T r  adit ionalist antithesis is firmly 
rooted in Verdian p r e c e d e n t , but with several f u n d a m e n t a l
differences; these, w h e n  fully appreciated, highlight those 
features of "verismo puro" which struck contemporary observers 
as being significant changes from previous operatic practice, 
but w h i c h  in r e t r o s p e c t  n o w  a p p e a r  a s their logical 
continuation. S u c h  a discussion is most easily initiated by 
adopting a linear approach; dealing in turn with the individual 
concepts of the Rebel, Traditionalist and Victim, and then 
progressing to an overall appreciation of their interaction, w e t:
can achieve a clearer picture of this particular aspect of 
"verismo puro" theory. Let us begin with the key figure of this 
triptych, the Rebel.

It



<l> Tlie Rebel iTt "verismo puro**: —

W e  h e v e  s e e n ,  in o u r  D u r  klteimian a n a l y s i s  o| the 
transitional period within w h i c h  a totally primitive society 
becomes fully civilised, h o w  the emergence of the individual is 
the natural outcome of the gradual change-over from mechanical 
to o r g a n i c  solidarity. " V e r  i s m o  p u r o ” , w i t h  its overall 
emphasis on the depiction of a semi— primitive society, deals in 
the m a i n  with those c o m m u n i t i e s  in w h i c h  this process of 
d e v e l o p m e n t  h a s  r e a c h e d  a crucial point: that w h e r e  the
rebellion of the individual poses an apparent threat to the 
pre-established social structure and hierarchy. O n  the operatic 
stage such milieus w e r e  original, insofar as co m p o s e r s  and 
librettists had rarely, until the advent of realism, sought to 
portray the struggles and tensions of semi-primitive cultures; 
Italian opera had previously concentrated its attentions on 
rebels of a different kind, those produced by a society which 
w a s  in a state of political turmoil. In a sense, there is a 
direct link between the Romantic rebel, with his yearning for :
freedom from the evils of civilization, and his semi — primitive 
counterpart, for w h o m  the trappings of an archaic m o d e  of 
existence, with its absurdly complicated and restrictive code 
of social imperatives and interdicts, poses a threat to hopes 
of personal fulfilment and happiness. T h e  Verdian ideal w a s  
almost exclusively concerned with the sympathetic portrayal of 
the Romantic hero, struggling against his o w n  destiny within a 
society in the throes of moral or political upheaval. M&nrico 
in ” 11 t r o v a t o r e ” fights a g a i n s t  the political t y r a n n y  
personified in the C o n t e  di Luna, w h e r e a s  in " U n  hallo in 
m a s c h e r a "  Riccar do is t h r e atened with assassinat ion by a 
hostile political faction. D o n  Carlo, in the opera of the same 
name, is an especially fine example; his rebellion against the 
G h u r o h  (in t he g u ise of the S p a n i s h  Inquisition), the 
oppressive rule of his father (as s h o w n  by the F l a n d e r s  
episode), and the crucial imperatives of international politics 
(the mar r i a g e  of Elisabetta to King Philip) are different 
facets of the same Romantic dilemma: the search for freedom in

1'an over— civilized, over-complicated world w h e r e  social a n d  
political necessity take no heed of moral issues.

I
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Kt the core of this oonfHot lies Verdi's firm belief in a 
basic order of things; the individual can never find happiness 
outside the almost legalistic framework of Verdian morality, 
w h e r e  the Christian precepts of love, personal sacrifice and 
forgiveness triumph over the " p a g a n ” equivalents of hate, 
jealousy and vindictiveness. T h e  e n d i n g  of "La forza del 
destine", with D o n  Alvaro’s repentance before Padre Guardiano, 
s h o w s  this all too clearly; a n d  it is significant that this 
solution, with its moral emphasis on Christian resignation to 
one's destiny, should have replaced that of the earlier version 
w h ich culminated in Alvaro’s violent rejection of God and his 
s u b s e q u e n t  suicide. Similarly, D o n  Carlo sacrifices his 
"incestuous" love of Elisabetta for the sake of the political 
freedom of the Flanders rebels, while in "La traviata" Alfredo 
yields to the wishes of his father and breaks with Violetta. As 
a general rule virtue is prized, if not a l w a y s  r e w a r d e d , 
whereas vice, if not always punished, is never condoned. T h u s  
w e  m a y  feel compassion for Higoletto, w h o s e  immoderate desire 
for revenge is punished by his daughter’s death, in the same way 
as w e  pity Renato, w h o s e  blind jealousy leads to the murder of 
his truest friend; * both m e n ’s motives, however understandable, 
must in the last analysis be s h o w n  to have b e e n  misguided, 
an d  their eventual repentance of these misdeeds redresses 
the balance. Alternatively, however, neither Paolo in " S i m o n  
Bocoanegra" nor lago in "Otello ” atone for their crimes; like 
the D u k e  in "Rigoletto” they escape scot-free, but such is 
the force of Verdi’s overwhelming humanity that they too are 
forgiven, as w e  realize that these are not u n p a r d o n a b l e ,  
irredeemable villains but misguided, unhappy individuals, to be 
pitied rather than despised.

I
How, then, is the Verdian ideal interpreted by " verismo

' spuro" ? T h e  first point w h i c h  b e c o m e s  clear is that w e  are 
dealing with a limitation, rather than a drastic overhaul of 
the ethos of Verdian dramaturgy ; wh e r e a s  Verdi’s palette of 
o d o u r s  ranged from the dramatic portrayal of liberal political 
ideals to the private anguish of unrequited love (although one 
arises out of and is dependent on the other), "verismo puro " 
limits itself to a smaller c a n v a s , that of the struggle for 
p e r s o n a l  f r e e d o m  a n d  h a p p i n e s s  w i t h i n  the suffocating 
constraints of an oppressive society. In so doing, the scale of

I
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conflict is dramatically reduced; the Verdian rebel, with his 
c o m p l e x  m i x t u r e  of political, m o r a l  a n d  social ideals is 
t r a n s f o r m e d  into a " v e r i s m o  p u r o ” suc c e s s o r  w h o s e  m a i n  
preoccupation is not h o w  to conform to society, but rather h o w  
best to opt out from it. As Luigi Baldacci has convincingly 
argued, the moral backbone of Verdian precedent is abandoned, 
and its place taken by w h a t  purported to be the naturalistic

.aportrayal of an almost S t e n d h a l i a n  " c h a s s e  au bonheur";

Se la drammaturgia verdiana e caratteriszata dal contraste

Baldacci’s assertions are extremely interesting; w h e r e a s  his 
analysis of c h a r a c t e r  p a t t e r n s  in " v e r i s m o ” is a rather 
broad generalisation, the n a r r o w  classification of "vincitori 
e V it t ime " lacks p r e c i s i o n . T h e  existence of the Victim

I

1

tra la legge e la fatalita ohe oi porta ad esserne fuori, 
m a  n o n  con riottosa cosciensa ribellistioa, bensT eon la 
disperazione di chi sa solo nella legge e la verita e la 
pace della coscienza, il fulcro legalitario nella drammaturgia 
post — verdiana scompare <e con esso la figura paterna), e 
ad esso si sostuisce un oriterio naturalistico di selezione: 
nella lotta della vita vinoe il piu forte e il piu forte 
e chi vinoe nel gioco dell'amore E cosi* che i personaggi 
si distinguo n o  in d u e  olassi f u n d a m e n t  ali : vincitori e 
vittime, e le vittime si offrono masochistamente, consce 
della propria infériorité biologica, c o m e  scalino per 
la félicita di chi vinoe. Quelle m a n z o n i a n a  "pietas" che 
involge tut to il teatr o verdiano, dai "Lombardi" ai "Due 
Foscari”, dall*"Aroldo" alia "Forza del destine", si dilegua 
insieme coi ooncetti di perdono e di redenzione. Si chiude 
il cieio ohe acooglieva le traviate e i ribelli e la terra 
diventa u n  paradise; per chi abbia saputo accordere la 
propria sensualité col senso intime della nature e della 
vita. U n a  f i g u r a  n u o v a  si affaccia alia s c e n e  del 
melodramma, quelle dell’artista, che m a s s i m a m e n t e  vive, e 
Vince, in quanto massimamente sente.^

in "verismo puro" h a s  already b e e n  noted, but there is a 
further extension of this concept in the portrayal of the 
Rebel, w h o  because of his failure is often just as tragic a 
f i g u r e . Are w e  to a s s u m e , then, that the Traditionalist,

14



beo&use he is for the most part "morally" and "legally" right, 
is to be counted amongst ”i vincitori"? Such a term implies a 
tone of triumphant vindication which would be out of place in 
"verismo pure"; as w e  shall see, the Traditionalist d o e s  
usually win, but it is a Pyrrhic v ictory rather t han an 
unqualified one; as Baldaoci remarks, it is " u n a lotta della 
vita" and not a conflict of abstract ideals, and any solution 
reached must by its very nature be short-term and consequently 
unsatisfactory. This point m a y  be clarified fay an examination 
of the role of the Rebel within the operas under discussion.

(a) R e a s o n s  for rebellion (e.g. illioit or adulterous love,
lack of or loss of love)

(b > M e t h o d s  of rebellion (e.g. rejection of status quo,
reinforcement of illegal 

love relationship)

( o) O u t c o m e  of rebellion (e.g. a t t e m p t  to e s c a p e  f r o m
situation, l e a d i n g  to 

eventual death)

T h e s e  h e a d i n g s ,  along w i t h  an additional o n e  c o v e r i n g  
hierarchical positicn, can be incorporated into a table whioh 
illuminates the central dilemma of the Rebel:

Rebellion in " v e r i s m o  puro" is, as has b e e n  s h o w n ,  a 
tortured and agonized search for personal fulfilment. T h i s  
stems from a basic inability to reconcile o n e ’s emotional and 
social lives; to do so in v o l v e s  conflict of o n e  k i n d  or 
a n o t h e r , since the R e b e l ’s objectives are at variance with 
those of the society in w h i o h  he  lives. Social hierarchy is 
obviously of fundamental importance; as w e  shall see, s ome 
Rebels have low positions in the hierarchy (and so find the 
temptation to escape all the more attractive) whereas others 
reject responsibility of various kinds. T h e  actual process of 
rebellion can be described in three phases, w h i c h  m a y  be 
enumerated as follows:

I

IS



1 1 
1 1 
1 Z  1

I
t
t

1
1
1

1 o  t 1 1
63 1 p 1

1 h J  1 1 1
1 h J  1 1 1
1 A )  1 o 1 o p A3 1 p
1 m  1 HI 1 13
1 M  1 1 p o
1 a :  I a : » 1 O
i 1 Mi X 1 C l z
! A< 1 1 I P
1 O  t Ï* . 1 f - A ' 1 ul
1 1 XI » 1 XI Xt
J A I  1 1 p 1 in
I z  I t l «1 1 "O t J t 3
1 O  1 o 1 p p
1 C.Î 1 «3 o I 0
1 f - t  1 O 1 0
1 %) 1 «I p 1 0
1 O  1 
1 1

a : A I 1 %  
I

t o X 1 C l 
1

1 1 
1 1

1
t

1

1 z  • w A3 o . 1 o
1 o  I . .  «

M » 1 t l . p  « o 1 > -  p
1 1 A3 O 1 13 1 M i 0
1 M l 1 O  fS 8  M i 1 P P  M
1 A i  1 M l « •< 1 z O  p O  M i P 1 8  o  -»i
1 m  t t o p 1 p ■i-i 6». 1 ftS «V-4 O
t A I  1 XI x :  A3 1 X  a . ■ ■“ P  M 1 «V4
t A Î  t 1 M i *3 p  «  M 1
t 1 M i O  D . 1 M i O ( 8  !» P
1 A ,  1 g  ^ 1 3  p O  O i P  M i 1 O  O  M

' ^ t O  1 A p  • i I p n  P  p
1 o i 1 O O  A3 1 > ' «  o

1 t o  1 A  M i A 1 M O t 3  A3 .- • M 1 1 3  A3 A3
1 h.3 1 A  1 «J 41 M i O 1 P M i 41 KM ^  k i 1 P  p  M i
1 1 O  1 M , Ü M i O  M i o  o p  M i CU M 1 O , p  M i M i
( M t s c  1 M i A M i O  «1 « I  M i p M i ,«  P C3> P  M  O 1 A3 0  < P P
1 m 1 ^  1 P  T -. .M  o 1 p  p •M  HI o  B ! O  M i p i
1 w < A I I nçï « •O  «1 n  * I 1 «K3 M P P « I A3 1 HI p  M i .K i
1 1 K  1 AC M A> «J I AC O . M i ÿ  M A i to  p  c l 1 fJ I <»i p it

1 4 .
1 O 1 t I 1

) to 1 O  ! m HI 1 «  A3 1
1 Z A p p 1
1 <a 1 M l 1 O o 1 o Ï» 1
1 w 1 M l 1 o A3 P 1
1 1 A I t M V Ai 43 1 Z  «
1 H 1 A I I O  * '  «3 1 p o o 1 o
1 •< 1 A I 1 ) 3> Xi AS
1 A , 1 me 1 P  M P  M i 1 a HI f

1 1 V W  Mi A  P  A3 p  o 1 p
1 A , 1 a :  I >  *3 O !»  «3 0 1 P  O t >  p
1 O 1 O  1 O  m I O  AC 1 Ml p 1 O  K

1 A , 1 1 p o „ P 1 M i 43
1 cn 1 1 «J ti A3 k i 1 o

1 to  1 •Mi n  o •M  P  O O  A3
1 CO 1 Z  1 O  A  «Mi 1 p O  i  O 1 O  p
1 pM 1 O  1 P 1 M i M «  AS t? 1 M i
1 r* ) 1 CO 1 «  -Mi (H «  MI V t M i t3 1 p  k i
1 << 1 ^  1 m  A  > HI M i j> 1 P t3

Xi ^
1 HI MC

< z 1 A I 1 0 * 1 0 O  M  O 1 t l  p 0 * 0 1 O  i.
1 < 1 a :  I m I  t o  M i M l O  M i • »*: Z m I  *Ai 1 M l M i

I •< 1 1 t 1
1 z  1 1 1

1 1 1 O  1 1 1
C  P I o 1

1 A } 1 H  1 1 1
1

1 O 1 t o  t M « O 1 o p 1 o
1 O  1 A  « P 1 rO 1

1 M 1 A i  1 M i O M l 1 p t p
1 K.) I 1 tJ -M 1 o P « t o
1 A ) \ m I I 1 p ^  t " 1 HI
1 « : I << t O  M a 1 M 1
1 H I A I  t «1 p .  g 1 M. 0

1 « p  m
1 ^ « ÏC  ) - o  t i  z I p P  A3 1 43 8

f O  ( «1 o 1 0  a 0  C l 1 P  M
< A :  1 M  P 1 g  z
1 Mi 1 Æ  A  O 1 p p p 1 O
1 A :  1 O  t ) ( 0 rP o ,P  *3 1 1 3  a
! M  1 0  * )  P 43 p  ' f i HI O 1 P HI

«  t i  p 1 p Mi O Mi O 1 A3 O
1 s c  1 
1 1

t n  - i^  «1 « t A i  
1

A i  Ê-i A i  M i 1 Ml (P  
1

1 1 I 1 I 1

I
1
1

1
1

1 1 1 1 i
1 1 1 A3
1 1 «  s A I  S 1 p
1 m : I Mi t) (r. A3 I A3
1 a :  I t* C Z  *' ) o
1 A I  t at K} AC ■'i 1 o o 1 ul
1 A i  1 Mi Ü 1 p Cl -i- s Cl Hi s 1 O  P
1 O  1 P Mi .M z Ml P P Ml HI O
1 ! P  *J * i AC A3 1 C l M i m I  A3 M i
1 +, 1 Q  f *  rt 1 M i Ç3. Mi t o  O Mi 43  M 1 fC  Mi
f 1 O  p 1 p i  « C l P C l o « (Ul K
i  m I  1 A I A I  M É-i Z 1 m I  A i C l  iC  Ml a  <  o 1 C l kJ
1 A I  t P  ; Mi - 1 M i -A t fJj ;t
1 A I  t S> M" 1 t o C l C l Î f i i
1 A I  1 1 1
1 A :  1
1 1
1 1 -A-



o

1
1

Z  1

1
1
1

1
1
1

o  1 1

l-J 1 1 P
kil 1 1 0 1
W  1 1 m 1 P

1 t) 1 P .P
M  1 o 1 P A3 1 13 0
m  1 o 1 M

8 1 :5 Al 1 X
tU< 1 < p 1
o  1 1 s* Ul 1 >

1 ,0 1 rO rO
tUI 1 o 1 O Ml 1
Z  1 1 •» 1 13 13
o  1 x 1 P ,p 1 P P
9  1 8
1-. 1 M 8
ro 1 V P 0
o  1 Cl ! f*; 

1
P O 1 X  

1
X

1
1

1
1 o

I

Z  I 1 p
o  1 !» I P

6) ü* 43 Hl Cl
1 o  m p

m 1 I 1 « tl Mi O P  A3
CI 1 8  Mi 1 8 8  M- Cl. P p
m  1 Ml 1 .41 p p P P  P 1 P A3 p
M  1 45 8 Mi p  45 1 43 O 43 .p
fp 1 1 O  * .rt tl 1 M» Al O

1 O  O 8  Mi P M  Al 1 Mi o p
f*i 1 1 0  X p  p o  P o O 1 g  m ’S p
o  1 P  P 1 P o P 1 P p Cl

O  Mi ul 1 Ul Cl >
crj 1 1 O. p ("i p M P 1 ki o  p
Cl 1 1 a. P t * p 1 P  -M- 43 p p p
O  1 o  o 1 A3 fC p  tfl a  Al o. o pF ' p  Al 1 P  O ‘X  1 A3 Z M P 1 .-Ki (3 p AS
F  1 1 13 1 p o 0 $ 1 P  M  Cl> p o 0
M  1 p  m 1 Mi P ul o m P 1 13 Mi O 13 Ul
Z  1 

1
IP 4J 1 X  %  

1
o  » kl M* p rtC ul 1 Alï O-'k' 

1
<  CI P

1
Z  '

1
1 p P

1
1

o  1 1 f' X > 1 X
t 0 O

Ml 1 1 O Cl
Ml 1 t % %
kl 1 1 M  -*i 1
m  1 o 1 O  Mi p  p O 1 p P P p
W  1 1 Mi o o  o Mi t> 1 Ri Ri P
ip 1 1 o O

1 V P  'Ml p
%  ' 1 !» Mi .. o  .Ki >  Mi if 1 Cl
o  i o 1 o  Mi p  Al Ul o 1 Ul Ul M Ul
ki 1 o  •« o 1 P P A3 o

H1 o A3 1 O O P o
tO 1 1 Mi
Z  ‘ 0 1 o  3 X  *' Mi o \ p A3 1 p  M P P
O  1 Al 1 a A: Al Al O  z o  p 1 P P Al A)
trt 1 II) o ) ni 1 Ul Mi M  P Ul
<  t W  .M 1 m  Al Ai ul o Ul Al 1 P  P P 0 Ul P
kl 1 o  8 1 o  p o  Mi (3 O  Mi 0 1 'P M, ’O O
IP 1 m 1 1 m3 X  

1
•Ai tl Ul Ml "M r~i Z 1 «1 ki 

1
(< a  f p

o
Mi p 1 1

H  1 P 1
p 1 o 1 Cl

en t O o 1 0 t 1 P
O  t P •p 1 1 p 1 ■O
ki 1 Ul p 1 P 1 o 1

1
8

C 1 0 1 p 1 ta
Ml 1 p 1 P 1
X  1 P o  -M 0 1 1 P
d  1 c & 1 X 1 o

p  o m o  C 1 Mi 1 P-.M
X 1 >P .M Cl *i p 1 P 1 s 2
d  1 M  ul p  p 1 (3 P 1 8  p
X  1 Ul ki ul f %  -M t m  Mi
M i 1 Al o M  8 1 O  A3 1 ,« p 1 Ri. ta
X  t Ü p  p 1 13 8 1 0  8 1 Ul p
kl 1 o  o p 1 P  M 1 p  ki 1 P  c

P C  M 0 ki p 1 «  P 1
X  f O o Ul ki p 1 Ml d 1 IM Cl 1 Id H

1 1
' " '

1
1 " " "

1
'

1
1
1

1
1

1
1

1
1

1

1 t 1 I » 1 O
1 1

M i 1 1 O l 'A 1
X  1 t t 1 m A3 } t 0
kl 1 1 p 1 G  \ i uO
Ai 1 o 1 o  o C  i 1 A3
O  1 o  « :s: 1 P  1 O-

Cl ü 1 m ï O  « 1 P 'X3 1
+ 1 1 fji4 o 1 ^ 1 4J A3 i A< *M 1 c>

-< 8 ( 1 ■' ; a< A3 1 Z ’t) %  \ %  N
Ml 1 Z  .< Î£C 1 z  z 1 M  * \ 1 Z)
kl 1 r i r-H ît 1 M  " I o  •'*' 1 H 1
kl 1 kl “.i CJ 1 li: " i 1
kl 1 i
a : I 1 >sa

1 m I
( 1 i

- .A r* . •* '■■ ■ ■* rA 'A ,k ,



1

Several valid points can be m a d e  regarding hierarchical 
position. As already stated, the "verismo puro" Rebel occupies 
the lower rungs of the social ladder, insofar as he is either a 
tradesman, w o r k e r  or farmer, with no  immediate duties or 
responsibilities b e y o n d  those of his family or occupation.
While being a respected and popular member of the community, he 
is independent insofar as he is not regarded as a counsellor, 
leader or patriarch figure. Having no  civic duties or close 
e n v i r o n m e n t a l  ties, he finds it easy to take the crucial 
decision to opt out. This course of action is even simpler for 
those Rebels w h o  h a v e  no  strongly defined social position ; 
these include such figures as Rinaldo and Turiddu (the former 
an outcast from society, the latter drifting aimlessly, unable 
to settle d o w n  after military service). In several oases 
dissatisfaction with hierarchical position is a contributory 
factor to the decision to rebel; C i m - F e n ’s diatribe against 
H u - T s i n ’s w e a l t h  a n d  position s h o w s  all too clearly a 

deep-rooted envy and hatred for those above him on the social 
scale.* Luigi similarly voices his discontent with the working 
conditions on the barges, m a k i n g  the point that stevedores
like h i m s e l f  a re b e i n g  r u t h l e s s l y  e x p l o i t e d  by their

» 1: employers.^ However, such cases are very m u c h  in the minority;
because of the relatively small scale of the "verismo puro"
w o r k ,  librettists f o u n d  it impractical to include social
c o m m e n t  without seriously overloading the dramatic structure.
Another and perhaps mor e  feasible explanation concerns the
ramifications of such statements; carried to excess, the danger
of alienating or e v e n  provoking an essentially middle-cl ass
audience by expounding what might appear as left-wing, almost
revolutionary doctrines w a s  all too apparent to librettists of
the day As we  have seen in Part One, publishers w e r e  very ?
w a r y  of a n y  libretto w h i c h  c o u l d  be i n t e r p r e t e d  in a n ■11
unfavourable political light ; in an Italy which, at the turn of

■■■

the century, w a s  racked with social discontent, civil strife 
and governmental inefficiency, such comment had to be avoided 
at all costs.

Barring dissatisfaction with o n e ’s position in the social 
hierarchy, what are the principal reasons for rebellion? As the 
table clearly shows, these revolve around one basic concept ; 
that of sexual love (by this term I m e a n  that love which seeks
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p r o d u c e  the bitter fruits of failure a nd ultimate tragedy

eventual fulfilment in sexual union, either within or without 
the bounds of marriage). Rebellion can derive either from the 
presence of this love or from its absence or ultimate loss. A  
f e w  e x a m p l e s  will clarify this notion. In " C a v a l l e r i a  
rusticana" it is T u r i d d u ’s adulterous love for Lola together 
with his abandonment of Santussa which constitute the primary 
motives for rebellion In " M a l a  vita" a slightly different 
situation arises; a renewal of love b e t w e e n  Vito and Amalia 
(adulterous because of the letter's marriage to Annetiello) 
brings about a loss of love in that Cristina is abandoned by 
Vito. Most other "verismo puro" works follow similar patterns, 
although in the later and more dramatically concise operas such 
as "I gioielli della Madonna", "Zingari" and "II tabarro" there 
is only one clear motive for rebellion, namely the existence of 
an adulterous or otherwise illicit love. All the operas a r e , 
however, unified by a central concept which m a y  be summarized 
as follows: rebellion in " v e r i s m o  p u r o "  arises fro m  the
conflict b e t w e e n  the presence of illicit love and the absence 
or loss of its legitimate counterpart. T h e  proposed marriages 
of Turiddu to Santuzza, Vito to Cristina, Ciccillo to Maria or 
Federico to Vivetta would, had they taken place, have conformed 
to social n o r m s  an d  thus avoided the need for conflict ; but
because of the absence or loss of any sincere and socially 
a c c e p t a b l e  love b e t w e e n  a n y  of t h e s e  couples, a n d  the
corresponding existence of a strong, sensual but ultimately 
illioit or adulterous love b e t w e e n  one partner and a third 
party, the seeds of rebellion are sown, swiftly germinating to

c:

T h e  establishment of suc h  clearly defined m o t i v e s  for 
rebellion lead us logically onto the m e t h o d s  adopted for its 
fulfilment. This part of the process is by its very nature of
g r e a t  c o m p l e x i t y ,  a n d  h a s  its b a s i s  in t he e l a b o r a t e
"contractual” structure of a semi-primitive society (compounded
from D u r k h e i m i a n  t h eory a n d  dealt with at length in the 
following chapter), but for the m o m e n t  it will suffice to limit 
ourselves to some broad generalizations. Expressed in its most 
basic f o r m , the m e t h o d s  of rebellion e m p l o y e d  arise quite 
naturally from underlying motives such as the presence of 
adulterous or illicit love and loss of legitimate love ; these
are n o w  transformed into tangible actions which either cement
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together illegal relationships or destroy potential or existing 
legal equivalents. Th o u g h t  and intent are translated into acts 
of provocation a n d  rebellion ; adulterous or illicit love is 
c o n s u m m a t e d ,  existing a n d  contradictory relationships are 
severed, and a plan of escape is formulated. In individual 
operas several of these phases are either missing or telesooped 
together; in "Cavalleria rusticana" T u r i d d u ’s adultery is 
clearly established a n d  his rejection of S a n t u z z a  vividly 
portrayed, but there is no corresponding scene w h ere Turiddu 
and Lola decide to escape from their dilemma. "A Santa Lucia", 
" L ’oracolo" and "I gioielli della M a d o n n a "  follow the s a m e  
pattern, whereas operas such as "Fagliacci", "A basso porto" 
"Maia ”, "Zingari" and "II tabarro" omit the on — stage breaking 
of pre-existing relationships (this concept will, as already 
stated, be fully outlined in the next chapter).

Finally, a word must be said about the outcome of rebellions

n a m e l y  "Cavalleria rusticana” , "Fagliacoi ”, " A basso potto",
" L ’o r a c o l o ’”, "Zingari" a n d  "II t a b a r r o ”. In "Arnica ’’ a n d

in "verismo p u r o " . In the majority of cases the Rebel meets 
with death, either through suicide (as in *’L*Arlesiana" and "I 
gioielli della Madonna") or through murder by the Traditionalist 
(whose motives w e  shall shortly describe). T h e  latter solution 
is adopted in precisely half of the operas under discussion,

" M a i a " the R e b e l  s u c c e e d s  in escaping, but w i t h o u t  his 
partner ; Rinaldo a b a n d o n s  Arnica (who promptly falls to her 
death d o w n  a ravine while attempting to follow him), whereas 
Maia sacrifices herself by a s s u m i n g  responsibility for the 
murder of Tories, thereby allowing Renaud to escape (in actual 
fact she d r o w n s  herself, just as the villagers are seeking 
vengeance) Both Rinaldo and R e n a u d  are therefore forced into 
situations w h ere either they or their lovers must forfeit their 
life ; b e c ause of t h i s , they ultimately fail to fulfil their 
primary objective (the achievement of personal happiness), 
since this very h a p p i n e s s  is d e p e n d e n t  on  the ability to 
escape from a moral dilemma and live in peace with one’s chosen 
partner. In both cases this chosen partner (whether it be Maia 
or Arnica) dies, thereby destroying any chance the Rebel might 
h a v e  of attaining s o m e  m e a s u r e  of p e r s o n a l  fulfilment .
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Il is only in one opera that this ideal is achieved; in 
"Mala vita” Vito Aniante escapes with Amalia after abandoning 
Cristina (who, w i t h  a typically m e l o d r a m a t i c  flourish, 
collapses, overcome by grief, on the steps of the brothel from 
wh i o h  she had been liberated by her erstwhile lover). It is 
interesting to consider contemporary audience reaction to this 
denouement ; as w e  have seen, m a n y  opera—goers found it highly 
distasteful, in the sense that allowing Vito to escape with 
a n o t h e r  m a n ’s wife constituted a clear b r e a c h  of public f!
morality, and as such could not be condoned. Indeed, public

''îopinion w a s  so firmly rooted against the opera that Giordano
•’iiand Daspuro found it necessary to revise the work, toning d own  

some of the more troublesome aspects of the plot and removing 
the principle objection, namely the portrayal of Annetiello as 
a drunkard h u s b a n d  successfully cuckolded by a scheming, 
rebellious wife and her equally unsavoury lover." T h i s  w a s  don e

■Iin the revision, renamed "11 veto", where the figure of Annetiello 
was suppressed and Amalia described as being "sposata a un uomo 
attualmente in carcere". Furthermore Vito, instead of vowing to 
redeem "una donna perduta", n o w  promised to marry "una donna 
tradita" — a clear concession by Giordano and his librettist to 
the public’s sense of morality, with Cristina becoming (in the 
w o r d s  of Marco) " u n ’altra vittima i n n o c e n t e  d ’amor". T h e  
remainder of the opera is basically unchanged, except for the 
absence of Annetiello’s drunken altercation with his wife in 
Act T w o  a n d  a m i n o r  c h a n g e  of detail in having Cristina 
collapse on the steps of her house rather than on those of the 
local brothel It will be seen from this description of changes 
made that at the end of the opera Vito and Amalia still mana g e  
to e s c a p e  at the e x p e n s e  of Cristina, w h o  is s u m m a r i l y  
abandoned. Giordano and Daspuro m a y  have thought that the 
absence of Annetiello would have placated audience reaction to 
the point of accepting Cristina’s betrayal and the escape of 
the illioit lovers. H o w e v e r , it appears that this w a s  not to

X'be the case ; "11 voto" h a d  an e m b  aras singly short run of
performances, and w a s  as widely criticized as its predecessor. 
T h e  lesson that vice must be seen to be punished and virtue 
u l t i m a t e l y  r e w a r d e d  h a d  n o t  yet b e e n  learnt by m a n y  
librettists; the It alian op e r a t i c  s t age r e m a i n e d  d e e p l y  
c o n s e r v a t i v e  in its attitude to public morality, a n d  w a s
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therefore unable to accept a successful resolution of the 
Rebel’s dilemma.

This tendency of contemporary opera audiences to gravitate 
t o w a r d s  a morally acceptable solution is of f u n d a m e n t a l  
importance. T h e  Rebel is, by his very nature, an ambivalent 
figure; b e c a u s e  of the s i m u l t a n e o u s  p r e s e n c e  w i t h i n  his 
personality of w h a t  could be described as "moral lacunae" 
(together with a m o d i c u m  of m o r e  positive attributes), it 
b e c omes almost impossible either to identify completely or be 
totally o p p o s e d  to s u c h  a character. H e  is, in essence, a 
complex mixture of contradictory forces, and is very far from 
being the stereotyped R o m a n t i c  hero so beloved of earlier 
generations of cpera-goers (although, as w e  have already seen,

■ isome aspects of his nature derive ultimately from the ethos of 
Romanticism). T h e s e  same features are those which have been 
described as "positive"; the courageous, dynamic and high-minded

■;SRebel of "verismo puro" appears on the surface to be a complete 
reworking of the Romantic hero, and the parentheses can be 
explained by the fact that for a contemporary Italian audience 
w e a n e d  on the Romanticism of Scott, H u g o  and Manzoni, such 
a t t r i b u t e s  w e r e  h i g h l y  prized. Bu t  this a t t r a c t i o n  is 
considerably lessened in "verismo puro" because of the precise 
objectives of the Rebel ; no longer is political freedom to be 
sought for, a n d  love e n s h r i n e d  as a h o l y , e n n o b l i n g  a n d  
ultimately purgatory force ; the aim is to achieve personal 
rather than collective happiness, and the driving force in 
attaining this is of a sexual, rather than ideological nature. "x.
T h e  "negative” attributes are those, therefore, w h i c h  emerge 
from the portrayal of such a figure, and have their basis in 
the tenets of contemporary Naturalism; the Rebel can also be a 
weak, violent and insensitive individual, and to delineate this 
side of his character requires Naturalistic t e c h n i q u e s . A n  
adequate balance is thus achieved between opposite polarities, 
and the result is a figure w h o  remains problematical. Whether 
h e r o ,  a n t i - h e r o  or villain the Rebel, b e c a u s e  of his 
uncompromising stance against society, must ultimately fail in

"Ïhis objective; the audience, as ever, expects the fundamental 
tenets of Christian morality to be upheld, and with almost no 
exceptions this is what generally happens. Indeed, since the 
m o t i v e  for his r e b e l l i o n  is s e x u a l  in origin, it m u s t
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inevitably be construed as sinful, and the corresponding quest
■Ïfor eventual gratification of the sexual urge contrasts sharply 

with the prevailing e t h o s  of the n i n e t e e n t h  century, as 
symbolised by the pursual of high-minded politico— social ideals 
in the operas of Verdi. However sympathetic or understanding an 
audience m a y  be, it is unlikely to condone pre — marital sexual 
relations or adultery, whether understood or implied within an 
opera. It is for this reason that the Rebel is always male; the 
Italy of the 1890*s w a s  hardly ready for the portrayal of a 
female Rebel, and because of the prevailing view that w o m e n  
w e r e  the submissive, rather t h a n  d o m i n a n t  figures in a 
relationship, a n y  s u g g e s t i o n  of "sexual liberation" w a s  
understandably distasteful. Despite the claims of Naturalism to 
be comprehensive and objective in its depiction of h u m a n  life, 
it w a s  (with s o m e  notable exceptions) remarkably coy on the
subject, a n d  as our study of the "verismo p u r o " Rebel has 
revealed, the moral strait— jacket of the Italian opera-going 
public e n s u r e d  that on the lyric stage, at least, Christian 
values should remain intact.

(2) T he Traditionalist in "verismo puro":—

W e  have seen, in the preceding section, h o w  the Rebel in 
" v e r i s m o  p u r o "  s e e k s  p e r s o n a l  h a p p i n e s s  o u t s i d e  the 
pre-established societal framework, and consequently comes into 
conflict with it; a moral dilemma which can only be resolved 
t h r o u g h  e s c a p e ,  a l t h o u g h  t h i s  a v e n u e  is u l t i m a t e l y  
unsuccessful. T h e  Traditionalist’s relationship with his milieu 
is quite different ; n o  l o n g e r  do w e  h a v e  a rebellious, 
irresolute individual but a stable, c o m p l i a n t  m e m b e r  of 
society, w h o  both accepts and conforms to the existing code of 
conduct. H e  is passive in the s e n s e  that he accepts his 
destiny, and any mental or physioal suffering w h ich it might 
bring, with an inner calm w h i c h  contrasts sharply with the 
frenetic behaviour of the Rebel. This acceptance of suffering 
and misfortune is tempered by a firm belief in the importance 
of living within a highly ordered and stable environment, where 
a strictly codified set of moral and legal constraints and 
interdicts upon an individual’s behaviour provides the m a i n  
basis for lasting p e a c e  a n d  prosperity. In this w a y  the

xi
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encounter the Traditionalist emerges victorious in the sense 
that any action he takes against the Rebel is fully sanctioned 
by society, and is not merely an inexpedient vindication of 
some personal grievance. T h e  violence the Traditionalist uses 
in a c h i e v i n g  this aim is therefore a n  e x t e n s i o n  of t he 
retributive powers used by society in its punishment of moral 
transgression; in other words, it is a "legalized” use of force 
by one individual against another w h o  has infringed the code of 
social conduct.

O n e  significant e x a m p l e  will illustrate this notion. In 
"Cavalleria rusticana" Alfio’s challenging of Turiddu to a duel 
is accomplished in a rigidly formulistic manner, with both m e n  
confronting o n e  another a nd proclaiming their opposition 
t h r o u g h  the ritual biting of ear-lobes. T h i s  "sfida", once 
delivered, sets the seal of societal approval and "legality” 
upon the impending conflict. W h e n  Turiddu subsequently meets 
his death, Alfio emerges as the victor, having gained revenge 
for the wrong done to him, and within the legalistic frame of 
reference accepted by the c o m m u n i t y  is regarded as having 
r e d e e m e d  his honour through a justifiable implementation of 
w h a t  could best be described as "tribal law" M o s t  other 
conflicts in "verismo puro" are resolved in the same way, with 
the eventual defeat of the Rebel a nd the survival of the 
Traditionalist. Given such a scenario it would be tempting, as 
already suggested, to regard the victory of the Traditionalist 
as a triumphant reaffirmation of self-righteousness, but it is 
clear that even if he is the moral victor, his hopes of lasting 
happiness will promptly disappear with the realization that 
life can never be quite the sam e  again. Alfio’s love for Lola 
is forever tarnished fay her adultery with Turiddu; C a n i o ’s 
killing of Nedda, h o w e v e r  justified, leaves him alone in the
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;:r'
Traditionalist believes that any conflict between himself and 
his f e l l o w - m e n  m u s t  be  s e t t l e d  n o t  in a n  a r b i t r a r y  , jj
undisciplined fashion but with the tacit approval and sanction 
of society This concept is the basis of the Traditionalist * s 
conflict with the Rebel; since the Rebel rejects the framework 
of social constraints (because of his inability to attain, 
personal happiness within them) he is forced, by dint of his 
action, into a s i t u a t i o n  w h e r e  h e  m u s t  t h r e a t e n  t h e  
hierarchical position of the Traditionalist. In the ensuing
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world; Miohele's murder of Luigi oannot atone for the fact that 
his wife will n e v e r  love h i m  In a w a y  the Traditionalist, 
though the "legal” victor in his conflict with the Rebel, is as 
m u c h  a victim of his o w n  belief in society as his counterpart 
is through opposition to that s a m e  society. Both m e n  are, in 
the best Verghian traditions, "vinti", and although the depth 
of observation in the Sicilian writer’s best w o r k s  is missing 
in the limited canvas of "verismo puro", the overall concept of 
the individual in conflict wit h  the e n v i r o n m e n t  r e m a i n s  
unchanged.

W e  are presented, then, with a h u m a n  struggle in w h i c h  
neither o p p o n e n t  c a n  be said to gain the a d v a n t a g e  T h e  
apparent "victory" of the Traditionalist is thus a technical 
one; approved and sanctioned by the society in which he lives, 
it is nevertheless an unsatisfactory outcome in purely h u m a n  
terms. In a sense the Traditionalist is faced with a moral 
dilemma to which a complete solution can never be found; and 
the immediate realization of this irrefutable fact invests all 
his subsequent actions with the rigid inevitability of a Greek 
tragedy, culminating in an uncompromising, unflinching stand
against the Rebel, a clash of two opposing and irreconcilable 
forces w h o s e  conflict provides the dramatic climax of the 
opera. T h e  very nature of the situation d e m o n s t r a t e s  one 
fundamental truth w h i c h  lies at the core of "verismo p u r o ” 
theory ; this is the fact that once social imperatives and
interdicts have been challenged and then violated, equilibrium ;:3
can never be fully restored, and even though the wrong— doer is 
adequately punished, the offended party can never regain his 
lost happiness. This is especially ironical w h e n  w e  consider 
that the Traditionalist, w h o s e  adherence to social values is 
resolute and steadfast, is ultimately destroyed by the failure 
of his o w n  society to provide the necessary safeguards for the 
preservation of these s a m e  tenets. T h e  conclusion that must
inevitably be r e a c h e d  is that the ultimate tragedy of the 
T r aditionalist is d u e  a b o v e  all to the inability of the

'i"collective consciousness" to maintain the status quo; a n d  
because it has lost that degree of moral rigidity necessary for 
its continued existence, the entire structure of what can be 
described in D u r k h e i m i a n  terms as "mechanical solidarity " 
begins to buckle under the determined onslaught of the Rebel’s
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quest for freedom. Again w e  are faced with the concept of a 
society in transition; the m o v e  from mechanical to organic 
solidarity, as symbolized by the Rebel— Traditionalist conflict, 
is by no m e a n s  a smooth one, and it is this traumatic shift in 
values which "verismo puro" attempted to portray.
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This trend is more than adequately confirmed by even the 
m o s t  cursory exam i n a t i o n  of Traditionalist figures in the 
operas under discussion. As w e  have seen, the Traditionalist 
finds his personal happiness, social values and hierarchical 
position t h r e a t e n e d  by the R e bel W i t h  a f e w  significant 
exc e p t i o n s  he  c o u n t e r s  this threat in the m o s t  directly 
e f f e c t i v e  w a y ;  t h r o u g h  t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  of v i o l e n c e .  
Occasionally the use of force by the Traditionalist remains on 
the level of a firm resolve to deal with the relevant problem, 
and as such is never implemented, but in the majority of cases 
the only possible solution is one where a considerable degree 
of violence is used. It follows that the o u t c o m e  of t h ese 
conflicts is, quite simply, the death of the Rebel at the hands 
of the Traditionalist ; not a murder in the accepted sense of 3
the t e r m , but a reasoned and justified act of violence which 
fully expiates the crime committed. Viewed in such a context, 
this mode of action is wholly compatible with our understanding 
of the Traditionalist as a figure w h o s e  very existence is 
threatened; and since it is a Rebel who, through his tortured 
search for self-happiness, is the instigator of the d i l e m m a , 
the Traditionalist's action is primarily of a defensive nature,
W e  are thus faced with a scenario in which, contrary to popular 
opinion, violence is not depicted for its o w n  sake, but purely 
as a logical and reasoned method of restoring equilibrium to a 
potentially unstable situation. Furthermore such a denouement, 
because it fulfils audience expectation that the Rebel, as 
w r o n g d o e r , s h o u l d  be a d e q u a t e l y  p u n i s h e d ,  a n d  t h e  
Traditionalist, as the w r o n g e d  party, fully revenged, b e c o m e s  
immediately acceptable by dint of its moral justification. It 
is in this w a y  that the applicat ion of v i o l e n c e  by t he 
Traditionalist can be viewed not as a senseless and crude means 
by which differences can be settled, but rather as the logical 
outcome of a morally untenable situation. At the root of the 
Traditionalist's predicament lies one fundamental belief which 
is to be g u a r d e d  a n d  m a i n t a i n e d  at all cost: this is the



conviction that the existing structure of society m u s t  be 
preserved through consolidation of the patterns of hierarchy 
w h i c h  s u p p o r t  it. A s  part of that h i e r a r c h y ,  the m a i n  
p r e o c c u p a t i o n  of the Traditionalist is to rei n f o r c e  his 
position within it, and w h e n  this process is interrupted and 
finally challenged by the Rebel then the seeds of impending 
conflict are promptly sown.

O n  the basis of this premise, the Traditionalist’s role in 
"verismo puro" can be adequately summarized under the following 
headings:

<a> Description of hierarchical position.

<b> R e a s o n s for r e i n f o r c e m e n t of hierarchical po sit ion

<c> M e t h o d s of r e i n f o r c e m e n t of h i e r a r c h i c a l position

<d) O u t c o m e of r e i n f o r c e m e n t o f h i e r a r c h i c a l position

In this w a y  b o t h  the m o t i v e s  a n d  actions of individual 
Traditionalists can be precisely charted, and the full extent 
of their inter-relationship with Rebels understood. This data 
is presented in the following table:

Œ.T.O.)
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T h e  table reveals a n u m b e r  of interesting features. T h e  
first of these oonoerns hierarchical position, and it will be 
noted that, in contrast to the Rebel, the Traditionalist tends 
to occupy a higher placing on the social scale. Most, if not 
all have worthy trades and professions which make them valuable 
and respected m e m b e r s  of the c o m m unity, a n d  n o n e  find it 
n e c e s s a r y  to adjust their hierarchical position (or e v e n  
a b a n d o n  it) in order to fulfil their objectives. In this 
respect they differ widely from their Rebel counterparts, w h o  
are for the most part outcasts from society, either through 
choice or circumstance. B o t h  character— types can also he 
distinguished on the basis of the roles they play within their 
r e s p e c t i v e  family units ; the typical R e b e l  is a y o u n g ,  
unmarried son (e.g. Turiddu, Ciccillo (in **h S a n t a  L u c i a ”), 
F e d e r i c o ,  R i n a l d o , R e n a u d  a n d  G e n n a r o )  w h e r e a s  the 
Traditionalist is usually an older, married h e a d  of a family 
(e.g. Alfio, Annetiello, Totonno, Uin — Sci and Michele). O n e  
further point concerns those operas in which the Traditionalist 
is the head of a community, secret society or group of workers; 
t h ese include Uin-Sci, Hafaele, Canio a n d  M i c h e l e . S u c h  
positions, because of the increased responsibility incumbent 
u p o n  them, m u s t  by their very nature lead to additional 
pressures on the heads of the various groups. T h u s  Canio, in 
"Fagliacoi”, is forced to take into account the financial and 
logistical aspects of his troupe's show, which, despite his o w n  
personal tragedy, must take place on schedule.^* In " L ' o r a c o l o "  
U  in — Soi is well a w a r e  that it is h e , as the r e c o g n i z e d  
leader of his c o m m u n i t y , w h o  should carry out the task of 
punishing Cim-Fen; in this sense he is not only avenging his 
son's death but ensuring that order is restored within the 
societal framework. Rafaele, in "I gioielli della M a d o n n a ” , 
realizes at once that Maliella's love is based exclusively on 
admiration for his position of authority and power, w h e r e a s  
M i c hele, in "II tabarro", finds the responsibility of keeping 
the barge r u n n i n g  in direct conflict w i t h  his s e a r c h  for 
p e r s o n a l  h a p p i n e s s .  In t h e s e  cases, a relatively h i g h  
hierarchical position m a k e s  of the Traditionalist a m u c h  more  
vulnerable figure than he would be otherwise, and consequently 
the n e e d  to m a i n t a i n ,  c o n s o l i d a t e  a n d  re i n f o r c e  o n e ' s  
h i e r a r c h i c a l  posit ion is i m m e a s u r a b l y  s t r e n g t h e n e d .
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Another feature worthy of mention concerns the reasons for 
hierarchical reinforcement. In each case love of one kind or 
another is involved; sexual love for the most part, with the 
exceptions of brotherly love in "A basso porto" (Luigino and 
Sesella) and filial love in "L'oracolo" <Uin — Soi and S an — Lui). 
All the operas under discussion s how the Rebel's involvement in 
this particular love — b o n d  to be the i m m e d i a t e  c a u s e  for 
conflict, w h e t h e r  it be T u r i d d u ' s  a d u l t e r y  ( "Cavalleria 
r u s t i c a n a " ) , Ciccillo ’ s w i s h  to abduct Sesella ( " A  b a s s o  
porto") or Federico's proposed marriage to the girl from Arles 
("L*Arlesiana"). It follows that the m e thods employed by the 
Traditionalist in his reinforcement of hierarchical position (a 
process which is to all intents and purposes s ynonymous with 
the desire to gain revenge) should be directed towards bringing 
into prominence any moral deviancy on the part of the Rebel, 
t h e r e b y  e s c a l a t i n g  conflict. In this w a y  Metifio, in 
”L'Arlesiana", uses the device of presenting his love-letters 
to Rosa and Baldassare, thus providing irrefutable proof of his 
prior claim to the girl from Arles; in "Fagliacoi" Canio brings 
matters to a h ead by his provocative questioning of N e d d a  
before the play's audience, whereas in "Cavalleria rusticana" 
Alfio's public refusal to join in a toast with Turiddu, coupled 
with his subsequent challenge to a duel, leaves the villagers 
in no  doubt as to the gravity of the situation. O nly o n e  
figure, Annetiello in "Mala vit a " , does not conform to the 
general pattern, and as such requires careful consideration.

It is perhaps not surprising that Giordano's opera should 
once again be counted a m o n g  the exceptions, if only by virtue 
of its u n c o m p r o m i s i n g  r e a l i s m . A n n e t  ie llo ' s r e a s o n s  for 
reinforcing his hierarchical position are obvious ; his wife 
Amalia has committed adultery with Vito, and both she and her 
lover have m a d e  plans to escape together. However, Annetiello 
seems to be either totally unaware of his wife's unfaithfulness 
or unwilling to retrieve the situation; an alternative and less 
charitable interpretation might be to assume that he is either 
incapable of finding out the truth or doing anything about it, 
due to his inveterate drunkenness. This w a s  certainly the 
impression of the Neapolitan audience at that city's premiere, 
where the portrayal of Annetiello as a drunkard and flagrantly 
cuckolded husband w a s  regarded by m a n y  as an insult to both
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Naples and its people. T h e  denouement of the opera lent further 
weight to this argument ; since the successful escape of Vito 
and Amalia ran contrary to the moral expectations of the 
audience, Annetiello’s failure to take stock of the situation 
assumed far greater prominence in the audience's mind, with the 
result that Oaspuro's libretto w a s  widely criticized for its
crass moral ambiguity. As Rodolfo Celletti has written, "Era la 
prima volta che il teatro musicale acooglieva i "bassi", i 
postriboli a le prostitute; e fors'anche la prima volta che u n a  
relazione peccaminosa, c o m e  quella tr a Amalia e Vito, veniva 
ostentata e svisoerata, per di piu sotto gli occhi di un marito 
lenone (Annetiello) "

" M ala vita", w i t h  its u n c o n v e n t i o n a l  treatment of the 
Traditionalist figure, w a s  by far the most flagrant of all in 
its disregard of the customary moral proprieties. In general 
the Traditionalist w a s  portrayed in a sympathetic light, with 
m u c h  emphasis placed on the righteousness of his position 
vis-a-vis the R e bel’s culpability. This is not to imply that 
the Traditionalist is always s h o w n  to be completely blameless 
and irreproachable in his handling of the situation ; he m a y  
have the moral backing of the audience, but it is to the credit 
of ’’verismo puro" librettists that w e  are presented not with 
whiter than white heroes of impossibly saintly virtue, but with 
realistic, believable c h a r a c t e r s  w h o  h a v e  n o r m a l  h u m a n  
misgivings and inadequacies. Canio's recourse to violence in 
his questioning of N e d d a  is a prime example; as Beppe says,
"Canio e violento, m a  buon", and it is precisely this depth of 
characterization w h ich allows audiences to identify more fully 
w i t h  th e  T r a d i t i o n a l i s t ' s  plight. Similarly, T o t o n n o ' s  
concupiscence in "A Santa Lucia" and Luiginc's propensity for 
gambling in "A basso porto" are understandable h u m a n  defects, 
a n d  as s u c h  lend credibility to the por t r a y a l  of their 
respective situations. Metifio, in " L ’ Arl e s i a n a " , admits to 
Rosa and Baldassare that he is being cowardly in presenting 
t h e m  wit h  the letters rather than face Federico directly :
"Questo che io faccio e una vigliaccheria; m a  quella d o nna e 
mia!" In every case any weakness or deficiency in character is 
adequately compensated for by corresponding attributes, whether 
it be Luiginc's devotion to his m o t h e r , Totonno's regard for

::his son's well-being, or Canio's loving fidelity to his wife,
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and the audience is never in any danger of withholding sympathy 
and understanding for the Traditionalist's dilemma. Only in 
"Mala vita" (as has been demonstrated) is this rule of t h u m b  
ignored, and with fatal c onsequences as regards the opera's 
subsequent success.

O n e  additional point remains concerning the role of the 
Traditionalist, and this pertains to the various o u t c o m e s  of 
reinforcement of hierarchical position It will be noted that 
in all but four of the operas being discussed the Traditionalist 
s u c ceeds in redressing the moral balance by either killing 
or inadvertently causing the death of the Rebel. T h e  exceptions 
to this rule are "Mala vita", "A Santa Lucia", "Arnica" and 
"Maia"; in each the Rebel m a n a g e s  to escape. In "Mala vita" 
Vito A n i a n t e  flees u n c h a l l e n g e d  with Amalia, w h e r e a s  in 
"A S a n t a  L u c i a ” a n d  " A m i c a "  the survival of Ciccillo a n d  
Rinaldo is m o r e  than adequately balanoed by the deaths of 
Rosella and Amica. In "Maia", however. Torias is killed by 
Renaud, w h o  promptly escapes from the irate villagers thanks to 
his lover's diversionary suicide; a variation which, surprising 
as it m a y  seem, is nevertheless c o m p e n s a t e d  for by M a i a 's 
death. T h i s  d e v e l o p m e n t  provides a conveniently dramatio 
solution to the problem of h o w  the murder of Tories can be 
fully vindicated ; altho u g h  the audience m a y  disapprove of 
Renaud's cowardly escape, Maia's self-sacrifice sweeps away any 
residue of m o r a l  i n d i g n a t i o n  left by the killing of the 
Traditionalist rather than the Rebel, and a satisfactory, if 
somewhat precarious equilibrium is promptly achieved. T h e  final 
conclusion appears to be that the Traditionalist, like the 
Rebel, is as m u c h  a victim of circumstance as his counterpart; 
despite the apparent victory gained in subjugating his rival, 
h e  is, in the last analysis, as m u c h  of a l o s e r . It is 
significant that on more than one occasion w e  have alluded to 
both character— types as being "victims” , but it is w h e n  w e  
study the third component of the "verismo puro” trilogy that w e  
realize the full logic of this dramatic structure ; "victims" 
the Rebel and Traditionalist m a y  be, but the immediate result 
of their conflict is crystallized in the portrayal of a further 
char act er — type w h o  epitomizes this very concept. This is the 
Victim, w h o  will be defined, analysed and commented upon in the 
ensuing discussion.
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<3> T h e  Victim in "verismo puro"; —

ISo far w e  have discussed the relative social positions of 
the Rebel and Traditionalist, together with the extent a n d  
significance of their conflict. However, it would be w r ong to 
assume that "verismo puro" sought only to portray this limited, 
yet fundamental clash of opposing ideals and aspirations. Since 
the outcome of such an encounter impinges directly on either 
those intimately involved or others in the immediate vicinity, 
the sphere of influence of both the Rebel’s and Traditionalist’s 
actions b e c o m e s  automatically extended. N o  longer is the 
conflict a strictly localised o n e  b e t w e e n  t w o  o p p o s i n g  
f ac t i o n s ,  b ut a m a t t e r  of w i d e r  s o c i a l  c o n c e r n  w i t h

V'iimplications for a n u m b e r  of other people. This concept is a 
crucial o n e  in " v e r i s m o  puro", but librettists f o u n d  it 
impossible to depict s u c h  a complicated a n d  f a r - r e a c h i n g  
process within the limited time — scale of a one or two — act 
opera In effect, this meant that the immediate consequences of 
the Rebel — Traditionalist conflict had to be centred upon and 
indeed symbolised by one single figure, rather than through the 
depiction of a multitude of social implications affecting a 
plethora of subsidiary characters. This figure is, of course, 
the Victim; caught up in the vital clash of values, aspirations 
and objectives b e t w e e n  Rebel a nd Traditionalist, she finds 
herself hopelessly e n m e s h e d  in the conflict, and inevitably 
pays the ultimate penalty.

T h e  above statement makes it clear that the Victim is always 
a w o m a n ,  an d  the r e a s o n s  for this are self-evident if w e  
consider several factors. T h e  first of these concerns the role 
of w o m e n  in contemporary realist literature, and especially in 
the works of Verga, w h o s e  long line of female characters <e.g.
Maria in "La capinera”, N e d d a  in the short story of the s a m e

■3:n a m e ,  M e n a  in "1 M alavoglia" and B i a n c a  a n d  Diodata in 
"Mastro — d o n  Gesualdo ") are portrayed as victims of their 
e n v i r o n m e n t ,  u n a b l e  to e s c a p e  f r o m  their r e s p e c t i v e  
predicaments. T h ere w a s  therefore a well-established literary

Iprecedent for the "verismo pure" Victim, and audiences no doubt 
found in the operatic variety a familiar figure with w h o m  they 
could fully identify. T h e  second factor is one of hierarchy ; 
the w o m a n ’s role in a semi— primitive society is based almost
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exclusively on the premise that she should be subordinate to 
men. In this respect she fulfils several important social and 
biological functions: setting up and maintaining a household, 
bearing and rearing children, and providing loving care and 
companionship for her partner. Her position on the social scale 
is c o r r e s p o n d i n g l y  l o w  (despite the fact that she is an 
i n d i s p e n s a b l e  m e m b e r  of society), since s h e  is n e i t h e r  
p e r m i t t e d  n o r  c o n s i d e r e d  c a p a b l e  of m a k i n g  a p e r s o n a l  
contribution to the decision—making process of the c o m m u n i t y .
As it is the belief of the male — dominated hierarchy that this 
initiative should remain with them, w o m e n  are relegated to the 
relatively inferior position of coping with routine domestic 
chores In "verismo puro" the sociological implications of the 
role of w o m e n  in such a semi-primitive society are taken as a 
starting—peint from which the central dilemma of the Victim can 
be built up ; in this w a y  w e  h ave a series of tragic figures 
who, because of their low hierarchical position and consequent 
submissiveness to the accepted procedures and traditions of 
society, find themselves trapped in a moral dilemma from which 
escape is impossible. This acceptance of the status quo equates 
the Victim with the Traditionalist ; both are passive in the 
sense that they do not challenge the accepted order of things, 
but w h e r e a s  t h e  T r a d i t i o n a l i s t  u s e s  the f r a m e w o r k  of

.'aestablished social procedure in combatting the threat posed by 
the Rebel, the Victim is unable to extricate herself from her 
predicament due to the lack of any equivalent procedure for 
her sex. It is precisely because of the highly-codified social 
and moral interdicts on w h i c h  a semi— primitive community is 
based (and its ultimate reliance on what Durkheim would term 
” m e c h a n i c a l  solidarity") that the w o m a n  finds herself 
threatened; since such a code makes no provision for w hat it 
would term the irrational, irresponsible behaviour of the Rebel 
(and so finds it impossible to counter this threat effectively, 
even through the offices of the Traditionalist), it can hardly 
expect to protect and vindicate those of its me m b e r s  to w h o m  it 
initially attaches little importance. Santuzza is left almost 
abandoned in the world once Turiddu is killed in the duel, and 
were it not for M a m m a  Lucia she would become a social outcast, 
denied her lowly and precarious foothold in the hierarchy by 
her lover‘s w a n t o n  adultery with Lola. Cristina’s situation in
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"Mala vita" is eveit more extreme; a c o m m o n  prostitute, she is 
given a modicum of pride and respectability by her association 
w i t h  Vito, w i t h  th e  h o p e  of l e a ving b e h i n d  the sordid 
i m m o r a l i t y  of the brothel for t he Infinitely p r e f e r a b l e  
sanctuary of marriage. W h e n  this falls through, however, she 
sees no alternative but to descend once again into the mire 
from w h i c h  she c a m e  by resuming her life of prostitution. In 
both cases (and in m a n y  others, as w e  shall see) society finds 
itself unwilling and ultimately unable to safeguard its women; 
as inferior h u m a n  beings (with respect to hierarchical position 
a nd physical w e a k n e s s )  they are expendable, and it is the 
w o r k i n g  out to its logical c o n c lusion of this i n e x orable 
process of personal humiliation and sacrifice w h i c h  provides 
the mainstay of the Victim’s dilemma.

In addition to the hierarchical factors there exist a number 
of subsidiary, yet equally important elements which all have a 
direct bearing on the Victim’s personal tragedy. These include 
those mental and biological components peculiar to the female 
sex w h ich influence both motivation and eventual behaviour. 
Perhaps the most important (insofar as the portrayal of the 
Victim in "verismo pure" is concerned) is a w o m a n ’s innate need 
for s o m e  kind of social and emotional security. As w e  h a v e  
already seen, the existence of a clearly defined hierarchy 
pre-establishes the position of w o m e n  to such an extent that 
any deviation from the n o r m  is either impossible or wholly 
undesirable; the w o m a n  in ’’v e r ismo pure" m u s t  find h e r  
fulfilment through a child-bearing marriage. Love is viewed as 
an unnecessary, almost u n h e a l t h y  force w h i c h  is neither 
desirable nor conducive to matrimony; in this sense the sexual 
union of two people must be carefully planned in advance (with 
the initial approval of the community) and eventually ratified 
by the m a r r i a g e  c e r e m o n y  itself. S i n c e  the p u r p o s e  of 
conjugality is to beget children and thereby reinforce and 
maintain the existing social order, love is quite superfluous 
to the fulfilment of these objectives, and ultimately can stand 
in their w a y . Because of this the Victim finds herself impelled 
by two equally strong bio logical urges: the desire for the 
security offered by marriage and the need for a deeply shared 
a n d  fulfilling love. T h e  e n s u i n g  s e a r c h  for bot h  t h e s e
e l e m e n t a l  forces f o r m s  the basis for e v e n t u a l  t r a g e d y .
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Let us n o w  consider the precise circumstances of such a 
"chasse au bonheur". As w e  have seen, the sexual domination of 
the male remains unchallenged in the semi-primitive milieux of 
" v e r i s m o  p u r o ” , a n d  since the c o r r e s p o n d i n g  e m o t i o n a l  
v u l n e r a b i l t y  of the f e m a l e  s t e m s  f r o m  a n  i n s e c u r e  a n d  
submissive nature (due to both biological and social factors), 
there is little she can do to isolate herself from either the 
effects or consequences of her actions. Since her primary goal 
is to achieve h a p p i n e s s  t h r ough love within marriage, any 
obstacles to the fulfilment of this wish are unlikely to be 
shifted by her o w n  initiative > a n d  as the beloved in such 
ci r c u m s t a n c e s  is ine vit ably the Rebel, it is he  w h o  m u s t  
challenge the Traditionalist in a desperate effort to regain 
control of the situation. His ultimate failure to do sc has, as 
its immediate consequence, the destruction of the Victim’s 
a spirations ; this l e a d s  either to a n  a l m o s t  ritualistic 
s e l f - s a c r i f i c e  or to a p r o f o u n d  s e n s e  of d e s p a i r  a n d  
disillusionment wh e r e i n  the Victim, conscious that there n o

Ï
longer exists a ny m e a n i n g  or justification for life, is left 
abandoned in her tragic despair. T h e  exceptions to this rule 
are those operas in which the Victim meets with a violent death 
at the h a n d s  of the Traditionalist, as in "Pagliacci” a n d  
"Zingari”, where both Nedda and Fleana are summarily despatched 
(along with Silvio a n d  T a m a r )  by their jealous h u s b a n d s . 
Although it might be possible to explain this discrepancy as an 
e s s e ntially L e o n o a  vallian trait, the p r e m i s e  that b o t h  
" h e r o i n e s ” are ultimately Victims is b o r n e  out by their 
respective situations; Nedda, as C a n i o ’s wife, is faced with 
the dilemma of having to choose between the relatively secure 
position of leading lady in her husband's co m p a n y  (despite the 
fact that she hates this w o r k  and feels trapped in a failed 
marriage) and the highly attractive (yet potentially uncertain) 
p r o s p e c t  of a loving relationship w i t h  Silv i o . F l e a n a ’s 
c orresponding lack of affection for R a d u  leads her to the 
conclusion that true fulfilment can only be achieved through 
adultery with Tamar. Both w o m e n  are motivated by a restless and 
volatile nature (one need only quote M e d d a ’s defiance of Canio 
and Fleana's provocative taunting of Radu) and are consequently 
less passive t h a n  the traditional " v e r i s m o  p u r o ” Victim,
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Another aspect to this apparent contradiction concerns the 
eventual outcome of the struggle for happiness. A m o n g s t  the 
twelve Victims under discussion, only three are adulteresses 
(Nedda, Fleana and Giorgetta ("II tabarro")) ; the first t w o  
forfeit their lives along with those of their lovers, wh e r e a s  
the third is spared by her husband to suffer the consequences 
of her crime. T h e  one c o m m o n  thread which unites them all is 
the fact that whereas the majority of Victims in "verismo puro" 
strive for love within the bounds of marriage (a real, if often 
unlikely possibility given the circumstances of each opera), 
Nedda, Fleana and Giorgetta can at best hope for an uncertain 
and adulterous love for which they m a y  have to sacrifice both 
m o r a l  respectability a n d  social p o s i t i o n . It is in this 
respect, then, that they can be regarded as "Victims" ; with 
the measure of hierarchical position already obtained through 
marriage n o w  rejected in favour of the pursual of personal 
happiness, the scale of sacrifice is undoubtedly a high one, 
and is brought into prominence by the severity of punishment 
m e t e d  out by the Traditionalist. In the final analysis, this 
type of Victim is in m a n y  respects similar to the Rebel; in the 
three aforementioned operas, it is the Traditionalist w h o  in 
part a s s u m e s  s o m e  of its salient features. Canio, R a d u  and 
Michele can therefore be seen as extensions of the concept of 
the "verismo puro" Victim; while they are, to all intents and 
p u r p o s e s , the victims of unrequited love, their w i ves are 
condemned not by the absence of love in their o w n  adulterous 
relationships, but by their inability to consolidate this 
untenable position without recourse to conflict.

T h e  origins of the Victim's dilemma are thus two— fold, and 
may be defined as follows:

(a) T h e  pursual of a pure and sanctified love within marriage.

(b) T h e  pursual of an a d u l terous or illicit love outside
marriage.

As already s h o w n ,  m o s t  "v e r i s m o  puro" operas (with the 
exception of the trilogy of "Pagliacci", "Zingari" a nd "II 
tabarro") belong to the former category. T h e  reasons for this 
are complex, and are best understood if w e  consider the role of
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the Victim under the following headings;

(a) Description of hierarchical position.

(b) Reasons for victimization

(o) Methods of vict imization.

(c> Outcome of victimization.

(P.T.O.)
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Before w e  proceed a few words of explanation m a y  be required. 
As the part played by the Victim is essentially a passive one, 
any examination must take into account the Rebel's involvement, 
since it is this figure w h o  can be said to "create" the Victim 
insofar as he m a k e s  it impossible for her to escape from the 
situation he himself h a s  brought into b e i n g . T h i s  concept 
explains the use of the word "victimisation", by which I m e a n  
that process wherein the Victim is m a d e  aware that her o w n  
personal sacrifioe is required to establish (albeit unsatisfactorily) 
s o m e  m e a s u r e  of equilibrium within the crisis instigated 
by the Rebel. Table Three demonstrates the principle features 
of this predicament within the individual operas;
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This table clarifies certain important features regarding 
the Victim’s position in a typical ’’verismo puro” scenario. T h e  
first of these concerns the R e b e l ’s motives in causing the 
dilemma to arise ; as w e  h a v e  already seen, it is his very 
conflict with the Traditionalist (brought about by his tortured 
se a r c h  for h a p p i n e s s  a n d  fulfilment) w h i c h  leads to the 
trapping of the Victim and her ultimate sacrifice. T h e  result 
is that w e  are m a d e  aware of the full extent of the R e b e l ’s 
egoism and almost thoughtless, unfeeling pursuit of these aims, 
together with his frenetic quest for sexual gratification> in 
o p e r a s  s u c h  as “Pagliacci” , “ L ’o r a o o l o ” , ” I gioielli della 
M a d o n n a ”, ’’Zingari” and ”11 tabarro” this last element is the 
mainspring of the action, and is almost invariably linked to a 
c o r r e s p o n d i n g  d e s i r e  to e s c a p e  f r o m  o n e ’s i m m e d i a t e  
surroundings to a n e w  life in the c o m p a n y  of the loved one. 
W h e r e a s  this m o t i v e  is p r e s e n t  in all the o p e r a s  u n d e r
discussion, other w o r k s  tend to s h o w  h o w  circumstances can 
modify and even dramatically change the behaviour of the Rebel.

'/In ’’Cavalleria rusticana” Santuzsa is very m u c h  the victim of 
Turiddu’s wish to console himself after his betrayal by Lola > 
in ”L ’ Arlesian a ” Federico uses V ivetta’s love for hi m  as a 
convenient means of forgetting his unhappy association with the 
girl from Arles. Both examples s h o w  the Rebel creating the 
c i r c u m s t a n c e s  for the “ victimisation” of s u c h  figures as 
Santussa and Vivetta as a method of self— consolation for lost 
love or a diver sion of t h o s e  sexual e n e r g i e s  p r e v iously  
channelled into that same love.

In the remaining operas the accompanying motives of the 
Rebel are both varied and understandable. In ’’Mala vita” it is 
Vito’s concern for his health which leads him to make his v o w  
before the Madonna; his feigned love for Cristina has its basis 
in a egotistical, s e l f - c e n t r e d  c o n c e r n  for his p e r s o n a l

■jwell-being, and w h e n  Amalia opposes the marriage Vito discovers 
that the sexual impulse is far stronger than his belief in the 
sanctity of religion. In ”A Santa Lucia” Ciccillo reaffirms his 
devotion to Rosella because of his need to escape from the 
tyrannical and obsessive love of M a r i a , w h e r e a s  in “ Arnica”
Rinaldo abandons his beloved, having realised that fraternal 
love can be stronger than its sexual counterpart. It is only in 
the two remaining operas, ”A basso porto” and “L ’oracolo", that
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the Victim is sacrificed through the Rebel’s inordinate desire 
for revenge; in the former, Ciccillo’s m o tive in courting 
Sesella is to dishonour her, thereby bringing s h a m e  upon the 
family a n d  g a i n i n g  r e v e n g e  o v e r  M a r i a  ( w h o m  he holds 
responsible for the death of Rosella), whereas in the latter it 
is C i m - P e n ’s barely disguised hatred for wealth and position, 
demonstrated by his attempt to blackmail Hu~Tsin, which leads "I
him to murder San— Lui.

In all, it can be seen that the Rebel in ’’verismo puro” has, 
in most cases, a dual motive for ’’victimisation” . This consists 
of the search for personal happiness (as symbolized by the urge 
for sexual gratification) coupled with the need to modify these 
o b i e ctives in the light of c h a n g i n g  c i r c u m s t a n c e s .  T h e  
immediate result is conflict with the Traditionalist, leading 
inexorably to the involvement and ultimate sacrifice of the 
Victim. T h e  methods used in this last phase sho w  in themselves 
remarkable similarity of design and purpose. In almost every 
case a promise of some kind is made to the Victim by the Rebel; 
this m a y  take the form of either a proposal of marriage or an 
assurance of future sexual fulfilment and happiness together.
As w e  have seen, the motives behind such promises are diverse, 
but in practice they are invariably broken, with the result 
that the Victim is either betrayed, rejected or abandoned (or a 
c o m b i n a t i o n  of all three) a n d  t h e n  finds h e r s e l f  in a 
completely hopeless and untenable position. This leads us to 
the h u m a n  tragedy which is the culmination of every ’’verismo 
puro” opera, and in concluding our examination of the Victim 
let us n o w  consider the nature of these tragic denouements.

.V!
O n e  of the primary roles of the Victim is to provide a 

foil to the restlessness of the Rebel and the conformity of
"t:the Traditionalist. For the sake of providing some measure of 

scenic pathos, it is necessary that such a figure should be 
’’sacrificed” (often literally, as w e  shall see) and thereby 
pitied by the audience. In practice, this can be carried out in 
a n u m b e r  of different ways: murder, accidental death, suicide, 
or abandonment to a life of misery. T h e  latter course is that 
c h o s e n  by the librettists of "Cavalleria rusticana” , "Mala 
vita", "A basso p o r t o ” , ”L ’Ar lesiana” , ’’L ’oracolo" and "II 
tabarro”, whereas in the remaining operas the Victim makes or
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is forced to m a k e  the ultimate sacrifice of her life. But 
whether w e  are moved fay the pathetic abandonment of Cristina or 
the desperate suicide of Rosella, the e n d — result is very m u c h  
the same: a feeling of identification with the plight of this 
most unfortunate of heroines, which even extends to the ranks 
of the adulteresses such as Nedda, Fleana and Giorgetta. In 
effect this degree of audience involvement adds one further 
d i m e n s i o n  to “verismo p u r o ” , n a m e l y  the realisation that 
despite the "blood and thunder” of the Rebel— Traditionalist 
conflict, the genre found it possible to highlight the h u m a n  
suffering brought about by this clash of differing values. 
Furthermore, this approach never descends to the level of an 
over — sentimental, lachrymose travesty of feelings and emotions; 
the success of the concept of the Victim w a s  far-reaching in 
its implications for Italian opera. This is typefied by the 
long line of tragic heroines in the "verismo b o r g h e s e ” of 
P u c c i n i ’s operas, a nd it is p e r h a p s  convenient to me n t i o n  
earner’s aphorism to the effect that for the Lucchese, love w a s  
’’tragic guilt to be atoned for by death”. While this d o e s  not 
always h a p p e n  in "verismo puro", the f u n d a m e n t a l  concept 
is the s a m e , albeit in a modified form: it is n o w  the tragic 
guilt of the Rebel for w h i c h  the Victim atones through her 
sacrifice, a n d  in so d o i n g  s h e  i n v o k e s  t h e  pity a n d  
compassion of the audience w h o  recognise, in the portrayal of 
this m o s t  h u m a n  of d i l e m m a s ,  a reflection of their o w n  
deep-rooted fears, anxieties and incertitudes.

(4) The Rebel—Traditionalist—Victim Trilogy:

As w e  have already see n  in our previous discussions of 
individual character — types, the tripartite structure of the 
Rebel— Traditionalist— Victim model can be considered as the 
’ central core” around which the action of the opera revolves. 
T a b l e  Four provides a useful ov e r v i e w  of this co n c e p t  as 
applied to the works in question:

<P.T.O.)
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T A B L E  FOUR; C E N T R A L  C O R E  S T R U C T U R E S  IN " V E R I S M O  P U R O "

O P E R A R E B E L T R A D  . V I C T I M

<1> C A V .

< 2 ) M  . V .

< 3) P A G  .

( 4 ) A . S . L .

< 5 ) A . B . P .

(6) L •A R L . 

<?> A M I C A

(8) L ’O R A C

< 9 > M A I A

< 1 0 > G . M  .

( 1 1 >  Z I N G . 

< 1 2 )  T A B .

Tti r i d d u  

V i t o  

S i l v i o  

C i c o i  1 1 o 

C i o o i l l o  

F e d e z  i o o  

R i n a l d o  

C i m — P e n  

R e n a u d  

G e n n  a r o 

T a m a  r 

L u i g i

A  1 f i o S a n t U E  E a

A n n e  t i e 1 1o C r i s t i n a

C a n i o  

T o t o n n o  

L u i g i  no 

M e  t i £ i o 

G i o r g i o  

U i n — S o  i 

T o r  i a s 

R a  £ a e 1 e 

R a d u  

M i c h e l e

N e  d d a 

R o s e 1 1 a 

S e  s e 1 1 a 

V i V e t t a

A m  i c a 

A h  — d o e 

M a  i a

M a  1 i e 1 1 a

F l e a n a

G i o r g e t t a

This particular classification is of great interest insofar 
as it a p p e a r s  to reinforce our initial statement that the 
literary sources of "verismo puro", name l y  R o m a n t i c i s m  a nd 
Naturalism, were combined with contemporary interest in the 
n e w l y  d e v e l o p i n g  s c i e n c e  of s o c i o l o g y  to p r o v i d e  t h e  
foundations for w h a t  might well be described as a "hybrid" 
genre T h e  tripartite division of character — types s e e m s  to 
c o r r e s p o n d  to the constituent parts of this mixture; one 
possible m o d e l  m i g h t  be to consider the Rebel, w i t h  his 
defiance of established order and tradition, his unremitting 
search for happiness through the fulfilment of love, and his 
ultimate failure to achieve his objectives, as a kindred spirit 
to the Romantic h e r o . T h e  Traditionalist s e e m s  to echo the 
Naturalist preoccupation with reality; his philosophy, wherein 
a stoic acceptance of personal suffering is tempered by the
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realisation that the status quo must be continually upheld, 
reflects the sentiments of those for w h o m  happiness must be 
earned rather than considered as a birth — right It is in this 
s e n s e  that the Traditionalist is closely related to the 
Verghian concept of the "vinto", for w h o m  the wild dreams and 
illusions symbolized by Romanticism have either never existed
or have been irretrievably lost under the continuous onslaught 
of environmental forces. But whereas the Traditionalist usually 
m a n a g e s  to achieve a working compromise in his relationship 
with his milieu, the Victim is not so lucky, paying the penalty 
for her involvement (intentional or otherwise) in the conflict 
between the other two character— types. Her eventual tragedy can 
therefore be said to bring into focus the sociological aspects 
of what might be termed the "role of w o m e n "  in a semi-primitive 
society, w h e r e  tradition and hierarchical position combine to

irprevent any deviance from normality by subjugating personal 
n e e d s  to those of the c o m m u n i t y  In this w a y  the V i c t i m ’s 
dilemma highlights the essentially h u m a n  and social problems 
p r o d u c e d  by t h e  titanic c l a s h  of t w o  o p p o s i n g  forces: 
Romanticism, in the presence of the Rebel, undergoes a dramatic 
confrontation with Naturalism, represented by the Traditionalist.
In the middle w e  h a v e  the sacrifice of the Victim, w h o s e  
weakness is highlighted by her complete inability to influence 
the o u t c o m e  of the conflict within w h i c h  she is t r a p p e d .
T h i s  model, w h i l e  giving s o m e  idea of h o w  the v a r i o u s j;c h a r a c t e r — types in "verismo puro" c o r r e s p o n d  to external 
literary and scientific stimuli, does not h o w e v e r  take into 
account the exceptions and degree of overlap present within 
individual operas. As w e  have seen, several Traditionalists, 
such as Canio, R a d u  and Michele, have some affinity with the 
character traits of the Victim, whereas Rebels like Cim-Fen and 
Ciccillo ("A basso porto") share little in c o m m o n  with the 
Romantic ideal. Amongst the Victims Sesella pays least for her 
involvement with the Rebel, and finds support from both family 
and community in seeking revenge for the hurt caused by the 
falseness of Cicoillo’s love. For the most part, however, the 
p r o p o s e d  a n a l o g y  b e t w e e n  c h a r a c t e r — types a n d  external 
influences ban help us to understand h o w  "verismo puro" managed

,,lto personify, albeit to a limited extent, past and current 
trends in literature and science, and as such should not be



c o n s i d e r e d  as a n  integral part of the genre's d r a m a t i c  
structure.

T h u s  ends our examination of the central core of characters 
within a typical "verismo puro" scenario. In the next t w o  
chapters I propose to complete the model by examining two other 
broad areas of interest, n a m e l y  contractual obligations and 
conflicts b e t w e e n  characters. T h e  following pattern (which 
could well be taken as a model for the theory and practice of 
the genre) n o w  emerges, and demonstrates the extent to which 
all three areas are interlinked:

T h e  central core of Rebel — Traditionalist— Victim is therefore 
held together by a c o m p l e x  w e b  of contractual obligations 
which, w h e n  broken, form the basis for immediate conflict. T h e  
following chapter will n o w  consider the s e c o n d  of these 
elements in greater detail.

C H A R A C T E R S  <--------> C O N T R A C T S   ) C O N F L I C T S s

,1
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N O T E S

< I ) See Part One, Chapter Two, pp.49—55.

< 2 ) Ibid.

( 3 > I have based m y  analysis on the French sociologist’s 
doctoral thesis, “D e  la division du travail social” , 
first p u b l i s h e d  in 1893. A fuller d i s c u s s i o n  of 
this pioneering w o r k  m a y  be found in L u k e s  (“Emile 
Durkheim: His Life and W o r k ” ( L o n d o n , 19 7 3), pp.137 —
78) and Aron (“Main Currents in Sociological T h o u g h t ” , 
translated by R i c h a r d  H o w a r d  a n d  H e l e n  W e a v e r , 2
vols (London, 1970), II, pp.21— 33).

(4) A final r e s u m é  is p r o v i d e d  in the following table 
(given in Lukes, p.158):

M E C H A N I C A L  A N D  O R G A N I C  S O L I D A R I T Y

M E C H A N I C A L  
S Q L  I P A R I T Y
b a s e d  o n  r e s e m b l a n c e s

( p r e d o m i n a n t  in l e s s  a d v a n c e d  
s o c i e t  i e s >

O R G A N l C  S O L I D A R I T Y
b a s e d  o n  
d i v i s i o n  of 1 a b o u r
( p r e d o m i n a n t  i n m o r e  a d v a n c e d  s o c i e t  i e s )

S T R U C T U R A LB A S I S S e  g m e n  t a 1 t y p e( f i r s t  cl a n  — 
b a s e d ,  l a t e r  
t e r r i t o r i a l )

L i t t l e  
i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e  ( s o c i a l  
b o n d sr e l a t i v e l y
w e  a k )
R e l a t  i v e l y  1 o w  V o I u m e  
of p o p u l a t i o n
R e l a t i v e l y
1 o w  m a  ter i a 1 a n d  m o  r a 1 
d e n s i t y

O r g a n i  z e d  t y p e( f u s i o n  of 
m a  r k e t s  a n d  
g r o w  t h of 
c i t i e s )
M u  c h 
i n t e r — d e p e n d  e n o e  ( s o c i a l  
b o n d sr e l a t  i v e l y  
s t r o n g )
R e l a t i v e l yh i g h  V o I u m e  
of p o p u l a t i o n
R e l a t i v e l y  h i g h  m a t e r i a l  a n d  m o r  a 1 
d e n s i t y
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e ooTit e » o , t u 11 o oi e rapito . . .  la g i o r n & t a  ^ 
gia btila alla matt  ina » Hai b e n  ragione; meglio n o n

T Y P E  O F  R u l e s  w i t h  R u l e s  w i t hN O R M S  r e p r e s s i v e  r e s t i t u t i v es a n c t i o n s  s a n c t i o n s
P r e v a l e n c e  P r e v a l e n c e  ofof p e n a l  c o - o p e r a t i v e1 a w  1 a w

C O L L E C T I V E  H i g h  v o l u m e  L o w  v o l u m eC O N S C  IO U S N E S S  H i g h  i n t e n s i t y  L o w  i n t e n s i t y  
(F E A T U R E S ) H i g h  L o wd e t e r m i n a t e — d e t e r m i n a t e —n e s s  n e s s

C o l l e c t i v e  M o r e  r o o m  f or
a u t h o r i t y  i n d i v i d u a la b s o l u t e  i n i t i a t i v ea n d  r e f l e c t i o n

C O L L E C T I V E  H i g h l y  I n c r e a s i n g l yC O N S C  Tci'U'ffNE S S r e l i g i o u s  s e c u l a r(C O N T E N T )

%

T r a n s c e n d e n t a l  H u m a n — or i e n t a t e d  ( s u p e r i o r  to ( c o n c e r n e d  w i t h
h u m a n  h u m a n  i n t e r e s t si n t e r e s t s  a n d  o p e n  toa n d  b e y o n d  d i s c u s s i o n )d i s c u s s i o n )
A t t a c h i n g  A t t a c h i n g
s u p r e m e  v a l u e  s u p r e m e  v a l u eto s o c i e t y  to i n d i v i d u a la n d  i n t e r e s t s  d i g n i t y ,of s o c i e t y  as  e q u a l i t y  of
a w h o l e  o p p o r t u n i t y ,w o r k  e t h i c  

a n d  s o c i a l  j u s t  i c e
C o n c r e t e  a n d  A b s t r a c t  a n d
s p e c i f i c  g e n e r a l

( 5 ) T h e  Victim, as w e  shall see in due course, is always 
female.

( 6 ) See "Rigoletto" and "Un balle in maschera".
■

(7) Luigi B a l d a c c i ,  "Libretti d ' o p e r a  e altri s a g g i "  ‘ f
(Florence, 1974), pp.231-32.

( 8 ) As C i m — Fen remarks, "E li si gozzoviglia allegramente, 
per insulatar la miseria!"

( 9 ) As Luigi says to Tinea, "Per noi la vita n o n  ha piu 
valore, ed ogni gioia si converts in pena. I sacchi 
in groppa e giu la testa a terra! Se guard! in alto, 
bada alia f rust at a 11 p a n e  lo g u a d a g n i  col s u d o r e , 
e I’ora dell’a m o r e  va rubata! V a  cubata fra spasimi 
e p a ure c h e  o f f u scano I’ebbresza piu divina. T u t  to

4

pensare . . . Piegare il capo ed incur var la schiena!*^
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< I 0 ) See Part One, Chapter Four, p.131.
•I( 1 1 )  S ee Part One, Chapter T h r e e , p p . 7 3 — 4 T h e  Rioordi — 

o w n e d  " G a s s e t t a  M u s i c a l e " ,  in its r e v i e w  of t h e  
opera, r e c o m m e n d e d  its readers to "lasoiar a casa 
le s i g n o r i n e " ,  w h i l e  t h e  critic Zuliani, w r i t i n g  
in the "Gaszetta Teatrale” , referred to "la c o m m e d i a  
piu c r u d a m e n t e  v e r ista finora d a t a c i  n e  1 n o s t r o  
t e a t r o  d i a l e t t a l e "  (see Celletti, "II v e r i s m o  e 
Napoli").

( 1 2 )  Ibid.

( 1 4 )  "II verismo e Napoli",

( 1 5 )  See end of Act One.

( I d )  See Act One.

( 1 7 )  "Puccini", p.272. C a r n e r  also quotes the refrain of
the Street S o n g  V e n d o r  in "II tabarro": " C h i  h a
vissuto per amore, per amcre si morl".
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( 1 3 )  See " Vest i la giubba": "La gente paga e rider vuole
qua".



C H A P T E R  T W O

C o n i r a o t u a i  P a t t e r n s



(1) Introduction

It is within the delineation of well-established contractual 
patterns that operatic "verismo puro” owes most to its literary 
counterpart (as characterised by the w o r k s  of Ver ga a nd 
Capuana), with the famous preface to ”1 Malavoglia” providing 
perhaps the most succinct summary of Verga's understanding of

•■I"these forces In the light of Durkheimian theory, the Verghian 
c o n c e p t  of the " o u t s i d e r "  dissatisfied w i t h  his or her 
existence can be c o m p a r e d  w i t h  our earlier m o d e l  of the 
Rebel w h o , in the Sicilian writer’s words, must inevitably feel 
"la vag a  br a m o s i a  dell’igno t o , I’acoorgersi ohe n o n  si sta 
bene, o che si potrebbe star meglio".* It is at this point, then, 
that he is faced w i t h  a choice: either he  a b a n d o n s  his
aspirations to a different and better life through escape from 
his present commitments, thereby conforming to the traditional 
m o d u s  Vivendi, or alternatively he m a k e s  the irrevocable 
decision to break free from the moral and social constraints 
imposed upon him. T h ose opting for the second course of action 
will naturally alienate themselves from their neighbours, and 
by so doing c o m e  into conflict with t h e m . In this w a y  a 
deepening rift begins to open between both camps; on one side 
the Traditionalists (who themselves m a y  be dissatisfied with 
their lot, but seek social promotion within their o w n  societal 
hierarchy, rather than outside it), on the other the Rebels 
(who consider that nothing less than a complete break from 
their environment can give t h e m  fulfilment, and w h o  labour 
incessantly to this end). T h e  final result is conflict ; as in 
Ver ga, both sides are essentially "i vinti", but with radically
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different ideas of h o w  personal happiness can be achieved. T o  
continue the Verghian analogy, suoh a figure as 'Ntoni in ”I

1

Malavoglia", w h o s e  tortured search for happiness outside the
Isociety in which he was born eventually leads to failure, comes

into conflict with the Traditionalists (Padron ’Ntoni and La 
Zuppidda), w h o  live their lives in complete observance of one of 
Padre ’Ntoni’s m a n y  aphorisms: "Per menare il remo bisogna che 
le cinque dite della mano s’aiutino I’un I’altro".* But in the final 
analysis w e  see that Verga himself, while sympathising with 
the individualistic rebelliousness of 'Ntoni, c o m e s  d o w n  
firmly on the side of traditionalism ; in other words, the 
concept of complete escape from o ne’s origins and background is 
an erroneous one, since w e  are too m u c h  conditioned fay these 
influences to be ever able to break completely free from them. 
Happiness, in Verghian terms, can usually only be achieved 
within the confines of one’s o w n  social milieu.

V e r g e ’s traditionalism finds its operatic equivalent in the 
o u t c o m e  of a typical "verismo p u r o ’* conflict, in w h i c h  the 
Rebel meets with failure in his attempt to escape while the 
Traditionalist succeeds in maintaining, consolidating or even 
improving his position within the social hierarchy. Within the 
p r o p o s e d  series of n o v e l s  ent it led " I v i n t i " , V e r g a  h a d  
intended to give a detailed and minu t e  analysis of Italian 
society, as viewed in its differing but co-existing stages of 
d e v e l o p m e n t . T h e  first part ("I Malavoglia") outlines, as is 
c o m m o n l y  k n o w n ,  t h e  p r i v a t i o n s  a n d  s t r u g g l e s  of a 
semi-primitive c o m m u n i t y  of Sicilian fishermen. But V e r g e ’s 
i n h e r e n t  p e s s i m i s m  led h i m  to s h o w  b o t h  R e b e l s  a n d  
Traditionalists as "i vinti", although (as w e  have seen) he 
preferred to uphold the status quo as being the individual’s 
only hope of salvation. T h e  short scenarios of "verismo puro" 
meant that there w a s  quite simply little room for an in— depth 
o h a r  act er isation o n  V e r g h i a n  l i n e s . S i n c e  t h e  R e b e l ’s 
similarity to the R o m a n t i c  hero m a d e  hi m  by far the most 
attractive and interesting of all the character — types, plots 
w e r e  centred around his tragic failure to achieve personal 
freedom; with the sacrifice of the Victim then adding to the 
pathos of the drama, there w a s  subsequently little scope for 
an adequate portrayal of the Traditionalist. T h e  end-resuit was 
operas which culminate in a final clash between the Rebel (who
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Is sympathized with but ultimately disapproved of) a nd the 
Traditionalist ( w h o m  the audience finds less interesting but 
w h o s e  actions and motives they feel are completely justified). 
It is very m u c h  a question of "la liberta" in conflict with "il 
dovere", a n d  the Cor n e l i a n  o v e r t o n e s  of s u c h  a clash of 
aspirations and objectives demonstrate the extent to w h i c h  
"verismo puro" leaned heavily upon traditional models. But an 
analysis of this kind risks u n d e r e s t i m a t i n g  the h i d d e n  
complexities of the genre, as revealed by the pattern of what 
might be termed "contractual obligations" ; in other words, the 
string of promises and understandings existing b e t ween the 
Rebel, Traditionalist and Victim.

How, then, do w e  set about defining the term "contractual 
patterns"? Wha t  exactly constitutes a "contract" in "verismo 
puro"? T h e  first thing w h i c h  b e c o m e s  clear is that w e  are 
dealing with s ome kind of agreement between various parties. 
Let us suppose that these can be divided up into two distinct 
groups; M O R A L  O B L I G A T I O N S  and LEGAL OBLIGATIONS. T he former, 
for the sake of argument, w e  shall define as links which have 
bee n  established b e t w e e n  two or more people or groups, a nd

( o ) Family links, i.e. areas of responsibility between parents 
a n d  children, brothers a n d  sisters, a n d  vice v e r s a .

( d ) Employer-employee relationships, where each party occupies 
a position of mutual respect and gratitude.

{ e ) Emotional links be t w e e n  guardians and adopted sons or 
daughters

( f > Emotional links through sincere friendship b e t ween two 
otherwise unrelated people.
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which are clearly reciprocal but not binding by law (a precise ?definition of this t e r m  as u s e d  w i t h i n  the oontext of a 
semi-primitive society will shortly be given). T h e  following 
kinds of relationships m a y  be said to fall into this category : 1
( a ) Avowals of love and promises of fidelity (especially in

"3cases w h ere the w o m a n ’s honour has been compromised).
4

( b ) Official or unofficial engagements and betrothals (either 
understood or assumed).



All these relationships share one basic premise: they are not 
"legally" enforceable in the sense that if the ties established 
are broken by one of the individuals involved, society is not 
directly responsible for the punishment of the transgressor. 
This task is therefore left to the discretion of the offended 
party, w h o  m a y  then take any steps he deems necessary to gain 
retribution. S u c h  a n  allocation of authority is, by its very 
nature, dependent on the ultimate approval and sanction of the 
legal structure within the community; since minor infringements 
of the social c o d e  pose no  serious threat to the overall 
stability of society, responsibility for their sanctioning is 
automatically devolved upon the individual concerned (provided 
h e  acts w i t h i n  the g u i d elines laid d o w n  by c u s t o m  a n d  
precedent). T h e s e  usually follow the Biblical c o n c e p t  of 
retribution ("an eye for an e y e , a tooth for a tooth"); a
philosophy which is also reflected in the penalties meted out 
by the societal legal s y stem in those instances w h e r e  the 
collective safety of the c o m m u n i t y  is t h r e a t e n e d . This can 
happen w h e n  what w e  might term as "legal obligations" between 
various parties are broken. Within "verismo puro" these may be 
defined as follows:

( a > Marriage ceremonies.

( b ) Initiation rites and oaths of fidelity and allegiance to 
autonomous communities and/or secret societies (e.g. Mafia,
Camorra).

( c ) Sacred oaths (i.e. between an individual and God) mad e  in 
public

It follows, therefore, that those crimes which are "legally" 
punishable by society include such acts as adultery, treason 
and blasphemy. T h e  c o m m o n  link between all three is that each 
threatens the inner stability of the community, either through 
the w e a k e n i n g  of family ties (adultery), the jeopardizing of 
public safety (treason), and the renegal of religious beliefs 
(blasphemy). In each of these cases the party concerned, having

V’given either a verbal or written agreement to fulfil either of 
the three listed Legal obligations, find that for some reason

S'-
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<2> Primary and Secondary Contract Patterns. -

Within the typical "verismo puro" scenario Moral and Legal 
obligations follow a threefold pattern of development. T h e  
first stage can be termed C O N T R A C T  INITIATIONS, the second 
C O N T R A C T  B R E A K S  and the third C O N T R A C T  R E I N F O R C E M E N T S .  
In the first instance contracts are made, in the second they 
are broken, and in the third they are re-established. <A more 
detailed définit ion of each will follow, but for the m o m e n t  
this brief d e s c ription will suffice. ) In the c o u r s e  of a 
"verismo puro" opera all three stages m a y  take place during a 
concatenation of events; the meeting of the two lovers for the 
first time and their avowal of love would constitute a Contract 
Initiation, sinoe both partners have m a d e  a promise of fidelity 
to each other. A subsequent decision by either to terminate the 
relationship would thereby provide a Contract Break, since the 
basis on which the relationship was formed has n o w  been broken. 
If the two lovers were to m a k e  up, however, the Contract Break 
w o u l d  n o w  be fully repaired and this event described as a 
Contract Reinforcement. T h e  occurrence of all three stages with
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1
they must renege on their original undertaking. T h e  result is 
that the full weight of the legal structure is brought against 
them, and they are punished collectively by the society against 
whose code of conduct they have transgressed. N o  longer is it 
the responsibility of the o f f e n d e d  party to init ia te the 
p r o c e s s  of r e t r i bution ; the m a t t e r  is n o w  a c a u s e  for 
collective c o n c e r n , and as such m ust be dealt with on that 
basis. Both Moral and Legal obligations in "verismo puro" share 
o ne basic precept : that of the need for individuals to group 
together a nd share their lives, a nd in order to achieve a

'1co m p l e t e  equilibrium s o m e  form of contractual pattern is 
necessary. W h e r e  obligations differ is in the degree to w h i c h  
each oan be enforced; the Moral type, being to all intents and 
purposes sustained by w h a t  might be termed "private" law, 
depends on the determination and willingness of the offended 
party to redress the wrong committed against him, whereas the 
Legal variety (backed by the full force of "public" law) can 
count on a prompt and effective response to any transgressions 
through the medium of collective action.



1

§

I

a n a r r a t i v e  link w i t h i n  the o n e  o p e r a  is by n o  m e a n s  
obligatory; each stage can oo— exist on its own, or combinations 
of each m a y  take place. For example, the Contract Initiation 
m a y  lead to a Contract Reinforcement without the occurrence of 
a Contract Break. This is possible w h e n  w e  consider that the 
Contract Reinforcement is twofold in its application within a 
dramatic context; it c a n  either be u s e d  to designate the 
rebuilding of a completely broken contract or, alternatively, 
the consolidation of a perfectly stable one <an example of the 
second type w o u l d  be w h e n  two lovers r e n e w  their v o w s  of 
fidelity s o m e  time after the Contract Initiation h a s  taken 
place).

B e f o r e  c o n s i d e r i n g  C o n t r a c t  Initiations, B r e a k s  a n d  
Reinforcements in more detail, w e  must first expound the twin 
notions of P R I M A R Y  and S E C O N D A R Y .  If a Contract Initiation, 
Break or Reinforcement is described as Primary then it takes 
place on — stage, in the course of the opera, in the form of a 
scene b e t w e e n  the t wo or m o r e  characters involved in the 
contract. T h o s e  described as S e c o n d a r y  take place at the 
following points;

< a > Before the commencement of the work.

( b ) During time elapsed between acts.

< c ) O n  — stage, at any part of the opera, but occurring in an
indirect w a y ,  i.e. arising indirectly out of a m o t e
tangibly represented situation, but not portrayed in the 
form of a dramatic exchange between the two or more people 
involved in the contract <an example of this would be the 
kind of situation where one character initiates a contract 
with another, and as he does so visibly on—stage it becomes 
apparent to the audience that he is simultaneously and 
indirectly breaking a pre-established contract with a third 
party).

T h e  distinction b e t w e e n  Primary and Secondary allows us to 
record to what extent audiences are made aware of the dramatic 
development of the plot; a crucial factor when, in the final 
chapter, the organic structure of the "verismo puro" opera is 
described in detail For the moment, however, let us list the
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six contractual patterns delineated so far:

(a) Primary Contract Initiations (PCI’s)

(b) Secondary Contract Initiations (SCl’s)

(o> Primary Contract Breaks (PCB’s)

(d) Secondary Contract Breaks (SCB's)

(e> Primary Contract Reinforcements (PCR’s)

<f) Secondary Contract Reinforcements (SCR’s)

(I b ave included abbreviations as these will be used, w h e r e  
convenient, in future discussions.)

It n o w  remains to apply this part of the theory to the fabric 
of the operas in question; this I propose to do by adopting the 
pairings indicated above, commencing with Contract Initiations.

(3) Primary and Secondary Contract Initiations: —

T h e  theory behind the Contract Initiation is the keystone 
upon which a fuller understanding of the dramaturgy of "verismo 
puro’’ can be achieved. In the simplest terms, they provide a 
straightforward m e a n s  of establishing the various relationships 
b e t w e e n  c h a r a c t e r s  in an opera, t h e r e b y  clarifying a n y  
underlying motives for subsequent Breaks or Reinforcements of 
Contract. Indeed, it goes without saying that until w e  are 
sufficiently acquainted with the complex w e b  of Moral and Legal 
obligations i m p o s e d  o n  c h a r a c t e r s  (either prior to the 
commencement of the opera or during its dramatic development) 
it is very difficult to form a clear and objective picture of 
the situation being d e p i c t e d . T h e  Contract Initiation, by 
providing the backbone of a "verismo puro" opera, is therefore 
a principle m e a n s  of presenting to the audience the major 
character relationships in the society being portrayed. In 
general w e  find that Primary Contract Initiations are m u c h  less 
n u m e r o u s  than their Secondary counterparts. T h e  reasons for 
this will become apparent w h e n  w e  consider some examples of the 
f o r m e r , under the relative s ubheadings of Moral and Legal
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obligations. As the following table shows, w e  have two types of 
Moral Primary Contract Initiations, namely promises of marriage 
a n d  promises of fidelity b e t w e e n  two people in love. Legal 
Primary Contract Initiations are either oaths of brotherhood 
and loyalty or v o w s  m a d e  to God; these, as oan also be seen, 
are very much in the minority:

T A B L E  O N E :  P R I M A R Y  C O N T R A C T  I N I T I A T I O N S

O P E R A  L O C A T I O N  T Y P E  D E S C R I P T I O N

m a  r r y C r ist i n a

<1> M . V .  A c t  O n e  L e g a l  ( o ) V i t o ’s v o w
to M a d o n n a

< 2 > " " M o  r a 1 <b> V i t o ’sp r c m i  s e to

<3) L ’A R L .  A c t  T w o  " ’’ F e d e r i c o ’sp r c m i  s e to m a r r y  V i V  e t t a
( 4 ) M A I  A ’’ ’’ M o r a l  <a> M a  i a ’ sp r o m  i s e of f i d e l i t y  toT o r  i a s
( 5 > G . M  . ’’ ’’ ’’ ’’ M a l i e l l a ’s

p r o m i  s e of f i d e l i t y  loR a f a e 1 e
< 6 > " " ’’ " ’’ " M a l i e l l a ’sp r o m i  s e of f i d e l i t y  toG e n n a r o
<7> Z I N G .  A c t  O n e  L e g a l  (b > R a d u  ’ s o a t ho f

•fe

3

i n i t i a t i o n  |i n t o  g y p s y  
o o m m u n  i t y

One thing which immediately becomes obvious from the above 
table is the considerable n u m b e r  of operas containing no 
P r i m a r y  C o n t r a c t  Initiations; t h e s e  include " C a v a l l e r i a 
rusticana", "Pagliacci” , "A S a n t a  Lucia” , "A basso porto",
’’A m i c a " , " L ’oracolo" and ”11 tabarro". A possible reason for
this lies in the nature of the Primary Contract Initiation; its 
deployment on — stage, in full view of the audience, led m a n y  
librettists to c o n s i d e r  it as an  i n appropriate m e a n s  of
highlighting that category of morally reprehensible action most
likely to offend the average spectator. T h e  prime example is
Mala vita” , with Vito’s o p e n  v o w  to the M a d o n n a  and his
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sxïbsequent p r o m i s e  of m a r r i a g e  to Cristina; t w o  Pr i m a r y  
Contract Initiations which caused a furore on the occasion of 
the opera’s premiere. As w e  have seen, Giordano’s librettist, 
Nicola Daspuro, w a s  strongly criticised for having allowed such
a n  overtly ’’b l a s p h e m o u s ” o a t h  to take place o n - s t a g e ;  
similarly, Cristina’s status as a c o m m o n  prostitute m a d e  Vito's 
promise of marriage to her a mockery of this most Christian of 
rites. Other operas, by m e a n s  of an exotic setting, wer e  able 
to avoid such problems; the oath of brotherhood and loyalty 
taken in "Zingari” w a s  permitted, since G o d ’s n a m e  w a s  not 
invoked and the opera was set within an ethnic minority culture 
(i.e. that of the gypsies). However, one of the two Primary 
Contract Initiations in ”I gioielli della M a d o n n a ” again gave 
cause for c o n c e r n  ; Maliella ’ s position as G e n n a r  o ’ s legal 
’’sister” mad e  any avowal of fidelity a tangibly incestuous one, 
with the result that m a n y  audiences found the scene in rather 
bad taste. But, as w e  h a v e  noted, suc h  miscalculations by 
librettists wer e  very rare, and w h a t  few disasters occurred 
strengthened their resolve to provide a libretto which offered 
a certain a m o u n t  of sensationalism without offending the 
audience. But h o w  could this be achieved w h e n  "verismo pure” 
has, as one of its principal themes, the delicate subject of 
adultery? T h e  answer lies in the more subtle approach provided 
by the Secondary Contract Initiation; by ensuring that Contract 
Initiations occur before the onset of the opera or during the 
acts, the audience is presented with a ’’fait accompli” and is 
left to infer from the action the various contracts initiated 
by the characters, without being exposed to the less tasteful 
as p e c t s  of their g e n e s i s . T h i s  a p p r o a c h  is very m u c h  a 
traditional one, and owes m u c h  to preceding operatic practice ; 
its subsequent popularity in ’’verismo pure” is attested by both 
the number of operas utilizing Secondary Contract Initiations 
and the regularity with w h i c h  they occur. A table will again 
clarify the main features;

.'4

<F,T.O.>
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T A B L E  T W O ;  S E C O N D A R Y  C O N T R A C T  I N I T I A T I O N S

i'r-ft
a

O P E R A  L O C A T I O N  T Y P E D E S C R I P T Ï  O N

<i) C A V .  P r e - o p e r a  M o r a l  <b)

< 3 > ”

< 6 > P A G

< 8 > A . B . L

( 1 0 )  A .B .F .

( 1 1 )  L ’A R L - ”

( 1 2 )  A M I C A

(13) "

( 1 4 )  ”

(15) L ’O R A C . ”

M o  r a 1 ( a )

L e g a l  (a)

M o  r a I ( a >

L e g a l  (a)

M o  r a I ( a >

L e g a l  (a)

M o  r a I ( a )

M o  r a I ( b )

T o  r Î d d o ’ s p r o m  i s e to m a r r y  
S a n  t o z sa
T o r  i d d o * s p r o m  i s e of 
f i d e l i t y  to L o l a
M a  r r i a g e 
V o w s  o £A l f i o  a n d  
L o l a
V i t o ’s 
p r o m i  » e of f i d e l i t y  
to A m a l ia
M a r  r i a g e V o w s  o £A n n e  t i e 1 1 o 
a n d  A m a l i a
S i l v i o ’s p r o m i  se o £ f i d e l i t y  to N e  d d a
M a r  r i a g e V o w s  o f C a n  i o a n d  
N e  d d a
C i o o i l l o  ’ s p r o m  i B e of 
f i d e l i t y  to 
R o s e 1 la
C i o o i l l o  s p r o m  i s e to m a  r r y M a  r i a
C i o o i l l o ’s p r o m  i s e to m a  r r y 
S e s e 1 la
F e d e r i c o ’s 
p r o m i s e  to m a  r r y1 ’A r l e s i a n s
C a m o  i n e  * s p r o m i  « e to m a  r r y 
M a d d a 1 e n a
R i n a l d o  ’ s p r o m i s e  to 
m a  r r y A m i  c a
G i o r g i o  ’» p r o m i  s e to m a r r y  Arnica
S a n  — L u i  ’ s 
p r o m i  s e to 
m a r r y  A h — d o e

a

'5

'i-'
î!■■y

%::
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( 1 6 )  L •O R A C . P r e -  M o r a l  (b> C i m - F e n ’so p e r a  p r o m i s e  to
m a  r r y H u a - Q u  i

( 1 7 )  M A I  A ” ” ” " R e n a u d  »sp r o m i  » e to m a r r y M a i a
( 1 8 )  G . M .  ” ” L e g a l  (c) C a r m e  l a ’sP r o m i  » e to G o d  to r a i s e  a 

£ o u n d l i n g
( 1 9 )  Z I N G .  ” ” M o r a l  (b> R a d u ’s

p r o m i  se to m a r r y  F l e a n a
( 2 0 )  " ” B e t  w e  e n  M o r a l  (a> T a m a  r * sA c t s  O n e  p r o m i s e  ofa n d  T w o  f i d e l i t y  to

F i e  a n a
( 2 1 )  T A  B . P r e - o p e r a  ” ” L u i g i ’s

p r o m  i s e of 
f i d e l i t y  to G i o r g e t t a

( 2 2 ) ” ” ” ” L e g a l  (a) M a r r i a g eV o w s  o f M i c h e l e  a n d  G i o r g e t t a

O n e  item of considerable interest is the proliferation of 
S e c o n d a r y  C o n t r a c t  Initiations taking place before the 
commencement of the opera, rather than between acts. There are 
a n u m b e r  of possible r e a s o n s  for this, the first and most 
probable of w h i c h  is related to the comparative brevity of 
’verismo puro” works. Since the majority are cast in the one 
and two-act format, librettists found it considerably easier to 
present audiences with an already well — developed situation 
w h i c h  could t h e n  be e x p a n d e d  u p o n  in the cour s e  of the 
scenario. This m e t h o d  w a s  of course necessary with one-act 
works, due to the lack of a proper interval (apart from the 
short respite sometimes provided by an orchestral intermezzo). 
Its adoption in the longer two and three-act operas came about 
through the determination of librettists to present works which 
w e r e  concise in dramatio d e v e l o p m e n t , avoiding the lacunae 
brought about through excessive ’’storylining” be t w e e n  acts. 
This last device had been one of the favourite resorts of the 
R o m a n t i c  librettist a n d  h a d  led, in the first half of the 
nineteenth c e n t u r y , to the writing of libretti w h i c h  w e r e  
incomprehensible w h e n  presented to an audience unacquainted 
with the text. W e  are all familiar with the m a n y  criticisms 
m a d e  of C a m m a r a n o ’s ”11 trovatore” and Piave’s ”La forza del
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,'.ÿ„dcstino”; the inordinate amount of inter — act narrative in both 

these w o rks (and in a host of others) considerably w e a k e n s  
their overall oohesi veness, and although individual scenes 
retain considerable d r a m a t i c  force, w e  are left w ith the 
distinct impression of a series of loosely connected tableaux 
lacking unity and verisimilitude. T h e  majority of ’’verismo 
puro” works avoided this pitfall by placing Secondary Contract
Initiations prior to the c o m m e n c e m e n t  of the action, leaving 
the audience, by means of the subsequent on-stage narrative, to 
a c q u a i n t  itself w i t h  t h e  M o r a l  a n d  L e g a l  o b l i g a t i o n s

(P.T.O.)
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pre-established within the Rebel— Traditionalist — Victim trilogy.
"IBefore leaving the realm of Primary and Secondary Contract 

Initiations, it m a y  be of s o m e  interest to c o m p a r e  the
d:f requency of use of both categories within the individual 

operas. Table Three collates this data:
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Let us first c o m p a r e  the respective totals of Moral and 
Legal Contract Initiations (Columns Five and Six). As can be 
seen, the majority of operas lack a balance between these two 
types of C o n t r a c t  Initiations; indeed, as m a n y  as s e v e n  
completely avoid the Legal variety. Only in the remaining works 
(”Cavalleria rusticana” , "Mala vita” , "Pagliaooi” , "Zingari” 
and ”11 tabarro”) is some kind of parity achieved; ”Fagliacci" 
and ”11 tabarro” each have one Moral and one Legal Contract 
Initiation w h e r e a s  " M a l a  v i t a ” h a s  t w o  of e a c h ,  w i t h  
"Cavalleria rusticana” and "Zingari” being less evenly balanced 
with two Moral and one Legal Contract Initiation apiece. It 
would seem, on the basis of this evidence, that an adequate 
balance b e t ween the Moral and Legal categories of Contract 
Initiations is a feature of the more successful "verismo puro” 
operas, and m a y  well have contributed to their success. However, 
the corresponding totals of Primary and Secondary Contract 
Initiations s h o w  that this b a l a n c e  is rarely achieved. A  
surprising n u m b e r  of operas (seven in all) lack any Primary 
Contract Initiations whatsoever, while none of the twelve omit 
their Secondary counterparts, with the most c o m m o n  pattern 
appearing to be the 0/2 combination, consisting of no Primaries 
an d  two Secondaries (this feature is shared by five of the 
operas under discussion). O n e  last point concerns those operas 
with the highest total of both Primary and Secondary Contract 
Initiations (i.e. "Mala vita” and ”I gioielli della M a d o n n a ” , 
both with four); it comes as no surprise to find that these two 
w o r k s  w e r e  considered a m o n g s t  the most a v a n t - g a r d e  a n d  
controversial of their day, a verdict which m a y  have been due 
to t h e  fact that e a c h  c o n t a i n s  t w o  P r i m a r y  C o n t r a c t  
Initiations.

(4) Primary and Secondary Contract Breaks: —

T h e  preceding section has s h o w n  h o w  the framework of a 
"verismo puro ” opera is f o rmed from the establishment of 
Primary and Secondary Contract Initiations. T h ese provide the 
foundations of a "situation” w h ich is then manipulated in a 
variety of w a y s  so as to provide d r a m a t i c  i n t e r e s t , the 
process of development culminating in a final and conclusive 
act of violence w h o s e  purpose is to gain a just and salutary
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retribution for the breaching of an agreement. T h i s  notion, 
which w e  shall term the C O N T R A C T  BREAK, is the linchpin upon
which the entire dramatic mechanism of "verismo puro" revolves;

5since such actions upset the delicate and complex balance of
loyalties and e m o t i o n s  within a particular society, anger, 
grief and disillusionment are engendered amongst those people 
betrayed, providing the basis for conflict. T h e  tension thus 
g e n e rated m u s t  s o m e h o w  be dissipated, either through the 
patching—up of broken contracts by means of compromise by both 
parties, or alternatively t h r o u g h  the m e d i u m  of physical 
conflict. Both these possibilities will be e x a m i n e d  in due 
course, but for the m o m e n t  the theory of the Contract Break 
must be looked at more closely.

T h e  very nature of the word "contract" implies, as w e  have 
seen, the existence of various areas of responsibility between

■ytwo or more parties. However, it is the degree to which these 
contracts c a n  be e n f o r c e d  that ultimately d e c i d e s  their 
importance ; or, viewed from a different perspective, it can be 
said that the severity wit h  w h i c h  b r eaks of contract are 
p u n i s h e d  d e p e n d s  initially o n  the nature of the contract 
itself. T h e  distinction between Moral and Legal obligations has
already been established, and it is this broad categorization

,which provides the key to our understanding of Contract Breaks.
M o r a l  o b l i g a t i o n s  are, by their v e r y  n a t u r e ,  i n f o r m a l  
agreements (though always very solemn ones) between two or more 
p arties; the e n f o r c e m e n t  of s u c h  obligations is entirely 
d e p e n d e n t  on the extent to w h i c h  the m o r a l  code of the 
community is observed by its members. This inevitably m e a n s  
that any breaches of contract m a y  well incur the displeasure 
or wrath of those involved, but ultimately no statutory powers 
exist within the societal framework by which the offender can 
be collectively punished. Naturally he or she m a y  be m a d e  to 
suffer in a variety of ways, but any punishment meted out must 
originate from the offended parties, and not from a centralized 
authority. As already stated, such m i s d e m e a n o u r s  are not 
"legally" enforceable in the sense that it is the responsibility 
of e v ery individual to e n s u r e  that justice is d o n e  ; in 
these cases, it is the offended party w h o  m u s t  take the 
n e c e s s a r y  action (if a n d  w h e n  he  or s h e  desires) a n d  
provided the settlement of the dispute does not imperil the
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general safety and well-being of the community both parties 
will be left to settle their differences. However, the breaking 
of a Legal obligation is quite a different matter, since w e  are 
n o w  dealing with sacred vows in which the n a m e  of God has been 
invoked as a guarantee of fidelity (this is the unifying factor 
which binds together such diverse Legal obligations as marriage

obligation, and indeed m a n y  "verismo puro" w o r k s  exploited 
this particular situation.

Let us n o w  analyse the patterns of occurrence of both 
Primary and Secondary Contract Breaks, c o m m e n c i n g  with the 
former. In c o m m o n  with the Primary Contract Initiation, the 
Primary Contract Break is used in a limited n u m b e r  of operas, 
as can be seen from the following table:

T A B L E  F O U R  : P R I M A R Y  C O N T R A C T  B R E A K S

O P E R A  L O C A T I O N  T Y P E  D E S C R I P T I O N

(1> M . V .  A c t  T h r e e  M o r a l  (b> V i t o ’s
r e j e c t i o n  of
s h o w n  by h i s  d e c i s i o n  to e l o p e  w i t h  
A m a l i a

(E> A . S . L .  A c t  T w o  M o r a l  <a> C i c c i l l o ’sd e n u n  c i a t i o n  
of R o s e l l a ’s s u p p o s e d  i n f e d e l  i t y
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contracts, v o w s  of allegiance to secret societies and sacred 
oaths m a d e  to God). All these contracts, by virtue of being 
m a d e  publicly and with the a s s u m e d  blessing of God, b e c o m e  
inviolable, and any subsequent attempt to break them (whether 
successful or not) will incur the "legal" penalties imposed by
the hierarchy. P u n i s h m e n t ,  as can be i m a g i n e d , is usually 
death; in this w a y  the betrayed husband can quite legitimately 
kill his wife's lover, and his conduct will be c o n d o n e d  fay 
society. Moreover, w e  must bear in mind that our o w n  concept of 
legality is very m u c h  an insular one; wha t  a semi-primitive 
society regards as a permissible and justified killing m a y  
appear from our o w n  standpoint to be cold-blooded murder, and 
if a p p r e h e n d e d  w o u l d  be punished as such. T h e  w e l l - k n o w n  
Sicilian notion of the "crime of honour" is a clear example of 
t he m a n d a t o r y  e x p i a t i o n  of a p r e v i o u s l y  b r o k e n  L e g a l

C r i s t i n a  as



< 3 > L ’ A R L  . A c t  T h  XT e e M o  r a i  < b >

<4> A M I C A A o t  O n e M o  r a i  < e )

( 5 > " A c t  T w o M o  r a I ( a >

(6) L ' O R A C .  A o  t O n e

< 7 > C M .

« 8 ) ”

A c t  Th, r e e

F e d e r i c o * s r e j e c t i o n  of V  i V e t t a b e c a u s e  of 
h i s  l o v e  for 1 ‘A r l e s i a n a
A m i o a ' s 
r e f u s a i  to c a r r y  o u t  
C a m o  i n e  * s w i s h  t h a t  s h e  s h o u l d  m a  r r y 
G i o r g i o
R i n a l d o ’s d e s e rt i o n  
of A m i c a  so as to s a f e g u a r d  
G i o r g i o  ’ s p h y  s i c a I 
w e  11 — be in g
C i m — F e n ’ s 
s p u r n i n g  of H u  a — O u  i ( he 
b r e a k s  h i s  p r o m i  s e to m a r r y  h e r )
R a f a e l e  * s r e j e c t  i c n o f M a l i e l l a
M a  1 i e 1 1 a * s r e j e c t  i o n  
of C e  n n a r c

I

ï'
%

I

It will be noticed from the above table that several of the 
m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  " v e r i s m o  p u r o "  w o r k s  are m i s s i n g , e.g. 
"Cavalleria rusticana", "Pagliacci", "A basso porto” , "Maia", 
"Zingari" a n d  "II tabarro" T h e  principal r e a s o n  for the 
limited use of the Primary Contract Break appears to lie in the 
very nature of the device. In a sense w e  are faced with the 
s a m e  problem w h i c h  h a m p e r e d  use of the Primary Contract 
Initiation, n a m e l y  the tangible representation of an event 
which, for s o m e  reason or other, m a y  offend the a u d i e n c e ’s 
sensibility. A few examples will clarify this point; in "Mala 
vita" Vito’s on-stage rejection of Cristina w a s  viewed by m a n y  
as too harsh a treatment of a character w h o  had done no wrong. 
There were also other moral issues which directly concerned the 
first audiences of ’’M a l a  vita"; the m o s t  serious of these 
appears to have been the fact that by spurning Cristina, Vito 
m a k e s  a mockery of his v o w  to God to redeem a fallen woman. 
Furthermore, the presence of Amalia on — stage during this scene, 
egging on Vito to break off with Cristina, s e e m e d  to m a n y  
people to be all too vivid a reminder of A m a l i a ’s adultery.
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Never before, in the history of opera, had moral conventions 
been so flippantly disregarded, and the successful escape of 
Vito and Amalia (with Cristina’s return to the brothel), m ust 
h a v e  appeared to c o n t e m p o r a r y  audiences to symbolize the 
t r i u m p h  of evil o v e r  good, t h e r e b y  ignoring o n e  of th e  
fundamental ’’rules" of the theatre.* T h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  P r i m a r y  
Contract Break w a s  in essence a dramatio miscalculation by the 
librettist Daspuro, but there are other equally vivid examples. 
O n e  of the most interesting is the scene in "A Santa Lucia” 
w h e r e  Ciooillo, w h o  believes that Rosella has b e c o m e  the 
mistress of his father Tctonno (and furthermore has agreed to 
marry him) publicly denounces his former beloved as "la figlia 
di tua madre sensa o n o r e ", after w h ich Rosella, crazed with 
grief, t h r o w s  herself from a n e a r b y  parapet a nd is killed 
outright. Here, as in "Mala vita", the Primary Contract Break 
impresses all too forcefully upon the audience an essentially 
unpleasant and distasteful situation. Ciocillo’s position as 
the father of Rosella’s child is challenged by his o w n  father’s 
determination to marry her; the incestuous implications of such 
a  union risked alienating the average middle— class audience, 
and even though Tctonno, w h e n  he hears that Rosella has borne 
a child by his son, is himself horrified by the thought of 
incest and gives up all thoughts of marriage, the fact that the 
subject is aired so crudely in the form of an on-stage dramatic 
confrontation constitutes yet another miscalculation on the 
part of the librettist.

"■5

:4;:
4

O t her P r i m a r y  Contract Breaks are less controversial ; 
Arnica’s break with her guardian is fully justified w h e n  w e  
consider the ambivalence of her position, with M a d d a l e n a ’s 
impending marriage to C a m o  in e leaving her no place within the 
family structure. W e  are left, then, with a series of w h a t 
might be t e r m e d  "rejections" ; o n e  apiece in "Arnica" a n d  
"L’oraoolo" and two in "I gioielli della Madonna", all of which 
are either morally justifiable to s o m e  extent or of little 
dramatic consequence. T h e  comparative failure of the Primary 
Contract Break as a viable dramatic unit m a y  be said to lie in 
these two extremes, which range from the over—explicitness of 
the examples quoted from "Mala vita" and "A Santa Lucia" to the 
ineffectiveness of those in "I gioielli della Madonna"; here 
Rafaele’s rejection of Maliella is immediately followed fay a
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result that the audience, confronted fay such an impossibly neat 
a n d  tidy d e n o u e m e n t ,  c a n  o n l y  s m ile at t h e  d r a m a t i c  
improbability with w h i c h  the opera is brought to a cursory 
close. T h e  major area of controversy, as w e  have seen, proved

similar scene in which she in turn spurns Gennaro, with the

to be the difficulty of m a k i n g  an essentially conservative 
audience accept the on-stage breaking of those moral precepts 
closest to their o w n  hearts. It is significant that all the 
examples quoted in Table Pour are of the Moral variety; the 
complete absence of Legal Primary Contract Breaks is adequate

;a:

proof of the u n w i l l i n g n e s s  of librettists to depict s u c h
■; :delicate subjects as adultery, treason and blasphemy on the 

open stage. Even their Moral counterparts (which, incidentally, 
are for the most part retractions of previous avowals of love 
a n d  fidelity) are used, as w e  h a v e  seen, in either a n  
ineffectual or overly assertive way, with the result that the

'device often fails to make the necessary impact

;î
It is hardly surprising, therefore, to find that librettists, 

faced with the d a n g e r  of alienating an a u d i e n c e  t h r o u g h  
the over — explicit representation of a morally reprehensible 
action, chose in the majority of cases the less spectacular 
but equally effective solution of the S e c o n d a r y  Contract 
Break. This, like all other similar Secondary devices, follows 
the guidelines established earlier in the chapter This means that 
the a u d i e n c e  is indirectly m a d e  a w a r e  of a n y  c o n t r a c t  
breaks that occur (either by m e a n s  of traditional "recitative" 
or s e c o n d - h a n d  t h r o u g h  the actions of other c h a r a c t e r s ) . 
T h e  v i s u a l  s h o o k  of s e e i n g  m o r a l  v a l u e s  f l a g r a n t l y  
defied and disregarded is thus removed, and the audience is 
gently eased into a passive understanding and tacit acceptance 
of any contract breaks thus occurring. In a sense, w e  m a y  also 
regard the popularity of the Secondary Contract Break as proof 
that "verismo puro" did not rely exclusively on the visual 
representation of violence, scandal and moral turpitude upon 
which it is so often said to have thrived. An analysis of the 
Secondary Contract Breaks in the operas under discussion shows 
the t rut h of this assertion, since (as the following table 
demonstrates) the situations depicted are in essence similar to 
those of the Primary Contract Break:
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T A B L E  F I V E :  S E C O N D A R Y  C O N T R A C T  B R E A K S

O P E R A L O C A T I O N  T Y P E D E S C R I P T I O N

< t > C A V P r e — o p e r a  M o r a l  <a>

L e g a l  < a >

T u r i d d u * s b e t r a y a l , 
through, h i s  
a f f a i r  w i t h  L o l a ,  of h i s  p l e d g e  t o m a r r y 
S a n t u x s a
L o l a  ’ s i n f e d e l i t y  to A l f i o  t h r o u g h  h e ra d u 1 t e r y  
w i t h  T u  r i d d u

< 3 > M . V

A o t  O n e M o  r a 1 ( a >

A c t  T h r e e  L e g a l  <o>

I n f e d e l i t y o f
A n n e  t i e 1 1 o t o A m a l i a  t h r o u g h  h i s  a d u  1 t e r y  w i t h
Cr ist i n a
A m a 1 i a ’s 
i n f e d e l i t y  t oA n n e  t i e 1 1 o t h r o u g h  h e r  
a d u l t e r y  w i t h  V i t o
V i t o  ’ s i n f e d e l  i t y 
to A m a l i a  
t h r o u g h  h i s  p r o m i se to m a r r y  Cr ist i n a
V i t o ’s 
b e t r a y a l  of h i s  o a t h  to 
r e d e e m  a f a 1 I e n 
w o m a n , as e f f e c t e d  fa y h i sr e j e c t  i o n
of C r i s t i n a

<7> P A G P r e - o p e r a  L e g a l  (a>

A o t  O n e M o r  a 1 < d >

N e d d a ’ s i n f e d e l  i ty to C a n i o t h r o u g h  h e r  
a d u l t e r y  
w i t h  S i l v i o
T o  n  i o ’ s 
b e t r a y a l  of 
t r u s t  to 
C a n  i ot h r o u g h  h i s  p u r s u i t  of N e  d d a
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9) A . S . L .  P r e  — o p e r a  M o r a l  <a> C i o c i l l o ’s 
i n f e d e l  i ty 
te R o s e l l a  t h r o u g h  h i s  e n g  a g e m e n  t to M a r i a

( 1 0 )  A .B .P L e g a l  <fa>

( 1 1 ) A o  t T w o  M o r a l  (c )

( 1 2 )  " M o r  a 1 (b )

( 1 3 )  L ’A R L . A c t  O n e  M o r a l  (a)

( 1 4 )  ’’

15) ’’

B e tw e  e n  A c t s  O n  e a n d  T w o

A c t  T h  r e e

M o r  a 1 ( o )

( 1 6 )  A M I C A  P r e  — o p e r a  M o r a l  (e)

( 1 7 )  ” A c t  O n e

( 1 8 )  ’’ »» >» M o  r a 1 ( o )

C i o o i l l o  b e t r a y a l  h i s  tel C a m o  r r i b y
d e n o u n c  o n e  o f to t h e  p o 1 i o e

' s o f 1 o w  s t i
i ng t h e m

S e s e l l a ’s b r e a k  w i t h  M a  r i a
t h r o u g h  h e r  a V o w a 1 of l o v e  toC i o o i 1 1 o
S e  se 1 la ’ s 
b r e a k  w i t h  
C i o o i 1 1 o 
t h r o u g h  h e r  d e n u n o  i a t i o n  of h i m  as a t r a i t or
P e d e r i o o ’ s b r e a k  w i t h  1 ’A r l e s i a n a  w h e n  h e  
h e a r s  of h e r  
p r e v i o u s  i n V  o 1 V erne n t w i t h  M e t i f i o
F e d e r i c o ’s 
b r e a k  w i t h  R o  sa by r u n n i n g  a w a y  
f r o m  h o m e
F e d e r i c o ’s b r e a k  w i t h  
V  i V e t t a t h r o u g h  h i s  
l o v e  f or 1 * Ar 1e s i a n a
R i n a l d o ’s b r e a k  w i t h  C a m o  i n e  by 
1 e aV  i n g  h o m e
C a m o i n e ’s 
r e j e c t i o n  of A m i  c a as s h o w n  by h i s
i n t e n t  i o n  
to m a r r y  
M a d d a 1 e n a
R i n a l d o ’s b e t r a y a l  of 
t r u s t  to G i o r g i o  t h r o u g h  h i s  l o v e  for A m  i o a

74



( 1 9 )  M A  IA P r e - o p e r a  M o r a l  <b>

(20 )  " A o t T w o

( 2 1 )  " B e  tweSTK A c t s  T w o  a n d  T h  r e e

( 2 2 )  " M o  r a 1 ( o >

( 2 3 )  " A c t  T h r e e  M o r a l  ( a )

24) 2 I M G P r e — o p e r a  M o r a l  (b>

( 2 5 )  "

( 2 6 )  ”

B e t w e  e n  A c t s  O n e  
a n d  T w o

L e g a l  <a>

M o  r a I < c >

(27 )  T A B P r e - o p e r a  L e g a l  (a)

( 2 8 )  " M o r  a I ( d >
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R e n a u d  * s i n f e d e l i t y  
to M a ia 
t hr o u g h  h i s  
e n g a g e m e n t
M a  i a * a i n f e d e l  i ty 
t o R e n a u d  t h r o u g h  h e r  a V  o w a 1 of l o v e  to T o  r i a s
R e n a u d ’s 
i n f e d e l  i ty to h i s  
f i a n c ë e t h r o u g h  h i s  l o v e  for M a  i a
R e n a u d ’s 
b r e a k  w i t h  h i s  f a t h e r  
t h r o u g h  
d e  o i s i o n  to l e a v e  h o m e  to l i v e  w i t h  M a  i a
M a i a  ' s i n f e d e l i t yt o T o  r i a s t h r o u g h  h e r  l o v e  
f or R e n a u d
F i e  a n a  ’s r e j e c t  i o n  of T a m a r  
t h r o u g h  h e r  
i n t e r e s t  in R a d u
F l e a n a ’» i n f e d e l  i ty 
to R a d u  t h r o u g h  h e r  a d u l t e r y  
w i t h  T a m a  x
F l e a n a  * s 
b e t r a y a l  of t r u s t  to 11 V e c c h i o  t h r o u g h  h e r  
a d u l t e r y  
w i t h  T a m a  r
G i o r g e t t a  ’ s 
i n f e d e l i t y  
to M i c h e l e  t h r o u g h  h e r  a d u l t e r y  
w i t h  L u i g i
L u i g i  ’ s b e t r a y a l  of t r u s t  to M i c h e l e  t h r o u g h  h i s  a d u l t e r y  w i t hG i o r g e t t a

J

!

>



(P.T.O.)

I

T h e  popularity of the Secondary Contract Break is attested 
by the n u m b e r  of occasions on  w h i c h  it is used (only t w o  
operas, "L’oracolo" and "I gioielli della M a d o n n a ” forego use 
of the device). Regarding the location of Secondary Contract 
B r eaks within individual works, w e  can observe a balanced 
spread of Primaries and Secondaries, two good examples being 
"Maia” and "Zingari”; in the former w e  have a pre-opera break 
followed by another on — stage during Act T w o ,  with a further 
pair occurring during time elapsed between Acts T w o  and Three, 
and concluded with yet one more in Act Three. In "Zingari" a 
pre-opera break is followed by two others during time elapsed 
b e t w e e n  Acts O n e  an d  T w o . Other w o r k s  tend to achieve a 
balance between pre—opera and on—stage breaks, with no inter—act 
development. Another interesting feature is the number of Legal
Secondary Contract Breaks ; this would appear to confirm our 
earlier conjecture to the effect that the scarcity of Primary 
Contract Breaks of this type w as due to the necessity to avoid 
offending public sensibilities. However, it is w h e n  w e  compare 
a nd contrast the relative frequencies of occurrence of both 
Moral and Legal Primary and Secondary Contract Breaks within 
the course of a single opera that some interesting patterns 
come to light, as revealed in Table Six:

4
. 4
i
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■'?T h e  main conclusions arrived at m ay be summarised as follows:

< a > Three operas ("Cavalleria rusticana", "Pagliacci" and "II 
tabarro") achieve a perfect balance between Moral and Legal

1912 5

Secondary Contract Breaks, each having one example apiece.
IIn addition these operas have no Moral or Legal Primary 

Contract Breaks, and are the only "verismo puro" works still
Ito be regularly performed.

( b > T w o  operas ("A basso porto” and "Zingari") follow the above 
pattern in having n o  Moral or Legal Primary Contract 
Breaks. Furthermore, both works have two Moral and one

a:Legal Secondary Break - not quite so perfect a balance as 
the celebrated trio, but both operas were nevertheless 
very successful in their day.

1
(o) Six oper a s  ("A S a n t a  L u c i a " , "L* Arle s i a n a " , "Arnica", 

"L’oracolo", "Maia" and "I gioielli della M a d o n n a ”) have no 
Legal Primary or Secondary Breaks. With the exception of "A

àSanta Lucia", all these works date from the period 1897 —

( d > T h o s e  operas in which the respective totals of Moral and 
Legal, Primary and Secondary Breaks s h o w  considerable 
disparity (namely "L*Arlesiana", "Arnica" and "Maia") were 
comparative failures. (These works, already listed under 
category (c), have no Legal Primary or Secondary Contract 
Breaks.) Since the imbalance is always tilted in favour of 
Moral Primary and Secondary Contract Breaks, it can be 
stated that the lack of a complementary set of Legal Primary 
and Secondary Contract Breaks has led to dramatic flatness, 
with the audience witnessing a series of breaks of contract 
w h i c h  cannot incur the s a m e  serious penalties as their 
Legal counterparts. O n e  example m a y  elucidate this very 
point ; in "Cavalleria rusticana" Lola's breaking of her 
Legal obligation (i.e. her marriage vow s  to Alfio) through 
her adultery with Turiddu carries more dramatio weight 
than, let us say, Rinaldo's breaking of his Moral obligation 
of friendship to Giorgio in "Arnica" (a break brought about 
by the former’s pursual of the he r o i n e , w h o  is in fact 
Giorgio’s betrothed). T h e  essential difference between these 
two situations is that whereas the former generates dramatic
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interest through the gravity of Lola’s misdeed and the 
anticipation of justly retributive violence on the part of 
Alfio, the latter depends entirely on our appreciation of 
the inviolability of the bonds of true friendship. Whereas 
w e  might disapprove of Rinaldo's action, w e  cannot condemn 
it and expect the "offence" to be punished in the same way 
as that of Lola and Turiddu. For an opera of this kind to 
retain a m o d i c u m  of dramatic verve, the expectation of 
some form of on-stage conflict must be maintained; as w e  
have seen. Legal Contract Breaks provide the necessary 
impetus for this to happen, and subsequently the best 
"verismo puro" operas, by dint of the balance achieved by 
these Breaks and their Moral counterparts, boast a dramatic 
totality and breadth of expression lacking in their less 
skilfully constructed oompanion works. As w e  have already 
s e e n , this is a c h i e v e d  w i t h  the greatest d e g r e e  of 
perfection in the m o s t  f a m o u s  " v e r i s m o  p u r o "  w o r k s  
("Cavalleria rusticana", "Pagliacci" and "II tabarro") 
w h e r e  one Moral Secondary Contract Break is perfectly 
balanced with an equivalent Legal Se c o n d a r y  Contract 
Break. (It is worthy of note that in these works there are 
no Primary Contract Breaks; a concession, perhaps, to 
public morality?) W h e n  the final totals of all Moral and 
Legal, Primary and Secondary Contract Breaks within the 
operas in question are compared, w e  reach the inevitable 
conclusion that those with the highest totals ("Mala 
vita", ”L ’Arlesiana", "Amica” and "Maia") were amongst the 
m o s t  heavily criticised and castigated w o r k s  of their

Iday It would seem, then, that in "verismo puro", contrary 
to contemporary public opinion, restraint in the use of 
the Contract Break w a s  s y n o n y m o u s  with both public and 
critical success.

( 5 ) P r i m a r y  a n d  S e c o n d a r y  C o n t r a c t  R e i n f o r c e m e n t s : —

Having already examined both the concepts and structures 
inherent in Contract Initiations and Breaks (together with
their relative frequency of use within our cross — section of 
"verismo puro" w o r k s ) , w e  n o w  arrive at the third and last 
component: the C O N T R A C T  R E I N F O R C E M E N T .  This, by its very
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nature, arises spontaneously from the deployment by librettists 
of Contract Initiations and Breaks, but because of its twofold 
structure m ay follow one or the other or even, in the case of a 
linear progression, both. This duality of purpose has already 
been defined at some length,* but for the sake of the present 
argument it m ay be of some convenience to restate the terms of 
the definition.

A Contract Reinforcement can either be the consolidation of 
a perfectly stable contract or the rebuilding or renewal of a 
previously broken one. T w o  examples should make this perfectly 
clear; in "Pagliacci** the extended love duet between Silvio and 
Nedda, w h ere both parties (through the reavowal of their love 
for one another) decide that their future lies together, is an 
instance of w h a t  might be termed a "consolidâtcry" Contract 
R e i n f o r c e m e n t , since by deciding to c o n t i n u e  w i t h  their 
relationship they "reinforce" a Contract Initiation (in this 
case a Secondary one, i.e. the establishment of their liaison

■;;r
prior to the c o m m e n c e m e n t  of the opera). It follows that most 
"consolidations" of the kind are set in the mould of passionate 
encounters between lovers, and this pattern is mirrored in the 
second type of Contract Reinforcement An  excellent illustration 
of this particular category is the scene in Act T w o  of "Mala 
vita" w h e r e  V i t o , havi n g  previously b r o k e n  his pledge of 
fidelity to A m a l i a  ( t h r o u g h  his p r o m i s e  of m a r r i a g e  to 
Cristina) re-establishes his former relationship (one might 
t h e r e f o r e  t e r m  s u c h  a C o n t r a c t  R e i n f o r c e m e n t  as being 
" r e g e n e r a t i v e "  in nature). B o t h  c a t e g o r i e s  c a n  also be 
subdivided into Primary and Secondary groupings in exactly the 
same w ay as Contract Initiations and Breaks. A n  examination of 
the respective frequencies of use of both Primary and Secondary 
Contract Reinforcements reveals a considerable disparity in the 
final totals. F u r t h e r m o r e ,  w e  find P r i m a r y  C o n t r a c t  
Reinforcements being used m u c h  more extensively than their 
S e c o ndary counterparts, a feature w h ioh reverses the trend 
previously set by Contract Initiations a n d  Breaks, w h e r e  
Primary examples were very m u c h  in the minority. W h y  should 
this be the case? T h e  answer lies in our appreciation of the 
dramatic significance of the Primary Contract Reinforcement, 
and perhaps the best w ay of achieving such an understanding is 
to consider those e x a m p l e s  occurring in the w o r k s  under
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d i s c u s s i o n . T h e  following table outlines their principle 
features: I

T A B L E  S E V E N :  P R I M A R Y  C O N T R A C T  R E I N F O R C E M E N T S

O P E R A

< 3 >

< A )

L O C A T I O N

A c t  O n e

T Y P E

M o  r a i < e Ï

M o  r a 1 < b

A c t  T w o

A c t  O n e

A c t  T w o

M o  r a 1 < a >

M o r  a I < b >

M o  r a 1 < o > *■

N o r  a 1 < e >

M o  r a 1 < e >

M o  r a 1 < o  >  * ■

D E S C R I P T I O N

T u r i d d u * s 
s h o w  of d e v o t  i o n  
to h i s  m o  t h e r
V i  t o » s r e i t e r a t i o n  to C r i s t i n a  of h i s  w i s ht o m a r r y
h e r
V i t o ' s  r e s u m p  t i o n  of h i s  
a f f a i r  w i t h  A m a l i a
N e d  d a * s 
a V o w a 1 of 
l o v e  for Si 1 V i o

S i l v i o ’s 
r e i t e r a t i o n  o f h i s  l o v e  t o N e d  d a b e f o r e  s h o w
R o s  e 1 1 a * s 
a V o w a 1 of l o v e  for C i o o i l l o
S e s e l l a ’s a V o w a 1 ofl o v e  f or C i o o i l l o

S e s e l  la ’ s 
s h o w  o f d e v o t  i o n  t o M a r i a
L u  i g i * s s h o w  of d e v o t i o n  to M a r i a
V i v e t t a ’ss h o w  o f d e v o t i o n  to R o s a
P e d e r i o o * s s h o w  o f d e v o t i o n  to R o s a

I
%
;ï
1

s
i

:
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< I 5 > L * A R L  . A c t T h  r e e M o  r a 1 < b ) F e d e r  i co  ’ s r e i t e r a t i o n  of h i s  l o v e  to V i v e t t a
-i

f i é ) M o  r a 1 <  c > R o s a ' s  l o v e  
for1 ' I n n o c e n t e

;■ 
■ ;

< 1 ? > A M I  C A A c t O n e M o  r a 1 < b ) C a m o  i n e  ' s 
r e i t e r a t i o n  of h i s  l o v e  to M a d d a l e n a

%

< 1 8  > M o  r a I < fa ) * A m i  c a * s 
r e i t e r a t i o nof h e r  l o v e  to R i n a l d o ;

< 1 9 > L 'O R A C M o  r a 1 < b ) S a n  — L u  i * s 
r e i t e r a t i o n  of h i s  l o v e  to A h — d o e

-1
,:r<

< 2 0 > »*
< 2 1 ) M A  I A A c t O n e R e n a u d 's r e i t e r a t i o n  of h i s  l o v e  to M a ia
<22 ) w
< 2 3 ) A c t T h  r e e M o r a l < b ) *
( 2 4 ) M o  r a 1 ( fa ) M a  i a 's 

r e i t e r a t i o n  of h e r  l o v e  
for R e n a u d  t h r o u g h  t h e  s a o r i f  ic e  of h e r  l i f e  for h i m

'-d!
v"

< 2 5 ) Z I N G  . A c t O n e R a d u 's 
r e i t e r a t i o n  of h i s  l o v e  
to F l e a n a

" %< 2 6 ) L e g a l < a ) M a  r r i a g e  of R a d u  a n d  F l e a n a
(2? ) L e g a l < fa ) R a d u 's 

a c c e p t a n c e  
b y  t h e  
g y p s i e s  a n d  h i s  w e  1 c o m e  i n t o  t h e i r  c o m m u n  i t y

< 2 8 ) N o  r a 1 (  b ) R a d u  ' s  r e i  t e r a t  i o n  of h i s  l o v e  to F l e a n a
. S "

< 2 9 ) A c t T w o M o  r a I <  a ) F l e a n a ’ s 
r e i t e r a t i o n  of h e r  l o v et o T a m a  r

< 3 0 ) »

< 3 1 ) T A B  . - G i o r g e t t a ' s 1

of h e r  l o v e  to L u i g i
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< 3 2 )  T A B . M o r  a 1 < a ) G i o r g e t tr e i t e r a t
of h e r  1to L u i g i

•I

(Primary Contract Reinforoements marked with an asterisk are 
those w h e r e  a previously broken contract has been renewed)

Several conclusions can be d r a w n  from this table. In the 
first instance, w e  m a y  note the relative paucity of renewals of 
previously broken contracts ; out of thirty— two e x a m p l e s  of 
P r i m a r y  Contract Reinforcements, only four fall into this 
category. It would s e e m  obvious that once a contract break 
takes place in "verismo puro", that s a m e  contract is very 
rarely renewed. T h e  dramatic advantages are clear} b e c ause  
characters do not usually vacillate b e t w e e n  t w o  opposing 
courses of action <in the sense that they break contracts only 
to renew t hem shortly after), the audience is presented with a 
certain a m o u n t  of stability a n d  realism. N o t h i n g  is m o r e  
d a m a g i n g  to an o p e r a ’s credibility than w o o den, cardboard 
characters w h o s e  feelings and loyalties seem to be in a state 
of permanent flux. T h e  four examples quoted earlier s how just 
h o w  c l u m s y  a n d  c o n t r i v e d  t he  " r e g e n e r a t i v e "  C o n t r a c t  
Reinforcement can be. In "Mala vita" the scene in which Vito 
succumbs to the sexual enticements of his former mistress is 
unconvincing w h e n  w e  consider the rapidity with w h i c h  this 
c h a n g e  of heart takes p l a c e . V i t o ’s cry of defiance ("Ho 
proferito un veto . . , ohe manterro”) is immediately followed
by an appeal to Amalia to consider the moral consequences of 
breaking his v o w  to Cristina: " M a  tu, ben sai qual vincolo
strinsi dinansi a D i o . Sacrilege d e g g ’io pur di vent ar ? ” But 
after Amalia throws herself into Vito’s arms, the transformation 
is complete: "Ah! Chi p u o  resistere! U n  d e m o n e  sei tu!
H a n n o  i tuoi baoi u n  fascine . . . " (Daspuro’s stage direction
for Vito, " s t r i n g e n d o l a  f r e n e t i o o ” , c o n f i r m s  this.) In 
all, V i t o ’s c h a n g e  of attitude is dramatically unconvincing 
w h e n  w e  consider the apparent sincerity of his vorw in Act O n e  
to "sposare una donna perduta, strappandola dal peccato", and 
the fact that this startling t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  t a k e s  place 
o n — stage in a matter of minutes adds to the audience’s sense of 
incredulity. Another interesting point about this particular
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Contract Reinforcement concerns Vito's moral stance in violating
J:his vow; this undoubtedly contributed to the feeling a m o ngst 

audiences that "verismo puro" characters, by dint of their 
highly organised and morally sound code of ethics and behaviour 
(due for the m o s t  part to the strictly formalised "legal" 
structure of the semi-primitive societies in w h i c h  they live) 
were unlikely to re-establish previously broken contracts and 
thus undermine the almost primeval qualities of personal honour 
and pride so fundamental to their psychological make-up. In 
simple terms, it w a s  expected that promises should be kept and, 
if broken, retribution on either a personal or collective basis 
w a s  quite admissable. A n y o n e  seeking to re-form an already 
broken contract would be making a mockery of the Moral and 
Legal ties w h i c h  wer e  supposed to have b o u n d  together the 
original agreement. It comes as no surprise, then, to find that 
the regeneration of a previously b r o k e n  Legal contract is 
completely unheard of in "verismo puro" T h e  gravity of the 
original break is such that under no circumstances could such a 
breach be healed. This leaves us with "regenerative" Contract 
R e i n f o r c e m e n t s  of the Moral variety ; regen e r a t i o n  is n o w  
possible because of the weaker ties involved, but is heavily 
restricted by the overriding factors of dramatic verisimilitude 
and moral expeditiousness.

A perusal of the remaining three Contract Reinforcements of
:|this kind confirms our previous assertions. In "A basso porto"

Sesella is all too easily c o n v i n c e d  of the truth of her 
m o t h e r ’s story and the moral turpitude of her lover Ciccillo.
F r o m  a situation in w h i c h  Sesella r e b u k e s  M a ria for her 
opposition to the proposed marriage with Ciccillo, the audience 
is transported (by m e ans of a short scene where Maria tells her 
daughter of Ciccillo’s w i s h  to reduce the entire family to 
misery) to a parallel situation in w h i c h  Besella's earlier 
opinions and feelings are completely reversed, as she realises 
that her lover only wishes to make of her "una donna perduta".
By believing her mother, Sesella clearly r e n e w s  an already 
broken contract (that of filial devotion and responsibility) 
but again, as in "Mala vita” , the transformation is all too 
rapid a n d  Sesella's credibility as a character seriously 
impaired. M u c h  the s a m e  faults m a r  the equivalent Contract 
Reinforcements in ”L' Arlesiana" and " M a i a " . In the former,
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Federico's r e s u m p t i o n  of family responsibility (after his 
period away from home) is symbolised by his decision to marry 
Vivetta; this, on the surface, would appear to be a reasonably 
logical sequence of events, but the transformation of Federico 
from the deathly p e s s i m i s m  of "E la so 1 it a storia” to the 
improbable optimism of his decision to marry Vivetta (achieved 
within the short s p ace of half an hour) s e e m s  s o m e w h a t  
contrived. This impression is reinforced w h e n  w e  consider that 
the tangible r e a s o n  for Federico's c h a n g e  of heart is the

ï;appearance of his distressed mother at the end of the act. It 
be c o m e s  apparent to the audience that Federico is willing to 
marry for the sake of expediency rather than love, and while 
such behaviour m a y  be considered commendable w e  are left with 
the distinct i m p r e s s i o n  that F e d e rico's d e c i s i o n  is an  
illogical a n d  hasty o n e , inadequately prepared for by the 
preceding action. In "Maia" the renewal of affection b e t w e e n  
the heroine and Renaud suffers, albeit to a lesser extent, from 
a similar dramatic lacuna; the fact that Maia has set up house 
with Torias (rather than carry on the affair in a more private 
manner) leads us to doubt the plausibility of R e n a u d  breaking 
all ties with his family a n d  rushing to his beloved with 
promises of marriage. In this particular instance Maia's moral 
position w a s  unlikely to find s y m p a t h y  with a middle — class 
audience for w h o m  discretion in such matters w a s  m u c h  more 
highly valued than sincerity of feeling. Maia is therefore 
guilty not only of breaking her contract with Renaud but also 
of flagrantly publicising her affair with Torias. Under these 
circumstances the "regeneration" of such an ignominiously broken 
contract can only lead to audience c o n t e m p t  for R e n a u d ' s 
seemingly misguided love and Maia’s foolhardy and irresponsible 
behaviour.

Before leaving this examination of the "regenerative" Primary 
Contract Reinforcement one final point must be made. As w e  have 
seen, the operas in which such devices occur are "Mala vita",
"A basso porto”, "L'Arlesiana" and "Maia" It is interesting to 
note that the first two works are amongst the most crudely 
veristic ever written, a n d  w e r e  sensational, if e p h e m e r a l  
successes in their day. Of the remaining two "L'Arlesiana" was 
thought by m a n y  to be overtly sentimental, while "Maia" w a s  
heavily criticized for its dramatic flatness. (Both operas were

. __
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in characterization, and w h e r e a s  the "regenerative" Primary 
Contract Reinforcement cannot obviously be the sole cause of 
this defect, its dramatic implications on the libretto cannot 
be overemphasized.

c o m p a r a t i v e  failures, d e s p i t e  t h e  initial s u c c e s s  of 
"L'Arlesiana".> What is c o m m o n  to all four is a basic weakn e s s

Let us return for the m o m e n t  to those Primary Contract 
Reinforcements of the "consolidatory" variety. It will be noted 
that there is a preponderance of Moral Reinforcements of types 
<a> and <b)> since these cover "avowals of love and promises of 
fidelity" a n d  "official or unofficial e n g a g e m e n t s  a n d  
betrothals (either u n d e r s t o o d  or a s s u m e d )  " their relative 
popularity can be easily explained. However, apart from the 
obvious narrative advantages (e.g. those instances w h e r e  the 
dialogue provides an explanation for past or subsequent events) 
the "consolidatory" Primary Contract Reinforcement is often of 
great use in bringing about a considerable shift in dramatic 
pace within a particular a c t . T h e  m e e t i n g  of t w o  lovers 
o n — stage and the subsequent reinforcement by both parties of 
their mutual love provides, by its very nature, a m e a n s  by 
w h i c h  the librettist can introduce a salutary pause in the 
o n w a r d  and often frenetic rush of dramatic development; in 
simpler terms, it allows the audience time to "catch their 
b r e a t h ” after a series of frenzied Contract Initiations or 
Breaks w h ioh m a y  have totally absorbed their attention. T h e  
lyricism of many of these scenes also introduces a welcome note 
of m o m e n t a r y  calm and idyllic tranquillity into the normally 
tightly — knit and fast — m o v i n g  scenario of a typical "verismo 
puro" work; in m a n y  cases they provide the audience with that 
most enduring of theatrical conventions, "the calm before the 
storm". T h e  examples quoted in Table Six s h o w  this all too 
clearly; out of t w e n t y — one "consolidatory" Primary Contract 
Reinforcements of types (a) and (b) (incidentally, eight belong 
to category (a) and thirteen to category (b)) no less t h a n  
eighteen can be formally classified as love duets, albeit of 
varying lengths and degrees of intensity. In this respect 
"verismo pure", despite being upheld by m a n y  of its supporters 
as a totally original a n d  i n n o v a t i v e  g e n r e ,  b o r r o w e d  
extensively from traditional Italian melodrama.
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O n «  last point w o r t h y  of m e n t i o n  concerns the complete 
a b s e n c e  of the ** r e g e n e r a t i v e ” L e g a l  P r i m a r y  C o n t r a c t  
Reinforcement. T h i s  ca n  be explained by reference to the

Iintrinsic nature of the device ; since the epithet *'Legal ** 
refers exclusively to "marriage ceremonies, initiation rites and 
oaths of fidelity and allegiance to a u t o n o m o u s  c o m m u nities  
and/or secret societies", together with "sacred oaths m a d e  in 
public" there is a predefined limit to h o w  far such contracts 
c a n  be " r e g e n e r a t e d "  < i f , i n d e e d , it is p o s s i b l e  for 
"regeneration" to take place) Theoretically, a character w h o  
commits adultery, then sees the error of his or her w a y s  and Irebuilds the marriage c a n  be said to h a v e  fulfilled t h ese  
conditions in the same w a y  as someone w h o  restates their firm 
resolve to remain faithful to a sacred vow. But in practice none 
of these situations arise in "verismo puro"j the unfaithful

■Vihusband or wife returning to their partner through a sense of 
moral rectitude or guilt w a s  the exclusive preserve of "verismo 
borghese", whereas the reiteration of sacred v o w s  w a s  avoided 
for both dramatic and ethical reasons. T h a t  most famous of

':'Voaths taken by Vito A n i a n t e  in " M a l a  vita" could not be 
repeated, since this would have weakened the dramatic impact of 
the original C o n t r a c t  Initiation a n d  i n c r e a s e d  a u d i e n c e  
awareness <and ultimate disapproval) of the moral impropriety 
of breaking a sacred vow

Let us n o w  turn our attention to the Secondary Contract 
Reinforcement. In our e x a m i n a t i o n  of S e c o n d a r y  Contract  
Initiations and Breaks, it w a s  found that these were far more 
numer o u s  than their Primary counterparts, due to the need to 
avoid overburdening the narrative structure of what are in man y  
cases relatively short operas. In addition, the need for moral 
respectability and a carefully balanced dramatic content meant 
that the majority of Contract Initiations a n d  Brea k s  w e r e  
confined to Sec o n d a r y  positions within works. However, the 
concept of the Contract Reinforcement reverses this trend. In 
contrast to the fairly healthy n u m b e r  of Primary Contract

'i!Reinforcements, the c o r r e sponding total of S e c o n daries is 
extremely low. T h e  following table lists those few examples 
occurring:

(P.T.O.)
'Î
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T A B L E  E I G H T :  S E C O N D A R Y  C O N T R A C T  R E I N F O R C E M E N T S

O P E R A L O C A T I O N T Y P E D E S C R I P T I O N

(1) C A V L e g a l  < a >

< 3 > M  . V  .

< 4) P A G  .

< 5 > A . B . P

< à > L » A R L

<8> A M I C A

M o  r a 1 < b )

A o t T w o

M o r  a 1 < a  >

M o  r a I < a >

A c t  O n e

A c t  T H  r e e

M o  r a 1 < a )

A c t  T w o M o r  a 1 < o >

A l l i o n s  r e i t e r a t i o n  of h i s  l o v e  
for L o l a  
( " I I  o a v a l l o  s c a l p i t a " >
T u  r i d d u * s r e i t e r a t i o n  of h i s  l o v ef o r  S a n  t u r s a <**Addio a l i a  m a m m a ">
C r i s t i n a ’s r e i t e r a t i o n  to A m a l i a  
of h e r  l o v ef o r  V i t o
N e  d d a ’ s 
r e i t e r a t i o n  to C a n i o 
a n d
a u d i e n c e  of h e r  l o v e  for S i l v i o
M a r i a ’s 
r e i t e r a t i o n  t oC a m o  r r i s t i of h e r  l o v e  
f or S e s e l l a
M e  t i f i o ’ » r e i t e r a t i o n  
to R o s a  of 
h i s  l o v e  for 1 ’A r l e s i a n a
M e  t i f i o ’ B re i t é r â t  i o n  
to R o s a ,  F e d e r  ieo a n d  V i v e t t a  of h i s  l o v e  for1 ’Ar  1 e s i a n a
R i n a l d o 's r e n e w a 1 of 
d e v o t i o n  to 
G i o r g i o  a f t e r  t h e  l a t t e r  ’ s f a i n t i n g  fit

As can be seen from this summary, many of the most important 
"verismo puro" works are eonspiouous by their absence, namely 
" A  S a n t a  Lucia", " L ’o r a o o l o "  , ’’ M  a i a " , "I gioielli della
Ma d o n n a " ,  "Zingari" and "II tabarrc". It is also significant 
that all the above Reinforcements take place in S e c o n d a r y
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positions on-stage, in the sense that they each indirectly arise 
out of another Primary situation being portrayed simultaneously. 
Viewed in a more simplistic light. Secondary Reinforcements of 
this kind involve one party to a contract either initiating, 
breaking or reinforcing that s a m e  contract in the absence 
(on-stage, that is) of the other party. T h u s  w h e n  Maria, in "A 
basso porto", tells the Camorristi of her love for Sesella, she 
is reinforcing (in a S e c o n d a r y  sense) the m o t h e r  — daughter 
contractual links w h i c h  bind t h e m  together. W h e n  Alfio in
"Gavalleria rusticana" sings to the villagers of his love for 
Lola, he is strengthening, by virtue of this avowal ,
his marital ties with his wife. T h e  fact that in these two 
examples neither Sesella nor Lola are present on-stage w h e n  
these Reinforcements take place allows us to label t h e m  as

v;Secondary. Why, then, does the pre— opera or inter— act category 
of Secondary Reinforcement find so little favour? T h e  a n swer 
would appear to lie once again in the dramatic nature of the

/"‘îContract Reinforcement. Our discussion of the Primary variety 
showed h o w  the popularity of this device w a s  due to its use in 
defusing or postponing a potentially explosive situation, by 
means of a gradual deceleration of dramatic pace into a mood of 'often lyrical expansiveness. It is obvious that if this is to -I;
occur the audience must be presented with a scene in which some 
kind of C o n t r a c t  R e i n f o r c e m e n t  takes p l a c e . S i n c e  this 
r equ i r e m e n t  is m o s t  conveniently fulfilled by the Primary 
Contract Reinforcement, librettists abandoned the S e c o n d a r y  
type as being of little use to them, since Contract Reinforcements 
taking place before the opera or b e t w e e n  acts h a v e  little 
dramatic effect upon audiences. T h ose occurring o n — stage are, 
by virtue of their n a t u r e , m o r e  useful in a purely dramatic 
w a y  since they impinge directly on the narrative -, they can, 
in a s e n s e , be regarded as the direct d e s c e n d a n t s  of the 
panegyrical arias w h i c h  w e r e  s u c h  a vital feature of both
Romantic and pre-Romantic opera. W e  are all familiar with the 
m a n y  "scene " in the w o r k s  of Ross in i, Beilin i, Mercadante, 
Donizetti a n d  Verdi w h e r e  characters deliver m o n o l o g u e s  
extolling the virtues of their beloved, convincing us that 
no —one ever loved with such intensity and devotion as t h e y . 
T h e s e  "paeans of praise" (as w e  might term them) find their 
direct e q u i v a l e n t  in the o n — s t a g e  S e c o n d a r y  C o n t r a c t
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Reinforcement. Nevertheless, the previous popularity of such 
scenes meant that for most "verismo puro" audiences laudations 
of this kind were beginning to seem rather old-fashioned, but 
it is to the credit of the "veristi” that they avoided, as far 
as possible, any tendency to regard the device as a static and 
s o m e w h a t  unwieldy piece of dramatic padding. A survey of 
o n — stage Secondary Contract Reinforcements confirms this*, in 
" L ’Arlesiana" Metifio’s avowal of his love for the girl from 
Arles is m a d e  to a horrified Rosa, w h o  immediately realises 
that her s on h a s  b e e n  deceived, w h e r e a s  in " M a l a  vita" 
Cristina’s determination to defend her love for Vito causes 
Amalia’s jealousy to flare even m ore vividly. Both situations 
have far-reaching dramatic implications, and as suoh justify 
their inclusion. It c a n  be said, then, that the o n - s t a g e  
Secondary Contract Reinforcement has a limited, if not overtly 
spectacular role to play in "verismo puro”.

Before leaving the realms of Contract Reinforcements I 
propose to compare the respective frequencies and patterns of 
use of this device; this will be followed by an overview of the 
entire gamut of Primary and Secondary Initiations, Breaks and 
Reinforcements and their relationships to one another. Let us 
commence, however, with a direct comparison of the differing 
types of Contract Reinforcement. As can be seen from Table Nine 
the balance between Moral and Legal Reinforcements is an uneven 
one, for the reasons already mentioned in our discussion. A 
relatively greater degree of equilibrium is achieved b e t w e e n  
the respective totals of Primary and Secondary Reinforcements, 
although it is of interest to note that from "L’oracolo" (1905) 
until the demise of the genre with "II tabarr o " (1918), the
Secondary Contract Reinforcement appears to have been totally 
abandoned. This can be partially explained by reference to our 
earlier c o m m e n t  that the basic theory of this device w a s  
essentially old-fashioned, despite the dramatic effect to which 
it w a s  often employed. Furthermore, the revival of "verismo 
pure" from about 1905 onwards was characterized by a process of 
"refinement " in the field of libretto — writ ing w h ich strove to 
replace the c l u m siness a n d  dramatic gaucheries of e ar lier 
efforts in the genre with a lighter, m o r e  controlled style. 
Suc h  a trend, rather than minimize the portrayal of on-stage 
violence, tended to have the opposite effect ; libretti b e c a m e ,
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as we have seen/ almost olixiically explicit in their representation 
of barbarity, with little of the superficial sentimentality 
w h i c h  had been a feature of "verismo puro" of the previous 
decade. This can be looked upon with hindsight as one of the 
m a n y  reasons for the extinction of the genre: "verismo puro"
h a d  g a i n e d  an a l m o s t  scientific, p r e cise objectivity of 
which literary Naturalists would have been proud, but in the 
process had lost that vital spark of c o m p a s s i o n  n e e d e d  to 
enlist the sympathy of the audience. Here, then, is Table Nine:

(P.T.O.)
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<é> Primary and Seoonidiary IrtitiationSf Breaks artd Rgxn.£or<;«BTOentiB:
an overview.—

As already shown, a typical "verismo puro” work is founded 
upon a set of contractual developments w h o s e  manipulation by 
the librettist provides the dramatic motivation of the plot. 
T h e  tripartite classification of these contractual developments 
under the headings of Initiations, Breaks and Reinforcements is 
helpful insofar as it provides a means fay which the mechanism 
of the d r a m a  itself c a n  be r e d u c e d  to its m o s t  essential 
c o m p onents and fully analysed and co m m e n t e d  upon. This has 
already b e e n  a c h i e v e d  by a detailed cataloguing of e a c h  
individual contractual situation, faut for a fuller picture to 
e m e r g e  it is necessary to consider all three ” in toto” a n d  
thereby evaluate their interaction on one another. Let us first 
examine the statistical data available ; this has bee n  culled 
from Tables Three, Six a nd Nine and collated to provide a 
simple means of numerical comparison:

(P.T.O.)
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T A B L E  T E N . A N U M E R I C A L  A N D  C O M P A R A T I V E  A N A L Y S I S  O F  

M O R A L  A N D  L E G A L ,  P R I M A R Y  A N D  S E C O N D A R Y  C O N T R A C T

INITIATIONS, B R E A K S  A N D  REINFORCEMENTS;

T Y P E
F r i m a  r y -t- M o  r a 1
P r i m a  r y L e g a l
S e o  o n d  a r y + M o  r a 1
S e c o n d a r y  + L e g a l

T o  t a 1 Pr i m a r y
< M o  r a 1 +L e g a l )
T o  t a 1 S e c o n d a r y< N o  r a 1 -tL e g a l )
T o  I a I M o  r a 1(P r im a r y +S e c o n d a r  y >
T o  ta 1 
L e g a l< P r i m a  r y 4»
S e c o n d a r y  >

G r a n d  
T o  t a 1 P r i m a  r y 4- 
S e c  o n d  a r y M o  r a 1 +L e g a l

I N  I T S
5 

2 

i 9

2 3

2 4

3 0

B R E A K S
a 

0 

2 Q

2 8

2 8

R E I N F S . 
2 9

3 1

3 6

3 d 3 9

T O T A L  
4 2

4 d

l 3

4d

5 9

a 8

i 7

105

T h e  above table confirma the trends w e  have seen repeated 
over p r e v i o u s  e x a m i n a t i o n s  of the v a r i o u s  c o n t r a c t u a l  
d e v e l o p m e n t s .  T h e s e  c a n  b e  s u m m a r i s e d  as f o l l o w s :

( a ) U n der each of the three categories (Initiations, Breaks 
and Reinforcements) there is a very distinct bias towards 
the Moral contractual situation as opposed to its Legal 
counterpart ; a grand total of eighty— eight of the former 
contrasts sharply with the total of seventeen for the 
latter
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<b) In I nitiations a n d  B r e a k s ,  S e c o n d a r y  c o n t r a c t u a l  
developments are preferred to Primaries. This situation 
is reversed in the case of Reinforcements.

< c ) T h e  grand totals of all Primary and Secondary, Moral and 
Legal developments for eaoh category s h o w  a remarkable 
balance: thirty Initiations, thirty — six Breaks and thirty- 
nine Reinforcements, totalling in all one hundred and five 
contractual developments of all kinds.

In the final analysis, the data pr e s e n t s  us  with w i d e  
variations between different categories, but overall a sense of 
dramatic balance is ultimately achieved. However, contractual 
developments of the kinds w e  have hitherto discussed are by no 
m e a n s  the only set of patterns within the ”ver ismo p u r o ” 
libretto; while providing the foundation upon which the entire 
opera is constructed, they are only part of a m u c h  more complex 
set of variables and factors which eventually coalesce into a 
homogeneous ensemble. Until these are fully isolated, explained 
and c o m m e n t e d  upon our understanding of the dramatic forces 
present in the "verismo puro" scenario is seriously hampered; 
but once grasped and fully appreciated, w h a t  on the surface 
appears u n w o r t h y  of critical c o m m e n t  e m e r g e s  as a useful 
systemization and analysis of that seemingly indefinable force 
k n o w n  as theatricality. T h e  following chapter will set forth 
proposals for such a model.
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N O T E S

<t) Op.oit. (Milan, 18 8 1; Milan, M o n d a d o r i ,  1975), p.51.

< 2 ) Ibid., p.55.

< 3 ) Racine, paraphrasing Aristotle, quotes this most inviolable
of "rules” in his "Principes de la Tragédie**:

Il ne faut pas n on plus introduire un mesohant h o m m e  qui, 
de malheureux qu*il estoit, devienne heureux. Car il n*y a 
rien de plus o p p o s e  au but de la t r a g é d i e , cela ne 
pr o d u i s a n t  a u c u n  d e s  effets qu'elle doit produire, 
c*est — a — dire qu'il n'y a rien en cela de naturel ou 
agr e able à l ' h o m m e , rien qui excite la terreur ny qui 
esmeuve la compassion.

(Op.cit., 1673; ed. E.Vinaver, Manchester U.P., 1944, pp.18— 19)

(4) S e e  S e c t i o n  T w o , " P r i m a r y  a n d  S e c o n d a r y  Contract 
Patterns".

< 5 ) It is significant that this period witnessed a renewal of
interest in Catholicism and led to the vogue for Biblical 
opera (see Part T h r e e , Section Five). This m a y  in part 
explain the absence of Legal Primary or Secondary Breaks in
"verismo puro" works of the period in question, as editors
sought to avoid the on — stage depiction of such delicate 
matters as adultery, treason and blasphemy.

( 6 ) See Note Four.

< 7 > See Part One, Chapter Four, p.136.
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E

C o n f P a i  t e r n s



librettists to present s c e n e s  of violence in f nil v i e w  of 
the audience, but this propensity w a s  soon exploited by hostile 
critics and blown out of all proportion. As w e  have seen in 
Part One, there w a s  a massive and often entirely unjustified
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In the previous chapter w e  have seen h o w  the intricate 
structure of contractual obligations provides a m e a n s  fay 
w h i c h  the various motives of the Rebel, Traditionalist and 
Victim can be fully ascertained. T h e  present discussion is 
p r i n cipally c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  the logical e x t e n s i o n  a n d  
d eve l o p m e n t  of this p r o c e s s } namely, the manifestation of 
patterns of conflict which, for the most part, arise naturally 
from the breaking of a contractual obligation (either Moral or 
Legal) entered into by any two or more character-types. Once 
this concept is grasped the depiction of conflict in "verismo 
puro" is seen to be wholly justified and not purely gratuitous, 
and can be adequately extenuated by our appreciation that it is 
a logical and almost inevitable development of the Contract 
Break. This, as w e  shall see, t e n d s  to c o n t r a d i c t  t h e  
assertions of those critics w h o  dismiss the genre as nothing 
more than a convenient vehicle for the wanton and unrestrained 
depiction of on — stage violence. This view runs contrary to 
fact> as an examination of the various types of "verismo puro” 
conflict will show, the charge that the m o v e m e n t  w a s  only 
c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  s u o h  g r oss crudities is totally w i t h o  u t 
foundation. M u c h  of the early controversy over the genre w a s  
centred a r o u n d  this very belief; indeed, o n e  of the m a i n  
features w h i c h  distinguished "verismo p u r o ” from the m o r e  
traditional types of opera w a s  the apparent willingness of



over-re&otion to w h a t  m a n y  r e g a r d e d  as the u n n e o e s s a r y  
proliferation of o n — stage fights, stabbings, attempted murders 
and suicides. This w a s  mainly due to the conviction in m a n y  
quarters that the traditional tenets of dramaturgy should still 
be adhered to, and paramount amongst these w a s  the dictum 
(epitomized by the plays of Racine and Corneille) that violent 
action of any kind must take place off-stage to avoid offending 
the spectator's sensibility.* It is certainly true that "verismo 
puro" ignored this, but the extent to which it did so has been 
grossly e x a g g e r a t e d ,  as Ï n o w  p r o p o s e  to d e m o n s t r a t e .

Where, then, do w e  begin in our discussion of patterns of 
conflict? Perhaps the most logical starting-point would be to 
consider in s o m e  detail exactly w h a t  is m e a n t  by the term 
itself. In opera of a ny kind, the depiction of actions and 
emotions can be achieved in three broad ways; through music, 
speech and action, and the perfect coalescence of all three 
modes of expression has often been quoted as constituting the 
difference between **musio—drama” and "drama in music”. For the 
purposes of the present discussion w e  must discount the first 
of these m o d e s  and concentrate on the remaining two. In the 
most basic terms, therefore, speech and action are entirely 
dependent on the aural and visual faculties of the spectator, 
and if these are not fully exploited by the librettist then the 
lines of c o m m u n i c a t i o n  b e t w e e n  stage and auditorium are 
seriously jeopardized. T h e  operatic libretto (or, for that 
matter, a ny kind of dramatic representation) m ust seek to 
provide the m a x i m u m  aural and visual impact upon the audience, 
for if the music and interpreters prove to be lacking then the 
chances of a complete failure are considerably l e s sened. In 
this w a y  m a n y  operas of all genres have succeeded despite 
m e d i o c r e  m u s i c  or interpreters, or both; the contrary is 
equally true, with m a n y  works managing to overcome the burden 
of a poor libretto. T h e  dispute as to whether w o r d s  or music 
are more important has been aired on countless occasions, and 
no doubt will continue as long as opera is given.*

Let us n o w  return to our previous assertion regarding the 
importance of speech and action within the operatic libretto. 
I n " v e r i s m o  p u r o "  t h e  aural a n d  visual a s p e c t s  h a v e  
predominated; this is demonstrated by the wealth of different
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w a y s  in which, patterns of conflict are depicted. These can be 
classified by expanding our original model to include three 
distinct m o d e s  of expression, within which conflict can either 
be implied, described or personified :

<1) M E N T A L  (thoughts) = aural and/or visual

(2) VERBAL (words) = aural and/or visual

(3) PHYSICAL (actions) = visual

As can be seen from the above diagram, the division of patterns 
of conflict into three main categories s h o w s  both the logical 
progression from one to another (thoughts lead to words which 
eventually lead to actions) a n d  the faculties required to 
discern these s a m e  patterns. Once w e  apply this model to the 
texts of the " v e r i s m o  p u re" libretti u n d e r  d i s c u s s i o n , a 
substantial n u m b e r  of types of conflict c a n  be isolated, 
c a t a l o g u e d  a n d  c o m m e n t e d  u p o n . Be f o r e  p r o c e e d i n g  it is 
nec e s s a r y  to provide a list of these, subdivided under the 
respective headings of M E N T A L ,  V E R B A L  and P H Y S I C A L .  E a c h  
conflict type is also followed by a short definition of the 
t e r m s  of r e f e r e n c e  a d o p t e d  for identification p u r p o s e s :

T A B L E  O N E : C O N F L I C T  T Y P E S  IN "VERISMO P U R O " :

( 1 > M E N T A L :-

(a) A P P R E H E N S I V E N E S S ,  i.e. w o r r y , c o n c e r n ,  anxiety,
discomposure, uneasiness, disquiet ; within one character 
or directed t o w a r d s  another character or c h a r a c t e r s .

< b ) V A C I L L A T I O N ,  i.e. irresolution, infirmity of purpose,
indecision, uncertainty, faint-heartedness, transient ness, 
flightiness, fickleness; within one character or directed 
towards another character or characters.

( o ) J E A L O U S Y , i.e. distrust, enviousness, rivalry, possessiveness,
suspicion, covetousness; directed towards another character
or characters.

(P.T.O.)
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( d ) DISSENSION, i.e. nonconformism, rejection or questioning of 
status quo, repudiation of social position, dissatisfaction 
with m o d u s  vi v e n d i > within one character or directed 
towards another character or characters.

< 2 ) V E R B A L : -

( a ) D I S A P P R O B A T I O N ,  i.e. disapproval, dissatisfaction,
'

displeasure, censoriousness, complaint, criticism, dispraise, 
dislike, disparagement ; either within one character or 
implied or directed by and towards one or more characters.

< b > POLEMIC, i.e. argument, argumentative discussion, variance
of opinion, bickering, disagreement, squabbling, rows, 
altercations; between two or more characters and within the 
bounds of propriety.

< c > DERISION, i.e. jibes, insults, taunts, derisiveness, mockery,
scoffing, raillery, sarcasm, ribaldry, ridicule; perpetrated 
by a n d  d i r e c t e d  t o w a r d s  o n e  or m o r e  c h a r a c t e r s .

< d > M A L E D I C T I O N ,  i.e. curses, invectives, imprecations,
fulminations, execrations, vituperations, vilification ; 
perpetrated by and directed towards one or more characters.

( e ) T H R E A T ,  i.e. m e n a c e s ,  threatfulness, intimidation, 
terrorization, oppression, victimization, h a r a s s m e n t ,  
challenges, aggressiveness, defiance, declarations of intent; 
perpetrated by and directed towards one or more characters.

< f > A C C U S A T I O N ,  i.e. complaints, strictures, reproaches,
recriminations, inculpations, arraignments, indictments, 
denunciations, imputations, allegations; either within one 
character or implied or directed by and towards one or more 
characters.

< 3 > PHYSICAL:-

VIOLENCE, i.e. pushes, shoves, punches, slaps, kicks, brawls, 
tussles, souffles, duels ; m u r d e r  a n d  suicide (either 
attempted or actual).
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T h e  above table can n o w  be illustrated by m e a n s  of a 
methodical examination of each of the operas under discussion. 
Before proceeding, however, several points regarding Conflict
Types must first be clarified;

< a > As will be seen. Conflict Types are not to be confused with

(i) A Primary Contract Pattern <PCP> consists of a Conflict 
Pattern which takes place visibly on—stage in the form of a 
dramatic confrontation b e t w e e n  two or more characters,

too -

Conflict Patterns. T h e  latter term describes the extent and
significance of the conflict in question, whereas the former 
describes its nature. For example, a Conflict Pattern between 
X a n d  V (arising, perhaps, from a b r o k e n  contractual 
obligation) m a y  inolude one or more Conflict Types; that is 
to say, during the course of the conflict either one or 
several different manifestations of that same conflict m a y  
be presented to the audience. Disapprobation ma y  lead to 
Polemic and ultimately to Violence, and each phase in the 
development of the conflict will be vividly portrayed in 
the speech and gesture of the characters involved. Following 
the theory through to its logical conclusion, it will be 
realised that there is no direct correlation b e t w e e n  the 
n u m b e r  of Conflict Patterns within an opera a nd the 
equivalent number of Conflict Types. What is of interest, as 
w e  shall see, is the nature of those Conflict Patterns and 
the frequency and variety of Conflict Types utilized within 
them.

fa ) For the p u r p o s e s  of the ensuing dis c u s s i o n , Conflict 
Patterns m a y  be subdivided into two main types, which are 
designated as follows:

(i) Primary Conflict Patterns (PGP’s)

(ii) Secondary Conflict Patterns (SCP’s)

T h e  definitions of "Primary" and "Secondary" follow, to a 
certain extent, those postulated during the previous chapter 
in the discussion of Contract Breaks, Initiations a n d  
Reinforcements.^ H o w e v e r ,  for the s ake of clarity the 
original definitions h a v e  b e e n  slightly modified, the 
revised versions being given below:



(P.T.O.)

lût -

wh e r e  those characters are the parties directly involved 
in the conflict.

(ii) A S e c o n d a r y  Conflict Pattern (SCP) consists of a 
Conflict Pattern which takes place off-stage (either before 
the c o m m e n c e m e n t  of the opera or during time elapsed ;
b e t w e e n  acts) or w h i c h  is referred to, re p o r t e d  or

Ï'commented on by one or more parties totally uninvolved or 
one party directly involved in the conflict.

Having considered in s o m e  detail the respective features of 
both Conflict Types and Patterns it n o w  remains for us to apply 
our theory to the operas in question, Ï propose to do this by 
adopting a chronological outline of the Conflict Patterns 
present in each work; in this w a y  both Conflict T y p e s  and 
Patterns can be viewed and considered in the s a m e  order in 
w h i c h  the y  o c c u r  (the o p e r a s  t h e m s e l v e s  also follow a 
chronological sequence). In the case of P r i m a r y  Conflict 
Patterns the parties involved are n a m e d ,  and the lines of 
conflict i n d i c a t e d  by m e a n s  of the f o l l o w i n g  s y m b o l s :

■s;,(a) X <a6==> Y: X in conflict w i t h  Y , a n d  vice versa. S

(b> P æ=a> Q; P in conflict with Q, but Q  not in conflict with P.

(o) Conflict Patterns which occur simultaneously are bracketed.

For Secondary Conflict Patterns the same model is adopted, but 
b e c a u s e  s u c h  Conflict P a t t e r n s  are not visibly depicted 
on — stage the m e a n s  by w h i c h  k n o w l e d g e  of the conflict in 
q u e s t i o n  r e a c h e s  the a u d i e n c e  in indicated. Lastly, the 
Conflict T y p e s  within both Primary and S e c o n d a r y  Conflict 
Patterns are catalogued following the headings given in Table 
One, and are again presented in the chronological order in 
which they take place within their respective Conflict Pattern:



T A B L E  T W O .  A N  A N A L Y S I S  O P  C O N F L I C T  P A T T E R N S ;

<A) " C A V A L L E R I A  R U S T I  C A N A ” < 1 8 9 0 ;  o n e  a c t )

P C P  » s S C P  * s

< i >

< 2 >

S & n t u z z a  
(as t o l d  L u o  i & > a*
S a n t u z z a  ( a s  t o l d  L u c i a )  =s

= =3 > T u  r i d d u t o M a m m a  A C C U S A T I O N
=s s= > L o l ato M a m m a  A C C U S A T I O N

( 3 > S a n t  u z z a < 
= P O L E M I C a > T u r  i d d u

(4) L o l a  < a = > S a n t u z z a  
a D E R I S I O N

(5) S a n t u z z a  < * = >  T u r i d d u  
* P O L E M I C  - - >V I O L E N C E  - - >M A L E D I C T I O N

( 6 )

< 7 >

< 0 )

< 9 >

S a n t u z z a  ( a s  t o l d
=* OB > T u r i d d u  
to A l f i o )= A C C U S A T I O N  S a n t u z z a  » a > L o l a  (as t o l d  to A l f i o )a A C C U S A T I O N

A l f i o  — ss y T u r i d d u
( a s  t o l d  toS a n t u z z a )  = T H R E A T
A l f i o  ==*> L o l a( as t o l d  toS a n t u z z a )  = T H R E A T

( 1 0 )  T u  r i d d u  <**»> A l f i o  
« M A L E D I C T I O N  ) T H R E A T

( 1 1 )  T u r i d d u  < « =) A l f i o  ( o f f - s t a g e  d u e l )= V I O L E N C E

< B ) " M A L A  V I T A "  ( 1 8 9 2 ;  thr c t s )

P C P S C P  ’ s

A c t  O n e ;

( 1 > A m a l i a  < = a ) V i t o  
a P O L E M I C

(2) V i t o  <aasa> A n n e t i e l l o  =» D E R I S I O N  )
V l O L E N C E

A c t  T w o  :

( 3 ) A m a  l i a  =s=> V i t o
( t h o u g h t  b y  A m a l i a )  « D I S A P P R O B A T I O N
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C) " P A G L Ï A C C I ” < 1 8 9 2 ;  t w o  a c t s )

P C P ’ » S C P  * s

A c t  O n  e ;

<2> N e d d a  < » = >  T o n i e  
= D E R I S I O N  > V I O L E N C E

< 4) C a n  i o = = > S i l v i o  =» T H R E A T
<5) T o n  i o < = = > N e  d d a 

= D E R I S I O N  - - >  T H R E A T
( 6) C a n  i c < » æ > N e  d d a 

= T H R E A T  - - >V i o l e n c e

<1> N e  d d a » a > C a n  i o( t h o u g h t  b y  N e  d d a ) 
= A P P R E H E N S I V E N E S S

<3> N e  d d a =s=s> C a n  i o( t h o u g h t  fay N e  d d a ) 
« A P P R E H E N S I V E N E B S

' I

J;ï

P C P ’» S C P 's

( 4 ) A m a  l i a  i»s=> C r i s t i n a( a s  t o l d  to N u n  z i a >= J E A L O U S Y  - ” >T H R E A T
( S > A m a l i a  « « > A n n e t i e l l o  ( a s  t o l d  to M u n z î a )® A P P R E H E N S I V E N E S S  - - >  D I S A P P R O B A T I O N

( 6 > A m a  l i a  < =* } A n n e t i e l l o
= P O L E M I C

( 7 > A m a l i a  < » « >  C r i s t i n a  I *
« P O L E M I C

(8) A m a l i a  < « = >  C r i s t i n a  II *
= T H R E A T  - - >  V I O L E N C E

< I N T E R L U D E  >
(9) A m a l i a  < » = > V i t e* P O L E M I C

A c  t T h r  e e :

( 1 0 )  A m a  l i a  » «= > C r i s t i n a  
=* D E R I S I O N  - ” >

A C C U S A T I O N
* T h e  A m a l i a — Cristina  oonfliot is split into t w o  parts because the sequence of Conflict Types is not continuous, but 
is punctuated by other events. T h e  above notation will be used 
in further occurrences of this type.
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<?> C a n i o  =**=> S i l v i o
< thotight by  C a n i o >  
=» J E A L O U S Y  D I S 3 E N 3 I  O N

J E A L O U S Y
A c t  T w o  ;

D E R I  31 O N

M A L E D I C T I O N
T H R E A T

D E R I  S I O N  T H R E A T

T H R E A T
C a n  i o 
» V I O L E N C E> N e d d a  IV

V I O L E N C E

A S A N T A  L U C I A

P C P  • js S C P  * s

M a  r i a 1 a
ss J E A L O U S Y

J E A L O U S Y
R o  s e 1 la

D I S A P P R O B A T Î  O N

D E R I S I O N  - - >  A C C U S A T I O N

D E R I S I O N  - T H R E A T  V l O L E N C E

A C C U S A T I O N
= a > M a r i a

T H R E A T
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PCP » » a c p * s

( 8 ) C i c c i l l o  wa*> R o s e l l a  
= D I S A P P R O B A T I O N  ~ ~ >  D E R I  S ï O N

A c t  T w o  ;

M a r i a
A C C U S A T ! O N

D E R I S I O N  > 
T H R E A T

D I S A P P R O B A T I O N  - - }  A C C U S A T I O N

D E R I  S I O N

D E R I S I O N
as SB > T o t o m i o

A C C U S A T I O N

P O L E M I C  A C C U S A T I O N

A C C U S A T I O N

A C C U S A T I O N

A C C U S A T I O N  > 
M A L E D I C T I O N  > 
V I O L E N C E

<E> « A  B A S S O  P O R T O

P C P  * s S C P  ' »

S a s e l l a )  =D I S A P P R O B A T I O N
L u i g i n o  æ 
= P O L E M I C

D I S A P P R O B A T I O N

D I S A P P R O B A T I O N  - - >  D E R I S I O N  - - >
V l O L E N C E
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P C P  * 9 S C P  » 9

<5> C x o o i l l o  »! ar > P a s c a l e  
« D E R I S I O N

( 6 ) S e s e l l a  <=*sb> L c i g i n c  
» D I S A P P R O B A T I O N

<?> M a r i a  < * * >  L u i g i n o
= D I S A P P R O B A T I O N  - - >  T H R E A T

<8> C i c c i l l o  <3xa»>
C a m o r  r i s t i « D I S A P P R O B A T I O N  - ~ > T H R E A T

< 9) L u i g i n o  = = > C i c c i l l o
< a s  t o l d  to S e s e l l a )* D I S A P P R O B A T I O N

< 1 0 )  L u i g i n o  < s= * b >  S e s e l l a  < = T H R E A T
( 1 1 )  M a r i a  < = = > C i c c i l l o« T H R E A T

( 1 2 )  S e s e l l a  3ss=> M a r i a  ( as t o l d  te C i c c i l l o )  A P P R E H E N S I V E N E S S
< ( 1 3 )  L u i g i n c  ==»> S e s e l l a< * A C C U S A T I O N(( ( 1 4 )  L u i g i n o  < » » >  C i c c i l l o( » D E R I S I O N  - - >
( T H R E A T  - ~ >( V I O L E N C E
( 1 5 )  M a r i a  = =» > C i c c i l l o  I 

= T H R E A T
( 1 6 )  C i c c i l l o  ssar) M a r i a  II 

= A C C U S A T I O N  - ~ >T H R E A T
( 1 7 )  M a r i a  <«=»> C i c c i l l o  III = T H R E A T
A c t  T w o  :

( 1 8 )  C i c c i l l o  < a: *» ) L u i g i n o« V I O L E N C E  - - >T H R E A T
( 1 9 )  C i c c i l l o  <»«!> C a m o r r i s t i

« D E R I S I O N  - - >T H R E A T
( 2 0 )  C i c c i l l o  = =>

C a m o  r r i s t i( t h o u g h t by C i c c i l l o )  ss 
M A L E D I C T I O N  - - >  V A C I L L A T I O N

( 2 1 )  S e s e l l a  =»=> M a r i a  ( as t o l d  toC i c c i l l o )  =s 
A C C U S A T I O N

( 2 2 )  S e s e l l a  = — > M a r i a  I = A C C U S A T I O N
( 2 3 )  M a r i a  = =*> S e s e l l a  II 

« A C C U S A T I O N  - - >T H R E A T
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< 2 4 >  S e s e l l a  = - >  C i o c i  1 lo (as t o l d  to C a m o  r r i s t i > A C C U S A T ! O N  T H R E A T
(2 5 > L u i g i n o  (= = > C a m o r r i s t  « A C C U S A T I O N  >T H R E A T

( 2 6 )  M a r i a  » ** > C i c c i l l o  (as t o l d  to 
C a m o r r i f l t i )  « A C C U S A T I O N

( 2 7 >  M a r i a  »*as> C a m o r r i s t i  « P O L E M I C
A c t  T h r  e e :

( 2 8 )  M a r i a  <«==> C i c c i l l o  I
( 2 9 )  M a r i a  ( « * >  C i c c i l l o  ï î  * V I O L E N C E  >T H R E A T  - - >

V l O L E N C E

(P> " L * A R L E S I A N A » ( 1 8 9 7  ; t h r e e  a c t s )  : - 

P C F  * s S C P  * »

A c t  O n e  :

(i) R o s a  = = >
l * A r l e s i a n a  ( a s  t o l d  toB a l d a s s a r e )  as D I S A P P R O B A T I O N

( 2 ) R o s a  as as > F e d e r i c c( a s  t o l d  toV i v e t t a )  = 
A P P R E H E N S I V E N E S S

< 3) M e t  i £ i o == >1 A r l e s i a n a  ( as t o l d  t o R c  s a
a n d  B a l d a s s a r e )  M A L E D I C T I O N

(4) F e d e r i c o  = = >1 ‘A r l e s i a n a  (as t o l d  to R o s aa n d  B a l d a s s a r e )  M A L E D I C T I O N
A c t  T w  o ;

(S> F e d e r i c o  = =* >1 ’A r l e s i a n a  I (a s  t o l d  to
B a l d a s s a r e )  - J E A L O U S Y
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< 6 )

< 7 > F e d e r i c o  ' 
V i v e t t a  = D E R I  SI O N

< 8 )

S C P  • s

F e d e r i c o  = =)1 ‘A r l e s i a n a  II 
( t h o u g h  t by F e d e r i c o )  a 
J E A L O U S Y  - ~ >  D I S S E N S I O N

M e  t i f i o asa s >
1 ‘A r l e s i a n a  
< a s t o l d  to B a l d a s s a r e )  = 
A P P R E H E N S I V E N E S S  J E A L O U S Y

< 9 > M e  t i f i o  <=a=i> 
F e d e r i c o  = M A L E D Ï  C T I O N  V l O L E N C E

( 1 0 ) F e d e r i c o  « as >1 ‘Ar l e s i a n a  < t h o u g h  t by F e d e r i c o )  œ 
J E A L O U S Y  - ™ >  V I O L E N C E

(C) ‘A M I C A "  < 1 9 0 5 i  t w o  a c t s )

P C P

A c  t O n e

( 1 )

S C P  ‘ s

C a m o  i n e  sb ss > R i n a l d o  (a s  t o l d  to A m  i ca)D I S A P P R O B A T I O N
(2) Arnica < *= = ) C a m o  i n e  « V I O L E N C E  - » >  T H R E A T
( 3 > A m  i c a  = => R i n a l d o  

« D I S A P P R O B A T I O N
( 4 }

( 5 >

( 6 ) C i O r g i o =*sa> R i n a l d o
= A C C U S A T I O N

(7) R i n a l d o  =s =! > Arnica I
=s A C C U S A T I O N

(ô) R i n a l d o  »sa> A m  i c a  II
= A C C U S A T I O N

( 9 )

G i o r g i o  = =* > R i n a l d o
( t h o u g h t  fay G i o r g i o )= T H R E A T  >

M A L E D Ï  C T I O N
G i o r g i o  ssta) R i n a l d o( t h o u g h t  fay G i o r g i o )« M A L E D I C T I O N  - - >  T H R E A T

A m  i c a  (s*=> R i n a l d o  ( d e a t h  of Arnica) = V I O L E N C E
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<H) ” L ‘O R A C O L O “ ( 1 9  0 5} o n e  a c t ) :

< 1 >

P C P  ’ »

C i m ~ F e n  = = > o p i u m  a d d i c t
V i o l e n c e

S C P  ’ »

(2) C i m — F e n  =* a= > 
(a s  t o l d  to 
« T H R E A T

3 a n — L u  i 
H u a - Q u  i >

( 3 > 

( 4 >

C i m — F e n  == T H R E A T
H u  — T s  in aa a a D E R I S I O N

> H u  a — Q u  i

> Ci m-» F e n

< S > H u a  — Q u i  S3 a > C i m — F e n  
( t h o u g h t  b y  H u a — Q u i )  = M A L E D I C T I O N

(6) H u  — T s  i n * » >  H u a  — Q u i  
a A C C U S A T I O N  > 

T H R E A T
(?) S a n  — L u i  <»=*>

« T H R E A T  - - >
V i o l e n c e

< 8 > U  i n  — S c  i <»=»> 
a A C C U S A T I O N  V I O L E N C E

Ci m — F e n

Ci m — F e n

(I) ”M A I A ” ( 1 9  10} t h r e e  a c t s )  : -

P C P  ' s S C P  » s

A c t  O n

<i> M a  i a » « >  T o  r i a s 
a D E R I S I O N

< 2 )

A c t  T w o  :

( 3 )

A c t  T h r

( 4 )

R e n a u d  = = >  T o r i a s  
(as t o l d  to M a i a )  J E A L O U S Y  - - >  
T H R E A T

M a i a  = a > R e n a u d  
( t h o u g h t  b y  M a i a )  J E A L O U S Y

M a i a  = « ) T o r i a s  ( t h o u g h t  b y  M a i a )  V A C I L L A T I O N  - - >  D I S S E N S I  O N
(5) M a i a  = =) R e n a u d  

= A C C U S A T I O N
( 6 ) M a i a  <===:> T o r i a s  = P O L E M I C
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P C P  » » 3 C P  * s

<7> T o r i a s  < =a «b > Retiauci 
= T H R E A T  - - >  V I O L E N C E

<8> M a  i a <»*«> vi 1 l a g c r s  = V I O L E N C E

" I G I O I E L L I  D E L L A  M A D O N N A » t h r e e  acls5>:~

P C P  • » 3 C P  ‘ fs

A c t  O n e  ;

<1> C a r m e l a  < = « > M a l i e l l a= P O L E M I C
<2> G e n n a r o  *:=s> M a l i e l l a  I=* A C C U S A T I O N
<3> G e r t n a r c  < ** « > M a l i e l l a  II

« D I S A P P R O B A T I O N
<4> G e n n a r o  < = = >  M a l i e l l a( a a t o l d  to C a r m e l a )= D I S A P P R O B A T I O N
<S> C a r m e l a  <==t‘> M a l i e l l a

( a s  t o l d  to G e n n a r o )
= D I S A P P R O B A T I O N

<d> C a m o r r i s t i  as=s> B i a s o
« V I O L E N C E

<7> R a f a e l e  < a = >  M a l i e l l a
= D E R I S I O N  - ~ >V I O L E N C E

(8) G e n n a r o  <=*«> M a l i e l l a
= D I S A P P R O B A T I O N

< 9) G e n n a r o  < = = >  R a f a e l e= D E R I S I O N
A Q t Tv» o ;

( 1 0 )  G e n n a r o  <=a*> M a l i e l l a  1
= D I S A P P R O B A T I O N

( 1 1 )  G e n n a  ro <*=«> M a l i e l l a  11
« D E R I S I O N

( 1 2 )  G e n n a r o  < = = )  M a l i e l l a  III» D I S A P P R O B A T I O N
( 1 3 )  G e n n a r o  =s=> R a f a e l e  

( t h o u g h t  b y  G e n n a r o )  
= V A C I L L A T I O N

( 1 4 )  M a l i e l l a  » » >  G e n n a r o  
=. A C C U S A T I O N

A c t  T h  r e e :

( 1 5 )  R a f a e l e  = =) G e n n a r o  ( a s  t o l d  to 
C a m o r r i s t i )  a J E A L O U S Y
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i t % 6 ) its m>
i M a  1 i e 1 1 a s=
< T H R E A T  « ” >< M A L E D I C T I O N
<< < t ? >  C a m o r r i s t i  » » >
< R a f a e l e  =< D E R I S I O N
< 1 8 >  R a f a e l e  <=*=«> G e n n a r o

= V I O L E N C E
< 1 9 )  G e n n  a r o %= = > M a l i e l l a« A C C U S A T I O N

M A L E D I C T I O N
< 2 0 >  R a f a e l e  «s*> M a l i e l l a=s V I O L E N C E

( 2 1 )  M a l i e l l a  « « >  
( s u i c i d e  of M a l i e l l a )  = 
V I O L E N C E

G e n n a  ro

( 2 2 )  G e n n a r o  as*s> ( s u i c i d e  cf G e n n a  r o ) »V I O L E N C E

M a  1 i e 1 1 a

<K> " Z I N G A R I " ( 1 9 1 2 ;  t w o  a c t s ) ;

P C P  » s S C F  ' s

A c t  O n  e ;

<1) T a m a r  = » >  R a d u  
( as l o l d  to IIV e c o h  i o ) =
J E A L O U S Y

<2> G y p s i e s  = =» > R a d u  a D I S A P P R O B A T I O N  - ~ >  T H R E A T
< 3 )

< 4 )

T a m a  r » « > = T H R E A T F 1 e a n a

P i e  a n a  = =; > T a m a r  = A C C U S A T I O N

I

I I

(5) T a m a r  < ss= » > R a d u  
=* T H R E A T  >

V l O L E N C E

A c t  T w  o

(?) R a d u  <3J5sï) F l e a n a  
» A C C U S A T I O N  } V I O L E N C E

(6 ) T a m a r  = = > R a d u( t h o u g h t  b y  T a m a r )  J E A L O U S Y

8) R a d u  = =} F l e a n a( t h o u g h t  b y  R a d u )  D I S S E N S I O N

ill
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<9> R a d u  =s«> F l e a n a  « V I O L E N C E
< 1 0 )  R a d u  = = > T a m a r  =* V I O L E N C E

<L> » I L  T A B A R R O * '  < 1 9 1 8 ;  o n e  a c t )  : -

P G P  • » S C P  ‘ «

< 1 )

<2> C i o r g e t t a  =»«> M i c h e l e  =D I S A P P R O B A T I O N
< 3 >

< 1 1 >

F r u g o l a  = = > T i n e a  D I S A P P R O B A T I O N
( 4 )

< 5 >

< 6 >

< 7 > M i  o h e le = = )
G i o r g e t t a  I T H R E A T  - - >  A C C U S A T I O N

<B> M i c h e l e  = = >
G i o r g e t t a  I I 
A C C U S A T ! O N

< 9 >

< 1 0 )  M i c h e l e  <»*»> L u i g i  = T H R E A TM A L E D I C T I O N  >V l O L E N C B
M i c h e l e  aasa) 
= V I O L E N C E

M i c h e l e  =*=> L u i g i  < a 5 t o l d  to 
G i o r g e t t a )  ^D I S A P P R O B A T I O N

G i o r g e t t a  * = >  M i c h e  le (as t o l d  to
L u i g i )  = D I S S E N S I O N

L u i g i  fflsss) M i c h e l  
(as t o l d  toG i o r g e t t a )  œ 
D I S S E N S I O N

T i n e a  =* =s > w i f e  ( as t o l d  fay
M i c h e l e )  = J E A L O U S Y

M i c h e l e  «b»)
G i o r g e t  ta
< t h o u g h t  b y  M i c h e l e ) 
« V A C I L L A T I O N  > J E A L O U S Y

G i o r g e t  ta

■il

T h e  above table can n o w  be interpreted by considering both the 
respective numbers of Primary and Secondary Conflict Patterns 
and the frequency with which the various Conflict Types occur

— 112 —



within them. This information is best presented by cataloguing 
each opera in chronological order of performance, together with 
any relevant details. Table Three gives an overall picture of 
the use of Primary and Secondary Conflict Patterns within each 
opera and collectively;

T A B L E  T H R E E : T H E  RELATIVE F R E Q U E N C Y  OP U SE OP PRIMARY A N D  
S E C O N D A R Y  C O N F L I C T  P A T T E R N S ;

O P E R A P C F  ' s S C P  • s T O T A L

( 1 ) C A V  . 4 7 1 1
< 2 > M  . V . 7 3 1 0
< 3 ) P A G  . 1 0 4 1 4
( 4 ) A . 3 . L . 1 1 7 1 8
( 5 ) A . B . P . 2 1 8 i 9
< A > L *A R L . 2 8 1 0
< 7 ) A M I  C A S 4 9
( 8 ) L »O R A C . d 2 8
< 9 ) M A  I A 5 3 8

(10 ) G . M  . 1 6 d 2 2
( 1 1 ) Z I N G  . ? 3 1 0
( 1 2 ) T A B  . d 5 1 1

10 0 60 1 d 0

Several broad conclusions m a y  be drawn from the above table, 
and summarised as follows:

< a ) T h e  discrepancy between the respective totals of Primary
and Secondary Conflict Patterns shows the extent to which 
“verismo pur e ” preferred the o n — stage representation of 
conflict to its more static equivalent. However, this should 
not be misinterpreted as proof that the genre w a s  only 
concerned with the depiction of violence; as w e  have seen, 
Conflict Types cover a wide range of feelings and emotions, 
with the vast majority falling into the Mental and Verbal 
(rather then Physical) categories. Furthermore, the frequency 
of violent acts is, as w e  shall see in the next stage of the 
discussion, of less consequence than is commonly supposed.

< b > T h e  reasons for the preference s h own to Primary Conflict
Patterns can be explained by the dictum that audiences are
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m a d e  more vividly aware of the situation o n — stage if all 
conflicts pertaining to it are presented in a dynamic and 
forthright manner. However, one other factor must be taken 
into consideration, namely the lack of any Moral and Legal 
aspects in the patterns of conflict under examination. As 
s h own in the previous chapter, the respective popularity of 
Primary and Secondary contractual developments depends 
on the Moral and Legal implications involved. In this way 
Contract Initiations and Breaks are depicted for the most 
part by Secondary developments (since the Legal context of 
such actions m a d e  it preferable for librettists to limit 
t h e m s e l v e s  to referring to t h e m )  w h e r e a s  C o n t r a c t  
Reinforcements are generally given a Primary position in the 
opera, since they deal with Moral concerns which could be 
openly represented on—stage. With Conflict Patterns no such 
complications are present ; since there are no Moral or Legal 
implications inherent in so basic a concept as conflict 
between opposing parties (except in the immediate causes of 
that conflict, already well chronicled by Contract Initiations, 
Breaks and Reinforcements) librettists realised that Primary 
representations of such actions w e r e  not found by the 
audience to be morally reprehensible. On-stage conflict, 
while often shocking and surprising the spectator by the 
realism, vividness and candour of its depiction, was accepted 
because, in the last analysis, it represented the logical, 
inexorable working-out of those forces unleashed by the 
deliberate breaking of contractual obligations. While m a n y  
found it distasteful and in s o m e  instances regrettably 
gratuitous, it w a s  always recognised that the reasons for 
such an approach w e r e  firmly rooted in the desire for 
dramatic force and impetus, and as such did not constitute a 
criticism or threat to the spectator’s o w n  set of moral 
values. In a sense, the propensity of the Italian people 
towards the ’’larger than life” gesture, the theatrical 
flourish a n d  the d e m o n s t r a t i v e  effusion of e m o t i o n  
facilitated acceptance of these equivalent feelings as 
proffered o n — stage. T h e  Primary Conflict Pattern, with 
its emphasis on the visual display of such situations, 
w a s  t h e r e f o r e  w e l l — s u i t e d  to b o t h  t h e  n e e d s  of 
librettists a n d  the expectations of their audiences.
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Let us n o w  turn our attention to a detailed examination of 
Conflict Types, both with reference to individual operas and 
collectively. For the purposes of comparison the chronological 
order adopted in Tables O n e  to Three will be retained Table 
Four therefore s h o w s  the frequency of use of each of the 
c o n f l i c t  t y p e s  e n u m e r a t e d  in T a b l e s  O n e  a n d  T w o ;

4P.T.O.)
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Several conclusions can be reached from the data presented 
in this table. These are listed as follows:

( a ) T h e  respective totals of both Primary and S e c o n d a r y
Conflict Types within all the operas s h o w  that there are

-i.approximately twice as m a n y  Primaries as Secondaries <148 
as opposed to 73>. This further substantiates the evidence 
provided by our review of Conflict Patterns w h ich also 
showed a similar ratio <100 Primaries to 60 Secondaries)

I
< b ) T h e  overall totals for each opera of both Primary and

Secondary Conflict Types combined show that in the period
1890-94, w h e n  "verismo pure” w a s  at the height of its 
popularity, the n u m b e r  of conflicts of all types within 
individual works signals an almost hypertrophic growth from 
the fourteen present in ”Cavalleria rust ioana ” to the 
forty-four of basso porto". This would appear to confirm 
our earlier hypothesis to the effect that the genre, in those 
halycon days, underwent a process of what could perhaps be

I

termed "dramatic over-inflation". (Such operas as "A Santa 
Lucia" and "A basso porto", with their incredibly high 
concentration of Conflict Patterns and Types, represent the 
culmination of this trend.) T h e  bubble bursts, however, with 
the temporary demise of "verismo pure" from approximately 
1895 until 1910 and its virtual, if not complete replacement 
by the twin offshoots of "verismo storico” and "verismo 
borghese" During this period operas of the genre s h o w  a 
marked decline in dramatic intensity, ranging from the total 
of fourteen Conflict Types for "L*Arlesiana" to the eleven 
of "Arnica", "L’oracolo" and "Maia". T h e  final revival of 
"verismo puro”, which takes place from about 1911 until the 
end of the First World War, brings with it a renewal of 
dramatic vigour, as evidenced by the trilogy of "I gioielli 
della Madonna", "Zingari" and ”11 tabarro".

( o ) T h e  relative frequency of use of each Conflict Type can be 
gauged by comparing the respective totals over all the 
operas of Primaries and Secondaries combined. This data is 
tabulated in Table Five;

i::
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I
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1

T A B L E  F I V E  ; F R E Q U E N C Y  O F  U S E  O F  C O N F L I C T  T Y P E S  . 

C O N F L I C T  T Y P E  N A T U R E  N O .O C C U R R E N C E S

< 1 ) T H R E A T V e r b a l 4 4
( 2 > A C C U S A T I O N V e r b a l 3 5
< 3 ) V l O L E N C E P h y s i c a l 3 5
( 4 > D E R I  S I O N V e r b a l 2 5
( 5 )' D I S A P P R O B A T I O N V e r b a l 2 S
< d > J E A L O U S Y M e  n t a 1 1 d
< 7 > M A L E D I C T I O N V e r b a l I 4
( 8 ) P O L E M I C V e r b a l 1 i
< 9 > A P P R E H E N S I V E N E S S M e n t a l d

( 1 0 ) D I S S E N S I O N M e n t a l é
( 1 1 ) V A C  I L L A T I O N M e n  t a 1 4

Several trends can be ascertained from these findings. T h e  most 
important of these c o n c e r n s  the respective totals for all 
Mental, Verbal and Physical Conflict T y p e  occurrences, w h ich  
are as follows:

<a) V E R B A L  » 1 54 o c c u r r e n c e s

<b> P H Y S I C A L  o 3 5 "

<c> M E N T A L  32 ”

It will be seen, t h e n , that the depiction of violence in 
"verismo puro" is achieved in the vast majority of instances 
by Verbal means. T h e  physical act of violence is, in a s e n s e , 
the logical culmination of a long series of Verbal clashes of 
one variety or another, the accumulation of which leads almost 
inexorably towards a climactic release of tension. In this w a y  
the portrayal of violence in "verismo puro” can be viewed as a 
logical extension and attenuation of the Verbal and Mental 
conflicts which provide the motive force for the development of 
the drama. As w e  shall see in the next and concluding chapter, 
violent action of one kind or another constitutes an effective 
solution to the overall conflict; without it, the plethora of 
individual struggles and discords (either Mental or Verbal) 
would continue endlessly, leaving the audience in a state of 
almost feverish anticipation and restlessness. S o m e  solution

— 118 —



must therefore be sought, and what could be more convenient and 
dramatically effective than the instant elimination of one, if 
not all of the primary c a uses of the initial conflict ? T h e  
depiction of physical violence, far from being a gratuitous 
fulfilment of the librettist *s inner desire for truculent 
blood-letting, is in m a n y  cases the only w a y  of solving the 
basic problem of h o w  to terminate quickly and efficiently the 
multiple a n t a g o n i s m s  of three principal characters within 
the extremely restricted time- s p a n  of a typical " v e r i s m o  
p u r o "  w o r k .  In s u c h  a situation violence m u s t  be s e e n  
to be used, and having been used should leave the audience in 
no doubt as to its inevitability and indeed appropriateness.

T h e  logistic problems posed by the small scale of most works 
of the genre is s h o w n  by the relatively low n u m b e r  of Mental 
Conflict Types. Referring to Table Pour, w e  can note that there 
is not one single occurrence of a Primary Conflict Type of this 
category, all being of the S e c o n d a r y  variety. T h i s  c a n  be 
easily explained by reference to the nature of such conflicts; 
since they are carried on within the mind of one person (even 
though for dramatic purposes they are voiced on-stage) they 
m u s t  inevitably be regarded as Secondary. In practice this 
m e a n s  that Mental Conflict T y pes (whether Apprehensiveness, 
Vacillation, Jealousy or Dissension) can only be portrayed by 
m e a n s  of the operatic equivalent of a soliloquy, which almost 
always takes place in the absence of other characters. T h u s  
such scenes as Canic’s "Vesti la giubba” at the end of Act One 
of "Pagliacci", Federico’s "E la solita storia” in Act T w o  of 
"L’Arlesiana” or Maia’s lament at the beginning of Act Three of 
the opera of the s a m e  n a m e  m a y  be classified u n d e r  this 
heading. It is hardly surprising that soliloquies of this type 
are, musically speaking, a m o n g s t  the most impressive a n d  
w i d e l y - k n o w n  pages in the operatic repertoire. In them the 
audience is informed, through the m e d i u m  of the tortured and 
agonized outpouring of a character’s innermost anguish, of the 
psychological flaws a n d  w e a k n e s s e s  inherent in that s a m e  
personality. These scenes therefore inspired m a n y  composers to 
such an extent that the "operatic lament" has often outlived 
the remainder of the work of which it is a part;^ it is a point of 
s ome irony that in "verismo p u r o ” m a n y  u n k n o w n  w o r k s  are 
saved from the ignominy of total extinction by the popularity
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of this type o£ piece. T o  teturn to our initial argument, it 
m a y  be stated that the paucity w i t h i n  the g e n r e  of the 
”lamento" is due to the concern of m a n y  librettists to avoid 
creating a hiatus in the onward surge of dramatic action. Since 
the restrictions posed by the brevity of m a n y  "verismo puro” 
w o rks cannot be easily o v e r c o m e , the only alternative is to 
omit these scenes altogether or limit their occurrence and 
d u r ation to s u c h  an extent that the y  b e c o m e  t r a n s i e n t  
reflections of a c h a r a c t e r ’s inner feelings. T h e  f o rmer 
solution is understandably the most common; out of the twelve 
sample operas, three (’’Cavalier ia rusticana", ” Arnica" and 
’’L ’oraoolo”> ignore the device altogether. T h e  latter solution 
is utilized to some effect in several works; N e d d a ’s momentary 
reflection on C a n i o ’s s t r a n g e  b e h a v i o u r  in greeting the 
peasants ("Qual fiamma avea nello sguardo") and Maria’s jealous 
thoughts at the beginning of ’’A Santa Lucia” are good examples 
of the dramatic telescoping of what in earlier days would have 
been the cue for yet another inevitable ’’arioso” . E v e n  so, 
librettists a n d  c o m p o s e r s  w e r e  still reluctant to portray 
mental conflict, partly for reasons of dramatic effect (one is 
r e m i n d e d  of Pu c c i n i ’s disapproval of ”Vissi d ’arte” on the 
grounds that it held up the inexorable progression of the 
on — stage conflict between Soarpia and Tosoa) but also from an 
innate desire to avoid emulating the Verdian and Romantic style 
of melodrama, with its innumerable monologues and apostrophes 
w h i c h  s e e m e d  at times to pad out the unwieldy fabric of a 
massive three or four — act work, rather than constitute an 
intrinsic part of the dramatic action. For the ’’giovane scuoia” 
conoision in dramatic purpose w a s  an ideal which, for the most 
part, w a s  strenuously upheld and often painstakingly executed.

Let us n o w  focus our attention once more on the Conflict 
Pattern itself. As w e  have seen in the course of the present 
d i s c u s s i o n , this is m a d e  up of either one or a n u m b e r  of 
Conflict T y p e s  w h i c h  f o l l o w  o n  f r o m  e a c h  o t h e r  in a 
dramatically viable sequence. So far w e  have examined both 
Conflict Patterns and Types in isolation from one another, but 
if their true significance is to be fully ascertained then w e  
must consider the differing combinations and progressions found 
in the various operas. T a b l e  T w o , with its chronological 
listing of Conflict Patterns and the Conflict Types within them
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has largely achieved this aim, but Î n o w  propose to examine and 
isolate several aspects of this data

Let us begin with the general s e q u e n c e  of Primary a nd 
Secondary Conflict Patterns within each opera. A perusal of 
Table T w o  will s h o w  that as a general rule Secondary Conflict 
Patterns usually precede their Primary equivalents. This trend 
is adequately d o c u m e n t e d  in the majority of operas u n d e r  
discussion, as several examples will promptly illustrate. In 

"Cavalleria rusticana” the process of dramatic d evelopment 
takes place over two clearly — defined stages ; in the first, 
which runs from the beginning of the opera until Santuxza’s 
curse upon Turiddu, the three major Primary Conflict Patterns 
which constitute the Santussa— Turiddu encounter are preceded by 
t w o  s i m u l t a n e o u s  S e c o n d a r y  Conflict Patterns (Santuzsa’s 
accusation of Turiddu and Lola, as told to M a m m a  Lucia) ; in the 
second, which covers Santusza's denunciation of the culprits to 
Alfio to the letter’s ’’sfida” w i t h  Turiddu, t w o  pairs of 
simultaneous Secondary Conflict Patterns are followed by the 
face to face e n c o u n t e r  of both m e n  w h i c h  is, in effect, a 
Primary Conflict Pattern. T h i s  particular seque n c e  is also 
adopted in ’’Pagliacci”, w h e r e  N e d d a ’s two Act O n e  Secondary 
Conflict Patterns are followed in turn by her clashes with 
Tonic and Canio; the letter’s ’’Vesti la giubba”, which consists 
of tw o  s imultaneous S e c o n d a r y  Conflict Patterns, similarly 
paves the w a y  for the climactic rush of Primaries in Act T w o . 
M u c h  the s a m e  process is adhered to in the majority of the 
remaining works; ”A Santa Lucia” is another excellent example, 
with Act O n e  consisting of three Secondaries outlining the 
Maria—Ro sella — Ciccillo triangle being followed by two Primaries 
w h i c h  depict both of M a r i a ’s conflicts w ith T o t o n n o  a nd 
Rosella. M u c h  the same sequence occurs in Act Two, where the 
peripeteia of the Primary Conflict Patterns are always prepared 
for in advance by their equivalent Secondaries. T h r e e  other 
examples of the process are "Maia", "Zingari” and "II tabarro" 
(all follow the general pattern from beginning to end), but 
several interesting anomalies are provided by "Mala vita" and 
”L*Arlesiana". In the first of these operas the sequence under 
discussion is limited to Act Two, with the other acts forming 
w h a t  could be described as an "outer shell” shielding the
central conflict. "L*Arlesiana" s h o w s  an eve n  m o r e  extreme
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example, with, Act O n e  portraying an almost uninterrupted 
sequence of Secondary Conflict Patterns which persist for most 
of the following aot and are only brought to fruition in the 
Primaries of Act Three.

W h y  is such a succession of Conflict Patterns so c o m m o n  an 
occurrence? T h e  a n s w e r  would appear to lie in the intrinsic 
difference between Primary and Secondary developments. O n  the 
most basic level, a Secondary Conflict Pattern is one w h i c h  
exists in the m i n d s  of characters and audience alike ; it is 
thus a conflict w h i c h  h as not yet been translated from the 
realms of intent into action. Viewed from another perspective, 
a Secondary Conflict Pattern m a y  be considered as a "pointer" 
to the spectator of w h a t  antagonisms exist between different 
characters, preparing him for the physical confrontations about 
to take place. In s o m e  operas the breaking of contractual 
obligations fulfils this p u r p o s e , but for the mos t  part the 
task is adequately accomplished by the S e c o n d a r y  Conflict 
Pattern. A final analogy concerns the relationship b e t w e e n  
thoughts, words and actions ; as a general rule the first two 
can be said to be represented, in m a n y  if not all instances, fay 
the S e c o n d a r y  Conflict Pattern, leaving the third to its 
Primary equivalent. Because of the specific role of Secondaries 
as a kind of harbinger of impending visual conflict, it comes 
as no  surprise to find t h e m  strategically located at those 
points in the libretto w h e r e  the audience can be conveniently 
forewarned. This approach minimizes the risk of presenting too 
m u c h  dramatically tangible conflict too soon and too quickly, 
thereby overwhelming the spectator with a morass of o n — stage 
antagonism which m ay only serve to confuse or alienate. The laws 
of the theatre are, in the view of many,® i m m u t a b l e ,  a n d  t h e  
p r e s e n t  d i s c u s s i o n  o n  the relative p o s i t i o n i n g  of b o t h  
Primary and Seoondary Conflict Patterns shows to what extent 
librettists were concerned with achieving the correct dramatic 
balance within the scenario

T h e  final aspect of Conflict Patterns to be discussed is the 
internal positioning of Conflict T y p e s . As already stated, 
these are a m e ans of defining more clearly the inherent process 
of dramatic development, and w h e n  w e  consider that both Primary 
and Secondary Conflict Patterns can vary in length from an
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o£f”hand exchange to an ongoing dialogue lasting from fifteen 
to twenty minutes, it becomes immediately apparent that such 
sequences are of primary importance. A survey of Conflict Types 
as c a t a logued in T a b l e  T w o  reveals t w o  m a j o r  g r o u p s  of 
combinations: those involving two varieties of conflict, and 
those involving three. For the sake of comprehensiveness the 
three — fold type have had their double combinations included 
u n d e r  the f o r m e r  he a d i n g .  (An e x a m p l e  will clarify this 
procedure: the sequence D E R I S I O N  — — > T H R E A T  — — > V I O L E N C E  
can be subdivided in two linked combinations, namely DE R I S I O N 
--> T H R E A T  and T H R E A T  --> VIOLENCE.) Both categories of 
Conflict T y p e  combinations have been collated in Table Six, 
which indicates both the operas in which they occur and their 
frequency of use within those works. Furthermore, the sequences 
have been listed following the general order of presentation of 
Conflict Types as given in Table One:

T Y P E SEQUENCES:

< A ) T W O - P A R T  M E N T A L  S E Q U E N C E S  :

D E S C R I P T I O N L O C A T I O N F R E Q U E N C Y

( 1 )— — ) A P P R E H E N S I V E N E S S  D I S A P P R O B A T I O H M  . V . Î

( 2 ) A P P R E H E N S I V E N E S S  J E A L O U S Y L ’A R L . 1

2

( 3 > V A C  I L L A T I O ND I S S E N S I O N M A I A 1

( 4 ) V A C  I L L A T I O N  J E A L O U S Y T A B  . 1

2

( 5 > J E A L O U S Y  
D I S S E N S I  O N L ’A R L . 1

< 6 ) J E A L O U S YT H R E A T M A  I A 1

2

< P . T  . O

— 123 —



<B) T W O - P A R T  V E R B A L S E Q U E N C E S  ;

:
iî
..'i;

D E S C R I P T I O N L O C A T I O N F R E Q U E N C Y

( 1 ) D I S A P P R O B A T I O N A  . S . L . i ■i
A C C U S A T I O N

< 2 ) D I S A P P R O B A T I O N 1
A

D E R I S I O N
( 3 ) A . B . P . 1
< 4 ) D I S A P P R O B A T I O N » »» 2
” " > T H R E A T
< 5 > Z I N G  . 1

6
i

< 6 > P O L E M I C C A V  . 15- V I O L E N C E
< 7 ) P O L E M I C A  . S . L . 1A C C U S A T I O N

2

< 8 > D E R I S Ï O N P A G  . 2 a;

^  y T H R E A T A
i

i 9 > A  . S . L . 2 A
'

( 1 0 ) A . B . P . 2 1
( 1 1 ) D E R I S I O N M  . V . 1

—  —  ) A C C U S A T I O N ;■

( 1 2 ) A . S . L . 1 1:
( 1 3 ) D E R I S I O N M  . V  . 1V I O L E N C E
( 1 4 ) P A G  . 1
( 1 5 ) A  . B . P . 1
(16 ) G . M  . 1 I-..

%:

( 1 7 ) Z I N G  . t
1 3

::::
'1:

li
ï
'H

( 1 8 ) M A L E D I C T I O N A . B . P . 1V A C I L L A T I O N )■

( 1 9 ) M A L E D I C T I O N C A V  . 1
-  -  > T H R E A T

( 2 0 ) P A G  . 1
( 2 1 ) A M I  C A 1
( 2 2 ) M A L E D I C T I O N A . S . L . 1V I O L E N C E
( 2 3 ) L ’A R L . 1
( 2 4 ) T A B  . 1

7 T
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D E S C R î  P T I O N L O C A T I O N F R E Q U E N C Y :
< 25 ) T H R E A T A M I  C A 1 A
— — > M A L E D I C T I O N 5- ‘ï:(26) G . M  . 1

< 2 7 > T A B  . 1 1
( 2 8 ) T H R E A T .» ». 1 i

A C C U S A T I O N 1
( 2 9 ) T H R E A T M  . V . 1
“ ï V I O L E N C E ..1

( 30 ) P A G  . 1
( 3 1 ) A . S . L . 1
( 32) " A . B . F . 2
( 3 3 ) >» i> L * O R A C  . 1

( 34) il H M A I  A 1
( 3 5 ) Z I N G  . 1

1  2

( 36 ) A C C U S A T I O N 2 I N G  . i i
— D E R I S I O N ii

( 3 7 ) A C C U S A T I O N A . S . L . 1V M A L E D I C T I O N
( 3 8 ) G . M  . 1
( 3 9 ) A C C U S A T ! O N A . B . F . 4T H R E A T
( 4 0 ) L ‘O R A C . 1
( 4 1 ) A C C U S A T I O N »» »» iV I O L E N C E —

9

E
( C ) T W O - P A R T  P H Y S I C A L S E Q U E N C E S  ;

( 1 > V I O L E N C E C A V  . 1 5M A L E D I C T I O N
( 2 ) V I O L E N C E A . B . P . 2~ - > T H R E A T
( 3 ) ». ». A M I C A 1 0

4
'%;

( D ) T H R E E - P A R T  V E R B A L + P H Y S I C A L S E Q U E N C E S  ;

( 1 ) D I S A P P R O B A T I O N A . B . P . 1
D E R I S I O NV I O L E N C E
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D E S C R I P T I O N L O C A T I O N F R E Q U

< 2 > 
- - >

P O L E M I C  V I O L E N C E  
M A L E D I C T I O N

C A V  - i

< 3 > D E R I S I O N  T H R E A T  
V l O L E N C E

.A. . ̂ 3 I* . 1

< 4 > " A . B . P . 1

< S >— — ) T H R E A T  M A L E D I C T I O N  
V 1 O L E N C E

T A B  . 1

< 6 ) 
>

A C C U S A T I O N  D E R I S I O N  V I O L E N C E
Z I N G  . i

{ ? > V I O L E N C E  T H R E A T  V l O L E N C E
A . B . P . i

S e v e r a l  c o n c l u s i o n s  m a y  be d r a w n  from the i n f o rmation
p r e s e n t e d  in T a b l e  Six, a m  d s u m m a r i z e d  as  f o l l o w s :

< a ) T h e  vast majority of sequences are of the two-part type, 
with a grand total of fifty—nine examples compared to the 
s e v e n  listed as being in three parts. T h i s  is to be 
expected w h e n  w e  take into consideration the relative 
brevity of "verismo puro" works and the consequent need to 
avoid scenes of excessive length> librettists, as a rule, 
found that a succession of rapidly changing "scenette" 
offered m o r e  scope for dramatic m o v e m e n t  wit hin the 
libretto. In this w a y  the forward impetus of the conflict 
being depicted is immeasurably increased, with tension 
generated not fay the presentation of a long, protracted 
encounter but by a series of short, vivid tableaux which, 
by virtue of their transient n a ture, produce upon the 
audience an accumulation of momentary impressions, feelings 
a nd e m o t i o n s . T his process, w h e r e b y  the spectator is 
subjected to the rapid ebb and flow of accelerated dramatic 
development, is yet another w a y  of ensuring m a x i m u m  
concentration and involvement in the on —stage action. W h e n  
we  consider that most sequences of this kind are Primary, 
it can be appreciated that such an emphasis on the visual 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of conflict is a m a j o r  factor in the 
successful accomplishment of these aims.
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< fa ) T h e  relative scarcity of s e q u e n c e s  involving Mental 
Conflict T y p e s  would appear to substantiate the above 
claim i since these conflicts are by their very nature 
internal and limited to one character they are consequently 
mor e  static than their Verbal and Physical equivalents 
(indeed, all are Secondary).

( o > Out of a total of forty— nine Verbal two-part sequences 
thirteen c o m m e n c e  with Derision and twelve with Threats. 
Within these sequences the most popular combinations of 
Conflict Types are as follows:

<i> T H R E A T  — — > V I O L E N C E  = e i g h t  o c c u r r e n c e s  

<ii) DERISION — > T H R E A T  = six occurrences

There are also two three— part sequences of the following 
comb inat ion :

D E R I S I O N  > T H R E A T  ) VIOLENCE

This evidence proves once again that contrary to popular 
belief conflict in "verismo puro” is not always depicted 
by acts of violence, most Conflict T y p e s  are, as w e  have 
seen, of the Verbal variety, and w h e r e a s  these often 
provide the necessary impetus for eventual violent action 
it is quite clear that the principal aim of the genre w as 
to maintain an ongoing state of sustained tension over the 
greater part of the opera. This it achieves, as has been 
demonstrated, through the liberal use of two-part Conflict 
T y p e  s e q u e n c e s  w h i c h  are w h olly Verbal in nature.

( d > T h e  extremely limited use of the two-part Physical Conflict 
T y p e  s e q u e n c e  confirms once again the propensity of 
librettists t o w a r d s  n o n - v i o l e n t  m e a n s  of port raying 
antagonism between characters. T h e  fact that most two-part 
sequences of this kind arc incorporated into the larger 
three—part combinations shows the extent to which violence 
is rarely depicted in isolation. As a rule it is preceded 
by two other Conflict T y p e s  so that the final three — part 
sequence shows a logical progression from Verbal exchanges 
of various kinds to the final and irrevocable application 
of physical violence. In this w a y  the audience As prepared
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in advance by a series of theatrical " d o nnées” which, in 
addition to increasing tension, bridge the gap b e t w e e n  
words and action in such a w a y  that the progression from 
one to another appears wholly natural and uncontrived. It 
is obvious, therefore, that at such points in the d r a m a  
there is little if any place for Mental  conflict, as a 
survey of the composition of three — part s e q u ences will 
promptly confirm; m o r e o v e r , the dy n a m i c  nature of the 
on — stage action obviates any need for reflective delay, 
and once commenced accelerates to an inevitable and almost 
welcome climax which, once attained, provides an immediate 
solution to the dilemma in question.

With our expose of Conflict Patterns in "verismo puro” n o w  
virtually complete, all that remains to be done is to re-affirm 
the tripartite structure of the majority of works of the genre ; 
expressed in its m o s t  basic terms, this is the dictum that 
"characters initiate, reinforce and break contracts which then 
form the basis of sustained conflicts". All three aspects have 
been analyzed, illustrated and critically assessed in both the 
present and two preceding chapters, but one broad area of 
discussion still remains. Since hitherto w e  have been primarily 
concerned with what one might describe as the "building bricks" 
of dramatic structure (namely Ch a r a c t e r  T y p e s ,  C o n t r a c t  
Initiations, Reinforcements, Breaks and Conflict Patterns) some 
kind of framework within which the interrelationship of these 
components can be adequately studied must n o w  be proposed. W h e n  
this is achieved the interior m e c hanism of each opera will be 
revealed in such a w a y  as to facilitate our understanding of 
the dramatic forces involved in its functioning. Only then can 
a final verdict be reached and a tentative hypothesis ventured, 
as thé concluding chapter will n o w  demonstrate.
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N O T E S

< î > As Racine c o m m e n t s  in his preface to "Berenice" (1668),
"Ce n ’est point une nécessite q u ’il y ait du sang et des 
morts dans u n e  tragédie ; il suffit que l’action en soit 
g r a n d e , que les acteurs en  soient héroïques, q ue les 
passions y soient excitées, et que tout s ’y ressente de 
cette tristesse maje s t u e u s e  qui fait tout le plaisir de 
la tragédie".

< E > Lord Chesterfield, writing in the "World" in 1754, was in
n o  d o u b t  as to w h i c h  w a s  t h e  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t ;

W e r e  w h a t  is called the poetry of it (i.e. of Italian 
opera) intelligible in itself, it would not be understood 
by one in fifty of a British audience ; but I believe that 
even an Italian of c o m m o n  candour will confess that he does 
not understand one word of it. It is not the intention of 
the thing; for should the ingenious author of the words, by 
mistake, put any meaning into them, he would, to a certain 
degree, check and cramp the genius of the composer of the 
music, w h o  perhaps might then think himself obliged to 
adapt his sounds to the sense ; whereas n o w  he is at liberty 
to scatter indiscriminately, a m o n g  the kings, queens, 
heroes, a n d  heroines, his adagios, his allegros, his 
pathetics, his chromatics, and his jiqgs.

(quoted in the "Musical T i m e s "  (December 1898), p . 799)

(3) S ee Part T w o , C h a p t e r  T w o ,  Section T w o  (pp.5 8 — 6 0).

< 4 ) T h e  m o s t  f a m o u s  e x a m p l e  is that from M o n t e v e r d i ’s
" A r i a n n a "  (16 0 8), a n d  is all that s u r v i v e s  of that 
opera.

(5) A m o n g s t  w h o m  w e  m a y  cite R a c i n e  a n d  C o r n e i l l e .
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T h e  last three chapters have dealt in considerable detail 
with the constituent e l e m e n t s  of "v e r i s m o  p u r o ” , n a m e l y  
C H A R A C T E R S ,  C O N T R A C T S  and C O N F L I C T S .  T h e  purpose of the 
present discussion is to s h o w  h o w  these coalesce into one 
dramatic entity within the operatic libretto, and to examine 
both the interlinking and interplay b e t w e e n  the individual 
c o m p o n e n t s  concerned. Thi s  is best achieved by adopting a 
linear approach ; that is to say, by examining e a c h  o p e r a ’s 
dramatic d e v e l o p m e n t  fro m  start to finish, following the 
chronological sequence of events portrayed. In this w a y  the 
crucial factors of d r a matic balance, f o r w a r d  impetus and 
division of acts can be con s i d e r e d  within the context of 
individual scenarios rather than in a vague and generalised 
discussion. T h e  inner complexity of the typical "verismo puro” 
libretto m a k e s  it advisable to discuss a simplified model of 
dramatic structure before embarking on the greater detail of the 
original; in a sense, one must acquaint oneself with the general 
outline prior to commenting on both the composition and inter
relationship of the constituent parts. For present purposes a 
broad overview is thus necessary, as this will provide a logical 
starting point from w h ich a detailed picture can be built up.

Let us begin, then, with s o m e  general points regarding 
dramatic structure. As w e  have seen over the course of previous 
chapters, the generation of excitement and suspense is achieved 
primarily by visual m e a n s  ; in P u c cini’s words, "I’evidenza 
della situazione" is all-important.̂ T o  this e n d  plots m u s t  be 
straightforward a n d  simple in d e v e l o p m e n t ,  so that b o t h  
the a c t i o n  a n d  its m o t i v a t i o n s  will r e m a i n ,  as far as
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possible, self-explanatory. Furthermore the "verismo puro" 
libretto, b e c a u s e  of its lack of subplots a n d  e x t e n s i v e  
in— depth delineation of characters, must compensate for their 
absence by other purely theatrical means. Since the audience, 
faced with a scenario of almost devastating simplicity, is 
unlikely to be stimulated by the uninspired portrayal of 
stereotyped situations involving generalized, nondescript 
characters, some other m e a n s  of holding their interest must be 
found. "Ve r i s m o  puro" achieves this by the depiction of a 
sequence of short, dramatically visual scenes which rivet the 
s p e c t a t o r ’s attention from start to finish. 11 is, to all 
intents a nd purposes, the s a m e  kind of technique as that 
employed by such dramatists as Victorien Sardou, w h ose theory 
of the " w e l l - m a d e  p lay” utilized t i m e - h o n o u r e d  theatrical 
devices to ensure that dramatic tension w a s  swiftly generated, 
sustained and then amplified to great effect. Audiences had to 
be caught up in the o n — stage action to such an extent that the 
desire to see the dilemma satisfactorily concluded b e c a m e  of 
p a r a m o u n t  importance; in the s a m e  w a y  as the best thriller 
writers devise the unfolding of their story— line in s u c h  a 
m a n n e r  as to c o m p e l  further r e a d i n g , librettists found it 
necessary to engage the spectator’s attention as quickly as 
possible (the limited time — scale of "verismo puro” m a d e  this 
especially difficult) and having done this sustain his interest 
until the end of the opera. But h o w  could dramatic tension be 
presented in so concentrated a form to an audience which, in ,1
m a n y  cases, might be shocked, flummoxed or simply bewildered by 
its sudden and gratuitous application? T h e  second aspect of 
this question is easily answered; since "verismo puro", by dint 
of its complex structure of Contract Initiations, Breaks and 
R e i n f o r c e m e n t s  justified the actions of its characters, 
spectators were rarely placed in the position of querying their 
motivation. How, then, could the objective of m a x i m u m  dramatic 
impact within a m i n i m u m  time-scale be achieved? T h e  solution 
lay in the adoption of a three — stage approach w h i c h  m a y  be 
illustrated as follows:

E X P O S I T I O N  > D E V E L O P M E N T  > CLIMAX

T h e  logic behind this pattern lies in the linear progression 
f r o m  a s i t u a t i o n  of l o w  d r a m a t i c  t e n s i o n ,  t h r o u g h  a
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bridge — p a s s a g e  in w h i c h  conflicts are depicted, to the 
culmination of the dilemma in question; in other words, there 
is an o n w a r d  acceleration w h ich is only checked either fay a 
breaking — point being reached or a solution achieved. In this 
w a y  the audience is initiated slowly and s o m e w h a t  carefully 
into the action, but as soon as such an entry is completed the 
involvement process is immeasurably speeded up, with the result 
that fay the end of either act or opera m a x i m u m  tension has been 
generated. This model is of course a traditional one, and has 
been used on countless occasions in both literary and musical 
contexts, but its value in the present discussion lies in the 
fact that it allows us to appreciate to w h a t  extent "verismo 
puro" librettists built u p o n  previous dramatic practice in 
their search for n e w  modes of expression. A few examples will 
elucidate this process, and once they have b e e n  noted and 
examined the remaining operas under discussion m a y  be analysed 
in the same way:

<P.T.O.>
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This table, while showing the sequence of events in both 
operas as classified by the Exposition—Development — Cliiaaa model, 
d e m o n s t r a t e s  s o m e  additional features of interest. T h e s e  
include the subheadings describing the nature of each stage in 
the process of dr a m a t i c  d e v e l o p m e n t ;  thus in Act O n e  of 
"Pagliacci ' w e  h a v e  the pattern "Local Colour — Conflict — 
Breaking Point", and in Act T w o  of the same work an identical 
s e q u e n c e  except for the last stage, w h i c h  is n o w  t e r m e d  
" C l i m a x ” . T h e s e  descriptions are self-explanatory, but it 
s h o u l d  be b o r n e  in m i n d  that t h e y  are primarily b r o a d  
generalizations designed only to indicate the principal phases 
of dramatic m o v e m e n t  within the libretto, a nd as such the 
terminology m a y  change w h e n  describing the differing situations 
depicted in the various operas. F u r t h e r m o r e  the lines of 
acceleration indicated (with the salutary pause being provided 
in m a n y  o a s e s  by a n  o r c h e s t r a l  i n t e r m e z z o )  are also 
approximate; in reality the ebb and flow of dramatic tension is 
m u c h  more complex and will be fully examined in due course. 
Meanwhile, here are the remaining operas interpreted on this 
broad structural basis:

T A B L E  T W O ;  D R A M A T I C  S T R U C T U R E A P R E L I M I N A R Y  MODEL;

E X P O S I T I O N D E V E L O P M E N T ------ > C L I M A X

<1) ”M A L A  V I T A ” < 1 8  92; t h r e e  a c t s ) :
A c t  O n e :

( D e t a i l s  of )( V i t o ' s  >( i l l n e s s ;  )( t a k i n g  of )( V o w ; r o w  )
( w i t h  )
(A m a l i a ;  >( e n t r y  of >
(A n n e  t i e 1 1o )
N A R R A T I V E  + L O C A L  C O L O U R

(M e e t i n g  of ) ( V i t o  w i t h  )( C r i s t i n a  )( a n d  p r o m i s e )  
(of m a r r i a g e )

C O N S O L  ID A T I O N

(T a  u n t  s of )( A n n e t  i e I 1 o ; >( f i g h t  w i t h  )
( V i t o ;  )( r e n e w a 1 of >
( p r o m i s e  of )(m a r  r i a g e >
( t o  C r i s t i n a )

A P P A R E N T  S O L U T Î O N

< P . T  . O . )
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E X P O S I T I O N D E V E L O P M E N T C L I M A X

A c t  T w o :

< A m a 1 i a ' s )
< c o n f e s s i o n  >( t o  N u n  z i a ; )( w i s h  to s e e )  ( C r i s t i n a ;  )( e n t r y  of )( A n n e t i e i l o  >( w i t h  )
(dr u n k e n  )( m o  b )

( A r r i v a l  of 
( C r i s t i n a ;  ( v e r b a l  — — > ( c o n f l i c t  
( b e  t w e  e n  (A m a lia and < G r 1st i n a

) (Fight
) ( b e t w e e n

(A m a l i a  a n d  — > ( C r i s t i n a ;( i n t e r c e s s — ( i o n  b y  < N u n  z i a ; ( e n t r y  of 
( V i t o  a n d  ( r e n e w a 1 of 
( r e l a t i o n s  ( w i t h  A m a l i a

N A R R A T I V E  L O C A L  C O L O U R
> C O N F L I C T B R E A K I N GA P P A R E N T

P O I N T  + 
S O L U T I O N

A c t  T h  r e e
( I n t e r m e z z o )

( V i t o ' s  ( " b r i n d i s i  ( a n d(A n n e  t i e 1 — ( l o ' s  s o n g

L O C A L  C O L O U R

( E n t r y  of )( C r i s t i n a ;  >(s u p p  1 i c a  t - >( i o n s  to )( V i t o  ; s c o r n )  (of A m a l i a  )
C O N F L I C T

( D e p a r t u r e  ) (of V i t o  a n d )  (A m a l i a ;  >
( r e t u r n  of ) ( C r i s t i n a  to) ( b r o t h e l  )

S O L U T I O N

(2) "A S A N T A  L U C  IA < 1 8 9 2 ;  t w o  a c t s ) :
A c t  O n  e

( S t r e e t  
< s c e n e  w i t h  
( l o c a l  ( v e n d o r s ;(T o  t o n n  o ’ s (c o m i  o s o n g ;  ( R o s e l l a ’s 
( f l o w e r  s o n g

( O y s t e r  
( e p i s o d e  ; 
( t a u n t i n g  by  (M a r i a a n d  ( f i g h t  w i t h  ( R o s e l  la ;( i n t e r c e s s — ( i o n  by (T o t  o n n o

( V e r b  a 1 
( o o n f 1 ict 
( be t w e e n  
( C i c c i l 1 c ( a n d  M a r i a  ( a n d( R o s e l  la ; ( r e a f f i r  m  —( a t i o n  o f ( l o v e  
( b e t w e e n  
( C i c o i 1 1 o ( a n d  R e s e l l s

N A R R A T I V E  + 
L O C A L  C O L O U R

> C O N F L I C T > A P P A R E N T  S O L U T I O N

A c t  T w o :
( I n t e r m e z z o )

( F i s h e r m a n ’s ) ( R e v e l a t  i o n ) ( C i c c i l l o ’s
( c h o r u s  a n d  ) ( b y  T o  t o n n e > ( d e n u n c i a t -( s c h e m i n g  o f ) — - > ( to M a r i a ) ( X o n  o f( M a r i a  a n d  ) ( t h a t  he ) ( f a t  h e  r a n d
(T o  re ) ( i n t e n d s  to >--> ( R o s e l  la ;

(m a r r y ) ( h e r  s u b s e —( R o s e l  la ; ) ( q u  e n  t( M a r i a  t e l l s ) ( d e s p a i r  a n d( t h i s  to ) ( s u i c i d e
( C i c o i 1 1 o )

N A R R A T I V E  + J= C O N F L I C T  - - > B R E A K I N G  P O I N T  f
L O C A L  C O L O U R S O L U T I O N
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<3) "A  B A S S O  P O R T O "  ( 1 8  9 4; t h r e e  a c t s )

E X P O S  Î T I O N

A c t  O n e ;

-> D E V E L O P M E N T > C L I M A X

( P a s c a l e ’s > 
( t a v e r n ;  >( L u i g i n o ’s > 
( g a m b l i n g  >
< a n d  d i <sapp- > ( r o b a t i o n  o £ >  
( M a r i a  a n d  > ( S e s e l l a  >

( F i g h t  >
( b e t  w e  e n  )( L u i g i n o  a n d ) 
( P a s c a l e  ; )( C i c c i l l o ’ s 
( r e v e l a t  i o n  
( t h a t( Career r a h a s  ( b e e n  b e t r —
( a y e d ; l o v e  s o e n e  b e t  w e  e n C i c c i l l oa n d  S e 3 e 1 
<M a r i a ( p l e a( C i c o i

a ; s01 o

(N e w s  of ( a r r e s t  of(C a m o r  r i s t a ; 
( M a r  i a ’ s 
( s u g g e s t  i o n  
( t h a t( C i c c i l l o  is (a t r a i t o r

N A R R A T I V E  + L O C A L  C O L O U R C O N F L I C T B R E A K I N G  P O I N T

A c t  T w  o :

{ L u i g i n o 's >
( " b r i n d i s i "  >( a n d  l o v e  >( s o n g  >'

(L u  i g i n o  ’ s < c e n t r o n t ”( a t i o n  w i t h  
( C i c c i l l o ;  ( l e t t e r ’ s (m o  n o  1 o g u e ; 
( h i s  d e n u n — ( c i a t i o n  of ( M a r i a  to ( S e s e l  la ;
( t h e i r  < s u b s e q u e n t  ( c o n  f 1 ict 
< a n d  r e o o n -  
( c i l i a t i o n

( S e s e l  la * s (d e n u n c  i a —( t i o n of 
( C i c c i l l o  a ( t r a i t o r  ; ( d e c i s i o n  o 
(C a m o  r r a to ( a p p o i n t  ( L u i g i n o  as ( a s s a s s i n ;  
( M a r i a ’s ( o p p o s i t i o n

L O C A L  C O L O U R C O N F L I C T -  > B R E A K I N G  P O I N T

A c t  T h  r e e :
( In t e r m e  z z o )

( Pr e l u d e a n d  ) ( M a r i a ’s > ( M a r  i a ’ s )
( M a r i a * s ( e n c o u n t  er > _  -“> ( s t a b b i n g o f )< p r a y e r ) ( w i t h > ( C i c c i l ie )( C i c o i 1 1 o

L O C A L  C O L O U R C O N F L I C T S O L U T I O K

< P . T  . O

137



<4) ” L ’A R L E S I  A N A ” ( 1 8 9 7 ;  t h r e e  a c t s )

E X P O S I T I O N   ---- > D E V E L O P M E N T  - - - - )  C L I M A X

A c t  O n e  :

< B a l d a s s & r e< a n d  I ‘ I n n o - ( c e n  t e ;( R o s a  * s
(w o  t r y  o v e r  ( s o n ’s< e n g a g e m e n t

- -  )

A r r i v a l  of V i V e t t a , w h  o f i n d s  o u t  a b o u t  
F e d e r  i c o  ’ s i m p  e n d  i n g  m a r t  i a g e  ; r e t u r n  of 
F e d e r i c o  a n d  d e c l a 
r a t i o n  of w e  d d i n g d a t e ;a r r i v a l  of 
M e t i f i o  a n d  
r e v e l a t i o n  to R o s a  of 1 ’A r l e s i — 
a n a  ’ sfai t h 1 e s 3 — 
n e s s

( F e d e r  i co ( f i n d s  o u t  ( a b o u t  h i s > < f i a n c e e  ’ s
( s o r d i d  p a s t  
( a n d(de t e r m i n e s  ( to f o r g e t  
( h e r

N A R R A T ! V E  
A c t  T w o :

C O N F L I C T  A P P A R E N T  S O L U T I O N

(S e a r c h  fo r  )
( F e d e r i c o  )
( b y  R o s a ,  >-( V i v e t t a  a n d ) ( B a l d a s s a r e  )

( F i n d i n g  of 
( F e d e r i c o ;

— > ( R o s a ’s p l e a( t o  h i m  to ( r e t u r n  (h o m e  ; ( V i v e t t a ' s  
( p r o f e s s i o n  (of l o v e  a n d  ( s u b s e q u e n t  ( b u t( t e m p  o r a r y ( s p u r n i n g  by ( F e d e r  ico

( F e d e r  i co 
( d e c i s i o n  

— - > ( r e t u r n(h o m e  a n d  ( m a  r r y ( V i v e t t a

s
t o

N A R R A T I V E - > C O N F L I C T  - - >  A P P A R E N T  S O L U T I O N

A c t  T h r  e e ;
( I n t e r m e s s o )

( P r é p a r â t — ( i o n s  for ( w e d d  i n g  ; 
( F e d e r i c o ’s ( a s s u r a n c e  (t o  V i v e t t a  ( t h a t  h e  h a s  ( f o r g o t t e n  ( 1 ’A r l e s i —( a n a

( A r r  i v a l  (M e  t i f i o 
( c o l  l e c t  let t e rs r e v e l a t

o £ t o

0 n1 st h a t  h s t i l l  in l o v e  w i t h  1 ’A r l e s i — a n a  ;s u b s e q u e n t  
j e a l o u s y  of F e d e r  ico

( F e d e r i c o ’&( a t t a o k o n
( Me t i f i o ;( i n t e r c e s s -
( i o n o f( R o s a ;
( F e d e r i c o ’s( e v e n t u a 1( s u i « i d e

N A R R A T I V E  + 
L O C A L  C O L O U R C O N F L I C T —  —  )■ B R E A K I N G  P O I N T  

+ S O L U T I O N
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< 5 ) A M I  C A < 1 9 0 5 ; t w o  a c t s )

E X P O S I T I O N  ------) D E V E L O P M E N T  ------) C L I M A X

A c  t O n e

< S h e p h e r d  * s< c h o r u s  a n d
< C a m o  i n  e ’ s ( " b r i n d i s i ” 
( r e v e l a t i o n  (of( G i o r g i o ’s ( l o v e  fo r  
<A m i  o a ;( p e a s a n t  ( d a n o  i ng
N A R R A T I V E  + 
L O C A L  C O L O U R

A c t  T w o  ;

(A m  i c a * s ( i m p a  s s i V e — 
( n e s s  to ( G i o r g i o ‘s ( p r o t e s t -  ( at i o n s  of ( l o v e  i ( C a m o i  n e  ’ s 
( u 1 t i m a  t u m  ( t o  A m  i c a

( A r r i v a l  of ( R i n a l d o ;
(e 1 o p e m e n t  (of A m  i c a ( a n d  — — > ( R i n a l d o ;
( G i o r g i o ’s ( f u r y  at 
(a p p a r e n t  ( a b d u c t  i o n

C O N F L I C T  > A P P A R E N T  S O L U T I O N

( I n t e r m e z  » o )

( G i o r g i o  * s ( s e a r c h  for (A m  i c a
) ( D i s c o v e r y) — — ) (of R i n a l d o  ) ( a n d  A m  i c a ;( d e n u n c  i a —

( t i o n  by ( G i o r g i o  of ( R i n a l d o

) ( G i o r g i o *) ( f a i n t i  n g( a b a n d o n -  — — > (m e n  t by
(A m  i c a by ( R i n a l d o ; ( d e a t h  of ( A m  i c a

N A R R A T I V E C O N F L I C T > B R E A K I N G  P O I N T  
+ S O L U T I O N

( 6 ) L » O R A C O L O ” ( 1 9  0 5; o n e  a c t ) :

(G a m b l e t ’s 
( i n  o p i u m — ( d e n ;  Ci m —( F e n *  s ( d i a t r  i be ( a g a i n s t  t h e  (w e  a 1 t h y  ; 
( h i s( r e l a t  i o n -  ( s h i p  w i t h  (H u  a — Q u  i ; 
( h i s  l o v e  ( f o r  A h  — d o  e ; 
( C h  i n e  s e (N e w  Y e a r  
( c é l é b r â t — 
( i o n s
N A R R A T I V E  + L O C A L  C O L O U R

(C i m — P e n ’s 
( o f f e r  of (m a  r r i a g e  to ( A h  — vJ o e ;( a b d u c t  i o n  (of c h i l d ;

 > ( c o n f r o n t  —(at i o n  ( b e t  w e  e n ( S a n — L u i  a n d  (Ci m — F e n ;
(m u  r d e  r of ( S a n — L u  i

- - >  C O N F L I C T

( C o n f r o n t -  
(a t i o n  ( b e  t w e  e n  (U  i n - S c  i ( a n d  C i m —( F e n  ;
( k i l l i n g  of (C i m — F e n

S O L U T I O N

( P . T  . O . )
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< 7 > " M A IA " < 1 9 1 0 ;  t h r e e  a c t s ) ;

E X P O S I T I O N   ---- ) D E V E L O P M E N T   ) C L I M A X

A c t  O n e  :

( C h o r u s  of ( P r o v e n ç a l  ( p e a s a n t s  ;< M a  i a ' s s a d  
( d e r n eanou r

( E n t r y  of )< T o  r i a s ;  h i s )•— - > ( r e v e l a t i o n  ) — —
( t h a t  R e n a u d )  
( h a s  a )( f i a n c e e ;  )( M a i a ’s v o w  )

( A r r i v a l  o f  ( R e n a u d  ;( r e a f f i r to— 
(at i o n  of 
( h i s  l o v e  ( f o r  M a  i a

N A R R A T I V E  + 
L O C A L  C O L O U R

> C O N F L I C T  > A P P A R E N T  S O L U T I O N

A c t  T w  o :

( S c e n e  at ( f a i r ;( M a  i a ' s ( P r o v e n ç a l  
( s o n g  ; ( e n t r y  of 
(T o r i a s ;(R e n a u d ’s 
( s o n g  to 
< V  i 1 l a g e r s
Ac  t T h r  ee ;

 >
(M a  i a ’ s ) ( M a i a ’s )< r e a l  i z a t  i o n ) < f u 1 f i 1 m e  n  t )< t h a t  R e n a u d ) — — ) ( o f h e r V o w >( i s  at f a i r ) ( to T o r i a s )
( w i t h >
( f i a n c e e )

(M a  i a ' s )( m o n o l o g u e  ) — ( A r r i v a l  of 
-= > < R e n a u d  ;< r e a f f i r m ™  ( a t i o n  of ( h i s  l o v e  ( f o r  M a  i a

( E n t r y  o f  (T o  r i a s ;  
( o o n f 1 ict — -) ( w i t h(R e n a u d  ;
( d e a t h  o f  
( T o r  i a s ;( s u i c i d e  o f  ( M a  i a

N A R R A T I V E C O N S O L I D A T I O N  > C O N F L I C T  S O L U T I O N

(8) "I G I O I E L L I  D E L L A  M A D O N N A "  (19 11; 3 a c t s ) :
A c t  O n e

( C r o w d  
( s c e n e  ;
( G e n n a r  o * s ( p r a y e r  ;( r e v e l a t  i o n  (of h i s  l o v e  ( f o r( M a i i e l l a ;  ( M a l i e l l a ' s  ( s o n g  t o (or o w d  ; 
( d i s a p p r o v a l  (of G e n n a r o  ( a n d  C a r m e  1 a

( A r r i v a l  of 
( R a f a e l e  a n d  
( C a m o r  r i s t i ; ( h i s
( d a l  1 i a n c e  ( w i t h( M a i  iel la ; ( p a s s i n g  of < 3 e w e  Is of ( M a d o n n a  a n d  
( R a f a e l e ’s ( t a u n t  
( r e g a r d i n g  ( t h e m

( D i s p u t e  
( b e  t w e e n  
( G e n n a r o  — - ) ( a n d
( R a f a e l e  ( o v e r  ( M a i i e l l a

N A R R A T I V E  + 
L O C A L  C O L O U R -) C O N F L I C T  > A P P A R E N T  S O L U T I O N

( I n t e r m e z z o )

( F . T  , O . >
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E X P O S I T I O N ------ > D E V E L O P M E N T --------> C L I M A X

A c t  T w o

( S i n g i n g  in >( d i s t a n c e ;  )
(M a l i e l l a ' s  >
( u p s t a i r s  >( s e r e n a  de )

(G e n n a  r o ’ s< a V o w a 1 of  > ( l o v e  to
(M a  1 i e 1 1 a ; ( h e r  c h a l l —
(e n g  e to h i m  ( t o  s t e a l  
(M a d o n n a ’s 
( i e w e  1 s ;< m e  e t i n g  ( w i t h  ( R a f a e l e

(G e n n a  r e ’s ( t h e f t  of 
( 3 e w e  Is a n d  
( h i s  r e t u r n  (to-—  > ( M a l  iel la;< o o n s u m m a  t — 
( i o n  of 
(G e n n a  r e ' s  
( l o v e

N A R R A T I V E  + 
L O C A L  C O L O U R

- - >  C O N F L I C T  - - >  A P P A R E N T  S O L U T I O N

A c t  T h  r e e :
< I n t e r m e z z o )

(D e n  o £<C a m o r  r i s t i ; 
( R a f a e l e ’s ( " b r i n d i s i ” ; 
( d a n c i n g  a n d  ( o r g y

L O C A L  C O L O U R

( D e n u o i a t  i o n  
(of M a  1 i e 1 1 a 
( b y  R a f a e l e ; — — > ( a r r i v a l  of 
( G e n n a r o ;< f i g h t  
( b e  t w e  e n 
( b o t h  m e n  ;( i n t e r v e n t — ( i o n  of ( R o  c o o

> C O N F L I C T

( R e v e l a t i o n  ) ( t h a t  3 e w e  Is) 
( h a v e  b e e n  ) ™ > ( s t o l e n ;  )( s u i c i d e  c £ )(N a 1 i e 1 1 a >
( a n d  G e n n a r o )

) S O L U T I O N

( 9 ) X I N G A R I
A c t  O n e  ;

( 19 12; t w o  a c t s )

( C h o r u s  of )( g y p s y  >( b l a c k — >( s m i  t h s ;  )( r e v e l a t i o n  )—( t h a t  T a m a  r )
( i s  in l o v e  )
( w i t h  F 1 e a n a )

( C a p t u r e  of 
(R a d u  by  ( g y p s i e s  ;( i n t e r c e s s -  — > ( i o n  of 
(F 1 e a n a  ; 
( a c c e p t a n c e  (of R a d u  ( i n t o  g y p s y  
( c o m m u n  i t y ; ( f i g h  t 
( b e t w e e n  ( R a d u  a n d  (T a m a  r ;( i n t e r c e s s -  ( i o n of ( F 1 e a n  a

) ( M a r r i a g e  of) ( R a d u  a n d) {F 1 e a n  a ;
(T a m a  r * » ( s o n g  in t h e

 ) ( d i s t a n c e ;
( a V o w a 1 of ( l o v e  
( b e t w e e n  ( R a d u  a n d  ( F 1 e a n a

N A R R A T I V E  + L O C A L  C O L O U R > C O N F L I C T  - - )  A P P A R E N T  S O L U T I O N

( In t e r m e z  * o )

< F . T  . O . )
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E X P O S I T I O N  - - - - > D E V E L O P M E N T  > C L I M A X

A c t  T w o

< A V o w a 1 of ( l o v e  ( b e  t w o  c n 
( T a m a r  a n d  ( F I e a n a

N A R R A T I V E

» _  >

( V e r b a l  
( o o n f 1 ict ( b e  t w e  e n  ( R a d u  a n d  
( F 1e a n a  ; ( R a d u '»(m o n o  1o g u e

C O N F L I C T

( C l a n d e  s t i n 
(m e e t i n g  of ( T a m a r  a n d  — — > ( F l e a n a ;
( d i s c o v e r y  ( b y  R a d u ;(d e a t h s  of 
(T a m a  r a n d  ( F 1e a n a

> S O L U T I O N

( 1 0 )  “ ÎL T A B A R R O ” ( 1 9 1 8 ;  o n e  a c t )
( W o r k  of ( s t e v e d o r e s  
( o n  b a r g e  ;
( b r e a k d o w n  ( i n  c o m m u n  —( i o a t i o n  ( b e t w e  e n 
( C i o r g e t  ta 
( a n d( M i c h e l e  ;(w  i n e - (dr i n k  i ng ( a n d  d a n c i n g  ( s c e n e  ; ( F r u g o l a -  ( G i o r g e t  ta ( e p i s o d e  ; ( L u i g i ’s ( d i a t r  ibe
N A R R A T I V E  + L O C A L  C O L O U R

( C l a n d e s t  i n e  
(m e  e t i n g  ( b e  t w e e n  
( L u i g i  a n d  ( G i o r g e t t a ;( a V o w a 1 of ( l o v e  to o n e  
( a n o t h e r  ; 
( d e c i s i o n  to 
( f l e e  f r o m  ( b a r g e  ; 
( M i c h e l e ’s ( i n d i r e c t  
( c h a l l e n g e  ( to( G i o r g e t t a

-  -  ) C O N F L I C T

( M i c h e l e ’s ( m e m o r i e s  of 
( f o r m e r  
( h a p p i n e s s  ;
( o o n f r o n t — ( a t i o n  w i t h  ( L u i g i  ;

 > ( d e a t h  of
( L u i g i  ; 
( h i d i n g  of ( d e a d  m a n  i n ( c l o a k  a n d  ( h i s( r e v e l a t i o n(to
( G i o r g e t t a

- - >  S O L U T I O N

Having examined the broad structural outline of the ’’verismo 
puro" w o r k s  un d e r  discussion, w e  shall n o w  consider the 
constituent parts in greater detail. Over the course of the 
last few chapters the nature of Contracts and Conflicts has 
been the subject of m u c h  discussion, but it is obvious that 
these motive forces, while constituting what one might term the 
"b a c k b o n e ” of a typical scenario, are by no m e a n s  the only 
dramatic elements in play ; as w e  shall see there are several 
others, w h i c h  for the sake of c o n v e n i e n c e  w e  shall ter m 
”Subsidiary Forces". T h e s e  can be regarded as providing the 
essential d r a m a t u r g i c a l  links b e t w e e n  the f r a m e w o r k  of 
Contracts and Conflicts co— existing within the libretto, and as 
such help to bridge the gap between the various peripeteia of 
the o n — stage action. In this sense their function is to fill 
cut the bare outline of the plot in s u c h  a w a y  that the 
c o m p leted opera progresses smoothly from start to finish.
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without any of the dramatic lacunae which often occur in works 
of this brevity. In practice the easiest w a y  to achieve such 
unity of action and purpose is to ensure that the generation 
and flow of dramatic tension remains unimpeded and undergoes a 
p r o c e s s  of c o n t i n u o u s  a c c e l e r a t i o n  t o w a r d s  the e n d  of 
individual acts. Subsidiary Forces aid this forward impetus in 
two mai n  ways; by increasing dramatic tension (as one would 
expect), but also by decreasing it w h ere necessary. T h e  latter

v:'p r o c e s s  m a y  s e e m  pusxling until w e  consider our earlier 
observation regarding the necessity of avoiding within the 
libretto any precipitant over-indulgence in dramatic effect, 
since such mismanagement could easily alienate or bewilder the 
audience. It has already been demonstrated that one w a y  of 
spreading the dramatic load is by m e a n s  of a gentle exposition, 
leading swiftly to a development section which then accelerates 
speedily to a climax. (Table T w o  has s h o w n  h o w  this general 
plan is adhered to in the vast majority of operas.) Subsidiary 
Forces help to shape and sustain this forward m o m e n t u m  by 
increasing a n d  decreasing tension by m e a n s  of a series of 
theatrical devices, w h o s e  use within the larger framework of 
Contract and Conflict Patterns creates a continuous ebb and 
flow of dramatic pressure. T h u s  the spectator is led through a 
progression of rapidly changing tableaux which in turn generate 
suspense and then deflate it; in other words, a sequence of 
varied yet h o m o g e n e o u s  vignettes of either a dramatic or 
lyrical quality. This t wo— fold nature can best be delineated by 
referring to Subsidiary Forces as being either "Positive" or 
"Negative" (this appellation will subsequently be applied to 
Contract a nd Conflict Patterns). Positive forces are those 
w h ich decrease tension ; Negative forces increase it, a nd by 
applying this simple yet crucially important concept to the 
entire sequence of events within the libretto w e  can achieve a 
greater knowledge of the overall progression and accumulation 
of dramatic tension. For the moment, however, let us discuss 
the nature and role of Subsidiary Forces. Table Three provides 
an outline of the various types (subdivided into Positive and 
Negative categories), together with a short definition of each:

(P.TO.)
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T A B L E  T H R E E : P O S I T I V E  A N D  N E G A T I V E  S U B S I D I A R Y  F O R C E S :

< A > P O S I T I V E  <-+> = those forces extraneous to the inner core
conflict which decrease tension:

< a ) C I R C U M S T A N T I A L  STABILIZERS « events impinging upon or
brought about by either one or more characters with the 
e x p r e s s  intent of m o m e n t a r i l y  arresting the o n w a r d  
impetus of the dramatic action.

( b ) D I V I N E  F O R C E S  = the use of prayer by o n e  or m o r e  
characters# where this is directed towards the concept of 
a just and merciful God and with the express intent of 
momentarily arresting the onward impetus of the dramatic 
action.

< c > S O C I E T A L  A N D  E N V I R O N M E N T A L  F O R C E S  = the use of "local
colour" as evidenced by the depiction of w a y s  of life, 
traditions and customs# w h e n  such exposes are presented 
in a picturesque and lyrical m a n n e r  with the express 
intent of momentarily arresting the onward impetus of the 
dramatic action.

< d > M E N T A L  F O R C E S  a the depiction of the dreams, fantasies
and reminiscences of either one or more characters (e.g. 
the evocation of h a p p y  events in the past# d r e a m s  of 
future fulfilment a n d  c o n t e n t m e n t ,  a n d  the e n f o r c e d  
escape from reality into the realms of fantasy) with the 
e x p r e s s  intent of m o m e n t a r i l y  arresting the o n w a r d  
impetus of the dramatic action.

( e ) M I S C E L L A N E O U S  F O R C E S  = musical preludes, interludes and 
intermezzi which momentarily arrest the onward impetus of 
the dramatic action.

( B ) N E G A T I V E  < — ) = those forces extraneous to the inner core
conflict which increase tension:

( a ) C I R C U M S T A N T I A L  C A T A L Y S T S  = events impinging upon or 
brought about by either one or more characters with the 
express intent of momentarily accelerating the o n w a r d  
impetus of the dramatic action.
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( b ) D I V I N E  F O R C E S  » the use of prayer by o n e  or m o r e  
oharaoters# where this is directed towards the concept of 
an unjust a n d  merciless God w h o s e  p o w e r  over h u m a n  
destiny is absolute a n d  unyielding a n d  m o m e n t a r i l y  
accelerates the o n w a r d  impetus of the dramatic action.

< o ) S O C I E T A L  A N D  E N V I R O N M E N T A L  F O R C E S  = the depiction of 
social p r o b l e m s , t e n s i o n s  a n d  i n j u s t i c e s  a n d  t h e  
occasional highlighting of particular forms of organized 
opposition against these; the portrayal of the environment 
as being the primary cause for social evils of these 
types, or a l ternatively as the m o t i v e  force for a 
particular event; both categories momentarily accelerate 
the onward impetus of the dramatic action.

( d ) M E N T A L  F O R C E S  » the depiction of the dreams, fantasies 
or reminiscences of either one or m o r e  characters (e.g. 
the evocation of sad events in the past, the apprehensive 
anticipation of future events, and the enforced escape 
from reality into the realms of fantasy) with the express 
intent of momentarily accelerating the forward impetus of 
the dramatic action.

( e ) M I S C E L L A N E O U S  F O R C E S  *= musical preludes, interludes and 
intermezzi ; all h a p p e n i n g s  of an o m i n o u s  nature w h i c h  
point to s o m e  future c a t a s t r o p h e ;  b o t h  c ategories 
momentarily accelerate the onward impetus of the dramatic 
action.

As can be see n  from the table, there are four types of 
Subsidiary Force, each of w h i c h  can be utilized in either a 
Positive or N e g a t i v e  capacity ; w h e r e a s  the detail of the 
individual definitions m a y  differ somewhat, the initial concept 
of the momentary increase or decrease in dramatic tension holds 
true. It will be noticed that several of these definitions have 
direct links with the s u m m a r y  descriptions of the Exposition — 
Development — Climax model given in Table Two; this is fully 
consistent with our earlier plan of pro c e d u r e , since broad 
categorizations of dramatic development must inevitably precede 
the present a nd m o r e  detailed analysis. Before continuing, 
however, w e  must examine the relative frequency of use and 
nature of both Positive and Negative Subsidiary Forces in the
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operas under discussion; this information is provided in Table 
Four, w h i c h  analyzes the individual w o r k s  from these twin 
perspectives;

T A B L E  FOUR: P O S I T I V E  A N D  N E G A T I V E  S U B S I D I A R Y  FORCES;

O P E R A T Y P E F R E Q U E N C Y D E S C R I F T I O N

<1> C A V . C i r o u m . 
S t a b .

P o s t  t i v e  D i V i n  e

P o s i  t i v e  
S o  c . + E n V

< ? >

P o s i  t i v e  M i s c .
G i r o u m . 
C a t  .
N e  g a t  i ve See.*»’ E n  V

N e g a t  iv e  M e n t a l

N e g a t i v e
M i s c .

R e m o  V  a 1 of 
L o l a  by 
V  i 1 l a g e r s  f r o m  s c e n e  of d u e l  c h a 1 1 e n g  e
Easter hymn a n dp r o c e s s i o ni n t o  c h u r  c h
E n t r i e s  a n d  
p o r t r a y a l s  o f w o  r k of 
p e a s a n t s  in 
f i e l d s ;
A 1 f i o ’ s s o n g  t o 
v i l l a g e r s ;  T u  r i d d u  ’s 
" b r i n d i s i "
I n  t e r m e z  s o

E n  t r y  L o l a
o f

S o c i a l  i m p 1 i c a t — 
i o n s  of S a n t u z z a ’ e » o c m m u  n — i c a t i o n
S a n t u z z a  ' : " V o  i 1 o s a p e t e ”< r e m  i n  i s c e n o e s  of 
T u  r i d d u  * s f o r m e r  l o v e  f or h e r )
A 1 f i o ’ s q u e  s t i o n  — i n g  o f M a m m a  L u c i a  as t o w h e  r e — a b o u t  s of 
T u  r i d d u< o m e n )

(P.T.O.)
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O P E R A

< 1 ) M  . V

T Y P E

C X X o u m  S t a b .

F R E Q U E N C Y

2

P o s i t i v e  0  i V i Ti e

P o s i t i v e  
S o c .+ E n V

< 4 > P o s i t i v e
M i s e .

C i r e  u m . 
C a t ,

N e  g a t i v e  D i v i n e

N e g  a t i ve
So c ,+ E n V

N e  g a t i ve M  i s o .

D E S C R I P T I O N

M a r c o ’s 
r e a s s u r a n c e s  to V i t o ;
N u n s  i a ’ s i n t e r — v e n t  i o n  in f i g h t  b e t w e e n  A m a l i a  a n dC r ist i ns
V i t o  ’ s
V o w  to t heM a d o n n a
A n n e  t — 
i e 1 1 o * sP i e d i g r o t  ta s o n g ," b r i n d i s i ” 
a n d  d i a l e c t  
s o n g  ;
V i t o ’ss e r e n a d e
O r c h e s t r a l  
t a r a n t e l 1 a p l a y e d  as p r e l u d e  to A c t  T h r  e e
V i t o  ’ s 
c o l l a p s e  in t h e  
" t i n t e r  i a "
C r i s t i n a ’s b e l i e f  in 
t h e  e x i s t e n c e  of a 
c r u e l  G o d  
w h e n  a b a n d o n e d  by V i t o
A c c o u n t  of 
C r i s t i n a ’ s l i f e  of p r o s t i t u t i o n ;  h e r  
r e t u r n  to b r o t h e  1
M a r o c ’s c r y p t  i c r e f e r e n c e  to 
1 i a i s o n  be t w e e n  V i t o  a n d  
A m a lia;A c t  T w o  
m u  s i c a 1 i n t e r l u d e  
d e s c r  ib ing s t o r m

(P.T.O.)
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O P E R A

( i ) P A G

T Y P E

C i r e  u m  S t a b .

F R E Q U E N C Y D E S C R I P T I O N

P o s i t i v e  
S o  c . + E n  V

< 3 > P o s i t i v eM e n t a l

P o s i t i v eM i s c .
C i r o u m . 
C a t .

N e  g a t  i veM i s c .

o f

t o

B e p p e ’ s c a 1m  i n g  C a n  i o ;N e d d a ’ s 
a t t e m p  t c o n t  i n u e  p l a y< " S u v v i a  c o s Ît e r r i b i l
A r r i v a l  of t r o u p e  i p e a s a n t s ’ 
V e s p e r s  c h o r u s  ; a r r  i v a l  of v i l l a g e r s  for s t a r t  
of p l a y ;  
b e g i n n i n g  of p l a y  
i t s e l f
N e  d d  a ' s b i r d  s o n g  ; C a n  i o * s 
r e m i  n i s c — e n o  e s of f o r m e  r 
h a p p  i n e s s  < " S p e r a i , t a n  t o il 
d e l i r i o " )
In  t er m e s a c

T o n  i o * s 
d i s c o v e r y0 £ N e d d a * s
1 i a i s o n  ; h i s  a d v i c e  to C a n  i c
< " E m e  g 1 i o 
f i ng e r e " )  ; t h e  w o  r d s " I o s a r 5 
t u a " h e a r d  by C a n  i c 
during p l a y ;T o n  i o ’ s 
p r e v e n t i o n  
o £ B e p p e  i n t e r v e n i n g  in o n — s t a g e  c o n f 1 ict
C a n  i o * s w a  r n i n g to
t r o u p e  a n d  v i l l a g e r s  ( " U n  t a 1 
g i c c o " ; o m e n  >

(P.T.O.)
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O P E R A

( 1 > A . S . L

T Y P E

C i r o u m  S t a b .

F R E Q U E N C Y

3

P o  s i t i V e 
D i v i n e

P o  s i t & V eSo  G . + E n V

P o s i t i v e  M e n t e  1

P o s i  t iv e  M i s e .
N e  g a t i v e  M i s e .

D E S C R I P T I O N

T o  t o n n o  ’  s  i n t e r v e n t i o n  in f i g h t  b e t w e  e n  R o s e l l a  a n d  
M a  r i a ;C o n e  e tt i  —  n a ’s i n t e r c e s s i o n  f o r  
R o s e l  la ( A c t  O n e > 
a n d  i n a r g urne n t 
b e t w e  e n  
R o  s e 1 1 a a n d  
M a r i a  ( A c t  T w o  >
C h u r c h  
h y m n s  ( A c t  O n e  )
S t r e e t  
s c e n e  w i t h  l o c a l  
v e n d o r s  ;T o  t o n n o  ’ s c o m i c  s o n g  ; 
f i s h e r m e n  * s 
c h o r u s
R o s e l  la * s m e m o  r i e s  of 
w i n d o w — si 1 1 
f 1o w e  r ;T o  t o n n o  ’s e v o c a t  i o n  of h i s  y o u t h f u l  
l o v e  f or  R o s e l  1 a * s m o  t h e  r
I n  t e r m e z  z o

M a r i a ’ s 
r e m a r  k t h a t
T o  t o n n o  i s  
in l o v e  w i t h  
R o s e l  1 a ; 
C i c c i l l o ’s f e a r  t h a t  
R o s e l  la 
w i l l  b e t r a y  h i m  ( o m e  n s  >

( 1 ) A . B . P C i r c u m  
S t a b  . M a  r i a ’ s

i n t e r c e s s i o n s  in £ i g h t s b e t w e  e n L u i g i n o  a n d  
P a s c a l e  a n d  L u i g i  n o  a n d  
C i c c i l l o ;  h e r  i n t e r 
v e n t i o n  to p r o v e  h e r  
s o n ’s i n n o - c e n c e to 
C a m o  r r ist i;
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O P E R A T Y P E F R E Q U E N C Y D E S C R I P T I O N

<2) A . B . P .  P o s i t i v e  < o o n t .> D i v i n e

P o s i t i v e  3
S o c . + E n v .

< 4 ) P o s i  t i v e  M e n  tel

P o s i t i v e  
M  i s o .
C i r o u m . C a t .

N e  g a t i v e  So c .+ E n v

< 8 > N e g  a t i v e  M e n t a l

M a  r i a * s p r a y e r s  ( A c t s  O n e  a n d  T h r  e e >
L u i g i n o * s  
" b r i n d i s i "  
a n d  l o v e — s o n g  ir e p r i s e  of 
1 o v e - s o n g  
at e n d  of A c t  T w o
C i c c i l l o ’s r e m  i n i s c - . e n  c e s of h i s  p a s t  
l o v e  fo r  M a r i a
In t e r m e z  z o

i 1 1 o ’ s 
1 a t i o n  
C a m o  — ti h a v e  b e t  r e n e w s  t

r — 
s
t -

C i c c 
r e v e  
t h a t  r r i s b e e n  Y e d jof a r r e s 
of C a m o r  
i s t a ;S e s e l l a ’ d e n u n c  i a 
i o n  of C i c o i  1 Io ; M a r i a ’s d e n u n c  i a t — i o n  of s a m e  ; 
d e c i s i o n  to a p p o i n t  L u i g i n o  as 
a s s a s s i n ;  s o u n d  of 
m u  s i c  p r i o r  to d e a t h  of C i c o i 1 1 o
S e s e l  l a ’s 
c o m m  e n t 
r e g a r d i n g  t h ee x c e s s i v eh e a t
(begi nn ing of A c t  O n e  >
M a r i a  m e m o  r h e r  1 
for C i o c i h e r  t r e d  V 
a n d  d of C a C i c o i  r e m  i n e n o e  s 
h i s  
*’ b e t r b y M a

’ s s a di e s of o V e
lie;0 r t u —
1 s i o n s 
r e a m sr m e  1 a ; i 1 o ’ a i s c — 
o f

a y a 1 ’’t i a " ;
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O P E R A T Y P E F R E Q U E N C Y D E S C R I P T I O N

( 8 ) A . B . P . < c o n t . >

( 9 ) *•

N e  g a t ive 
M e n t al

N e g  a t iv e  M i s e ,

M a r i a ’sa c c o u n t  of 
h o w
C i c c i X lo s p u r n e  d h e r
M a r i a ’s
s u g g e st i o nt h a t
C i c c i l l o  m a y  b e  a 
t r a i t o r  ( e n d  of A c t  O n e ;  o m e n  >

( i > L ’A R L  . C i r c u m  S t a b .

(  2 > ’ ’ P o s i t i v e
S c c . E n v

( 3 > ’’

< 4 > ’’

( 5 > ’’

P o s i t i v e  M e n t  a 1

P o s i  t i v e  M i s c .

C i r c u m  C a t .

( & ) ’’ N e  g a t  i ve D i v i n e

s

B a  I d a s s  — a r e ’s s o n g  
of t h e  
m o  u n  t a i n s  ; h i s  w o  r d s of a d v i c et o M e  t i f i o
R o s a  * s 
i n t e r v e n t i o n  in 
f i g h t  b e  t w e  e n  F e d e r  i co 
a n dM e t i f i o
M a r c o  ’ s 
e n t  r a n e e  w i t h
p e a s a n t s  ; F e d e r  ico ’’ b r i n d i s  w e  d d  i n g  
p r e p a r a t i o n s ;B a I d a s s — a r e ’s f a r e - 
w e  11 s o n g
V i v e t t a  ’s m e m o  r i e s  of h e r
g i r l i s h  l o v e  f orF e d e r i c o
M u s  i c a 1 
p r e l u d e  toA c t  T h r  e e
A r r i v a l  ofM e t i f i o  ( A c t  T h r e e l  
a n d  m i s u n d 
e r s t a n d i n g  o v e r  
l e t t e r s
R o s a ’s 
p r a y e r  
( A c t  T h r e e l

( P . T . O . )
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O P E R A  

(?) L ’A R L

T Y P E F R E Q U E N C Y

N e  g a t i veS o  c . + E n v  .

< 8 ) N e g  a t i ve M i s e ,

D E S C R I P T I O N

B a i d a s s — a r e ’ sa c c o u n t  of 
t r e a tm e n  t0 t1 ’ 1 n n o  c e n  t e ( " C o m e  d u et i z z i a c c e s i ">
E p  X s o d e w h e  r e
î ’ I n n o c e n t e  a I m o  s t 
f a l l s  f r o m  w i n d o w ; 
P e d e r  i o o  ’ s 
i m p  r e s s i o n  t h a t  h e  
h e a r s  v o i c e  of 1 ’A r 1- e s i a n a  (o m e n  s )

< i > A M I C A

< 2 )

P o s i t i v e  S o  o . + E n v

P o s i  t iv e  
M e  n t a 1

< 4 >

( 5 >

P o s i  t i v e  
M i s e .
C i r o u m . 
C a t .

N e g  a t i v e
M i s e .

S h e p h e r  d ' sc h o r u s  ;C a m o i  n e  ’ s " b r  i n d i s i " p e a s a n t 's d a n o  e
G i o r g i o ’s 
r e m  i n  i s c - e n o e s of 
h i s  p a s t  l o v e  f or 
A m  i c a  a n d  
a l s o  for R i n a l d o ;A m  i c a ’ s 
l o s t  d r e a m  of f u t u r e  
h a p p i n e s s  p r i o r  to d e a t h
I n t e r m e z  s o

G i o r g i o ’s f a i n t  ing 
fit
A m  i c a ’ 3 
i m p a s s i v e — n e s s  to 
G i o r g i o ’s p r o t e s t a t i o n s  of l o v e  ( o m e n )

( 1 ) L ’Q R A C  . C i r c u m  S t a b . S a n - L u i ’s o f f e r  of h e l p  to f i n d  l o s t  c h i l d ;  e v e n t u a l  f i n d  i n g  of c h i l d

( P . T . O . >
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O P E R A T Y P E F R E Q U E N C Y D E S C R Ï  P T 2  O N

< 2 > L ’O R A C . < c o n t . > P o s i  t iv e  D i v i n e

< a > P o s i t  i v e  
So  c . E n v

< 4 > C i r o u m  C a t .

< S >

< 6 >

N e  g a t  i v e  3 o c .+ E n v

N e  g a t i v e  M i s c .

U i n — S c i  * s  s e r m e n  a g a i n s t  g r e e d ;  h i s  
b l e s s i n g  a n d  p r a y e r  f orj u s t  i c e  ; h i s  f i n a l  
p r a y e r  for 
t h e  v i n d i c a t i o n  of e v i l
C e l e b r a t 
i o n s  of 
w o  r s h  i p — p « r s ; 
d e p i c t  i o n  o f C h  i n e  s  e  
N e w  Y e a r
C i m - P e n ’s s u d d e n  g 1 i m p  se of c h i l d ,  
w h  i c hp r o m p  t s h i s  
a b d u c t  i o n  p l a n ;  H u  a —
Q u  i s d e n  —u n c i a t  i o n  
of Ci m — P e n
G a m b 1 e r s in 
o p i u m — d e n ;C i m — P e n ’s 
d i a t r i b e  a g a i n s t  t h e  w e  a 1 t h y
A p p e a r a n c e s  of p o l i c e m a n ;  U i n  —Sc i ’ s "il t o r m e  n t o  d i s o g n  i 
p u n g  e n  t i  e p i s o d e  f o r t u n e  
t e l l e r  ;U i n — 3 c  i ’ 
p r e d i c t  S a n  — L u  i 
p r e m o n  i of d a n g e r  ( o m e  n s )

o  f

“ ss

i o n ;* 3
t i o n

<1> M A I A P o s i t i v eS o  c  . + E n v C h o r u s  o f  p e a s a n t  s  ( A c t  O n e ); e n t r i e s  o f  T o  r i a s ;  
s c e n e  at 
f a i r  ; M a  i a a n dR e n a u d  * s  P r o v e n c a l  s o n g  s

( P . T . O . >
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O P E R A  t y p e  F R E Q U E N C Y  D E S C R I P T I O N

<2> M A I A  C i r o u m .  2 R e v e l a t i o n< c o n t . > C a t .  b Y T o  f i a s
t h a t  R e n a u d  i s e n g  a g e d  to b e  m a  r r i e d ; 
u n e x p e o t  e d  e n t r y  of T o  r i a s  ( e n d  of A c t  
T h r  e e )

(3 > " " N e g a t i v e  2 M a i a ' s d i s  —M i s c .  c o n s o l a t eb e h a v i o u r  ( b e g i n n i n g  
of A c t  
O n e  V o m e n s )

( 1 ) C M .  C i r c u m . 4 B i a s o ’s
S t a b .  j o k i n g  w i t hM a  1 i e 1 1 a (A o  t O n e  > ; 

M a l i e l l a ' s  u p s t a i r s  s o n g  ;
i n t e r v e n t i o n  of 
R o  o o o to 
p r e v e n  t 
p o t e n t  i a 1 f i g h t  
b e t  w e  e n  G e n n a r o  a n d  
R a f a e l e

(2) " " P o s i t i v e  6 G e n n a r o 'sD i v i n e  p r a y e r
( b e g i  n n  i n g  of A c t  
O n e  ) ;
C a  r m e  l a ' s  e x h o r  t at i o n  to G e n n  a r c  
to p r a y ;  p r o c e s s  i o n  o f
M a d o n n a ’s j e w e  1 s ; s u b s e q u e n t  
p r a y e r s  a n db e n e d i c t i o n  ;G e n n  a r o ’ s 
b e l i e f  in 
G o d ' sm e r c y  w h e n  c e n t  e m p 1 a t - i n g  t h e f t  of j e w e  Is; G e n n a r  o ’ s 
f i n a l  
p r a y e r  b e f o r e  
s u i c i d e

( P . T . O . >
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< 3) G .M . P o s i t i v e  7
( c o n t . )  Soc.-»- E n v .

< 4 > » P o s i  t i V 
M e n t a l

C r o w d  s o e n e  
< A o  t O n e  > ; 
M a  1 i e 1 1 a ' s s o n g s to o r o w d  ; si n g  i n g  in 
d i s t a n c e  
( b e g i n n i  n g  o £ A c t  T w o  > ; 
R a f a e l e * s  se r e n a d e  ; d e n of C a m o  r r i s t i > R a f a e l e  ’ s " b r i n d i s i "
C a r m e  l a ’s a c c o u n t  of h o w  s h e  a d o p t e d  
N a  1 i e 1 1 a

P o s i t i v eM i s c .
C i r c u m . C a t .

< 7 > ’’

(  8 )  ’ ’

N e g a t i v e3 o c .+ E n v

N e  g a t  ive M i s c .

In t e r m e  s s i

P r o c e s s i o n  
of j e w e  1 » of M a  d o n n a  ; 
M a  1 i e 1 1 a ’ s d i s c o v e r y  t h a t
G e n n a  r o h a s  s t o 1 e n  j e w e  1 s > r e v e l a t i o n  in d e n  of C a m o r  r i s t i 
t h a tM a  1 iel la isw e  a r i n g  
j e w e  19
O r g y  s o e n e  in d e n  of C a m o r  r i s t i
G e n n a  r o ’ s 
a n g u i s h e d  l o v e  for M a  1 i e 1 1 a ( as r e v e a l e d  at b e g i  n n  ing of A c t  O n e ;  o m e  n )

(1) Z I N G C i r c u m . S t a b .

( 2 > ’’ P o  s i t i V eSo c .+ E n v

F 1e a n  a ’ s i n t e r c e s s  i o n  in f i g h t  b e t w e  e n  R a d u  a n d  
T a m a  r
C h o r u s
g y p s yb l a c k — s m i t h s ;
gy p » yw e d d  i n g  R a d u  a n d  F 1e a n a

o £

o f
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O P E R A T Y P E F R E Q U E N C Y D E S C R I P T I O N

{3) Z I N G . P o s i t i v e( o o n t .> M e n t a l

P o s i t i v e
M i s e .
C i r o u m . 
C a t .

N e  g a t i v e  M i s e .

R a d u ’s d r e  a m  o £ 
p e r s o n a l  
h a p p  i n e  s s
I n  t e r m e  z z o

F 1 e a n a  ’ s t a u n t s  
t o w a r d s  e n dof A c t  T w  o
F I e a n a ’ s
c h  a 1 1 e n g  e to R a d u< c o n s t a n t  
r e p e t i t i o n  
of ’‘a b b r u c  — i a m  i "t o w a  r d s e n dof A c t  T w o  ;
o m e n  )

< i ) T A B C i r c u m . S t a b .

P o s i t i v e  S o  c . -#■ E n v

< 3 > » P o s i  t i V
M e n t a l

< 5 ) »

C i r o u m . C a t .

N e g a t  i v e  iS o c . E n v ,

L u i g i ’s d e c i s i o n  to 
l e a v e  b a r g e  
at R o u e n
W o  r k of 
s t e v e d o r e s  o n  b a r g e  ; 
w i n e  — dr i n k  — i n g  s o e n e  ; d a n c i n g  of T i n e a  a n d  
G i o r g e t t a ;  F r u g o l a  — 
G i o r g e t t a  e p i s o d e  ; 
b u g l e  — o a l  1 
a n d  s o n g  of y o u n g  l o v e r s
D r e a m s  o f 
f u t u r e  h a p  p i n e  » s of b o t h  F r u g o la a n dG i o r g e t t a ;  M i c h e l e ’s 
m e m o  r i e s  of f o r m e r  
h a p p  i n e s s
M i c h e l e  ’ s 1 i g h t i n g  of p i p e
L u i g i  * s d i a t r i b e  a g a i n s t  
s o c i e t y

( P . T . O . >
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O P E R A

i d > T A B  .
< c o n t .

T Y P E

N e  g a t i V e M i s e .

F R E Q U E N C Y D E S C R I P T I O N

G i o r g e t t a ’m 
s p u m i n g  of M i c h e l e ’s a f f e c t i o n  
( b e g i n n  ing of o p e r a ) ; w o  r d s  of 
s o n g  ( " C h i  h a  v i s s u t o  
p e r  a m o  r e , p e r  a m o r e  si m o r  Î " ) > M i c h e l e ’s r e f e r e n c e  
to T i n e a  * s w i f e  ( o m e n  s >

Before commenting on Table Four it m ay be of some interest 
to consider the overall totals for all kinds of Subsidiary 
F o r c e s  as m e a s u r e d  o v e r  t h e  c o m p l e t e  o p e r a  s a m p l e :

(P.T.O.)
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T h e  mailt conclusions to be drawn from both Tables Four and 
Five are as follows (for the sake of clarity each individual 
Subsidiary Force is commented on in turn);

(a) STABILIZERS A N D  CATALYSTS;
J

T h e s e  s h o w  a remarkable balance in the overall totals for 
frequency of use (twenty — t w o  e x a m p l e s  of Stabilisers a n d  
twenty— four of Catalysts). T h e  vast majority of Stabilisers are 
in the form of physical interventions by one or more characters 
in various kinds of o n — stage conflict, although some examples 
take the form of verbal pleas or exhortations. Occasionally an 
event m a y  act as a stabilising force (e.g. the finding of the 
lost child in "L'oracolo" or Luigi’s decision to leave the 
barge in "II tabarro"). Catalysts are depicted in m u c h  the same 
way, either by the e n t r a n c e  of a character (e.g. Lola in 
"Cavalieria rustioana") or by some unexpected happening (e g . 
Giorgio’s fainting fit in ’’Arnica") or revelation (e.g. T o r i a s ’ 
claim that Renaud has a fiancee, in "Maia").

(b) DIVINE FORCES:

As expected, the majority of these are Positive rather than 
Negative (fifteen examples as opposed to only two) Typical 
m a n i f e s t a t i o n s  of this type include h y m n s ,  p r a y e r s  a n d  
religious ceremonies and processions (e.g. "A basso porto” , 
"L’oraoolo" and ”1 gioielli della M a d o n n a " ) . T h e  two Negative 
examples ("Mala vita" a n d  ’’L ’Arlesi ana") take the form of 
verbal rebukes directed against God, expressing dissatisfaction 
with o n e ’s destiny ; since by their nature such scenes w e r e  
liable to give offence to certain sectors of the audience, they 
were as a general rule avoided

(c) SOCIETAL A N D  E N V I R O N M E N T A L  F O R C E S ;

These are clearly the most c o m m o n  and widely used Subsidiary 
Forces in "verismo puro", with some forty—nine Positive examples 
together with nine Negative. This numerical superiority is due 
to the frequent and almost obligatory use in all operas of 
local colour, ranging from the depiction of c r o w d e d  street 
scenes to the countless comic and dialect songs and "brindisi" 
w h i c h  are one of the most salient features of the genre. In 
m a n y  cases the choice of an exotic milieu (e.g. "L’oracolo” and
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“Zingari”) gives additional interest. T h e  relative lack of 
Negative examples is due primarily to the desire of librettists 
to avoid focussing attention on w h a t  one might term the 
polemical and sociological aspects of their scenarios, since 
these were apt to be interpreted in a political light ; the few 
examples w h i c h  occur <e.g. Cristina's account of her life of 
prostitution in " M a l a  vita" a nd both Cim — Pen a nd Luigi's 
diatribes against the rich in "L'or acolo " and "11 tabarro " 
respectively) are short and do not impinge directly on the 
narrative. Again the aim of ”verismo pure" is not to criticise 
or denounce society, but merely to entertain the maximum amount 
of people in the minimum amount of time.

<d) M E N T A L  F O R C E S .

T h e  disparity b e t w e e n  Positive a nd Negative e x a m p l e s 
(fourteen of the former compared to five of the latter) s h o w s  
the extent to which dreams and reminiscences are utilised as a 
m e a n s  of decreasing tension (since w e  are more likely to dwell 
upon pleasant thoughts and memories rather than their unpleasant 
equivalents, such an imbalance need come as no surprise). Both 
categories are useful insofar as they present a m e a n s  of 
delineating a character's innermost feelings, thereby providing 
a m o r e  rounded picture of motivation and personality ; in a 
sense they constitute w h a t  o n e  might term "psychological 
analysis" of the kind more frequently encountered in the novel.

(e> MI S C E L L A N E O U S  F O R C E S :

T h e s e  cover t w o  m a i n  areas, n a m e l y  musical preludes, 
interludes and intermezzi, and omens of various kinds. With one 
salutary exception (the storm interlude in "Mala vita") those 
of the former category are Positive, since by their very nature 
they bring to a halt (albeit temporarily) the onward impetus of 
the drama. In the majority of cases this is achieved by m e a n s  
of an  i n t e r m e z z o  strategically positioned either at the 
half-way point in a one— act opera (e.g. "Cavalleria rusticana"), 
b e t w e e n  acts in a two — act w o r k  (e.g. "Pagliacci", "A Santa 
Lucia", "Arnica" and "Zingari") or before the c o m m e n c e m e n t  of 
the third and last act (e.g. "A basso porto"). This feature, 
popularized by the great success of the first true example in 
"Cavalleria rusticana", soon b e c a m e  one of the predominant
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c o m p o n e n t s  of "verismo pxiro", and w a s  also adopted in its 
various offshoots. O m e n s  have exactly the opposite effect from 
their musical c o u n t erparts since at crucial points in the 
action they increase dramatic tension by m e a n s  of some cryptic 
saying or happening which, at a later point in the opera, is 
s h o w n  to have been a forewarning of impending tragedy. Even 
a l t h o u g h  the spectator is not fully a w a r e  of an o m e n ' s  
significance at the time of its manifestation, the m y s t e r y  
surrounding its meaning is enough to arouse interest, which in 
turn leads to speculation and the increase in tension that 
accompanies it. As a proven theatrical device, its use is fay no 
m e a n s  confined to "verismo pure", but because of its concise 
nature <a gesture or e v e n  a line of dialogue is e n o u g h  to 
presage future catastrophe) it is well suited to the limited 
time scale of the genre. A survey of the examples quoted in 
Table Pour shows a preponderance of o m ens of a verbal nature, 
with only a f e w  being portrayed by on — stage action (e.g. 
i'Innocente's near — fall from the w i n d o w  in "L’Arlesiana"). This 
o n c e  again confirms our previous assertion regarding the 
dramatic brevity of the device; since phrases are more easily 
and quickly delivered than the equivalent actions, their use as 
omens is correspondingly extensive.

H a v i n g  c o n s i d e r e d  s o m e  of the principal features of 
Subsidiary Foroes one last summary of the respective popularity 
of each type m u s t  n o w  be given. T h i s  information m a y  be 
ascertained by adding together the totals for both Positive and 
Negative categories within each individual Subsidiary Force;

S U B S I D I A R Y  F O R C E S  O V E R A L L  M O .O F  O C C U R R E N C E S

<1) S O C I E T A L  A N D  5 8E N V I R O N M E N T A L
< 2) S T A B I L I Z E R S  46A N D  C A T A L Y S T S
(3) M I S C E L L A N E O U S  3 3
< 4 ) M E N T A L  1 9
(5) D I V I N E  17

T h ese final figures confirm the trends observed so far in the 
discussion, w h i c h  can be summarized as follows; in "verismo 
pure" the majority of Subsidiary Forces (i.e. Societal and 
Environmental, Stabilizers and Catalysts, and Miscellaneous
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<omen>) are by nature dynamic, insofar as they directly involve 
mor e  than one character, with the remainder (Miscellaneous 
(musical pauses). Mental and Divine) being primarily structural 
d e v i c e s  or d e t a i l e d  p r o files of t he i n n e r  trials a n d  
tribulations of one solitary character. In a word, the genre 
preferred dramatic m o v e m e n t  to static description; whereas both 
ma y  seem to be of equal importance, the preponderance of the 
former bears testimony to the overriding need for a relentless, 
onward flow checked only momentarily

As mentioned earlier in the discussion, the subdivision of 
Subsidiary Forces into Positive and Negative categories (on the 
premise that the former increases dramatic tension whereas the 
latter decreases it) m ay n o w  be extended to cover both Contract 
and Conflict Patterns. O n c e  this is done, the twin areas of 
relevance and interaction between the component parts of the 
libretto can be gauged more accurately, and the ebb and flow of 
dramatic intensity seen in its true perspective. An analysis of 
both Primary and Secondary Contract Initiations, Breaks and 
Reinforcement, together with Conflicts, s h o w s  the following 
pattern;

(a) C O N T R A C T  I N I T I A T I O N S  = either Positive or Negative, 
depending on either the legality of such a m o v e  or its 
mor al rectitude.

( b ) C O N T R A C T  B R E A K S  = Negative.

( o ) C O N T R A C T  R E I N F O R C E M E N T S  = either Positive or Negative
(see above) .

( d > CON F L I C T S  = Negative.

(As can be seen, the breakdown between Positive and Negative is 
simple and, with the exception of Contract Initiations an d  
Reinforcements, self-explanatory.)

N o w  that the entire gamut of structural patterns and devices 
has been analyzed, the next logical step is to provide for each 
opera a linear progression showing h o w  these interact with each 
other. In addition, the w e b  of C o n t r a c t s  a n d  Conflicts 
involving the trio of principal character— types (i.e. Rebel, 
Traditionalist and Victim) is summarised. Table Six gives all 
this information in a concise and compact m a n n e r  (requiring.
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however, the use of several abbreviations and symbols which are 
explained beforehand) :

T A B L E  SIX: O R G A N I C  S T R U C T U R E  SERIES':

(A) KEY T O  S Y M B O L S  A N D  A B B R E V I A T I O N S :

€ 1 ) R = Rebel; T  a Traditionalist; V s Victim.

< 2 > PCI = Primary Contract Initiation.
SCI =s Secondary Contract Initiation.

< 3 ) PCB = Primary Contract Break.
S CB 3E Secondary Contract Break.

Î 4 ) P CR = Primary Contract Reinforcement.
S C R  as Secondary Contract Reinforcement.

< 5 ) BP = Subsidiary Force.

< 4 > Stab. = Stabilizer; Cat. — Catalyst.

< 7 > <■+> = Positive; <—> ^ Negative.

< a > -—> s! direction of chronological sequence.

(B) N O T E S :

< 1 ) For the sake of clarity Secondary Forces are described
rather than named.

< 2 ) W h e r e  there is a simultaneous occurrence of any two or
more structural devices, their chronological coincidence 
is indicated by a bracket or number.

< 3 ) T h e  twin triangles s h o w  the interaction and nature of
Contract and Conflict Patterns between Rebel, Traditionalist 
and Victim; the relevant totals are given at the foot of 
each triangle (these, of course, apply only to the trio in 
question).

( 4 ) Details of pre — opera Secondary Contractual developments 
are given within the square box, together with the title 
and date of the opera.

(F.T.O.)
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Before comment in g on the various combinations of structural 
devices revealed by Table Si« it will perhaps be useful to give 
a short s u m m a r y  of h o w  these interlink within one particular 
opera. Taking as our example "Mala vita", w e  notice that prior 
to the c o m m e n c e m e n t  of the narrative two Secondary Contract 
Initiations h a v e  t a k e n  place; o n e  Positive (the m a r r i a g e  
between Amalia and Annetiello) and the other Negative (Amalia’s 
liaison with Vito). In the s a m e  w a y  w e  have two S e c ondary 
Contract Breaks b e t w e e n  Amalia and Annetiello, consisting of 
A m a l i a ’s adultery with Vito and Annetiello’s adultery with 
Cristina. Therefore at the beginning of the opera the audience 
is promptly m a d e  aware of all the necessary inter— oharacter 
relationships; since in the present example these are primarily 
N e g a t i v e  (three N e g a t i v e s  to o n e  Positive) t e n s i o n  is 
i m m e d iately g e n e r a t e d  by the spectators realisation that 
conflict must inevitable ensue from such an unstable situation. 
This feeling is strengthened by Vito’s attack in the "tintoria", 
which is in effect the Catalyst for the subsequent action in 
Act One; without this he would not be prompted to make his vow 
to the Madonna. Another Subsidiary Force then follows (Marco’s 
allusion to the affair b e t w e e n  Vito a n d  Amalia, a n d  his 
m e t a p h o r  of "I ’ostrioa e 1 o scoglio") a n d  this f u r t h e r  
heightens tension by providing an o m i n o u s  forewarning of 
i m p e n d i n g  conflict. V i t o ’s s u b s e q u e n t  v o w  is twofold in 
significance; while being a Primary Contract Initiation between 
himself and God, it is also a Positive Divine Subsidiary Force 
since the depiction of prayer introduces a mom e n t a r y  lull in 
the onward impetus of the drama. Immediately after this w e  have 
the first Primary Conflict Pattern of the opera (the encounter 
b e t w e e n  Vito and Amalia) once again increasing the flow of 
dramatic tension, but which is then defused by another Positive 
Subsidiary Force (Local Colour, provided by A n n e t i e l l o ’s 
Piedigrotta song). A further reduction in pace is enforced by a 
Circumstantial Stabiliser (Marco’s reassurance of Vito) but the 
subsequent meeting between Vito and Cristina restores a certain 
amount of dramatic tension, since the audience realises that 
Vito’s v o w  is about to be put into effect and that this must 
inevitably lead to future conflict w i t h  b o t h  A m a l i a  a n d  
Annetiello, This tension is sustained by Cristina’s pathetic 
account of her life of prostitution (a Negative Societal and
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Environmental Force), faut is once again relieved som e w h a t  by 
the Positive Primary Contract Initiation w h ich follows; here 
Vito p r o m i s e s  to m a r r y  Cristina (thereby restoring her 
self-respect and confidence) and since he is fulfilling his v o w  
and performing an act of Christian charity, the audience is 
inclined to approve of his actions. But simultaneously there is 
the Secondary Contract Break with Amalia; by his undertaking to 
devote himself to Cristina, Vito automatically severs all ties 
with his lover, a nd e v e n  t h o u g h  such a m o v e  is, from the 
spectator’s view, morally correct it is nevertheless a betrayal 
of trust and as such must generate eventual conflict. Vito’s 
encounter with Annetiello highlights the instability of the 
situation by once again featuring Cristina’s former life and 
associations, but the tension e n s u i n g  f r o m  this P r i m a r y  
Conflict Pattern is pr o m p t l y  dispelled by a final Primary 
Contract Reinforcement, w h e r e  both Vito and Cristina reaffirm 
their love for o n e  another a nd s w e a r  eternal loyalty a nd 
devotion. T h e  act therefore ends on an idyllic note, but one 
which presages impending tragedy.

Act T w o  begins with a series of short Secondary Conflict 
Patterns w h i c h  s h o w  Amalia’s mai n  preoccupations, beginning 
with her self-doubt concerning her relationship with Vito, 
continuing with her jealousy of Cristina and ending with her 
c o n t e m p t  for A nnetiello. A slight dissipation in dr a m a t i c 
tension takes place with her husband’s colourful entrance with 
his drinking friends ( w h i c h  c u l m i n a t e s  in a c u s t o m a r y  
’’ far indisi ’’ ), but the m o o d  of playful jocularity vanishes as 
Amalia’s fury is directed towards Annetiello, w h o  makes a hasty 
and advisable exit. This Primary Conflict Pattern is followed 
by two more (separated fay a Secondary Contract Reinforcement) 
where Amalia and Cristina fight over their respective claims to 
Vito’s affections (the m o m e n t a r y  respite in tension already 
alluded to takes the form of Cristina’s defiant but lyrically 
expansive defence of her love). T h e  conflict then c o mes to a 
h ea d  with A m a l i a ’s attempted stabbing of Cristina, which is 
fortunately prevented by Nunzia’s timely intercession (a good 
example of a Circumstantial Stabiliser defusing a potentially 
tragic situât ion). H o w e v e r , the musical interlude describing 
the storm raging outside restores to some extent the prevailing 
atmosphere of doom, and the Primary Conflict Pattern w h i c h
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follows (Amalia’s aoousation of Viio> maintains this. T h e  end 
of t he act, w i t h  its c o m b i n a t  ion of P r i m a r y  C o n t r a c t  
Reinforcement (the renewal and reaffirmation of love between 
Vito and Amalia) and Secondary Contract Break (Vito’s betrayal 
of Cristina) s h o w s  again an ambiguity of dramatic effect, with 
the Reinforcement diminishing tension while the Break increases 
it; since the audience n o w  k n o w s  that a final and climactic 
confrontation with Cristina is inevitable, the scene is set for 
a rapid denouement.

T h e  third and final act c o m m e n c e s  in a rather frenetic 
m a n n e r , with an orchestral "tarantella ’’ giving w a y  to the 
love — song and "brindisi" of Vito and Annetiello respectively, 
T h i s  l o w - k e y  b e g i nning is, however, nothing m o r e  tha n  a 
salutary pause before the resumption of the narrative, with 
V i t o ’s final b r e a k  w i t h  Cristina (and his s i m u l t a n e o u s  
retraction of the vow) leading onto A m a l i a ’s c o n t e m p t u o u s  
scorn. Tension is heightened by the departure of the lovers and 
the sight of a disconsolate Cristina bemoaning God's apparent 
lack of love for her or concern for her plight (coupled with 
her return to the brothel and her dramatic collapse on its 
steps) m o v e s  inexorably t o w a r d s  a solution; not t y pical, 
perhaps, of the ethos of "verismo pure", with its mo d i c u m  of 
violence, murders and suicides, but fulfilling nevertheless the 
dictum that every dilemma must be fully worked out and brought 
to some kind of effective resolution.

T h e  above example s h o w s  h o w  the Organic Structure Series 
can be used as a basis for a summary description of the ebb and 
flow of dramatic tension. T h e  next stage of the discussion will 
consider this s a m e  aspect within the context of the various 
combinations of structural devices occurring in those operas 
being analyzed. T h e s e  m a y  be classified u n d e r  t w o  b r oad  
headings, namely two and three-part sequences. T h e  use of the 
word "sequence" in the present context indicates a progression 
f rom o n e  structural device to a n o t h e r  ; in this w a y  the 
translation S C P  — > P C P  can be regarded as two-part, whereas a
pattern such as P C P  > Stab. > P C P  is clearly three — part.
Sequences of this kind are useful insofar as they s h o w  to what 
extent the range of Positive and Negative forces interrelate 
within the libretto, and by examining the various combinations
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How, then, can the plethora of Positive and Negative forces 
and the wealth of possible progressions be adequately m a p p e d  
and analyzed? Perhaps the easiest w a y  of achieving this is by

- 177 -

■Î

1

and changes of polarity involved in such developments w e  can 
monitor the general trend of dramatic m o v e m e n t  over all the 
works under discussion. Commencing with two-part sequences, the 
following progressions of Positive and Negative forces are 
possible:

(a) P O S I T I V E ----- > POSITIVE

(b> POSITIVE  --> N E G A T I V E

<c> NE G A T I V E--  --> POSITIVE

(d> N E G A T I V E  —  —  > N E G A T I V E

As can be seen above, the various progressions have differing 
dramatic effects; sequence (a) sustains a reduction in tension, 
whereas sequence (fa> indicates an immediate increase, with <o> 
showing a deflation and <d) a continuance. For example, the 
sequence 4- Soo.Env. — — > + Soc.Env. represents a progression 
from, let us say, one aspect of local colour to another ; as 
such it demonstrates the ongoing maintenance of a situation of 
low tension, during which the audience m a y  acquaint itself with 
the milieu of the opera in question. In contrast the sequences 
4- P CR — > PCP and P C P  -— > Stab, m a p  changes in dramatic pace; 
while the former might s h o w  a Positive Reinforcement (e.g. a 
love duet) quickly d e g e n e r a t i n g  into conflict, the latter 
illustrates the r e v e r s e , n a m e l y  a Primary Conflict Pattern 
(e.g. a fight) being momentarily halted by a Circumstantial 
Stabiliser (let us say the intercession of another character). 
However, a progression of the kind S C P  P C P  s h o w s  an
increase in dramatic tension w h i c h  m a y  be sustained by a 
further P C P  — — > P C P  ; in other words, a reference by a third 
party to two others currently in dispute (as indicated by the 
Secondary Contract Pattern) m a y  lead to a visual representation 
of that very conflict between the characters concerned, thereby 
raising the dramatic temperature by several degrees. As clearly 
shown, this level of tension could be maintained by another 
Negative --> Negative translation, such as the P C P  --> P C P  
conflict suggested above.

«
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first separating the various structural devices into their 
respective polarities (all except P r i m a r y  a n d  S e c o n d a r y  
Contract Breaks, Conflict Patterns, Stabilizers and Catalysts 
m a y  be either Positive or Negative according to their dramatic 
purpose) and then indicating the frequency of occurrence of 
each possible sequence. In this w a y  the respective popularity 
of each of the four polarity combinations already outlined can 
be easily gauged, with the additional advantage of revealing 
which sequences are rarely or never used. Table Seven gives 
this data by showing these four areas in the following manner:

( A >
» » 

P O S I T I V E N E G A T I V E
P O S I T I V E

* ™ ^ ^ ^ ™ * -

P O S I T I V E  »

> » > »
P O S I T I V E N E G A T I V E

' N E G A T I V E
» »
> >
* ^ ^ ^

N E G A T I V E

( B )

(To use the table, find the appropriate structural device at 
the top of the diagram (i.e. Side (A)) and read off the various 
sequences against the left-hand c o l u m n  (i.e. Side (B>). For 
e x a m p l e , to find the frequency of occurrence of the sequence 
P C P  — — > Stab, find the P G P  column on Side (A) and look d o w n  
until y ou find the appropriate intersection with the C a t . 
column on Side (B>; in this case, the n u m b e r  of occurrences 
over the course of the twelve operas under discussion is 
fourteen. Furthermore, the placing of this figure in the top 
right-hand box confirms that it is a Negative — ~> Positive 
sequence);

(F.T.O.)
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As can be seen from the relative sizes of the four polarity 
combination areas within the diagram, Positive ■— > Positive
sequences are least frequent, with N e g a t i v e  > Negative the
most n u m e r o u s  of all. T h e  respective totals for each are as 
follows:

S E Q U E N C E  N O .  O F  O C C U R E N C E S

< a ) P O S I T I V E  } P O S I T I V E  3 6

< b > N E G A T I V E  P O S I T I V E  84

{ c ) P O S I T I V E  - - >  N E G A T I V E  100

<d> N E G A T I V E  - - >  N E G A T I V E  15 9

T h e  above figures s h o w  clearly the first of the major trends to 
emerge in our discussion of two-part sequences: this is the 
o b s e r v a t i o n  that in " v e r i s m o  pur o " the g e n e r a t i o n  a n d  
maintenance of tension is of far greater importance than its 
deflation a nd abeyance. E v e n  t h o u g h  the initial n u m b e r  of 
Positive forces is less t h a n  the c o r r e s p o n d i n g  total for 
N e g a t i v e ,  the relatively s m a l l  n u m b e r  of s e q u e n c e s  of 
categories <a> and <b> (numbering 120 in ail> as compared to 
those of <c) a n d  €d> (some 259 examples) w o u l d  appear to 
confirm our initial hypothesis to the effect that dramatic 
acceleration from a slow and gentle exposition towards a final 
climax is necessary if "verismo pure" is to have its required 
effect. I n d e e d , translations towards the Negative outnumber 
their Positive counterparts in the ratio of two to one ; clear 
evidence that in all w o r k s  of the genre the accumulation of 
dramatic tension is only dissipated (and never dispelled) by 
the moderating influence of Positive forces. This is obviously 
to be expected within scenarios of this kind; h o w  can a climax 
be reached if the motive forces necessary for its generation 
are quelled by their static c o u n t e rparts? Inevitably the 
surfeit of tension must be allowed to surface and, as w e  have 
seen, the denouement (with its outward and climactic rush of 
emotions) provides its logical outlet.

Let us n o w  examine the individual sequences of structural 
d e v i c e s , following the above classification into four broad 
areas of polarity combinations. (For the sake of simplicity w e  
shall ignore any sequences occurring less than six times over
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the twelve operas under discussion.) Table Eight outlines these 
in some detail;

T A B L E  EIGHT; C O M M O N  T W O - P A R T  S T R U C T U R A L  S E Q U E N C E S .

P O L A R I T Y T Y P E F R E Q U E N C Y

< A > P O S I T I V E  P O S I T I V E B o o .S e e .
E n  V 
E n  V

1 1

< B > N E G A T I V E  P O S I T I V E - - > P C P s t a b . 1 4

S C P S o c .E n V . 6

< C > P O S I T I V E  
N E G A T I V E

So  o E n  V .--> P C P i 1

S t a b > P C F 7
»» »> M e n  t a 1 > P C P &

< D ) N E G A T I V E  
N E G A T I V E

P C P ^ y P C P 2 0

S C P P C F î 5
C a t  . P C P i 4
P C P S C P 9

P C P C a t  . B
S C P S C P é

Let us n o w  analyse the above sequences in greater detail, 
focussing our attention on both the dramatic purpose a nd 
efficacity of each, and illustrating the argument with examples 
from the operas themselves;

(A) P O S I T I V E  > POSITIVE;

Soc.Env.— > Soc.Env,;

Since the primary function of such sequences is to sustain a 
period of low dramatic tension, it comes as no surprise to find 
t h e m  placed at the beginning of acts, thereby fulfilling the 
role played by the Exposition in preparing for the impending 
conflict. This is done through the depiction of local colour; 
from a broad, generalised portrayal involving m a s s e s  of 
villagers, peasants, fishermen, etc. one aspect of the overall 
picture is singled out and magnified. An example of this is the
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second half of "Cavalleria rusticana", w h e r e  the entry and 
c h o r u s  of p e a s a n t s  is i mmediately followed by Turiddu's 
"forindisi"; similar instances are to be found in "L’Arlesiana”
(Act Three; the wedding celebrations lead on to Baldassare*s
farewell song), "Arnica" (Act One; the shepherds* chorus and

i,;'Camoine*s subsequent "brindisi") an "Maia" (Act Two; the scene 
at the fair, then Maia*s Provençal song). Often the s e q u e n c e , 
instead of progressing from a large canvas to a smaller one, 
gives two vignettes (usually comic, love or drinking songs) 
whioh follow each other in quick succession; examples number 
those in '* A basso porto’* (Act T w o  ; Luigino’s "brindisi" and 
"canzone d ’a m o r e ”) and "Maia" (Act Two; Torias* drinking song 
and R e n a u d ’s ballad). In a sense these sequences are nothing 
more than a logical extension of traditional operatic practice; 
indeed, the convention whereby local colour is intertwined with 
the story— line, thus providing audiences with a colourful 
spectacle, is as old as opera itself, but in the long a n d %loosely structured works of the Romantic era scenes of this
kind were often used as "dramatic padding", so that a four or 
five— act libretto could be easily fleshed out and m a d e  to last 
an entire evening. T h e  result was, as one might expect, grossly 
over-inflated and dramatically inept libretti in w h ich local 
colour wa s  not so m u c h  an integral component as a superfluous 
appendage.^ "Verismo puro", because of its extreme brevity, w a s  
less lavish in its portrayal of local c u stom a nd utilised it 
primarily as a m e a n s  of regulating dramatic pace rather than 
highlighting its visually decorative qualities.

(B) N E G A T I V E  — > POSITIVE;

(a) P GP — —)• Stab,;

T h e  popularity of the above s e q u e n c e  is, to a certain 
e x t e n t , self-explanatory. As  already s h o w n , the p r i m a r y  
function of the Stabilizer is to arrest (if only momentarily) 
the o n w a r d  flow of the dramatic acti o n . T h i s  it ac h i e v e s  
through a direct manipulation of the plot to allow for s o m e  
happening whioh will effectively stabilize an ongoing conflict 
(this explains the epithet "Circumstantial"). In most oases 
Stabilizers are provided by the intervention of a character or 
characters in a potential or actual confrontation; thus w e  have 
such examples as the w o m e n  escorting Lola from the scene of the
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duel challenge in "Cavalier ia rustioana" (thereby averting a 
possible confrontation with Alfio>/ Hunisia breaking up the 
fight between Amalia and Cristina in Act T w o  of *’Mala vita"/ 
Beppe's calming of Canio*s w r a t h  at the e nd of Act O n e  of 
"Fagliaooi", and so forth. In a few instances Stabilisers m a y  
take the form of verbal reassurances or statements/ as in Act
T w o  of "A basso porto" (Maria's attempt to prove her son's
innocence before the Camorristi) and Act O n e  of "I gioielli 
della M a d o n n a "  (Biaso's joking with Maliella>. Occasionally a
song m a y  inadvertently defuse an ongoing conflict, as in Act
T w o  of the s a m e  opera (Maliella’s ditty on  the upstairs 
balcony).

<b) SCP —— > Soc.Env.:

as a m e a n s  of facilitating a u d i e n c e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of the 
on—stage narrative.

<C) POSITIVE --> N E G A T I V E .

(a) Soc.Env. — -) PCP-.

O n e  possible explanation for the use of this sequence lies 
in the nature of the progression from local colour to conflict. 
Since in the majority of the above combinations the various 
manifestations of local colour involve the o n — stage presence of 
a considerable n u m b e r  of major a n d  subsidiary characters, 
conflict is more likely to take place, as the chances for such 
e n c o u n t e r s  are statistically greater a n d  are f u r t h e r m o r e
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T h i s  s e q u e n c e  utilises local colour as a low — tension 
interval within w h i c h  the significance of the S e c o n d a r y  
Conflict Pattern can be fully assimilated by the audience. Thus 
in Act O n e  of "A Santa Lucia" the revelation that Maria is 
jealous of Rosella is immediately followed by T o t o n n o ’s comic 
song, thereby providing the spectator with a convenient and 
salutary p a use in w h i c h  the immediate implications of the I

•j:situation can be promptly assessed. Similarly, the conflict 
between Rosa and Federico in Act One of "L*Arlesiana" gives way 
to the colourful entrance of Marco and the peasants, and that 
b e t ween Gennaro and Rafaele in Act T w o  of "I gioielli della 
M a d o n n a "  is interrupted by the letter's serenade. In all, the 
sequence is a good example of dramatic tension being employed

1,



enhanced by the realisation, amongst the parties involved, that 
a public settlement of their grievances m a y  in some respects be 
preferable to a private one. A few examples will elucidate this 
statement: in "Cavalleria rusticana" Turiddu's "brindisi" gives 
Alfio an ideal opportunity to challenge him to a duel, since by 
refusing his rival's w i n e  he  automatically q u e s t i o n s  his 
honour. Furthermore, he has in the presence of the villagers 
witnesses to the moral probity of his conduct, together with 
public recognition of T u r i d d u ’s guilt. In Act T w o  of "Mala 
vita" Amalia takes a d v a n t a g e  of A n n  et iellc * s d r u n k e n  yet 
picturesque entry with his drinking companions as a means of 
bringing notice of his neglect of her to the very parties 
responsible, whereas in Act O n e  of "I gioielli della M a d o n n a "  
Maliella uses the attention centred upon her <as a result of 
her defiant song) to highlight what she considers as Gennaro’s 
over-concern for her safety, thereby publicly humiliating her 
unfortunate "brother". Another further advantage of the Soc. 
Env. —  > P CF sequence is that in c o m m o n  with other Positive — — > 
Negative translations it provides a high degree of dramatic 
contrast by switching rapidly from the collective depiction of 
universal gaiety to the d r a m a  of localised conflict, thereby 
fulfilling its original purpose of bringing about a fundamental 
shift in the dramatic perspective.

(b) Stab. — > P G P :

Little m a y  be said about this particular sequence (most of 
the aspects have already been dealt with in our discussion of
the P C P  > Stab, combination) except to reiterate our earlier
assertion that Circumstantial Stablizers are to all intents and 
p u r p o s e s  m o m e n t a r y  in their effect, a nd do not provide a 
lasting solution to the elimination of conflict (a good example 
is that in Act T w o  of "Fagliaooi", w h e r e  Nedda's attempt to 
continue with the play ("Suvvia, cosi terribile"> can only 
briefly head off C a n i o ’s determination to identify her lover).

(c) Mental — ~> P G P :

T h e  role of dreams, memories and reminiscences as a foil to 
the portrayal of conflict is similar in m a n y  respects to the 
function of the Circumstantial Stabilizer (insofar as they 
provide a means by which the onward surge of dramatic force can
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be t e m p o r a r i l y  halted), but in t he s a m e  w a y  as their 
counterpart they are merely a transient expedient and their 
effect is quickly negated. In "A Santa Lucia" T o t o n n o ’s idyllic 
re — evocation of his juvenile love for Rosalia's mother is not 
sufficient to w a r d  off Maria's d e n u n c i a t i o n  of his senile 
prurience, w h e r e a s  in "II tabarro" Michele’s memories of his 
f o r m e r  h a p p i n e s s  c a n  only delay for a short w h i l e  t h e  
inevitable confrontation with Giorgetta. T h e  f u n d a m e n t a l  
purpose of the Mental — > F C P  sequence is therefore to provide 
a m o m e n t  of calm before the onset of the conflict, and in so 
doing it brings that same conflict into greater prominence by 
isolating it (albeit transiently) form the m a i n  s t r e a m  of 
dramatic movement. In a sense the use of dreams, memories and 
reminiscences in such a w a y  fulfils a dual purpose: as already 
stated they constitute w h a t  might be termed a "buffer zone" 
b e t w e e n  areas of conflict, while providing in m a n y  oases a 
useful outline of the psychological m a k e - u p  and motivation of 
the character under scrutiny.

<D> N E G A T I V E  > N E G A T I V E :

(a) PCP — > P C P :

As can be seen from Table Eight this sequence is by far the 
most c o m m o n  of all, occurring some twenty times. It is used as 
a m e a n s  of sustaining (or in some cases even escalating) the 
level of dramatic tension by quickly shifting the perspective 
of a conflict, so that the audience is presented either with a 
n e w  set of opponents or one of the original parties in conflict 
with yet s o m e o n e  else. Examples of the former occur in "I 
gioielli della Madonna" (Act One, where the encounter between 
Biaso and the Camorristi is followed by the squabble between 
Rafaele and Maliella) and in "A basso porto” (Act One, w h e r e  
the ar g u m e n t  b e t w e e n  Ciccillo and Pascale progresses to an 
altercation involving Luigino, Sesella a n d  Maria) but in 
general this pattern is rarely used. T h e  reasons for this lie 
in the dramatic improbability of two u n c o n n e c t e d  conflicts 
occurring in quick succession, without a ny plausible link 
between both) nothing is more disconcerting for the spectator 
than a series of encounters which appear to have no immediate 
relevance to each other, especially w h e n  such scenes are of 
short d u r a t i o n  a n d  c o n s e q u e n t l y  afford little time for
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reflection. Furthermore, there w a s  the risk that in presenting 
s e q u e n c e s  of this n a t u r e  librettists w o u l d  be a c c u s e d  of 
dramatic illogicality and the portrayal of violence for its o w n  
sake. In an Italy w h ere "verismo puro" had its fair share of 
ideological opponents the possibility of adverse criticism on 
these counts was high, and whereas the verdict of the public was 
still par a m o u n t  in importance critical opinion could not be 
totally ignored. Librettists w e r e  therefore very careful to 
e n s u r e  that conflict p r o g r e s s i o n s  w e r e  b oth logical and 
plausible, and one of the simplest w a y s  of achieving this w a s  
to m a i n t a i n  a continuity of pu r p o s e  a n d  effect from one 
encounter to the next. As w e  have seen, this w a s  achieved by 
portraying one key character in conflict with a series of 
others. In Act T w o  of "Mala vita” Amalia's dispute with her 
husband leads on to that with Cristina, whereas in Act O ne of 
"Pagliacci” Tonio's taunting of N e d d a  is followed by Canio's 
accusation. Other examples include "A Santa Lucia” (Act One, 
where the encounter between Ciccillo and Maria is balanced by 
yet another between Ciccillo and Rosella), “A basso porto” (Act 
Two, with the tussle between Ciccillo and Luigino leading to 
Ciccillo's confrontation w i t h  the Camorristi), "I gioielli 
della M a d o n n a ” (Act One, w h ere Maliella is criticized in turn 
by C a r m e  la a nd G e n naro) and "Zingari” (Act One, with the 
Fleana— Tamar conflict being followed by that between T a mar and 
Ra d u ) . In every case there is some kind of link between both 
parts of the sequence; in the example quoted from "Fagliaooi” 
Tonio is clearly the immediate cause of Canio's confrontation 
with N e d d a  (i.e. his d e n u n ciation of the lovers) w h ile in 
”Zingari” T a m a r  is so enflamed by Fleana's rejection of him 
that in a fit of jealousy he confronts and attacks Radu, T h e  
dramatic effect of such sequences, where one character commits 
t wo closely related and concomitant acts of aggression on 
differing parties, is occasionally utilized at the e n d  of 
operas, where some swift and effective solution to the central 
dilemma must be promptly achieved. Under these circumstances 
the P C F  — — > P C F  progression is cathartic in nature; while 
maintaining and indeed escalating the level of tension the 
after-effect of such violence dispels it at a stroke, thereby 
relieving the audience of their worst fears and apprehensions. 
Examples of this particular variety are to be found at the
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concXusioTis of such opera» a» "Fagliaooi”, " M a i a ”, "Zingari” 
and ” 11 tabarro” (judging from the titles Leoncavallo appear» 
to have had a certain fondness for this device) > in the first 
three works two deaths follow each other in rapid succession 
(i.e. C a nio’s murder of N e d d a  and Silvio, R e n a u d ’» killing of 
Torias and M a i a ’s subsequent suicide, R a d u ’s despatch of his 
unfaithful wife and her lover), whereas in ”11 tabarro" Luigi’s 
demise at the hands of Michele culminates in the gruesome scene 
w h ere Giorgetta is invited to shelter in her h u s b a n d ’s cloak

<b) S C P  > F C P :

T h e  fifteen e x a m p l e s  occurring of this device s h o w  a 
deliberate desire by librettists to precipitate o n  — stage
conflict by Secondary means. In effect this can be achieved by
preparing the audience beforehand for the impending encounter 
either by referring to the conflict in question (e.g. through 
the medium of a conversation between two or more characters) or 
by indicating that s u c h  a conflict has arisen (e.g. fay the 
portrayal of, let us say, a Primary Contract Break which w h e n  
effectuated m a y  automatically engender a Secondary Conflict 
Pattern). T h e  overall aim of the Secondary c o m p o n e n t  is, as 
already stated, to forewarn the spectator, and in so doing it 
generates a certain a m o u n t  of tension (due to the s u s pense 
created by the knowledge that very shortly o n — stage conflict 
will ensue) which is then amplified by the encounter itself. In
Act T w o  of ”A Santa Lucia” Maria’s discussion with Tore as to
the best means of having Rosella arrested reminds the audience 
that m a t ters m u s t  shortly c o m e  to a head, w h i c h  they do 
immediately after w h e n  the confrontation between the two w o m e n  
has to be brought to a s u m m a r y  conclusion by Concettina. Act 
O n e  of ”A basso porto” s h o w s  another good e x a m p l e , n a m e l y  
M a r i a ’s d i s c ussion w i t h  Sesella of Luigino ’s p a s sion for 
gambling, which prompts his sister to criticize him personally 
for his lack of concern towards his family. In m u c h  the same 
way as the FCP — ) F CP sequence already discussed, the S C P  — 
P C P  progression presupposes a narrative link b e t w e e n  both 
components; in ”11 tabarro” Michele’s w o r d s  regarding Luigi 
(’’n o n  conclude nulla”) indicate to the audience the existence 
of an area of dissension between the two men, and the Primary 
Conflict Pattern between Michele and Giorgetta which follows
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confirms that there must be som e  connection between Luigi’s 
discontent and her h u s b a n d ’s condemnation of Luigi. Similarly 
Maia’s monologue at the beginning of Act Three of the opera of 
the s a m e  n a m e , while ostensibly portraying her hostility 
towards Tor ias, must nevertheless culminate in open conflict 
with Renaud, whose supposed infedelity she regards as the root 
cause of her present dilemma. In can be concluded, then, that 
the S C P  — -> P C P  sequence is by its very nature a developmental 
progression; by bridging the not inconsiderable gap between the 
establishment of lines of conflict a nd their realisation in 
visual terms, both an acceleration in dramatic impetus and a 
corresponding strengthening of narrative plausibility are 
consistently achieved.

<c> Cat. > P C P :

T h e  above sequence is by its nature self-explanatory, and 
need not detain us for long. T h e  Circumstantial Catalyst works 
in m u c h  the same w a y  (although with the opposite effect) as its 
counterpart the Stabilizer ; namely, by the occurrence of a 
particular event whioh impinges directly on the narrative pace 
of the scenario. In the case of the Catalyst this takes the 
form of an immediate escalation of some aspect of the dramatic 
action, s u c h  as an o n  — stage conflict. E x a m p l e s  of this 
particular c o m b i n a t i o n  are fairly n u m e r o u s ;  in "Cavalier ia 
rusticana" Lola’s entrance singing a flagrantly provocative 
"stornello" precipitates the ensuing confrontation between her 
and Santuzza. Similarly Canio’s hearing of the words ”lo saro 
tua" sparks off the conflict with Nedda, w h e r e a s  in "Arnica" 
Giorgio's fainting fit causes Rinaldo’s hasty condemnation and 
rejection of his f o r m e r  l o v e . In s h o r t , the Cat. — — ) P C P  
s e q u e n c e ,  by dint of its m e r c u r i a l  s p e e d  in c o n v e r t i n g  
narrative development into dramatic conflict, is well — suited to 
the limited time— scale of "verismo puro", and proves its worth 
by introducing an element of unpredictability w h i c h  in the 
m a j o r i t y  of o a s e s  c a n  onl y  h a v e  a b e n e f i c i a l  effect.

(d) PCF --) S C P :

Again this sequence can be summarily dealt with, since to 
all intents and purposes it is merely an inversion of the S C P  
— — ) P C F  progression already discussed. In essence it brings
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about, in the simplest of terms, a slight abeyance of tension, 
and is often used in those instances w h e r e  the librettist, 
while wishing to lower the dramatic temperature raised by a  

previous Conflict Pattern, still requires that the audience 
should remain alert. In this sense it constitutes a diminuition 
(rather than a continuance) of the motive force of the d r a m a . 
An  especially fine example of this process is in Act T w o  of "A 
basso porto", where Ciccillo’s on — stage confrontation with the 
Camorristi is echoed immediately afterwards in his monologue. 
E v e n  t h o u g h  the conflict is n o  longer visibly a p p a r e n t  
Ciccillo’s ponderings sustain a m o d i c u m  of dramatic tension, 
albeit not as great as that generated by the previous scene. In 
effect the audience is n o w  reminded rather than forced to 
witness, but by so d o ing the librettist leav e s  the door 
conveniently open for n e w  and more portentous developments.

(e) PCP — > Cat.:

As in the previous sequence this progression is merely an 
inversion of the Cat.— — ) P C F  combination. It is primarily a 
m e a n s  w h e r e b y  the gap b e t w e e n  individual Primary Conflict 
Patterns can be adequately bridged, and as such our discussion 
of its u s e  will be fully dealt w i t h  in the s e c t i o n  o n  
three—part sequences. T h e  few isolated examples which occur in 
the t w o - p a r t  f o r m a t  are for the m o s t  part utilized as 
e n d —of — act "appetizers", such as that in Act O n e  of "A basso 
porto " w h e r e  the Ma r  i a — Ciccillo conflict is followed by the 
catalytic n e w s  of the arrest of one of the Camorristi, thereby 
informing the audience that in Act T w o  they may expect to view 
the dramatic implications and development of this key e v e n t .

<f) SCP --> S C P :

T h e  last of the major seq u e n c e s  under discussion is in 
several aspects related to its vastly more popular counterpart, 
the F C P  —  > P C P  combination. Both are primarily concerned with 
sustaining the level of dramatic tension, with the essential 
difference that the S C P  — ) S C P  progression is pitched on a 
lower scale, concerning itself with a succession of repotted or 
implied conflicts r a t h e r  t h a n  w i t h  their m o r e  tangible
equivalents. In this w a y  the S C P  > S C P  sequence can be said
to w o r k  on a narrative basis, with the majority of examples
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irxformxng the audience of any extant or n e w l y — born conflicts 
while simultaneously sowing the seeds of dramatic suspense, 
conjecture and anticipation. T h u s  in Act One of "A Santa Lucia”
Maria’s quarrels with Ciccillo and then Rosella are outlined in 
swift succession, thereby preparing the spectator in advance 
for the action to follow. T w o  sets of interlinked sequences at 
the beginning of Act T w o  of ’’Mala vita” play a similar role, as 
w e  learn of A m a l i a ’s d i s p u t e s  w i t h  Vito, C r i s t i n a  a n d  
A n n e t  iello in a stream of almost unrestrained invect ion. A 
similar pattern at the e nd of "Cavalleria rusticana”, w h e r e  
Bantuzsa’s condemnation of Turiddu and Lola is promptly echoed

sby Alfio’s call for vengeance s h o w s  m u c h  the s a m e  dramatic

the structural devices already quoted, but the link between the
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purpose, while in ”11 tabarro” both Luigi and Giorgetta voice 
in turn their opposition to Michele, thus preparing the ground 
for an eventual confrontation. In all the above examples the 
S C P  -— > S C P  s e q u e n c e  is for the m o s t  part utilized in a 
narrative capacity (its placing either at the beginning or ends 
of acts confirms this function) but retains the additional 
advantage of raising the tension level without recourse to 
additional on-stage action.

Our discussion of the SCP — — ) SCP sequence thus brings to an 
end the present section on two-part progressions. W e  shall n o w  
examine in som e  detail those in three parts; while these are 
largely composed of the two-part combinations already analyzed 
they constitute separate dramatic entities in their o w n  right.
(By the term "three-part ” 1 m e a n  a symmetrical sequence of 
structural devices wherein a central element is flanked by two 
identical counterparts, in such a w a y  that a kind of "sandwich" 
is formed. T h u s  the progressions P C P  — — ) Stab. — — ) P C P  or P C R  
— -) Cat. — — ) P G R  would qualify as three— part sequences, as long 
as the outer components involved the same characters.) Viewed in

1:"this perspective, o n e  c an i m a g i n e  the device a s either a 
Primary Conflict P att ern or Primary Contract Reinforcement 
(adopting the a b o v e  e x a m p l e s )  b e i n g  either c h e c k e d  or 
interrupted by the intrusion of a Stabilizer or Catalyst. As w e  
shall see, three— part progressions are by no m e a n s  confined to

:i,outer parts of the s e q u e n c e  m u s t  alwa y s  r e m a i n  u n b r o k e n .



K close analysis of Table Six reveals that there are three 
main types of three—part sequences;

(a) < + ) S O C . E N V . - - )  ( C E N T R A L  E L E M E N T )  --) ( + ) S O C . E N V .

<b) (+> P C R  ) (CENTRAL E L E M E N T )  ) <+> PCR.

(o> P C P  > (CENTRAL E L E M E N T )  ) FCP.

It will be noted that the first two progressions have Positive 
outer elements, while the third and last is Negative in this 
respect. T h e  polarity of the central el e m e n t  is of crucial 
importance in the dramatic significance and functioning of the 
device, as will be seen from Table Nine;

T A B L E  N I N E .  A N  A N A L Y S I S  O F  T H R E E - P A R T  S E Q U E N C E S ;

T Y P E

(1) S o c . E n v
M i  s c . S F  ( o m e n )— y
S o c .E n v

(2) S o c . E n v— —* yS C P
S o c . E n v

(3) S o c . E n v )P C P
y

S o c .E n v
(4) S o c . E n v

“ —' yP C R   )S o c .E n v

P O L A R I T Y

P o s i t i v e  
N e  g a t  i v ey
P o s i  t i V e

< S } P C R
S C P
P C R

C a t
P C R

F R E Q U E N C Y

3

L O C A T I O N S

P a g .  ( A c t  M a  i a ( A c t  
T a b  .

A . S . L . ( A c t  1> L ’A r 1 . 
( A c t  1 )

G . M  . 
( Ac  t

P a g  . 
( A c t

I )

2 )

A . B . P . ( A c t  1) M a  i a , ( A c t  i )

F a g  . 
( A c  t I >

(?) P C P  — — y 
M e n t  * y 
P C P

N e g  a t i v e— — y
P o s i t i v e
—  —  )
N e  g a t i v e

P a g .  
( A c t  2) A . S . L . 
( A c t  2) 
T a b  .
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T Y P E P O L A R I T Y F R E Q U E N C Y L O C A T I O N S

< 8 ) P C P N e  g a t i v e 2 P a g .
y - - > ( A c t  2),s t a b . P o s i  t i v e G . M  .- - > — — y ( A c t  2>P C P N e  g a t i ve

( 9 > P C P »» « 1 Z i n g .— — ) ( A c t  I )P C R ’’ ”
- - )
F C P " ”

1 0 ) P C P il #» 1 M  . V .
—  —  y ( A c t  2 >S C R ” »»
— — )P C P ’’ "

1 1 > P C F N e  g a t i ve S A - B . P .— — ) — — ) ( A c t  1 -,M e n  t . N e g  a t i ve 2 e X s > ;) ( A c t  2 ;
P C P N e g  a t ive 1 e x . )

12) P C P » ti 2 P a g .- - > (A c  t 2 ) ,
C a t . »i if A . B . P .^ — y ( A c t  3)
P C P ” ”

Table Nine may be interpreted as follows:

<a) Out of a grand total of t w e n t y — two examples quoted, ten 
have a Posit ive-Negative-Posit ive polarity, seven are Negative— 
Positive-Negative, w i t h  the r e m a i n i n g  five b e i n g  of the 
Negative — Negative — Negative variety. T h e  greater frequency of 
use of the mixed polarity types confirms the tendency within 
"verismo p u r o ” to avoid long periods of either low or high 
tension.

<b) In Positive — Negative— Positive sequences the outer elements 
are often manifestations of local colour, with the central 
element being in most cases another Subsidiary or Secondary 
Force. In this w a y  the narrative necessary to the audience’s 
c o m p r e h e n s i o n  of the story can be presented unobtrusively, 
without retarding the onward flow of the action. Often this is 
achieved by sandwiching an o m e n  between two linked tableaux of 
local colour, as in "Pagliacci” w h e r e  C a nio’s warning to the 
villagers <"tin tal gioco”) informs the spectator of both his 
jealousy and apparent distrust of his wife, an d  in " M a i a ", 
where the heroine’s disconsolate behaviour serves to forewarn 
us of impending catastrophe. In other cases the central element 
is a Secondary Conflict Pattern, as in "A Santa Lucia" (Maria’s

194 -



' f
revelation of her jealous hate of Rosella) and ”L ’Arlesiana” 5
(Metifio’s temporary rejection of the girl from Arles). Bearing 
in mind the narrative purpose of such sequences, it comes as no 
surprise to find t hem positioned at the beginnings of operas, 
thus taking a d v a n t a g e  of the a u d ience’s o p t i m u m  period of

-ii:receptiveness.
■ S

(c) T h e  s e c o n d  yet relatively m i nor category of Posit ive- 
N e g a t i v e  — Positive s e q u e n c e s  ( n a m e l y  P r i m a r y  C o n t r a c t  
Reinforcement combinations) s h o w  a similar preoccupation with 
injecting narrative into a low— tension phase of the scenario.
In all the examples quoted the lyricism of a love duet between 
two key cha r a c t e r s  is interrupted by either a S e c o n d a r y

IConflict Pattern or Catalyst, thereby temporarily dispelling 
the m o o d  of gentle tranquillity. In ” A b a s s o  p o r t o ” the 
proffering» of love and affection between Sesella and Ciccillo 
are momentarily halted by Sesella’s realization that she is 
acting against her m o t h e r ’s will, whereas in ’’M a i a ” a similar 
scene between Renaud and his beloved is checked by the letter’s 
ploy of pretending to favour Tories, thereby inciting her lover 
to a fit of jealous fury. ’’Pagliacci” has an especially good 
example in the Act O n e  encounter b e t w e e n  N e d d a  and Silvio, 
where the audience is m a d e  aware of the fact that Tonio (who 
has been spying on the illicit liaison) n o w  intends to denounce 
the guilty couple to Canio. Here, as in the two other instances 
quoted, a relatively l o w - k e y  scene is given s o m e  dramatic 
interest, thus avoiding the possibility of the spectator being 
lulled into a false sense of security or even somewhat bored by 
an  over — long a n d  repetitive effusion of m u t u a l  love a n d  
affection. As always ’’verismo puro” chooses to concentrate on a 
series of brief, sharply focussed and dramatically contrasted 
”soenette”, rather than the alternative Wagnerian approach of 
broad, expansive ’’ariosi” .

<d> N e g a t i v e - P o s i t i v e  — N e g a t i v e  s e q u e n c e s  are primarily a 
dramatic reversal of their Positive-Negative-Positive equivalents.
Here the role of the central element is to lower, rather than 
heighten, the level of tension generated by the conflict This 
is achieved in the majority of oases by the insertion of either 
a Mental Subsidiary Force or a Circumstantial Stabilizer. For 
example, in ’’Pagliacci” Canio’s confrontation with Nedda during
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the m o c k  play is t e m p o rarily halted by his tearful, yet 
nostalgic re-evocation of his past hopes ("Sperai, tanto il 
delirio"); a similar process takes place in Act T w o  of "A Santa 
Lucia", where the Maria—Totonno conflict is held in m o m entary  
a b e y a n c e  by the letter's fond m e m o r i e s  of youthful love, 
whereas in "I gioielli della M a d o n n a "  Maliella's Act T w o  song 
defuses for a short while her ongoing quarrel with Gennaro. 
H o w e v e r , it must be stressed that the central element, as in 
all three — part sequences, is merely a temporary expedient and 
c a n n o t  delay for long the r e s u m p t i o n  of the conflict. A n  
additional proof of the validity of this statement is provided 
by the occasional linkage of several three — part N e g a t i v e -  
Positive— Negative sequences to form a sustained "scena" in 
which there is a constant vacillation between dynamic action 
and static narrative Perhaps the best example of this is the 
final phase of Act T w o  of "Pagliacci”, where no less than three 
three — part sequences of the above variety are interlinked; Act 
O n e  of " A basso porto " provides an instance of a double 
combination, with the Mar ia — Ciccillo confrontation consisting 
of two interconnected P C P  — ~> Mental - — > P C P  progressions. In 
both cases the transient nature of the central element is the 
key to the d e v i c e ’s effectiveness; while just m a n a g i n g  to 
offset the forward impetus of the conflict it nevertheless 
fails to arrest it completely. In the last analysis it is yet 
another means of lowering tension and slowing down the dramatic 
pace by m e a n s  of w h a t  one might describe as a "stop — start" 
effect, w h e r e  the staccato punctuation of a sustained scene 
m o d i f i e s  its o v e r a l l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  u p o n  t h e  a u d i e n c e .

<e) Negative— Negative—Negative sequences are, w h e n  compared to 
their counterparts, peculiar insofar as they are the only 
three — part progressions of a single polarity. Whereas the two 
main categories present a dramatic contrast between differing 
levels of tension, the all-Negative variety seeks, by its very 
n a t u r e , to sustain an  o n g o i n g  conflict. T h i s  it d o e s  by 
providing in the central element either a Mental Subsidiary 
Force or Circumstantial Catalyst w h ose principal function is to 
ensure that the conflict, once initiated, is kept going until 
it reaches some kind of conclusion (in a sense one can compare 
the role of this inner c o m p o n e n t  to the use of coal or some 
other fuel in stoking a fire ; once the conflagration is under

196 -

■îi



w a y  it requires some form of nourishment to sustain it). T h u s  
in Act O n e  of "A basso porto” the recollection by Maria of the 
pain caused by her former association with Ciccillo, together 
with her tortured visions of Carmela, combine in turn to ensure 
that the conflict with her erstwhile lover continues w i t h  
unabated fury. In Act T w o  of the same opera Maria’s story of 
her betrayal by Ciccillo only serves to stiffen S e s e l l a ’s 
opposition to her. ’’Pagliacci” uses a Circumstantial Catalyst 
to achieve m u c h  the s a m e  e n d s , with T o n i c ’s prevention of 
B e p p e ’s a t t e m p t  to i n t e r c e d e  in the o n — s t a g e  conflict 
precipitating the tragic denouement; turning once again to ”A 
basso porto” , the s o u n d  of Luigino’s mandolin in Act Three  
prompts Maria to kill Ciccillo, since she realises that in his 
capacity as appointed assassin, her son will almost certainly 
meet his doom unless she promptly intervenes and perpetrates 
the murder herself. O n  reflection, the use of the all—Negative 
three — part sequence is limited to those points in the libretto 
where nothing short of the complete subjugation of the audience 
will suffice; they must therefore endure a period of sustained 
te n s i o n ,  u n r e l i e v e d  by a n y  n a r r a t i v e  i n t e r c e s s i o n s  or 
developments, over a time - scale substantially in excess of that 
commonly encountered in the genre. It comes as no surprise to 
find that four out of the five examples quoted c o m e  from that 
most flagrantly veristio of all the operas under discussion, ”A 
basso porto” ; as a rule the sequence, with its unmitigated 
progression of highly charged conflict, w a s  considered to be 
self-d e f e a t i n g  in its p u r p o s e , since by s u b j e c t i n g  the 
spectator to such a lengthy and sustained barrage of dramatic 
tension the emotional impact of the scene w a s  m u c h  lessened 
through excessive over — playing of the amount and intensity of 
feelings portrayed. It is, then, a prime e x a m p l e  of h o w  an 
unnecessary surfeit of Negative forces can jade even the most 
s y m p a t h e t i c  a n d  receptive of a u d i e n c e s  ; conflict, to be 
effective, c a n n o t  be depicted to excess, a n d  as the vast 
majority of three — part s e q u e n c e s  d e m o n s t r a t e  it m u s t  be 
tempered by the moderating influence of Positive structural 
devices. As always, balance a nd a sense of proportion are 
p r e f e r r e d  to the turgid flatulence of u n r e s t r a i n e d  a n d  
undisciplined brutality.
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Having thus completed our structural survey of "verismo 
puro”, one last question remains to be answered: h o w  can the 
combination and interaction of Positive and Negative forces 
within the libretto be measured?* W e  have already observed, over 
the course of the present discussion, h o w  a typical libretto of 
the genre is constructed from a linear progression of scenes 
w h o s e  dramatic impact constantly alternates b e t w e e n  two 
opposite polarities. Expressed in other terms, this is the 
notion that "verismo puro" derives its emotional and dramatic 
impulse from the forward precipitation of a string of strongly 
contrasted, yet entirely h o m o g e n e o u s  tableaux. T h e  purpose of 
the " P o s i t i v e - N e g a t i v e "  classification is (as e x p l a i n e d  
earlier) to try to define the psychological effect of any 
particular structural device upon the audience, and it is w h e n  
w e  look at the respective totals of both Positive and Negative 
forces that s o m e  idea of the overall dramatic impact of an
opera can be achieved. O ne possible way of measuring the extent 
of this impact (and thereby distinguishing the w o r k s  on a 
purely dramaturgical basis) is to consider the surfeit of 
Negative forces over Positive; as w e  have already seen, there

:::are considerably m o r e  of the former, w i t h  this disparity 
present in every opera. In a sense this approach leans heavily 
on the concept that in "verismo puro" it is the accumulation of 
dramatic effect throughout an entire work which determines its 
ultimate success, rather than the isolated affirmations of 
individual scenes. T h e  functioning of such a process m a y  be 
elucidated if w e  consider the spectator, on his entry to the

Atheatre, as a "tabula rasa" on which the dramatic implications 
of the o n — stage action must immediately imprint themselves, h 
simplistic, yet graphically vivid illustration of h o w  this takes 
place m a y  be gained by replacing this "tabula rasa" (in essence 
the autonomous and untrammelled sensibility of each member of 
the audience) with another image, that of an uninflated sphere.

?T h u s  at the beginning of the opera pressure is low, but every 
subsequent Negative force raises that same pressure one degree, 
whereas any Positive force will lower it by a similar margin.
By the e nd of the opera both the size a nd solidity of the 
sphere will depend on the final aggregate pressure achieved; in 
other words, dramatic force can be considered to be cumulative, 
w ith the final disparity b e t w e e n  Positive a n d  N e g a t i v e
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structurai devices determining the overall surfeit of generated 
tension. T hus an opera where the Positive forces only just fail 
to equal their Ne g a t i v e  equivalents will have a fairly low 
intensity rating (since almost every instance of tension being 
generated has been neutralized), whereas another where Negative 
forces far outweigh their opposites m a y  be judged to be of far 
greater dramatic portent. Viewed in this perspective, a measure 
of the overall disparity between Positive and Negative can be 
gained by subtracting the former from the latter, but such a 
solution lacks precision and does not take account of the total 
n u m b e r  of structural devices in play in the opera. T h i s  
information is essential if w o r k s  of differing lengths are to 
be directly compared, as the following example will demonstrate: 
let us suppose that O p e r a  A has a total of fifty structural 
devices, of w h i c h  twenty are Positive and thirty N e g a t i v e . 
Opera B has seventy structural devices; thirty are Positive and 
forty N e g a t i v e . If w e  fellow the overly simplistic m e t h o d  of 
s u b t r a c t i n g  P o s i t i v e s  f r o m  N e g a t i v e s  w e  arrive at the 
conclusion that both operas have a surfeit of ten Negative 
forces. It might the n  be argued that the overall dramatic 
intensity of both w o r k s  is identical, but it is w h e n  the 
preponderance of Negative over Positive forces is considered in 
relation to the total n u m b e r  of structural devices that a true 
indication is arrived at. This involves dividing the Positive- 
Negative difference by the aforesaid total, thus establishing a 
ratio between both which is then directly comparable to other 
examples. T h u s  the following formula (for m e a s u r e m e n t  of 
overall dramatic intensity) m ay be postulated:

Overall Dramatic (Total No.Neg.Forces) — (Total no.Pos.Forces) 
Intensity Factor (Total of both Pos.+ Neg.Forces)

Applying the above formula to the examples already quoted. 
Opera A emerges with a rating of 0,2 whereas Opera B works out 
at 0.142. Since the higher figure indicates the greater level 
of overall dramatic intensity (the m a x i m u m  of one would only be 
achieved if no Positive forces were present) Opera A surpasses 
Opera B in this respect.
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This m e t h o d  will shortly be applied to the operas under 
discussion, albeit with one minor modification. As w e  have seen 
over the course of previous chapters Contract Initiations, 
Breaks and Reinforcements, together with Conflict Patterns, 
have b e e n  subclassified into two broad categories, n a m e l y  
Primary and Secondary. T h e  essential differences between the 
t w o  h a v e  already b e e n  outlined in great detail, but the 
relative degree to which each impinges upon the sensibility of 
the spectator is clearly defined. Primary developments, which 
by their very nature are visual, on  — stage situations will 
obviously h ave a greater impact than Secondaries; in this 
respect it would be quite incorrect to attribute to the latter 
the s a m e  degree of importance, since their dramatic value, 
while not inconsiderable, is by no m e a n s  equal (Subsidiary 
Forces are in a similar position, and must be considered in 
m u c h  the same way). Thu s  the present formula must be modified 
to take account of this essential difference between Primaries 
and Secondaries / Subsidiary Forces; one possible w a y  of doing 
this is to attribute different n u m e r i c a l  valu e s  to e a c h  
category. Let us suppose that each Primary is worth one point, 
with Secondaries / Subsidiary Forces being a w a r d e d  half a 
point. In this w a y  the top line of the formula would read as 
follows;

(Total Primary Negative Forces — Total Primary Positive Forces) 
+ 0.5 (Total Secondary / Subsidiary Negative Forces - Total 
Secondary / Subsidiary Positive Forces)

T h e  complete formula, in abbreviated form, is as follows;

OVERALL (T O T .P R l .N E G .F ’ B -  T O T .P R l .P O S .P ’ s )  4 O .S iT O T .S E C . /S U B .K E S .P ’ s -  TOT.SEC. /SUB.PQS.F*s>

(TOT.BOTH POS.4 N E G ., P R I . t  S E C .P 's )

This can n o w  be applied to the operas under discussion by 
using the data collated in Table Ten, which provides a resume 
of the individual types, categories, polarities and totals of 
structural devices in each wor k  (for the sake of clarity these 
are presented in the order in which they have been dealt with 
in the discussion, with the overall dramatic intensity factor 
being given in the last column):

(F.T.O.)
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T h e  data provided in the table may be interpreted in various 
ways, as summarized below;

(a) T h e  operas, w h e n  placed in descending order of dramatic 
intensity (as calculated fay the proposed formula) s h o w  the 
following pattern:

O P E R A  D I P .

(1) "A b a s s o  p o r t o ” 0 . 3 5 2
(2) ” 11 t a b a r r o ” 0 . 3 0 6
(3) ” A S a n t a  L u c i a ” 0 . 3 0 6
(4) " P a g l i a c c i ” 0 . 2 9 2
(5) ” I g i o i e l l i  d e l l a  M a d o n n a ” 0 . 2 3 1
(6) " M a l a  v i t a ” 0 . 2 1 6
(?) " A m  i c a ” 0 . 2 0 ?
(8) " Z i n g a r i ” 0 . 1 9 0
( 9 > " M a  i a " 0 . 1 6 ?

( 1 0 )  " C a v a  1 1 er ia r u s t i c a n a ” 0 . 1 5 0
( 1 1 )  " L ’o r a c o l o ” 0 . 1 2 1
( 1 2 )  " L ’A r l e s i a n a "  0 . 0 8 3

T h e  final figures are significant insofar as they s h o w  
little variation f r o m  o p era to opera. T h u s  the n u m e r i c a l  
difference between "A basso porto" and "L*Arlesiana” amounts to 
no more than 0.269 which, w h e n  w e  consider that the scale runs 
from 0.000 to 1.000 represents only about a quarter of the 
entire range. T his w o u l d  s e e m  to suggest that the overall 
variation in dramatic intensity between individual operas is by 
no means as wide as one might be led to suppose. Furthermore, 
w h e n  viewed in the context of a theoretical m a x i m u m  of 1.000 
(which indicates a complete predominance of Negatives over 
Positives) the average factor of 0.216 is demonstrably low. 
Indeed, the remarkable similarity b e t ween these final figures 
seems to point to the existence of an optimum balance between 
Positive a n d  N e g a t i v e  forces w h i c h  librettists, a l m o s t  
instinctively, adopted as a "standard" degree of dramatic 
intensity. It seems no coincidence that the twelve works under 
discussion remain the best— k n o w n  of the genre (since they 
correspond unanimously to the c o m m o n  average) and one possible 
reason for the premature demise of so m a n y  other operas (apart 
from the quality of the music, w h i c h  is beyond the scope of
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this study) ma y  be that they deviated too widely from the norm, 
either falling into the trap of dramatic flatness or that of 
gross over-emphasis.

<b) If w e  refer to the chronological order of operas and the 
corresponding factors of dramatic intensity, the following 
pattern emerges:

O P E R A  D I P .  D A T E

(1) " C a v a l l e r i a  0 . 1 5 0  18 9 0r u s t  i o a n a "
<2> " M a l a  v i t a ” 0 . 2 1 6  1 8 9 2  )

)(3) " P a g l i a c c i ” 0 . 2 9 2  1 8 9 2  )
)<4) "A  S a n t a  L u c i a ” 0 . 3 0 6  1 8 9 2  >

<5) "A  b a s s o  p o r t o ” 0 . 3 5 2  1 8 9 4

< 6 ) ” L ’A r l e s i a n a ” 0 0 8 3 18 9 7

< 7 > ” A m  i c a ” 0 20 7 1 9 0 5 )>( 6 > " L ’o r a c o l o " 0 12 1 19 0  5 > %

( 9 > ”M a i  a" 0 16 7 19 10
( 1 0 ) "I g i o i e l l i  

d e l l a  M a d o n n a " 0 .231 19 11

( 1 1 ) " Z i n g a r  i " 0 .190 19 12

( 1 2 ) ” 11 t a b a r r o ” 0 .306 19 18

If w e  consider first those operas selected from what might 
be termed the "Golden Age" of "verismo puro" (i.e. 1890-94) 
there is a steady rise in the d r a m a t i c  intensity f a c t o r , 
c o m m e n c i n g  wit h  the 0.150 of "Cavalleria r u s t i c a n a ” and 
culminating in the 0.352 of "A basso porto” T his trend is 
confirmed by the general opinion amongst contemporary critics 
that the genre, while becoming progressively more popular with 
the public, b e g a n  to u n dergo an almost hypertrophic growth 
which eventually led to dramatic excess and over-inflation. T h e  
result w a s  a reaction against ” verismo p u r o ” w h i o h  set in 
a r ound 1896 and persisted until 1905; operas of the genre 
produced during this period s h o w  a consequent lack of dramatic 
intensity (e.g. ” L ’A r l e s i a n a ” ) . H o w e v e r , the short — lived
revivals of 1905 — 07 and 1910— 12 mark a return to the middle
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ground, with later e x a mples (e.g. "II tabarro") providing a 
token increase. Since a relatively small sample of twelve key 
operas can only provide an approximate idea of the overall 
trend, the evidence of myriads of forgotten works must be taken 
into account if a more detailed picture is to emerge. Only then 
will greater divergences of dramatic intensity be noted, and 
the superiority of the original sample, insofar as balance and 
r e s traint are c o n c e r n e d ,  s h o w n  to be i n c o n t e s t a b l e .

(c) Finally, here is a profile of the "average” "verismo puro" 
opera, as collated from the statistios presented in Table Ten;

<i) Total no. of structural devices « 35, consisting of one
Pos.SCI, two Pos.PCR’s, one Neg.SCI, one PCB, two S C B ’s, nine 
P C P ’s, five S C P ’ 5, two Stabs., one Pos.Div.SF, four Pos.Soc. 
Env.SF’s, one Pos.Ment.SP, one Pos.Misc.SF, two Cats., one N e g . 
Soc.Env.SF and two Neg.Misc.SF’s.

(ii) Overall D.I.F. = 0.218

W e  thus come to the end of the present discussion on the 
dramatic structure of "verismo puro". T h e  concluding chapter 
has brought together m a n y  of the theories and concepts proposed 
in the course of Part T w o  of this study, and a workable model, 
demonstrating h o w  these coalesce within individual scenarios, 
has been described at some length. Having presented m y  case for 
this most misunderstood of all operatic genres, I propose to 
let the facts speak for themselves, rather than launch into 
a superfluous apologia which would only repeat the sentiments 
already expressed in the Preface. However I should like to end 
by quoting the w o r d s  of Carlo Gerard in Giordano’s "Andrea 
Chenier", w h o  declares that his task has been to "raccogliere 
le lagrime dei vinti e sofferenti"surely a fitting epitaph for 
"verismo puro", and one encompassing the entire spectrum of 
h u m a n  emotion which the movement set out to portray. That it 
did so successfully bears eloquent testimony not only to the 
skills of its creators but to that most sensitive of critical 
barometers: the Italian opera — going public, without w h o m  the 
trials, tribulations and triumphs of the "veristi" would never 
have been possible.
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H O T E S

< i > See Cerner, p.284.

< 2 > It should be emphesised thet the Exposition — Development
~ Climax is by no m e ans peculiar to "verismo puro", but is 
one of the most traditional approaches in the generation of 
dramatic tension. In 1862 the German critic Gustav Freytag, 
in "Die Technifc des Dramas", analysed the structure of a 
typical five-act play thus:

<e> Falling action (a sudden deceleration in dramatic pace). 

<f> Catastrophe (the tragic denouement).

Freytag visualised these stages in the form of a pyramid, 
with the climax forming the apex:

C L I M A X

Or

\*JC\T\tJCr HoHgtOT

VK)TR.OPUCTVOKi
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(a) Introduction (the setting of scene and presentation of 
characters).

(b) Inciting m o m e n t  (the catalyst w h ich triggers off the 
tragedy).

<c> Rising action (a sudden acceleration in dramatic pace).

(d> Climax (the precise point at w h i c h  the crisis is 
reached).

%
CRTPiSTRoPHE

M u c h  the same structure (albeit on a more modest scale) is 
present, as w e  shall see, in "verismo puro".

i;.

___



< 3 > See the Verdi — Ehrlich interview (Part O n e , Chapter One,
p.14).

< 4 > Op.cit., Aot Three.
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P M C CL"'* 'oi Ü *H 0 0» O . 9 x4

0  O'
6 G- !'oE

H Ç ' ■
î"Al

II p̂ ’ï» H  6

G p I xî'O 4»fûc d d* H C xî ♦ N  o  •*' 2 d u  u  5

0 I •*4 5 d o4 o.I.« *a U d H d <0
I 04 “0 d *~* o ** c«
I p « .< d d 0 «I W •-■ s O o Z V

6  a
c  ° .

TJ.

o o
Z o

il ii



îl

M oça 
Z  0 >  G *1

u ••4 ‘H .*4 H ■-« filO W H 04 tlO-d

B 0 -JQ ,w4̂ Q U S ( fO .xS *• ** -4 O B g X3 O'*!» Ofil d d .#4 X ' 0 *4 fil Ge«rtu •x'«o.“*xî'9Ê'’̂sd . d 04 d o ft. W  oo ..
G d* O  ■*' d w d : fx w i

:mZ«d̂ ■X . 0 d *a M

o  a  w  d  0 '

dauPDftux:'’' aw fiiri w o. * w ̂ «g >. . d X fil 7 cm ê d G '*■ p 0-0 P fil d •-MdEfftW*' 3 N ,x (U 3 ft. a o o X: X: : ço o4 . s d m d ft. X M -4 o4 «X (j fil g
f v - 4  dhj*4f t4f t4tJ~ ' d - O - x W O :  i |2

c/l fil ax% u G d.04 g ü fil d ̂
o ** d 9 x: >G *4 G- d o* W  3w H s  o o -  ta

3 go

o cax: jï *"4 «ju 3 ̂ u ̂

ss
ss

:EE

0 pa
o3-



ï I

ÎSS..LlEryo 5 >  o 2  2 S » “

3 tr n R -M -*4 o< ~ M II 
E U .X -M J -B  p M M«2g2^::S"22
C o - ' w d C w e o ^ - . x

 ̂ 1^1 

.̂l
• xj D p u ( n  Ü • 9 G « K

L: i
S?s::k
ê

Woïoü ofO o o-nrOo- fu o <n «
_ f ' - G ' ^ w O O e d * ' C * * M0 * l 6 x î 9 * ) i 4 Ç j r H  o t ^ X i d ^ ' M  

G O' w X ^  04 ^  Jtft. fij >,.x ,

| o

u

 ̂0 0 Ĝ
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ZO -OCLUCflCO



'I mm 00(D C.JIf)o
z o  -OtLUCtCO ZO •OCLUCt:<E0



g

# if iT # »
COh-
g

fe

i



îUJ
è

'iI
î

i
5

g

ii





3 0K (0

H H :

S  Z  l>4 «w M P m M i s i
Z  z  W  D



u

g

: - 
* i

g g

f M

: s - : :
l l l i l
:: 5 1 2
l 1 l l

- X

l 3
H

: 1 5 :

i i n
P  >  M l.

C M: g
X <

l :
E g•o K

£ - . 5 " E-. << j

; “ 1 £■

=. s

I : : Ü W m £ * *n «ê E ? £
2 £" ô '

l : :

: : e

5 g

y i
Î l 5

i i i i

w * . *
^  " c »

l î î î

î i i

£ £

o S ï E 2

; ; ° ; f : :n H y »3 —ri s .M d • O P

11 y  SK « œ w tn I



e

C
z

B% PG
c Z

0g
r 00z X K

z
3 0£ n

H XC
o6 0 B% e he

0:Z >fi
X PHpH 3

O gg an G g
X gPî 0gfH
H «! HFHX % hH

z

gü g% PpO
3O Z z % Z Xo O Oh 6 Z m X m% hC X O & P wH % o M o X Z >* w Q p > Zo m 3 pü X < V£ S h oi % % 0 fli w Êî PI

ai U) H h h h > 3 3

ï ï
: I

: !

61



i s

? g 
ï :
i i

I 5 

• .5
 ̂ 5

o f i

5 g

CLAS(,ïf IV, 

UiSiVEKSiiY 
LïBRARX^ j

:.:y

î
.

a Ë


