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RIGOLETTO

OpeEra IN THREE AcCTS

Words by FRANCESCO MARIA PIAVE
Music by GIUSEPPE VERDI

First Performed at the Gran Teatro La Fenice, Venice, March 11, 1851,
with the Following Cast:
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LA CONTESSA,. . . . Mezzo-Soprano,. MORSELLI
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MODES LOVATI

THE ACTION TAKES PLACE IN THE CITY OF MANTUA AND ITS VICINITY,
THE TIME I5 THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY.

Rignlettn

No composer that ever lived, not even Beethoven or Wagner, underwent a
more remarkable development in his artistic ideals, in his views as to the aipns
and methods of his art, or in his growth of power to realize them, than Verdi.
In his long life of eighty-eight years he saw a complete change in the whole
system of dramatic music, a change to which his ceaseless activity and ever-

to rank him with the reformers who led in the accomplishment of this revolution,
1]

expanding genius conformed themselves. And while it would be going too far
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he contributed to it by the enormous popularity of his work, as he himself
advanced toward the ripe perfection of his art, flowering in “Aida,”” * Otello "'
and ' Falstaff.”” And so, since the activities of all productive artists must be
analyzed and classified, the critics have separated Verdi's life-work into periods,
and have found in "'Rigoletto™ the starting-point of a second stage of his
artistic development. In this he is considered to have marked a notable advance
upon his earlier works, represented at their best in “Ernani,”” which, according
to Dr. Hanslick, were but his contributions to the mass of carnival operas that
are annually produced by the score for the season in Italy, and are then speedily
forgotten even in their native land, having seldom been heard of beyond its
borders. ** Rigoletto," with ** Il Trovatore " and ** La Traviata,” which imme-
diately followed it, represents a higher ambition, a striving for a more serious and
substantial place in the world of music. These three works raised him at once
to a position of the highest popularity throughout the whole of Europe; they
put him, in fact, into a place beside Rossini, Bellini and Donizetti, whose voices
were at this time all silenced, as the undisputed head of the Italian school of
opera. In 1851, when * Rigoletto’" was produced, he was thirty-eight years
old; and from then till his death, fifty years later, his career was one of steadily
advancing triumph.

The new romanticism of Victor Hugo, which then held the literary world
captive, offered a rich field for operatic exploitation, and it was eagerly entered.
In 1844, Verdi had selected Hugo's * Hernani'' for operatic treatment, and
had made a brilliant success with it; and saw now in the French dramatist's
play, ‘“Le Roi s'amuse,” another subject for effective musical treatment,
These subjects were not appropriated thus, however, without vigorous protest
from Victor Hugo, who, when * Ernani’* and * Rigoletto,” respectively, were
brought to Paris, did all in his power to prevent the public production of what
he considered a literary mutilation of his work. In the case of * Ernani’’ he
compelled a modification of the action, a change in the names and condition of
the characters; and the collaborators were even prepared to consent to a change
of title, Many similar alterations had already been made in the libretto drawn
from *“ Le Roi s"amuse;"" but Hugo went still further in opposition to its Paris
production, cntering an action against the manager in the courts, in which,
however, he was signally defeated. Librettists in the first half of the last
century were a harried fraternity. It was a time of revolution and unrest, and
the police of all the Continental countries were determined that nothing should
be shown upon the stage that might in the least fan the flame. The experi-
ences of Verdi and his librettists with this censorship make amusing reading at
this distance, though doubtless they brought much perplexity in their train at
the time. The turbulent spirits of Italy, chafing under the Austrian yoke, were
kept under especially strict surveillance in the opera houses by the dominant
power. ‘' Rigoletto " fared as half a dozen of Verdi's other operas fared.
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The opera was arranged for as the opera d'obbligo of the carnival season at
La Fenice, the great opera house of Venice. Verdi himself had chosen the
subject of “'Le Roi s'amuse’ for the piece, as he chose all his subjects, and
intrusted its execution to Francesco Maria Piave, his hack librettist at this
period, who had written a number of his previous librettos. Piave had carried
out his task, and had put upon the book, as agreed with Verdi, the title of “La
Maledizione.” But having learned wisdom from experience, he took it to the
police censor before he delivered it to the composer. It would not do at all.
The frailties of royalty were altogether too drastically exploited, in the misdeeds
of Francis ., in Hugo's play and in the libretto, and the production of such a
piece was promptly forbidden. Piave was for writing another at once, to fulfill
the contract with La Fenice. Verdi would listen to nothing of the sort. It
must be “La Maledizione'' or nothing. The proceedings seemed to be at a
standstill, till help arrived from a quarter whence none was expected. The
local commissary of police was a music lover and an admirer of Verdi. He
wanted to hear the new opera. He suggested that the king, Francis 1., be
made into the insignificant ruler of a petty state ; and since the title must also
be changed—at this day it is difficult to see why—it had better be taken from
the hero's name. Verdi agreed to these and a few other minor suggestions that
wrought no injury to the dramatic substance of the piece. He set off for his
home in Busseto, possessed of a veritable furor soribendi, and in forty days
returned to Venice with the music complete.

The story, as it was finally accepted, is this: The licentious Duke of
Mantua—who, as we have seen, represents Francis I. in Hugo's play—has
among his followers a privileged buffoon, Rigoletto—the Triboulet of “'Le Roi
s'amuse "'—a shapeless, deformed creature, whose moral nature is as evil as his
physical aspect, except for his devoted love of his daughter Gilda. Her he
keeps concealed and jealously guarded from the intrigues of the court. One of
his functions is to act as pander to his master in his misdeeds; and he has assisted
the Duke in the seduction of the wife of Count Ceprano, the daughter of Count
Monterone (Hugo's 5t. Villiers). The first act opens upon a festal entertain-
ment in the hall of the ducal palace, crowded with cavaliers and ladies. The
Duke appears and sings the ballata, “*Questa o quella,”” establishing at once his
moral standing. He is plotting with Rigoletto to get rid of Ceprano; the
cynical brutality of the buffoon’s insults disgusts the assemblage of courtiers,
who desire to be avenged upon him. Monterone enters, to demand satisfaction
for his daughter’s dishonor. He is taunted and mocked by Rigoletto, and as
he is being dragged away by the Duke's orders, turns to the buffoon and curses
him with a father's deep and terrible malediction. The second scene shows a
deserted street at night, with Rigoletto before his own cottage—which adjoins
the high wall surrounding Count Ceprano's palace—recalling with dread the
curse that has been laid upon him. He enters the courtyard and meets his
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daughter Gilda, who lives here in retirement while he visits her secretly by
night. These visits having come to the knowledge of the court, it is assumed
that he has a mistress. Closely as she has been concealed, however, she has-
not escaped the notice and attentions of the Duke, who, in the guise of a poor
student, has won her aflections, and even as her father is leaving her, comes
again to make love to her. He, too, leaves her—singing with her the duet
“*Addio, speranza ed anima’"—and the scene is then invaded by a crowd of
courtiers armed and masked. They are determined to avenge themselves
upon Rigoletto for his taunting insolence in the court, by stealing his supposed
mistress, Gilda, his daughter, Pretending that it is Count Ceprano’s wife whom
they intend to abduct from the adjoining palace, they enlist Rigoletto’s aid,
Having masked and blindfolded him, instead of scaling the wall as they pretend
to do, they enter his own cottage and carry off Gilda to the Duke's palace.
Rigoletto, too late, tearing off his bandage, recognizes his daughter’s scarf that
has been dropped, and faints in horror at the realization of what has happened,
recalling again the curse that has been laid upon him.

The second act shows an apartment in the Duke's palace, where the Duke
is bewailing the loss of Gilda, whom he has again sought at her home, and in
vain. The conspirators enter, and change his laments to rejoicings by recount-
ing their exploit at Rigoletto's cottage. Rigoletto himself then comes in upon
them, affecting indifference, but finally bursts into a passionate appeal for the
restoration of his daughter. She emerges from an inner apartment and tells
him of her undoing ; and when he vows to be revenged, Gilda, still loving her
betrayer, pleads that he be forgiven.

The third act opens on a deserted spot on the shores of the river Mincio,
outside the town of Mantua, with a rustic inn in the foreground. It is night.
There come Rigoletto and Gilda, the former intent upon his revenge, for which
he has arranged with the innkeeper, Sparafucile, an assassin who is ready to
murder for money, “*one-half before the deed is done, the rest when he is dead.'"
He has a beautiful sister, Maddalena, who acts as his decoy, and who has
attracted the amorous notice of the Duke. He comes this night, disguised as a
cavalry officer, to make love to her, singing the aria ‘‘La donna & mobile,”
while Sparafucile prepares to kill him; but Maddalena herself is fascinated with
the handsome stranger, and determines to save him. In the meantime Rigoletto
and Gilda are outside, watching, the one gloating over his approaching revenge,
the other bewailing her betrayal. The situation is musically interpreted by the
famous quartet, ** Un di, se ben rammentomi,”” remarkable for its combination
into one musical whole of the different expressions of the four characters: the
amorous pleading of the Duke, the coquetry of Maddalena, the despair of Gilda,
the baleful savagery of Rigoletto. Rigoletto sends his daughter home to
disguise herself as a youth and take horse to escape to Verona, while he himself
makes the final arrangements with Sparafucile for the Duke’s murder. The
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Duke retires to sleep, and as Sparafucile refnters the house, he is again
besought by Maddalena to spare the life of the intended victim. The assassin
finally promises that if any other man shall enter the inn before midnight, he
shall be sacrificed instead, to secure the money from Rigoletto. In the mean

while, Gilda, having disguised herself as her father directed, returns to the inn
in time to overhear Sparafucile’s promise, and with a woman's devotion resolves
to yield her life to save the Duke, her false lover. Itis storming, and the
thunder and lightning increase in fury. She demands admission; and there in
the darkness, as she enters, is struck down. Then comes Rigoletto to see the
fulfillment of his revenge. Sparafucile drags him out a sack, which Rigoletto
is to throw into the river as containing the body of his enemy. But just at this
moment of his triumph he hears the Duke's voice, from the floor above, carol-
ling “ La donna & mobile.”” He tears open the sack, and there in the lurid
glare of the lightning flashes he sees, instead of his enemy's, Gilda's body. He
realizes that the father's curse upon him has been fulfilled, and falls senseless
upon his daughter's corpse. S0 ends one of the grislicst horrors that has ever
been set to music for the operatic stage.

The opera made an instant success in Venice and throughout the Italian
opera houses, and the melody of **La donna & mobile’ was soon upon the
lips of everybody. A story of this air has often been told, and is thus related
by Mr. Streatfield in his ** Masters of Italian Music:"

When the rdles were distributed, the tenor who was to play the Duke
found a blank in his part at the beginning of the third act. He went to Verdi
and asked what it meant. ““*Don't be in a hurry,”" said the maestro, ** there is
plenty of time."" Every day it was the same story; the tenor petitioned in
vain for his missing song. At last, the day before the final rchearsal, Verdi

ve him the manuscript of the famous ““ La donna & mobile,”” but not before

¢ had made him promise not to sing or whistle a note of it to a living soul,
At the rehearsal one was laid under a solemn cath not to divulge a note
of the music before tﬁ: performance. Verdi knew the quickness of Venetian
ears. He knew that if the melody of the song were once heard outside the
walls of the theatre, it would be all over Venice in a few hours, and at the
performance the gilt would be off the ginger-bread. The secret was well kept,
and the camsons was the success of the evening; but on the way home every one
was humming the air, and by the next day it was the common property of every

Lamin in Venice,

“ Rigoletto " was produced in London as soon as arrangements could be
made for it, being heard at the Covent Garden Theatre in the season of 1853,
for the first time, on May 15. The cast included Mario as the Duke, Ronconi
as Rigoletto, Tagliafico as Sparafucile, Mme. Bosio as Gilda, and Mlle. Didiée
as Maddalena. It was by no means warmly received by the press. The music
was considered to be full of plagiarisms, lacking in ideas, ““puerile’’ and “‘queer’
in its modulations, and the opera was declared to possess no qualities that
would ensure it a long life.
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Somewhat similar judgment was passed upon it in New York. [Its first
performance here was on February 19, 1855, at the Academy of Music, where
Ole Bull made it the opening attraction of a brief and ill-starred venture in
operatic management. Max Maretzek was the conductor, and the cast was
as follows:

Duke of Mantua, . . . - .  Signori Beagio Bolcioni

Rigoletto, . . . s . Ettore Barilli
Sparafucile, . . . e s s Luigi Rocco
Gilda, . . . . . . . Signore Bertucca Maretzek
Maddalena, . . " . . . Patti Strakosch

Yet in both cities it has had a long lease of life. *'Rigoletto™ did not
reach Paris till 1857 ; it was produced there at the Théfitre [talicn on January 19
of that year., The cast included Mmes. Frezzolini and Albeni and Signori
Mario and Corsi. The first French performance was of a translation by
Edouard Duprez at the Thédtre Lyrique, given on December 24, 1863, with
Mile. de Ma#sen as Gilda, Mlle. Dubois as Maddalena, M. Montjauze as the
Duke, M. Isma¥l as Rigoletto, and M. Wartel as Sparafucile, The Italian
version had already established its success—the first that Verdi had ever scored
in the French capital ; and the opera in its French translation has ever since
retained a firm hold upon the Parisian musical public—firmer, indeed, and with
promise of longer continuance, than it can show in either London or New York.

RICHARD ALDRICH.
June 14, 1902,
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