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Giacomo Puccini.


Foreword

Opera is being appreciated by larger and larger audiences, and the music of Giacomo Puccini has played an important part in this. It was a televised performance of La bohème from the Metropolitan Opera in New York in 1977, in which I and Renata Scotto sang Rodolfo and Mimi, that was the first of my many televised broadcasts and concerts to audiences in venues like Madison Square Garden in New York or London’s Hyde Park, which have allowed me to play my part in bringing opera to a wider audience. It has been a great pleasure to me that my recording of ‘Nessun dorma’ from Puccini’s Turandot, used as the theme tune for the 1990 Football World Cup in Italy, has encouraged many thousands of people, who had not appreciated opera before, to listen to recordings, and come to concerts and performances of opera.

Puccini has a special place in my heart, because I made my professional début as Rodolfo in La bohème on 29 April 1961 in the Teatro Municipale in Reggio Emilia. As most of us were débutante singers, we spent six weeks living in a Bohemian hotel, studying Mürger’s Scènes de la vie de bohème and looking at how Puccini and his librettists had adapted it. By doing this, we came to know Puccini’s intentions better and so gained a deeper understanding of La bohème. It has always been very important for me to study the background to the operas and the parts I perform. It makes a great difference to how I interpret a rôle.

As a result of reading more about Puccini the man and the operas he composed, I hope that your enjoyment of the drama and the music of his operas will become even greater.
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Puccini’s great-great grandfather, Giacomo Puccini (1712-81). (left)




Chapter 1
Heir to a Tradition

Almighty God touched me with His little finger and said: ‘Write for the theatre – mind, only for the theatre.’ (Puccini in an undated letter to Giuseppe Adami, Spring 1920.)

‘Bohème, Tosca and Madama Butterfly … are operas that speak above all to the emotions of the public, and speak in a voice that is original, moving, penetrating and sincere.’ Those words of Giulio Gatti-Casazza, former general manager of the New York Metropolitan Opera and before that of La Scala, Milan, are part of a tribute he gave shortly after the composer’s death. They express the response of generations of audiences, who have encountered moments in Puccini operas where music and drama combine to stir deeply-seated emotions, often touching and illuminating episodes and moments in their own lives.
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Antonio Benedetto Maria Puccini, Giacomo’s great-grandfather. (below)

Such music-lovers are bemused when they hear of the denigration of the same operas by professional musicians. Joseph Kerman’s dismissal of Tosca as ‘that shoddy little shocker’ is well-known. Stravinsky contemptuously referred to La fanciulla del West as ‘a remarkably up-to-date TV horse opera’, while Benjamin Britten remarked that he was ‘sickened by the cheapness and emptiness’ of Puccini’s music. Even in Puccini’s lifetime critics could be equally negative. In a book on Puccini in 1912, Fausto Torrefranca wrote: ‘He seems to me the composer who personifies with greatest completeness the decadence of today’s Italian music, and who represents its cynical commercialism, its lamentable impotence, its celebration of the international vogue.’ Yet Puccini operas remain among the most performed and popular in the operatic repertoire the world over.

This ability to command enormous popular success, not only in his own time but in the present day, in stark contrast to the disparagement of his music by critical opinion, has a parallel in his early life. Born into a family of composers, he was expected to follow the provincial tradition of his ancestors. Yet he was soon irritated by his conventional musical education and the life mapped out for him by the musical establishment, adopting a life-style that was both flamboyant and adventurous with its share of personal torment and sorrow. By combining these elements of high spirits and ostentation with tragedy, Puccini was to create some enormously successful musical dramas that spoke directly to the experience of his public. In spite of breaking away from some aspects of his family tradition, his roots remained important to him throughout his life. He never moved far from the town of his birth, and only a month before his death paid a long-promised visit to the tiny village of Celle in the Apuan Alps, the home of his forefathers. A touching photograph of the occasion shows the internationally-acclaimed composer, swaggeringly confident, surrounded by a group of local worthies.
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Puccini at Celle, a month before his death in October 1924.

It was from this remote hamlet that his great-great-great grandfather had moved south to Lucca, the mediaeval capital of Tuscany, once one of the important city-states of central Italy. From him stretch a line of organist/composers, who contributed significantly to Lucca’s musical tradition of church music and that unique Lucchese musical form, the tasche, a kind of early oratorio. Performed on the election of a new government at the Festa delle tasche (the Feast of the Pouches – the receptacles for voting papers), these works drew a total of 32 contributions from three of Puccini’s forebears to add to those of that other celebrated local composer, Luigi Boccherini. When Napoleon abolished the Republic of Lucca in 1799 these entertainments ceased. A similar fate befell another speciality of the city, the mottetone, composed for the Feast of the Holy Cross. All four of Puccini’s composer forebears wrote in this genre. However, as these cantatas became increasingly secular in nature, Pope Pius X eventually banned them in 1904.
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The Cathedral of San Martino, Lucca.

Only the Bachs number more generations of composers than the Puccinis. Nothing is known of the Puccini who moved from Celle to Lucca, but his son Giacomo (1712-81), after studying at Bologna – probably under the great music teacher and scholar, Padre Martini, became conductor of Lucca’s Cappella Palatina as well as organist and choirmaster of the Cathedral of San Martino. Antonio (1747-1832), son of Giacomo, also studied at Bologna and was there when the 14-year-old Mozart, having been assessed and acclaimed by Padre Martini, was received into the renowned Accademia dei Filarmonici, an honour also accorded to Antonio himself. He succeeded his father in both his posts at Lucca, composing not only religious and secular works, but also operas.

In 1805, Napoleon, as part of his policy of surrounding the empire with vassal states ruled by his relatives, installed his eldest sister Elisa Baciochi as Princess of the Principality of Lucca and Piombino, and, four years later, as Grand Duchess of Tuscany. As a result, Antonio lost his job as director of the Cappella Palatina when it was dissolved during her initial sweeping reforms. These included a major re-building programme during which an entire mediaeval quarter was demolished to create an open space in front of the Ducal Palace, which she named Piazza Napoleone. She also commissioned the architect Lorenzo Nottolino to design an elliptical ‘square’ of houses following the line of the foundations of the second-century Roman amphitheatre. Although the Princess’s musical reforms were to the disadvantage of Antonio Puccini, his son Domenico (1771-1815) was appointed musical director of her personal orchestra, the Cappella da Camera. Paganini was invited to conduct it in 1809 as well as several operas at court; he stayed in a house which still bears the inscription: ‘Love and Poverty tormented his genius but the city rendered the wings of glory to his mysterious violin.’ Domenico Puccini, who studied under the operatic composer Paisiello, wrote a successful opera seria, Il trionfo di Quinto Fabio, and several comic operas, some of which were performed by aristocratic amateurs at private performances. He died rather suddenly, amidst rumours that, for upholding liberal ideas, he had been given a cup of poisoned sherbet at an Austrian nobleman’s party. In 1814, the Congress of Vienna put Tuscany under the control of the Bourbons of Parma, first in the person of Marie Louise and then her son Carlo Ludovico, both of whom continued to support and encourage music in Lucca. An obvious visible sign of this change is a statue of Marie Louise erected in place of a planned monument to Napoleon in the Piazza that bears his name.
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Virtuoso violinist Niccolò Paganini.

One of Domenico Puccini’s four children, Michele (born in 1813), studied at Bologna and then Naples, where he was taught by both Donizetti and Mercadante, who were, with Rossini and Bellini, the most important Italian opera composers in the period before Verdi. Though Gaetano Donizetti (1797-1848) wrote 65 operas in a wide range of styles, he is best-known for his comic operas such as L’elisir d’amore and Don Pasquale; an irony indeed, for his personal life was full of tragedy. Two of his children were stillborn, while the third only survived for a few days. His parents died within a few weeks of each other to be closely followed by his young wife in a cholera epidemic. Donizetti himself contracted cerebrospinal syphilis, from which he died after a harrowing illness, paralysed and hardly able to speak. Michele’s other teacher, Giuseppe Mercadante (1795-1870), was also a prolific opera composer. Though not of the stature of Rossini, Bellini or Donizetti, he had a considerable influence on Verdi, who much admired him.
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Puccini’s father Michele.

Following family tradition, Michele returned to Lucca to become organist and choirmaster at the Cathedral of San Martino, and was respected as a teacher and composer of church and secular music, including two operas that enjoyed modest success. He also became director of the Conservatoire, later known as the Istituto Musicale Pacini after its first director, the opera composer Giovanni Pacini (1796-1867). It had been founded by Carlo Ludovico, who merged all the town’s music schools together. In 1943, in recognition of the bicentenary of the birth of another famous Lucchese composer, it was re-named the Istituto Musicale Luigi Boccherini. Michele Puccini married the sister of a former pupil, Albina Magi, who was 18 years his junior. On 23 January 1864, Michele died, leaving her with six children and a seventh due. The fifth child had been born, according to his birth certificate on 22 December 1858 (though he always insisted his birthday was 23 December). As the first son, he was duly named after his composer forebears, Giacomo Antonio Domenico Michele Secondo Maria Puccini.

There was clearly a weighty expectation that Giacomo should become a musician. In an oration at Michele’s funeral, Pacini called the five-year-old boy ‘the sole survivor of and heir to that glory which his ancestors have earned in the harmonious Art and which perhaps one day it will be in his power to revive’. Albina’s brother, Fortunato Magi, was appointed to succeed Michele only on condition that he would ‘hand over the post of Organist and Maestro di Cappella to Signor Giacomo, son of the aforementioned defunct master, as soon as the said Signor Giacomo be able to discharge such duties’. Lucca’s faith in the Puccini family tradition was unshakeable. In dwelling on the richness of Puccini’s musical inheritance, both his contemporaries and music historians since have tended to overlook the willpower, character and creative brilliance that enabled Puccini to free himself from the clutches of the narrow, provincial musical tradition into which he was born.

Giacomo’s home town of Lucca in north-west Tuscany is separated by Mount Pisano to the south from the coastal plain created by the River Arno flowing through Florence and Pisa to the sea. To the north are the Apennines and the Apuan Alps. Originally settled by the Estruscans, it became a Roman town in 180 BC. Much fought over because of its importance as a military staging post it was ruled by others, including the Lombards, until it eventually became an independent city state in 1115. The twelfth and thirteenth centuries saw its heyday as a commercial centre with its wealth derived mainly from the weaving and export of its famous silks. In contrast to Gothic Siena and Renaissance Florence, Lucca is principally Romanesque. Many of the churches and the new brick houses of that time were built with bell-towers, leaving the visitor with a striking impression of campaniles and towers rising above the red-tiled roofs.
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View of Lucca, Tuscany.

After its golden age, weakened by civil wars, Lucca was once more dominated by outsiders, culminating in the harsh rule of Pisa for the first 30 years of the fifteenth century, from which it only regained its independence under Charles V, subsequently existing peacefully under a Council of Elders for the next four centuries. Although it never had to withstand a siege, a set of magnificent sixteenth-century walls and ramparts was built in the shape of a polygon round the enlarged city. Later this was converted into a tree-lined promenade, though sadly the Austrians subsequently removed the 124 ancient cannon from the bastions. Lucca had its share of wealthy families as the 40 or so surviving palazzi testify. Some, like the notable Palazzo Guingi with oak trees growing on top of its tower, date back to the fourteenth century, but during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries others like the Palazzo Mansi were built with less emphasis on external decoration, seemingly in keeping with the quiet, isolated nature of the town. Such restraint was not demonstrated inside however, where, more often than not, the visitor was overwhelmed by the golds and reds of the baroque – with stucco, carving, paintings and furniture complementing the Lucchese silk hangings and tapestries. The great families of Lucca, the Mansi and Torrigiani for example, tried to rival the Medici of Florence. They enlarged their villas outside the town, decorating them with statues, porticoes, external staircases and loggias, and surrounding them with spacious parks containing fountains, pools, more statues and carefully-created panoramic vistas.
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Puccini’s mother Albina.

The house in which Puccini was brought up was in stark contrast to such opulence. His widowed mother, Albina, struggled to bring up her large family in their first-floor apartment in the unprepossessing three-storeyed house at 30 Via di Poggio, now a Puccini museum. She enlisted her brother, Fortunato, to teach ‘Giacomino’ to sing and play the organ. We know the boy was lazy – receiving consistently bad school reports. Whenever possible he would escape with his friends and his younger brother, Michele – born three months after his father’s death – to play on the mediaeval town walls or hunt birds in the fields beyond. It soon became clear that the short-tempered uncle was making little headway with his nephew’s musical education. It is said that he used to kick Giacomo on the shin when he sang a wrong note – which apparently accounted for the fact that ever after Puccini’s leg twitched nervously whenever he heard someone singing out of tune. Albina, therefore, arranged to transfer him in 1874 to another of her husband’s former pupils, Carlo Angeloni, at the Pacini Institute. Previously, at the age of ten, he had become a choirboy in the Cathedral of San Martino, as well as the church of San Michele, where, four years later, he began to play the organ.

Puccini also played the piano in taverns to earn money to support his family and, it was rumoured, in houses of ill repute. There are many tales that attempt to fill in our sketchy knowledge of his adolescence, which, as Italians would say, se non è vera, è ben trovata (even if they’re not true, they’re good stories). He had begun to smoke at an early age, and, to pay for cigarettes or the local short cigars, toscanos, it is said that he and some friends stole organ pipes to sell as scrap metal. His ingenuity was then stretched to improvise on the organ avoiding the missing pipes. His improvisations – an important element in the organist’s art – were sometimes criticised for their introduction of folk tunes and snatches of opera. ‘You’re trying to outdo the theatre’, was the tart comment of Iginia, his elder sister shortly to become an Augustinian nun. His first formal organ compositions were written when he was 16 for his first pupil.
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30 Via di Poggio, Lucca, where Puccini was born and where he spent most of his childhood.
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Giuseppi Verdi (1813-1901), whose opera Aida was so admired by the young Puccini.

Lucca was fortunate in having three venues where operas were performed, but these were mainly local productions with inferior singers. Angeloni introduced his pupil to opera beyond such narrow confines, initially through the scores of Verdi’s three great middle-period operas Rigoletto, La traviata and Il trovatore, all first performed only a few years before Puccini’s birth. Giuseppe Verdi (1813-1901), succeeding Rossini, Bellini and Donizetti, had dominated and transformed Italian opera. His was a towering genius that encapsulated in his operas the longing for national and individual freedom that had swept through Italy during the period of the Risorgimento, the movement for a united Italy free from Austrian rule. Dealing in large-scale canvasses and grand themes like justice, truth and freedom, Verdi had the rare ability of the truly great artist to explore these within the situations of particular people and places, while at the same time lifting personal misfortune up to the level of tragic heroism. He was now in his sixties, and, though he was to live into the next century and write Otello and Falstaff, there were those who were already seeking a potential successor. Learning that Aida was to be performed for the first time in Pisa on 11 March 1876, Puccini and two friends walked the 20 miles and conned their way into the theatre without tickets. It was an experience that changed his life. He recalled later: ‘When I heard Aida at Pisa, I felt that a musical window had been opened for me.’

Applying himself with more determination to his studies, Puccini wrote the orchestral Preludio sinfonico that year, and the next year a setting of a patriotic poem I figli d’Italia bella for a competition. The judges did not award him a prize, commenting that the manuscript was almost indecipherable. His illegible scores were to remain a problem throughout his life. A Motet and Credo of 1878 in honour of Lucca’s patron saint San Paolino, to whom is attributed the invention of church bells, were more successful. Two years later, he incorporated them into a Mass for four voices and orchestra. Not published until 1951, it is now know as the Messa di gloria. Angeloni thought it ‘a little theatrical’, and the local newspaper saw in it some ‘extremely noble ideas’. An eclectic work by an immature composer, it harks back to Verdi’s Requiem of six years earlier, echoing Bellini, Donizetti and even Gounod. Yet there are signs of the Puccini to come. Indeed, he was later to use parts of it in Edgar and Manon Lescaut, though the fact that the Agnus Dei could be transformed into a song to accompany a lady’s toilet says much about Puccini’s attitude to sacred music and even to religion itself.

This was his graduation piece for the Istituto Musicale Pacini. His sights were now set on the Milan Conservatoire. His redoubtable mother obtained a scholarship for his first year by a direct appeal to Queen Margherita of Savoy, wife of King Umberto I. When subsequent requests for assistance were turned down by the Lucchese authorities, she persuaded her bachelor uncle, Dr Nicolao Cerù, to support her son in his remaining two years as a student. Cerù wrote a gossip column for a local paper in which, commenting on the Mass of 1880, he had quoted the proverb: I figli dei gatti prendono i topi, or, as we might put it, ‘He’s a chip off the old block.’

Giacomo found the entrance examination for Milan ‘ridiculously easy’ and was admitted to study under the professor of composition Antonio Bazzini (1818-97), a notable violinist and composer, whose only opera Turanda was based on Gozzi’s Turandot, the source Puccini would himself turn to 40 years later for his last opera. On 18 December 1880, he wrote to his mother:
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Giacomo Puccini in his student years.

I have made myself this timetable: in the morning I get up at eight-thirty, and when I have a lesson I go to it. If I have no lesson, I practise the piano a little. I don’t need to do much, but I have to practise a bit. I am going to buy a very good Method by Angeleri, the sort of method from which one can learn a lot by oneself. I go on till ten-thirty; then I have lunch and go out. At one o’clock I come home and then work for a couple of hours preparing for Bazzini. From three to about five I study some classical music at the piano. I’d like to take out a subscription for scores, but I haven’t enough money. At the moment I am reading the Mefistofele of Boito, which a friend of mine, Favara from Palermo, has lent me. At five I go to my frugal meal (special emphasis on the frugal!), and I have Milanese broth, which, to tell the truth, is very good. I have three plates of that, then some other mess, a bit of Gorgonzola cheese, and half a litre of wine. Then I light a cigar and go off to my usual walk up and down in the Galleria. I am there till nine o’clock and come home dead tired. I do a little counterpoint, but no playing; I am not allowed to play at night. Then I get into bed and read seven or eight pages of a novel. And that’s my life!
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Alfredo Catalini in his 20s.

All his letters to his mother betray a preoccupation with money. The poverty of his early years was to leave its mark on him, so that, even when he was very rich, he remained conspicuously tight-fisted. In his second year, he shared lodgings with his brother Michele, a cousin, and Pietro Mascagni, later to achieve fame with Cavalleria rusticana. It is uncertain how much the setting of La bohème influenced the memories of those who later recounted how Puccini would hide in the wardrobe to avoid creditors or play the piano to cover the noise of their illegal cooking. During this time he heard as many operas as possible, including Thomas’s Mignon, the revised version of Verdi’s Simon Boccanegra, Bizet’s Carmen and Dejanice by Alfredo Catalani (1854-93). The latter also came from Lucca and was most kind to his younger fellow-citizen at the beginning of his career. Catalani was influenced by German Romanticism, so, as the verismo school gained ground and his own works consequently fell into disfavour, he was to become sadly hostile to Puccini.

Among the leading exponents of verismo (realism, from vero - true) in Italian literature was Giovanni Verga (1840-1922), who wrote true-to-life stories of his native Sicily, Vita dei campi (1880), in which he vividly conveyed the idiomatic speech of Sicilian peasants. His impersonal, objective narrative style, his subjects taken from contemporary life, and his concentration on the lower social classes in the southern regions of Italy were typical characteristics of the writings of the veristi. The clown, Tonio, in the Prologue to Leoncavallo’s one-act opera Pagliacci (1832), gives a neat description of verismo by announcing to the audience that ‘the author will take a slice of life (uno squarcio di vita) with its laughter and sorrow’. Such operas, in their search for realism, followed the lead of the ‘scene popolari’ of Verga and others by depicting very ordinary people and the everyday events of their lives, into which heightened emotion and even violence could erupt. The one-act form proved ideal for this; Cavalleria rusticana (based on a Verga story), Pagliacci and Puccini’s Il tabarro remain as prime examples of the genre. The verismo philosophy was to have a lasting influence on Puccini, though he was to extend and adapt it far beyond its original conception, especially in La bohème and most directly in Tosca, by fusing together spoken drama and musical development.
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Entrance of the pagliacci as shown in The Illustrated London News of 27 May 1893.

As his final examination piece for the Milan Conservatoire in July 1883, Puccini composed the Capriccio sinfonico. ‘I felt inspired and composed it at home, in the street, in class, at the Osteria Aida or at the Excelsior of good old Signor Gigi where one ate without the silly pretence of being able to pay for it; I wrote on odd sheets, bits of paper and the margin of newspapers’, he recounted later to his biographer Arnaldo Fraccaroli. This orchestral composition was performed by students conducted by Franco Faccio, who had directed the European première of Aida. The important critic Filippo Filippi reviewed it in the Milanese newspaper La perseveranza, commending its ‘unity of style, personality and character’, which, he felt, few other living composers could match. He identified in the composer a ‘decisive and very rare musical temperament, one that is specifically symphonic’. In years to come, however, Puccini tried to suppress the work, largely, one suspects, because he borrowed extensively from it for Edgar and La bohème.
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Pietro Mascagni conducting his famous Cavalleria rusticana.

Puccini’s other teacher at the Conservatoire had been Amilcare Ponchielli (1834-86), who was appointed professor of counterpoint in 1881, although he had won the competition for the post 14 years earlier, only to be denied it when Giulio Ricordi, Verdi’s publisher, intervened to procure the post for Franco Faccio. Although Ponchielli had some success with his opera I promessi sposi based on Alessandro Manzoni’s novel, he is chiefly remembered today as the composer of La Giaconda. Ironically, at one time Ricordi had high hopes that he might become Verdi’s successor at the centre stage of Italy’s operatic tradition. In the January of 1883, Ponchielli wrote to Puccini’s mother, who had obviously requested his help in obtaining a Conservatoire post for her son at the end of his course, assuring her that he would ‘omit nothing to assist him as soon as the opportunity presents itself to me’. That very year he encouraged Puccini to enter a competition for one-act operas sponsored by the wealthy Milanese music publisher, Edoardo Sonzogno, whose weekly magazine La musica popolare had printed Puccini’s first published work in 1883, a song Storiella d’amore.

Trying to find his former pupil a librettist, Ponchielli approached Ferdinando Fontana, a writer and journalist, when the three met on a visit to Antonio Ghislanzoni, the librettist of Aida. The 33-year-old Fontana felt an immediate ‘strong current of sympathy’ for the aspiring composer and agreed to provide a libretto for a reduced sum, with a further payment should the opera win the prize.

Writing to his mother, Puccini described the libretto of Le Willis as ‘a good subject … I really like it very much, there being ample scope in it for the descriptive, symphonic kind of music, which attracts me particularly because I think I ought to succeed in it.’ The story has its origins in German myth; the willis of the title are elemental spirits of maidens, who haunt their faithless lovers and dance them to death. In his version Roberto is unfaithful to his betrothed, Anna, and, returning to her home in the Black Forest and finding her dead, is danced to death by her and her wraith companions. The tale is most well-known from Adolphe Adam’s ballet Giselle, first produced in Paris in 1841. Catalani had also used the story for a successful opera Elda (1880), which he revised ten years later as Loreley. Fontana based his libretto on a short story by the French writer Alphonse Karr. Puccini worked on it throughout the autumn at Lucca, while earning some money by teaching. His pupils included Elvira Gemignani, the wife of a former school friend, now a wholesale grocer, who had suggested the idea of piano and singing lessons to his wife. They may well have known each other before her marriage. She was two years younger than Puccini, and by this time had two children, a daughter Fosca and a son, Renato. Undoubtedly striking, her tall, full figure, with her long hair in plaits on the top of her head, seems to have created an impression of statuesque dignity rather than overwhelming beauty. She did not have Giacomo’s exuberance and love of life – a difference in their characters that did not bode well for the future – but it was different at the beginning; pupil and teacher were soon passionately in love.
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Amilcare Ponchielli – known today almost exclusively for his opera La Giaconda.

Finishing the opera only just in time, Puccini submitted it for the competition without making a fair copy. Perhaps the judges made no attempt to decipher his scrawl, for he did not even receive an honourable mention, although Ponchielli was one of the panel. Determined that their work should receive a hearing, Fontana arranged for Puccini to play and sing excerpts at the salon of Marco Sala, a wealthy patron of the arts and an amateur musician. Among the guests were Giulio Ricordi, and Arrigo Boito, whose Mefistofele Puccini had studied as a student. It is, however, as the librettist for Verdi’s final two operas that Boito is now chiefly remembered, and, in fact, he was working on Otello when he met the young composer at the salon. The assembled company was sufficiently impressed by the new opera to agree to raise the finance for a performance. Boito persuaded the manager of the Teatro dal Verme in Milan to stage it, while Ricordi offered to print the libretto free of charge. After the première on 31 May 1884, the composer sent his mother, who was ill, a telegram:‘Tumultuous success. All hopes surpassed. Eighteen calls. First finale encored three times. Am happy. Giacomo.’ The reviews were excellent. Filippo Filippi castigated ‘that wretched competition jury which accorded Puccini not even an honourable mention’, and another critic hailed him as ‘one of the most brilliant and most promising hopes of art’. ‘We appear to have before us not a young student, but a Bizet or a Massenet,’ declared Il corriere della sera, adding significantly: ‘We sincerely believe that in Puccini we may have found the composer for whom Italy has long been waiting.’
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Arrigo Boito, renowned as the author of the libretti of Verdi’s two last operas.

On Ricordi’s advice, Puccini recast the opera into two acts, giving it the Italian title Le villi. In this form, it was given with weaker forces and less acclaim at Turin. In a letter to Ricordi, Fontana described the singers as ‘a lot of old crocks’ and the orchestra as ‘weak and lifeless’. However, even with 13 performances at La Scala, Milan under Franco Faccio with the soprano Romilda Pantaleoni – both of whom were to take part in the première of Verdi’s Otello two years later – it was not a great success. The plot was essentially flawed: Fontana’s libretto relegated the two decisive actions of the story, Roberto’s infidelity and Anna’s death, to narration between the acts, while the three central characters have little substance. Musically it is varied in quality: although there are signs of immaturity in, for example, the banal opening chorus, Puccini’s deft touch is evident in Anna’s frail tenderness and in the mixture of emotions revealed by the tenor in the duet and his long monologue. A disastrous production at Naples was followed by some performances in other countries, including one in Germany in 1892 conducted by Gustav Mahler, but Le villi is now rarely staged.

Of the ten set pieces that form the opera, the intermezzo was a particular success. The first half of this intermezzo, entitled ‘The Desertion’, deals with Anna’s despair. The curtain was to be raised during it to show a funeral procession. Here, for the first time, Puccini demonstrates his ability to use stage effect to convey the emotional feelings of the characters, and tentatively explores what was to become a familiar theme of tragic guilt. The ballet, which forms the intermezzo’s second half, tries perhaps to emulate the success of Giselle, and is very reminiscent of the overture to Carmen, which Puccini had described in a letter to his mother as ‘a very beautiful opera’. Puccini’s friend, Mascagni, was to win a later Sonzogno prize with Cavalleria rusticana, which, Puccini was always to feel, owed more than was acknowledged to his first opera.

The prima donna Teresa Stolz saw the La Scala production of Le villi and wrote a damning letter about it to Verdi. He, however, had written to his friend Count Opprandino Arrivabene just after the première in slightly more complimentary terms, recognising that what he said might well be old fashioned and that ‘every age has its own imprint’:

[image: ]

Puccini, taken around the time of the première of Le villi.

I have heard the composer Puccini well spoken of. I have seen a letter in which he is highly praised. He follows the modern tendencies, which is natural, but he adheres to melody, which is neither modern nor antique. The symphonic element, however, appears to be predominant in him. Nothing wrong with that, but one needs to tread cautiously here. Opera is opera, and symphony is symphony and I do not believe it’s a good thing to insert a piece of a symphony into an opera, simply for the pleasure of making the orchestra perform.

Though Le villi offers only glimpses of his future mastery of the operatic medium, Puccini had started out on his chosen career.

[image: ]

Puccini in Milan.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/9780857124579_016.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_015.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_014.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_013.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_012.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_011.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_099.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_010.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_098.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_097.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_L02.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_096.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_095.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_094.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_093.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_092.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_091.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_090.jpg









OEBPS/images/9780857124579_019.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_018.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_017.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_005.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_004.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_089.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_088.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_087.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_086.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_085.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_084.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_083.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_082.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_081.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_080.jpg
Aruatel
coast |






OEBPS/images/9780857124579_009.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_008.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_007.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_006.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_038.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_037.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_036.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_035.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_034.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_033.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_032.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_031.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_030.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_cvi.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_039.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_027.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_026.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_025.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_024.jpg
) s DID 4D o





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_tp.jpg
The Tlustrated Lives of the Great Composers.

Puccini

Peter Southwell-Sander

.2






OEBPS/images/9780857124579_023.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_022.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_021.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_020.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_029.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_028.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_059.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_058.jpg
BRETTO:V-SARDOV
L-ILCA-G- GIACOSA

BVSIA G-PUCCI NI
G-RICRDI=C EDIORI

v






OEBPS/images/9780857124579_057.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_056.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_055.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_054.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_053.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_052.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_051.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_050.jpg
n Y\M M,e/ura/m» buona






OEBPS/images/9780857124579_049.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_048.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_047.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_046.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_045.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_044.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_043.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_042.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_041.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_040.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_115.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_114.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_113.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_079.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_112.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_078.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_111.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_077.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_110.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780857124579_076.jpg
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THE GRAND OPERA SYNDICATE, LIMITED.
Manager B, ANDRE MESSAGER
Seeretary and Business Manager, Mr. NEIL FORSYTH

THIS EVENING'S PERFORMANCE.

Monday, July IOth at 8

FIRST PRODUCTION IN ENGLAND OF
Signor Puccints Opera

Madama Butterfly

(N TALIAN

Madama Bulluﬂy (Cio-Cin-San) Mlle. DESTINN
Suzuli .. . Mme G. LEJEUNE
Ka:e Iinkerton .. Mile. SIMEOLI

F. B. Pinkerion gnor CARUSO

Sha . .. Signor SCOTTI

Goro .. . M. G. DUFRICHE

Ji Principe Vamadori |
Lo Zic Bonzo
Vakusidé

sano Dnperiale ¢
ale del Regisico

La Macire di Cio-Cio-San
La Cugine .. Diss BLISS

Conductor Signar CAMPANING

Stage Manager M. ALMANZ
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