
NEXT WEEK and OTHER STUFF 
by GENE MARTIN 

The Faust we’re showing next week 
displays more nudity than one usually 
finds on opera stages.  Far from 
pornographic, not even sensual, the    
imagery is part of director Stefano Poda’s 
effort to create symbolism that better 
illuminates the religious dimension of 
Gounod’s opera.  As usual, Faust will be 
at the Encore, Friday May 3, 1 pm. 
“NEXT  WEEK” gets top billing this week 
because Steve and I felt it was only 
polite to advise you about the scanty 
coverings (g-strings only) of men and 
women in parts of Faust.   
Actually, I am more inclined to “warn” 
you about the religiosity in Faust than 
the partial nudity… having Opera Notes 
kicked off gmail raised my awareness of 
the trigger-edge sensibilities of current 
public discourse. So it goes. 

The “OTHER STUFF” is a reminder that 
Anamer Castrello, the wonderful mezzo-
soprano who has become a regular 
performer in our Bella Vocci concerts, 
will be appearing in a salon version of La 
Traviata this Friday evening at 8:00 pm 
at St. Paul's Lutheran Church in D.C. at 
4900 Connecticut Ave, NW.  Tickets are 
$25 plus $3.16 tax: to purchase, search 
on eventbrite.com. 
See you at the opera. 

As I have said in my Opera Notes for 
numerous Verdi operas, Verdi typically 
sought plots involving deep-seated 
human emotions complicated by outside 
forces.  Best were those where the state 
authorities were involved. Today’s opera 
is in that mold.  The year was 1858, and 
in keeping with his penchant for stories 
that would cause consternation in his 
greatest nemesis, state censors, today’s 
plot involved a particularly sensitive 
matter to sitting rulers: the murder of a 
reigning king.   
Unlike Rigoletto, composed by Verdi 7 
years earlier in 1851, where we saw a 
fictional drama about an unlikable ruler, 
this opera was based on an actual event 
about a popular monarch, Gustav III, 
King of Sweden, who was assassinated in 
1792 at a masked ball at his own court.  
Needless to say, the censors disapproved 
- such an event on stage might plant the 
idea in the minds of other ‘malcontents’.   
But, by 1858, Verdi was better equipped 
to overcome their objections.    
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Not only was he now the undisputed 
Maestro of the opera world, but his name 
had become the battle cry of the Italian 
populace who were striving to unite their 
disparate city-states into a single nation 
under the leadership of King Victor 
Emanuel.  Indeed, the letters comprising 
the composer’s name, V-E-R-D-I, were 
cited throughout the Italian peninsula as 
standing for Victor Emanuel, Reign 
D’Italia (King of Italy). 
Verdi refused to alter his score to set a 
less sensitive story, so cosmetic changes 
were made to the plot: the authority of 
the murdered ruler was downgraded 
from king to a lesser rank, as in 
Rigoletto; the time was made earlier and 
the locale moved across the Atlantic to 
the realm of Boston.  (Surely, you 
remember reading as a youth about the 
murder of the King of Boston).  In 
today’s production most of those changes 
were eliminated.  The locale is once 
again Sweden and the ruler is once again 
a king, though he was given the more 
Italian name of Riccardo. 
Finally, I would note that despite the 
opera’s title and the fact that a king is 
assassinated, the central theme of the 
opera is not about affairs of state.  The 
story is a purely human one, a common 
one at that: a classic love triangle.  King 
Riccardo of Sweden is secretly in love 
with Amelia, the wife of his best friend 
and chief counselor, Renato.  And there’s 
a special and unusual aspect to this 
triangle that made it especially attractive 
to Verd i :  NOTHING HAS EVER 
HAPPENED BETWEEN THEM!  But her 
husband, Renato, is never able to accept 
his faithful wife’s protestations; he’s 
certain he has been cuckolded. and it’s 
that certainty that drives the action. 

As the opera opens, Riccardo and Amelia 
have never exchanged so much as a kiss, 
never even a wink or a knowing glance 
or a romantic word of any kind passed 
between them. They each secretly pined 
for the other, alone and in silence, and 
each harbored their separate senses of 
guilt.  Worse, neither suspects that their 
affections are reciprocated by the other.  
Yet this chaste love non-affair will in the 
end cause tragedy, an irony that only 
serves to add to the pathos.     
No wonder the story appealed to Verdi.  
And how beautifully he carried the story 
forward.  

PRIMARY CAST 
Katia Ricciarelli… Amelia, Renato's wife 
Judith Blegen… Oskar, the king’s page 

Bianca Berini… Ulrica 
Luciano Pavarotti… King of Sweden 

Louis Quilico… Renato 
The Metropolitan Orchestra and Chorus is 

conducted by Giuseppe Patane 

ACT ONE:  Scene One   

We are in the palace of Riccardo, King 
of Sweden, where members of his court 
await his arrival.  Two of them are bad 
guys, who sing of their hatred for the 
king and their intention to assassinate 
him when they can.  The king enters to 
be met by his page Oskar (a lyric 
soprano singing in a ‘trouser’ role) who 
shows him the guest list for a masked 
ball to be held in the palace.    
Riccardo sees that the list includes 
Amelia and immediately starts thinking 
of her.  We hear him musing about his 
secret love for Amelia, so we can guess 
that only a combination of guilt and 
honor has prevented him from acting on 
or even declaring his love. 
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Renato enters to warn the king of the 
conspiracy to assassinate him.  Riccardo, 
however, brushes aside the warning and 
tells Renato he does not even want to 
know the conspirators’ names, for this 
would probably result in some bloodshed.  
(This is Verdi’s way to emphasize to the 
audience the too-soft nature of this 
monarch, which ultimately leads to his 
demise.) 

The chief justice of the high court arrives 
with a document calling for banishment 
of a fortune-teller named Ulrica who is 
accused of pract ic ing witchcraft .  
However, in a lyrical and light-hearted 
aria, Oskar praises Ulrica’s prowess as a 
fortune-teller, commenting on the 
accuracy of many of her ear l ier 
predictions regarding the future of people 
who had come to her. 

Faced with conflicting opinions, the king 
decides on the spur of the moment to 
take his entire court, en masse, to see 
Ulrica in action.  Dismissing Renato’s 
warnings that it would be dangerous, 
Riccardo announces all will join him that 
afternoon to visit Ulrica’s den – but they 
are to go incognito.  He tells Oskar to 
find him a set of sailor clothes to wear. 

ACT ONE:   Scene Two   

We are in Ulrica’s establishment.  Many 
guests are present to witness the occult 
goings-on that supposedly take place.  
Riccardo, dressed as a common sailor, 
arrives first as Ulrica hears a sailor 
named Silvano complain that he has 
served honorably in the king’s navy for 
15 years, but has received neither rank 
nor money to show for all his loyalty.  
When Ulrica predicts that he will soon 
have both, Riccardo again displays his 
playful nature.   

He writes out an order promoting Silvano 
to Lieutenant and surreptitiously slips it 
and some gold, into the sailor’s satchel.  
Of course, when Silvano discovers his 
sudden good fortune, everyone attributes 
it to Ulrica’s magical powers.   

Ulrica is approached by a man whom 
Riccardo recognizes as Amelia’s servant.  
The man tells Ulrica that his unidentified 
mistress has come to seek her advice.  
Ulrica sends everyone away so she and 
the lady can meet in private.  Everyone 
leaves except Riccardo, who remains in 
hiding, determined to see what’s up.  
Amelia appears and tells Ulrica that she 
is secretly in love with the king and 
wishes to know how she can rid herself 
of this unwanted obsession. 

Riccardo is surprised and happy to learn 
that she harbors the same secret feelings 
as his own, and with an equally great 
sense of guilt.  Ulrica advises that she 
can make a magic potion to cure her of 
that love, but it would require Amelia to 
take certain difficult actions.  There is a 
flower that grows only in a location near 
the hangman’s gallows outside the city 
walls.  Amelia must pick those flowers 
personally, and only at night.   

Although frightened at the prospect, 
Amelia announces that she will do it that 
very night. She leaves, while Riccardo 
swears that she will not be alone, for he 
will follow her there. 

The other members of his entourage 
arrive, all except Renato.  The king, still 
dressed as a sailor, gives Ulrica his hand 
and asks her to read his palm and tell his 
fortune.  Will he drown at sea? After 
gazing at his hand, she refuses, but 
when he persists, she reluctantly 
complies.   
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She tells him that he will soon be killed.  
That’s bad enough, but it gets worse: 
when Riccardo later asks who will be his 
killer, she predicts that it will be the next 
person who shakes his hand.   The king 
laughs and sings a light-hearted aria to 
show his disdain for her prediction. But 
everybody avoids shaking his hand. 
(Wouldn’t you?)  Then Renato arrives.  
Bad timing!  Since he was not present to 
hear Ulrica’s prophecy, he offers his hand 
to the king, who unhesitatingly takes it.   

ACT TWO:  Scene One 

We are outside the city near the gallows 
where prisoners are executed.   It is a 
forbidding place, as befits its function.  
Of course, Amelia is terrified at the scary 
surroundings, but she screws up her 
courage to perform the fearful task of 
picking the flowers Ulrica has prescribed 
as she sings of how her unwanted 
infatuation is affecting her life.  However, 
when she is done, she finds she is not 
alone.  Riccardo has also come, intending 
to tell her that he loves her.   

He does just that.  At first, she protests 
that she belongs to the man who is his 
best friend and has served him loyally for 
years.  She begs him to leave, but his 
continued expressions of his love wear 
down her resistance, until at last she 
confesses that she loves him too.  They 
sing a long duet with evocative harp 
accompaniment that is the longest such 
scena in this opera.  It is one of the most 
ardent love duets Verdi ever wrote, at 
least unti l he composed Otello a 
generation later. 

The mood changes when Renato 
suddenly appears.  He has come to warn 
the king that assassins are lurking 
nearby and he must flee at once.   

Amelia and Riccardo are dumbstruck at 
this unexpected turn of events.  (But 
they are most concerned at having been 
caught red-handed by her husband in 
what appears on the surface to be an 
illicit romantic tryst.) 

When Renato appeared, Amelia pulled 
down her veil to hide her face, and since 
this is opera, we are willing to accept the 
ridiculous premise that he does not 
recognize his own wife.  The often fool-
hardy Riccardo is sensible enough this 
time to accede to Renato’s urgent plea 
that he flee, but only after he gets 
Renato’s promise to escort the unknown 
lady back to the city without trying to 
learn her identity.   Renato agrees.  

But he and Amelia are confronted by the 
two bad guys. They do not care about 
any secret palace romance.  They are 
incensed that the man they came to kill 
has gotten away.  So they demand, in 
recompense, to learn the identity of the 
lady who is with him.   

Being a thoroughly honorable man, 
Renato is ready to defend her honor, 
even to the point of engaging in an 
unequal sword fight.  But when swords 
are actually drawn, Amelia’s own honor 
takes over.  Rather than allow her 
husband to sacrifice himself for her, she 
reveals her identity. 

Now all three men are dumbstruck. The 
bad guys, of course, can only laugh at 
the situation and Verdi’s accompanying 
music conveys their laughter.  The king’s 
second-in-command had arranged for a 
secret tryst with his own wife, and in this 
god-forsaken place!  The irony is not lost 
on Renato, which, of course, serves to 
further increase his fury.   
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Since the lady must be taken home, 
Renato tells the men to meet him at his 
house the next day, there to make their 
plans.  Thus, in one stroke, the tables 
have turned.  The initial animosity 
between Renato and the two conspirators 
has been converted into a dark and 
ominous partnership in which all three 
men share a deep hatred for Riccardo.  

ACT THREE:  Scene One 

We are in the home of Renato and Amelia 
in a room that is dominated by a painting 
of their family in happier times.   Renato 
tells her that in view of her unpardonable 
behavior, his honor demands that he 
must kill her.  She freely admits she 
loves Riccardo, but swears she has never 
been unfaithful.  Refusing to believe her, 
Renato repeats she must die.  Seeing she 
cannot dissuade him, she asks to be 
allowed to say goodbye to their young 
son; he agrees. 

Alone and awaiting her return, Renato 
gazes at the wall painting, then at a 
smaller portrait of Riccardo, and decides 
that it is the king who is guilty party.  
Hence it is he who must die.  In the 
course of his reaching that decision, 
Renato sings one of Verdi’s most famous 
baritone arias:  “Eri tu” (it was you). 

When the applause subsides, the leit-
motif of the conspirators is heard and the 
bad guys enter.  After convincing them 
that he has come over to their side and 
also wishes to see the king dead, the 
three discuss how to achieve their 
objective.  Their major issue is who will 
have the ‘honor’ of striking the fatal 
blow.  Each has a strong personal motive 
for hating the king and each is itching to 
personally achieve his revenge.    

They decide to let fate decide by drawing 
lots.  Renato places three pieces of 
paper, each with one of their names, into 
a container, and when Amelia returns, he 
forces her to draw the fatal lot.  In true 
opera fashion, it turns out to be Renato.  
He happily announces that he will be the 
one to kill the king! 

Oskar arrives, bringing with him the 
invitation to the masked ball.  The men 
decide that they all will attend and force 
Amelia to go, for the ball will be the 
setting for the murder.  Spared by 
Renato’s last-minute directive, Amelia 
decides that she must warn the king of 
his peril while there is time. 

ACT THREE:  Scene Two  

We are back in the palace, where the 
King is sitting alone signing official     
documents.  As he does so, we learn that 
to avoid further tensions, he has decided 
to send Renato and Amelia to England, 
even though this means separation from 
Amelia.  (It’s a wise decision, but we 
know it’s too late.)  

Oskar arrives to hand the king a letter 
from an unidentified masked lady 
warning him of a plot to murder him at 
the ball, and urging that he stay away.  
R iccardo weighs h is opt ions and 
concludes that if he were to stay away it 
would be an act of cowardice.  So he 
decides to go to the ball.  

The stage is converted into the palace 
ballroom, and quickly fills with masked 
courtiers and their ladies.  This being 
opera, we are asked to accept that no 
one can identify anybody because they’re 
all wearing masks. The conspirators 
confer and are at first stymied, thinking 
the king has stayed away.   
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But when Oskar tells them the king is in 
fact in the room, Renato asks him to 
identify the king’s costume.  Oskar sings 
the second of his two wonderfully bubbly 
arias.  In the spirit of the ball, he tells 
Renato that he knows, but by golly, he’s 
not going to give away the secret!  (Of 
course, he soon does.  How else could we 
get to the opera’s finale?) 
As the final crisis approaches Amelia 
speaks directly to Riccardo and warns 
him again that he is mortal danger.  But 
he is just as stubborn and irrationally 
foolhardy as ever, and refuses to heed 
her warnings.   In this, their private 
interaction, Riccardo tells her that he is 
sending her and Renato to England.  
Unaware of the king’s order, which would 
have eliminated the problem, Renato 
shoots and mortally wounds the king.   
The crowd is incensed at Renato, but 
before anyone can take revenge against 
him, Riccardo, a gentleman to the end, 
announces that Amelia has been virtuous 
and blameless and adds that he also 
forgives Renato.   
Having demonstrated his goodness with 
his last breath, Riccardo dies, and the 
final curtain comes down on Verdi’s 
masterpiece.      

A Closing Comment 

I have always felt that this wonderful 
work has received much less attention 
than it deserves.   It has all the 
necessary operatic elements, and when 
the final curtain comes down, everyone 
knows they have been witness to another 
example of opera at its best.   But you, 
our Riderwood neighbors,  will know it as 
you exit the Encore Theater.  Unlike 
many Verdi operas, no tears have been 
shed this time – at least not many.  But 
lots of emotions have ‘grabbed you’.  And 
that’s what opera is meant to do. 
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