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Also by Steve 
Luciano Pavarotti (Duke of Mantua, 
tenor). In 1983, this world-famous 
star’s voice was at its peak of power 
and beauty and he was as handsome 
as any leading man (except perhaps 
Corelli), so it’s easy to accept that both 
the innocent Gilda and the worldly 
Maddalena fall for him. 
Ingvar Wixell (Rigoletto, baritone). 
This Swedish artist debuted in 1955 
and sang many leading baritone 
roles, including Scarpia, Rossini’s 
Figaro, Amanasro and Escamillo. 
Edita Grubarova (Rigoletto’s 
daughter Gilda, soprano). This 
marvelous Bulgarian coloratura 
appears here as a young ingenue in 
one of her many roles during a long 
career as one of opera’s great divas.  
Ferruccio Furlanetto (Sparafucile, 
basso), has appeared here in “Don 
Giovanni” (Leporello) and in “Barber” 
(Don Basilio). His many other roles 
include Mozart’s Figaro, Gounod’s 
Mephistopheles, and Eugene Onegin. 
Fedora Barbieri (Giavanna, mezzo-
soprano), was for many years among 
the Met’s top performers in her voice 
category, having sung such roles as 
Azucena, Eboli, Ulrica and Santuzza. 
My mystery performer. 
(Monterone – baritone). Can you can 
identify this singer’s name? Please 
do not give it away before I identify 
him at the end of these Notes. Hint: 
You all know him. 

Founder Steve Schwartz
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Giuseppe Fortunino Francesco Verdi 
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————- 

NOTES by STEVE SCHWARTZ
Verdi’s Rigoletto is universally recognized as one of 
the most popular of all operas, and also for having 
been a ground-breaking work that opened new 
vistas for Verdi and for every opera composer who 
followed.  

From its premiere in 1851, the opera’s plot 
posed political difficulties.  It’s based on Victor 
Hugo’s play  “Le Roi S’Amuse” (The king 
amuses himself) in which the ruler is depicted 
as an all-powerful  low-life and a letch who 
lusts after all women, including the wives and 
daughters of his own courtiers.  The official 
censors tried to prevent the mounting of such 
an opera, but Verdi was bent on doing it. So the 
realm of the king in the opera was downsized to 
a duke, which altered nothing for Verdi. 

The censors also objected to Rigoletto being a 
hunchback, and here Verdi resisted, saying that the 
deformity had helped to form the jester’s character, 
which was not that of a nice man.  He is a man 
filled with anger at the way life had treated him 
since his birth. 

This anger allows him to act as the duke’s jester, 
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where he can  take shots at others with 
impunity, including the courtiers, since the 
Duke has his back.  His one redeeming 
quality is that he has a daughter of sixteen 
whom he loves and wishes to protect 
above all else. Since the story is intended 
to demonstrate the folly of revenge, you 
can guess that he not only fails to protect 
her but actually helps to bring about the 
tragedy that is to come.  

Having such a deeply flawed man as 
protagonist was deemed disreputable, but 
Verdi actively sought controversy.  By 
1851, he had the prestige to stand his 
ground, and to overcome all the other 
roadblocks posed by the authorities. So, 
he succeeded in getting his opera 
performed, even as Hugo’s play was not.  
Once produced, the opera was an instant 
success, and has remained a favorite on 
opera stages all over the world ever since.


PLOT

Today’s 11983 production was made as a 
film rather than a stage performance, and 
the director, Jean-Pierre Ponnelle, made 
good use of that medium’s special 
characteristics.  One conclusion I have 
drawn (not supported by any written 
commentary I have seen) is that it was 
originally shot in 3D but the idea was later 
abandoned. If you watch numerous 
camera angles and physical arrangements 
of the players, you will see instances with 
unusual settings whose major purpose 
seems to me to be to emphasize spatial 
relationships of the players during the 
action.  

For instance, there are many shots where 
the central character is framed against a 
long shot in the background (or the 
opposite, as in the closing shot of the first 
scene in Act One). Also, in the second act, 
you will see every courtier standing in a 
semi-circle surrounding the spot where we 
are to believe that we are lying on the 

ground in the place where Rigoletto 
would be, with every sword pointed 
directly at him (that is, at us, as viewer). 

On other occasions, you will see some 
article (a boot, for instance) that is 
gratuitously thrown directly towards the 
camera, or you’ll see group scenes where 
secondary players are arranged to 
emphasize the depth of the setting.  

In the following synopsis, I set forth the 
plot as Verdi wrote it: as a three-act stage 
presentation.  Since it’s a film, there is no 
proscenium arch or curtain, and there are 
no separate acts.  But it’s the same story 
in all respects.

During the overture, even before the 
action has begun, we see a young blonde 
dressed all in white lying unconscious on 
the floor of the main ballroom of the 
Duke’s palace. Her identity is unclear. The 
director has deliberately made it 
ambiguous.  She seems an amalgam of 
Rigoletto’s daughter and the nobleman 
Monterone’s daughter who both suffer the 
same fate at the hands of the Duke.


ACT ONE

Scene One:  The main ballroom of the 

Duke’s palace

Verdi immediately introduces us to the 
hedonistic nature of the Duke’s entire 
court, especially Rigoletto’s and the 
Duke’s dark inner souls.  

While Ponnelle’s orgiastic opening scena 
is somewhat over the top (including 
mistreatment of that anonymous blonde 
lady in white) it achieves Verdi’s goal: 
within a few minutes, we have a measure 
of the character of both men; it ain’t 
good!

The Duke’s first aria, “questa o quella” 
(this one or that one) makes clear his 
attitude toward women, and by 
extrapolation, to all others.  He takes 
pleasure where and when he pleases.  
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Currently, he has his eye on the wife of a 
member of his court, the Countess 
Ceprano.  Warned that her husband is 
present, he replies that he doesn’t care. 
(After all, he’s the Duke.) 

At this point Rigoletto appears, and with 
the first words he utters, Verdi lets us 
know how nasty he can be.  He cruelly 
taunts the husband, Count Ceprano, 
who must keep silent.  It’s soon clear he 
has been equally nasty towards the 
other courtiers. Not only does Rigoletto 
drive in the knife, he twists it again and 
again until even the Duke comments 
that sometimes he goes too far.

Now we hear the voice of Monterone.  
Verdi wrote it so that we hear him before 
we see him and Ponnelle has set this 
scene in a long-range view that 
accentuates what I feel is a 3D-friendly 
setting: Monterone on a balcony high 
above the ballroom floor, perfectly 
centered in a wide-angle shot of marble 
columns and statuary.  

Monterone dares to interrupt the court’s 
revelry to rail against the Duke for having 
defiled his daughter, even as he knows 
that he will be treated harshly for this 
public insult.  But Rigoletto sees it as an 
opportunity to inflict additional pain on a 
grieving father. 

Rigoletto becomes even nastier toward 
this suffering old man than we have just 
seen him act toward the aggrieved 
husband, and he proceeds to surpass 
his previous cruelty.  This leads to a 
crucial action by Monterone. He curses 
both the Duke and Rigoletto.  

This curse becomes the central theme of 
the opera. Monterone has hurled a 
FATHER’S CURSE, which cuts deeply 
into Rigoletto’s psyche. We will hear him 
refer to “La Maledizione” -Verdi’s first 
working title for the opera- several times 

in the course of the drama.  

The scene ends with Rigoletto fleeing 
the court in panic, and the courtiers 
mockingly throwing his personal 
belongings after him, again 
accentuating the 3-D effect. 


Scene Two:  A dark deserted alley 
near the river 


It’s a dark and gloomy night, (Listen to 
Verdi’s music.) and Rigoletto is on his 
way home as he encounters 
Sparafucile, a professional assassin 
who approaches Rigoletto to offer his 
services to a man he suspects may 
need them.  Watch how Rigoletto skips 
light-heartedly while walking alongside 
the killer, another nuance added by the 
director to convey Rigoletto’s nature.

Once alone, Rigoletto sings an 
illuminating aria “Pari siamo” (we are the 
same;  he kills with a knife while I kill 
with words).  Then in an instant, Verdi’s 
music alters the mood, as we hear the 
sound of a flute (as of a bird singing) 
and we know that the setting is about to 
change for the better.  The flute 
connotes the pure nature of Rigoletto’s 
daughter Gilda. 

In Act Two, Verdi has an oboe, with its 
dolorous tones, introduce her, to convey 
the different ambience of the situation 
and the dark message Gilda will give 
her father. (These little touches mark 
Verdi’s creative and musical genius.)

Rigoletto enters the garden of his gated 
home, where we meet Giavanna, 
Gilda’s supposed protector, and then 
Gilda.  Lest we miss the point in the 
opening scene, Ponnelle has dressed 
Gilda in white, the same as the girl we 
saw during the overture, thereby driving 
home the parallel aspects of the two 
fathers and their daughters. We will see 
and hear more of this parallel.
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A pair of duets, each filled with the 
melodies for which Verdi was justly 
renowned, begins with a loving father-
daughter scena between Rigoletto and 
Gilda.  We get to know his personal 
history and why he acts so harshly to 
everyone except his daughter.  Then he 
leaves and that affectionate and caring 
duet is followed by one of a different 
nature between Gilda and the Duke who 
bribed Giavanna to let him in to woo and 
seduce the inexperienced and naïve girl.  
We see how easily he lies to her.  Then 
Gilda sings one of opera’s most famous 
arias, “Cara nome” (dearest name) in 
which she claims that the name, the false 
name the Duke gave her, will always live 
in her heart.

The courtiers appear outside the walls of 
the house, intending to kidnap the 
beautiful young lady whom they believe 
to be the jester’s mistress. Among them is 
the Count Ceprano, who lives across the 
street and has not forgotten the treatment 
he received from Rigoletto at court.  

When Rigoletto returns home 
unexpectedly, his appearance serves to 
add to their fun.  Ceprano recedes to the 
background while the others tell Rigoletto 
that they’re here to kidnap Ceprano’s 
wife.  Hearing this news, the jester’s cruel 
nature comes to the fore, and he 
volunteers to help. He doesn’t object 
when they put a mask on him, but in the 
darkness, he’s unaware that a blindfold 
had been added.  

They proceed with their dirty work.  Only 
after they leave and he hears Gilda’s 
distant cries for help does Rigoletto 
remove the blindfold and realize the truth. 
He interprets this as fulfilling Monterone’s 
curse and dramatically cries out, “Ah!  La 
Maledizione.”  That is Verdi’s marvelous 
closing to Act One.  But, just before the 
scene fades to black, Ponnelle’s places 

Rigoletto hanging in the air, high up on 
the balcony. Never mind how that could 
happen -- it’s the visual effect that 
counts.  


ACT TWO 
The Scene:  In the Duke’s palace


Returning from having gone to Rigoletto’s 
house where he discovered that Gilda is 
gone, the Duke decries her kidnapping as 
depriving him of the chance to know what 
true love is really like.  It is a touching 
aria, a sinful man claiming to have found 
love at last.  Except, we know he’s lying, 
perhaps even to himself.  Some view this 
as the Duke’s finest aria in the opera.  
Watch how quickly his initial sadness 
disappears when the courtiers enter and 
advise him that they were the ones who 
had abducted Gilda.  

He laughs repeatedly as they describe 
their actions, but becomes even more 
elated when informed that they have 
brought her here to the palace, thereby 
making her immediately available for him 
to satisfy his lustful desires.

The next scena is one that only Verdi 
could have pulled off successfully.  First, 
Rigoletto desperately looks for his 
daughter, laughing a false laugh to mask 
his inner agony.  He knows they abducted 
Gilda, and his heart is breaking as his 
eyes search for a tell-tale clue.   His 
phony laughter turns to anger when they 
all turn their backs on him.  Next, he tries 
to force his way past them to search for 
Gilda, but they block his path and 
brandish their swords in the 3D manner I 
cited earlier.  Finally, he realizes he is 
beaten and falls to his knees to beg for 
mercy from the very courtiers whom he 
had mercilessly mocked in the past, even 
just a few hours prior.  You’ll find it hard to 
remain impassive as you listen to the pain 
of this heart-broken and now totally 
helpless father.
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All this is accompanied by a series of 
melodies and changes in the pace and 
timbre of Verdi’s music that always 
appropriately matches Rigoletto’s 
constantly changing words and actions.  

In another cinematic touch by Ponnelle, 
we see the Duke emerge from an ornate 
curtained bed in the middle of another 
room where Gilda’s rape has just taken 
place.  Ponnelle has the Duke throw open 
the curtain with a smug cry of victory at 
what he’s just done.  There is no love here 
– only machismo and satisfied lust.

Rigoletto chases everyone away, then 
asks Gilda to tell him what happened. In a 
hauntingly beautiful aria with an 
accompaniment featuring the sad tones 
of the oboe, she sings “Tutte la fiesta” 
(every Sunday) describing how she and 
the Duke met at church and fell in love. 
She says she forgives him for what he did 
to her.  Her father does not, and lets us 
know it. 

Again, we hear before we see Monterone.  
He’s being led to the scaffold bemoaning 
that the vile Duke always gets away with 
his crimes. Rigoletto shouts to him not to 
worry, he will carry out his revenge. In a 
stirring caballetta whose rhythm grabs 
you and won’t let go, he vows to avenge 
them both.  Using the same melody and 
cadence, Gilda vainly tries to lessen her 
father’s fury, repeating that she loves and 
forgives the Duke. With your heart pounding, 
Act Two ends.


ACT THREE 
The Scene:  A month later, outside a 

tavern by the river

We are where the assassin Sparafucile 
lives with his sister Maddalena.  He has 
lured the Duke to meet her, in order to kill 
him. Rigoletto arrives outside with Gilda. 
After hoping she would outgrow her 
infatuation for the Duke to no avail, 

Rigoletto has brought her here to show 
her just what a rat the Duke really is. She 
still believes the Duke loves her.  The 
Duke arrives and sings one of opera’s 
most famous tenor arias “La donne e 
mobile” (women are fickle).  It’s a catchy 
tune that became an immediate hit on all 
the streets in Italy.  It conveys a 
marvelously ironic message when you 
consider the  immorality of the lustful man 
who sings it. 

As Rigoletto and Gilda remain outside to 
look and listen through the window, these 
four sing the famous quartet “Bella figlia 
d’el amore” (beautiful daughter of Love). 
The Duke tells Maddalena the same lies 
about love and marriage that Gilda 
recognizes as the lies he told her.  Verdi 
weaves a magnificent ensemble that’s 
unmatched in all of opera in a scena that 
only opera can offer, where simultaneous 
voices with different words in different 
melodies can clearly present disparate 
thoughts.

Gilda has to admit the Duke lied to her.  
She overhears Sparafucile accept his 
sister’s entreaties to spare the Duke (“he’s 
such an Apollo”).  He agrees to kill the 
next person who knocks on the door and 
deliver that body to Rigoletto in a sack. 
But, Gilda is still a naïve 16-year-old girl 
experiencing first love, and she decides 
to sacrifice her life to save the Duke.  In 
the midst of a storm (depicted by Verdi by 
the sound of an unseen chorus humming) 
Gilda knocks on the door, saying she is a 
traveler seeking shelter, and enters. 
Sparafucile immediately stabs her, and he 
and Maddelena wrap her in the sack.

After the storm has passed, Rigoletto 
anxiously awaits midnight to arrive so he 
can at last be avenged for his daughter’s 
shame. He is in a rowboat below a trap 
door through which we previously saw 
him make the deal for the Duke’s murder.  
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Sparafucile hands him a sack with a body 
in it, and Rigoletto exults in his victory 
over the hated Duke. He rows to mid-
river, where he intends to dump the sack. 
Then he hears a sound that sends chills 
down his spine: it’s the Duke singing “La 
Donne e mobile”.

His mind races: the Duke is still alive!  But 
if he’s alive, then who is in the sack? 
Frantically, he cuts it open, and discovers 
to his horror that it’s his daughter. She is 
badly wounded, but stays alive long 
enough to wring yet another tear from the 
audience as she sings that she’ll soon be 
with her mother in heaven. She dies and, 
in despair, Rigoletto brings down the 
virtual final curtain —and the house— 
crying out ”Ah, La Madedizione!”   

✢
Some Final Comments 

Rigoletto rocketed Verdi, then not yet 
forty, from promising composer with over 
a dozen successful operas to his credit, 
to becoming the prominent, undisputed 
king of Italian operatic composers, a 
position he retained over the next half-
century.  At his death in 1901 the entire 
nation mourned. 


————- 
Runtime: 128 minutes •  Recorded 

1981 •  Filmed 1982 • DVD released 
1988/2006 by Deutsche 

Grammophon  • MPAA not rated 
ASIN: B000EQHHJW 

 

Riderwood Opera Theater 
presents both recorded and live 
performances of and about opera.  
Live concerts are Purple Lady 
Productions; recordings are shown 
as Encore Opera. 
Residents are invited to join and work 
with Opera Theater’s members: Mike 
Beard, Paula Cook, Joe Davidson, 
Judith Dighe, Trudy Downs, Betty 
Dunkins, Sallie Holder, David Knutson, 
Sally Koenig, Joan Kugler, Gene 
Martin, Sally Porter, Steve Schwartz, 
Leah Solat, Mary Ann Stroker, Millie 
Trimble, and Ken Welliver. Our new 
members’ names will soon be added 
to this list; really, they will.
Encore Opera Notes is published every 
week,  for the opera community at 
Riderwood and distributed without charge 
by Leah Solat, Mary Ann Stroker, and 
Judith Dighe to the cubbies of residents 
without email. It is edited and printed by 
Gene Martin
For a free subscription send your 
name and (cubby) address to Leah 
Solat, PV 409 or email:   

genemartin36@gmail.com  


