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OPERA AT RIDERWOOD          
NOTES & NEWS

  Il Trovatore is one of my absolute favorite operas.  It is by 
Verdi, need I say more?  It overwhelms us with melodies 
setting the non-stop action, whose pace is so fast, with 
melodies so gorgeous, that the listener doesn’t have time to 
allow one mood to settle in before another takes over.  You 
won’t have time to think of the plot’s improbabilities but 
will be carried along by a saga of a half-crazed gypsy; a 
cruel, lust-driven nobleman, a romantic leading man, more 
brave than cautious; infanticide, mixed-up identities, and 
emotion-draining, competing feelings of love and hate 
motivated by romance and revenge. 
And Verdi spreads his glorious melodies across all five major 
voices with a tenor, our hero Manrico; a baritone, our 
villain, Count di Luna; a bass-baritone, Captain of di 
Luna’s Guard, Ferrando); a soprano, our heroine and love 
interest, Leonora; and the tragic mezzo-soprano, an old 
gypsy, Azucena. Caruso is famously reported to have said 
that mounting a production of “Il Trovatore” is not so hard: 
all you need are the four or five greatest voices in the world. 
This production comes close.   
  Begun in the spring of 1851, Verdi’s work on this opera 
lagged; by mid-1852, the last act was still unfinished. Verdi 
was under contract to premiere this new opera in the spring 
of 1853.  He was ready to fire his librettist, Salvatore 
Cammarano, the leading practitioner of the time, who had 
penned libretti for some of the most famous bel canto operas 
in the repertory over three decades.  But Verdi lived in Italy 
and Cammarano lived in France so the composer only 
learned from a trade paper that his librettist had died.  With 
help from another poet, Verdi completed the opera, based on 
Cammarano’s incomplete sketches and he paid 
Cammarano’s widow the full commission.  
The opera did premiere in January of 1853, sandwiched 
between Verdi’s Rigoletto (March 1851) and La Traviata 
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(March 1853).  

A Brief Digression into Operatic Structure 
The word ‘scena” means a sub-part of an opera. 
I will use it here to describe a format Verdi often 
followed in which he has two sequential but 
related arias: the first is slow and mellow (called 
a cantabile or cavatina) in which the singer tells 
about his or her inner thoughts and hopes – 
usually romantic. After a brief interruption of 
some sort to allow the audience’s emotions to 
adjust and the soloist to take a breather, the 
singer concludes with a faster and more exciting 
aria (called a cabaletta -- from the Italian word 
for ‘horse’) that ensures that the listener’s 
emotions are stirred up.  At this point, the singer 
more often than not exits the stage to great 
applause.  In this opera we hear a scena by one 
or another principal singer in each act.  We’re 
watching Leonora’s Act One scena.  Azucena has 
one in the first scene of Act Two and Luna has 
one in the second scene.  The Act Three scena is 
probably the most famous.  It’s sung by Manrico 
and features a barn-burner cabaletta that evokes 
great applause as the act ends.  And Leonora has 
a second glorious scena in Act Four 

PLOT 
Before the action starts 

Because the plot is so difficult to follow, Verdi’s 
librettist Salvatore Cammarano has the story spin 
out piecemeal in the form of flashbacks by the 
singers (especially the old gypsy, Azucena) as the 
action proceeds.  The story is filled with Verdi’s 
favored type of character, of which Azucena is 
undoubtedly the primary exemplar: people with 
conflicting emotions that ultimately are 
irreconcilable.   Tension arises at the outset and 
never lets up until the final curtain. 
The first flashback is given by Count di Luna’s 
Captain of the Guard, Ferrando: Years ago, the 
former Count had two sons, the younger still an 

infant. It was then that a gypsy woman was 
discovered standing by the cradle of the child, 
who soon became ill and died.   
This was early in the fifteenth century in Spain, 
so the old Count had had the woman declared a 
witch who had cast a spell over the boy.  
Accordingly, she was burned at the stake.  
Azucena the daughter of the gypsy, was then a 
young mother, and she was forced to watch her 
mother’s murder while holding her own baby.   
The next day, the Count’s infant son disappeared, 
soon followed by the discovery of the burned 
remains of a young child in the ashes of the pyre,  
Everyone concluded that the gypsy daughter had 
fulfilled her dying mother’s command and 
murdered the Count’s baby.    
But the old Count clung to the belief that the boy 
was alive and made his surviving son (the present 
Count) swear to never stop searching for his 
brother.  However, this Count accepts that his 
brother is dead, and is driven by revenge: finding 
the gypsy woman who’d killed him.  
As the action opens, Spain has for some years 
been engulfed in a civil war, with the young 
Count on the side of the reigning King and 
Manrico and his band of gypsies on the side of 
the rebels.  Thus, the stage is set for a series of 
confrontations, fueled both by romantic love and 
political enmities. See how beautifully the artistry 
of Verdi and Cammarano combine to weave all 
that into a seamless tapestry. 

ACT ONE  --  “The Duel” 

Ferrando is the first principal character to sing, 
and he holds forth for ten minutes to set the 
scene.  He is an old retainer of the original Count 
di Luna and is now Captain of the Guard.  It is 
night, and his men are sleepy. To keep them 
awake, he recounts the above story, and states 
that even though many years had passed, he is 
sure he would recognize the gypsy daughter if he 
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were ever to set eyes on her again.   (As every 
operaphile can predict, that opportunity will 
occur, but we must wait until Act Three.)  As the 
clock strikes midnight, the men disperse. 
In the next scene, it is night, and Leonora, who is 
a lady-in-waiting to the Queen, enters the garden 
of the palace to wait for an unknown man, a 
Trovatore (troubadour) to serenade her again in the 
darkness, as he had done on many nights recently.  
He is Manrico, the hero of the opera.  Leonora’s 
confidante, Inez, tells her to forget the stranger, for 
it forebodes trouble, but Leonora is in love, and 
this is opera, so   she ignores the warning.  Instead, 
she sings a two-part scena, of which there are 
several in this opera. 
After both ladies have retired to the palace, 
Count di Luna appears.  Of course, he is in love 
with Leonora.  (What kind of opera would it be 
without a competing love interest?)  He intends to 
let Leonora know of his ardor, but first he 
soliloquizes about his love. Before he can make 
Leonora aware of his presence, Manrico 
serenades her from the darkness.  At this, the 
Count announces his rage and jealousy.  Leonora 
now rushes out into the garden to embrace her 
lover, but in the darkness, she mistakes the Count 
for Manrico, who then comes out from his hiding 
place and denounces her ‘betrayal’.  (A similar 
error occurs in Act Four, but she’s blameless each 
time and is quickly forgiven by Manrico.) 
However, when the troubadour announces his 
name, the Count realizes that not only is Manrico 
a rival in the field of love, but he is also his 
enemy on the battlefield.  Naturally, the two 
macho men immediately enter into a sword-fight. 
They’re still fighting when the curtain comes 
down to end Act One. 

ACT TWO - “The Gypsy” 

Months have passed. The curtain rises on the 
camp of the gypsies, who sing the famous “Anvil 

Chorus” as they hammer on copper  pots. 
(Gypsies were famed for being expert 
coppersmiths).  Now we meet Azucena, a 
nonpareil character unlike any other role in opera.  
She starts a flashback with “Stride la vampa” (the 
flames rose) but is interrupted as the gypsies all 
exit to forage for food. Once alone, Manrico asks 
Azucena to finish her tale.  She now tells him 
more about her mother’s death and her fateful 
command to her daughter “Mi Vendicar” (avenge 
me).  She starts to close out her scena with 
“Condotto ell’era in ceppi” in which she starts to 
recount what happened in a controlled mode but 
becomes emotional when she reaches the point 
where Azucena describes how she had then 
thrown a baby onto the pyre and realized too late 
that she had mistakenly thrown her own son into 
the flames. She recounts the scenario in chilling 
detail.  And when you hear her sing “Il figlo mio” 
(my own son) -- not once but twice -- all sung to 
Verdi’s evocative music, if you’re at all like me, 
you will feel chills run down your spine.   
Manrico now tells Azucena that in the duel whose 
beginning we had witnessed in Act One, he had 
the Count at his mercy and was ready to apply the 
coup de grace when he was overcome by a 
strange sensation which told him to spare his 
adversary’s life.  In keeping with the opera’s 
theme of mutually unquenchable thirsts for 
revenge (which we know must end unhappily for 
the good guys) Azucena admonishes Manrico for 
his act of mercy and makes him promise to never 
again show leniency toward the hated Count.     
We learn that some time later, a battle had taken 
place between the armies during which Manrico 
was badly wounded by the Count, who left him 
for dead.  The next day, Azucena had scoured the 
battlefield and found Manrico still alive.  She had 
taken him back to the gypsy camp, where she has 
been slowly nursing him back to health. 
After the gypsies exit, Manrico asks Azucena 
(whom he’d always thought was his real mother) 
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the obvious question: if, as she just said, she had 
thrown her own son into the flames then who was 
he?  Azucena avoids giving him a straight answer 
until finally Manrico lets it go.   
The situation changes dramatically when a 
messenger arrives with news that stirs Manrico to 
action.  Leonora, thinking Manrico was dead, has 
decided to enter a convent and take the veil rather 
than submit to the Count’s sexual advances.  Our 
hero, being an overly passionate but not too 
bright tenor, decides to rush out to stop her, 
ignoring Azucena’s pleas that his wounds have 
not yet healed.   
Meanwhile Luna, who also believes Manrico to 
be dead, and who is as lacking in scruples as he is 
filled with passion for Leonora, has arrived 
outside the seminary with his men, awaiting 
Leonora’s arrival.  He intends to stop her from 
entering the convent, by kidnapping her. Then 
Luna sings one of the great baritone scenas in 
opera. He  begins it with a cantabile filled with 
long legato lines describing his love for Leonora 
“Il Balen” (the light of her smile).  Just as he 
begins his cabaletta, he hears her coming to take 
her vows to the Church.  So his cabaletta 
becomes an emotional proclamation that his love 
for Leonora is so great that not even a god can 
thwart his plan.   
But of course, it is thwarted  -- and by the rival 
that the Count was sure he had killed. 
Leonora now enters, accompanied by a group of 
nuns. Verdi provides some appropriate church-
like music as Leonora kneels to accept the 
sacraments. Luna now intercedes and is about to 
abduct her when -- wonder of wonders -- 
Manrico appears with his forces.  Everyone on 
stage is dumbstruck.  They all believed he was 
dead.  Instead, he’s here alive and has come to 
claim his beloved for himself. 
Leonora asks if she is now in heaven while Luna 
asks if the dead can now return to life. Those 
opposing reactions meld into a duet which 

quickly becomes a trio when Manrico joins in. 
Then, while the two armies clash, the lovers exit 
and the curtain comes down on Act Two.  
  
ACT THREE -- “The Gypsy’s Son” 

More time has passed, Manrico is now in charge 
of defending the rebel fortress Castellor, where 
he and Leonora are housed.  He tells her that 
Luna’s men are ready to attack at dawn, but he 
and his men are ready, and her love will enhance 
his strength.   
We then switch to the Count’s camp. His men, 
with Ferrando’s encouragement, sing that they 
will prevail in the morning’s attack.  Then 
Ferrando informs the Count that his scouts had 
found an old gypsy woman lurking outside the 
camp.  She is brought in, bound with ropes, and 
of course she is Azucena.   
The Count questions her sharply. While her 
responses are evasive, Ferrando recognizes her as 
the one who killed the Count’s brother.  At this 
news, Luna commands that she be dragged off to be 
burned at the stake, and in her panic, she calls out 
for her son Manrico to save her.  The Count now 
gloats that he has his enemy’s mother in his grasp 
(while also avenging the murder of his brother).    
Back at Castellor, the lovers are preparing to be 
married.  He sings a lovely cavatina to her “A si 
ben mio” (Oh yes, my love). Then Ruiz enters to 
advise that Azucena has been captured and is 
about to be burned at the stake. Now we witness 
a wonderful dramatic parallel.  In the previous 
act, we saw the mother vainly trying to hold her 
impetuous son back from rushing out to rescue 
his lady-love.  Now we see the roles reversed, as 
Leonora tries in vain to keep Manrico from 
rushing out to engage in a rash encounter to save 
his ‘mother’. 
Having just sung his heart out to Leonora in his 
scena’s opening cavatina, Manrico now explains 
to his protesting bride-to-be that he was a son 
before he was a lover.  He calls his men to follow 
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him as he prepares to ride out to save Azucena in 
a cabaletta that is among the most rousing tenor 
arias in opera:  “Di Quella Pira” (in that pyre).  
It’s a great curtain number that never fails to 
bring the audience to its feet, and Pavarotti does 
not disappoint.  So ends Act Three.   

ACT FOUR  - “The Ordeal” 

Manrico’s rescue efforts failed (of course) and he 
was captured and condemned to death. He and 
Azucena are both ensconced in a tower cell 
awaiting execution in the morning. As the curtain 
rises, Leonora enters at the foot of the tower.  She 
sings a heartbreaking saccharine-sweet aria, 
“D’Amor sull’ali rosee” asking the breeze to 
carry her rosy thoughts of love up to him on 
wings of angels.   
We hear a marvelous dirge that Verdi wrote to be 
sung by an off-stage chorus of male voices called 
the “Miserere”.  Leonora then sings another 
haunting aria, interlaced with the singing of the 
male chorus, that conveys to us in the audience 
an even greater sense of dread about the 
upcoming denouement that we know is coming.   
We hear Manrico from high up in the tower, 
unaware that she can hear him, singing his 
farewell to Leonora and asking that she not forget 
him.  The two then sing a glorious duet – he 
singing unseen from high up in his cell and she 
singing from the ground below.     
The Count arrives and repeats to his henchman 
that the prisoners are to be executed at dawn: she 
on a pyre and he by hanging.  That expression of 
his unbridled hatred for both his victims is 
followed by his thoughts of Leonora.  Then, as he 
wonders where she could be, she suddenly 
appears.  She tells him that she has come to beg 
for mercy for Manrico.  No way, he says.  He 
only wishes he could find more ways to inflict 
more pain on his rival and kill him a hundred 
times over.  In the course of this Act, Leonora has 

made numerous hand gestures to make us aware 
of the large ring she’s wearing.  It has a special  
purpose that will shortly be made clear. 
Leonora continues to plead with Luna to spare 
Manrico, but in vain. Then she plays her trump 
card: she tells him she will submit to his 
advances in exchange for Manrico’s freedom.  At 
first he is incredulous, but becomes convinced 
when she swears to it.  
As he moves upstage to give the appropriate 
orders to his men, she secretly swallows the 
poison that was hidden in the ring, grimly noting 
that she will be cold and lifeless before he can 
consummate the deal.  In a setting only opera 
could pull off, the two now sing a duet in which 
he gloats at his success while she sings of her 
happiness in knowing that she has saved the life 
of the man she loves. 
In the opera’s last scene, we are in Manrico and 
Azucena’s tower cell as they await execution.  By 
this time, Azucena is totally out of what  was left 
of her addled brain, and she fantasizes being in 
her beloved mountains “Ai Nostri Monti” (in our 
mountains) while Manrico tries to ease her last 
hours.  Finally, mercifully, she falls asleep.     
Suddenly, Leonora appears at his cell door and she 
tells him that she has arranged for his freedom.  He 
guesses what the price was, and in a reprise of his 
mistake in the first act, denounces her unfairly 
once again for being unfaithful.  They sing a duet 
in which he vents his fury while she tries to 
mollify him.  Then the music takes on a darker 
tone,  and we have another example of Verdi’s 
ability to set a lover’s finale so as to break the 
listener’s heart. (Verdi adds more color here by 
having Azucena wake up briefly to blend her voice 
with the couple’s). Leonora realizes that the poison 
is working more quickly than she had expected 
and tells Manrico he should not be so harsh with 
her just as her death approaches.  At last 
recognizing the depth of her sacrifice, Manrico 
tearfully tries to comfort her as her life slips away.   
The opera then rushes headlong to its tragic 
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conclusion.  The Count appears just in time to 
hear Leonora’s dying speech. Realizing that she 
had tricked him, he orders his men to take 
Manrico out to be beheaded immediately.  Upon 
hearing Manrico’s cry of farewell as he is being 
dragged away, Azucena comes out of her stupor 
in time to realize what is about to happen.  
Frantically, she tries to stop the Count, but he 
gloatingly replies that it’s too late -- Manrico has 
been beheaded.  
But the Count’s joy is short-lived. Azucena, now 
crazier than ever, tells him in a grotesquely 
gleeful pronouncement that the Count had just 
killed his own brother.  (Thus, in her troubled 
mind, she had finally fulfilled her mother’s dying 
command to avenge her death.)  And as the final 
curtain falls, Luna cries out his agonized 
recognition that he must go on living with the 
knowledge that he was responsible.  

SOME CLOSING WORDS 

So ends Verdi’s timeless masterpiece. You in the 
audience will exit the theater having had another 
reminder of the greatness of Verdi’s musicianship 
and stagecraft.  At no point in this opera did the 
pace slacken or the music slip to a lesser plane. 
This was Verdi at his best.   
As to the plot, even though our rational thought 
processes told us that the story was totally 
unbelievable, it didn’t matter, for at no point did 
we have the feeling that the characters were 
anything other than real.  Crazy maybe, but flesh 
and blood throughout. These were credible 
people caught up in a combination of personal 
emotions and nationalistic fervor which no one 
could control.  And now you know why for more 
than a century and a half, “Il Trovatore” has been 
and will remain one of the world’s most popular 
operas. 
MANRICO (Tenor) ……………………………..……Luciano Pavarotti 
COUNT di LUNA (Baritone) ……………………..........Sherrill Milnes 
AZUCENA (Mezzo-Soprano)……………………........…Dolora Zajick 
LEONORA (Soprano)………………………...........…….…Eva Marton 
FERRANDO (Bass-Baritone)……..………........……….Jeffrey Wells 

The Orchestra and Chorus of the Metropolitan Opera  
are conducted by James Levine in this 1988 performance 
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