
 

Page  of 61

OPERA AT RIDERWOOD          
NOTES & NEWS

Steve’s Notes were written for a different version of La 
Traviata, (Wolf Trap, 1976) which was staged in the 
“usual,” then conventional manner. Director Andrea 
Andermann’s version filmed in 2000, which we screen 
today, enjoyed many benefits of creative technological 
support and luxurious furnishings in creating the lush 
ambiance of the aristocracy’s upper crust during 
Verdi’s life. Nonetheless, the actors still interacted in 
the conventional way that Steve described. And, 
despite its grandiosity, Andermann’s production, like 
most, is dependent on the artists to bring it to life. 
Which they do. And now, Steve Schwartz’s Notes: 

La Traviata” is one of the most performed operas in the 
repertory, and for good reason.  It offers some of Verdi’s 
most luscious music that sets a tragic love story of a lady, 
once of easy virtue, who repented and ‘went straight’ when 
she found true love, only to have her heart broken.  And 
when she dies, ours will be broken as well.    
The opera premiered in March of 1853, less than two months 
after the premiere of Verdi’s prior opera, “Il Trovatore”.  Verdi 
had signed a contract to produce a new opera which became 
“Trovatore,” in 1852 and a second opera for the Carnival 
season in 1853 (“Traviata”).  But his original librettist for the 
earlier work died with the last act unfinished.  So Verdi had 
had to compose portions of the two operas concurrently.  
Moreover, between March 1851 and March 1853, he 
produced three such works.  Each is a masterpiece in its own 
right, but taken together, they comprise a trio that is 
unmatched in Italian opera. Each was also a groundbreaking 
work that revolutionized the genre.  Verdi also challenged 
the censors of the autocratic Austrian government in control 
of most of northern Italy at the time: 

“Rigoletto” dares to portray a ruler who was of low moral 
character and acted reprehensibly toward everyone.
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THIS WEEK’S NEWS 
Save The Date: June 28 

Purple Lady Productions is preparing to 
present a Concert by the Maryland Opera 
Company featuring artists soprano 
Natalie Conte and baritone John Allen 
Nelson accompanied by Maryland Opera 
Artistic Director, Maestro James Harp, in a 
program of well-loved arias from some of 
your favorite operas in the Chapel that 
evening. Further details to be announced.  

————————————————-——— 

“FIRST” OPERAS? 
This is our last of three “first” operas we 
hope appealed to opera newcomers or to 
someone who went to the wrong opera 
first. Actually, any opera —every opera—  
could be a “first” opera if one likes it. And 
as every opera lover knows, our tastes 
expand as we try out operas we had yet to 
see or even one  we try anew to learn 
whether our feelings will have changed. 
Encore Opera is the ideal venue for 
hearing new-to-me operas; it costs nothing 
and if you don’t like what you see, just slip 
out quietly. We have added many new 
recordings to encourage you to be an 
opera learner as well as an opera lover. 

————————————————-——— 

CAST  page 4  •   PRODUCTION page 6 
————————————————-——— 

“NOTES” Continued Page 2

NEXT WEEK IN ENCORE 
In a week, on June 3rd, we return to 
one of the most played operas, the 
Puccini classic, “Tosca” in a wonderful 
live recording from the stage of La 
Scala in 2000. This DVD of the TV 
movie production features an 
outstanding cast: Maria Guleghina as 
Floria Tosca with Salvatore Licitra as 
Mario Cavaradossi, Leo Nucci as 
Scarpia and Riccardo Muti conducting 
the Orchestra del Teatro alla Scala. 
Hear again Steve’s favorite curtain line 
as Scarpia exclaims “Tosca, you make 
me forget God!”         — 

Steve’s Encore Notes 

LaTraviata        a Paris   
Giuseppi Verdi

English Subtitles • 125 Minutes :02:05:
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“Il Trovatore” has as its protagonists an 
ethnic group (gypsies) that was generally 
reviled by polite society.

“La Traviata” (today’s opera) stars a 
courtesan who displays a strength of 
character greater than those supposedly of 
higher station.

Verdi’s special interest in our story
Today’s story had a highly personal appeal to 
Verdi. Here’s why.  It first appeared as a book 
and then a play by Alexander Dumas.  Verdi 
saw the play in Paris in 1851 and was at once 
attracted to it.  The action centers on a real-life 
courtesan with whom Dumas had been 
involved.  (At that time, top-level courtesans 
acted as hostesses at their pleasure palace 
mansions, to which members of high society 
vied for invitations.  Those soirees started late in 
the evening and continued until dawn, and 
since the guests consisted mostly of the idle rich, 
gambling was a common feature of the night’s 
entertainment.)
But Verdi’s interest was more mundane and much 
more personal.  A few years previously, while 
living in Paris, he had taken up residence with a 
prima donna named Giuseppina Strepponi whom 
he met when she sang the lead in a number of 
Verdi’s  early operas.  In the late 1850s, after nearly 
a decade of living together, they were married.  All 
told, they spent over a half-century together before 
she pre-deceased him.
When “La Traviata” premiered in Venice in 
March 1853, it was a fiasco.  The blame for its 
initial failure is generally attributed to the cast, 
whose selection Verdi had not had time to 
oversee properly while he was finishing up 
Trovatore.  One problem was that the baritone 
was past his prime.  There had been too few 
rehearsals.  But, the greatest problem was that 
the diva singing Violetta was hugely 
overweight, making it difficult for the audience 
to see her as wasting away from consumption.  

Verdi wrote a famous letter that spring, soon 
after the flawed premiere, in which he expressed 
his conviction that despite its initial failure, with 
the aid of changes to his score, the hiring of a 
better cast and more rehearsal time, the opera 
would prove to be a great success.  He was 
right.  The following year the opera was 
remounted with a new cast and Verdi’s revisions 
and was an immediate hit.  From that time on, 
La Traviata has been a mainstay in every opera 
house the world over.
Verdi’s orchestral artistry in this opera
In his prelude, Verdi subtly evokes an ethereal 
mood use just the strings. Suddenly, you’re 
startled out of your reverie by the full orchestra 
playing fortissimo to find yourself in the midst 
of a grand soiree with party-goers who’ve come 
to Violetta’s salon to eat, drink and be merry.  
Verdi uses a similar orchestration in the 
Entr’Acte before Act Three.  He begins with 
even fewer strings and reduces their number 
further as he approaches the coda.  This time, he 
expands the orchestration in order to get 
maximum effect setting the mood for Violetta’s 
heart-rending death.

Act One
A gay party is under way in the elegant Paris 
mansion of our heroine, Violetta Valery.  Its 
guests include our hero, Alfredo Germont, who 
has been brought by a friend to introduce him to 
Violetta and tells her that Alfredo has been an 
admirer for the past year.  She is skeptical, and  
greets him with a minimal  show of interest.   
When Violetta asks her patron Baron Douphol to 
propose a toast, he is unable to do so.  Violetta 
challenges Alfredo who sings a brindisi:  
“Libiamo” (Let’s drink).  Violetta matches him 
with her own toast, sung to the same melody, and 
finally, all the guests join in to provide a rousing 
finale.  Violetta learns that during the past year, 
while she was sick (with the dread illness we 
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know will end her life) Alfredo had come by the 
house every day to inquire for her health. 
When the guests go to another room, Violetta has 
a sudden coughing fit.  Alfredo who stayed 
behind sees this and tells her that her life style 
will shorten her life.  He adds that if he had the 
right to do so, he would protect her from her 
excesses. He sings his second aria, “Un di felice” 
(one happy day) describing his hopes for a future 
life together with her.  She is touched by his 
display of true affection, as opposed to the sort of 
attentions she is used to receiving from men.  
She gives him a camellia and tells him to return 
when it has faded. “Tomorrow?”  Yes! 
Tomorrow. He exits, thrilled.
Once the guests have all gone, she allows herself 
the luxury of ruminating on her life.  She sings 
her great 2-part scena, which lasts for almost ten 
minutes, in which we gain insights into her 
character, which is at the heart  of Verdi’s opera.  
After a brief recitatif beginning “E strano” (how 
strange) she sings an introspective cavatina “A 
fors e lui” (for him, perhaps) in which she allows 
herself to dream that maybe he’s ‘the one’ who 
can give her the love she has never known. But, 
she stops herself and sings “folia” (that’s folly), 
and launches into her famous cabaletta “Sempre 
libere” (forever free) in which she says that in her 
life, she can seek only pleasure.  
In the course of this long and demanding tour-
de-force, we hear Alfredo, unseen, interposing 
the key lines from his earlier aria in which he 
described what love means to him.  It’s a phrase 
she picks up on, which we’ll hear several more 
times during the opera: “Mysterioso” and “Croce 
e delizia” (love is mysterious, it’s both torment 
and delight). 

Act Two, Scene One
Three months have passed.  Alfredo and Violetta 
are living together in an up-scale private villa 

outside Paris. Alfredo had persuaded Violetta to 
give up the dissolute life-style of a courtesan in 
favor of one filled with his love.  Both are 
gloriously happy: he for having won her over, 
and she for experiencing true love for the first 
time in her life, especially knowing she has but a 
short life left .  
Alfredo enters and sings of his happiness living 
with the woman he adores. Violetta’s maid 
Anina enters. She tells him she is returning from 
Paris, where she’s been selling Violetta’s 
possessions to pay for their expensive life-style.  
He is shocked to hear this.
He is ashamed at having her support them and 
surprised that he failed to consider how their 
comfortable lifestyle was being paid for.  He 
leaves immediately for Paris to scrape up the 
money with which to repay her.  
Violetta enters.  She too is happy beyond words.  
She reads a newly delivered note from her 
friend Flora (another courtesan) inviting Violetta 
and Alfredo to a soiree in her salon. Violetta 
laughs at the absurdity of being asked to return 
to a life she had forsworn for true love, and she 
casually casts the invitation aside.  
Anina advises her that an unknown gentleman 
has come to see her.  It is Alfredo’s father, 
Giorgio Germont, who launches into a verbal 
attack on the woman he believes to be a 
designing hooker living off his son’s largesse.  
She responds that she is not accustomed to 
being greeted so rudely in her own home and 
proposes to retire ‘more for your sake than mine’. 
She shows him what she has been paying.  
Although Germont did not expect to encounter 
such a dignified reaction and actual facts, he has 
come for the express purpose of breaking up her 
liaison with his son and launches into a 
succession of self-serving arguments to do so.  
The two have a twenty-minute scena that is 
worth the price of admission all by itself.  She 
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has been dreading that her new-found 
happiness could not last. Germont skillfully 
manipulates her vulnerabilities and their dialog 
provides many psychological insights into 
Violetta’s character.
He opens by saying he has a daughter, a pure 
and innocent angel, who is soon to be married 
into a noble family that would surely break off 
the engagement were they to learn of Alfredo’s 
scandalous life, living with a known prostitute.  
‘I understand’, she says, ‘You want me to stay away 
from Alfredo for a while so as not to spoil the plans 
for your daughter’s wedding.’ She concedes, ‘I love 
truly Alfredo and cherish every moment with him, 
but I’m willing to live apart from him for a short 
while.’
Germont is a really tough customer. ‘No’, he tells 
her, ‘that is not enough.  You must renounce him for 
good’. She recoils: ’That’s too much to ask,’ 
revealing that she is dying and this is her last 
chance at happiness.
That revelation might cause a less determined 
man to reconsider his demand, but Germont 
will not be diverted from his mission.  He tries a 
new tack: ‘You are still young and beautiful’, but 
your looks will fade, and men are fickle.  Soon he will 
tire of you and go after younger women’.  
That shot hits home, for Violetta has previously 
noted the fading bloom in her cheeks. Sensing 
her growing weakness, he piles on the pressure 
by adding a generous dose of guilt: her 
relationship with Alfredo has not been blessed 

by Heaven, so she must give up her hope of 
happiness for the sake of his purer daughter’s 
claim. That’s the final blow, as Violetta muses:  
‘even if God can be forgiving of our past sins, men 
are not’.  (As she does so, we can imagine Verdi 
thinking while composing this opera of the 
many nasty comments he endured from people 
who condemned his liaison with Giuseppina 
Strepponi.)  
Concluding that she can never gain the 
respectability she longs for, she surrenders.  In 
“Dite alla giovane” (say to your daughter) 
Violetta tells Germont to tell his daughter there 
was once someone who sacrificed the most 
precious thing in her life for your sake.
Further acknowledging his victory, she asks 
Germont to embrace her as he would his own 
daughter.  No response!  Momentarily, Violetta 
gives vent to her despair, saying she will die of 
sadness.  Regaining her composure, she asks 
Germont how to proceed. ‘Tell him you no longer 
love him’, he says.  ‘He would not believe me’, she 
replies.  ‘Leave him’.  ‘He will follow’.  Seeing no 
alternative, she says she’ll write a goodbye note 
to Alfredo and leave before he returns.  
Anticipating his pain, (for she swears never to 
tell him why he’s been abandoned) she begs 
Germont to stay to comfort him.  Recognizing 
the extent of her sacrifice, he tells her to cry 
(‘Piangi’) as catharsis.  He leaves, but will soon 
return.
Violetta sends Anina to Paris with a note 
accepting Flora’s invitation, and begins writing 
her farewell to Alfred.  She has not finished 
when he returns.  She hides the paper and won’t 
tell him about it.  He can’t figure out what’s up.  
She keeps her promise to Germont, but, her 
emotions get the better of her.  In a heart-
rending aria, she embraces Alfredo and sings 
“Amami, Alfredo” (Love me Alfredo) desperately 
begging him to love her no matter what.  He 
agrees, but remains puzzled.  Her hurried exit 

Primary Cast: 

Eteri Gvazava as Violetta Valéry
José Cura as Alfredo Germont

Rolando Panerai as Giorgio Germont
Raphaëlle Farman as Flora Bervoix

Magali Léger as Annina
Nicolas Rivenq as Barone Douphol
Giorgio Gatti as Marchese d'Obigny

Víctor García Sierra as Dottore Grenvil
Antonio Márquez as Toréador

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0350283/?ref_=tt_cl_t1
http://www.imdb.com/character/ch0042807/?ref_=tt_cl_t1
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0192584/?ref_=tt_cl_t2
http://www.imdb.com/character/ch0042808/?ref_=tt_cl_t2
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0659343/?ref_=tt_cl_t3
http://www.imdb.com/character/ch0042809/?ref_=tt_cl_t3
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0267714/?ref_=tt_cl_t4
http://www.imdb.com/character/ch0104476/?ref_=tt_cl_t4
http://www.imdb.com/character/ch0042811/?ref_=tt_cl_t5
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0729169/?ref_=tt_cl_t7
http://www.imdb.com/character/ch0042810/?ref_=tt_cl_t7
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0309786/?ref_=tt_cl_t8
http://www.imdb.com/character/ch0104474/?ref_=tt_cl_t8
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0305865/?ref_=tt_cl_t9
http://www.imdb.com/character/ch0053031/?ref_=tt_cl_t9
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0617287/?ref_=tt_cl_t10
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further confuses him.  Germont appears and 
seeks his son’s return home, singing the most 
famous baritone aria of the opera: “Di Provenza” 
reminding Alfredo of the sun and the sea he 
enjoyed growing up on their estate in Provence.  
When Alfredo finds Flora’s discarded invitation 
he concludes Violetta has returned to her 
former life.  He decides to follow her and 
angrily speaks of vengeance for her ‘betrayal’. 
Act Two, Scene Two
In Flora’s mansion, the guests are all well 
dressed and ready to party. First the guests are 
treated to some live entertainment in the form 
of faux Spanish players doing a song and dance 
in a gypsy style, followed by a mock bullfight. 
Then everyone returns to their main 
entertainment: gambling.   Violetta enters with 
Baron Douphol. He and Alfredo engage in a 
spiteful betting spree, accompanied by Verdi’s 
evocative rhythms each time the cards are dealt.  
Alfredo keeps winning and the Baron gets 
progressively angrier. Finally he challenges 
Alfredo to a duel.  Since it’s witnessed by 
everyone, he must accept.
Violetta is in great pain at the thought of 
Alfredo being wounded or killed. She arranges 
to speaks privately with Alfredo to beg him not 
to duel.  He assumes she is worried about the 
Baron although she says she still loves him. 
Then why did she leave him?  She says she 
cannot tell him because a man she may not 
identify has sworn her to secrecy.  He continues 
to press her until she is forced into ‘admitting’ 
she loves the Baron.  
At that, Alfred loses his composure completely 
and calls everyone back to hear him denounce 

Violetta.  He admits he allowed her to finance 
their life together, but he wants everyone to 
witness that he is repaying his debt.  He throws 
his winnings in her face and she collapses. As he 
starts to leave, his father denounces him for 
insulting a lady.  Germont knows that his 
demands are the cause for this scene but says 
nothing of it.
Violetta has yet another heart-rending aria.  (The 
opera’s full of them.)  In “Alfredo, Alfredo” she 
sings that he cannot know the depths of her love 
for him and the sacrifice she is making for that 
love.  But of course he doesn’t understand her 
meaning and storms away.  
ACT THREE
The Entr’Acte I mentioned earlier sets the mood 
in Violetta’s bedroom.  Instead of a boisterous 
party in an elegant mansion, the room is dark 
and forbidding.  Months have passed, her 
tuberculosis is terminal, and she is near death.  
Her faithful servant Anina tells her they’re 
almost out of money; Violetta says ‘give half to 
the poor.’  Adding to the pathos, we hear people 
outside celebrating Carnival.  Doctor Grenville 
arrives.  After a brief examination, he reassures 
Violetta, says he will return soon, and as he 
leaves, lets Anina know she has only a few 
hours left to live.  
Verdi and his librettist, Francesco Maria Piave 
give us a marvelous bit of stagecraft.  Violetta 
reads aloud a well-worn letter accompanied by 
a solo violin.  It’s from Germont, and she’s 
obviously read and re-read it many times.  It 
says Alfredo fled abroad after wounding the 
Baron in their duel but he knows the truth about 
Violetta’s sacrifice, and is hurrying back to beg 
her forgiveness. When she finishes, she says: “e 
tardi” (it’s too late). Her ensuing aria is a tear-
jerker without equal: “Adio al Pasata”.  She had 
hoped he would arrive before she dies.  
As Anina returns from giving away half of her 

Friends bring friends to try 
opera… especially the ones they 

themselves most enjoy!
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few remaining coins, she tells her mistress to 
prepare for a great shock -- Alfredo has 
returned!  And sure enough, to an 
accompanying crescendo from the orchestra, he 
enters and they embrace joyfully.  But her 
weakness is clear.  Twice she tries to prepare to 
go to church, but is unable to do so.  The gloom 
on stage becomes  palpable, as everyone realizes 
that the end is near.   Germont arrives and 
admits ruefully he’d been wrong.  All he can do 
now is weep at the unfolding end of Violetta’s 
tragically short life.
Now we are to see to a second example of 
Verdi’s stagecraft that outdoes what we’ve 
already seen.  Knowing that she’s dying, 
Violetta pulls out a locket containing her picture 
and gives it to Alfredo.  She tells him that if he 
ever finds love again with another young lady, 
he should give her the locket and tell her that it 
depicts an angel, living in Heaven and praying 
for Alfredo and his new love.  
Suddenly, true to operatic fashion, Violetta 
announces that her happiness at Alfredo’s 
return has given new strength.  
She draws herself up, exclaims in her final high 
note: “Oh gioia” (Oh joy) and collapses, dead.  
Like everyone on stage, we are left with our 
grief.
Now you know why “La Traviata” is universally 
recognized as one of the greatest of all operas.  
It’s opera at its best; it’s why opera grabbed my 
youthful interest and held it ever since.  As most 
of you know, Gene and I hope that you share 
our feelings about these Friday afternoon 
presentations in the Encore Theater, that you 
both enjoy and value the tradition that began 
when I initiated this series back in 2008.   - Steve

Opera at Riderwood
Opera At Riderwood is a resident group 
presenting recorded operas weekly as 
Encore Opera and live operatic concerts as 
Purple Lady Productions. Notes & News is 
published every week to inform the opera 
community at Riderwood and is 
distributed without charge to the cubbies 
of residents without email. 
Residents are invited to join and work with 
O@R members who wear many hats and fill 
many shoes: Mike Beard, David Blackman, 
Paula Cook, Joe Davidson, Judith Dighe, Trudy 
Downs, Betty Dunkins, Irwin Goldstein, 
Maxine Goldstein, Sallie Holder, David 
Knutson, Luanne Knutson, Sally Koenig, Joan 
Kugler, Gene Martin, Sally Porter, Mina 
Schwartz, Mort Schwartz, Leah Solat, Mary 
Ann Stroker, John Szabo, and Millie Trimble, 
among others.
Notes & News is edited and printed by Gene 
Martin and distributed by Leah Solat, Mary Ann 
Stroker, and Judith Dighe. 
To subscribe, send your name and (cubby) 
address to Leah Solat, PV 409 or email 
lsolat@comcast.net

FRIDAY, 1:00 PM • ENCORE THEATER  
OPERA NOTES FOR: 

SOME PRODUCTION INFORMATION 
This recording was produced by Andrea Andermann for 
RAI Television (Radiotelevisione Italiana), the national 
public broadcasting company of Italy owned by the Italian 
Ministry of Economy and Finance and with the support of 
many national public funding agencies including WGBH-
TV, Boston at a cost $25 million in the year 2000.  
Act I was recorded in the 16th century, left bank Hotel 
Boisgelin, now the Italian ambassador’s residence. Act II is 
set in the hamlet built for Marie Antoinette in the park in 
Versailles and then shifts to the Petit Palais in Paris. Act III 
was shot in an apartment on Ile St-Louis with a view of 
Notre Dame because Violetta’s death is timed to occur 
during the midnight ringing of the Cathedral’s bells. Zubin 
Mehta conducts the RAI Orchestra from the Salle Wagram. 
In 2000 the opera was broadcast live in 125 countries 
throughout Europe and, months later, was played once in 
the United States. The DVD has been released only in 
Region 2, Great Britain and Europe, and is not playable on 
standard U.S. consumer DVD players.  
I saw it just once and looked for many years to identify the 
production so that I could buy the DVD and a usable 
player. Steve had missed the WETA-TV broadcast I saw 
and was unfamiliar with the version.               - Gene 


