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As the 19th century dawned, opera was undergoing some important changes.



Opera seria, the old-style Baroque opera that consisted of arias and recitatives 
with only the occasional duet or pageant, was dead and gone.



Opera buffa, Mozart’s beloved comic opera—think The Marriage of Figaro—still 
had some life in it, although its days were numbered.



Singspiel—Mozart again: think The Magic Flute—still had plenty of life left in it 
and would continue on happily through the early Romantic.



Grand Opera began to arise, based generally on heroic episodes from history 
and featuring vast casts and massive scenic effects.

It could thrive only in a culture in which casinos provided much of the 
operating costs for opera houses.

Once cities began outlawing casinos in opera house lobbies, Grand Opera 
became a rarity.



A new operatic genre, bel canto, took hold and reached its zenith in the 1830s.



Gioachino Rossini

Golden Boy of Early Romantic Opera



Rossini enjoyed one of the most successful careers in music history.

Born in 1792, he lived until 1868—but his compositional career was actually 
quite short, only from 1810 to about 1829.

By 1830 he had gone into retirement, for a number of reasons:

1. Ill health
2. Distress about the direction of contemporary opera
3. Satisfaction with his career and the amount of money he had



In his 19-year compositional career he wrote 39 operas.

That’s about 2 per years, truly prodigious productivity.

Like all busy theater composers, he tended to recycle a lot of stuff—typically 
bits and pieces from failed shows into his new projects.

That’s especially true of the overtures, which have a tendency to move about 
from one opera to another.



Oddly enough, he was just as noted for his laziness as a composer as he was 
noted for his speedy writing.

A famous story: he liked to write while in bed, and once he wrote an entire 
new aria because the one he was working on slipped out of his hand and fell 
on the floor.



Rossini Quotes

On Mozart

“The admiration of my youth, the desperation of my mature years, and the 
consolation of my old age.”



Rossini Quotes

“I have just received a Stilton and a cantata from Cipriani Potter. 

The cheese was very good.”



Rossini Quotes

On Richard Wagner’s Operas

“Wagner has some fine moments but some bad quarters of an hour.”



Rossini Quotes

On Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique

“What a good thing it isn’t music.”



The Rossini Style

Melody, melody, and more melody.

The orchestration is often brilliant and innovative—which is quite surprising, 
considering the less-than-ideal circumstances in which the operas were 
performed.

The “Rossini crescendo” is a feature found in many of his overtures. This 
example is from La Cenerentola (Cinderella).



Giaochino Rossini

The Barber of Seville 
Act I Finale

Claudio Abbado
London Symphony Orchestra
Hermann Prey, Figaro
Teresa Berganza, Rosina



Beaumarchais’s play, the first of a trilogy, had already been set once before by 
Giovanni Paisiello. Rossini used more or less the same libretto as Paisiello.

The second play of the trilogy is The Marriage of Figaro, which had been set in 
1786 by a certain Austrian composer of some skill.



Rossini’s scintillating opera buffa was a sickening failure at its 1816 premiere.

The problem seems to have been with the production, which was inept and 
suffered from a number of stage mishaps—such as a cat wandering around 
near the footlights and casting gigantic shadows on the scenery.

It is known that Rossini wrote it very quickly, in a matter of a few weeks. 
That’s because it’s largely glued together out of material from earlier, less 
successful, operas.



Act I Finale

Count Almaviva—who is in love with Rosina—has been in “disguise” by 
wearing a false mustache.

The amount of disturbance in the Bartolo household has been so high that the 
police have been called.

As the finale begins, everybody is so stunned by the turn of events that they 
all become as still as statutes—well, except for enterprising local barber 
Figaro, who is enjoying himself commenting on the action. (Or lack thereof.)



This filmed production—directed by Jean-Pierre Ponnelle—goes quite 
thoroughly over the top towards the madcap ending of the act, but it’s still a 
lot of fun.





Carl Maria von Weber

Der Freischütz 
Wolf’s Glen Scene

Nikolaus Harnoncourt, conductor
Zurich Opera



Carl Maria von Weber (1786–1826) was Mozart’s relative by way of marriage. 
His father’s half-brother Fridolin Weber was the father of Mozart’s wife, 
Constanze Weber Mozart.

The “von” is an affectation; the family was not aristocratic.

Young Carl was born with a hip defect and was, in fact, to live his short life in 
poor health and discomfort.



About Weber

It’s odd that Weber is less well-remembered 
today than many of his early-Romantic 
colleagues. He was an über-talent whose 
career included spectacular success as a 
pianist, composer, conductor, guitarist, and 
music critic.



Weber’s output includes a fair amount of clarinet, bassoon, and horn 
literature which is his most-performed legacy. 

There was a time when Weber’s piano music loomed large on recital 
programs, and his piano concertos—including the influential one-movement 
quasi-concerto Konzertstück for piano and orchestra—were regular fare in 
concert halls.



Weber’s operas are generally credited as marking the beginning of German 
Romantic opera, although other composers—including Mozart with his two 
magnificent German singspiele “The Abduction from the Seraglio” and “The 
Magic Flute”—could be given credit as well.

Weber was at his most influential in regards to the overall musical structure of 
an opera; he was unimpressed with the “number” kind of opera, with its 
emphasis on the aria, and much more in favor of an opera in which music 
and drama were integrated together into a seamless whole.



Der Freischütz (“The Freeshooter”) is threaded through with a strong German 
nationalism. It takes place in an expansive German forest and concerns itself 
with magical and otherwordly influences on otherwise ordinary people. 

A hunter named Max must win a shooting match to gain the hand of his 
beloved, Agathe. He is persuaded, by a shadowy agent of the underworld, to 
use “free bullets” that can be directed magically to their target. To make such 
bullets requires a forbidden black rite deep in the fearsome Wolfschlucht, or 
Wolf’s Glen.



The making of those bullets takes place in one opera’s most memorable 
Gothic scenes, a superb fusion of music, words, and setting that creates a 
palpable sense of the macabre.

This production is modernist and stark but nonetheless creates the creepy, 
otherworldly atmosphere quite effectively. Note that the calls to “Samiel” are 
essentially calls to Lucifer.

The scene is a blend of recitative, aria, and spoken dialog, very much in 
keeping with Weber’s ideal of seamless drama.





Vincenzo Bellini

Norma 
Casta Diva

Adelina Patti, soprano
Lilli Lehmann, soprano
Montserrat Caballé, soprano



Bel Canto opera was new to the early Romantic era.

In a bel canto opera, singing and singers are everything; the plot doesn’t 
matter so much as long as it’s entertaining and provides opportunities for the 
lead singers.

That said, Bel Canto opera tends towards the tragic rather than comic, 
although exceptions abound.



The vocal style had descended from the castrato singers of the Baroque and 
Classical eras. 

Bel canto opera is largely written around female voices, although there are 
definitely some male bel canto roles.

In some bel canto operas, even the male lead is taken by a woman, the so-
called “trouser roles” that either irritated or thrilled audiences.



Hector Berlioz on the trouser-role Romeo in Bellini’s The Capulets and the 
Montagues:

“To write Romeo’s part for a woman—as though there were some law that 
Juliet’s lover must always appear shorn of his manhood… Moses or Othello 
discharged in a piping treble would hardly be more incongruous than a 
female Romeo.”



One of the major problems in opera from its inception almost ceases to exist 
in the finest works of Bellini: the problem of action in music. He does not 
solve the problem, but ignores or evades it. The music of Norma, for example, 
even the choruses … are a succesion of arrested states of feeling, lyric and 
intense. They exist in musical time, but seem to have little to do with dramatic 
time, or time of action. To a certain extent, this is necessarily true of all opera, 
where action momentarily ceases to exist as musical form fulfills itself, but 
rarely does the realization of dramatic incident in music descend so close to 
zero as it does in Bellini.

—Charles Rosen, The Romantic Generation



One of Norma’s most enduring arias is “Casta Diva” (Chaste Goddess), sung 
by the Druid priestess Norma as she invokes the moon goddess to protect her 
people from the invading Romans. (She has had an affair, and children, with 
the leader of those Romans, but …)



Casta Diva has been recorded repeatedly down the years, and thus gives us a 
chance to hear some legendary singers of the past, as well as outstanding 
interpreters of the present.



We begin with no less than Adelina 
Patti (1843–1919), superstar singer 
whose career peaked in the 1870s 
and 80s.

She cut about 30 records in her 
Welsh home during 1905-06, for the 
Gramophone Company—later to 
become EMI (now Warner) and in 
America, Victor (later RCA Victor, 
still later Sony Classical.)



Her voice was long past its prime 
by the time she recorded Casta Diva 
with pianist Landon Ronald.

Nevertheless, there are some 
fascinating moments, particularly 
the hauntingly beautiful trill she 
sings near the end of the aria.





When Lilli Lehmann (1848–1929) 
was a young woman she was one of 
the Rhine Maidens in the 1876 
premiere of Wagner’s Das 
Rheingold, first opera of the Ring 
Cycle, at the inaugural performance 
of the Bayreuth Festspielhaus.



Her career was, to put it mildly, 
spectacular. She sang over 170 roles 
and taught numerous superstar 
singers to come, including 
Geraldine Farrar.

Even though her gigantic voice was 
perfectly suited to Wagnerian roles, 
she also had the delicacy and 
technique to sing bel canto, Mozart, 
and just about anything else.



She recorded Casta Diva with an 
orchestra in 1907. 

Like Patti, her voice was well past 
its peak by that time, but she was 
still in fine fettle musically.

The ringing beauty of her sound 
comes out of the old recording with 
remarkable fidelity.





Lastly, Montserrat Caballé, one of 
the modern singers famed for her 
singing of the role.

She was never a particularly 
dramatic actress, but with singing 
like hers, acting was probably just 
an unnecessary distraction.



Neither the video nor audio quality of this filmed live performance are 
anything to write home about, but the shimmering beauty of Caballé’s 
performance is captured more than adequately.

Nota bene: for whatever reason, the subtitles just wouldn’t show up. But 
the words aren’t critical—it’s an evocation to a moon goddess.





Gaetano Donizetti

Lucia di Lammermoor 
Mad Scene

Joan Sutherland, soprano
Richard Bonynge, conductor
Metropolitan Opera



You really don’t want to know much about the plot of Lucia di Lammermoor.

It’s (sort of) adapted from Sir Walter Scott’s The Bride of Lammermoor.

Young woman (Lucy, a.k.a. Lucia) is in love with one man (Edgar), but has 
been promised in marriage to another (Arthur) in the interest of keeping the 
family fortunes intact.

There’s a lot more, but that’s the important part. One note: it’s filled with 
Gothic imagery, in keeping with its moody Scottish setting.



In short, it’s a soap opera.



Plot wrinkle:

Lucy is as nutty as a fruitcake.

But nobody knows that yet.



Unwanted new husband Arthur is 
going to be the first one to discover 
Lucy’s little problem, rather to his 
disadvantage, on their wedding night.



Lucy will then put in an unexpected, 
late appearance at her wedding party—
and everybody is going to find out that 
she’s … ahem … not altogether well …




