
Cavalleria rusticana di Pietro Mascagni
Pagliacci di Ruggero Leoncavallo

Just a few notes of the opening Prelude to Cavalleria Rusticana are enough
to gain a real feeling of Sicilian atmosphere. The melody struggles to move
forward, exactly like a living being exhausted by the heat, but when it does
take shape in all its intense expressiveness, it describes perfectly the sangui-
ne colours of a culture dominated by burning passions. Firstly, the flute and
the French horn join in creating a lingering love song – taken up by Santuzza
during the opera – then, with the curtain still lowered, Turiddu is accompa-
nied by harps as he dedicates a Siciliana to Lola, to be followed by the Fren-
ch horn and clarinet that unleash a flow of triplets which lend Santuzza the
air of a suffering and helpless woman.
The sound of bells brings us to the village square. It is a day of celebration
for the peasant community and the singing of the chorus, together with the
movement of the flutes in third intervals resemble some old family heirloom
that is only aired on special occasions. The chorus, rigidly divided into male
and female parts, sings of nature and love in a soft, whispered voice, as if
the two form some sort of spiritual union that can only be entrusted to an
intimate prayer. However, the light begins to fade in the next scene: violins
and violas remain immobile on a single note and with a syncopated rhythm,
while the bass tones of the cellos express a sense of apprehension. This is
the voice of suspicion, which Turiddu carries on his shoulders after lying to
his mother and fiancée.
The concerns of the two women are swept away by Alfio’s superficial man-
ner, as he sings a rolling Allegretto celebrating the life of the carter and cau-
sing the chorus and orchestra to gallop to a rhythm with no signs of uncer-
tainty. From a distance, the soft notes of an “Alleluia”, sung by the chorus
off-stage, can be heard coming from the church. Santuzza and Lucia allow
themselves to be transported by the general feeling of religious fervour, a
moment that possibly owes something to the pilgrim’s chorus in Tannhäuser.
The volume of the music, however, does not seem to be justified merely by
devotion to God, and, indeed, the explanation comes shortly afterwards,
when Santuzza in her romanza gives vent to all the pain she feels for having
been used by Turiddu.
The following duet puts into music the first act of jealousy. Santuzza renews
her declaration of love to an imploring melody on the strings. But Turiddu
defends himself with a torrent of rebuttals.
Their exchange is interrupted by Lola’s stornello, although this does not di-
scourage Santuzza, who continues with her heartfelt plea for help, grasping
at the sorrowful melodies heard in the Prelude. Her last card is an Andante
molto sostenuto, lightened by the notes of the oboe. Then comes a sudden
pause on a fortissimo from the whole orchestra, marking the moment when

The music

Andrea Malvano



anger prevails over love. At the height of her rage, Santuzza speaks her
damnation of Turiddu and what follows is only a fragmented echo of an
emotion that is being extinguished only with difficulty. Now, everything is
ready for Alfio’s anger: Santuzza reveals the understanding between Lola
and Turiddu, using the sad, syncopated rhythms that have accompanied her
since her first appearance. Alfio immediately transforms his cheerfulness into
anger, underlining his superficial nature that sees only black and white.
The famous Intermezzo suspends the drama for a moment, exactly as in Car-
men or in Pagliacci, when similar musical pages appear to open a window
onto another reality, one that is complementary to the violence enacted on
the stage. If Santuzza and Turiddu had been a happy couple, this would pro-
bably have been their theme. But dreams do not always coincide with reality,
and Mascagni returns to his depiction of the vivid fresco of humanity. The
chorus begins with a whispered expression of gladness for a day of celebra-
tion as they return home; then, Turiddu sings a song inviting all present to
join him in a toast to Lola, but his happiness is too brazen to be true. The
cries of “viva” from the chorus, underlined by the percussions, sound more
like the shouting of a delirious crowd than signs of happy jubilation. Howe-
ver, this is only the prelude to the unnerving appearance of Alfio, who plun-
ges onto the scene, accompanied by a sinister mix of bassoon, trombone
and tuba. The bass drum continues to beat the rhythm, while the violas re-
present the stupor of a community that has already caught the scent of im-
pending tragedy.
The confrontation between Turiddu and Alfio is deliberately shapeless, frag-
mented and unpredictable, mirroring the thoughts of the two duellers as
they weigh each other up. The focus then moves to Turiddu’s personal tor-
ment, as he expresses all his desperation to his mother, reaching B flat on
the words “S’io non tornassi”. The announcement of his murder is typical of
verism: above the general confusion, a woman shouts the words “Hanno
ammazzato compare Turiddu”. The murmuring of the crowd is swept away
by a deafening chord from the orchestra, and it is this spontaneous lifelike
cry that terrifies the audience as it dominates the desperate theme that clo-
ses the opera.

The Prologue to Pagliacci is like a visiting card for the whole opera. A
mocking theme dominates it, in a perfect allusion to the ridiculous, prepo-
sterous antics of the clown. The orchestra is divided into two: on the one
hand, the strings, French horns, bassoons and clarinets unite in an irreverent
skipping motif, while on the other, the remaining woodwinds reach for the
high notes in what sounds like impertinent laughter. But the grotesque is
only one side to Pagliacci, and this is made clear from the start, when the
French horns play the moving melody of the romanza “Vesti la giubba”, a
musical portrait depicting one who is forced to laugh while deep down insi-
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de, he only wants to burst into tears. Tonio appears, peeping out from
behind the curtain, and confirms what the orchestra has already disclosed.
The clown is about to remove his mask, he wishes to reveal himself in all his
human fragility; and the orchestra ceases its irreverent music to give way to
a sorrowful Andante, punctuated with a melancholic rhythm alla siciliana.
The opening chorus of the first act sets the tone of the atmosphere of con-
fusion that, throughout the opera, will be the backdrop for the story. The or-
chestra moves along a series of rough melodies, perfectly depicting the pea-
sants’ yearning for laughter and their desperate search for some amuse-
ment. Above the general clamour, Canio can be heard to shout “Itene al
diavolo”; and it takes only a hint from one of the peasants about a possible
affair involving Nedda to trigger off all Canio’s repressed anger. A pair of
bloodshot eyes are coloured by the notes of the violins, and the long pause
on which the tenor’s tense progression ends is enough for the audience to
imagine that some grim tragedy is impending.
A pleasant bucolic scene reconciles the villagers with their longing for amu-
sement, and the oboe takes up the invitation in its nasal tones reminiscent
of the sound of pipes in the distance. The sound of bells also reaches the
ears of the peasants, reminding them of the routine duties of a rural com-
munity. Nedda lets herself get caught up in the emotion of the atmosphere
and her song, inspired by the flight of birds, has an air of lightness suppor-
ted by the fleeting tones of the harp, flutes and violins. Tonio is drawn to the
singing, but the following duet is a masterpiece of incommunicability. The
soprano’s voice continues to soar on the wings of a light dance; the baritone
declares himself in an impassioned love song. The contrast soon takes on a
violent hue: the strings and the woodwinds begin to bicker and the tremolos
in fortissimo of the violins act as a unnerving backdrop to Tonio’s clumsy at-
tempt to seduce Nedda.
The orchestra calms down at the arrival of Silvio, and the strings, which just
moments before had accompanied an act of violence, now support an inti-
mate conversation between two people in love. The uproar of the previous
pages seems to be forgotten and the meditations of the cello, violin, harp
and clarinet prevail. However, it is only a moment snatched from the collecti-
ve fury, because Tonio’s return puts an end to the brief, chamber-like tones.
Then comes Canio with a series of agitated melodic fragments, which repre-
sent the uncoordinated thoughts of a man who has lost his mind and can
only follow the scent of blood. The clown has no other option but to prepa-
re for the show (“Vesti la giubba”), in a page that was to give Leoncavallo
his well-deserved place in the annals of operatic history, and the theme
heard in the Prologue (“Ridi, Pagliaccio”) returns like a cry for help from so-
meone who is held captive behind the scenes.
For an instant, the Intermezzo once again opens a window onto the soft to-
nes of the love duet. But the show is about to begin and the trumpet call gi-
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ves way to the confused murmurs of the villagers making their way the
theatre. The curtain rises, and the characters are dominated again by the
make-believe world of acting. The music becomes more rigid, like the gestu-
res of those forced to bury their personal emotions: Colombina (Nedda),
awaiting the arrival of her lover, is accompanied by a stiff minuet; Arlecchino
(Peppe) sings his serenade as the strings playing pizzicato represent his gui-
tar; Taddeo (Tonio) throws himself into an awkward caricature of the impas-
sioned aria. Only when Colombina takes her leave of Arlecchino does the
comedy make room for a hint of sincerity, sealed by the repetition of the
melody – accompanied by the cello solo – that had ended Nedda’s duet with
Silvio. Pagliaccio (Canio) notices the look of complicity in their eyes, and the
return of the minuet, darkened by a slower tempo and in a minor key, tells
us that the drama is about to leave the stage. He drops his mask on the
words “Pagliaccio non son” and here the composed, rigid music ceases. The
cantabile espressivo “Sperai, tanto il delirio”, with its reassuring arpeggios
on the harp, sounds like the last resigned words of a man who has no lon-
ger the strength to hurt anyone. The tremolos of the strings, however, bring
fury to the scene once again. Nedda’s reply, on the moderate rhythm of a
gavotte, has the icy sound of indifference, which is all it takes to bring the
blood rushing back to Canio’s eyes. He stabs Silvio and, for the last time,
drags behind him the theme of “Ridi, Pagliaccio”.

(Traduzione di Chris Owen)


