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When Pietro Mascagni won the Sonzogno prize for an opera in a single act,
he was a complete unknown. Even so, the excitement roused and the
extraordinary success met by Cavalleria rusticana on its first night at the
Teatro Costanzi in Rome on 17th May 1890 are almost unknown in the
history of opera. What the audience saw on stage appeared to be the fruit of
a new sensitivity: the attention for the lower social classes that verist literatu-
re had been preaching for some time as an inevitable necessity in politics and
the arts. But that was not all: by placing ordinary characters at the centre of
the opera and focusing the plot on a brutal case of the time, his Cavalleria
rusticana broke the familiar mould of romantic opera, which other literary
movements had failed to do. Another factor was, of course, the sharpness of
the violent and dramatic action, along with an overwhelming, although not
always refined musical vein. Success was immediate and worldwide.
In Giovanni Verga’s short story of the same title, from which the libretto was
taken, the characters move in and are deeply part of a Sicilian society imbued
with age-old codes of behaviour. Their margin for initiative is practically non-
existent and reflects the conviction held by Italian verists and French naturalists,
that the environment has a determining influence on the individual’s psycho-
logy. Therefore, the dramatic roles in Mascagni’s opera are rigid and correspond
to stereotypes. This implies simplified drama, characterised by violence in the
gestures and bursts of passion, which allows the author to create that terseness
and significance of action which explain the opera’s effectiveness on stage.
The libretto is faithful to the original story, following the plot closely and only
enriching it with lyrical pieces and descriptive colour (the introductory chorus,
the Easter hymn, the toast, Alfio’s arrival) drawn from the operatic tradition.
Mascagni makes a clear-cut stylistic difference between the pieces of local
colour and the violent and dramatic action drawn from Verga’s narrative. He
also intervenes in the libretto by hastening the finale, which in its brutality is
even more effective. The use of the spoken word – “Hanno ucciso compare
Turiddu!” (They have murdered compare Turiddu) – has a remarkable impact,
breaking as it does the operatic pretence.
Cavalleria rusticana is indebted to the new verist sensitivity for its subject mat-
ter, and thanks to this, appears to be projected towards the future. Careful
examination of the score, however, will reveal its close ties to the national
operatic tradition. The opera consists of a series of autonomous, detached
pieces. And the quick, airy dialogues are rich in melodic gestures – each one
charged with passionate implications – drawn from tradition. The construc-
tion of the great dramatic scenes is typical: at their height, Mascagni happily
introduces melodic openings which leave an impression on the mind of the
audience (“Priva dell’onor mio rimango”, “Bada, Santuzza, schiavo non
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sono”, “Ma è troppo forte l’angoscia mia”, “Voi dovrete fare da madre a
Santa”). The orchestra’s role is no less important. Now and again, it assumes
the task of carrying the narrative, describes an environment, offers a lyrical
comment with great force and emotional involvement.
The enormous success of Cavalleria rusticana established a trend for blood-
and-thunder dramas, with the lives of ordinary people as their subjects and a
distinctly regional flavour. The aim was to provide some insight into the exi-
stence of those social groups which, until then, had been excluded from the
world of opera and whose protagonists were real men and women, and not
the highly idealised heroes of the romantic operatic tradition. On 21st May
1892, the Teatro Dal Verme in Rome staged the first performance of Ruggero
Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci, under the baton of Arturo Toscanini. The plot was
based on real events that had occurred in Calabria: the case of a murder pro-
voked by jealousy over which Leoncavallo’s father had been the presiding
judge.
Even more than Cavalleria rusticana, Leoncavallo’s work seems to stand as a
statement of the “young school” of Italian operatic composers, a statement
that is made explicit in the Prologue, before the curtain rises. The atmosphe-
re is created by the noise of the arriving troupe of travelling players, the
sounds of bells and the pipers, and the vocal intonation that imitates more
ordinary speech. The basic dramatic theme – a tragedy triggered by jealousy
– is not new to the world of opera; however, what is truly modern is the idea
of blurring the contours between real life and the theatre. The ambiguity of
the man/actor relationship, and the ambivalence of onstage fiction compared
to the authenticity of personal feelings were current themes in the literature
of the day; Pirandello’s works are just one example. However, just as modern
are expressionist themes such as the estrangement and alienation implicit in
the acting world, and also the savage crime of passion.
The dramatic structure that upholds Pagliacci is extremely effective, the music
is expressive, the melodies are immediately captivating and have the power
to enchant. One weak point of the score is undoubtedly its uneven style. It
contains pages of Wagnerian sensuality and quotes from a cultured music tra-
dition, but here and there it displays a lowering of the tone and a lack of
taste. The disparity in register, however, does mean that a balance is maintai-
ned between the sentimental or tragic elements and the comic moments,
and this, on the whole, takes a great hold on the public. Indeed, more than
a century after its conception, this opera continues to be loved by audiences
everywhere.
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