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The fine Overture heard before the curtain rises is meant to prepare the au-
dience for the drama to come.
Act One opens with joyful choruses, the Doge’s salute and Otello’s cavatina
“Ah sì per voi già sento”. This piece captures the joy of the victor and ten-
derness of the lover. The recitative that follows introduces Desdemona’s fa-
ther, Elmiro, (bass), then Jago and Rodrigo, the former a tenore contraltino,
the latter a heavier tenor, whose voices blend in the duet “No, non temer”.
The next scene begins with a delicate duet between Desdemona and Emilia.
This is an exquisite piece, with its masterly orchestration and elegant singing
that outline the shy purity of the protagonist. After a recitative, a delightful
wedding chorus introduces the Finale of the Act. This develops through the
trio sung by Desdemona, Elmiro and Rodrigo, which is extended with the ar-
rival of Otello. In the trio, Rodrigo immediately acquires significance as he
expresses his unrequited love for Desdemona in sublime words, such as “Ti
parli l’amore”; with the arrival of Otello, Desdemona becomes the centre of
attention as she is overcome by a range of contrasting tensions, expressed
through the pressing tones of the overwhelming music.

Act Two opens with one of the most beautiful arias written by Rossini for
the tenor. Rodrigo’s heartfelt accents can be heard as he desperately pleads
“Ah come mai non senti”. The acrobatic coloratura of the second part was
perfect for the virtuosity of the first interpreter, the celebrated Giovanni
David, and it expresses all the anxiety of his sense of rejection. The scenes
that follow bring to the fore Otello, depicted by his canto di forza, which re-
flected the ability of the first interpreter, the baritone tenor Andrea Nozzari.
The Moor’s rage explodes in his duet with Jago, (in Rossini’s opera a minor
character, originally played by a less important singer, Giuseppe Cicimarra)
and particularly in the cabaletta “L’ira d’avverso fato”. This piece became
popular and gave the tenor Enrico Tamberlick, a famous Otello, the chance
to add a C sharp from the chest which, despite Rossini’s dislike of excessively
crude tones, acted like an electric shock on the audience. After the duet in
which Otello and Rodrigo challenge each other and show off their boldness,
the following trio brings us to the Finale of Act Two, actually an aria “of ex-
pectation” sung by Desdemona. While the action unfolds offstage, the
woman, awaiting the outcome of events, gives vent to her anxiety in “Che
smania, ohimè! Che affanno”, in which the bold roulades highlighted the
virtuosity of the first interpreter, Isabella Colbran, underlining her agitation,
which is further emphasised by the crescendo on which the Chorus bears
news of the duel between Otello and Rodrigo, and of Otello’s safe escape.
The sudden arrival of Elmiro, who renews his scorn, already expressed in his
curse in Act One, generates a second episode. Desdemona’s desperation be-
comes lyrical in the expression “Se il padre m’abbandona”, before every-
thing is engulfed in the overwhelming crescendo.
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Act Three is considered one of the highpoints of Rossini’s theatre, in which
the composer places his music at the service of the drama. Following an agi-
tated prelude in Emilia’s recitative, a gondolier is heard offstage (another
tenor who, along with the Doge and Lucio, one of Otello’s confidants,
makes the sixth) singing Dante’s famous verses “Nessun maggior dolore”.
Here, Rossini is referring to the custom of the Venetian gondoliers, who
rowed to the tune of octaves from Tasso’s Jerusalem Delivered. The lines
from the Fifth Canto of Dante’s Inferno perfectly mirror Desdemona’s mood,
creating a gloomy atmsophere and leading us to the Canzone del Salice. The
tender melody is accompanied by the harp and crossed by delicate flowery
passages. At the same time, in a characteristic process typical of the belcan-

to, what cannot be expressed in words alone is entrusted to pure music.
Rossini then has another stroke of genius. The singing is at first interrupted
by a sudden explosion from the orchestra evoking a gust of wind. Then it
begins again only to stop almost immediately without conceding anything to
effect, and becomes a prayer of pure vocality supported by a sublimely re-
strained orchestra.
Otello enters the bridal chamber and sings “Eccomi giunto inosservato”.
This is a monologue in the real sense of the term, whose words become
even more expressive thanks to the skilful orchestration. The tormented
singing of Otello also marks the duet leading to Desdemona’s death. In this
admirable piece, the listener can observe how various elements of musical
language are turned to dramatic ends. Added to the growing storm de-
scribed by the orchestra are the agitated voices which give vent to the senti-
mental turmoil. The instruments and the voices become a metaphor for a
much greater and more devastating storm than the one brewing outside
Otello and Desdemona’s chamber. It is hardly surprising that, when the
opera first opened at the Teatro del Fondo in Naples in 1816, such a vivid
musical depiction of passion came as something of a shock to the public,
who on more than one occasion preferred to hear an unlikely happy end
with the renewed promise of wedded bliss.
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