
Tosca was first performed at the Teatro Costanzi, Rome, in 1900, and histori-
cally its position appears to be symbolic, standing as it does on the threshold
of the new century. In this opera, taken from a play of the same title by Vic-
torien Sardou which Puccini saw on the stage with Sarah Bernhardt in the ti-
tle role, the composer experiments with form in a way that justifies the ad-
miration in which avant-garde composers like Arnold Schönberg and Alban
Berg held Tosca. And yet, until not very long ago, the critics – with very few
exceptions – saw in this masterpiece a cheap, sentimental melodrama (mod-
ernist critics are notoriously suspicious of popular success). This does not
mean that there are no “veristic” influences, such as the use of the bells and
the shepherd’s song at the beginning of the third act. Nor is there a lack of
references to bohemian-like opera: as Michele Girardi points out, the morbid
bond between Tosca and Scarpia seems to mirror the link between the so-
prano and the baritone in Ponchielli’s Gioconda (starting from the profes-
sional status of the two couples: Gioconda is a travelling singer, Tosca is an
opera singer, Barnaba is a corrupt spy, baron Scarpia is the chief of police).
Even so, the violent clashes, the coupling of oppressive faith and overbear-
ing authoritarianism, the erotic and sadistic elements (at the end of the sec-
ond act, from “Questo è il bacio di Tosca” to “E avanti a lui tremava tutta
Roma!”), the accentuated declamation during the torture scene, the brutal,
explosive chords denoting Scarpia all appear to have more to do with ex-
pressionism (ahead of its time) than with the contemporary “verism”. Fedele
D’Amico, as clear as ever in his critique, explained this twenty-five years ago:
“Salome, Elektra, Wozzeck: one day, someone will have to find the courage
to add Tosca to the list; chronologically, it should come first”.
Contrary to the opinion of some, Tosca is far from being a mere medley of
more or less memorable musical moments set against a sketchy background:
the musical and dramatic language of the opera are truly coherent and com-
pact. Of course, the emotionally intense romanze (“Vissi d’arte”, “E lucevan
le stelle, etc.) stand out and can be detached from the general flow of the
drama. But Puccini’s attention to the continuity of the action was such that,
up until the last, he was tempted to sacrifice Tosca’s prayer because it was
an excessively lyrical and contemplative moment. As for Cavaradossi’s aria,
which is not to be found in Sardou’s drama, its position in the third act excit-
ed the enthusiasm of Verdi, who had been acquainted with Illica’s libretto in
Paris in 1894. Even so, it is the mingling of the recurrent motifs and themes
that ensures the compact nature of the music; a web of leitmotivs that, in
Tosca, reaches a level of cohesion previously unknown in Italian opera. Many
critics have turned their noses up at this idea, seeing it only as a superficial
application of the technique developed by Wagner. Even Mosco Carner
speaks of leitmotifs being employed “without rigour or coherence, but with
admirable dramatic instinct”. However, I believe that Puccini’s assimilation
and personal use of the leitmotiv technique can be compared to that of oth-
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er composers of the same generation, Debussy and Richard Strauss, for ex-
ample. A case in hand is the motif of Scarpia, or the three chords mentioned
above, that open the opera and that return continually. The force and the vi-
olence of this motif, which are further accentuated by the diminished fifth
(the diabolus in musica, or the devil’s interval) between the fundamentals of
the first and third chords (B flat - E natural), have something blaring and ex-
aggerated. On closer inspection, however, the dramatic effect of so emphat-
ic a sound should not be underestimated. As has been noted, the three
chords are marked by a sort of pseudo-ecclesiastical “modalism” associating
the character of Scarpia with papal power, and his perverse lust with the
control exercised by the church and the police, which pervades the whole
opera. The motif of Scarpia is heard again after his death, at the end of the
orchestra’s introduction to the third act (in a rather sinister-sounding piano),
and its dramatic significance is more than evident: Scarpia’s power, like a dis-
carnate obsession, still lingers in the air.
In conclusion, then Puccini (like Strauss) succeeds in performing a sort of
miracle: the linguistic experimentation and modernisation, which prove so
important from Tosca to Turandot, blend admirably with the opera’s immedi-
acy and effectiveness of communication, so often frowned upon by the
“modern theatre”. None of the next generation of composers would ever
be capable of following the path thus set by Puccini.

(Traduzione di Chris Owen)
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