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The music

Oreste Bossini

All the drama of Tosca is contained in the opening three chords that cast the
shadow of Scarpia over the entire work. The dissonant tritone, known as the
diabolus in musica, or the devil’s interval, forms a diagonal line of horror run-
ning from the B flat of the double basses to the E natural of the piccolo. The
audience is catapulted into the midst of the action. A massive, syncopated
rhythm and a descending theme accompany Angelotti as he irrupts onto the
scene. The orchestra accompanies the search for the key with the refined
tones redolent of chamber music; this is followed by a return, like a dark
cloud over the action, of a new version of Scarpia’s three chords. A trivial
march in C major heralds the entrance of the Sacristan and depicts him for
what he is: a hypocritical, vulgar figure. The contrast with the surrounding
dramatic music highlights the nature of the character, who is more interest-
ed in the painter’s lunch basket than in art. Puccini presents his hero, Mario
Cavaradossi, with a shining E major which underlines the painter’s youthful
energy. The music reveals his feelings, however, containing the notes of the
lovers’ duet which comes later. Tosca’s portrait inspires a clear, transparent
aria in F major, (“Recondita armonia”), which is abruptly caught up in the
action with the Sacristan’s grumbling. Events proceed slowly, but Puccini skil-
fully uses the technique of the leitmotiv to liven up the story. In just a few
strokes of music, Cavaradossi recognises Angelotti, feeds him and prepares
to calm Tosca’s jealousy. Her entrance marks the beginning of a significant
scene, which follows a harmonic path from A flat major to E major. Tosca is
suspicious and ready to make a scene, but the sweet, sensual notes of the
flute and the cello contradict her apparent irritation. The violent nature of
her passions is only betrayed by her aggressive chromatic “Quella donna!...”
The practical woman emerges in a plain recitative, while the small, defence-
less woman is defined in “Non la sospiri la nostra casetta…”, which only
fails to become an aria in the real sense because of the intervention of the
tenor. Puccini, however, does not want Tosca to abandon herself to her feel-
ings; another glance at the portrait and she again gives vent to her jealousy.
The music mixes the joyful cadenza linked to the idea of domestic bliss with
the syncopated rhythm of Angelotti to express the inner agitation of Cavara-
dossi, who struggles to affect an outer air of calm. The charm of the lover
breaks forth in the passionate and consoling phrase “Qual occhio al mon-
do”, a rocking romanza in 9/8 time based on the lovers’ initial melody. His
words work magic on Tosca’s heart and, from this moment, the duet blos-
soms into a bright E major and culminates on the words Tosca longs to hear:
“T’amo”.
Once Tosca has left, Cavaradossi returns to attend to Angelotti. The motifs
linked to the chase, the search for the key, the cottage in the country all
form the background to their dialogue. With the mention of Scarpia’s name,
the sequence of the initial three chords resounds again like a mark of in-
famy. The two friends leave and the Sacristan returns with an agitated ver-
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sion of his original theme. The choristers are interrupted by the appearance
of Scarpia, emphasised by the orchestra with his three chords acting as his
visiting card. Puccini’s technique, based on the sparing and logical use of
brief motifs, is well-suited to such pressing drama which, only apparently, is
so little suited to musical treatment.
The iron hand of power grasps the victims by the throat. The music reflects
Scarpia’s merciless cruelty in persistent notes that reach a climax in the final
scene of Act One. In fact, the Te Deum is constructed upon the obsessive
repetition of two notes (B flat and F), rung out by two great, grave bells. This
is not the only realistic element in the opera, which also includes the use of
cannon-fire, military drum rolls, and spoken sections in the chorus. On the
stage, the intensity of the hymn and Scarpia’s lust grow in equal measure.

Act Two begins with a new version of the three chords linked to Scarpia,
who we find expecting news. A medley of themes reveals his thoughts, part-
ly about Tosca and partly about his political adversaries. Through an open
window, the notes of a gavotte in celebration of Queen Maria Carolina can
be heard. The melody, taken from a work by Puccini’s brother, Michele, is
rather banal, but the arrangement shows the hand of the great opera com-
poser. Scarpia illustrates his moral philosophy in an aria that is vulgar both in
the music and in the text. At the peak of emphasis, the initial tune returns,
underlined by the robust notes of the cellos and horns to the words
“perseguo”, “me ne sazio” and “la getto”.
The police have been unsuccessful in their hunt for the fugitive and Scarpia
is only relieved when he hears of Cavaradossi’s arrest. The flute, in the lower
register, plays a new theme, destined to represent the terrible interrogation.
The effect of the motif is enhanced as the E minor overlaps with the voices
(off-stage) singing in A minor, and is a simple but effective means of depict-
ing the hypocrisy and baseness of papal government.
Scarpia devises a cruel plan to discover the whereabouts of Angelotti. New
harmonies mark the beginning of the harrowing torture scene, introduced
by a brief orchestral interlude in G minor. At the beginning, Scarpia’s tone is
affable and courteous, as Tosca pretends to be indifferent. A rocking barca-
role accompanies the farce which soon crumbles to make way for the melo-
drama. The palpitating tremolo, played in D minor by the violas divided into
two, is meant to indicate the instruments of torture being prepared in the
next room. Tosca is shocked and the intervals in her voice express the terrible
emotional tension. She yields to Scarpia’s brutality, with a lament that rises
from the orchestra. Now no one is pretending any longer, and Mario, off-
stage, openly begs her to remain silent. Tosca is torn and the torture begins
again on the slow rhythm of a funeral march. The pathos grows taking the
music into F minor. Scarpia’s frenzy is heightened by Tosca’s insults and, at
the peak of the orchestra’s chromatic rise, he orders the windows to be
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opened, to let Tosca hear the prisoner’s screams. At this point, there is no
more theatre, only butchery. On the persistent repetition of a note (D natur-
al) played on the double basses, instruments and voices wrangle savagely
until Tosca’s resistance is overcome. In the end, love and the desire to live
gain the better of the woman’s heart and the music returns to more human
confines with a broad, liberating expressive phrase. Scarpia’s triumph is high-
lighted by a descent in whole tones from C to E, which expands the harmon-
ic tritone and proclaims his musical emblem, so to speak.
The drama, however, presses on. The news of Bonaparte’s victory at Maren-
go comes like a bolt of lightning and Cavaradossi rejoices in a heroic Verdi-
style concertato in D flat major, which, slightly superficially, mixes the con-
trasting feelings of the characters.
Left alone, Tosca and Scarpia face each other in a new key: A major. This
time, however, it is Tosca who cuts short the pleasantries and the harmony
suddenly turns to the minor mode, with a tremolo on the strings and the
terse question “Quanto?...” Scarpia names his infamous price in an arioso
similar to the one in Act One, but pushed to the highest notes of the bari-
tone in G flat major. Tosca is like an animal caught in a trap, until she hears
the drum roll reminding her that Mario is about to go to the gallows. Ex-
hausted, she sings the splendid “Vissi d’arte”, a melancholic farewell to life,
expressed throughout in the major mode and only tainted with dramatic
tension just before the final cadenza. Here, Puccini describes with great psy-
chological finesse the cruelty of the situation. Tosca attempts to move her
torturer to pity, begging for his mercy in the same key as Scarpia (G flat ma-
jor). Tosca’s final assent is not pronounced by her voice, but by a quartet of
strings with a sorrowful version of her lament of love.
But the action devours the libretto and from the struggle we move on to the
negotiations. Neither side keeps to the terms of the pact, however. Scarpia,
in agreement with Spoletta, pretends to spare Cavaradossi, and Tosca, once
in possession of a safe-conduct, stabs her enemy. In this macabre finale, Puc-
cini’s music blends the most daring harmonic language of its day, such as the
whole tone scales, with the blatant expressionism of the funeral march in F
sharp minor and of the pantomime of the murder. However, it is Tosca’s
Christian piety that prevails in the end, as she places candles next to the
body on a last faint version of Scarpia’s harmonic tritone.

At the beginning of the last act, the events are heralded by the brass section
in unison. The hymn melody mixes with the music of Scarpia’s murder to re-
mind the audience where we are and why. However, the scene opens to the
music of a shepherd singing, coming from the surrounding countryside. As
in the scene at the Barrière d’Enfer in La Bohème, the consecutive fifths en-
dow the shepherd’s melody with that mysterious indifference that nature has
for the destiny of men. Once again, Puccini demonstrates himself to be a re-
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al master of the art of painting with music by inventing wholly new folk mu-
sic. The tragic morning is depicted by the strings that include the theme of
“Oh! dolci baci” in the gloomy key of E minor. It is unusual to hear the
melody of one of the opera’s most important arias being played in anticipa-
tion, but the dramatic effective is impressive. Puccini identifies completely in
Cavaradossi’s drama, as if he were by his side suffering with him. A consort
of violas and cellos accompanies him as he writes his letter, but he is distract-
ed by the thought of his imminent death. Once again, it is one instrument
that reveals Mario’s feelings: the clarinet in A. Unlike earlier, the melody de-
velops into B minor, but touches A minor on the expression “E non ho ama-
to mai tanto la vita!”.
Tosca brings a ray of a light to the harmony, which passes into B major and
quivers on the repeated notes. Thanks to the music, the opera is superior to
the original play. The idea that gentle, pure hands (“mani mansuete e pure”)
have murdered Scarpia is the cause of Mario’s moving melody, which is sus-
pended as Tosca gives him instructions. However, the elements of the torture
motif played by the orchestra act as a sign of foreboding to the audience.
The final duet is sung in G flat major, as if destiny is binding the lovers to
their executioner and his perverse passion, but in the end, their voices unite
in a triumphal melody. Their farewell would appear a little rhetorical, if the
duet did not fade to a pianissimo final sweet “open” chord. Musically, this is
the end of the opera as the drama takes over and the curtain falls on the
melodramatic nihilist statement: nothing is left of all the evil and suffering
that has been witnessed, neither salvation, nor hope.

(Traduzione di Chris Owen)


