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Essay Nr. 144:  Thoughts on the Beginning of Italian Opera
First of all, opera was a child of humanism.   By humanism in music we mean the rediscovery of the importance of music as a vehicle for communicating the emotions.  The catalyst for the beginning of this movement was the rediscovery of the lost books of the ancient Greek philosophers, the early Church having previously attempted to destroy all copies and then establishing for 1,000 years a ridiculous theory that music was only a branch of mathematics.
When these famous lost books, in particular those by Plato and Aristotle, were rediscovered in Arabic translations during the late Middle Ages, and when gradually translations into European languages were made available, Europeans interested in music focused on the descriptions of performances of music in which the audience was obviously moved by emotions.  One of these passages is found in Plato’s Ion, a discussion between Socrates and Ion, a rhapsodist.  The rhapsodist was a performer who, using a style and technique unknown today, but apparently something between singing and speech, gave public performances of memorized poetry, including such works as Homer.  The passage reads,
Socrates.  Are you not carried out of yourself, and does not your soul in an ecstasy seem to be among the persons or places of which you are speaking...?
 

Ion.  Only too well; for I look down upon them from the stage, and behold the various emotions of pity, wonder, sternness, stamped upon their faces when I am performing....
 

The Renaissance persons interested in music read such passages, and others such as descriptions of actual performances in Homer, and asked, “How come our music [polyphony] does not do this?”  

It seems clear that the academy in Florence in the late 16th century, known as the Camerata, which is credited with the development of opera, had this in mind and that their goal was to create a stage production which communicated a more natural emotional life than the current stage productions of spoken dialog.  And this is certainly confirmed by the comments of the very first composers and musicians involved in the birth of opera, who all spoke of the communication of emotions being their first goal.  We will return to these quotations below, but first we must explain some nonsense about the early opera which the reader will find in music texts and may find confusing.
First, it is important to remember that nearly all poetry until about the 14th century was sung.   Second, there is no question that several poets of the Renaissance made comments to the effect that the emotions are found in the words. This was a very understandable error on their part, based on their lack of our modern clinical understanding.  The fact is words have no emotional content at all.  Words, as part of a language, have a meaning, which can be found in a dictionary.  But a single word of the language, such as “pain,” carries no emotion at all.  The word only becomes associated with an emotion when an individual’s experience is added, either the personal emotional experience of the listener or the individual’s oral interpretation based on his emotional experience.  Clinically speaking, the experientially side of us, the right hemisphere of the brain, adds emotion to the words when we speak or sing.  Since these emotions are genetic and universal, the listener understands, in at least a general sense, the emotion being conveyed.  The Renaissance poets, unfortunately, did not observe their sung poetry carefully enough to understand what was really happening.  The fact is, when these Renaissance poets said, “the emotions are in the words,” what they really meant was, “the emotions are in the manner in which the words are sung.”

Nevertheless, the Renaissance poets did say that the emotions are in the words.  They, and later historians, found a line by Socrates about sung poetry, quoted in Plato’s Republic, Book III, which they took not only to support their statement but to demonstrate, as humanists, their perceived link with ancient Greece.  The comment by Socrates reads,

…for our principle is that rhythm and harmony are regulated by the words, and not the words by them.

This line from Socrates has been frequently and widely quoted and has led to some statements by famous music historians which might potentially be misleading to students,  For example, one finds,

Manfred Bukofzer, in his famous book, Music in the Baroque Era, 

…the word is the master of harmony.
   

Julius Portnoy, in discussing “The Aesthetics of Music in the Baroque Era,” writes of the style of composition in the first operas (called “recitative,” but meaning something different from what we mean by recitative today), that it was created in order that,
music could be subordinated to the words....
  

Such conclusions seem to imply that in opera the words are more important than the music.   But this is wrong.  This has never been true, either now or in the 17th century.  No one alive has ever gone to a performance of Mozart’s Don Giovanni to hear the words.

Perhaps we should take another look at Socrates’ definition, which has always been quoted out of context.  First of all, in this discussion of sung poetry by Socrates, it is very clear that he understood the power which music exerted on the listener.  He observed here,
…musical training is a more potent instrument than any other, because rhythm and harmony find their way into the inward places of the soul.
In this same passage in the Republic it is also clear that Socrates understood the power of harmony and that harmony was an emotional key for affecting the behavior of the listener.

Of the harmonies I know nothing, but I want to have one warlike, to sound the note or accent which a brave man utters in the hour of danger and stern resolve, or when his cause is failing, and he is going to wounds or death or is overtaken by some other evil, and at every such crisis meets the blows of fortune with firm step and a determination to endure; and another to be used by him in times of peace and freedom of action, when there is no pressure of necessity, and he is seeking to persuade God by prayer, or man by instruction and admonition, or on the other hand, when he is expressing his willingness to yield to persuasion or entreaty or admonition, and which represents him when by prudent conduct he has attained his end, not carried away by his success, but acting moderately and wisely under the circumstances, and acquiescing in the event.
In this same discussion we find the belief that rhythm also contributed to the creation of emotion in the listener.

Then, I said, we must take Damon into our counsels; and he will tell us what rhythms are expressive of meanness, or insolence, or fury, or other unworthiness, and what are to be reserved for the expression of opposite feelings.

It is in the above context, the importance of harmony and rhythm for underlying emotion in sung poetry, that we come to the famous line of Socrates, which reads in full,

And also that good and bad rhythm naturally assimilate to a good and bad style; and that harmony and discord in like manner follow style; for our principle is that rhythm and harmony are regulated by the words, and not the words by them. 

We hope the reader can see that Socrates’ real meaning in this discussion of sung poetry was that harmony and rhythm must be in correspondence with the emotions of the words of the poetry.  He clearly did not have in mind the interpretation that the words were more important than music.
The reader may find it curious that in this entire discussion by Socrates he never uses the word, “melody.”  But this is only because in a time when almost all poetry was sung, the “words” and “melody” were synonymous.  Ironically, modern clinical research, not to mention common experience, prove that it is melody, and not so much harmony or rhythm, which communicates emotions in music.
One of the creators of the earliest opera got it right and did give melody its correct importance.  Monteverdi, in a letter of 1633, proposes to write a book on the subject of the new Baroque style versus the old Renaissance polyphonic style.  

I am dividing the book into three parts corresponding to the three aspects of Melody.  In the first I discuss word-setting, in the second, harmony, and in the third, the rhythmic part.
 

In the Foreword of Il quinto libro, written by his brother, Monteverdi makes this point perfectly clear: Melody is the most important element and it is to melody (with words) that harmony is the servant.

This my brother [Monteverdi] will make apparent, knowing for certain that in a kind of composition such as this of his, music turns on the perfection of the melody, considered from which point of view the harmony, from being the mistress [as it was in polyphony], becomes the servant of the words, and the words [with melody] the mistress of the harmony, to which way of thinking the Second Practice, or modern usage, tends.
 

In case this is not clear enough, Monteverdi is even more explicit in the passage which follows.

By First Practice [sixteenth century polyphony] he understands the [Practice] that considers the harmony not commanded, but commanding, not the servant, but the mistress of the words....

By Second Practice...he understands the [Practice] that turns on the perfection of the melody, that is, the one that considers harmony not commanding, but commanded, and makes the words [including melody] the mistress of the harmony.

Monteverdi concludes this passage by quoting Plato once again as saying, “Does not music also turn on the perfection of the melody?”
   Monteverdi’s perspective was that it is the melody with words which is the mistress and that the remaining elements of harmony and rhythm are the servant to these.  He does not say music is the servant of the words.  Indeed, the title which he says he will use for his projected new book was to be, Melody, or the Second Musical Practice.  Nothing could more clearly indicate that the emphasis was melody and not words.

We believe that Monteverdi here must surely have been reflecting the basic idea of his fellow musicians who created the first opera.  Surely their idea was to create a performance vehicle which communicated stronger emotions than mere drama as they knew it.  This seems clear in their own statements.  Cavalieri, in the preface to his La rappresentatione di Anima (1600) says his goal is to “move listeners to different emotions, such as pity and joy, tears and laughter.”
   Caccini, in his Le Nuove Musiche, writes that the goal was “to move the emotions of the soul...”
   
The basic question of the Camerata was, “how do you make music correspond with the words?”  Their answer was to begin by making the music correspond rhythmically with the style of spoken Italian.  This was made very clear by one of the most important members of the Camerata, Giovani Bardi (1534 – 1612),
Music is nothing else than the art and fashion of giving to words their proper time-value; since they should be sung either fast or slow, accordingly as they are short or long; and practical music is an arrangement of the words (which have been set by the poet into verses of various measure, according to their long or short syllables) such that the words, sung by the human voice, shall move, now fast, now slow, now in high tones, now in low, the song being either entrusted to the voice alone, or accompanied by instruments.  This is Plato’s definition, with which Aristotle and other learned men agree.
 

This is corroborated by a letter of 1587 by Bardi to Caccini, another of the founders of opera.  Speaking of the same passage by Socrates in Plato, Bardi says the sum of the elements mentioned here, which Bardi gives as speech, harmony and rhythm, is “words well sung” [parole ben cantate].
  

And this is exactly what they did in the first operas.  They have left a kind of rhythmic-melodic sketch in notation, leaving to the singers the duty of adding the emotions through their style of singing and especially through improvisation, a subject to which one of the founders of opera, Caccini, devoted an entire book.  And, of course, improvisation continued to be a fundamental part of opera until the 20th century.  

Let us remember, that is exactly what we all do everyday in speaking.  And let us also remember that in the performance of music we have no other choice, for the Church has left us with a notation system of their invention which to this very day is utterly and completely devoid of any symbols representing emotions.  One can say that to sing these first operas today on the basis of only what is on paper makes no sense whatsoever to the listener.
In any case, the potential importance of this new medium appears to have been understood at once for several participants immediately put forth claims for the credit of the birth.
   Caccini insisted on replacing some of the music of Peri’s Euridice with his own compositions under the argument that the singers who were his students could sing only music written by their master, and then tried to claim ownership of the work itself.  And when Rinuccini printed his libretto for Euridice still another composer, Cavalieri, writes in a letter of November, 1600, “Rinuccini acts...as if he had been the inventor of this way of representing [action] in music; but this was invented by me, and everyone knows this....”
Everyone knows of the rapid expansion from Florence to Rome and to Venice, and from there throughout Europe, and of the fact that Italian opera planted the seeds which would create the Classical style.  What is little mentioned in music history texts is the fact that this wonderful new idea, a medium recreating the most noble ideals of ancient Greece with its emphasis on emotional expression, very soon disintegrated into a shameless entertainment medium.   It required the efforts of Gluck and Mozart to make opera an art form again.  The same thing happened soon after Mozart’s death, when Paris returned the opera to an entertainment form.  Once again an artist came forward to attempt to make it an art form, who was of course, Wagner.

During the course of the 17th century opera replaced the older Renaissance allegorical pageants and horse shows as the entertainment of preference.  It is no surprise that much of the old pageantry remained, as we can see in a description of a performance of the opera Berenice (1680), by Giovanni Freschi, which included a procession of a chorus of 100 virgins, a hoard of soldiers, 2 elephants, 6 trumpeters on horse, 6 drummers, 6 trombones, 6 “great” flutes, 6 minstrels with Turkish instruments, 6 with “octave” flutes and 6 “cymbalists.”
   And like the earlier allegorical pageants, the 17th century operas did not fail to underwrite the themes of power and privilege which kept the nobles comfortable and the lower class at bay.
Venice made opera available to the public and alone had seven different theaters for opera by the end of the 17th century and between 1662 and 1680 nearly 100 different operas were heard there.
  There is an interesting contemporary account of opera in Venice, written by a canon of St. Mark’s, Cristoforo Ivanovich, in 1681.
  He begins by describing the various entertainments to be enjoyed in Venice, season by season.  It is under Winter, that he turns to opera.

This brings the Carnival season, for which outsiders flock to the city, and which sees the citizens themselves in continuous activity, after the year’s employment in political or domestic affairs.  The opera houses are first to begin; this they do with incredible magnificence and splendor, by no means inferior to that practiced in various places by the magnificence of princes, with the sole difference that the latter procure the enjoyment of all through their own generosity, while opera in Venice is business and thus lacks that decorum with which marriages and births are frequently celebrated by princes with a view to the greater display of their magnificence and power.  The performance of these drammi, as also of comedies, continues without interruption until the final day of Carnival; in this way, each evening brings a variety of entertainments of several hours’ length, held in a number of different theaters (each of which traditionally offers two different productions per season as a means of drawing the crowds).

He compares the construction of modern theaters with those of ancient Rome, pointing out that in stead of tiers there are now private boxes.  In the middle section, however, “benches are rented out on a day-to-day basis without social distinction.”  Whereas the entertainments of ancient Rome were famously brutal, today, he observes,

musical theater exists more as relief for the soul and as virtuous recreation.  The appearance of ingenious machines, as suggested by the drama, combines with the costumes and scenic display in a way which proves extremely attractive and which fully satisfies the universal curiosity aroused.  In this way, lifelike elephants and real-life camels have been seen to walk the stage, as also grandiose chariots drawn by horses or other wild beasts; other sights include flying horses, dancing horses, the most magnificent machines represented by air, earth and sea with fantastic contrivances and laudable invention, to the point at which royal apartments, illuminated as for night, have been seen to descend from the air with the entire company of actors and instrumentalists, and then to return whence they came, with the great admiration of all....

The canon discusses various arrangements by which one can pay for the private boxes, but in general he is alarmed at the great cost of opera.

A theater, before enjoying any profit whatever, has many expenses to sustain, all of which regard the performance of the dramas.  The first and greatest of these expenses concerns the remuneration of the singers, the pretensions of these men and women having reached excessive levels (where earlier they were happy to perform irrespective of gain, or at most for honest recognition).  It is also necessary to pay the composer of the dramma per musica.  There follow the expenses for the costumes, mutazioni di scena and construction of the machines; an agreement must be reached with the maestro de’ balli, and the various instrumentalists and theatrical hands must be pain on a nightly basis....  Sufficient, at the beginning, were two delightful voices with a few arias to bring pleasure and a limited number of mutazioni di scena to satisfy the curiosity; today, more attention is paid to a voice that does not live up to expectations than to many of the greatest singers in Europe....  These are the reasons for which expenses increase year by year, though prices at the door have actually fallen.  The very continuation of opera could well be placed in jeopardy if this current state of affairs is not regulated more carefully.

He concludes with a summary of the kinds of profit which opera brings to a town, including financial profit.  More important than this, he finds,

No pleasure can be greater than that which is born from the harmonies taught by the very motion of the spheres: these qualities, together with the other particular circumstances of theatrical entertainments, render the latter enjoyable thrice over: pomp and display for the eye, music for the ear, poetry for the intellect....

Being a prince of the Church, and thus associated with the noble class, he has one more worry,
The low price charged at the entrance reduces the means available to meet the considerable cost of the pomp and display, facilitates access on the part of the ignorant and tumultuous masses and lowers the dignity of that very virtue which exists no less for delight than for profit.

One visiting diplomat was amazed to find performances of opera continuing in Venice even in times of war.
   The Englishman, John Evelyn, documents well established opera in Venice already when he visited in 1645.

This night, having with my Lord Bruce taken our places before, we went to the Opera, where comedies and other plays are represented in recitative music, by the most excellent musicians, vocal and instrumental, with variety of scenes painted and contrived with no less art of perspective, and machines for flying in the air, and other wonderful nations; taken together, it is one of the most magnificent and expensive diversions the wit of man can invent.  The history was, Hercules in Lydia; the scenes changed thirteen times.  The famous voices, Anna Rencia, a Roman, and reputed the best treble of women; but there was an eunuch who, in my opinion, surpassed her....
 

By the end of the century, a French visitor in Venice was relatively unimpressed.

It is undeniable matter of fact that the ornaments of those here fall extremely short of [Parisian operas]: the habits are poor, no dances, and commonly no machines, nor any illuminations, only some candles here and there, which deserve not to be mentioned.  It is dangerous not to magnify the Italian music, or to say, at least, anything against it.
 

Joseph Addison, visiting in 1701, was more impressed with opera in Venice, although he found it somewhat ridiculous “to hear one of the rough old Romans squeaking through the mouth of a eunuch.”
 

But this was also public opera and some of the eyewitness accounts of the behavior of the public are quite remarkable.  The visiting German, Uffenbach, refers to an opera performance in 1715 which Vivaldi conducted,
For fear of being maltreated and covered with spit as on the previous occasion, we took a box, not very expensive, and we had our revenge in behaving in relation to the people below as people had to us, a thing which previously would have seemed impossible to me....  The singers were incomparable....
 

Curiously, similar behavior is mentioned five years later by a visiting Englishman.

There are no open galleries, as in London, but the whole from bottom to top is all divided into boxes, which one with another will contain about six persons each.  They have a scandalous custom [in Venice] of spitting out of the upper boxes, as well as throwing parings of apples or oranges, upon the company in the pit, which they do at random, without any regard where it falls; though it sometimes happens upon some of the best quality; who, though they have boxes of their own, will often come into the pit, either for the better seeing of the company, or sometimes to be nearer the stage, for the better hearing of some favorite songs.
 

This same visitor also mentions that some listeners bring their own copies of the libretti, which they read with the help of “wax candles in their hands.”  The candles, unfortunately, “are frequently put out by the [spit] from above.”
Although the noble aspirations of the Camerata had long since given way to the demands of entertainment, Italian opera, as it spread across Europe, was a source of pride to Italians, as we can see in this rather smug observation by Pier Jacopo Martello.

Music alone...contains the all important secrets of the separation of the soul from all human concerns, at least for that period of time in which the soul is held enthralled by the notes in their artful handling of the consonance of voices and instruments....  This art has been developed to the utmost perfection in Italy; it is thus only correct that Italy should adopt it as its favorite and most magnificent type of theatrical entertainment, one indeed which raises a smile even in the most severe of judges; likewise, it is only correct that foreign nations should consent to the importation of a model of entertainment so justly found pleasing in Italy.
 

Italian opera, as it spread throughout Europe, carried with it the first celebrity singers, who became the daily topic of discussion in newspapers and by the public.  We will allow sketches of two sopranos from Venice represent this large body of colorful singers.

Francesca Cuzzoni (1700 - 1770) made her debut in Venice in 1718 and her success was followed by performances throughout Italy.  She was known for her perfect intonation, creativity in improvisation and by a unique ability to crescendo and diminuendo by minute degrees.

She made her first of many trips to London in 1722 where she was engaged by Handel, who greeted her by announcing, “Madame, I well know that you are a veritable female devil; but I myself, I will have you know, am Bellzebub, chief of the devils.”  In a rehearsal for her appearance in his Ottone, she declared that she disliked the aria, “Falsa immagine,” and refused to sing it.  She quickly changed her mind when Handel threatened to throw her out a window and thereafter this aria became the one that made her career in London.  She is well remembered for her musical duels with another Italian soprano in London, Bordoni.

Faustina Bordoni (1700-1781) was born to a noble Italian family, one which previously governed the Venetian Republic.  Famous for what Charles Burney called “a new kind of singing, by running improvisation with a neatness and velocity which astonished all who heard her,” she was heard by Handel, who took her to London for a production of his Alessandro in 1726.  

The London audience, however, quickly took sides, some becoming supporters of Bordoni and some of Cuzzoni, and began to compete in the applause and boos the awarded their favorite.  During a performance of Bononcini’s Astianatte, in 1727, when Bordoni tried to sing the supporters of Cuzzoni rose up in a chorus of hisses, boos, and roars.  A fight broke out in the pit and soon, on the stage itself, the two sopranos began to fight and tear each other’s hair while the spectators smashed the scenery!  This great competition was satirized by Gay in his The Beggar’s Opera of 1728.
 

The great popularity of the prima donna with the general audience cannot be entirely separated from the fact that opera itself was by the end of the Baroque becoming more and more of an entertainment form.  The great librettist, Metastasio, expresses his concern for the direction of Italian opera in a letter of 1750.

In Italy, at present, there is a taste for nothing but extravagance, and vocal symphonies; in which we sometimes hear an excellent violin, flute or oboe; but never the singing of a human creature.  So that music is now to excite no other emotion than that of surprise.  Things are carried to such excess, that if not soon reformed, we shall justly become the buffoons of all other nations.  Composers and performers being only ambitious of tickling the ear, without ever thinking of the hearts of the audience, are generally condemned in all theaters, to the disgraceful office of degrading the acts of an opera, into intermezzi for the dances, which occupy the attention of the people, and chief part of the spectators.
 

Metastasio was all the more sensitive to this decay in the aesthetic aim of opera for he had been witness to an earlier period in which audiences wept in response to the singing on the stage.
 
� This is always translated as “speaking,” but “singing” would be equally accurate, as the style lay in between.  In truth, we have no way of knowing how near the performance of the Rhapsodist was to speaking or singing, but the tradition of the lyric poets, which developed out of it, was distinctly sung poetry.
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