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Cselekmeny

I. felvonas

Musztafa bej algiri palotajaban felesege, a szomord Elvira panaszkodik bizalmasanak,
Zulmanak: férje mar nem szereti 6t. Az eunuch szolgak szomordan allapitjak meg: a
bej hazaban a nok csupan szenvedésre szilettek. Musztafa Iép be a kaldzkapitany, Ali
kiséretében. Elvira szanalomért kényordg férjének, aki undorral, ingerdilten fordul el
tdle. Mindenkit kizavar a terembdl, Alit kivéve, akinek azt parancsolja, vezesse elé olasz
rabszolgajat, Lindordt, mivel Ggy déntdtt, a mequnt Elvirat az olaszhoz adja. 0 maga
torkig van az algiri haremhaolgyek kényes dorgol6zésevel is, és egy temperamentumos
olasz ndre vagyik. Kozli Alival, hogy ha hat nap alatt nem szerez neki ilyen asszonyt,
karoba huzatja.

Lindoro tavoli szerelme utan savarog. Musztafa kdzli vele: kihazasitja. Lindoro nem gy6z
kifogasokat keresni, miért nem fogadhatja el a hazassagi ajanlatot, de Musztafa elszan-
tan tukmalja rabszolgajara sajat feleségét.

A kikdtdbe 0] kalozhajo fut be. A frissen érkezett olasz rabszalgak kozott van egy kivé-
teles nd, Isabella, aki szerelme, Lindoro keresése miatt szallt tengerre, mig végill maga
is fogsagba esett. De nem esik kétségbe, hisz tudja jol: ndi bajjal es fifikaval barmelyik
férfit le lehet gydzni. A kalozok elérangatjak a foglyul ejtett Taddeot is, aki Isabella iranti
szerelme miatt esett fogsagba. Alinak azt hazudjak, 6k nagybacsi és unokahug, egyene-
sen az italiai Livorndbol. Ali boldogan kialt fel: Isabella lesz Musztafa haremének disze!
Taddea le van stjtva: mar nem csak Lindoro, hanem emiatt a Musztafa miatt is féhet a
feje. Isabella ingeriilten vet véget szerelmes kisérdje feltékenysegi rohamanak.
Lindoro és Elvira tétovan éllnak egymas el6tt: egyikiiknek sem filik a foga a hazas-
saghoz. Musztafa ront rajuk, hogy kozélje: egy velencei hajot szabadon enged - azon
Lindora hazautazhat j feleségével. Elvira kétségbeesetten kérleli férjét, hogy ne kiildje
0t el, de Musztafa tiirelmetlenil fojtja belé a szot. Ali lép be, hogy az olasz n6 érkezését
jelentse. Musztafa azonnal izgalomba jon: tiirelmetlen(il varja, hogy felesege tavozzon,
s 6 meghddithassa az olasz nét.

Isabellat dnnepélyesen Musztafa elé vezetik, akit teljesen lehengerel az asszony.
Isabella azonnal 4tlatja, miféle férfivel van dolga, és hogy érje el nala a céljat. Taddeo
ront a terembe, nyomaban Ali. Musztafa kardba akarja hizatni a rendbontot, de Isabella
kozli vele: 6 a bacsikaja, igy a férfi azonnal kegyelmet kap. Elvira, Zulma és Lindoro jarul
Musztafa elé, hogy utazasuk eldtt utoljara konydrogjenek a bejnek. Isabella és Lindaro

débbenten ismer egymasra. Az olasz nd megtudja, hogy a bej sajat feleseget adja
Lindorohoz, és felcsattan: az asszonynak maradnia kell, Lindordt pedig a rabszolgaja-
nak nyilvanitja. Musztafa hallani sem akar a dologrdl, de végil képtelen nemet mondani
a kdvetel6zd Isabellanak.

Il. felvonas

Az eunuchok megallapitjak: az olasz n6 bolondot csinalt Musztafabol. A bej Elviraval
és Zulmaval dzeni meg Isabellanak, hogy fél dra milva kettesben akar vele kavézni.
Elvira figyelmezteti férjet, hogy nem lesz egyszer(i elcsabitania az agyafurt nt, Musz-
tafa azonban mar kitervelte, hogyan érhet célt: a ,nagybacsin” keresztil probalja majd
megpuhitani imadottja szivet.

Amikor kettesben maradnak, Isabella dihdsen veti Lindoro szemére, hogy elhagyta
ot. A férfinek csak nagy nehezen sikerll megértetnie vele: esze agaban sincs elvenni
Musztafa feleségét, és soha nem arulta el Isabella iranti szerelmét. A szép nd vegil
megenyhill, és szokést tervez szerelmével.

Taddeo rohan Musztafa elé, és konyérogve kéri, mentse meg az 6t karoval ilddz6 ficko-
tol. Musztafa biztositja 6t, hogy nem akarja, hogy Taddednak bantodasa essen - ellenke-
z6leg: kinevezi 6t helyettesének, azaz kajmakamnak. A posztért cserébe azt kéri, jarjon
kozben érdekében az ,unokahdganal’, amibe Taddeo kénytelen-kelletlen beleegyezik.
Isabella, mikdzben csinositja magat Musztafa fogadasara, kerek-perec megmondja
Elviranak, csak 6 maga tehet arrol, hogy Musztafa raunt, de felajanlja, hogy kitanitja,
hogy kell a férfiakkal banni. Musztafa magahoz hivatja Isabellat, Taddedoval pedig kozli,
hogy amint tisszentve jelet ad, azonnal hagyja 6t kettesben ,unokahtgaval”. Az olasz ng
Musztafa elé lép, aki biiszkén jelenti be neki, hogy ,nagybatyjat” kajmakdmma nevezte
ki. A bej tisszentve ad jelet Taddednak a visszavonulasra, aki azonban megmakacsolja
magat, és nem mozdul, hiaba priszkol a masik. Lindoro és Isabella remekiil szérakoz-
nak a ket pojacan. Isabella a bej elé vezeti Elvirat, es kdveteli Musztafatol, hogy engesz-
telje ki a szegeny asszonyt. A bej érjéngve fogadja meg, hogy megfizetnek még, amiért
bolondda tették.

Ali megéllapitja: Musztafa megérdemelte, hogy a rafinalt olasz ng tuljart az eszen.
Taddeo Lindoro értésére adja, hogy 6 nem Isabella nagybatyja, hanem a szerelme;
Lindoro csak mulat magaban a dolgon, és arra kéri Taddedt, segitsen neki kifogni Musz-
tafan. A bejjel tudatjak, hogy Isabella iinnepélyes keretek kozott szeretné Musztafat
pappataciva avatni - azaz megajandékozni a ,Szebbik nemeért rajongok"-nak itélt, kita-
lalt cimmel, amelynek elnyerése utan mast sem kell tennie, csak enni és aludni. Ekézben



Isabella a szokesi tervet késziti eld: az olasz rabszolgakat pappatacinak dltozteti, és
lelkesitd beszeddel késziti fel 6ket a hazaterésre. A megjelend Musztafat nagy pompaval
avatjak pappataciva, majd leiiltetik a kajmakam Taddeo mellé, és ételt-italt hozatnak
nekik. Mig a két szerelmes bohdc zabal, Isabella, Lindoro és a tobbi olasz rab hajora
szalnak. Taddeo eszmél ra el6szor a turpissagra, és még idében felszalad a hajora, hogy
ha szerelmérdl le is kell mondania, legalabb hazatérhessen. Musztafa csak nagy sokara
ébred ra, hogy 6va tették. Szégyenében visszakonytrgi magat feleségéhez, Elvirahoz.
A béke végre helyreall.




A masodik Olasz no Algirban

1813 tavaszan gondban volt a velencei San Benedetto Operahaz, mivel az egyik meg-
rendelt opera mégsem késziilt el id6re. A szinhazat az akkor 21 éves Gioachino Rossi-
ni (1792-1868) ,mentette meg”, aki Tankréd cimi operajaval februarban mar korabban
sikert aratott a varoshan, és elfogadta a hirtelen jott megbizast. A fiatal zeneszerz6
Angelo Anellihez fordult librettdért, és leveleibdl az derdil ki, hogy 6 maga sugallta, hogy
a Scalaban b évvel karabban bemutatott, Luigi Mosca altal komponalt Olasz né Algirban
szovegkonyvet hasznaljak fel az Uj operahoz.

Az orientalizmus kozkedvelt téma volt az operairodalomban, gondoljunk csak Rameau
A gdldns Indidk cim( operabalettjére (1735), Handel Xerxészére (1737), Haydn A vdratlan
taldlkozds (1775) vagy Mozart Széktetés a szerdjbdl(1782) cim(i operajara.' Anellinek kapo-
rajotttehat az1800-as évek elején egy igaz torténet: a milanai Antonietta Frapolli-Suinit
1805-ben algiri kaldzok raboltak el, s a hdlgy Mustafa ibn Ibrahim bej haremébe kerdlt,
mig véqul vissza nem siker(lt jutnia Italidba.

Anelli és Rossini atszabta kissé az eredeti, 1808-as libretto szerkezetét - igy keriilt ki a
darabbol tébbek kozt Isabella és Lindoro duettje is: helyette Lindoro és Isabella is egy-
eqgy plusz ariat kapott. A kemponista alig egy honap alatt el is késziilt a mdvel.

1813. majus 22-én ket operatorténetileg fontos esemeényt is jegyziink: megsziletett
Richard Wagner, és bemutattak a fiatal Rossini 11. operajat. Az Olasz nd azonnal megha-
ditotta Velencét, majd hamarosan Italia és Europa fontosabb varosait is. Egyes ariakat,
recitativokat atdolgozott a szerzd a késdbbi bemutatak soran (Vicenza, 1813; Milano,
1814; Napaly, 1815), de legtdhbszdr a mai napig az eredeti valtozatban adjak eld a dara-
bot. Az Olasz nd késdbb kikopott kissé a nemzetkdzi repertoarbdl, mig a Il. vildghaboru
utan vissza nem szerezte megérdemelt helyét a dalszinhazak misoran. A Magyar Allami
Operahaz térténetében a 2017. novemberi bemutatdval az eredeti, velencei valtozatban,
els6 alkalommal volt 1athato a darab.

1 Egy évvel az Olasz nd bemutatasa utan maga Rossini is visszatért a téméahoz A torok Italiaban cim(i mavével.

Egy arab macho
es eqgy olasz femme fatale
talalkozasa

A térténet az észak-afrikai Algirba repit, amely 1516-t6l 1830-ig az Ottoman Birodalom
része volt. Bar a kérnyezet és a tdrténelmi hattér valgs, Rossini nem a hitelességre
vagy a vallasi, aktudlpolitikai, rasszok kozti kerdések feszegetésére torekedett, hanem
a felhtlen szorakoztatasra. Ennek eredménye az orientalista kornyezetbe helyezett,
mégis izig-vérig olasz szabadulastorténet, amely Italia dicséretével és termeészetesen
happy enddel zarul.

A darab fokuszaban a nemek és kultirak harca all: a felvilagosult eurdpai vilagkép ho-
ditdsa eqy ,barbar” kultdra felett,” illetve az emancipalt né gy6zelme a férfiak domi-
nancidja felett. Mint oly sok operanak, ennek is a vdgy a motorja: Isabella Lindordra
vagyik, Elvira Musztafara; Musztafa, Lindoro és Taddeo pedig Isabellara - azaz a Nére, a
szenvedélyes, szangvinikus olasz donndra. NGi és ferfi sztereotipiak skalaja sorakozik
fel elGttlink a megunt, szervilis feleséqtél a femme fatale-ig, és a vagytol elvakult, ha-
talmaskodo machdtal a féltekenykedd, lova tett udvarlon és a romantikus szerelmesen
at egeszen a kasztralt eunuchokig. Az Olasz nében nincsenek hésdk. Egy hdsnd van:
it viseli magan: erds, figgetlen nd, aki - ahogy a ,Cruda sorte” kezdetd hires belép6ari-
aban ki is jelenti - tokeletesen tisztaban van ndi vonzerejével, és kannyedén feltalalja
magat barmilyen szorult helyzetben. Nem egy erds férfi menti meg 6t, hanem 6 maga
kel tra, hogy kiszabaditsa fogsagba esett szerelmét; végiil pedig nem csak magat és
kedvesét, de a tobbi olasz rabszolgat is hazajuttatja az algiri fogsaghdl. (,Pensa alla
Patria” kezdet( hazafias ariaja mai szemmel kissé furcsan hat talan a darabban, de ne
feledjik, hogy Italia 1861-ig nem volt egységes allam.)

Isabella a barbar erkdlcsoknek hadat (zenve természetesen megleckézteti a bejt.
Musztafanak egy kitalalt, magas olasz ,rangot” adomanyoz: pappataciva® avatja, akinek
nincs mas ,dolga’, mint enni, inni és aludni. A hatalmaskodd, macho uralkodobol tehat

2 Csakugy, mint Verdi Attilajaban vagy Puccini Pillangokisasszonyaban.

3 Akifejezés egy olasz szodsszetételbdl all: pappa (,zabalj") és taci (,hallgass’).



eqy csapasra ,kasztralt”, impotens papucsférjet kreal, aki a darab végén débben ra,
hogy lova tették, és szégyenkezve kinyorgi vissza magat ,unalmas”, alazatos feleségé-
hez. Az olasz n6 gydz mindenek felett, ,Keleten” pedig helyreall a regi rend.

.Minden zene j6 zene.
Kivéve azt, ami unalmas.”

(Rossini)

Rossini az olasz vigoperairas kiralya volt. ,A komoly, lirai dréma vildgdba gyszdlvan
drokasdk hijan csdppent bele. Fenomendlis sikereit e téren kivételesen erdteljes zenei
egyéniségének, valamint robusztusan olaszos stilusdnak kdszénhette -mivel ez a kor
annyira italomdn volt, hogy alighanem még Cherubini is eltéprengett néha, érdemes
volt-e lemondania sziletési jogdrdl” - irja Julian Budden.

Az Olasz nd a bel canto és az opera buffdk eqgyik ékkdve. Népszerisége azonban a mai
napig elhomalyosul A sevillai borbély (1816) abszolut elsdsége mellett, mi tébb, gyak-
ran éri a darabot az a kritika, hogy nem ér fel a Sevillai tokelyéhez. Tény, hogy Anelli
szovegkonyveben A sevillaihoz képest olykar némiképp (igyetlenebbil kapcsoladnak
egymashoz, és kevésbe peregnek a jelenetek, e hianyossagokért azonban béven kar-
potol a fiatal maestro kirobbandan sziporkazd muzsikaja.

Rossini minddssze 17 évnyi operaszerz6i munkassaga alatt mintegy 40 operat kom-
ponalt. Hihetetlen tempaban kellett tehat dolgoznia, s nem volt ritka, hogy a haté-
konysag érdekében sajat darabjaibal kolcstnzdtt részleteket, tovabba recitativokat
és olykor Kisebb ariakat is kiadott killinb6z6 segédeknek. igy volt ez az Olasz né ese-
tében is: a recitivokon kivil a Il. felvonasban Ali ariajat (,Le femmine d'ltalia”) sem 6
irta. Nagyon is jol felismerhetd viszont Rossini ellenallhatatlan stilusa a darab tébbi
részeben!

Az olasz romantikus opera szamos jellegzetes vonasa ered Rossini szinpompas, tiizes
egyéniségehdl. Egyéni, zsenialis hangszerelési technikaja az egyik legszembet(indbb
kozlik. Csakugy, mint késobb A sevillai borbélyban vagy a Hamupipdkében, a kompo-
nista mar az Olasz ndben is tokéletes erzékkel hasznalja a commedia dell'artébol és a

4 In: Julian Budden: Verdi és a prima ottocento vilaga. Forditotta: Sarkézy Elga.

farce-bol jol ismert karaktereket és fordulatokat, és a vigoperai m(ifaj zenei stilusje-
gyeinek egész arzenaljat vonultatja fel miveiben. Névjegyevé valt tdbbek kdzt a szin-
te folyamatos accelerando (,gyorsitas”) és crescendo (,egyre novekvd hangerdvel’), a
nyelvtdrg hadaro részek (pl. Musztafa és Lindoro ,Se inclinassi a prender moglie” kez-
det(i duettje), a nyaktord kolorattrakkal tizdelt, virtuoz ariak és a fergeteges egyiit-
tesek. A szerzé drilletes tempot diktal. Epphogy elkezd6dik az I. felvonas, maris egy
szediletes egyittest hallunk, és szinte megallas nélkiil zakatol a darab a felvonasok
tetdpontjai felé: a nagyszabasu egyittesekig. (Kivaltképp hires az I. felvonas tuttija,
amelyben a zene és a szoveg komikus dsszhangja a parddia hatarat surolja.) Tavol allt
téle, hogy torokos motivumokat hasznaljon a zenében; izig-verig olasz muzsikat kom-
ponalt. Az egész opera nem mas, mint az ,0laszsag” inneplése - hitvallas a szerelem
és a dolce vita szeretete mellett.



Palerdi Andras, Dobék Attil

iktoria és az OPERA Enekkara / OPERA Chorus

-



Synopsis

Act One

In Mustafa Bey's palace in Algiers, the potentate’s sad wife, Elvira, is complaining to her
confidant, Zulma, that her husband no longer loves her. The eunuch servants sadly state
that, in the bey’s household, women live only to suffer. Mustafa appears, accompanied
by the corsair captain, Ali. Elvira pleads for her husband's pity, but Mustafa turns away
in disgust and anger. He orders everyone out of the room, except for Ali, whom he com-
mands to show him his Italian slave, Lindoro, as Mustafa has resolved to give the bored
Elvira to the Italian. Having himself grown fed up with the tender fawning of the harem
ladies, Mustafa is yearning for a temperamental Italian woman. He informs Ali that if he
does not abtain him a woman like that within six days, then he will have him impaled.
Lindoro is pining for his far-away love. Mustafa informs him that he’s going to marry him
off. Lindoro struggles to come up with excuses for why he cannot accept the marriage
proposal, but Mustafa eagerly pushes his wife on his new slave.

A new corsair ship sails into the harbour. Among the newly arrived Italian slaves is an
extraordinary woman named Isabella, who went to sea in order to seek her true love,
Lindoro, but then was taken captive herself. However, she has not fallen into despair,
as she is well aware that her feminine charm and quile are enough to defeat any man.
The corsairs also drag out another captive: Taddeo, whose unrequited love for Isabella
is the reason for his current predicament. They lie to Ali that they are uncle and niece,
there directly from the Italian city of Livorno. Ali happily exclaims that Isabella will be
the glory of Mustafa's harem! Taddeo is crestfallen: now it's not just Lindoro he has to
waorry about; because of him, now he has to contend with Mustafa too. Irritated, Isabella
puts a stop to her companion'’s attack of jealousy.

Lindoro and Elvira face each other hesitantly: neither of them is eager to marry the
other. Mustafa bursts in on them to announce that he is allowing a Venetian ship ta go
free - and Lindoro may journey home on it with his new wife. Desperately, Elvira pleads
with her husband not to make her go away, but Mustafa cuts her off impatiently. Ali en-
tersin order to report the arrival of the Italian woman. Mustafa is immediately overcome
by excitement: he is impatiently waiting for his wife to depart so that he can win over
the Italian woman.

Isabella is solemnly led before Mustafa, who is completely smitten with the woman.
Isabella immediately sees what kind of man she is dealing with and how she can use
him to achieve her aim. Taddeo bursts into the room, pursued by Ali. Mustafa is ready to

have the troublemaker impaled, but Isabella tells him that Taddeo is her uncle, leading to
an instant show of mercy. Elvira, Zulma and Lindoro come before Mustafa to plead with
the bey one more time befare their journey. Isabella and Lindoro are astonished to rec-
ognise each other. Upon learning that the bey plans to give his own wife to Lindoro, the
Italian woman loudly exclaims that the woman must stay. She also declares that Lindoro
will be her own slave. Mustafa won't have any of this, but eventually he is incapable of
saying “no” to the demanding Isabella.

Act Two

The eunuchs conclude that the Italian woman has made a fool out of Mustafa. The bey
sends Elvira and Zulma to tell Isabella that he wishes ta have coffee alone with her in
half an hour. Elvira warns her husband that it will be no simple matter to seduce the
clever woman. Mustafa, however, has already planned out how to achieve his aim: he will
attempt to soften the heart of his adored Isabella through her “uncle”.

Left alone with Lindoro, Isabella angrily castigates him for abandoning her. It is only
with great difficulty that he manages to convince her that he hasn't got the slightest
intention of marrying Mustafa’s wife and that he has never betrayed his love for Isabella.
The beautiful woman eventually relents and, together with her beloved, starts planning
their escape.

Taddeo rushes before Mustafa and pleads to be rescued from the fellow who is chasing
him with a stake. Mustafa assures Taddeo that he has no wish for him to come to any
harm - on the contrary: he appoints him his deputy, the kaimakam. In exchange for
awarding him his new position, the bey asks Taddeo to intercede with his “niece” on
Mustafa's behalf. The reluctant Taddeo is forced to consent.

While primping herself to prepare for her reception with Mustafa, Isabella tells Elvira
point-blank that she has only herself to blame for the fact that the bey has tired of her.
She does, however, offer ta teach her how men have to be handled. Mustafa sends for Is-
abella, telling Taddeo that if he sneezes, that is the signal for him to leave him alone with
Taddeo's "niece”. The Italian woman appears before Mustafa, who proudly reports that
he has appointed her “uncle” to the post of kaimakam. The bey sneezes to signal Taddeo
to withdraw, but the new kaimakam stubbornly refuses to move, no matter how much
the bey snorts his nose. Lindoro and Isabella are greatly amused by the two buffoons.
Isabella leads Elvira before the bey and demands that he reconcile with the poor woman.
The raging Mustafa resolves that he will make them all pay for making a fool out of him.
Ali concludes that Mustafa deserved to be outwitted by the sly Italian woman.



Taddeo informs Lindoro that he is not really Isabella’s uncle - he is in fact her true love;
Lindoro merely finds this amusing and asks Taddeo to help him trick Mustafa. They let
the bey know that Isabella would like to hold a ceremony initiating Mustafa as a pap-
pataci - that is, to bestow on him a made-up title awarded to “admirers of the fairer
sex”, whereupon all he will have to do in life is eat and sleep. Meanwhile, Isabella is
preparing the plan for their escape: she dresses up the ltalian slaves as pappataci and,
with a rousing speech, gets them ready to go home. After Mustafa arrives, they initiate
him with great pomp into the pappataci, seat him next to the new kaimakam Taddeo
and have food and drink brought for them. As the two amorous clowns munch away,
Isabella, Lindoro and the other Italian slaves board a ship. Taddeo is the first to notice
the subterfuge, and rushes to the ship in time before it departs: even if he has to give
up his hopes for love, at least he can go hame. Only much later does Mustafa realise that
he has been played for a fool. In his shame, he begs for Elvira to take him back. Peace
isrestored at last.
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The second Litaliana in Algeri

In the spring of 1813, the San Benedetto Opera in Venice was in trouble because a com-
poser had failed to deliver the opera they had ordered from him on time. The theatre
was "saved” by 21-year-old Gioachino Rossini (1792-1868), whose Tancredi had been a
great success in the city in February, after he accepted the sudden commission. The
young composer turned to Angelo Anelli for a libretto, and their correspondence reveals
that it was he himself who suggested using the libretto for Litaliana in Algeri, an opera
composed by Luigi Mosca and premiered at La Scala five years earlier.

Orientalism was a popular theme in operatic literature: one needs to look no further than
Rameau’s opéra-ballet Les Indes galantes (1735), Handel's Serse (1737), Haydn's Lincontro
improvviso (1775) or Mozart's Die Entfihrung aus dem Serail (1782)." Anelli was able to
make use of a true story from the early 1800s: the Milanese woman Antonietta Frapolli-
Suini had been abducted by Algerian pirates in 1805 and taken to the harem of the bey,
Mustafa ibn Ibrahim, where she remained until eventually managing to return to Italy.
Anelli and Rossini changed the structure of the original libretto from 1808 slightly -
Isabella and Lindoro's duet was cut from the opera: instead, both Lindoro and Isabella
were each given an aria. It took the composer less than a month to complete the work.
Two events make the date 22 May 1813 an important one in opera history: the birth of
Richard Wager and the premiere of the young Rossini's eleventh opera. Litaliana im-
mediately conquered Venice and, soon afterwards, the major cities of Italy and Europe.
The composer revised some arias and recitatives for the subsequent premieres (Vice-
nza, 1813; Milan, 1814; Naples, 1815), but the opera is most often performed in its original
version. Later on, Litaliana faded somewhat from the international repertoire until it
regained its deserved place on opera house programmes after the Second World War.
The November 2017 premiere at the Hungarian State Opera, in the original Venetian ver-
sion, will be the firstin the institution's history.

1 Ayear after the premiere of Litaliana in Algeri, Rossini himself returned to the same theme in his opera Il turca in Italia.
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An encounter between
a macho Arab and
an ltalian femme fatale

The story takes us to the North African city of Algiers, which belonged to the Ottoman
Empire between 1516 and 1830. Although the setting and the historical background were
real, it was not authenticity or a discussion of religious, political or interracial questions
that Rossini was striving for, but simply carefree entertainment. The outcome was an
escape story, placed in an oriental setting but profoundly Italian, that closes with praise
for Italy and, of course, a happy ending.

The work focuses on the rivalries between genders and cultures: the triumph of the
enlightened European ethos over a “barbarian” culture,? and the emancipated woman’s
victory over male dominance. Similar to many other operas, it is fuelled by desire too:
Isabella yearns for Lindoro, Elvira for Mustafa, and Mustafa, Lindoro and Taddeo all want
Isabella - that is, “the Woman’, this passionate and sanguine Italian donna. A whole
range of male and female stereotypes are presented to us ranging from the servile
and neglected wife to the femme fatale, and from the domineering macho male blinded
by desire to the jealous and bamboozled suitor, the romantic lover and the castrated
eunuch. There are no heraes in Litaliana in Algeri. There is a heroine: Isabella, who clearly
bears the hallmarks of the modern feminist ideology of Romanticism: she is a strong and
independent woman who - as she states in her famous entrance aria, “Cruda sorte” - is
completely aware of her allure and easily finds a solution to get out of any difficult situ-
ation. It is not a strong man who saves her: she herself sets off to liberate her captured
love; and finally, in addition to freeing both herself and her beloved, she takes all the
Italian slaves home from captivity in Algiers. (By modern standards, her patriotic aria,
“Pensa alla Patria”, might sound strange in an opera, but it must not be forgotten that
Italy was not unified until 1861.)

Declaring war on barbarian morality, Isabella naturally teaches the bey a lesson.
Bestowing an invented lItalian “title” on Mustafa: she declares him to be a pappataci;®

2 Just like in Verdis Attila and Puccinis Madama Butterfly.

3 A combination of two Italian words: pappa (‘gobble’) and taci ("be quiet’).

2



whose only “responsibilities” are eating, drinking and sleeping. She immediately turns
the domineering, macho sovereign into a “castrated”, impotent and henpecked husband
who realises only at the end of the play that he has been fooled, and the humiliated bey
begs for his “boring” and humble wife's pardon. The Italian woman triumphs over every-
thing, and the old order is restored in the “Orient".
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“Every kind of music is good,
except the boring kind.”

(Rossini)

Rossini was the king of Italian opera buffa. “The world of serious lyric drama he had inher-
ited by default. His phenomenal success in this field was due to the sheer strength of his
musical personality and also to the robustly Italianate style - for this was an Italophile age
in which even Cherubini must have wondered whether he had been wise to renounce his
birthright,” Julian Budden wrote.*

Litaliana in Algeriis a precious gem of bel canto and apera buffa. Its popularity, however,
has to this day been overshadowed by the absolute first place of Il barbiere di Siviglia
(1816); moreover, this opera is often criticised for not reaching the perfection of Barber.
Itis afact that, in Anelli's libretto, the scenes are connected slightly less elegantly than
in Barber, and also follow one another less rapidly. Nevertheless, these deficiencies are
abundantly compensated for by the young maestro’s explosively sparkling music.
During his shart, 17-year-long career as an opera composer Rossini composed 40 ope-
ras. He had to work at an incredible speed, and it was not unusual for him, for the sake
of efficiency, to borrow parts from his other works, and he commissioned his assistants
to compose the recitatives and sometimes the shorter arias. This happened in the case
of Litaliana in Algeri too: along with the recitatives, Ali's aria (“Le femmine d'ltalia”) in the
second act was not his work. However, Rossini's irresistible style is easily recognisable
in the rest of the opera.

A number of characteristics of Italian romantic opera originate from Rossini's colourful
and passionate personality. His unique and ingenious orchestration technique is one
of the most obvious of these. Just like later on in Il barbiere di Siviglia and La Ceneren-
tola, the composer used the characters and plot elements well known from commedia
dell'arte and farce with a perfect sensibility and presented an entire arsenal of musical
stylistic features of the comic opera. Techniques that became his trademark include
the almost continuous accelerando and crescendo, the tongue-twisting patter numbers
(such as Mustafa and Lindoro's duet, “Se inclinassi a prender moglie”), virtuoso arias with
breakneck coloraturas and whirling ensembles. The composer dictates a crazy tempo.

4 Julian Budden: The Operas of Verdi: From Oberto to Rigoletto. Oxford University Press, 1978, p. 9.
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Hardly has the first act bequn before it breaks into an amazing ensemble, and the mu-
sic rattles on incessantly until the zenith of each act: the grand ensemble. (Especially
famous is the tutti in Act |, in which the comic harmony of music and text verges on
parody.) Rossini rejected the idea of using Turkish motifs in his music; he was compos-
ing music that was ltalian to the core. The entire opera is basically a celebration of
“Italianness” - a creed of love and affection for the dolce vita.
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