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‘Of Ghosts and Monsters’
Scenes and Arias from Baroque Operas
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latter protests his loyalty and offers to battle monsters and the creatures of hell in
her honour to prove his love.

Orlando:
Fammi combattere
Mostri e tifei
Nuovi trofei
Se vuoi dal mio valor.

Tell me to fight

monsters and hellish creatures
if you would have my valour
earn new trophies for you.

Muraglie abbattere,
Disfare incanti,
Se vuoi ch'io vanti
Darti prove d'amor.

Tell me to tear down walls,
dispel enchantments,

if you want me

to prove my love.

‘Eccomi al fine - Pallido il sole’
From Artaserse (act Il, scene 15)

Libretto: Pietro Metastasio (1698-1782)
Music: Johann Adolf Hasse (1699-1783)

Premiered at the most prestigious opera house in Venice, the Teatro San Giovanni
Grisostomo, in 1730, Artaserse (Artaxerxes| became one of the most widely
performed operas of the 18th century. The production’s tremendous success was
ensured by the participation of two of the most famous singers of the 18th century,
the castrati Carlo Broschi ‘Farinelli (as Arbace) and Nicola Grimaldi ‘Nicolini’ (as
Artabano). By this time, the 57-year-old Nicolini ‘spoke more than he sang’, but
he was internationally admired as the greatest actor of the period. Exerting great

power as the production’s director, Nicolini may well have written the text of the
present scene as a showcase for his acting.

Artabano, captain of the royal guard of Persia, seeks to extinguish the royal family
in order to crown his own son, Arbace, king. He has successfully murdered the
king and incited the crown prince to execute his younger brother for the crime.
However, suspicion falls on Arbace, and Artabano, who is appointed as his judge,
has to sentence his own son to death by decapitation. In vain Artabano tries to
free Arbace from prison - his virtuous son chooses death over participation in his
father’s evil plans.

At the end of act Il Artabano, finally alone, crumbles under the pressure of the
situation. He has a vision in which Arbace is executed and returns to haunt him as

a ghost. The grizzly visual imagery would have been familiar to the audience at a
time when public executions were commonplace.




Artabano:

Eccomi al fine in liberta del mio

Dolor. Che feci mai? Che dispietato
Padre! O misero Arbace! lo ti perdei!
Gia spettacol funesto... agli occhi miei
Tiveggo: Odo gli accenti, odo i
singhiozzi Dell'innocente vittima... Deh!
ferma, Carnefice, la scurre! ... Ah! che
gia piomba Il colpo, e il capo, o Dio!
reciso e tronco Sugli omeri sen cade...
Ah! ch’egli & morto!

Ahime! Dove m'ascondo?

Qui la bipenne incontro

Qui trovo il feral palco, il manigoldo

La mi spaventa, e la l'informe busto
M’inorridisce. Ah! che la pallid’'ombra
Ver me s'affretta. Chi misalva? Dove
Mi celo! O Dio, non posso

Sostener la sua vista. O caro figlio,
Perdona al mio rossor. Svenami, figlio!
Ma che... vaneggio? Al mio rimorso
ancora Il figlio vive, e se salvai me
stesso, Il caro Arbace mio non cada
oppresso.

Pallido il sole, torbido il cielo,
Pena minaccia, morte prepara.
Tutto mi spira rimorso, e orror.

Timor mi cinge di freddo gelo,

Dolor mi rende la vita amara,
lo stesso fremo contro il mio cor.

‘Ombra fedele anch’io’
From /daspe (act Il, scene 11)

Libretto: Pietro Candi (fl.1700s)

Here | am at last, free from my sorrow.
What have | done? What a merciless father
| am! Oh poor Arbaces! | have lost you!

The tragic spectacle...forms before my
eyes...| see you: | hear the sighs, | hear the
sobs of the innocent victim... Please! hold,
executioner, the blade! ... Ah! the blow is
coming down, and his head, oh God, cut off,
severed, falls from his shoulders...

Ah! He is dead!

Alas! Where shall | hide?

Here | meet with the double-edged blade,
over here the deadly scaffold, the headsman
over there frightens me, and the shapeless
body down there horrifies me. Ah! the pale
shade hurriedly advances towards me? Who
will save me? Where can | hide! Oh God, |
cannot bear his gaze. Oh my dear son,
forgive me in my shame! Kill me, my son!
But what is this? ...  am delirious. Whilst|
feel the pangs of remorse, my son is alive, )
and, since | have saved myself, my dear ;
Arbaces shall not die, either. )

Pale is the sun, turbulent the sky,
pain threatens, death looms.
It all inspires remorse in horror in me.

Fear girds me with a chain of ice,
sorrow renders my life bitter,
and | feel revolted by my own heart.

Music: Riccardo Broschi (1698-1756)

Riccardo Broschi's setting of /daspe preceded Artasersein the 1730 season at the
Teatro San Giovanni Grisostomo. Nicolini had appeared in the title role in different
settings of the libretto for 25 years; the 1710 London version, Hydaspes, was
possibly the most successful production of an Italian opera in England in the 18th
century due to Nicolini's celebrated amphitheatre battle with a lion. However, the
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present aria was sung by Farinelli, renowned for his beautiful voice and decorous
stage demeanour, in the role of Dario, the general of the Median army.

Dario loves princess Mandane and is loved by her in return. However, Mandane
tests Dario’s loyalty by telling him that she has decided to marry the king of Persia
as she values power and glory more than Dario’s love. Though deeply hurt and
offended, Dario quells his initial anger. He professes his undying love for
Mandane, vowing to follow her as a faithful shade even into the underworld.

Similar allusions to the Orpheus myth frequently appear in aria texts written
specifically for (or possibly by) Farinelli at this time; they constituted a means of
self-promotion in that Farinelli strategically created an association between
himself and the greatest singer of ancient mythology.

Dario:

Ombra fedele anch’io
Sul margine di Lete
Seguir vuo all’idol mio
Che tanto adoro.

As a faithful shade |, too,

to the banks of the river Lethe
will follow my dearest beloved
whom | adore so very much.

Che bella pace e questa,
Che a consolar se n’ resta
[l mio martoro.

This thought gives me gentle peace,
and it is all that is left to console me
in my torment.

‘Ah, stigie larve - Vaghe pupille’
From Orlando (act Il, scene 11)

Libretto: Carlo Sigismondo Capece (1652-1728)
Music: George Frideric Handel (1685-1759)

Act Il holds a rude awakening for Orlando: he finds a carving in a tree that
commemorates Angelica’s and Medoro’s wedding. Desperately unhappy and
unable to bear Angelica’s duplicity, the honest, upright knight loses his sanity.
Raging against humans and nature, he uproots trees, casts off his weapons and
armour and goes in search of the deceitful couple. When he finds them, Orlando
believes that his grief has killed him and his soul is traveling to the underworld.
There he mistakes Angelica for Proserpine and Medoro for one of the furies.

This scene defies the conventional structure, i.e., a recitative followed by a da-
capo aria. Instead it is a through-composed succession of recitative and arioso
sections as well as a gavotte (dance] theme, illustrating Orlando's mental
instability. At the same time it was conceived to make maximum use of
Senesino’s excellent abilities at expressive and heroic singing as well as acting.




Orlando:

Ah, stigie larve! Ah, scellerati spettri,
Che la perfida donna ora ascondete!
Perché al mio amor offeso,

Al mio giusto furor, non la rendete?
Ah, misero e schernito,

L'ingrata gia m’ha ucciso!

Sono lo spirto io da me diviso.

Sono un‘ombra... e qual ombra adesso
io voglio

Varcar la git ne’ regni del cordoglio.
Ecco la stigia barcal

Di Caronte a dispetto

Gia solco l'onde nere. Ecco di Pluto
Le affumicate soglie, e 'arso tetto.

Gia latra Cerbero
E gia dell’'Erebo
Ogni terribile
Squallida furia
Se n’viene a me.

Ma la furia, che sol mi dié martoro
Dov'e? Questa & Medoro -

A Proserpina in braccio

Vedo che fugge. Or a strapparla io
corro.

Ah! Proserpina piange!

Vien meno il mio furore

Se si piange all'inferno anco d’amore.

Vaghe pupille, no, non piangete, no,
Che del pianto ancor nel regno
Puo in ognun destar pieta.
Vaghe pupille, non piangete, no.

Ma si, pupille, si, si, piangete si,
Che sordo al vostro incanto
Ho un core d’'adamanto,
Né calma il mio furor,
Ma si, pupille, si, si, piangete si!

Ah, Stygian ghosts! Ah, wicked spectres
who now hide the perfidious woman from me!
Why will you not give her up to my
offended love and outrage?

Ah, miserable and rejected am |,

the ingrate has in fact killed me!

I am my soul severed from myself,

| am a shade... and as a shade | shall now
travel down there, to the kingdoms of
heartache.

There is the Stygian boat!

In spite of Charon | am already

traversing the dark waves. And here are
Pluto’s smoky lands and burnt roof.

Cerberus is barking

and all the horrible,
pale furies

of Erebus

are rushing towards me.

But that one fury, the only one that gave me
pain, where is it? That one is Medoro -

| see it flee

into Proserpina’s arms. | will run and tear it
away.

Ah! Proserpina is crying!

My rage abates

if even in hell she will still weep for love.

Pretty eyes, no, don't cry, no,

for even in this kingdom tears can
instil mercy in anyone.

Pretty eyes, no don't cry, no.

But yes, eyes, yes, do cry, yes,
for, deaf to your enchantments,
my heart is as hard as a diamond,
nor will my anger relent.

But yes, eyes, yes, do cry, yes!

Senti il fato’
From Polifemo (act lll, scene 6)

Libretto: Paolo Antonio Rolli (1687-1765)
Music: Nicola Porpora (1686-1768)

The vastly successful Polifemo (Polyphemus) was produced at the Haymarket
Theatre in 1735 as part of the second season of the sqfcalted Opera'z of the
Nobility’, which Senesino had co-founded in 1733 iq opposition to Handel's opera
company. Senesino appeared in the role of Ulisse [Uly;ses], but‘the main
attraction was Farinelli, who had made a sensational debut in London in 1734, as
Aci (Acis). e

All seems lost when the giant cyclops Polifemo murders his rival in love, the
shepherd Aci, by crushing him with an enormous rock. But_, angefed by
Polifemno’s bragging that is more powerful than Jupiter himself, Jupiter decides to
thwart the cyclops: he transforms Aci into a river that floyvs forthAfrom the rp;k
and makes him the river's deity. Meanwhile Ulisse blinds Ppllfemo.. Aci is
reunited with his beloved, the nymph Galatea, and Polifemo is cast into the
underworld.

In the bravura aria ‘Senti il fato’ Aci rejoices in his good fortune and taunts
Polifemo. Throughout the aria, contrasts between high ;nd l(?w passages serve
not only to illustrate Aci’s ascent to the heavens and Polifemo’s descent into the
underworld, but also to highlight Farinelli’s wide vocal range.

Aci:

Senti il fato, Listen to what fate
Ch'e gia fisso: has decreed:
lo beato, Blessed |,
lo giocondo, happy |
Ho sede in ciel. have a seat in the heavens.
Te crudel Cruel you
Il profondo the profound,
Cieco abbisso b[md abyss
Aspettera. awaits.

Gia Caronte Charon,
Per orrore horror-stricken
Nel naviglio in his boat,
Per stupore in a daze of
Del orrore horror

Inarcha il ciglio:
Mostro tale
Senza uguale
Archeronte
Varchera.

raises his eyebrows:
Such a monster
without equal

will traverse

the river Acheron!

(Programme notes and translations by Anne Desler]
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After 27 years as a Senior Lecturer in Music in the University of Edinburgh, John
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wide range of musical styles. In addition, he is much in demand as a continuo
player, accompanist, lecturer, writer, adjudicator and reviewer,
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