L’INCORONAZIONE DI POPPEA
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THE MAIN CHARACTERS
-

Poppea (Danielle de Niese) SOPRANO
Poppea is an ambitious and amoral noble Roman
lady. She is having an affair with Nerone, the Roman
Emperor. For this she breaks up with her former
lover Ottone. At the end of the opera, she reaches
her goal and becomes the new Roman Empress. In
the opera, she is a very calculating woman who
would do anything to advance power. She knows
that she is beautiful and she uses her beauty and
the power it gives her over men to satisfy her
relentless ambition.
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-

Nerone (Alice Coote) MEZZO SOPRANO
Nerone is the Roman Emperor and he is blindly in
love with Poppea. He is very impulsive, whimsical,
cruel and dangerous. He has no sensibility and is
only drawn by his feelings and passions. He would
do anything for Poppea, who has completely
bewitched him, even demanding the death of his
tutor, Seneca, on her request.

Nerone would have been a role for a castrato singer (the highest male
voice) but these singers no longer exist so now the role is played by a
mezzo-soprano or counter tenor

-

Ottavia (Tamara Mumford) MEZZO SOPRANO
Ottavia is Nerone’s wife, the reigning Empress. At
the beginning of the opera, one can see her
lamenting over her unfaithful husband and her
subsequent humiliation. In spite of this suffering she
is still faithful to him. She knows that her position as
Empress is threatened and she intends to fight. She
grows angrier with time and more desperate. She
finally asks Ottone to kill Poppea, but he fails and as
the plot is discovered, she is repudiated and sent
into exile.
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-

Ottone (Christophe Dumaux) COUNTER TENOR
Ottone is a noble Roman lord. At the beginning of the
opera he finds out that his betrothed Poppea is now
Nerone’s mistress. Like Ottavia, he is the other victim
of this love affair between the two main characters
and aspires to revenge. He turns to Drusilla who has
always loved him and swears his love to her. But he
is still madly in love with Poppea, despite her scorn
and rejection, and for the whole course of the opera
he is tormented at the same time by his love and
hatred for her. He finally joins Ottavia and tries to kill
Poppea. He is banished at the end of the opera.

-

Drusilla (Marie Arnet) SOPRANO

Drusilla is a lady of the court, and she is in love with
Ottone. She is very truthful, sincere, simple and
forgiving. She would do anything for Ottone and helps
him in his attempt to murder Poppea. She is banished
with him at the end.

-

Seneca (Paolo Battaglia) BASS
Seneca is a philosopher and Nerone’s teacher. He is
presented here as very pedantic and self contented,
talking of stoicism, dignity, reason and morale, in this
world ruled by passion. He is detached from all the
earthly and passionate love that rules the other
characters.
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SYNOPSIS
Prologue
The goddesses of Fortune, Virtue and Love argue about who has the most power.
Love claims to be master of the world, as the story of Nero and Poppea will prove.
Act 1
Ottone returns from military service to visit the house
of his fiancée Poppea. He finds that she has replaced
him with the Emperor Nerone.
Nerone and Poppea enter for a sensuous farewell in
one of the first of the great love scenes in the opera.
She manages to get him to half promise that she will
replace the Empress Ottavia as his wife.
In her palace, Ottavia laments her humiliation to
Seneca who urges her to be stoical and dignified.
Left alone, Seneca has a vision from the Goddess of
Wisdom who warns him of his impending death. He
welcomes this news.
Nerone tells Seneca that he plans to leave Ottavia
and marry Poppea. The philosopher again urges
reason which sends Nerone into rage. Poppea arrives
to calm him and she suggests that Seneca must be killed.
Ottone makes a final attempt to win Poppea back but is rejected. He plans to murder
Poppea in revenge and turns to Drusilla, who has always loved him, and swears that
he will favour her over Poppea.
Act 2
Seneca hears that Nerone has commanded his death by
the end of the day. He welcomes his fate and his
companions prepare the bath in which he kills himself.
Nerone celebrates the news of Seneca’s death with wine
and song.
Ottone realises that he still loves Poppea and cannot kill
her but Ottavia persuades him that this is his duty.
Ottone tells Drusilla that he has to commit a terrible
crime for which he must disguise himself in her clothes.
Drusilla happily gives them to him.
Poppea rejoices in Seneca’s death and as she falls
asleep the goddess of Love appears to watch over her.
Ottone, dressed as Drusilla, tries to kill Poppea but is
prevented by the goddess. Poppea wakes up and recognises who she thinks is
Drusilla running away. The goddess of Love is triumphant and proclaims that Poppea
will become Empress.
Act 3
Drusilla joyfully anticipates Poppea’s death, but is then
arrested for the attempted murder. Ottone confesses that
he was responsible for the attempted crime. Nerone
banishes them both and announces his plan to divorce
Ottavia and send her into exile.
Nerone and Poppea rejoice that the way is clear for their
marriage and Poppea is crowned Empress. The goddess
of Love proclaims her triumph and the opera ends with a
final ecstatic duet between Poppea and Nerone.
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MONTEVERDI
Claudio Monteverdi was an Italian composer and
singer. Born in 1567, in Cremona (Italy),
Monteverdi’s revolutionary approach to music
brought a major change in musical styles. His
work is considered as the transition from
Renaissance to Baroque music. He composed
mainly church choral music, madrigals and
operas – among them L’Orfeo in 1607, which is
considered to be the first opera.

Claudio Monteverdi by Bernardo
Strozzi, from Gallerie
dall'Accademia, Venice (1640).

During his childhood he studied with the singing
master of the Cathedral in Cremona,
Marc'Antonio Ingegneri. In 1590, he entered to
the service of Vincenzo I of Gonzaga, Duke of
Mantua, as a viol player and a singer and
eventually became the court conductor in 1602.
There, he started introducing into the
Renaissance polyphonic music the monodic
style typical of Baroque music, emphasizing clear
melodic lines, intelligible text and accompanying
instrumental continuo.

Attracted by dramaturgy and grand effects he created his first opera in 1607.
Commissioned by the Duke of Mantua for the carnival, L’Orfeo has huge dramatic
power and dynamic orchestration. This was the creation of a new style of music, the
“dramma per musica” (musical drama). The melodies are clear and linear and the
orchestra really participates to the drama, with an important emotional impact.
Monteverdi's next major work was the Vespro della Beata Vergine (The Vespers of
the Blessed Virgin) in 1610.
In 1613 Monteverdi was appointed as conductor at San Marco in Venice, restoring
the prestige of this institution and becoming famous throughout Europe. There, he
also finished his madrigals books, including the dramatic scene of Tancredi e
Clorinda (1624), which uses for the first time the dramatically effective techniques of
string tremolo and pizzicato for special effects.
During the last years of his life he composed his two last masterpieces, both operas:
Il ritorno d'Ulisse in patria (The Return of Ulysses, 1641), and the historic opera
L'incoronazione di Poppea (The Coronation of Poppea, 1643).
He was ordained as a Catholic priest in 1632, in part to guarantee his financial
security. He died in Venice in 1643 where is buried in the Church of the Frari.
Based on voices and drama, Monteverdi’s
music explores an important and wide range
of different styles, forms and ideas. He
emphasises the importance of words in
music, as well as the importance of singing.
He produced works that are dramatically and
spiritually revolutionary, and made of opera
an art form of popular entertainment. His
operas especially convey an impressive
dramatic power, even more so because the
characters are more human and less
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composing
was
very Francesco
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adventurous,
both
melodically
and
harmonically, which makes him still very ‘contemporary’ today.

OPERA IN VENICE IN THE TIME OF MONTEVERDI
When opera developed first in Italy, its librettos and subjects were aimed at
entertaining the courts in the palaces of Princes and Dukes, as well as the
cardinal princes in Rome. These operas were to glorify the Prince and were
part of the politics of prestige in the courts of Northern Italy.
In Venice there developed a more individual focus on the art. Venice was very
proud of its independent republic, emphasising on what was said to be its
direct lineage from the Roman Republic, retaining the values that had been so
distorted with the empire. The audience therefore was different, and
Monteverdi had to compose operas for the wealthy middle classes at the
heart of the social and civic life of the city rather than for an aristocracy. In
1637 for the first time a public opera house opened to a paying audience in
Venice.
As a result of this, some
changes had to be made to
the genre regarding how
musical drama could best
make its effects. The
subjects
became
more
accessible and varied. The
music emphasised more on
the singing and arias than
on recitatives, which had
soon been found too
tedious. Even though it was
argued that singing was not
realistic enough because
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people do not sing out their
day-to-day lives, its supporters emphasised on the emotional depth music
could add to the human discourse. Consequently the virtuosity of the singers
was even more crucial for the success of a production. It is also the beginning
of the notion of repertoire, as opposed to the short lives of court operas.
Monteverdi always had an interest in theatre and drama and was soon
attracted by the new opportunities for experimentation and freedom in the
Venetian operatic life. Among his last two operas that have reached us, the
action of Il ritorno d’Ulisse still takes place in the mythological classic world
but its characters are more alive and closer to the audience as they are
experiencing and expressing powerful and human feelings and emotions.
With Poppea the ‘dramma per musica’ reaches another level, distancing itself
from the court format. The story deals with real life characters with no high
morality and moving in a political and historical context. The music is instantly
appealing to the audience’s ear with some very sensuous parts in it, tuneful
arias that intensify the action and the emotions, clear structural planning and
controlled harmonies.

THE LIBRETTO

L’incoronazione di Poppea is Claudio Monteverdi’s last opera and probably
his most accomplished both in its drama and music. It was premiered at
Teatro di Giovanni e Paolo in Venice in 1643, the year of his death.
The libretto was written by the Venetian poet and impresario Francesco
Busenello and is based on the triumph of Love over Virtue and Fortune.
Busenello took his inspiration mainly from the Roman historian Tacitus but
also from Suetonius and the philosopher Seneca. The choice of the story
reflects the expectations of the new audience. Although Monteverdi still keeps
a traditional framework, with a prologue presenting the purpose of the opera,
the action is on the contrary very intense and original with realistic situations.
With a total of 20 characters, Poppea is undoubtedly Monteverdi’s most
complex opera. All its characters are carefully sketched and are all linked
together by Poppea’s relentless ambition and Nero’s love for her. In this
opera, Monteverdi and Busenello developed a new kind of naturalism,
emphasising dialogue and actions instead of monologues. The characters are
real and passionate, moving in a very different world than in Monteverdi’s
previous operas: a world of sensuality and depravity where passion and lust
rule everything, and where power is used without reason or responsibility.
What was Busenello’s motivation for celebrating immorality, with the triumph
of the two main immoral characters, a pompous Seneca dying at the end, as
well as Ottavia and Ottone banished from Rome? Perhaps the answer might
be found in his background, for he is known to have been a member of the
libertine Accademia degli Incogniti, which took a sceptical stance on moral
and ethic issues. Also, Busenello and Monteverdi were writing and composing
their works for people who had a good knowledge of Ancient History, who
would appreciate the irony of the beautiful love duet that ends the opera. In
fact, Nero went on to murder Poppea in a violent rage.

THE SCORE

The music of Poppea is also more lyrical than in any of his other operas, with
narrative carried along by recitative and beautiful arias expressing the
passions and the struggles of the characters. Octavia’s entrance “Disprezzata
regina” is a beautiful example of how expressive a recitative can be, with
changes of mood reflecting in the music. The final duet between Nero and
Poppea is considered as the best example of a love duet at that time, with its
sensuality and lyricism.
Today we know about two manuscripts of Poppea scores. Because of the
habits of that time the work was only attributed to Monteverdi in 1681,
however, how much of it was his own work is not entirely clear. This is quite
common in early opera, like early painting where a master painter might give
a piece of work to a student to work on.
Therefore there are lots of interpretations and understandings of Poppea. For
instance, in a production by Raymond Leppard at Glyndebourne in the 60s, it
was decided that the confusion in the original scores meant that they could
rewrite the orchestral part into a more elaborate one. This is called a
performing score.

GLOSSARY OF TERMS
Soprano – The highest female voice
Mezzo Soprano – The lowest of the
soprano voices. One above contralto
Contralto – The lowest of the female
voices (also known as Alto).
Counter Tenor – The highest male voice
(also known as Alto).
Tenor – The second highest male voice
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Baritone – The male voice between tenor and bass
Bass – The lowest of the male voices.
Renaissance –

Meaning 'rebirth', this is the name given to the European trend (c.
1400-c. 1600) in which intellectuals and artists developed a
passion for the ancient civilisations of Greece and Rome.
Originating in Italy, this movement of revived classical learning
spread all over Europe. Everywhere, the new ideas that arose
from this, including humanism (which put humans, rather than God
or nature, at the centre of the universe), struggled with traditional
superstition and ignorance.

Baroque – Music composed between 1600 and 1750, spanning the period from
Monteverdi to Handel.
Madrigals – Name of uncertain origin which refers to fourteenth-century vocal music
or, more usually, to the popular sixteenth-century type. Renaissance
madrigals were free-form vocal pieces (usually set to love lyrics) in a
polyphonic style with intermixed homophonic sections. Flemish, Italian
and English composers brought the madrigal to a high level of
expressiveness in word painting and imagery. Madrigals were
sometimes accompanied but mostly a cappella (unaccompanied).
Polyphonic –

From the Greek for "many-sounding." Music in which two or more
"voices" are heard simultaneously; as opposed to monophonic
("one-sounding") and homophonic ("like-sounding").

Monodic –

having a single vocal part

Melodic –

musical, containing or constituting or characterized by pleasing
melody.

Continuo –

the small group of instruments that accompanies the recitatives in
baroque music.

Dramaturgy – the art of dramatic composition and the representation of the main
elements of drama on the stage. Some dramatists combine writing and dramaturgy
when creating a drama. Others work with a specialist, called a dramaturge, to adapt
a work to the stage.

Tremolo – rapid iteration of a note, or alternation of two notes
Pizzicato – A technique for playing a string instrument; rather than drawing the bow
across the string to make sound, the string is “plucked” with one finger.
Historic Opera – opera based on historical facts and events
Harmonic – a tone that is a component of a complex sound
Aria – Italian for “air”. A term used since the time of Alessandro Scarlatti to describe
an independent solo vocal piece within an opera, frequently created to display
the artist’s vocal facility and the character’s emotions.
Recitative – (known as recit.) drives the plot and passages of dialogue through
speech-like singing.
Repertoire – a collection of works performed regularly
Lyrical – songlike, using singing, or having the form and musical quality of a song to
express deep personal emotion
Naturalism – a movement in the arts that seeks to copy a believable everyday reality
Libretto – The text of an opera; literally “little book”
Libertine – one devoid of any restraints, especially one who ignores or even spurns
religious norms, accepted morals, and forms of behaviour sanctioned by
the larger society.
Accademia degli Incogniti –
An organisation that was
frequently involved in Venetian
opera; this group of irreverent,
iconoclastic intellectuals set the
tone for many of the librettos of
mid-seventeenth-century
Venetian operas, whose plots are
shockingly frank and frequently
amoral.
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