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INTRODUCTION

La Muette de Portician opera in five acts, with libretto by Eugéneilge and
Germain Delavigne, was premiered at the AcadémigalRade Musique (Salle de la
rue Le Peletier) on 29 February 1828. The settndNaples in 1647, against the
historical background of the revolt led by the &siman Tommaso Aniello
(Masaniello) against Spanish rule. The story hagbaly been treated, by Carafa in his
Masaniello of 1827 among others. Scribe and Delavigne, like librettists of
Carafa’s opera, used Mormoironidémoires sur la révolution de Naples de 1647
(1827), although the characters of Fenella, Elained Alphonse and their interaction
were freely invented. Fenella was derived from t¢haracter of this name in Sir
Walter Scott'®everil of the Peak

This work, of crucial import for the genres gfand-opéraand grand historical
opera, was one of the most successful of the reén#tecentury, and became
enveloped in a revolutionary mystique. This repatatvas established particularly
strongly following a performance in Brussels onA%gust 1830 which sparked the
uprising for Belgian independence from the Nethetta and was further sustained by
the events of 1848 when stagings of the opera dawseult and demonstrations in
several opera houses.

In act 1 Prince Alphonse, son of the viceroy, hedused and abandoned Fenella,
the deaf-mute sister of a fisherman, Masaniella. fdther has had her thrown into a
dungeon. On the morning of his marriage with Elvidphonse is troubled by
remorse. Fenella has escaped and could reveadlénty of her seducer during the
wedding procession. Act 2 opens with Masaniello #redfishermen on the seashore.
He and Pietro swear to free their country from eppion. When Fenella
communicates to her brother Masaniello what haalleef her, he incites his friends
and the people to revolt. In act 3, Elvire wishedake Fenella under her protection,
and has her sought out. When the soldiers find Ikene the marketplace and
apprehend her without explanation, they are ovelwhé by the people. The angry
masses decide to storm the palace.

As act 4 opens Masaniello hesitates, dreading libedbhed that will accompany
the revolt if he should lose control of it. WhermpRAbnse and Elvire arrive at his hut as
fugitives from the masses, and beg for his helpptutects them from his friends,
even though he recognizes in Alphonse the sedutcéiisosister. The citizens of
Naples bring Masaniello the keys of the city, big friends have already begun
conspiring against him. In the last act, his fri@atella poisons Masaniello, although
before he dies he is able to pull himself togethementarily to lead the rebellion.
Fenella remains behind. Elvire and Alphonse find had tell her that Masaniello has
been killed trying to protect Elvire from the masskn despair, Fenella throws herself
from the parapet of the palace, as Vesuvius eiopte background.

La Muette de Porticis the firstgrand-opérawith all the typical characteristics of
the genre: five short acts, most of which culminatea dramatic and decorative
tableau; ballets loosely connected with the actioracts 1 and 3); scenic sensation
and mass scenes with lavish use of machinery, sceaed costumes (the wedding
procession, the market and revolt scenes, theierupt Vesuvius); recurrent scene
types and their appropriate type of aria. Thera group of important leading roles,
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powerful and functional choruses, a much expandd#idnce on the orchestra, the
inclusion of ballet that is both important for #&gtthe local scene (whether courtly,
and therefore Spanish—as in the guaracha and baflelxt 1; or popular, and
therefore Neapolitan—as in the act 3 tarantella) immate to the dramatic situation
(the extended mime sequences for the mute heraob with its own specially
crafted music and character). What raises the wbdve many examples of the genre
to an exceptional degree is the music, its congrievith the drama, its verve, and its
sober concision (with only a few conventional nunsbdike Elvire’s coloratura aria
in act 1). Integral to the creation of this effewstre the spirit of the march and the
songs of the Revolution of 1789 that Auber infusgd his score.

The music responds to, and reflects, the vivid iamgbsing scenic effects (based
on historical and pictorial research by the greagjes designers and painters Pierre-
Luc-Charles Cicéri and Louis-Jacques-Mandé Dagueitnee of the most striking and
Romantic features of the Scribe-Auber opera isuilvel evocation of nature. The
opening of act 2, with its airy entr'acte, chorddishermen and barcarolle, uses the
popular musical genres and stage topoi to gregbgser in setting the scene, in
conveying a sustained sense of limpidity, light amakritime freshness. The opening
of act 5 presents a radical reversal of fortunéleated in the darker and violent side
of nature. Pietro’s barcarolle is now an accountogk and tempest, a preliminary to
the terror of Masaniello’s poisoned madness. Atspeal tragedy and political stress
find compacted tonal expression in the eruptioriVebuvius which dominates the
closing scene, and absorbs all the musical attentith tremendous power. The
relentless but unhurried semiquaver string writi@gomes an ostinato, a cypher of
unease and disruption, that eventually bursts theo violent tone painting of the
eruption, with great orchestral force and extenstrumental imagination used to
depict the sublimity of explosion as an objectiaunal correlative of human strife,
sorrow and loss.

The music is also remarkable for its melodic abumeda the excitement of its
ensembles, the verve of its dances, the power andty of the choruses. Several
pieces became popular: the overture; in act 2 #nealolle and the patriotic duet; in
act 3, the Market Scene and Prayer; in act 4Athdu Sommejlthe revolt (war song
and triumphal march); act 5, the barcarolle (“Vogezhaut de ces rivages”).

The overture begins stormily with music from théraduction to Masaniello’s
recitative and highly original aria at the begirmiof act 4; this is repeated after a
quieter interlude. A running triplet figure in te&ings, full of quiet ominous menace,
provides a fine example of the dramatic melody &sablishes the tragic mood of the
opera, ainta which is consistently sustained throughout allpgsts. This dissolves
into a sequence of agitated rumination on the flamtd fluent strings, another
recurrent feature of this score, before sudderdpluing into the main theme of the
overture, a march-like tune that comes as the &liofahe act 4 finale, in which the
chorus hail the revolutionary hero—"All honour toashniello”. After some spirited
music, essentially a development of the first &iglgure, the march theme recurs in
strengthened form, and piu animato coda brings the overture to a rousing
conclusion, full of military prowess.

The contrast between the two heroines—Fenella, & peasant who expresses
herself in gesture and dance in free-form ballséiquence; and Elvire, a glamorous
princess who uses the full range of ltalianate ¥éman and vocabulary—makes a
series of innate dramatic and symbolic points abpodver and powerlessness,
authenticity of emotion, and the nature of commitindhe two tenor roles have a
similar, strong, if less vivid, contrast. The p&ncAlphonse, comes across as weak
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and vacillating, whereas Masaniello, the fishermarg natural leader, a man among
men, whose devotion to his people, to freedom,elbag to his pathetic broken sister,
mark him out as hero. This role, created by AdolNberrit, set a standard that would
be aspired to in all thgrands-opérasthat followed by Rossini, Meyerbeer and
Halévy. Scribe’s scenario focuses on this all-inguar hero who dominates the opera
to an extraordinary extent. The patriotic duet uegd the essence of the bravery and
nationalistic sentiments so typical of the 1820-30ke opening words, with the
emphatic chords and downwards rushing strings geal’by the composer, epitomize
the heroic enterprise, while the unison march nef(&Pour un esclave est-il quelque
danger?”) became a famous rallying cry for freedom.

The hero is also given the most intimate persomaédsion, as seen in the tender
relationship with his pathetic deaf-mute sistee thnocent and symbolic victim of
various oppressions. Masaniello's lullaby for tkkaristed Fenella has become one of
Auber’s most famous arias, challenging the terseisse of line and breath-control.
Scribe’s poetry, so simple but telling, captures tkery essence of the yearned-for
peace and magic restorative powers of slé@p sheer range and variety of the hero's
role is an exercise in so many aspects of vocafrarn the smooth open lines of his
folk-like aubade (“Amis, la matinée est belle”)etmilitary fervour of his patriotic
duet (“Amour sacrée de la partie”) in act 2, theken agitation and personal anguish
of his heroic recitative and aria at the beginning act 4 (“Spectacle
affreux!...Adoucis la rigeur”), to the tendigatoof his lullaby to his stricken sister
(“La fatigue t'accable...Du pauvre seul ami fidgde‘which with its seamless line and
soothing melismas has become a test cabelafanto portamenttor the tenor.

Auber added extra ballet music to the score farlegvivals on several occasions.
The first was a Spanish dance, ffadeo (in 1837). Other dances were added for new
productions in Brussels (1861) and Paris (1865ks€hwere @as de trois three
Echos(a movement for solo dancer, synonymous with aton’), andFinale for the
corps de ballet. The Brussels dances were dedidatéde choreographer Petipa.
Several of these pieces are in the Spanish style.

The roles were created by Adolphe Nourrit (Masadmjgl Alexis Dupont
(Alphonse); Laure Cinti-Damoreau (Elvire); HenrifBard Dabadie (Pietro) and
Prévot (Borella); with Pouilley, Jean-Etienne-AuguMassol, Ferdinand Prévot and
Mlle Lorotte. The dancer Lise Noblet realized th&erof Fenella. The opera was one
of the greatest successes at the Paris OpéraQ€eprformance taking place on the
23 April 1840, the 500 on 14 June 1880. It was also successful in othanties,
especially Germany (where there were five conteamyoversions). From 1829-98 it
was performed 285 times at the Berlin Hofoper. WMerk was translated into
German, Hungarian, English, Italian, Czech, DutBtanish, Polish, Norwegian,
Swedish, Croatian and Russian. It was played adtosspe, and was the first French
opera to have a real success in Italy. It had ed&tew York by 1831, St Petersburg
by 1834, Sydney by 1845 and Rio de Janeiro by 1846.

In the nineteenth century there were several aermegts:Masanielloby Andreé-
Jean-Jacques Deshayes (London 1829) as a balletcivitrus; the arrangement by
Thomas Simpson Cooke and Barham LiviMaganiello, or the Dumb Girl of Portici
London 1829); Trieste 1832 with additions by VinzerColla and Gaetano Donizetti;
Naples 1836 aManfredi primo, ré di NapcliRome 1847 a#l escatore di Brindisi
Venice 1831 asenella, o La muta di Porticiwith arrangement of the material by
Gaetano Rossi (text) and Stefano Pavesi (music).

The revolutionary élan of the work gave it a bgpkcial appeal in the 1920s. In
Darmstadt in 1928 it was directed by Arthur Mari@bnalt, with staging by Wilhelm
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Reinking, conducted by Carl Bamberger, with choraphy and title role by Clare
Eckstein. The work was extensively edited, the aparding with the success of the
revolution. Another arrangement of similar tendereyd intrusive editing was the
version by Wilhelm Neef and Lothar Schramm in 18&3the Deutsche Staatsoper.
The same production was taken to Wiesbaden in 1B82e have been a number of
productions in the second half of the twentiethtesn in Paris (ORTF broadcast
1965), Palermo (Teatro Massimo 10 December 1972tainan); London (BBC
broadcast 1975, in French); Ravenna (Teatro dedlec&® 20 July 1991, in French),
and Aachen (Theater Aachen 21 July 2002, in French)

La Muette de Portici(act 2). Lithograph from a 19c Viennese productio
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