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INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 
Marco Spada, an opéra-comique in three acts, with libretto by Eugène Scribe, was 
first performed at the Opéra-Comique (Deuxième Salle Favart) on 21 December 1852. 
The opera is set in the Romagna around 1830.  

In act 1, the governor of Rome, Prince Osorio, is planning a journey to the Adriatic 
accompanied by his niece, the Marchesa de Sanpietri, and his aide Pepinelli, but fears 
the bandits headed by Marco Spada. Angela, the daughter of the Baron de Torrida, 
offers them hospitality.  

In act 2 Pepinelli declares his love for the Marchesa but is repulsed. At a concert 
and ball during which Angela sings a declaration of love in four languages, a rumour 
circulates that Marco Spada is among the guests. The Franciscan monk Fra Borromeo, 
who has been taken prisoner by the bandits, is led in to identify Marco, but fails to see 
him. As he is leaving, he sees Baron de Torrida, his daughter Angela and her long-lost 
beloved Fédérici, the governor's nephew, in conversation. He identifies the Baron as 
the bandit chief, but only to Fédérici and Angela. She chooses to remain with her 
father despite this revelation, and renounces her beloved, who thereupon publicly 
announces his engagement to the Marchesa.  

Act 3 is set in the bandits’ hideout. The Baron/Marco Spada has been fatefully 
wounded in a successful skirmish with the carabinieri. Pepinelli and the Marchesa, 
who have been captured, are led in blindfolded. They are forced to marry, with Fra 
Borromeo officiating, thus leaving a clear path for Fédérici and Angela to realize their 
love.  

The eternal brigand, so much exploited by the librettist, turns up here again. 
Indeed, the final scene was inspired by Horace Vernet’s famous painting La 
Confession du bandit (1833). But this time the recurrence of this favoured robber-type 
was less successful than in Fra Diavolo (1830) and La Sirène (1844): public reception 
was comparatively cool.  

The overture is one of Auber’s most accomplished. The hushed opening uses the 
music from Marco Spada's very moving death scene at the end of the opera, the 
sombre mood achieved by the particular effect of the combination of the upper 
register of the cellos with the lower register of the first violins. The gentle melancholy 
and beauty of this introductory theme is particularly affecting. It then moves via 
descending semiquaver figures on the strings into themes from the extended open 
scene of act 3, so focussing on the life of banditry and romance, as well as the 
character of Angela. The dominating subject—lyrical and soaring, fervent but 
serene—over a pulsing bass, is from the finale of act 2 (“Moi perfide, moi volage, 
l’abuse et l’outrage”), Angela’s sorrowful outcry at Fédérici’s engagement to the 
Marchesa. Her pain is taken up by the Baron in fatherly solicitude; the love between 
father and daughter is touchingly realized in this exceptional ensemble—one of the 
composer’s best—with its beautiful dominating melody, detailed high soprano line, 
powerful part for the bass, effective contrasting sections, juxtaposing of opposed 
reactions, and striking overall panache of movement. 

The music has all those features that distinguish the composer’s style, as skilled as 
it is inspired. In act 1, there is a beautiful serenade for Fédérici (“Dans ces forêts 
sauvages”) and a tender paternal aria for the Baron (“Fleur pure et jolie”). Angéla’s 
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couplets “Dans ce séjour tranquille” show a prevalence of cadences within a phrase, 
with fullstops in every other measure. While this is potentially a formal weakness, it is 
used to purposeful effect here, capturing a sense of diffidence, rural stillness and 
peace. Act 2 famously includes Angela’s declaration of love in four languages: 
Russian, English, Italian, French. The finale is the highpoint of the opera: the grand 
and moving theme of the stretta already familiar from the overture. Act 3 contains 
Angela's chanson “Fille de la montagne”; and the final scene which is full of noble 
pathos, presaged in the very opening bars of this work.  

The original cast was: Charles-Amable Battaille (the Baron de Torrida, alias the 
bandit chief Marco Spada); Caroline Duprez (Angela, daughter of Marco Spada); 
Jean-Jacques Boulo (Fédérici); Léon Carvalho (Prince Osorio, the governor of Rome); 
Joseph-Antoine-Charles Couderc (Pepinelli); Mlle Andrea Favel (the Marchesa 
Sanpietri); Bussine (Fra Borromeo); and Elias Nathan and Lejeune (Geronio and 
Gianetti, bandits).  

The relationship between the Baron and Angela, sustained throughout the opera, 
provided the great bass Charles-Amable Battaille and the bright high soprano Caroline 
Duprez (daughter of the famous tenor Gilbert Duprez), both rising stars, with the 
opportunity for an effective working partnership. This was to be consolidated two 
years later in their assumption of the roles of Pierre and Catherine respectively in 
Meyerbeer’s L’Étoile du nord, also at the Opéra-Comique (16 February 1854). 

Marco Spada played for two years only, until 1854, and was not revived. The work 
was destined for transformation into a ballet five years later. In all, there were a 
respectable 78 performances. The opera was translated into German, Polish and 
Swedish, and performed in Brussels, Berlin, Hannover, Dresden, Mannheim, Vienna, 
Warsaw and Stockholm. It was never given in London, although a drama by J. P. 
Simpson, based on Scribe’s libretto, with Auber’s overture and incidental music by R. 
Stöpel, was produced at the Princess’s Theatre on 28 March 1853. 
 

 
 
Marco Spada: the ball scene in act 2 (lithgraph from the score) 
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