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INTRODUCTION

Zerling an opera in three acts with libretto by Eugengb8c was first performed at
the Académie nationale de musique (Salle de laeugeletier) on 18 May 1851.

The scene is set in Palermo, during the Restorailite Prince of Roccanera,
married to the sister of the King, has a suppodeden Gemma. She is really his
daughter by Zerline, an orange-seller. The lattes abducted by pirates, and having
returned to Palermo after many trials, now meetsdaeighter, assuming the role of
her aunt. She learns that Gemma loves a young oéietr, Rodolphe, but that the
Prince’s wife wishes Gemma to marry the King's @éousnuch against the girl’s
wishes.

In the third act, Zerline, already alerted to atrigue compromising to the two
young lovers, is able to safeguard their integaitg bring about their union. During a
ball she intercepts a basket of oranges (whichspthg role usually reserved for
flowers in declarations of love), and hands oves thasket to her pretended niece,
with the words: “Je sais tout”, so circumventingithelopement, and facilitating the
public union of Gemma with her young officer.

The action is better suited to a vaudeville thampera, and the scenario has little
innate interest. The role of Zerline was writtepessally for the famous contralto
Marietta Alboni (1823-94), the first role she ceshtScribe, having just devised with
Meyerbeer the great maternal role of FidéekenProphetg1849) for Pauline Viardot-
Garcia, seized the opportunity for another variato the theme of maternal love.

The B-flat major overture immediately establishas tamily nature of the drama,
with its parable of past sins, social disparity aldconquering maternal love. It
opens with the displaced love duet for Zerline Aird Roccanera, her child’s natural
father, and the memory of their love in the pasmadves through the fussy pointed
demisemiquaver figures associated with Zerlineptgefeaching the central mystery
of Zerline’s anonymity in the melody of the belovelild, Gemma (“Toi, dont je
n'ose dire, hélas, le nom”), from her act 2 aria.

There is allusion to the Sicilian setting in theotapening choruses of act 1 which
are dominated by barcarolle rhythms in establishimg couleur locale Alboni’'s
magnificent talent added great value to the lighsimwritten by Auber for this slight
canvas. The work consequently contains many pietes purely virtuoso nature.
Among them are thgrand air d’entrée“O Palerme! O Sicile!”, the thematically
central canzonetta“Achetez mes belles oranges”, and the duet forasup and
contralto "Quel trouble en mon ame” in act 1. lassthough the Italian setting of the
story and the Italian origins of the prima donnassal Auber to look to his early love
for Rossini, and his enduring attachment to Itahamsical forms and local colour (as
in Fiorella, La Muette de Portici Fra Diavolo, Actéon La Siréne Zanetta and
Haydéag.

The vocal part of Zerline is a conscious re-creatibthe old Rossini mode, and her
various solos are written in the style of the wsa contralto of theopera seria
obviously with a contemporary Gallic fleetness Allber's own. TheGrand Air
demonstrates all the features: a portentitomello, theandantecavatina (“O Palerme!
O Sicile!”) almost a pastiche, with its dotted tmyis and hemidemisemiquaver
fioriture on the final syllable of the declamatory first gab, the chugging arpeggios
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of the accompaniment, and the cadenzas of the Iyocal second subject. The 2/4
Allegrettocabaletta (“Le ciel pur est plus sir”), with itigtm clear introduction using
the piccolos so typical of Auber, is entirely Franao its sprung briskness, until the
Rossinian embellishments of the conclusion.

This deliberate appropriation of the old convendiafbel cantois evident in the
mother-daughter duet for Zerline and Gemma, wighektended decorative writing in
thirds for soprano and contralto. The act 2 duéh ®occanera is written in the same
vein, and requires an extremely flexible technifpaen the baritone. The bel canto
style is crowned in thair final for soloist and chorus (“Victoire! Ah! quelle isge”):
Zerline’s elaborately decorated line and cadengaf) the full ensemble simply
providing rhythmic and harmonic contribution, is detled along the lines of the
rondo finale ofLa Cenerentolan its joyful celebration of restitution and righitder.

Three duets mark the stages of Zerline’s quest.dlie¢ for Zerline and Roccanera
is dramaturgically central, and contains the extpiielody “Souviens-toi de nos
beaux jours” which carries the emotional burdenhaf tale, and Zerline’'s search to
make good the problems of the past. This is eclmedhe theme of the orange
vendor’s canzonetta(*Achetez! Voici des oranges!”), which becomes gtur for
Zerline’s love of Gemma and her disguise whichhis medium of her saving acts of
grace, and so appropriately features in the dutt her daughterThe third duet is
Zerline’s short encounter with Rodolphe in act 2mhnich she probes his worthiness
and motivation in loving Gemma.

In the rest of the work other striking pieces dre pretty trio “Qu’importent les
obstacles”, a harmonious ensemble “Bonne espérahceonfiance”, and at the
beginning of act 3, a chorus (“Délices de la caoumipst originally imagined, with a
highly piquant orchestral accompaniment. Act 3 esnthated by the great princely
festivities featuring eight dance movements (NoAir'S de Balletand No. 18Choeur
(Valse), a pallid reminiscence of the great Masked Ball&32. Auber reused much
of the ballet music from act 3 dfe Lac des féem this elaborate semi-allegorical
masque that uses a variety of forms and fusesuatigpes of danced entertainment,
from classicalpas de dewand formal ball through national dance, vaude\difel
children’s routines to carnival. The eight movenseate:

1) La Styriennel(e Lac des fégs

2) Les Muses et les Graces (Pas Bacchus et Erigbee)lac des fég@gAdele
Plunkett and Monsieur Gray]

3) Pas Chinoisle Lac des fégs

4) La Sentimentale et L’'Enjouée [Adele Plunkett &ndien Petipa]

5) Le Bal d’enfants (based on Zerliné'a Marchande d’Oranggs

6) Quadrille des fous

7) Le Carnaval de Palerme (Bacchanale)

8) Choeur (Valse)

The original cast was: Merly (Roccanera); Mlle M#ia Alboni (Zerline); Mlle
Maria-Dolores-Bénédicta-Joséphine Nau (Gemma); Aim@odolphe); Mile
Dameron (the Princess of Roccanera); and LyonsNiaeuis of Bettura, cousin of
the king). The work was only performed 14 timesPiaris, with no reprise. It was
translated into Italian, and produced in Brussel$(ench) and London (in Italian).

Because the impact of the opera was so consideirdhignced by the great talent
of Marietta Alboni, the work became a triumph fbe tfemale protagonist rather than
for the composer. Thus, despite the high praisthefcritics for the score's innate
worth, the opera was withdrawn after Alboni's déepa: Very few contraltos could
encompass the bravura style with its demandingitbeas(a-b") that Auber had
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especially written for the celebrated singer, sowlork languished and was forgotten.
It has been a remarkable development of the pamttyfive years that this most

neglected of Auber's operas should have been braeagiublic attention again by the

revival of Zerline's brilliant entrance aria in fte¢s by the American mezzo-sopranos
Marilyn Horne (1985) and Jennifer Larmore (2001).

Scribe's simple but effective poetry for ttgsand Air captures the rapture of a
long-delayed homecoming, the radiant beauty ofradsenched Sicily, the sorrow of
a precious love long-lost, and the hope of a prewiicl reunion. The pure clarity of
the Mediterranean light seems to penetrate Zeslisehsibilities, filling her with
expectation, a correlative of the aspiration totssechild again:

O Palerme ! O Sicile !
Beau ciel, plaine fertile,
Mes amours d'autrefois !
O campagne chérie,

Réve de ma vie,

Enfin je vous voir !

O mon doux et beau pays,
Je te revois ;

Réve de ma vie,

Enfin je vous vois ;

Mon doux pays, mon beaux pays,
Je te revois !

Quand je reviens de la rive lointaine,
Qui me rendra ce que j'aimais ?
Aucune voix ne repond a la mienne,
Et nul ne reconnait mes traits;

Mais moi, mais moi, moi je vous reconnais,
O Palerme, 0 Sicile !

Beau ciel, plaine fertile,

Mes amours d'autrefois !

O campagne chérie,

Réve de ma vie,

Enfin je vous vois !

O mon doux et beau pays,

Je te revois !

Réve de ma vie,

Enfin je vous vais ;

Mon doux pays, je te revois,

Je te revois |

Le ciel pur est plus sur,
Son azur est sans nuage,
Du plaisir I'avenir vient m'offrir
La douce image;

Oui, dans mon coeur

Elle s'est glissée,

Et le bonheur

S'offre a ma pensée !

O ma fille, 6 trésor

Pour qui j'ai voulu vivre,
Ou te trouver, hélas !
Inspire moi, mon Dieu !
Ta voix, mon Dieu, ta voix
Que je dois suivre,
Dirigera, dirigera mes pas!
Dieu, dirigera mes pas!
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Le ciel pur est plus sdr,
Son azur est sans nuage,
Du plaisir I'avenir vient m'offrir
La douce image!

Oui, dans mon coeur

Elle s'est glissée,

Et le bonheur

S'offre a ma pensée ;
Oui, je sens mon coeur
Battre de bonheur !

O campagnes chéries,
Par moi soyez bénies !
Beau ciel, plaines fertiles,
Soyez, soyez bénies !
Enfin je vous revaois,
Enfin je vous revois,
Enfin je vous revois,

O campagnes chéries,
Soyez, soyez bénies;
Campagnes, soyez bénies!
Enfin je vous revois,
Enfin je vous revaois,

Je vous revois,
Campagnes chéries,
Enfin je vous revois

Marietta Alboni in the role of Urbain ihes Huguenots
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