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have often been presented together.

“You could read many books on
verismo, but if you read the prologue
to Pagliacci, you have everything you
need for a clear understanding of the
movement,” says Lyric’s Artistic Director
Emeritus Bruno Bartoletti. “In the
prologue you have the philosophy, the
manifesto of verismo.”

As the opera begins, Tonio (dressed
as a clown) pokes his head through the
curtains and sings of “the violent passions
of human beings...love’s agony...fearful
despair, violence and cruel mockery”
about to take place.

All that agony, despair, and mockery
transpire in a completely believable story,
void of pretension and artifice:

Nedda, the leading lady of a small
traveling actors’ troupe, is loved by Tonio,
one of the actors. She’s married to the very
possessive Canio, the leading man of the
troupe. Nedda isn’t interested in Tonio,
but she has a lover, Silvio, a villager. Canio
discovers that Nedda has a rendezvous
with someone, but he doesn’t know the
lover’s identity. Before he can do anything,
the actors put on their costumes and
makeup and the play begins.

During their performance Canio -
playing Pagliaccio, which means “clown”

- suddenly tears off his costume, crying

that he is a clown no longer. The more
he professes his feelings for his wife, the
more the crowd applauds his intense
acting. He demands to know the name of
Nedda’s lover and, when she doesn’t tell
him, he stabs her. When Silvio rushes to
her side, Canio stabs him.

Pagliacci is a more complex work than
Cavalleria rusticana both dramatically
and musically. “Musically, the two
composers use different means to convey
the same idea, and they use very different
orchestration and doublings to convey the
different emotions,” says Mark Delavan,
who plays both Alfio in Cavalleria
rusticana and Tonio in Pagliacci. “In
Cavalleria Mascagni uses lyric melodies
and piccolo-oboe doublings to convey the
broken heart of Santuzza. In Pagliacci
Leoncavallo uses a lot of brass to convey
the mercurial nature of the emotions. In
the famous Silvio/Nedda love duet, we’re
greeted with expansive lines and beautiful
lyric melodies with strings doubling the
voices as if to bring the audience over to
the side of the doomed couple.”

Pagliacci’s big tenor aria “Vesti la
giubba” (“Put on your costume”) is one
of opera’s all-time hits. The Enrico Caruso
recording became the first in history to
sell a million copies in the U. S.

“Dramatically, the perspectives
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are different,” Delavan explains. “In
Cavalleria rusticana, you have the
perspective of Santuzza, the scorned ex-
lover, for the majority of the opera. You
see her agony and longing and eventual
partnering with Alfio to bring about some
resolution for her pain. The point of view
changes only at the end, when you see
Turiddu’s remorse in his famous aria to
his mother.

“In Pagliacci, you have the majority of
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the opera being the audience’s omniscient
perspective. The audience is allowed to see
Nedda’s confusion and sense her feeling
of isolation. We witness her repulsion of
Tonio, her adoration of Silvio, and what
seems to be a foregone conclusion - their
eventual decision to run away together.

“Then, magically, perspective switches
to the hapless Canio, who has discovered
the two lovers and expresses his misery
in the most famous of tenor arias, ‘Vesti
la giubba.” As if that weren’t enough, the
audience is brought into the confidence of
the performers who are performing a play
that is just a little too close to real life.

“In Pagliacci you have the insanely
jealous Canio, and the adulterous Silvio
and Nedda,” Delevan continues. “The

audience is able to see the ‘why’ in this
unfortunate trio. Tonio, the outcast of the
bunch, is scorned by Nedda. Everyone
relates emotionally to the role of the outcast
and even sympathizes with him - until he
decides to tattle on the romantic couple,
which brings about the double murder.

“In Cavalleria rusticana it’s the
adulterous Lola and Turiddu, with
Santuzza being the scorned lover and
tattletale. The happy-go-lucky Alfio is the
one who turns murderous in this one. The
pairing of these two operas has not survived

Moshinsky, with sets and costumes by
Michael Yeargan, who in June won a Tony
for best scenic design of a musical (South
Pacific). Their most recent collaboration at
Lyric was The Pirates of Penzance in 2003-
04. The concept for their Cav-Pag double
bill is to simply let the direction and the
design aid in the telling of both stories.
Yeargan’s Cavalleria sets show the sunny
Italy that once was (late 1800s) and his
Pagliacci gives us an Italy of 70 years later.
The 1957 Fellini films Nights of Cabiria and
La Strada served as his inspiration.

over a hundred years for nothing!”
Cav-Pag double bills have been seen
at Lyric in 1957, 1978, and 2002-03,
which marked the debut of the present
production by English director Elijah
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Nedda got to me. That's because 'm a
sucker for great legs and a soft smile. That smile
of hers made little pieces of me melt every time
| saw it. But Nedda came with baggage. His
name was Canio, her husband - ten miles of
bad road. He ran a fly-by-night outfit, a sad little
acting troupe that bumped around the country.

Silvio is what people call me. | was Nedda’s
lover. We had some good times, but there was
one day that wasn't so good.

It started one summer afternoon when the
clowns came to town. Canio, Nedda, Tonio, and
Beppe rode in on the bed of an old truck. Canio
stood up to tell the crowd his troupe would be
putting on a play. | didn’t hear much of what
he said. My eyes were only for Nedda. She
stood apart from the others, and despite the
sweltering heat, she looked cool - like a tall gin
and tonic just waiting for somebody to take that
first sip. That’s all | could think about - taking a
sip of Nedda.

With every man watching her, Nedda
stepped down from the truck. Tonio offered her
his hand. | could see Tonio was in love with her.
So could Canio, who rushed over and pushed
him aside. That's when | knew that Canio was
crazy-jealous - nitro ready to blow.

HAD A 20™-CENTURY CRIME WRITER
LIKE MICKEY SPILLANE, RAYMOND CHANDLER, OR
ROSS MACDONALD TACKLED THE PAGLIACCI STORY,

the literary results would be much like the Leoncavallo libretto. Consider a

Pagliacci written by a novelist specializing in hardboiled detective fiction.

Maybe it was the heat or the couple of
fast drinks | put under my belt, but later that
afternoon | told Nedda that as soon as the show
was over wed blow town together. Tonio heard
everything | said and told Canio about me and
Nedda - except he didn't know who | was.

| got out of there just as Canio showed up.
He didn’t catch me - didn’t even see my face.
But he put a knife on Nedda - told her she
better come up with my name. She didn’t squeal
on me and pretty soon the play went on as
scheduled - but not as rehearsed.

Onstage, Pagliaccio, who's really Canio,
walked around in a clown suit like he’s at a kid’s
party. He kept telling Colombina, who's really
Nedda, to tell him her lover's name. Everybody
thought Canio’s a great actor. But he wasn’t
acting. Nedda kept calling him “Pagliaccio.”
Wanted him to remember there’s an audience
out there, but it was no good. Pretty soon Canio
ran off the rails and stabbed her. When | ran
over to her, he stabbed me, too.

Everything went dark. All | could hear was
somebody saying “La commedia & finita.”

Yeah, the comedy was finished, and Nedda
and me were finally together.

And in a much better place.






