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Pagliacci 
 
The evening begins with a prologue 
delivered directly to the audience by the 
singer who will play Tonio, a hunchback 
character from the story that’s about to 
unfold.  He asks the audience to see 
beyond the façade of the performers’ 
costumes and make-up, and remember the 
human being there, who suffer the same 
trials and tribulations as everyone else.  He 
then orders the show to 
begin.   
 
Act I 
In a village in southern 
Italy, a crowd 
welcomes a traveling 
troupe of players.  
Canio, their leader, 
greets the villagers and 
invites them to a play 
that evening.  The men 
urge Canio to join them 
for a drink at a nearby 
tavern, but they 
teasingly warn him not 
to leave his young wife, 
Nedda, alone with 
Tonio, who—they 
say—might make the 
same kind of romantic 
advances to her in real 
life that his character will in the play.  Canio 
answers that while his role as a jealous 
husband on stage creates comedy, the 
same situation in real life would end 
differently.  He then departs with the 
villagers. 
 
Thinking she is alone, the young Nedda 
reflects on the potential danger of her 
husband's jealousy.  But she refuses to be 
burdened by such fears.  The sight of birds 
flying overhead triggers the memory of a 

song she once heard in childhood, and she 
begins to dream of a life more free.  Tonio 
overhears her fanciful outburst and takes 
the liberty of declaring his love for her.  
Even though she scorns him and ridicules 
his deformity, he tries to kiss her. When he 
persists, she grabs a whip and strikes him.  
Cringing with pain, Tonio swears that she 
will pay dearly for her actions. 
 

No sooner has Tonio gone 
off than Silvio appears.  He 
is a young villager with 
whom Nedda has been 
having an affair.  He wants 
her to leave her husband 
and run away with him.  
Nedda at first refuses, but 
finally she gives in to 
Silvio's impassioned 
pleadings.  Tonio, 
returning from the tavern, 
catches sight of the lovers 
and, seeing the opportunity 
for revenge, runs off to 
fetch Canio.  The enraged 
husband arrives just in 
time to hear his wife 
promise to meet Silvio later 
that night.  At Canio's 
approach, Silvio escapes 
unrecognized into the 

woods.  Canio demands that Nedda reveal 
the identity of her lover.  She refuses.  
Canio, beside himself with rage, is about to 
kill her when Beppe, another member of the 
troupe, stops him.  He reminds Canio that 
the villagers are assembling for the 
performance and tells Nedda to get dressed 
for the play.  Canio reflects ironically that he 
now must go on stage as Pagliaccio—the 
Clown—and make people laugh, even 
though his heart is breaking. 
 



Act II 
The villagers gather excitedly to see the 
performance.  The play presented by Canio 
and his troupe is a mirror of the previous, 
real life, events.  Tonio plays the part of the 
stupid servant Taddeo, who declares his 
love for Columbine (played by Nedda).  She 
scorns him to make way for her real lover, 
Harlequin (played by Beppe), who arrives 
for an intimate supper.  This cozy scene is 
interrupted by the unexpected arrival of the 
husband, Pagliaccio (played by Canio).  
Harlequin escapes as Columbine promises 
to meet him later that night, using the same 
words that Nedda used to Silvio that very 
afternoon.   
 
As Canio proceeds to play his part, the 
tragic reality of the situation begins to 

overshadow the make-believe.  He insists 
that Nedda name her lover.  She laughs him 
off and tries to continue the comedy.  But 
Canio, carried away, reproaches her for her 
ingratitude and her betrayal.  Some of the 
spectators begin to wonder whether the 
actors are playing parts or are actually in 
earnest.  Nedda reminds Canio that she has 
never been a coward and persists in her 
refusal to name her lover.  Pushed beyond 
the breaking point, Canio seizes a knife and 
stabs Nedda.  With her last breath she cries 
out for Silvio, who has been watching the 
play.  He runs onto the stage and Canio, 
now aware that Silvio is his wife's lover, 
stabs him to death.  Amid the agitation of 
the horrified onlookers, Tonio ends the 
“performance” (and Leoncavallo’s opera) by 
stating simply:  “The comedy is finished.” 

 

Carmina Burana  
 
Carmina 
Burana is a 
scenic 
oratorio 
composed 
to the texts 
of Goliard 
poems from 
the 13th 
century.  
The 
manuscript 
containing 
these 
verses was 

discovered in 1803 at a Bavarian monastery 
in Benediktbeuern; the term “Burana” in the 
title is the Latin adjective identifying this 
location.  The subtitle of the work, 
“Cantiones profanae cantoribus et choris 
cantandae comitantibus instrumentis atque 
imaginibus magicis,” means “Secular songs 
for soloists and chorus, accompanied by 
instruments and supplemented by scenery.”  
Although there are a number of contexts for 

human interaction in some of the pieces, 
there is no plot continuity or overall dramatic 
action in this series of songs.  Composer 
Carl Orff envisioned Carmina Burana with 
optional action and dance, although he did 
not provide written instructions as to how it 
should be staged.  Thus, it has been 
presented in a wide variety of ways.  
Although most frequently seen in concert 
form, the work is extremely theatrical and 
adapts well for the stage.  Portland Opera’s 
production has been conceived by 
Christopher Mattaliano as a fully staged 
production featuring the dynamic Portland 
modern dance company BodyVox, with 
choreography by Artistic Directors Jamey 
Hampton and Ashley Roland. 
 
Carmina Burana has won a firm place in the 
musical repertoire of Western culture.  It has 
enjoyed enormous popularity and has often 
been adapted effectively for theatrical 
purposes for both stage and film. 
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“Too much voice and too much emotion!” 

—Eduard Hanslick, Austrian music critic, on 
Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci 

 
 

While Hanslick 
limited his 
commentary to 
Leoncavallo’s work, 
in some ways the 
quote could well 
apply to 
Leoncavallo 
himself.  Protective 
of his reputation, 
ambitious in his 
pursuit of fame and 

critical success, naive in the extreme, and 
self-destructively litigious, Leoncavallo 
roared and puffed, lied and suffered 
throughout his life, never quite reaching the 
level of renown he felt was his due. 
 
Opera companies producing Pagliacci will 
often imply that Leoncavallo was a “one 
shot wonder.”  What an unfair assessment 
of a composer who wrote 18 operas (I only 
include the ones which were produced in his 
lifetime—his reputation suffers somewhat 
from the post-mortem releases), 76 songs, 
10 librettos (eight for which he also penned 
the score), 13 orchestral works, one ballet, 
38 piano pieces, and 12 hymns!  And these 
are not all sub-par works which belong in 
the dustbin of history, overshadowed by the 
crazed verismo of Pagliacci.  While it is true 
that some were ill-conceived, derivative, or 
banal, there are others which are “tender, 
rapturous, beguiling,” and even his “failures” 
enjoyed multiple performances and were 
not universally reviled by critics.  Of 
particular note are his La Bohème and 
Zazá, which, like Pagliacci, are intimate 
stories.  But even in his epic failures there is 
inspired music, and it is easy to believe that 
had his life circumstances and personal 

quirks been somewhat different, the fate of 
his music might be as well. 
 
There is only one annotated biography of 
Ruggiero Leoncavallo that exists, and it was 
published in 2008.  In his introduction, 
Konrad Dryden expresses his surprise that 
so little research has been done on this 
composer, who, with Mascagni, defined a 
genre, but he does admit that “relatively little 
is known about [the composer], and what 
sparse documentation remains … is not 
always factual.”  Because so many articles 
in music encyclopedias, websites and 
program notes are cribbed from the same 
articles, the inaccuracies have been 
perpetuated—the same five biographical 
errors persisted in The New Grove 
Dictionary of Opera, the authoritative 
encyclopedia of opera, until 2001!  This is 
rather remarkable, but understandable, 
given the impulsive opportunism of the 
composer himself, who embellished and 
fabricated the facts on occasion to gain 
some perceived advantage.  Even the 
spelling of his name was up for alteration 
depending on where he was living—his birth 
certificate states Ruggiero; the relative he 
was named for spelled it Ruggero; in France 
he at times used Roger—for Leoncavallo it 
sometimes didn’t matter what you called 
him, as long as you called. 
 
In matter of fact, Ruggiero Leoncavallo was 
born on April 23, 1857 into a family in which 
art and music were “an essential part of 
life.”  His aunt was a “stupendous” mezzo 
soprano, his mother and grandfather 
accomplished and disciplined painters.  His 
father, Vincenzo, a lawyer and ultimately 
judge, was also a published novelist and a 



Detail from Henry Wallis' 1856 painting of the poet Chatterton 

fine amateur voice in his own right.  One of 
his earliest childhood memories was 
hearing his father sing in church.  Young 
Ruggiero’s own musical education came 
early, and he was encouraged in his piano 
studies and theatrical interests.  But the little 
boy was a “little demon” according to his 
piano teacher, and his father enrolled him in 
school, where he continued to make trouble.   
 
When he was 8 years old, Ruggiero and his 
brother, Leone, were looked after by a 
young man, Gaetano Scavallo, who was 
murdered in a jealous rage by a romantic 
rival and the rival’s brother over the 
company of a young woman.  In what would 
seem an ethically problematic development, 
Vincenzo 
Leoncavallo 
presided at 
the murder 
trial, which 
ended in life 
imprisonment 
for the knife-
wielder and 
20 years for 
his assisting 
brother.  
(Leoncavallo 
Sr. was 
staunchly 
against the death penalty, otherwise the 
perpetrators’ fates might have been 
drastically different.)  The loss of his 
caretaker had a profound effect on 
Ruggiero, and years later he would claim 
that this murder was the germ of his idea for 
Pagliacci.  The truth is quite a bit more 
complicated, but at the time Leoncavallo felt 
the need to put the originality of the score 
beyond question, and went so far as to 
claim that he had actually witnessed the 
bloody death himself—a rather dubious 
claim, as it would be highly unlikely that a 
chubby-kneed 8-year-old would be hanging 
about outside theaters at 4:00 a.m. (the time 
of the murder).  It did make for a colorful 
tale, however.   Nevertheless, it was a 
formative experience. 
 

Meanwhile, Leoncavallo’s precocious 
musical talents were encouraged by his 
parents taking him to see a rather 
dilapidated production of Verdi’s La 
Traviata.  Soon afterward, he saw a much 
better Rigoletto, featuring his aunt as 
Maddalena.  Seeing his delight in the opera, 
his mother, whom Leoncavallo fiercely 
loved, continued to make sure that he saw 
as many operas as was practical.  She died 
in 1873, when her musician son was 16 
years old. 
 
From then on things progressed rather 
frantically for Leoncavallo.  He graduated 
from high school later in the year of his 
mother’s death and by 19 was 

contemplating 
writing a libretto 
based on the life 
of poet Thomas 
Chatterton.  The 
fruits of this 
youthful labor 
were in the 
romantic, 
sentimental 
opera 
Chatterton, 
which would not 
see the stage 
until 

Leoncavallo had established himself as a 
serious composer.  He would then feel that 
the jejune work of his artistic immaturity was 
a threat to his reputation and would rework 
the whole thing into something which was 
still a critical failure.  Nevertheless, the 
young man’s ambition was determined and 
he contacted Casa Ricordi, Verdi’s (and 
later Puccini’s) publisher, about producing 
Chatterton.   
 
Leoncavallo next went to Bologna, where he 
studied with poet Carducci, who was to 
have a huge influence on Leoncavallo’s 
literary career.  Bologna assuaged his grief 
over his mother, and his gregarious charm 
earned him many friends and influential 
patrons.  He was an accomplished pianist 
and his skills gained him enthusiastic 



Giulio Riccordi  

welcome at many of the cities best salons.  
It also introduced him to what would be the 
first of many frustrations.  The young man 
thought he had secured an impresario to 
produce his Chatterton.  One of his wealthy 
admirers had fronted the money to see the 
opera staged, but the deal fell through.  
Later Leoncavallo, as was typical of him, 
accused the impresario of pocketing the 
money and running.  What was actually true 
was that Chatterton was bumped in favor of 
a safer box office lure, Donizetti’s Lucrezia 
Borgia.  This disappointment was profound, 
and left Leoncavallo at loose ends.  He 
returned to Naples and taught piano until he 
received an invitation from his uncle, who 
lived and worked in Egypt.  In 1879, 
Leoncavallo headed for Cairo to peddle his 
piano skills.  Here Leoncavallo secured 
employment teaching the Khedive’s brother 
piano.  His time in Egypt offered him 
unforgettable experiences; as he put it, “an 
uninterrupted series of amazing 
impressions.”  Three years later, however, 
he was forced to flee Cairo on horseback 
dressed as an Arab.  He finally arrived 
penniless in Paris.  Politics had changed 
drastically in Egypt and European popularity 
was at a nadir.  French colleagues had 
been murdered, and Leoncavallo didn’t wait 
around to see what his fate might be. 
 
Paris was difficult for Leoncavallo.  He was 
writing songs, but the majority of his income 
came from accompanying “inferior artists” in 
cafés.  His skill at changing keys at sight for 
them, covering their inadequacies, earned 
him a very positive reputation among this C-
list crew, eventually leading to work writing 
songs for a small theater specializing in 
variety shows.  A year of this gave him 
enough money to consider quitting and to 
look for work with legitimate singers in the 
opera house.  During the course of his job 
hunting he met the great baritone Victor 
Maurel, and Massenet.  Maurel was to 
become a great friend and advocate of 
Leoncavallo’s, originating the role of Tonio 
in Pagliacci.  Needless to say, after sight-
reading a random open score for Massenet, 
Leoncavallo landed the gig accompanying 

and preparing an Italian version of 
Herodiad, starring Maurel.  Things were 
looking up for Leoncavallo, even if he was 
still suffering “nights without sleep and days 
without bread.” 
 
In the meantime, Leoncavallo did not forget 
his burning desire to write an epic trilogy of 
operas along the lines of Wagner’s Ring 
Cycle, based upon Italian history.  His first 
would be I Medici and the three would be 
called Crepusculum.  He worked on and off 
on the libretto for I Medici, the only opera of 
the planned trilogy that was completed and 
produced in 1893.  Meanwhile, he married 
his beloved wife Berthe.  Little is known of 
their relationship, but it was enduring; theirs 
seems to have been a happy love match.  

She had a 
lovely 
soprano 
voice, trained 
by 
Leoncavallo’s 
friend Maurel, 
and it may be 
that they met 
through him.   
 
Leoncavallo’s 
first success 
was a 
symphonic 
poem named 
Nuit de mai.  

This piece shows off Leoncavallo’s 
orchestrations and the drama that would 
later infuse his operas.  It was successful 
enough that the composer made free to 
contact Casa Ricordi again, and this time 
was given a reading of his completed 
libretto I Medici.  Ricordi held him off with 
excuses regarding getting a youthful 
Puccini’s Edgar on its feet.  It would be the 
first of many bitter pills (real and perceived) 
that Leoncavallo would have to swallow 
provided by Puccini and Ricordi.  The savvy 
old publisher did not, however, cut 
Leoncavallo loose, but strung him along 
with vague promises and an unfortunate 
contract for I Medici that guaranteed Casa 



Caruso as Canio/Paggliacio  

Sonzogno  

Ricordi the rights to the opera, but did not 
guarantee a performance.  Meanwhile 
Ricordi busied himself promoting Puccini’s 
Manon Lescaut (which libretto Leoncavallo 
had a small hand in). 
 
Throughout his life, Leoncavallo felt that 
Casa Ricordi and Puccini were out to ruin 
him.  While they may not have been actively 
destructive, the business practices of 
Ricordi did put Leoncavallo at a 
disadvantage.  Ricordi actively handled the 
business aspect of his composers’ 
careers—Puccini didn’t have to hustle to get 
his operas produced.  Leoncavallo, on the 
other hand, was always traveling, writing to 
impresarios, importuning his own publisher 
and conducting, all while he was trying to 
write.  The animosity between Puccini and 
Leoncavallo stems from both of them 
pursuing Murger’s Scènes de la vie de 
bohème, and from Leoncavallo’s 
resentment that Puccini had such strong 
advocacy from Ricordi, while he himself was 
treated rather shabbily.  Puccini’s contempt 
stooped to name-calling and ultimately a 
dismissive air, although he was at 
Leoncavallo’s funeral, looking haggard and 
grieved.   
 
Pagliacci was the opera that shot 
Leoncavallo onto the world stage.  After 
failing to interest Ricordi in staging I Medici, 
he wanted to create something the 
publisher would be itching to produce.  

Mascagni had 
had tremendous 
success with 
Cavalleria 
Rusticana, and 
while 
Leoncavallo 
purported to 
loathe verismo, 
for a hit he was 
willing to turn his 
hand to it.  The 
result of his 
efforts was 
Pagliacci, which 
he presented to 

Ricordi expectantly.  Ricordi’s response was 
cold, uninterested and, in fact hostile.  
Leoncavallo felt the criticism keenly and 
said: 
 

“I am not here to listen to criticism but 
for a much more 
practical reason.  I 
am bound to you 
by a clause in my 
contract forcing 
me to offer you all 
new works.  This 
is a libretto.  You 
don’t like it, but I 
do, and I am 
determined to 
compose music to 
it.” 
 
Infuriated and 
humiliated, 

Leoncavallo presented his libretto to the 
rival house of Sonzogno and visited his 
lawyer.  Leoncavallo’s disastrous contract 
with Ricordi required that all of 
Leoncavallo’s work belonged to the house 
whether it was to be performed or not.  
Clearly this would not help Leoncavallo’s 
career and the ensuing lawsuit would last 
another ten years.  Still, Sonzogno liked the 
libretto and the opera that followed it, and 
produced it.  While it was not initially a 
critical success, it soon was vindicated in 
the court of public opinion and made its way 
around the world, followed eagerly by 
Leoncavallo.  Pagliacci opened doors for 
him.  His epic I Medici was produced to 
much fanfare, though little acclaim, and his 
youthful work Chatterton made its way to 
the stage.  The German Kaiser 
commissioned an opera, which would be 
completed ten years later (delayed by La 
Bohème and Zazá).  And through it all he 
conducted and toured Pagliacci.  Der 
Roland von Berlin was considered a critical 
failure (although the nationalist German 
critics could be accused of being a bit 
hostile), but the Kaiser loved it and the 
public happily attended 25 performances.  
In truth, the music was very good, but a bad 
German translation of the libretto, and the 



Leoncavallo, center back, wife Berthe in front of him, 1905 

     ��� ���
���
�	��$��
���
�	��$��
���
�	��$��
���
�	��$ 



unsuitability of the original novel to be made 
into an opera, contributed to its artistic 
difficulties. 
 
World War I further complicated 
Leoncavallo’s life with the Germans, and his 
work, for myriad reasons, was banned in 
Germany.  As always, he was hurting for 
money, in debt, supporting his own family 
and his two brothers and their professional 

escapades.  To make a living he turned to 
operetta and wrote some that were quite 
delightful and some that were less than 
delightful.  His health began to fail him; his 
lawsuits began to come home to roost; he 
worked like a dog on projects that never 
came to fruition.  He died at home on 
August 19, 1919 at the disappointing age of 
62. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
�  That Leoncavallo’s La Bohème was much more successful than his rival Puccini’s when it 

opened? 
�  That Krusty the Clown from the Simpson’s stars in Pagliacci in an episode called “The Italian 

Bob?” 
�  That only one book-length biography of Leoncavallo has been written, and that fairly 

recently?  It is Leoncavallo:  Life and Works. 2008 by Konrad Dryden. 
�  That Enrico Caruso’s 1904 recording of Vesti la giubba was the first million-selling record in 

history? 
�  That Michael Bolton has recorded Vesti la giubba for his album “My Secret Passion?” 
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The village of Montalto, 19th century  

 
“I remembered, then, the bloody tragedy that had gouged the memories of my distant childhood, 
and to the poor servant murdered under my eyes; and in not even twenty days of feverish work, 

I threw down the libretto of Pagliacci.” 
~~Ruggiero Leoncavallo 

 
When Ruggiero Leoncavallo was 8 years 
old, his babysitter, Gaetano Scavello, was 
murdered.  It is highly unlikely that 
Leoncavallo was actually there, as the 
murder took place at four in the morning 
outside of a theater.  For any child, such an 
event would be a horrific blow, but, perhaps, 
for the highly imaginative, sensitive 
Ruggiero, the murder and the subsequent 
trial metastasized into a graphic 
paramnesia* 
which was to 
germinate his 
greatest work of 
art 27 years 
later.   Or, as in 
so many cases 
in Leoncavallo’s 
life, he wanted 
to give 
legitimacy to his 
claim that 
Pagliacci was 
utterly original, 
and so 
embellished his 
involvement in 
an already tragic and traumatic experience.  
One leans towards this last explanation, as 
yet another letter to his publisher swears 
that: 
  

“… while my father was a judge at 
Montalto … a jealous player killed his 
wife after the performance … [which] 
made a deep and lasting impression on 
my childish mind.” 

 

                                                 
* a distortion of memory in which fact and 
fancy are confused. 

Regardless of the facts of Leoncavallo’s 
presence or absence, it is true that 
Scavello’s murder had a profound effect on 
his life and that of his family.  His father, 
Vincenzo, was the presiding judge at the 
trial, and the murder must have taken up a 
huge chunk of the family’s psyche at the 
time of the killing and subsequent 
prosecution.  That the composer claimed it 
as the seed of Pagliacci makes it worth 

examining the 
facts of the case. 
 
The file of the 
case reads 
roughly: 
 
“Proceedings filed 
against Luigi and 
Giovanni 
D'Alessandro who 
were charged with 
premeditated 
murder committed 
with weapons and 
insidious lurking on 
the evening of 5 
March 1865 upon 

the person of Gaetano Scavello of 
Carmine.” 

 
At the time of his death, Scavello was 
twenty-two years old and in love.  
Unfortunately, he had a rival for the girl’s 
affections, Luigi D’Alessandro.  In what 
seems an extraordinarily convoluted motive 
for murder, Scavello confronted 
D’Alessandro’s manservant after the 
servant had escorted the young woman to a 
house and demanded to know if she was 
inside with D’Alessandro.  When the servant 
declined to answer, Scavello “struck him 
with a mulberry branch, whereupon 



Victor Maurel, baritone, who 
created the role of Tonio 

Fiorello Giraud, creator of Canio, as Don José 

Pasquale [the servant] ran away to seek the 
help of his two employers.”  D’Alessandro 
and his brother came gunning for Scavello 
with a whip—Scavello, knowing superior 
strength when he saw it, threw a couple of 
rocks at the brothers and hightailed it out of 
there, the D’Alessandro boys in hot pursuit.  
They were unable to catch Scavello at that 
time, but instead, lay in wait for him 
(“insidious lurking”) outside of the theater, 
stabbing him as he left the show, one in the 
arm, the other in the abdomen.  Scavello 
died the next day, after fingering the 
brothers for his murder.  The D’Alessandro’s 
were brought up on trial and one received a 
life sentence, the other 20 years hard labor.  
Ironically, in Leoncavallo’s explanation of 
how he had written Pagliacci, he noted: 
 

“… what is stranger still, as I have since 
learned, the protagonist of my work is 
still living and having been released 
from prison is now in the service of 
Baroness Sprovieri in Calabria.  If the 
action had come to trial [meaning a 
plagiarism lawsuit threatened by  French 
playwright Mendes], he would have 
been willing to come and give evidence 
in my favor.  I regret that this did not 
happen, as we should have had a very 
dramatic scene during the evidence of 
poor Alessandro (the real name of my 
Canio) when he was relating his crime, 
his jealous fury and his sufferings!” 

 
So much for the facts.  Anyone with a 
cursory knowledge of Pagliacci might be 
forgiven for asking, “But where are the 
clowns?”  Other than a jealous love triangle, 

a “tattletale” 
servant (a 
stretch to 
equate 
Pasquale to 
Tonio, no 
doubt), an initial 
escape and 
subsequent 
knifing death, 
there is little of 
real life in 
Pagliacci.  One 

might forgive the composer some creative 
license in putting the action of the opera on 
Assumption 
Day—plenty 
of local color 
to be 
derived from 
the religious 
celebration 
of peasants, 
not to 
mention the 
time 
honored theatrical juxtaposition of the holy 
and profane.  But Leoncavallo does 
significantly more than that—he introduces 
the element of a play within a play, and 
even later, at the request of the baritone 
who was to create Tonio, added the famous 
“Prologue,” which gives another direct line 
to the audience, adding another layer of 
“reality” to the layers of reality and unreality 
inherent in the original story. 
 
Of course the concept of a play within a play 
was not unknown to Leoncavallo.   The 
concept of the “story within a story” is 
ancient and utilized in literature from One 
Thousand and One Arabian Nights, as 
Scheherazade stayed up nights trying to 
keep her head between her shoulders, to 
Shakespeare’s Danish prince attempting 
entrapment of his father’s murderer.   
 
In the mid-19th century, a volume of the 
“complete works” of the French 17th century 
playwright, satirist, charlatan and actor 
Tabarin brought renewed interest to the 
commedia dell’arte and the clown himself.  
Tabarin had taken his name from a 
commedia mask—the character was named 
for the defining part of his costume, his 
cloak (tabarro, in Italian).  The name given 
to him by his parents was Antoine Girard.  
He would stage “impromptu farces” to 
peddle his “medicinal” elixirs and draw a 
crowd.  From 1618 to 1625 he delighted 
Parisian audiences with his wit, his 
bawdiness and slapstick, and in the 1850s 
he posthumously drew a literary crowd of 
imitators and became the legendary subject 



Catulle Mendèz   

This article is heavily based upon the work of Matteo Sansone and Konrad Dryden.  Thank you 

of many plays and opéra comique.  Now 
both the character and the man had a wife, 
Francisquine, also a commedia mask.  
According to Gustave Aventin, who was the 
editor of 19th century “complete works”: 
 

“This Francisquine figured in jokes 
played in Tabarin’s theatrics, and if we 
are to believe some questionable 
traditions, she did not pride herself on 
marital fidelity.” 

 
This salacious (and undocumented) tidbit in 
the foreword of a 
book was enough 
to inspire several 
plays about the 
relationship of the 
clown and his 
unfaithful wife, 
one of which was 
by Catulle 
Mendès, entitled 
Le Femme de 
Tabarin.  This 
play had an antecedent in a comedy by 
Paul Ferrier, who would later accuse 
Mendès of plagiary, just as Mendès would 
Leoncavallo. 
 
Actually, Leoncavallo’s and Mendès’ plots 
are quite similar.  In Le Femme de Tabarin, 
Tabarin’s wife is in love with another and 
flirting with him while performing in a play.  
Enraged, Tabarin stabs her and weeps 
bitterly as she drags herself towards him 
and smears his 
lips with spilt 
blood before she 
dies.  The 
audience of the 
play within the 
play takes quite a 
while to catch on 
that something is 
amiss—indeed, 
one erstwhile fan tries to give the dying 
Francisquine a bouquet of flowers and is 
shocked when his hand is bloodied.  But 
this is where Mendès’ play ends.  
Leoncavallo’s opera creates a whole other 

level of disquiet with the Iago-like figure of 
Tonio, who not only drives the action of the 
opera, but comes out of character to 
address the audience to tell us not to 
dismiss the emotions of the players on 
stage as mere caricature, but to understand 
it as life, as accurate as our reflections in a 
mirror.   
 
Mendès threatened to sue Leoncavallo for 
stealing his idea, just at the height of 
Pagliacci’s popularity.  This was supremely 
irritating for the composer, who was finally 
basking in the glow of the recognition he felt 
he deserved.  As it was, he had had to deal 
with some critics accusing him of “lacking 
originality.”  And that must have stung, 
because there was a germ of truth in it, 
which niggled at him like sand in an oyster.  
After the success of Mascagni’s Cavalleria 
Rusticana, Leoncavallo co-opted a genre he 
hated and made it his own.  It was 
opportunistic, but resulted in a powerful 
work of art.  A combination of influences 
and ideas coalesced into one pithy, sleek, 
brilliant and bloody verismo that is wildly 
effective.  No wonder he was determined to 
claim the work as utterly and completely his 
own! 
 
Mendès dropped his claims when 
Leoncavallo countered that Mendès himself 
had borrowed elements of his plot from 
others.  Some stories and ideas are 
universal.  Shakespeare was hardly original 

in his plot lines.  
Even the ancients 
acknowledge that 
“there is nothing 
new under the 
sun.”  Leoncavallo 
combined his 
memories with 
literary devices 
which stretch into 
antiquity to create 

something his own.   Ultimately, Pagliacci 
has eclipsed all of its antecedents to live on 
in the opera house and our collective 
memories. 
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Jaques Callot (1592-1635) engraving of a commedia scene 

“Everyone comes on stage and everything is resolved happily.” 

 
~~Stage directions for a  

commedia scenario~~ 
 

In Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci, the second 
scene is a play within a play, where Canio, 
Nedda, Tonio and Beppe are performing a 
scenario that resembles what is happening 
in their real lives—though their play is 
intended as a comedy, and the “real life” 
consequences are tragic.  The characters 
they all play—Columbina, Arlecchino, 
Pagliaccio, and Taddeo—are stock 
characters from the commedia dell’arte.  But 
what is 
commedia 
dell’arte? 
 
The short answer 
is that it is an 
“unwritten,  
improvised 
drama” that was 
particularly 
popular during the 
16th and 17th 
centuries, though 
it was actively 
touring from the 
14th through 18th 
centuries.  Unfortunately, the short answer 
is woefully inadequate to describe this most 
influential of theatrical forms, which touched 
every playwright from Shakespeare and 
Moliere to Beaumarchais and whose 
archetypes reach into the modern theater, 
influenced operas, and have even crept into 
our everyday speech.  “Zany,” “pants” and 
“harlequin”* are all everyday words that 
come from the commedia.  
                                                 
* Zany comes from the servant characters which are 
referred to as a genus as zanni.  Pants is from the 
character Pantelone, whose costume included 
pantaloons, hence his name.  Before commedia they 
were known as “Venetian breeches.”  Harlequin is 

 
Commedia dell’arte translates literally as 
“comedy of artists” and can be understood 
as “comedy of professionals.”  Rather than 
the commedia erudite which was theater 
performed by amateurs from written scripts, 
commedia dell’arte was performed by 
professional actors and actresses in the 
streets on makeshift stages.  Sometimes 
the best companies would perform in the 

theaters of noble 
families.  In 
commedia 
dell’arte, although 
the words were 
improvised, the 
scenarios were 
clearly laid out 
and internalized 
by the players.  
Each player 
specialized in a 
particular “masks” 
or characters, 
which they would 
play throughout 

their careers.  There were several 
categories of mask one could specialize in.  
The characters were called masks because 
they literally wore masks which exaggerated 
the features and were, again, specific to the 
character they represented.  One could be a 
vecchio, or old man.  This mask included 
Pantelone and Dottore, and their enemy 
was invariably Il Capitano (The Captain).  
One could be a member of the zanni, or 
servants.  Those characters were 
Arlecchino, Brighella, Pedrolino, and 

                                                                         
the French version of the name Arlecchino, the most 
famous commedia character. 



Colombina.  Or one could specialize in 
being the Innamorati, the young lovers, who 
went by many names but were always the 
same: in love, naïve and given to flights of 
poetry.  Within these characters, one 
perfected lazzi or jokes—mannerisms that 
gave the audience a physical representation 
of character.  These lazzi could also help an 
actor or actress who felt momentarily 
uninspired, for the demands on the 
commedia professional were great.   
 

“The actors had to find the proper 
words to make the tears flow or the 
laughter ring; they had to catch the 
sallies of their fellow-actors on the 
wing, and return them with prompt 
repartee.  The dialogue must go like 
a merry game of ball or spirited 
sword-play, with ease and without a 
pause.” 

 
Eventually, many of the lazzi were codified 
in books, as were some of the plot lines, 
which encompassed a broad range of 
genres, despite what the name commedia 
implies.  What was unique to this Italian art 
form was its willingness to mix genres—
even in the darkest tragedy, commedia 
performers would make sure that there was 
an opportunity to laugh.  Shakespeare takes 
a page from their book in his tragedies as 
well—the Porter in Macbeth and the Nurse 
in Romeo and Juliet are fine examples, and 
Rossini did too in his operas, much to the 
consternation of critics of the time.  Mozart 
was never able to write a comedy that had 
no room for human emotion either, and 
Puccini always found moments of levity in 
his tragic operas.  Commedia players 
achieved a good balance between light and 
dark in their shows, a trait Italians prize.  In 
visual art it is referred to as chiaroscuro.     
 
Earlier in this article, commedia dell’arte’s 
impact on theater was mentioned.  Consider 
the following example.  This is an argument 
from a book Scenarios of the Commedia 
dell’arte published in 1611.  The book 
includes scenarios that had been performed 
for years before Flaminio la Scala collected 

them and published them.  This one is 
called “La Creduta morta.”  
 

“There lived in Florence two 
gentlemen called Pantalone and 
Gratiano.  They were of old and 
noble families, and bore a long 
hatred for each other…Oratio 
(Pantalone’s son) had fallen in love 
with Isabella, daughter of his enemy, 
Gratiano…Isabella took, with the 
help of a physician, a potion which 
would put her into a death-like 
sleep…” 

 
Sound familiar?  Of course there were many 
such tales, and the commedia one is 
definitely a comedy, but Shakespeare 
follows many of the plot points in the 
scenario for his tragedy Romeo and Juliet.  
It is highly likely at some point that he saw 
La Creduta morta.  His comedies The 
Tempest, Much Ado About Nothing, and 
Two Gentleman of Verona share a great 
many details with commedia scenarios.  
Other more modern examples of commedia 
influence can be seen in the film work of 
Charlie Chaplin or Harold Lloyd.  More 
recently, Rowan Atkinson’s work in Mr. 
Bean and The Black Adder take advantage 
of classic commedia lazzi.  And, of course, 
the spirit of commedia dell’arte is alive and 
well in improvisation troupes like Second 
City.   
 
Commedia dell’arte influenced all 
subsequent theater and its masks can still 
be seen in modern sitcoms, classical 
theater and opera.  Its terminology has 
become everyday language.  It was 
commedia that introduced the concept of 
the professional actor and even introduced 
actresses to the general public—previously, 
women on stage had been banned.  It is no 
exaggeration to claim that without 
commedia dell’arte acting, theater, movies 
and opera would look very different.   
 
Below is a summary of the most famous 
commedia masks: 
 



  
Arlecchino :  Never pathetic, always knows:  he is never the loser.  Never just does something.  
For example, if, in the heat of the moment, his slapstick gets left on the ground, he somersaults 
to pick it up again.  His paradox is that of having a dull mind in 
an agile body.  Since, however, his body does not recognize 
the inadequacy of the mind which drives it, he is never short 
of a solution:  the fact that he cannot read, for example, does 
not hinder him from divulging the contents of a letter.  As 
developed into the French, Arlequin in the mid-17th Century 
by Domenico Biancolelli (Dominique), he became more quick-
witted.  But even then he could only entertain one idea at a 
time, and never contemplated the consequences of an action 
or learned from the experience of it.  He responds to 
everything – hunger, love, danger – in a way that is taken to 
apocalyptic proportions and then forgotten entirely – until the 
next time.  A very Latin temperment… but never malicious.  
He is very likely to become disguised later in the action, for 
example as a priest in order to conduct a mock wedding, or 
as a Turk, a pilgrim, a rich benefactor, or a cross-dressed in 
order to fulfill a rendevous.  – Rudlin 
 

Il Capitano:  If he speaks no Italian he is able to interpret any 
comments as the adulation which is rightfully his.  He is pompous, 
gallant, and inordinately vain, extravagantly preoccupied with great 
military deeds on earth and in heaven, with gorgeous uniforms, and 
with amatory prowess.  He is convinced that all eyes focus admiringly 
upon him.  Il Capitano boasts of past deeds, makes promises of future 
ones – when he can get around to it.  He claims to be fearless in 
bloody battle, but also sensitive, for he delicately shields his eyes from 
the sight of the bodies he hacks and slices – or better yet, he refrains 
from hacking and slicing.  He is all the more pretentious since he is 
poverty-stricken and attempts bravely to hide or justify that fact.  
Because he is a coward, he flees, or feigns death, at the slightest 
provocation – a bee buzzing or a donkey braying – or at the possibility 
of confrontation or discovery.  And how ingenious are his 

rationalizations!  If Capitano is a suitor, he is a ridiculous one.  At times 
he has a servant, who naturally gets the better of him.  There is 
another, later, captain, a suave, elegant fellow rather like the Baron 
Munchausen; a supercilious, fascinating, brilliant liar whose strategic 
retreats are elegantly executed.  – Rolfe 

Columbina:  The only lucid, rational person in commedia dell’arte, 
analogous to Maria in Twelfth Night.  Autonomous and self-sufficient, 
she has no negative attributes; she has enough to eat, decent clothes 
and no ambition to be rich.  She can read and write: in fact she is very 
fond of books and owns several.  She sings, dances, captivates, but 
has gone beyond her procurer origins to become a self-educated 
woman.  In this respect she is influenced by contact with Isabella, 
indeed it is difficult to see how the later could confide in anyone who did 
not share her outlook on life.  The main difference between servette 



and zanni is that whereas Arlecchino thinks on his feet, Columbina uses her brain and thinks 
things through.  Like Il Capitano she is a lone figure, capable of appearing solo.  Often, in fact, 
the prologue is entrusted to her.  Although capricious and coquettish she is good at her job, 
careful with money, and will, with great reluctance, make an excellent housekeeper one day.  
Although she is very sexually knowing she is sometimes a virgin, when it suits her. - Rudlin 
 
Il Dottore :  From Bologna, the home city of Italy’s oldest University, 
not that he ever went to it.  Specializes in everything, and can talk a 
load of old boloney about it.  Very oral, both in and out:  he also eats a 
lot (Bologna is the home of lasagne).  He is essentially belly, not 
intellect-centered.  Il Dottore is inclined, like Pantalone, to be stingy, 
but in his case it is because he doesn’t have any money.  He is never 
put off his stroke by parody, interruption, or even physical abuse.  
Makes crude sexual jokes and has a weakness for pornography.  – 
Rudlin 
 

Pantalone:  Has two characteristics only: avarice 
and trouble with his prostate gland.  Pantalone 
operates on the assumption that everything can be 
bought and sold, and this turns out to be true, with 
the exception of loyalty (and love).  But he also 
loves money for its own sake and will therefore only part with it when there is 
no other option.  He always wants to marry his daughter to a wealthy man – 
and avoid giving her a dowry.  When things do not go his way he quickly 
slips into emotional extremes, particularly enraged petty tyranny.  He has a 
long memory and never forgets or forgives the slightest past transgression.  
Pantalone is action, not words – in contrast with Il Dottore.  – Rudlin 

Innamorati:  The lovers 
exist very much in their 

own world—and in their own world within that 
world.  Self-obsessed and very selfish, they 
are more interested in what they are saying 
themselves and how it sounds than in what 
the beloved is saying.  They are primarily in 
love with themselves, secondarily in love with 
love, and only consequentially in love with the 
beloved.  What they learn, if anything, from 
the tribulations of the scenario is the need to 
reverse these priorities.  They do, however, 
come off better than most other Commedia 
characters:  there is no viciousness in them, and less to 
be reproached for – except vanity and vapidness, which, given their parents, they can hardly be 
blamed for.  They represent the human portential for happiness.  – Rudlin 
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Half of all murdered women are killed by their husbands, ex-husbands, boyfriends or ex-
boyfriends. 
 
In Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci, Nedda and her lover Silvio are murdered by her husband Canio in a 
jealous rage, but his potential for violence is hinted at earlier in the opera.  Canio is possessive, 
controlling, and jealous, publicly issuing veiled threats of violence, all the while justifying his 
actions as love for his wife.  Nedda fears him, mentioning his brutality and warning Silvio that 
she cannot leave Canio because he will kill them both.  Canio’s need to possess Nedda stems 
much more from his fear of embarrassment than his actual love for her.  Indeed, his need to 
control her stems much more from his own insecurities than what he imagines is love for her.   
The greater his insecurity, the more he tries to control; the more he tries to control her, the more 
Nedda both fears and loathes him—and tries to escape.  Tonio, who also abused Nedda by 
trying to force himself on her and then betraying her to Canio, goads Canio into greater violence 
by preying on Canio’s insecurities, ultimately leading to Nedda’s murder. 
 
In Pagliacci, both Canio and Tonio equate love with control and possession of Nedda.  This is 
not love .  If you or someone you know is suffering in an abusive relationship, there is help 
available.   
 
Signs of an abusive relationship include: 
 
Your feelings and thoughts: 

�  fear your partner a large percentage of the time?  
�  avoid certain topics out of fear of angering your partner?  
�  feel that you can’t do anything right for your partner?  
�  ever think you deserve to be physically hurt or mistreated?  
�  sometimes wonder if you are the one who is crazy?  
�  feel afraid that your partner may try to hurt or kill you?  
�  feel afraid that your partner will try to take your children away?  
�  feel emotionally numb or helpless?   
�  think that domestic violence seem normal to you?  

Your partner’s behavior :   

Has your partner ever: 

�  had a bad and unpredictable temper?  
�  hurt you, or threatened to hurt or kill you?   
�  threatened to take your children away, especially if you try to leave?  
�  threatened to commit suicide, especially as a way of keeping you from leaving?  
�  forced you to have sex when you didn’t want to?  
�  destroyed your belongings or household objects?  

 



Does your partner ever 

�  try to keep you from seeing your friends or family?  
�  make you embarrassed to invite friends or family over to your house?  
�  limit your access to money, the telephone, or the car?  
�  act excessively jealous and possessive?  
�  try to stop you from going where you want to go or doing what you want to do?  
�  check up on you, including where you've been or who you've been with? 

These are only some characteristics of abuse—if you are afraid that you or someone you know 
may be the victim of domestic violence, please contact the National Domestic Violence Hotline 
1-800-799-SAFE (7233) or 1-800-787-3224 (TTY) to get help. 
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Walt Whitman   

Grover Cleveland, 22nd and 24th President  

The Nutcracker opening, 1892  

 
 
 
Pagliacci……………………………………………….Pahl-yaht-chee 
Canio………………………………………………….Kah-nee-oh 
Tonio………………………………………………….Toh-nee-oh 
Beppe (Peppe was the original intent)………………..Behp-pay 
Silvio…………………………………………………...Seel-vee-oh 
 
 

 
�  Tchaikovsky’s “The Nutcracker” opens 
�  Diesel patents his internal-combustion engine 
�  Grover Cleveland elected President of the United 

States 
�  Walt Whitman dies 
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Orff and his little sister Mia in 1903   

 
“He had his life and that is that.” 

 
~~Godela Orff, Carl Orff’s estranged daughter~~ 

 
 

Carl Orff was an 
obdurately 
complex man, 
living in 
exceedingly 
compromising 
times.  His fame in 
the United States 
is due largely to 
his massive 
cantata, Carmina 
Burana, and in the 
world of educators 
for his Schulwerk, 
a pedagogical 

method for teaching music and movement 
to young children, and that fame is 
unavoidably tainted by the sulfurous whiff of 
the Third Reich.  Arguably, his international 
fame rests upon the popularity of Carmina 
Burana with the Nationalist Socialist Party.  
But even that popularity was controversial 
within the party for some time.  For several 
Nazi critics and musicologists, the piece 
was entirely too influenced by Stravinsky, 
too linguistically inclusive and too explicitly 
sexual to be appropriately “German.”  
Because of Orff’s own precarious position 
prior to Carmina, he could argue 
convincingly, after World War II, that he was 
unpopular with the Nazis, and that Carmina 
Burana itself was above suspicion.  
However, others within the party were 
unequivocally enthusiastic about the work, 
including the impeccably credentialed SS 
officer and Mayor of Frankfurt, Fritz Krebs, 
who awarded Orff a politically significant, if 
financially modest, prize.  In 1937, Orff was 
gaining prestige, and with it a certain 
inoculation against the dangers of not being 
a party member.  Prior to Carmina, he was 

a rather minor Bavarian composer who had 
dabbled in educational theory and had 
some interesting and indeterminately 
successful experiments in a new type of 
Gesamtkunstwerk*.  After Carmina, his star 
was on the rise.  Like many Germans after 
the war, Orff disliked speaking of his actions 
during those years, but unlike others, Orff 
disliked publicly speaking of himself at all, 
and refused to give interviews, particularly 
to biographers.  “Let them pick over me 
after I am dead,” was his typical response.  
Most of his biographers stick to his musical 
accomplishments and remain suspiciously 
silent about his personal life.  
 
Orff was born in Munich in 1895.  Munich 
was a 
Bavarian 
city, and 
Orff was 
fond of 
reminding 
people that, 
above all, 
he was a 
good 
Bavarian.  
His family 
was an old 
and 
respected one.  Both of his grandfathers 
had attained the rank of major general and 
both were important academics.  His mother 

                                                 
* aesthetic theory of Richard Wagner’s involving a 
complete synthesis of all of the arts into a perfect 
performing art, where music, poetry, drama, scenic 
design, etc. are perfectly balanced.  Orff’s ideal 
involved a similar synthesis, but encompassed what 
he termed “elemental” music—a kind of primitive, 
universal ideal. 



Orff with his daughter Godela   

Dorothee Gunther  

was an accomplished and gifted pianist, and 
she encouraged her son’s musical talents, 
serving as his first piano teacher.  His father 
too was a musician, and, though not a 
professional, was a proficient pianist and 
string player.  Young Carl was steeped in 
the German tradition of Hausmusik, in which 
friends and family gathered to play and sing 
together in the evening.  His home life 
seems to have been happy and conflict- 
free throughout his childhood.  His musical 
gifts were recognized and honored early, 
and he was removed from regular schooling 
before he graduated and was sent to the 
Academy of Music in Munich to continue his 
musical studies.   
 
Orff applied himself to his musical studies—
but not at the Academy.  He found it too 
stuffy and old-fashioned, and music in that 
day was flooded with the ideas and sounds 
of the Viennese School and French 
Impressionism.  Orff pored over the 
harmonic language of Schoenberg and 
absorbed Debussy’s scintillating, 
shimmering melodies.   Directly influenced 
by the musical avant garde and Debussy in 
particular, Orff began composing his first 
stage work in 1913, following that with 
orchestral work, which he eventually 
realized was not his strength, passion or 
path.  Filled with a love of history, myth and 
fable, carefully instilled and cultivated by his 
maternal grandfather, Orff realized that a 
synthesis of his passions could be achieved 
in the theater.  Then the horror of World 

War I engulfed 
Europe and its 
young men.   
 
Orff joined the 
army in 1917 
and went 
immediately to 
the eastern 
front.  His 
service was 
short (the war 
ended in 
1918), but 

pivotal in the psychology of the man.  After 

World War I, 
Europe had 
changed 
and so had 
Carl Orff.  
There is 
little specific 
information 
about his 
service, just 
murmurings 
of being 
trapped and 
nearly dying 
in the suffocating dark of a collapsed trench.  
It was enough to cause him to “wake up 
screaming in the night,” according to one of 
his wives, to weep uncontrollably, and 
perhaps to suffer panic attacks, if that is 
how one could describe an “embarrassing 
incident with [his third wife] Rinsher” 
mentioned by Michael H. Kater in his book 
Composers of the Nazi Era:  Eight Portraits.  
Such a horrifying experience could certainly 
cause a heightened sense of self 
preservation, which perhaps explains some 
of what happened later. 
 
After his return to Munich, Orff composed 
and began to explore his own style, while 
holding various small posts in opera 
companies.  He met and married Alice 
Solscher, a successful opera singer, in 
1920, and welcomed his only child, a 
daughter, Godela, in 1921.  He sought 
musical knowledge from others, but his 
studies didn’t produce much of interest, until 
musicologist Curt Sachs introduced him to 
the works of the Renaissance masters.  
Claudio Monteverdi struck a spark in the 
ambitious, theater-adoring 26-year-old.  He 
began to work on a new arrangement of 
Monteverdi’s Orfeo, and would eventually 
complete arrangements of Il Ballo delle 
ingrate, Arianna and L’Incoronazione di 
Poppea. All of this before Monteverdi was 
truly rediscovered.   
 
During the 1920s, Orff also began a 
watershed project that would arguably fix 
his international reputation with educators 



the world over.  In 1924, he co-founded the 
Günther School with Dorothee Günther, 
whom he had met in 1923.  She was 
interested in creating a school for musical 
and dance training based loosely on the 
work of Jaques-Dalcroze, an educator who 
developed a system of music and 
movement known as eurhythmics.  Orff 
loved dance and was familiar with the work 
of Jaques-Dalcroze student Mary Wigman, 
whose modern, primal choreography Orff 
linked to his own protean ideas for 
“elemental” music.  Orff’s definition of 
elemental music, “a music which is not 
abstract, but which integrates the elements 
of speech, movement and dance,” fit in well 
with Günther’s plans for training young 
performance-based professionals, and for 
the next six years, Orff was deeply involved 
in the creation and implementation of a 
curriculum of music with rhythm at its heart 
and improvisation as its soul.   The first 
edition of Schulwerk would appear in 1931.  
As the Nazis rose to power throughout the 
early 1930s, Orff retreated somewhat from 
the Günther School, while retaining control 
over Schulwerk.  His reputation as a 
Weimar modernist did not endear him to the 
Aryan wardens of acceptable German art 
and Dorothee had, whether out of survival 
instinct or ideology, joined the Nazi party 
and allowed their influence to permeate the 
school, at least publicly.  Meanwhile, Orff’s 
financial situation was uncomfortable and 
he began trying to sell Schulwerk as an 
ideal method of instilling German Music in 
Hitler Youth.   
 
Schulwerk, though, at least until after 1937, 
when Carmina Burana was first performed, 
was suspect with Nazi artistic authorities 
because of the wide variety of Eastern-
influenced percussion instruments used in 
the curriculum, despite its clear basis in the 
music of the Volk, and strict avoidance of 
anything that smacked of atonal or jazz 
idioms.  
 
From 1935-36, Orff was hard at work on 
Carmina Burana.  After its premiere, Orff 
said that he told his publisher to “henceforth 

forget everything he had composed before 
1937.”  He may have said this, but it was 
hyperbole.  Orff did not, in fact, forget or 
repudiate everything he had written up until 
that time.  There were of course, the 
Schulwerk compositions, as well as the 
sketches for A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
which he used as a springboard for his next 
commission:  the replacement of the Jewish 
composer Mendelssohn’s incidental music.  
He was offered the commission by Lord 
Mayor Krebs, the SS officer who had 
championed Carmina Burana after its rocky 
premiere.  Orff took the commission.  There 
is no question that he needed the money.  
And, of course, he had been interested in 
writing for Shakespeare’s comedy 20 years 
before.  But several other composers had 
turned down the commission on principle, 
and there is evidence that Orff, too, found 
the premise distasteful.  Nevertheless, Orff’s 
ego and keenly honed desire to see his 
music performed at any cost was such that 
he accepted the commission and wrote the 
music.  He closed his eyes to the political 
implications of his actions, and so inured his 
conscience; at least for the time being.   
 
As World War II began, Carmina Burana 
gained popularity, as did Orff.  He received 
commissions and had other works 
performed.  He was quickly becoming a 
recognized and important composer, and 
received various privileges and perks as 
gifts from Nazi admirers, the greatest of 
which was an exemption from “war service 
requirements of any kind.”  What Orff’s true 
politics were is impossible to know.  There 
are letters early on in which he makes fun of 
the pomposity of the Reich; he certainly did 
not join in publicly denigrating Jews—and, 
by Nazi standards, he was a quarter Jew (a 
fact that he certainly did not share with 
anyone).  However, it is Orff’s behavior after 
the war (vigorously denied by the Munich 
Orff Center) which speaks to his self-service 
and capability of using and abandoning 
friends in the pursuit of his musical career. 
 
His most egregious and controversial act in 
the initial post-war period was his claim to 



Orff working with children in 1954  

be the co-founder of The White Rose.  The 
White Rose was a non-violent resistance 
group composed of anti-Nazi students from 
the University of Munich and their 
philosophy professor, Kurt Huber.  From 
1942 to 1943, they published anti-Nazi 
propaganda and dispersed it throughout the 
city.  They were then picked up, tried and 
executed.  Kurt Huber and Carl Orff were 
close friends, although there is no evidence 
that Orff was involved with The White Rose 
(indeed, he worked hard to distance himself 
from Huber and his wife following Huber’s 
arrest).  Despite Frau Huber’s pleas to use 
his influence to help her husband, Orff 
refused, and Huber was executed in July 
1943, five months 
after his arrest. 
 
After the war, many 
artists found 
themselves out of 
work, and needing 
to distance 
themselves from 
the Nazi regime.  
Orff was no 
exception.  He had 
been listed as 
“Gray, 
unacceptable” on 
the Office of Military 
Government, 
United States 
(OMGUS) rating 
system.  In order to 
avoid a “de-
nazification” trial and be able to work again, 
Orff needed to move up the list a bit to 
“Gray, acceptable.”  The young officer 
investigating Orff was Newell Jenkins, a 
student of Orff’s before the war.  Jenkins 
explained Orff’s position to him and told him 
“to examine your own conscience and 
furnish proof of active resistance against the 
previous government.  For those people are 
scarce, and, as I said, they are of greatest 
value to everyone.”  The proof Orff offered, 
according to Jenkins was, “that he had 
worked together with Kurt Huber, they had 
founded some kind of a youth group … The 

danger came when he and some kids or 
maybe Huber himself were discovered 
passing out leaflets.  Huber was arrested 
and killed.”  According to Orff’s wife 
Gertrude, his daughter Godela, Huber’s 
widow and the conspicuous lack of any 
other evidence, Orff was most certainly not 
involved in The White Rose in any way.  
Regardless, Jenkins gave Orff a clean slate, 
and he immediately began work again.  
Other gray-listed colleagues of his 
attempted to gain his help in the period 
immediately following the war, but Orff did 
not answer them.  He moved implacably 
forward. 
 

In 1945, Orff was asked 
to design a series of 
radio broadcasts with 
and for children based 
on some of his early 
work at the Günther 
School.  In 1948, the 
first broadcast, 
“Children Make Music,” 
became reality and was 
immediately successful.  
From these broadcasts, 
which continued until 
1954, Music for 
Children was published 
and used in conjunction 
with Schulwerk. 
 
Carl Orff lived until 
1982, but his tightrope-
walking between the 

needs of his musical career and the Third 
Reich haunted him for the rest of his life.  
Orff suffered nightmares and pathological 
guilt.  He wrote letters to his late friends 
apologizing for his misdeeds, including one 
to Karl Huber.  There is no question that 
Orff was a very flawed human being, as well 
as a brilliant artist and pedagogue.  Millions 
of children have learned to express 
themselves with music through Carl Orff.  In 
this way, he was—and is—hugely 
influential—more so perhaps, than for his 
sprawling and affecting Carmina Burana. 
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Codex Carmina Burana   

  
Contrary to what conductors tell you … size does matter.” 

 
—Marin Alsop in "Love, Lust and Drinking Stir Carmina”  

NPR, Morning Edition, 2006 
 

In Carl Orff’s Carmina Burana, size does 
matter.  As of this writing, Portland Opera’s 
production of Carmina Burana will include 
nearly 150 people performing on stage and 
in the orchestra pit.  For Orff’s conception of 
an elemental, universal, immediate, 
overwhelming theatrical piece, it is fitting 
that from its monumental opening chords, 
the audience is intensely aware of the 
underlying, primal power of the human 
voice.  In this context (and perhaps in the 
bawdy context of the original medieval 
texts), size does indeed matter. 
 
In 1937, Carmina Burana opened to rather 
mixed reviews, and in Nazi Germany mixed 
reviews were anxiety producing.  With the 
Reich’s rise to power in the early 1930s, 
Carl Orff’s artistic position was suspect.  He 
was associated with the free-wheeling 
modernism of the Weimar Republic, 
although he didn’t write atonal music or 
appreciate jazz.  His educational activities 
did, however, utilize Asian-inspired 
percussion instruments, and his music was 
insufficiently respectful of the “Old Masters.”  
His revisions of the St. Luke Passion and its 
stage adaptation were unappreciated by 
Bach purists, and further branded him as 
avantgarde.  The undeniably lewd lyrics of 
his new work, Carmina Burana—as well as 
its driving rhythmic core vaguely reminiscent 
of Stravinsky and “black” music (at least to 
the Nazi mind)—further alienated it from 
some of the Reich’s music critics.   But 
there was another wing of the Nazi party 
who viewed the fanatically simplistic 
Carmina Burana, with its repetitive, climatic 
rhythms and folkish melodies as some sort 
of primordial music of the Volk.  One could 
be cynical and interpret Carmina Burana’s 

increased popularity among the party 
establishment as trending with the 
unrelenting public popularity of the piece, 
but that might undermine the genuine and 
mesmerizing power of the music to win over 
audiences on its own.  And it is 
mesmerizing.  And possibly the best known 
piece of 20th century music the world over.  
Is it even possible for a horror or fantasy 
movie trailer to be made without scoring its 
opening sequence to “O Fortuna”? 
 
“Regnabo; regno; regnavi; sum sine regno.”   
(“I shall reign; I reign; I have reigned; I am 

without a kingdom.”)   
 

Inscribed around the frontispiece to the 
collection that became known as Carmina 

Burana. 
 

As a minor point of trivia, Orff came upon 
the poetry 
which 
inspired his 
best known 
work on 
Maundy 
Thursday, 
1934.  It is 
interesting 
that Orff 
should be 
inspired by 
such vivid, 
randy, 
corporeal 
poems on a 
high holy 
day, but it 
might have 
tickled the 



Vagantes (note the monk's tonsure)   

fancy of the Goliards and vagantes that 
wrote them.  After all, for the general public, 
Orff’s music immortalized their poems.  Orff 
was so excited by the poems’ almost 
physical impact that he marked the moment 
in his diary: “A memorable day for me ... I 
immediately found, on the front page, the 
long-famous picture of Fortune with her 
wheel. Picture and words seized hold of 
me."  Orff’s grandfather had been an 
historian and a lover of literature, myth and 
legend, a trait he 
passed on and nurtured 
in his grandson.  So it 
is not surprising that 
Orff would have been 
reading one of the two 
most important texts of 
medieval, secular 
poetry as yet 
discovered: Carmina 
Burana.  (The other is 
English, Carmina 
Cantabrigiensia.)   
 
In 1803, the collection 
was discovered very 
near to Orff’s Munich 
home in the monastery 
of  Benediktbeuern, 
nestled picturesquely in 
the green foothills of 
the Alps.  The Latin title 
Carmina Burana 
(“Songs of Beuern”) 
was given to them 
when they were found, compiled and 
translated.  The songs were a disparate 
collection of mostly 12th century poems, plus 
six plays, mostly in a “vernacular” Latin (a 
Latin removed from the Church and the 
poetic rhythms of the Romans themselves), 
but also including Middle High German, 
some French, and some macaronic texts, in 
which Latin, German and French were 
jumbled together into a sort of pidgin 
language.  They were collected and bound 
sometime in the 13th century (although 
some additional poems were bound in 
later).  The purpose of the texts was to 
entertain and express the individual poet’s 

thoughts and feelings.  They were 
thoroughly secular, though occasionally 
mocking religious writings to satirize the 
failings of the Church.  Most of the poets’ 
names are lost to antiquity, but they are 
known under the collective name of the 
Goliards, or perhaps more accurately, as 
medievalist Edwin Zeydel points out, 
vagantes. 
 
For many years, the terms vagantes and 

Goliards were used 
interchangeably.  In the 
most basic sense, they 
were itinerant students 
and clerics, who for a 
variety of reasons 
traveled the 
countryside, unattached 
to a particular 
monastery or university, 
but enjoying the rights 
and privileges of the 
clergy.  Vagantes were 
not subject to the king’s 
taxes, could not be 
pressed into military 
service, could not be 
tried in a secular court 
and were “entitled to 
alms.”  It’s much easier 
to be a penniless, 
vagabond poet, when 
one can wander without 
the threat of arrest.  
One could also wine 

and wench with debauched impunity.  
Which they did.  Frequently.  And they were 
immortalized in songs, sometimes of great 
beauty and tenderness, as in Dulcissime in 
which the narrator in the voice of a young 
woman says, “Sweetest boy, I give you all 
that I am.”  Just as often they were paeans 
to drunkenness, richly funny and 
marvelously witty.   
 
What eventually separated the Goliards 
from the vagantes was the satirical poetry.  
Vagantes were not a bit shy about 
expressing their distaste for corruption in 



Portland Opera's production of Carmina Burana 

the church.  The University of Paris 
reported: 
 

“Priests and clerks … dance in the choir 
dressed as women … they sing wanton 
songs.  They eat black pudding at the 
altar itself, while the celebrant is saying 
Mass.  They play dice on the altar.  
They cense with stinking smoke from 
the soles of old shoes.  They run and 
leap throughout the church, without a 
blush of their own shame.  Finally they 
drive about the town and its theaters in 
shabby carriages and carts, and rouse 
the laughter of their fellows and the 
bystanders in infamous performances, 
with indecent gestures and with 
scurrilous and unchaste words!” 

 
They sound a lot more like frat boys than 
scholars and priests.  In the 13th century, 
the Church tired of their constant gadflying 
and revoked their clerical privileges.  
Eventually, the term “goliard” took on a 
derogatory implication and finally came to 
mean little more than a wandering minstrel, 
where once it had indicated an educated 
man.  Meanwhile the poetry remained.  
 
The poetry gives us a window into the past 
and insight into the minds and passions of 
people who lived 700 years ago.  Their 
words are vibrant with life and Orff’s music 
unleashes them upon the ear with renewed 
immediacy.  Of the 250 texts, Orff sets 24.  
To make them suitable for his purposes, he 
also shortened and rearranged some of 
them.  In addition, Orff created his own 

“chapters” for the work: Early Spring 
(including a sub section, On the Green), In 
the Tavern and The Court of Love.  These 
sections are book-ended by the potent “O 
Fortuna.”  The music is immediately 
gripping and, although it sounds nothing like 
the music of the Goliards, captures the 
energy, vitality and timeless appeal of the 
originals.   
 
Orff originally conceived of Carmina Burana 
as a staged work, although most of its 
performances in the United States are 
purely choral.  While the intensity of the 
music loses nothing with a static 
presentation, it undermines Orff’s intent to 
link music to our primordial selves through 
dance and imagery.  Eventually Carmina 
Burana became the first of a triptych of 
works entitled Trionfi.  With the second and 
third pieces, Orff reaches even farther back 
into history, setting Roman and Greek texts.  
Orff said that he viewed ancient texts ... “as 
not old, but valid; the time element 
disappears and only the spiritual power 
remains.”   
 
Orff was ultimately concerned with tapping 
into a kind of universality with his music.  
His Schulwerk is all about getting children to 
tap into the musicality innate within them, 
and Carmina Burana and all of his 
subsequent music plumbs the depths of 
human commonality.  That audiences 
continue to respond with unfettered 
enthusiasm is proof of his success. 
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Karl Huber , executed 

Jürgen Wittenstein survived the 
war  

 
“Somebody after all had to make a start.  What we wrote and said is also believed by many 

others.  They just don’t dare to express themselves as we did.” 
 

~~Sophie Scholl at her trial,  
hours before her execution~~ 

 
In order to prove 
to the United 
States 
authorities in 
Berlin after 
World War II 
that he had not 
supported the 
Nazi regime and 
had actively 
opposed it, Carl 
Orff claimed to 
have been, with 
his friend Karl 
Huber, a 

founding member 
of The White 
Rose.  While Karl 
Huber was an 
active member of 
The White Rose 
executed by the 
Nazis during the 
war, there is no 
evidence to 
support Orff’s 
claim of 
membership, 
and, in fact, much 
to the contrary.  
One of the 
things that he 
got wrong was 

telling the Americans that Huber was a 
founding member.  In reality, the 49-year-
old professor joined the group after its 
student founders were already active.  
Nevertheless once a member Huber was a 
deeply entrenched contributor, responsible 
for writing the final of six leaflets blisteringly 

critical of the Third Reich that were 
distributed throughout Germany.  The White 
Rose was one of the most daring civilian 
underground organizations working against 
Hitler’s government during the war.   
 
It is hard for U.S. citizens to comprehend a 
totalitarian government.  We bandy about 
the words “Hitler,” “Nazis”, and “jackboots” 
whenever we disagree with someone’s 
politics.  Pundits yelp about Presidents 
Bush or Obama, equating them with Hitler, 
or their policies as totalitarian.  But 
according to people who lived through those 
terrifying years of the Third Reich, we have 
no clue.  Jürgen Wittenstein, one of the few 
surviving members of The White Rose in his 
essay, Memories of the White Rose 
describes the climate this way: 

“…the party controlled everything: the 
news media, arms, police, the armed 
forces, the judiciary system, 
communications, travel, all levels of 
education from kindergarten to 
universities, all cultural and religious 
institutions.  Political indoctrination 
started at a very early age, and 
continued by means of the Hitler Youth 
with the ultimate goal of complete mind 
control.  Children were exhorted in 
school to denounce even their own 
parents for derogatory remarks about 
Hitler or Nazi ideology.  …Organized 
resistance was practically impossible.  
One could not speak openly, even with 
close friends, never knowing whether 
they might not be Nazi spies or 
collaborators.  So well organized was 
the control and surveillance by the party 
that each city block had a party 
functionary assigned to spy on his 
neighbors…[this “Blockwart” had to 
monitor, record and report on activities, 



Hans Scholl, executed  

Sophie Scholl , executed 

Inge Scholl, survived the war   

conversations and remarks 
of each person, as well as 
on their associations.  Even 
the privacy of one’s home 
was not assured:  a tea 
cozy or pillows placed over 
the telephone were popular 
precautions against 
eavesdropping by bugging.  
Nor did one ever know what 
mail had been secretly 
opened.” 

 
In this cloud of fear and 
suspicion, the students of the 
White Rose came of age.  One 
of the founders and core 
members, Hans Scholl, had 
been an enthusiastic member 
of Hitler Youth, but became 
disillusioned.  His sister, 
Sophia, also a member and 
leader in Hitler Youth, soured 
on the regime and would later 
beg to be included in the 
activities of the White Rose.  
Their father, Robert, had 
always disapproved of the 
Third Reich and made his 
feelings plain to his children, 
and they eventually agreed 
with him.   
 
In college, Jürgen Wittenstein 
met Alexander Schmorell.  The 
two were medical students 
and, after having been drafted 
into Hitler’s army, as all the 
young med students were, they 
shared the same barracks, and 
later discovered the same 
politics.  Wittenstein introduced 
Schmorell and Scholl to each 
other, and in 1938 they began 
a salon of sorts, called 
Leseabende, where they read 
modern and classic literature 
and spent long evenings in 
passionate discussion.  
Wittenstein writes, “What later 
developed into what is now 
known as the White Rose, began as an ever 

deeper personal friendship 
between young people who 
shared proufound interests within 
and beyond medicine.”  These 
students became what in 
Germany was known as the  
“Innere Emigration”—the inner 
emigration—which amounted to a 
withdrawal from the outside world 
into a small private group which 
attempted to ignore what 
happened outside the group.  
Unfortunately, the outer world was 
too morally distressing to ignore 
for long. 
 
The Jews were being deported 

and branded with the yellow 
Star of David.  Bishop Galen 
shone a bright light on the 
extermination of the patients in 
mental hospitals.  Rumors of 
atrocities in Russia and 
Poland whispered into 
Germany.  The young doctors, 
who were also philosophers, 
poets, and theologians, found 
that they could no longer 
ignore horrors around them 
and moved to do something.  
In 1942, Alexander Schmorell 
and Hans Scholl wrote four 
leaflets.  They hand typed as 
many copies as possible, no 
more than 100, left them in 

phone books in phone booths, 
mailed them to professors and 
students, enlisted friends to 
ferry them like propaganda 
mules to other universities to 
distribute them during the brief 
two weeks between June 27 
and July 12.  Then all of the 
medical students were shipped 
off to Russia for the summer 
break.  There they saw the 
madness, the cruelty, the blood, 
the depravity of the Nazis at 
work.  They came home even 
more resolved. 

 



Christoph Probst , executed 

Willi Graf , executed 

Alexander Schmorell, executed   

By this time, things were moving in the 
universities back home, too.  Two instances 
convinced the core group of the 
White Rose that the time was 
ripe to intensify their activities.  
One was a student protest at the 
University of Munich.  A highly 
regarded philosophy professor, 
Fritz-Joachin von Rintelen, failed 
to show up for a lecture.  His 
students, concerned that the 
Nazis had banned him from the 
classroom, determined to meet 
at the next appointed time.  They 
did and again Rintelen did not 
arrive.  The entire lecture hall 
marched to the University 
President’s office demanding an 
answer to why Rintelen was not 
teaching.  When the president 
declined to answer, the whole 
mob of students took to the 
streets to visit Rintelen at home.  
Such a thing was unheard of.  
The second incident happened 
some months later, after Karl 
Huber had joined the group.  In 
January of 1943, the Nazi 
appointed governor of Bavaria 
called all the university students 
together for a “talk,” during which 
he berated all of the women for 
attending the university when 
they should be getting 
pregnant and having fine sons 
for the Führer.  He went on to 
suggest that if the “girls” were 
not attractive or charming 
enough to attract a strapping 
son of the Reich that he would 
assign one of his attaches to 
their case and get them with 
child forthwith.  As one might 
expect, the governor’s 
comments were offensive to 
the female students, a large 
contingent of whom got up to 
leave.  They were immediately 
arrested.  Their male 
colleagues promptly rushed the 
stage, taking the “student 

leader hostage, until all the women were 
released.”   

 
 Schmorell and Scholl felt that the 
time was right to call for more 
direct action.  Schmorell had 
somehow procured a 
mimeograph machine and the fifth 
flier was rapidly copied.  Five 
thousand copies hit the streets 
calling for direct action.  Huber 
wrote a sixth leaflet after the fall 
of Stalingrad in February 1943.  
The White Rose then painted 
massive political epithets around 
Munich.  The SS became 
significantly more interested in 
the White Rose. 
 
On February 18, 1943, Hans and 
Sophie Scholl began distributing 
the sixth and final leaflet on the 
university campus.  After setting 
stacks outside of full lecture halls 
for students to discover after 
class they climbed the stairs and 
threw the rest of the fliers over 
the balcony down to the atrium 
below.  A janitor saw them and 
they were almost immediately 
taken into custody by the S.S.  
 
Four days later they, and another 

of the conspirators, Christoph 
Probst, were on trial before 
the kangaroo court known as 
the People’s Court.  Probst 
would probably have never 
made it to trial had Hans 
Scholl not forgotten that a 
draft for a seventh leaflet 
written by Probst was in his 
jacket pocket.  Their trial 
consisted of Judge Roland 
Freisler haranguing the 
accused.  Their defense 
lawyers did little.  The 
defendants admitted their 
“crime.” They were sentenced 
to death by beheading for 
that afternoon. 



 
Wittenstein called the Scholls’ parents as 
soon as he heard of their arrest and urged 
them to come to Munich immediately.  He 
met them at the station and got them to the 
courtroom where the trial had already 
commenced.  Robert Scholl forced his way 
into the courtroom, but was immediately 
escorted out, not without the entire 
courtroom hearing his shout, “One day there 
will be another kind of justice!  One day they 
will go down in history!” 
 
After the sentences had been handed down, 
the Scholls were allowed to see their 
children one last time.  Both Hans (25) and 
Sophie (21), were composed and smiled on 
their parents, offering what comfort they 
could to them.  Christoph Probst went to the 

guillotine without a final visit.  His wife, in 
the hospital after birthing their third child, 
had no idea that he had been arrested, and 
was informed only after his death.   
 
Other trials and executions followed.  
Depending on their level of involvement the 
members of The White Rose, who were all 
convicted of something, received sentences 
ranging from prison time to execution.  The 
exception was Wittenstein, who never made 
it to trial through the subterfuge of his 
commanding officer.  Eventually, he “fled” to 
the Russian front.  Kurt Huber and 
Alexander Schmorell were sentenced to 
death and executed on July 13, 1944.  
Huber wrote a poem to his four-year-old son 
explaining his actions and that he was not a 
traitor.  

 
“I died for Germany’s FREEDOM, for TRUTH and HONOR.  Faithfully, I have served these 

three until my very last heartbeat.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The White Rose Memorial at the University of Munich.  Photo by Jennifer Staton 
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Amelia Earhart  

 
AROUND THE WORLD IN 1937 
 

�  Poland refuses to sign an agreement to return 
Danzig to Germany  

�  Franklin Delano Roosevelt signs the U.S. Neutrality 
Act 

�  Japanese seize Peking, Tientsin, Shanghai, Nanking 
and Hanghow 

�  Italy withdraws from the League of Nations 
�  Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men is published 
�  Picasso paints “Guernica” 
�  Disney releases “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs” 
�  President Roosevelt dedicates the Bonneville Dam 

on the Columbia River 
�  Insulin is first used to control diabetes 
�  Duke of Windsor abdicates and marries Wallis 

Simpson 
�  War Admiral wins the Triple Crown 
�  Amelia Earhart is lost on Pacific Flight 

 
 

 
 

 
�  That 11 movies have used “O, Fortuna” in their 

soundtracks?  They are: 'Excalibur', 1981. 'Glory' 
1989. 'Hunt for Red October', 1990. 'The Doors', 
1991. 'Natural Born Killers', 1994. 'The Bachelor', 
1999. 'Jackass: the Movie', 2002. 'Cheaper By 
the Dozen', 2003. 'Epic Movie', 2007. 'G-Force', 
2009, 'General's Daughter,’1999. 

�  That, despite the fact that so many movies, 
trailors, commercials and even pop and hip hop 
music have sampled “O, Fortuna,” Carmina 
Burana will not be in the public domain until 
2052? 

�  Philip Glass and Ray Manzarek of The Doors 
recorded a rock version of Carmina Burana? 
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Aria  (ah-ree-ah) a solo song.  In opera, arias are often used to tell the 
audience what the character is thinking or feeling—like a monologue in 
plays 
 

Recitative (reh-chih-tah-teev) literally, “to recite.”  Lines that are sung rather than 
spoken, and forward the action of the story.  They are often followed by 
arias or ensembles which tell how the characters feel about the situation. 
 

Ensemble Group singing, or the group itself.  An ensemble can be a chorus of 50 or 
a duet—it just has to have more than one singer singing at the same time. 
 

Duet Two people singing together 
 

Trio Three people singing together 
 

Quartet Four people singing together 
 

Opera The plural form of the Latin word, opus, which literally translated means 
“work”.  A play that is sung, usually with orchestral accompaniment 
 

Soprano The highest female voice.  Nedda is a soprano. 
 

Mezzo 
soprano 

The middle female voice—in a choir, a second soprano or first alto 
 

Contralto The lowest female voice 
 

Tenor The highest male voice.  Canio is a tenor 
 

Baritone The middle male voice.  Sylvio and Tonio are baritones. 
 

Bass The lowest male voice 
 

Trouser or 
pants role 

In some operas, a mezzo soprano plays a young man or a boy whose 
voice hasn’t changed yet.  This is a very old operatic convention. 
 

Set Short for “setting”.  The scenery the singers/actors work on. 
 

Conductor The leader of the orchestra and singers.  Just like on a train, the 
conductor keeps everything on track. 
 

Props Short for “properties.”   Anything onstage that is not part of the set or the 
costumes. 



 
Join us for some of these exciting, informative events!  Your opera experience doesn’t have to 
begin with the downbeat or end with the curtain call!   
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One hour prior to every regular performance, join Portland Opera’s resident music historian, Bob 
Kingston, for an illuminating inside look at that evening’s (or afternoon’s!) performance!  This is a free 
event.  Just show up at the theater an hour prior to the performance and head on up to the first balcony.   
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Directly following each of our performances, join General Director Christopher Mattaliano for a 
conversation about the performance—ask questions, give feedback—it’s an opportunity to decompress 
after a riveting performance and make a magical evening all the more memorable. 
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Join Education and Outreach Manager Alexis Hamilton and members of the Oregon Psychoanalytic 
Institute for a unique look at each of our operas—it is opera on the couch!  Each of our Destination Opera 
events is held at Sherman Clay Moe’s Pianos, NW 13th and Davis, at 7:00 pm. 
 
Pagliacci/Carmina burana 
 

October 1, 2010 Dr. Duane Dale 

Hansel & Gretel 
 

November 12, 2010 Dr. Nancy Winters 

Turandot 
 

February 11, 2011 Barbara Drinka, LCSW 

L’heure espagnole 
L’enfant et les sortileges 

April 8, 2011 Dr. Ralph Beaumont 
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Join chorus master, Rob Ainsley and members of the Portland Opera Studio for an delightful 
concert/lecture about each of our operatic gems.  All previews are held at the Central Library, downtown 
at 2:00 pm. 
 
Pagliacci/Carmina burana September 19, 2010 
Hansel and Gretel October 31, 2010 
Turandot January 30, 2011 
L’heure espagnole/L’enfant et les sortilèges March 27, 2011 
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Imbibe in the elixir of love!  Join Portland Opera To Go, Portland Opera’s education and outreach 
program for a 50 minute, English language version of Donizetti’s delightful comedy, The Elixir of Love.  A 
terrific way to introduce your whole family to the wonder of opera.  Cost is $5 for children under 12, $10 
for everyone else.  Shows are at the Hampton Opera Center, 211 SE Caruthers, Portland, Oregon 97214.  
For tickets please call 503-241-1802. 
 
Portland Opera To Go The Elixir of Love:  February 18, 2011, 7:00 pm, February 19, 2011, 1:00 pm & 
4:00 pm. 
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curricular connections—for the teacher  
 

aesthetics & art criticism 
 

�  After preparing with the Study Guide and attending student dress rehearsal of 
Pagliacci/Carmina Burana have students write a review of the opera, noting how the 
music directly affects the emotional interpretation of the listener. 

 
�  Leoncavallo wrote his operas to please opera-goers and theatre owners.  He had to 

support himself with the music he wrote.  He struggled for a long time before he 
became very famous and celebrated throughout the world.  Compare classical music to 
popular music of today.  Do pop artists please themselves or their audiences or their 
producers?  Why?     

 

english, reading & writing 
 

�  After seeing Portland Opera’s production of Pagliacci/Carmina Burana, have students 
write a journal entry or review of the show as a reflection. 

 
�  Write a sequel to Pagliacci about what happens to the characters 5 years after the 

action of the opera.   
 

�  Using persuasive writing styles, create a new ending for the opera utilizing known 
character information to produce absolute change within one or more of the characters. 

 
�  Most operas are not original stories, but are based on plays or novels.  Have students 

chose a favorite story and write an opera libretto.  Remind them that they may have to 
streamline and/or simplify their story—it takes a lot longer to sing something than to say 
it.   Also remind them that their libretto will consist almost exclusively of dialogue.  After 
they have written their libretto, have them reflect on what they had to do to take a 
written story and make it work as a dramatic or musical one.  They can use poetry or 
not, as they wish. 

 

social science  
 

�  Leoncavallo wrote Pagliacci  in Italian for Italians.  When it was performed in Germany it 
was translated into German, and when Leoncavallo was commissioned to write an 
opera by the German Kaiser, he wrote the opera in German.  What advantages or 
disadvantages do you see to operas and plays written in a foreign language?  In your 
own?  What might have been the differences between the language barriers of modern 
Americans and Europeans in the 19th century? 

 

 
 
 



science  
  

�  People die in operas in astounding ways—stabbings, poisonings, tuberculosis, 
insanity—and as they are dying, they are usually singing!  Pick an operatic death.  
Research what would happen to the body during that death.  What systems are 
affected?  How does the body try to compensate?  Would someone really be able to 
sing?   

 
�  The voice is a combination of a wind instrument and a string instrument…air passing 

through the vocal cords creates a vacuum, pulling the vocal cords closed.  The cords 
then vibrate together and create sound.  Pitch is determined by the tension of the vocal 
cords—just like a violin or a guitar.  You can demonstrate this with a rubber band:  Wrap 
a rubber band around your fingers. Pluck it a few times. Can you see and feel the 
vibrations? The harder you pluck the rubber band, the more it will vibrate, creating a 
louder sound. If you stretch the rubber band, making it longer and thinner, what do you 
hear? (It will be a higher pitch.)  Have your students place their hands on their throats 
while speaking or singing at different pitches—have them feel the vibrations in their 
throats and their chests.  Explore sound waves. 

 

create, present, perform  
 

 
�  Obtain and make copies of the translation for the libretto for Pagliacci.  Have students 

read the parts in a dramatic reading, infusing as much feeling and power into the words 
as possible.  The language may be awkward or embarrassing for some of the 
students—that’s okay, have them explore the reasons why.  Have them “translate” the 
libretto into their own language and perform that.  Then return to the original libretto.  
How does their perception of the language change—or not?  Do they think that music 
would affect how the lines would sound?   

 
�  Write a paragraph in the style of a news report.  As the reporter, give your two-minute 

spin on the performance or elements within the production for the class.  Make eye 
contact and speak clearly with attention to pronunciation and rate of speech. 

 
 
�  Have students break into groups and write their own “opera” using popular songs and 

stringing them together with dialogue.  Perform for the class. 
 
�  Sets and costumes play an ENORMOUS role in opera.  Design sets and costumes for 

an updated version of Pagliacci.  Costumes are rendered in color on paper and set 
designers often make dioramas of their set designs.  Keep in mind the symbolism 
possible in color and texture.  Remind students that drawings on paper would have to 
be translated into three dimensions and made practical.  How does that effect their 
designs?  Have them present their sets and costumes to the class, pointing out their 
challenges and the possible symbolism of their choices.   

 
 
 
 


