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Gioachino Rossini (1792–1868)
Tancredi
The word ‘opera’ is Latin and means ‘the works’; it represents a synthesis of all the
other arts: drama, vocal and orchestral music, dance, light and design. Consequently,
it delivers an emotional impact which none of the others can match. The only one of
the arts whose origins can be precisely dated, it was ‘invented’ in Italy in 1597 as part
of the Renaissance – the rebirth of interest in classical values. As an art form it is truly
international, crossing all linguistic and cultural barriers, and it is probably the only
one whose audience continues to expand, not in spite of, but because of developments
in entertainment technology.
From its early origins in Italy opera spread across Europe, establishing individual
and distinctive schools in a number of countries. France had an early and longstanding love affair with it – hence the term grand opéra, referring to the massive fiveact creations that graced the Paris Opéra in the nineteenth century. Germany had an
excellent school from as early as Mozart’s time, and opera perhaps reached its highest
achievement with the mighty music dramas of Richard Wagner. Russia, Great Britain
and the Americas have also made their contributions.
In the popular imagination, however, opera remains an Italian concept – and no
wonder. From its earliest years it was dominated by the Italians: Cavalli and
Monteverdi were among the first to establish its forms; there was a golden age,
called the bel canto, at the beginning of the nineteenth century when Bellini,
Donizetti and Rossini ruled supreme; Giuseppe Verdi was probably the most
revered artist in musical history; and, for many, Puccini represents in every sense
the last word in this beloved genre.
Although the twentieth century has not been as lavishly endowed with opera
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composers, it can still boast a few, including Richard Strauss, Igor Stravinsky and
Benjamin Britten – and, maybe most significantly in the long run, those errant stepchildren of opera, the Broadway musical and the Lloyd Webber spectacular.

Tancredi
Opera in two acts by Gioachino Rossini.
Libretto by Gaetano Rossi (1774–1855).
First performance: Venice, Teatro La Fenice, 6 February 1813.
First UK performance: London, 4 May 1820.
First US performance: New York, 15 June 1825.
Rossini is one of a handful of composers who are as admired by posterity as they
were celebrated during their careers. He is best remembered in history as the
composer of a string of comic operas which made him the best-loved composer of
what has come to be known as the ‘age of bel canto’. These operas invariably
derived from the great Italian comic tradition of commedia dell’ arte, and a few of
them, like The Barber of Seville and The Italian Girl in Algiers, achieve the rare
distinction of being genuinely funny comic operas.
Other operas of Rossini’s immense output are of a type known as semi-seria,
because they have comic moments but also a deeply serious purpose. Cinderella,
the most humane of his comedies, and The Thieving Magpie are examples of this
fascinating and elusive genre.
While Rossini is nowadays recognised for his comedies, he wrote many more
tragic operas and was most highly regarded for them in his day. We remember him
as a figure of comedy and delight, but these grand and serious operas built a vital
bridge between the formal, courtly opera of the eighteenth century and the hurly5

burly of nineteenth-century Romanticism. Scholars credit his last opera William
Tell – written for the Paris Opera as Guillaume Tell – with creating the template on
which the great nineteenth-century five-act French grand operas were based.
Rossini had a legendary reputation for laziness, and in this narrated
introduction to Tancredi we revisit some of the very funny stories attached to him.
But when you listen to his dazzling ensembles with their tens of thousands of
cascading notes, the exhilaration of his orchestral crescendi, and the degree of
ornamentation in his vocal writing – the very essence of bel canto – you soon
conclude that laziness was not his leading characteristic. Indeed, to have written
forty operas in under twenty years suggests an absence of inertia.
Rossini retired at the very peak of his creative powers and spent his later life
eating, talking and eating some more, while the storm of Romanticism – which he
helped to create – raged about him. It is one of the most fascinating career moves
of any great artist, and there are three usual explanations: one, that he had made
enough money; two, that he was written out; and three, that fashion had changed
and passed him by, and he was smart enough to know it.
However, his puzzling retirement lay far in the future when this present opera
was written. Tancredi belongs to the very spring of his creativity and is an
immediately attractive work of youthful vigour. It was written when Rossini was
twenty, though it was his tenth opera. Later scholars would talk of it representing
his ‘first maturity’, but Rossini’s contemporary and first biographer Stendhal
revered Tancredi for its ‘genius in all its naiveté’. He would also opine that in later
operas Rossini was corrupted by foreign influences, while in Tancredi his genius is
seen at its purest and its peak.
Tancredi is extremely enjoyable: it has a good story, no more improbable than
most of the period; strong dramatic action; wonderful solos and ensembles; and a
sophistication in the orchestral writing which would confound anyone tempted to
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dismiss it as an apprentice work. Rossini brilliantly exploits the range and
flexibility of the mezzo-soprano/contralto voice in some marvellous arias, of which
‘Di tanti palpiti’ – a real hit in its day – is the most thrilling. He proves in this early
work that he is a master of drama, characterisation and ensemble, without once
surrendering his melodic gift.
Thomson Smillie
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Synopsis
Syracuse, A.D. 1005
Act I
Amenaide’s father, Argirio, has promised her hand in marriage to the leader of a
rival faction, Orbazzano. He hopes to unite all groups against the common enemy,
the Saracens, who are besieging Syracuse. But, as she tells her friend Isaura,
Amenaide loves Tancredi, the deposed King of Syracuse. She sends him a message,
warning him that he is suspected of being an ally of the Saracens and urging him
to escape. She does not tell him about the marriage plans. When he discovers
these, he is angry with her. So she confronts her father and refuses Orbazzano.
Orbazzano then produces a letter, from Amenaide to Tancredi, which was
intercepted near the Saracen camp. Tancredi’s name is not on it, and it is therefore
assumed that it was intended for the Saracen chief, Solamir. Accused of shameful
betrayal, Amenaide is put in prison.
Act II
Amenaide’s prison. Argirio laments his daughter’s fate – it is his duty to condemn
her. Tancredi, in disguise, challenges Orbazzano to a duel to prove Amenaide’s
innocence, though he does not believe it. Tancredi is victorious and his identity is
revealed. However, he still believes Amenaide to be guilty and, despite her pleas,
goes to defend the city against the Saracens, ready to die in combat. But his forces
defeat the enemy and the siege of Syracuse is lifted. He is revealed as the intended
recipient of Amenaide’s letter, and the lovers are reunited with Argirio’s blessing
while the people celebrate their victory.
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Thomson Smillie began his career in the early days of Scottish
Opera and has been artistic director of the Wexford
International Festival, general manager of the Opera Company
of Boston and general director of Kentucky Opera. He now
makes a career as a writer, speech-writer and public speaker. He
has a strong belief that people mature into a love of opera and
travels the world encouraging a love of the art form. His other
passions are travel, languages and friendships. He has written all
other titles in the ‘Opera Explained’ series.
David Timson studied acting and singing at the Guildhall
School of Music and Drama. He has performed in modern and
classic plays through the UK and abroad, including Wild Honey
for Alan Ayckbourn, Hamlet, The Man of Mode and The Seagull.
Among his many television appearances have been roles in
Nelson’s Column and Swallows and Amazons. For Naxos
AudioBooks he has recorded ten Sherlock Holmes titles, and
directed Twelfth Night as well as playing Feste. He has narrated
all other titles in the ‘Opera Explained’ series.
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Other works in the ‘Opera Explained’ series
All written by Thomson Smillie and narrated by David Timson
An Introduction to… BEETHOVEN Fidelio (Naxos 8.558077)
An Introduction to… VERDI Aida (Naxos 8.558009)
An Introduction to… ROSSINI The Barber of Seville (Naxos 8.558008)
An Introduction to… BIZET Carmen (Naxos 8.558010)
An Introduction to… PUCCINI La Bohème (Naxos 8.558011)
An Introduction to… VERDI Rigoletto (Naxos 8.558048)
An Introduction to… PUCCINI Tosca (Naxos 8.558047)
An Introduction to… VERDI La traviata (Naxos 8.558050)
An Introduction to… PUCCINI Madama Butterfly (Naxos 8.558049)
An Introduction to… MOZART The Magic Flute (Naxos 8.558012)
An Introduction to… WAGNER The Flying Dutchman (Naxos 8.558013)
An Introduction to… MOZART Così fan tutte (Naxos 8.558069)
An Introduction to… J. STRAUSS Jr Die Fledermaus (Naxos 8.558070)
An Introduction to… MOZART The Marriage of Figaro (Naxos 8.558078)
An Introduction to… DONIZETTI L’elisir d’amore (Naxos 8.558120)
An Introduction to… VERDI Il trovatore (Naxos 8.558079)
An Introduction to… MOZART Don Giovanni (Naxos 8.558115)
An Introduction to… MASCAGNI Cavalleria rusticana (Naxos 8.558080)
An Introduction to… LEONCAVALLO Pagliacci (Naxos 8.558143)
An Introduction to… GLUCK Orfeo ed Euridice (Naxos 8.558122)
Producer and Sound Editor: Sarah Butcher
Recording Venue: Motivation Sound Studios, London
Engineer: Dan King
Design: MAC Graphics
Cover: Sketch for Rossini’s Tancredi – Maggio Musicale Fiorentino, 1952 by Bruno Cagli (from the archives
of Teatro Communale di Firenze)
Published by Naxos Multimedia
© 2004 Naxos Rights International Ltd p 2004 Naxos Rights International Ltd
All rights reserved. Unauthorised public performance, broadcasting and copying of this material prohibited.
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Rossini’s comic operas, like The Barber of Seville, are better known than his
tragedies though he wrote in fact many more tragedies than comedies. One
of them, his last, William Tell, is actually credited with launching the whole
age of Grand Opéra. Tancredi is an early work – indeed his first smash hit –
and it established his international fame. It has all the youthful verve of the
comedies allied to a sure dramatic sense, and several of the arias, including
the famous ‘Di tanti palpiti’, are magnificent examples of the sort of virtuoso
vocal writing that earns the title bel canto: ‘beautiful singing’, first and last.

Total time
77:44

