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Background
Introducing Turandot 2:28
Opera in the 1800s 5:43
Puccini’s background 2:50
Puccini’s tenor arias 3:03

Turandot
Background and plot 3:56
The opening: Peking 3:46
Enter Liù, Timur, Calaf and the executioners 6:49
Attempts to dissuade Calaf 5:20
Act II, Scene 1: Ping, Pang and Pong 4:22
Into the Riddle Scene (Act II, Scene 2) 5:17
Turandot 7:3311
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The three riddles 6:09
Turandot and Calaf: Act II Finale 4:06
Act III, Scene 1: Calaf 4:35
The death of Liù 5:55
Calaf ’s defrosting of the Ice Princess 7:02
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Music from Turandot – 8.660089–90

Princess Turandot Giovanna Casolla, soprano
Unknown Prince (Calaf), son of Timur Lando Bartolini, tenor

Liù, a young slave girl Masako Deguci, soprano
The Emperor Altoum Francisco Heredia, tenor

Timur, dispossessed foreign king Felipe Bou, bass
Ping, grand chancellor Armando Ariostini, baritone

Pang, grand provisioner Javier Más, tenor
Pong, grand cook Vicenç Esteve, tenor

Mandarin José A. García-Quijada, baritone
Prince of Persia Gorka Gerrikabeitia, tenor

Malaga Philharmonic Orchestra
Choral Society of Bilbao

Children’s Chorus: Escolanía Santa Maria de la Victoria
Alexander Rahbari



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 long-
standing love affair with it – hence the term grand opéra, referring to the massive
five-act 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
composers, it can still boast a few, including Richard Strauss, Igor Stravinsky and
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Benjamin Britten – and, maybe most significantly in the long run, those errant step-
children of opera, the Broadway musical and the Lloyd Webber spectacular.

Turandot
Opera in three acts by Giacomo Puccini (completed by Franco Alfano).
Libretto by Giuseppe Adami (1879−1946) and Renato Simoni (1875−1952), based
on Carlo Gozzi’s fairy-tale drama (1762).
First performance: Milan, Teatro alla Scala, 25 April 1926.
First UK performance: London, Covent Garden, 7 June 1927.
First US performance: New York, Metropolitan Opera House, 16 November 1926.

The popularity of Puccini’s final great opera should not blind us to its strong
musical and dramatic qualities. In addition to being arguably the last great popular
opera – in effect the swansong of an entire art form: that of Italian grand opera as
popular entertainment – it is also a finely crafted work by the last great master.
Puccini had an unerring instinct for what would stir audiences and in this final
work combined a good story with a rich cast of personalities in an exotic setting,
clothing the whole work in music at once beautifully melodic and particularly
complex.

The title character is of course a woman – nearly all Puccini’s operas are named
after their female leads, such was the importance and adoration he attached to
women – and in Turandot he created one of the great enigmatic figures of opera.
She is the Ice Princess: a woman who obsesses over a distant ancestor who was
ravaged by a marauding male. No man will win Turandot unless he can answer
three riddles, and as the curtain rises the latest suitor is about to pay with his head
the price of failure.

An Unknown Prince accepts the challenge and in the second act – in a scene of
conspicuous musical brilliance – wins the contest only to offer back to Turandot
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that if she can discover his name by dawn he will agree to die. The order goes out
that ‘None Shall Sleep’ (‘Nessun Dorma’), and from that phrase arises Puccini’s
superb tenor aria which became renowned as the anthem of international soccer.

Much of the fascination of Turandot derives from the fact that Puccini died in
1924, leaving the work unfinished. A contemporaneous composer, Alfano, was
given the awesome task of completing the opera from Puccini’s sketches, and while
the ending has its detractors no one doubts its theatrical power. The finished work
was posthumously produced in 1926.

Turandot is a very proper finale to Puccini’s career, combining and distilling all
that was great in his art and some that was not. He made the lives of his librettists a
misery until they provided exactly the situations and the poetry that would help
him spin his magic theatrical web. He conceived one after another great tune, built
massively effective ensembles − huge crowd scenes of real majesty – and
orchestrated the work with a dazzling orientalism which employed the full
symphonic resources plus an astonishing battery of exotic percussion. The only
negative aspect, to some modern sensibilities, is the heartlessness and cruelty of
the title character. But then cruelty had been a quality of Puccini’s work – the
offstage torture in Tosca is an example – and here he allows this quality to serve as
a foil for the exquisite figure of Liù, the slave girl who represents the kinder, gentler
aspect of womanhood. Appropriately her death scene was the last Puccini wrote.
The trio of Ping, Pang and Pong is another notable element of the opera, involving
complex music that adds a new level of sophistication to the score.

From its savage opening – orchestral stabs of pain offsetting the glorious
outpourings of the chorus − through to the final majestic choral setting of ‘the big
tune’, Turandot is an opera that serves as a worthy close to a great career and
maybe to opera as an art form of the people.

Thomson Smillie
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Synopsis
Peking, legendary times.

Act I
A square in front of the Imperial Palace. In front of a large crowd, the Prince of
Persia is sentenced to death, having failed to answer three riddles posed by
Princess Turandot. Only a suitor of noble blood who can correctly answer these
will be permitted to marry the Princess; otherwise, she vows, they are to be
beheaded. Among the crowd is Timur, the elderly, deposed King of Tartary, with
his faithful servant Liù. They meet Timur’s son Calaf, from whom he had been
separated. Calaf is shocked by Turandot’s cruelty, but when, despite pleas from the
crowd for mercy, she appears on the balcony to sentence the Persian Prince, Calaf
falls in love with her. Three courtiers – Ping, Pang and Pong – as well as Calaf ’s
father and Liù try to dissuade him, but he sounds the gong: a signal that another
candidate wishes to be put to the test.

Act II
Scene 1. A pavilion in the Imperial Palace. Ping, Pang and Pong lament the state of
China and their enforced participation in Turandot’s cruelty.
Scene 2. A courtyard in the Palace. In front of the enthroned Emperor and the
assembled court, Turandot tells of how her ancestress was dishonoured and killed
by a Barbarian King: to avenge her, Turandot has put in place this trial for her
suitors. Calaf ’s trial begins: he solves all three riddles correctly. Turandot is
horrified and begs her father not to hand her over as a slave to a foreigner, but he
says his oath is sacred. Calaf does not want to win her by force, however, and says
that if she can discover his name before dawn he will die for her.
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Act III
Scene 1. A garden of the Imperial Palace. Heralds may be heard proclaiming that
none shall sleep in Peking that night until the unknown name is discovered. Calaf
dreams of his victory in the aria ‘Nessun dorma’ (‘None shall sleep’). When the
faithful slave girl Liù says she alone knows the name, Turandot orders her torture;
but Liù is loyal to the end and kills herself with a dagger when she can bear the
pain no longer. Her body is carried out, followed by the grieving Timur. Turandot
and Calaf are left alone. Calaf kisses Turandot passionately. She realises she loves
him, and he reveals to her his name.

Scene 2. The throne room. In front of the Emperor and the court, Turandot says
that she has discovered the unknown Prince’s name: it is Love.
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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… BIZET Carmen (Naxos 8.558010)
An Introduction to… DONIZETTI L’elisir d’amore (Naxos 8.558120)
An Introduction to… GLUCK Orfeo ed Euridice (Naxos 8.558122)
An Introduction to… LEONCAVALLO Pagliacci (Naxos 8.558143)
An Introduction to… MASCAGNI Cavalleria rusticana (Naxos 8.558080)
An Introduction to… MOZART Così fan tutte (Naxos 8.558069)
An Introduction to… MOZART Don Giovanni (Naxos 8.558115)
An Introduction to… MOZART The Magic Flute (Naxos 8.558012)
An Introduction to… MOZART The Marriage of Figaro (Naxos 8.558078)
An Introduction to… PUCCINI La Bohème (Naxos 8.558011)
An Introduction to… PUCCINI Madama Butterfly (Naxos 8.558049)
An Introduction to… PUCCINI Tosca (Naxos 8.558047)
An Introduction to… ROSSINI The Barber of Seville (Naxos 8.558008)
An Introduction to… ROSSINI Tancredi (Naxos 8.558121)
An Introduction to… J. STRAUSS Jr Die Fledermaus (Naxos 8.558070)
An Introduction to… VERDI Aida (Naxos 8.558009)
An Introduction to… VERDI Rigoletto (Naxos 8.558048)
An Introduction to… VERDI La traviata (Naxos 8.558050)
An Introduction to… VERDI Il trovatore (Naxos 8.558079)
An Introduction to… WAGNER The Flying Dutchman (Naxos 8.558013)

Producer and Sound Editor: Sarah Butcher
Recording Venue: Motivation Sound Studios, London
Engineer: Dan King
Design: MAC Graphics
Cover: Stage design for Turandot, Act III, Scene 1
Published by Naxos Multimedia
c 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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PUCCINI Madama Butterfly
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Puccini’s swansong has a claim to being the last great popular opera. Its
melodies have enchanted audiences since its posthumous premiere in 1926,
two years after Puccini’s death. It involves a chilling story of love and cruelty,
an intriguing cast of characters against the exotic backdrop of Imperial
China, magnificent choruses and ensembles, and dazzling orchestration in an
exotic score that comprises a string of remarkable arias – among which the
great tenor aria ‘Nessun dorma’ is the jewel. It is more than Puccini’s last
opera: it is the last word, in every sense, on Italian opera.

This audiobook series introduces, in words and music, the plot and background of
major operas. Using the principal themes and arias, taken from the Naxos recordings
of the complete works, the presentation is informative yet entertaining, enabling the
listener to get more from this remarkable art form.
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