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Background
Introduction
Monteverdi’s early life and education
Monteverdi’s other operas and performance practice
Orfeo
Prologue
A shepherd summons the chorus to sing
Orpheus is told that Eurydice is dead
Expressions of grief from the chorus and shepherds
Orpheus descends into hell
Charon’s response to Orpheus
Pluto’s pronouncement
Doubts assail Orpheus
Orpheus’s long lament and the first ending
The second ending
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6:42
6:34
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5:56
3:44
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3:46
7:13
5:56
4:44
6:47
6:11
7:06

TT 77:03

Music from Orfeo − Naxos 8.554094–95
Cast
La Musica, prologo (Music as Prologue) Marinella Pennicchi, soprano
Orfeo (Orpheus) Alessandro Carmignani, tenor
Euridice (Eurydice) Marinella Pennicchi, soprano
Ninfa (Nymph) / Messaggiera (Messenger) /
Proserpina (Proserpine) Rosita Frisani, soprano
Speranza (Hope) Patrizia Vaccari, soprano
Caronte (Charon) Carlo Lepore, bass
Apollo / Eco (Echo) Giovanni Pentasuglia, tenor
Plutone (Pluto) Gastone Sarti, bass
Pastore I (Shepherd I) / Spirito I (Spirit I) Michel van Goethem, countertenor
Pastore II (Shepherd II) / Spirito III (Spirit III) Pietro Valguarnera, tenor
Pastore III (Shepherd III) / Spirito IV (Spirit IV) Giovanni Pentasuglia, tenor
Pastore IV (Shepherd IV) / Spirito V (Spirit V) Roberto Abbondanza, baritone
Pastore V (Shepherd V) Gastone Sarti, bass
Spirito II (Spirit II)	Gian Luigi Maria Ghiringhelli,
countertenor
Spirito VI (Spirit VI) Marcello Vargetto, bass
Spirito VII (Spirit VII) Marco Perrella, bass
Cappella Musicale di San Petronio di Bologna
Sergio Vartolo
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Claudio Monteverdi (1567–1643)
Orfeo
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 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
Benjamin Britten – and, maybe most significantly in the long run, those errant
stepchildren of opera, the Broadway musical and the Lloyd Webber spectacular.
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Orfeo
Music fable in a prologue and five acts by Claudio Monteverdi.
Libretto by Alessandro Striggio (c. 1573–1630).
First performance: Mantua carnival, 24 February 1607.
First UK performance: London, 8 March 1924 (concert performance).
First US performance: New York, 14 April 1912.
Monteverdi’s retelling of the story of Orpheus was not the very first opera ever written
during the intellectual and cultural ferment that was the Late Renaissance, but it is the
first unquestioned masterpiece and set the operatic tone and the style for decades to
come. The first ostensible opera, Dafne, was written by Jacopo Peri in 1597, but has
been lost.
Though Monteverdi was no musical innovator, his Orfeo is the first great opera that
survives. He was a skilled composer of madrigals, and many of the forms and harmonic
devices he employs in Orfeo would already have been familiar to his audiences.
However, by imposing form and structure to the often rambling business of early opera,
he ensued that ‘plays with music’ – as operas were generally called in the early days –
would provide the basis of Italian musical life for four centuries.
Monteverdi was born in the Lombard town of Cremona in 1567, and lived to the
then grand old age of 76. From Cremona – home, incidentally, of a school of great violin
makers that would include Stradivari – Monteverdi made his way to the ducal court of
Mantua, where he was employed in the court of the Gonzaga family. He married but
was widowed tragically young and soon left for Venice, where he spent the later and
greater part of his life. He wrote a number of operas, three of which guarantee him an
honoured place among the great composers. These are: Orfeo, The Return of Ulysses
and The Coronation of Poppea.
It is easy to see why the Greek legend of Orpheus has attracted composers: it
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flatters their profession. Orpheus was a demi-god, offspring of the god Apollo, and was
endowed with remarkable musical skills that charmed the people, birds, animals and
hills of Ancient Greece. He married the lovely Eurydice, and much of the earlier part of
Orfeo is concerned with extolling her beauty and her charms. But tragically, Eurydice
was bitten by a snake while walking in the Fields of Thrace, where the opera opens. She
died and descended into hell. Orpheus followed her, and with the power of his music
was able to charm the gods of the underworld into letting him bring her up into the
living world. But there was one condition: that he may not look back at her. He did turn,
of course, and Eurydice was then lost to him forever. That, at least, is what happens
in the classical legend, though there are several available endings. In the original,
Orpheus is ripped to pieces by a crowd of shrieking women. In Gluck’s opera Orpheus
ed Eurydice, the god of love arranges a reprieve and the lovers are united. In one of the
two available endings to Monteverdi’s opera, the god Apollo descends on a cloud and
takes his son up to heaven where he may admire his wife among the constellations.
This recording gives us two endings: the screaming women and the flying Apollo.
It is fascinating how respect for the performing traditions of early music has grown
over the last few decades since the revival of interest in Monteverdi’s operas truly got
under way. In accordance with now accepted practice, we shall hear singers perform in
what is believed to be the correct vocal ranges – counter-tenors, for example, replacing
castrati. Equally importantly, the orchestral musicians play original period instruments
(or copies) in order to create something approximating the sound of a distant age.
Thomson Smillie
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Synopsis
Prologue
La Musica greets the spectators, announces the subject matter of the drama and tells
of the wonderful effect that the art of music has on the human spirit.
Act I
In the fields of Thrace. Orpheus is to marry Eurydice, and nymphs and shepherds are
celebrating the happy day.
Act II
In the woods. Eurydice and her attendants leave, and Orpheus sings of his joy. His
happiness is short-lived, for Sylvia, a messenger, arrives and announces that Eurydice
has been bitten by a snake and has died. Orpheus is shattered and laments his bride,
but then he resolves to descend into Hades and recover Eurydice.
Act III
In the underworld. Orpheus descends accompanied and comforted by Hope as far as
the gates of Hades. He reaches the Styx, but the boatman, Charon, will not allow him
to pass. Orpheus summons up all the florid and magical charms of music, but Charon
remains unmoved. Spurred on by his need to find Eurydice, Orpheus devises a new plan
and lulls Charon to sleep. He then rows himself across while the chorus sings of man’s
power to overcome obstacles.
Act IV
In the underworld. Pluto, king of the underworld, and his wife Proserpine have heard
Orpheus’ lament. Proserpine is moved to plead on behalf of Orpheus, and Pluto agrees
that Eurydice can return to earth. However, he stipulates that under no circumstances
7

must Orpheus look back at Eurydice as he leads her from the underworld. The chorus
sings that even in Hades there is such a thing as mercy. Orpheus joyfully sings in praise
of his lyre while he leads Eurydice earthwards. But then he has his doubts, and turns
to see if she is really following him. As he does so, she disappears before his eyes.
Orpheus returns to earth alone, while the chorus remarks on the paradox of being able
to conquer Hades but not one’s own will.
Act V
In the fields of Thrace. Lamenting his loss of Eurydice for the second time, the distraught
Orpheus responds by renouncing women. However, at this moment, Apollo, Orpheus’
father, appears from the heavens in his chariot. He consoles his son with the promise
of immortality and says he will forever see Eurydice in the stars. Apollo and his son then
ascend to heaven while the chorus rejoices in Orpheus’ apotheosis.
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Thomson Smillie
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.

David Timson
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 TV appearances have been roles in Nelson’s Column and
Swallows and Amazons. For Naxos AudioBooks he has recorded,
among many other things, the complete Adventures of Sherlock
Holmes.
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Credits
Producer: Genevieve Helsby
Sound Editor: Sarah Butcher
Recording Venue: Motivation Sound Studios, London
Engineer: Norman Goodman
Design: Hannah Davies: Fruition – Creative Concepts
Cover: Orpheus and Eurydice, c. 1625/30; courtesy akg-images / Erich Lessing
© 2008 Naxos Rights International Ltd p 2008 Naxos Rights International Ltd
All rights reserved. Unauthorised public performance, broadcasting and copying of
this material prohibited.
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Orpheus, the demi-god whose music had the power to conquer the forces of Hell and
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