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ctor of the Paris Opera, “Les Vépres Siciliennes” is now onstage.

the French .gather unarmed for the
wedding, they, along with Henri and
Hélene, are slain by the Sicilians.

In accepting a commission from
the Paris Opera, something of a rite
of passage for 19th-century Euro-
bean composers, Verdi also accepted
the prevailing rules for grand opera,
notably a five-act spectacle that in-
cluded a ballet interlude. But while
the version being performed here
omits the 30-minute ballet (it still
runs 3 hours 10 minutes), Andrei
Serban’s modern dress production
cannot disguise the dramatic weak-
nesses in the libretto.

The set, designed by Richard Hud-
son, is dominated by a large white
wall riven in two, which presumably
symbolizes the unhappy coexistence
of the Sicilians and their French oc-
cupiers. But while the opera opens
with choruses of French soldiers and
Sicilian peasants, during much of the
narrative there is little to link the
masses with the parallel political
and romantic drama involving Hen-
ri, Héléne, Procida and Montfort.

Musically, though, along with sev-
eral luscious choruses, the opera also
includes stirring solos, duets and
quartets that are vintage Verdi. With
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A libretto written
in French is more
familiar in Italian. :

the Paris Opera orchestra and
chorus in fine form and Mr. Conlon
clearly enjoying his first public en-
Counter with ‘“Les Vépres Sici-
liennes,” however, it soon became
apparent that Verdi had his diva
Sophie Cruvelli principally in mind
when he wrote this opera. ;

In the Cruvelli role of Héléne, the
American soprano Sondra Radvan-
ovsky dominated the stage with her
beautiful and dramatic voice, one
large enough to fill the cavenerous
Bastille Opera. She was well support-
ed by the richly toned English bari-
tone Anthony Michaels-Moore as
Montfort and the powerful Ukrainian
bass Vitalij Kowaljow as Procida.
But as Henri, arguably the most dif-
ficult role, since he only reacts to
events, the Italian tenor Marcello
Giordani disappointed as he strug-
gled with both high notes and vol-
ume.

Singling out Ms. Radvanovsky for
specially warm applause, the first-
night audience obligingly overlooked
the detail that none of the lead sing-
ers in this rare French-language pro-
duction were actually French. But
the Bastille Opera’s public is unfor-
giving of most modern directors, and
when Mr. Serban and Mr. Hudson
made their appearance, they were
loudly booed. In response Mr. Serban
smiled bravely and waved a small
French flag used in the final scene.
Perhaps he was consoled by thinking
that the heckling was aimed at a
man who was not onstage: Eugéne
Scribe.
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Another more sophisticated working of the theme should e
asimir Delavigne’s Les Vépres Siciliennes first produced at the Theéa
in 1819 and revived at the Théitre Francais in 1832 — as it seems to =
Scribe with a pattern for his treatment of the French as well a;] 'Wlth the sutfnambe (2 i
i i from exile to set his country free; bu

itone lead. Once again Procida returns fr ; ; but tf 4
za:e?? is his son Loredan who confuses the issue, having struck up a friendship with _ .~
the young gov _ 5w
likcycharfctger, hot-headed but generous. The frlends};\lp 1s1 .shal.cen ehe dsoovery

i f Loredan’s fiancee Amélie, sister o
that Roger aspires to the hand o fia : i
i i dan joins the conspirators. Amelie,
dino. High words follow and Lore joi _

Slolréien\:voith Rgoger warns him that his life is in danger. Procida and Loredan are
1 i . . .
imprisoned, but Loredan to his chagrin is set

he rest of the play Loredan oscillates b ! o
aag\:::diif(::)t;o:er thfr)l the massacre occurs (described to Amélie by her
c :

confidante in the classical tradition) Roger is st:jlbbed by Lorcdaln in Qr};i.er to save
Procida. Loredan then kills himself leaving Procida to close the play with:

Duveyrier:

LES VEPRES SICILIENNES

be mentioned — namely
tre del Odéon
have provided

tfort, a swashbuckling d’Artagnan-~ o
B A o1 by the discovery VE /&€&

free, since Roger is incapable of bcarmg
etween allegiance to his father’s

O mon pays 7 4
is j'ai A o
Je t'ai rendu I’honneur, mais j'ai perdu mon fils, (¢
" . . ’ 3 ‘l‘!
Pardonne-moi ces pleurs qu'a peine Je’devore'. (b
Soyez préts 4 combattre au retour de l'aurore!
1 of an
Indeed Delavigne’s Procida is not one to spare much thought for tlbe 'fate y
individual. His programme had been made very clear to Loredan earlier:
"
Femmes, enfants, vieillards, tous ceux que 1 aillance,
L’amitié, I'interét asservit a la France,
Confondus avec eux, frappés des mémes coups
Suivront dans le cercueil leurs ombres en courroux.
In the course of the opera we may have occasion to recall the lines with which
e .
Amélie repulses unwillingly the advances of Roger:
Une invincible obstacle 4 jamais nous sépare
L’ombre de Corradin, sanglant, percé de coups
Terrible vous repousse et se place entre nous.
i icili ioned
It will be noted that in all the versions of the Sicilian Vespers legend so faillr mentio for,
illi i on
Procida, like Massaniello or William Tell, always has la fprlvam:, ?n}: y Fca‘s: th
' 10t i i the nineteenth-
i e. This was an essential feature o
action as well as a patriotic one. : featu :
century melodramatic tradition, without which the audlencehs sympathz could no
i i 1 the start and wrote to
be guaranteed. Scribe was evidently aware of this from n ‘I./‘}}.
4 L L

There’s a point on which I'm still undcci,ded; you can help me. Acl;:_ordmgd it:j
history, Jean Procida, who was a doctor’s son and a doctor l.nmezf ,hwcailsb :
honoured in the matter of his wife. We could suppose thaf his v: e :; c;za
raped by Charles de Montfort, that she had a child by him, whom Proc

ted as his own in order to conceal his shame; but he knows perfectly well it
?Cc,e? ~e 12 e 13 Linend Wanei da Reimac irtham ha hrinac 1in ta hate the French
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