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Des Moines Metro Opera  
106 West Boston Avenue Indianola, Iowa 50125-1836 
 phone 515-961-6221 fax 515-961-8175 w.desmoinesmetroopera.org 
 

 
Greetings! 
 
Des Moines Metro Opera is pleased to again 
partner with Dr. James Cooney in offering these 
offbeat, amusing and informative roadmaps to the 
operas of the 2009 Summer Festival Season! Dr. 
Cooney has captured the essence of these three 
great operas in a way that entertains, educates and 
enlightens.  
 
Many people are involved with the creation of an 
opera production, from the conductor to the singers 
to the backstage technicians, all to create a magical 
experience for you in the theatre. A great deal of 
thought and consideration has gone into each of 
the elements youôll see and hear on the stage. It is 
our hope that this Guide will help you to appreciate 
and enjoy these works of art, and that it makes your 
experience with us this summer even more 
memorable. 
 
Thank you for showing your interest in these 
Irreverent Guides to Opera, and as always, thank 
you for your continued support of Des Moines 
Metro Opera. 
 
Sincerely yours, 

 
Robert L. Larsen 
Founder and Artistic Director 
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At the invitation  of the Des Moines Metro Opera, an Irreverent 

Guide to Enjoying Opera  was first created  for the companyõs 2008 

Summer Festival . That document incorporat ed all three productions  

into one volume. For the 2009 Festival, discussions of all three 

productions are again integrated into one document.   

 

Background on the eccentric evolution of the Irreverent Guides  

series  is found on pp. 141-142. For  the unwary and/or uninitiated 

reader, there are several generic sections common to each of the 

2009 opera  discussions. A brief description of the general 

objective s of  th ese sections follows . Therefore, you will know what 

you are getting into, or ---  what to avoid!  

 
¶ In response to long ago whiny whimpers,  the section(s)  Tersely 

Telling   A  Tuneful Tale  was begrudgingly developed  as a standard part  

in each Irreverent Guide. In all honesty, it is a seriously stripped -down 

synopsis of our operatic opus and its major musical moments.  

 

These Terse Tales   target  two commonly impatient sub -classes of our ribald 

readership : 1. those who have short spans of attention AND/OR 2. those 

who spent their educational years (and probably beyond) insisting they only 

had sufficient time to scan synopses of assigned materials and only  at the 

last moments before a critical confrontatio n with reality like òthe final 

examó OR later in life, the stockholdersõ meeting or perhaps, ---  an operatic 

performance.  

 

Occasionally, a Terse  Tale is presented in alliteration.  You ask, why use 

this ancient and somewhat arcane poetic style? Well, it  is fun to 

manufacture and judging from its  òrah, rahó readership reception, it must be 

fun to read ; or maybe we are all a bit weird. Whatever!  

 

Cautionary  Caveats  for our Consumers  
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Why only òoccasionaló alliteration you ask?  Well it all depends on where I 

was the night before composing the c opy. That stuff requires a reasonably 

clear head. Capisce?  

 

¶ Integrated into the Terse  Tales  section (s) are materials 

highlighting and briefly discussing major musical sections of the opera.  To 

distinguish these musical musings from the Terse Tale  t elling,  the 

following format styles will be used:  

 

V Musings on the operaõs musical highlights will be in this  font 

type style contained in a      

 

V Each selected musical highlight (aria, ensemble, etc.) will be 

titled  with its opening words in the operaõs original language. 

That will be followed by an approximate English translation.  

 

V Musical (but wordless)  interludes (e.g. an overture) will also be 

described in th is font style type/grey box format.  

 

V On-stage plot eve nts will alliteratively appear in this font 

type style , but without the benefit of being boxed -in.  

 

¶ Opera, as any art form is a product of its society and culture at a 

specific point in time. As that temporal point regresses into history, the on -

stage and off -stage circumstances creating the opera frequently vanish into 

an archival dustbin.  

 

We argue th at such absence is a loss to the understanding and enjoyment of 

an older piece when heard in contemporary times. Therefore, a 

Background  piece has been developed for each of the three operas 

contained in this Guide.  Each sets forth, albeit slightly, the so ciology and 

perhaps, anthropology of the opera under the microscope.   

 

The Background s are designed to add to your opera viewing pleasure 

through enhanc ing understanding of how another time, place and 

circumstance probably  influenced an artistic product.  Enjoy! 
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Composer: GIACOMO PUCCINI  

 

Librettists: LUIGI ILLICA and  

              GIUSEPPE GIACOSA*  

* Based on V ictorien Sardouõs play LA TOSCA  

 

 

 

 

 

Original Language: ITALIAN  

Première: TEATRO CONSTANZI, ROME  

            January 14, 1900  

Castel Santõ Angelo, Roma 

TOSCA 
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A Melodramatic High from a Maturing Composer . Giacomo 

Pucciniôs Tosca differs significantly from some of our other 

Irreverent Guides. First, Pucciniôs ñlittle shocker,ò as Tosca has 

been affectionately dubbed, is jammed full of the seamy side of 

life: murder, suicide, torture, political intrigue, attempted rape and 

illicit passion. As the song says, ñWho could ask for anything 

more?ò  

 

Tosca extends the verismo pathway (raw, real life) established by 

Mascagniôs Cavalleria Rusticana, beyond the peasant class and 

other hoi polloi folks. It spotlights gamey goings-on with hoi oligoi 

such as royalty, government officials, artistes and the church. 

Therefore, it offers to many observers, a unique peek under the tent 

of the rich and powerful. ---think Martha Stewart with church 

bells, vespers and a Napoleonic complex.  

 

Second, the work is not a product of compositional youth and/or a 

first-time effort as were some of our previous subjects.
1
 Pucciniôs 

total operatic output was an even ten.
2
 Tosca emerged in 1900 at 

the halfway point of the maestroôs assembly line. More 

importantly, it followed on the heels of two instantly and 

                                            
1 Nabucco, Macbeth,  Samson and Dalila, etc.   
2 Counting as one work, the three one -act operas comprising Il Trittico ., 

  Pucciniesque Pursuit Palaver:  
  Switching A Devious Divaõs Shiv-

Shoving 

      From Speech to  Song. 
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internationally acclaimed works: Manon Lescaut and La Boheme. 

While Tosca did not gain the critical acclaim of those two, it holds 

a strong position in public affection.
3
 It is a mature work with the 

composer in full realization of his compositional strengths and 

weaknesses. It also shows Puccini in full command of the product 

of his librettists. 

 

An Internationally Successful Play by an Internationally 

Acclaimed Playwright.  As has been observed in previous Guides, 

many operatic librettos were developed from existing books or 

plays --- especially if those sources ranked high in public 

popularity. Tosca was no exception. It was based on an 1887 play, 

La Tosca
4
 by Victorien Sardou (1831-1908). It served as a star 

vehicle for Sarah Bernhardt (as did many of Sardouôs plays) and 

with great success, toured throughout Europe and the US. The 

young Puccini saw an early production of the play (circa 1889), 

was immediately smitten perhaps more by the star that the play, 

and resolved to transform it into an opera.
5
,
6
 The pathway to 

                                            
3 It is claimed to be the fifth most frequently performed opera internationally ---  but 

who is counting? .  
4 The use of òLaó is Sardouõs special deference to òla grande Sarahó ð she was not just  

a star, she was òtheó star (and his principal partner in turning the stage into a money 

machine).  
5 At this point in his career, Puccini had only one mild success ( Le Villi  ð 1884) and one 

failure, Edgar (1889) which he described as a òcantonataó ( òa blunderó). Whatever the 

problem with Edgar, it scarcely put Puccini in a serious bargaining position with 

Europeõs leading playwright for production rights to La Tosca. 
6 Puccini was not a slow learner. Edgar may have been a blunder, but it forever 

sensitized him to the importance of the appropriate libretto for his music and 

triggered frequent open -warfare between the composer and his librettists. Those 

battles, he always won as it was begrudgingly admitted b y his publisher (Ricordi) and 

his frequent librettists ( Illica and Giacosa) , the composer had an innate genius for 

determining what would play well. Puccini had recognized after the Edgar debacle that 
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discharging that resolve turned out to be more melodramatically 

convoluted than the theatre piece itself----but, thatôs opera! 

 

Pucciniôs impression of Sardou after a long period of professional 

association translates into an arresting left-handed complement, 

ñQuite a fellow, all life and fire, and full of historico-topographico-

panaoramic inexactitudes.ò  However, Sardou was known as a 

writer of carefully researched historical dramas and the author of 

some seventy very successful plays. He ruled the Paris stage and 

was given due deference on many others.
7
  At least one of his other 

plays, Fedora was translated into an opera by Giordano and still 

occasionally appears in the contemporary repertoire.  

 

Sardu, as a culinary honoree. Apart from operatic 

librettos and stage gossip, Sardouõs lasting contribution to 

our cultural life appears to be Eggs Sardou. This dish was 

created in honor of the author during the height of his 

popularity by the owner of Antoineõs restaurant in New 

Orleans. I t is a spin on Eggs Benedict and involves artichoke 

hearts, ham, anchovies, truffles and hollandaise  sauce. 

 

Sardouôs treatment of La Tosca is massive compared to Pucciniôs 

version; it takes Sardou twenty-five major characters and five long 

acts to tell the same tale Puccini did in three acts with only three 

                                                                            
one of the many musical strengths of Verdi was his abi lity to cover weaknesses in the 

libretto. Puccini also recognized, in parallel, that he did not possess that strength. His 

librettos must be perfect for the music to carry the day. Hence the continual and 

pitched -battles between librettist and composer.  
7 Sardouõs works have not aged well. Today, he is referred to as the least read among 

modern dramatists. His works almost never are found in production as their 

complexity of arcane detail of very long gone historical events does not play well in 

todayõs theatre.   
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major characters. Along the way, Sardou treats his audience to a 

long exposition on the political intrigues of the Napoleonic era and 

a romantic view of the French Revolution.  

 

His structuring of a play, characteristic of French theatre of that 

period, was referred to as ñla piece bien faiteò / a well-made play.  

The term in its modern usage, especially by George Bernard Shaw, 

is pejorative, as it takes issue with the authorôs continual 

interventions to create the dramatic tension, rather than letting 

ñlifeò set the course.  Fortunately, Puccini and the librettists knew 

what to dump of the Sardou baggage ---but first they had to gain 

the rights.  

 

Oh, what a web we weave --- .  Pucciniôs resolve to ñhaveò La 

Tosca as an opera subject was more impassioned than pragmatic. 

He ignored that lady of Sardouôs for almost seven years after his 

first Bernhardt-fueled encounter.
8
 To his credit though, after his 

first viewing Puccini did write to his new publisher Ricordi 

suggesting it would make good operatic material. The composer 

then turned his attention to ñother womenò; first to Manon and 

then to Bohemeôs Mimi. Tosca had been in the words of Manon, 

ñseduced and abandoned.ò  

 

Based on Pucciniôs recommendation, Ricordi though did enter into 

negotiations with Sardou for rights to the play. A contract was 

signed in 1891 and a designated librettist (Illica)
9
 began work.  

                                            
8 Bernhardt always performed in French, no matter the language of her audience ---

reasoning that her acting was so explicit that she would be clearly understood despite 

a language barrier. Puccini, not a speaker of French at that time  of his first Bernhardt 

encounter , seems to bear out the actressõs belief. He later said, òI understood few of 

her words, but the emotion of everything !ó  
9 In Pucciniõs career, Illica was the composerõs most  frequent librettist .   
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Apparently Puccini had not totally abandoned Tosca as he did 

present some music for the opera to Sardou. It was not to the 

writerôs liking (Puccini was still without success). Puccini broke 

off that work and went back to Manon
10

 and Mimi.  

 

In 1894, Ricordi contracted with a composer for Tosca: Baron 

Alberto Franchetti, a former classmate of Pucciniôs. Franchetti 

along with Ricordi and Illica went to Paris to review the libretto 

with Sardou. As fate would have it, Verdi was in Paris at that time 

preparing a production of Otello (circa 1895). Verdi joined the 

Sardou session; it is alleged, he was so impressed by the existing 

libretto that he would have taken on the project himself, except for 

his advanced age.   

 

Evidently though, Verdiôs expressed interest was sufficient to send 

Puccini sideling back to Tosca as by 1896, a ñnewò Tosca creative 

team was in place. It included, Illica who had already been 

reducing the massive Sardou epic into a Puccini-sized opera; 

Giacosa, who would translate the Illicaôs text into verse; Puccini 

(hard at work on Boheme); and Ricordi whose principal job was to 

keep the other three from killing each other.
11

  But------- what 

about Franchetti, the original ñcomposerò? There are several 

stories as to how he was ñexitedò from the Tosca scene (pun?), so 

take your pick:  

 

¶ He found the project too daunting for his compositional 

skills and abandoned it; or--- 

                                            
10 Manon hit the stage in 1893 and made  Puccini an international success; four  years 

later, Mimi returned the favor. By 1896, Puccini was a major operatic force with which 

to be reckoned .  
11

 Puccini actually did not begin work on the music until 1897  
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¶ He observed a clash between Puccini and Leoncavallo each 

of whom were composing a La Boheme. Leoncavalloôs never 

made it out of the starting gate of public acclaim under the 

Puccinian assault. Having no stomach for such a battle, 

Franchetti simply abandoned the Tosca field.
12

 Or--- 

 

¶ 13
Franchetti and Illica came to loggerheads over the libretto 

as Puccini became ñtheò major rising star at Ricordi. Puccini 

was increasingly (re) drawn to the melodrama of La Tosca 

especially with its verismo overtones now in high vogue, and 

as a compositional antidote to the bittersweet softness of 

Boheme. 

 

       What the maestro wants, the maestro gets! However, how 

to get rid of Franchetti, blissfully unaware of the Puccini 

factor?  The first thought among the Ricordi conspirators was 

buy him out. No, money wouldnôt work ---- his mother was a 

Rothschild. Finally, Ricordi and Illica hit on the perfect 

scheme: they called Franchetti to a meeting and told him that 

after reflection, they felt that La Tosca was too brutal and 

inflammatory a subject for opera. Franchetti agreed with their 

perspective and gave up his rights. The next day, those rights 

were eagerly given to Puccini with Sardou in full support.
14

  

 

                                            
12 While this is aóniceó story about compositional protocol or perhaps òcommon sense,ó 

it is may be  apocryphal as the dates of both Bohemeõs appearances (Puccini, 1896; 
Leoncavallo, 1897) run against the date  of Franchettiõs probably Tosca departure.   
13 The most credible  reason.  
14 Why not? He was entitled to 15% of the gross result and Puccini by now was a 

certified hit maker. Sardou also d id have veto power over the libretto , as shall soon 

be seen. 



19 
 

Dumping the Sardou Baggage.  Sardouôs La Tosca is a heady 

Francophile brew of real and fictional personages laced into a 

ponderous pageant of royal prerogatives and republican 

egalitarianism. The human story at the core of the play would have 

been lost albeit for Bernhardtôs emotion. Pucciniôs experienced 

librettists
15

 assisted by Ricordiôs mentoring oversight and 

occasional peacemaking forays knew exactly where to prune away 

the Sardouan excesses. While what ended on the cutting room 

floor would provide an informed education on textual differences 

between playable dialogue and singable opera, the basic message is 

that Sardouôs whole historical cavalcade of real and fictional 

personages and events was removed. Left were three major 

characters: Flora Tosca, her lover the painter Mario Cavaradossi 

and their nemesis the Baron Scarpia. When these three are brought 

to life musically, they are a sufficient number and psychologically 

complex enough to create a taut and challenging evening of 

operatic theatre--- a cast of thousands is not necessary.   

 

The on-stage operatic characters however did not emerge from 

fictional whole cloth, but were brought to stage life by Sardou 

partially based on real persons: 

  

¶ Tosca was an amalgam of several Italian women of the 

period including the soprano  Angelica Catalani; 

 

¶ Scarpia was thought to be a combination of a renegade 

military leader named Sciarpa famed for his cruelty and feigned 

piety, and a corrupt Sicilian judge, Vincenzo Speciale.  

 

                                            
15 Illica and Giacosa were the major word and poetry architects of four Puccini 

triu mphs: Manon, Boheme, Butterfly and Tosca. 
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¶ Cavaradossi appears to be pure fiction. However Sardou 

did create a credible background for him: French on his motherôs 

side, he was an aristocrat and lived in France during the 

Revolution. He had anti-church, pro-Napoleon republican leanings. 

The portrait he is painting during the course of Act 1 is not the 

result of religious conviction, but a cover to allay suspicions about 

his revolutionary tendencies. Initially, the Puccini librettists turned 

him into a hero of the Italian Risorgimento (yet-to-be).
16

  

Fortunately, Puccini gave not a fig for that movement primarily 

because at the time of Toscaôs creation, that Italian unification 

issue was passé; it had long since been resolved. Mario therefore 

remained fatally attracted to French republicanism, not Italian 

unity.  

 

¶ Angelotti while a minor character in both the play and 

opera is, in the view of Alfred Hitchcock, the McGuffin
17

--- the 

catalyst (together with his sisterôs fan) that places the whole Tosca 

plot into spin. In real life he appears to have been modeled on 

Angelucci, a consul for the short-lived Roman republic. 

 

Sardou gives Angelotti a considerably more intriguing 

background than the rest of his playôs characters. Several years 

prior to the start of the play, Angelotti had an accidental liaison 

with a lady in a London park. Post-park, it lasted for an extended 

period until he returned to France. Subsequently, she became a 

Lady by virtue of her marriage to Lord Hamilton, and later became 

more notorious as the mistress of Lord Nelson and a confidante of 

Maria Caroline, Queen  of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies ï more 

                                            
16 Shades of Verdi and Nabucco.   
17 Also acceptably appears as MacGuffin, Macguffin, or Mcguffin. Hitchcock evidently 

was a spelling free spirit.   
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of her later. At the time of the playôs action,  Lord Nelson and 

Lady Hamilton are with the Kingôs court in Naples. They are 

awaiting Scarpiaôs delivery to them of Angelotti for hanging as a 

republican and as pay-back time for the Ladyôs London dalliance 

time. Hence Scarpiaôs distress when Angelotti goes missing.  

¶ Prisoner Palmieri is used by Scarpia as a red herring for 

Cavaradossiôs feigned or perhaps not so feigned execution. 

Palmieri did exist in real life; his execution was not feigned.  

 

That woman must die!  Despite assigning rights to Ricordi and 

Puccini for his play, Sardou still retained an immense degree of 

control over the surgical efforts of the Tosca-team. As such, it was 

periodically necessary for the creative personnel to visit at the feet 

of the Parisian master playwright to secure his continued blessing. 

Despite the massiveness of the excisions, opera relationships with 

Sardou were pleasant and productive--- with one climatic 

exception.  

 

Toscaôs suicide ends the play. However, Puccini conceived along 

with the librettists a very different operatic ending. The lady 

becomes unhinged by her loverôs actual execution and what the 

proposed would operatically ensue, is a mad scene par excellence.  

The scene actually exists in sketch text and partial music. It 

portrays Tosca on first viewing Marioôs body, as re-imagining her 

murder of Scarpia, then imaging herself in a Venetian gondola 

where she is protecting the wounded body of Mario from creatures 

attempting to drag him out of the boat. The scene ends with Tosca 

pleading for quiet, so her dead lover can rest as the curtain falls.  

 

Sardouôs response to that scenario was, ñThe woman must die!ò 

And die she did!  The power of a successful playwright versus a 
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composer just coming into his clout!  However, the world cheated 

of a Puccinan mad scene!  

 

What is really going on here?  With the extensive Sardou 

background removed, the remaining characters perhaps seem to the 

novice audience,  somewhat buffeted by forces without reason. To 

help understand the urgency and high consequence of the action, 

the following ñcheatò scenario is offered.  

 

In 1797, three years prior to the very specific time and action of the 

opera, a struggle for the possession of Rome began between the 

French (think Napoleon) on one side. and almost everyone else on 

the other.
18

 In the ensuing back and forth, the Pope (Pius VI) was 

captured by the French and died in prison. The operaôs action takes 

place in this Roman period without a pope (sede vacante) . A new 

pope would arrive in the city two weeks after the close of the 

opera.  

  

While the French held Rome by their fingernails (with Angelotti 

holding forth as Consul), Lord Nelson trounced Napoleon at the 

Battle of the Nile. The Lord then turned his attention to stiffening 

up the spine of the ruling monarchs
19

 in order to motivate them to 

attack the French on the Italian peninsula.  

                                            
18In addition to the tenuous republican hold in Rome, two other embryonic republics 

simultaneously existed in Italy: the Cisalpine and the Parthenopean. Their appearance on 

the pages of history was so brief as to make it not worthwhile to even commit their 

labels to memory.  
19 The monarchs at that time were Ferdinand IV  (King of Naples and Sicily, a.k.a. 

Kingdom of the Two Sicilies) and Maria Carolina. Both monarchs were descended from 

the former Bourbon dynasty of the French but were very pro -British. Maria Carolina 

especially had an axe  (Beware! Pun approaching) to gri nd with the French; she was a 
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King Ferdinandôs forte seemed to be hunting and making children. 

The Queen saw to it that he was kept busy with those two hobbies, 

while she tended the empire with the strong guidance of Lord 

Nelson. Ferdinand had been urged to march on Rome, but he (tru-

to-form) ended up fleeing from Italy to Sicily. It was during this 

evacuation that the brief life of Italian republics occurred, but 

unfortunately the Queen took very good notes on who was 

supporting whom.  

 

The Bourbons made a successful counter-offensive in 1799 and at 

the time of the opera are back in control of Rome and Naples. The 

new Pope exists, but is under Austrian protection hiding in Venice. 

As the Bourbons reestablished their power base, the Queen 

launched bloody reprisals with the able assistance of the Baron 

Scarpia counterpart. This is the Queen before whom Tosca appears 

in the Act II cantata.  Tosca also threatens Scarpia to appeal to the 

Queen to save Mario. The ever-ready Baron points out that in 

reference to that threat. Mario would be toast before Tosca could 

toddle towards the throne.  

 

The opera begins very specifically at late morning on June 17, 

1800 (the Angelus rings shortly after the curtain rises). Three days 

prior (Saturday June 14) Baron Michael Melas, an Austrian general 

had confronted the Napoleonic army at Marengo in northern Italy. 

During the course of Act I, the Sacristan brings the erroneous news 

of Bonaparteôs defeat in that battle. That news triggers both the 

celebrating of a Te Deum that closes the first act and the occasion 

of the Act II  cantata honoring Baron Melas as an alleged hero and 

featuring Tosca as soloist. It is only later during Act II  that the 

                                                                            
daughter of Maria Theresa of Austria and a sister of Marie Antoinette, the late Queen 

of France.  
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correct news arrives announcing a Napoleonic victory causing 

Marioôs unfortunate outburst of patriotic fervor and his subsequent 

death sentence.  

 

In any event, all this coming and going is resolved in the early 

hours of the next morning (June 18) with all major participants 

ending up quite dead, but by varied means. Unfortunately, all this 

turned out to be an expansion of useless energy. By the time 

Napoleon gained Rome, he had abandoned all his republican ideals 

and was squarely in the house of royalty. Ironically, had 

Cavaradossi and Angelotti stuck to their own royalist kind, they all 

could have sailed happily off in a gondola, into a Venetian sunset 

with Tosca in tow.
20

   

 

 
 

                                            
20 Pun intended.  
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Bombs, Pizza and Puccini.  

 
At the time of  the  Tosca premiere  (1900) , violent Italian times had not 

diminished much in the 100 years since the operaõs actual events. 

Bomb-throwing was a frequent attention -getting  Italian sport. Enough 

so that on evening of the premiere, the conductor was instructed by 

the police than in the case of a bomb, he should promptly  play the 

national anthem.  Immediately after the operaõs òmenacing chordsó 

introduction there was a cry from  the audience to stop the 

performance. The already shaky conductor fearing the worst, launched 

into the national anthem.  

 

History later reports there was such a crush of persons in the streets 

trying to get into the opera house, that the  outcry was actua lly  an 

appeal for those yet to be admitted ---  let them be seated first and 

then weõll sing!  For the record, no bomb appeared---  even on-stage.  

 

The whole operatic premiere melee was presided over from the royal 

box by Queen (of Italy) Margherita. Her h usband Umberto I a 

frequent target of assassination , prudently stayed home than evening; 

Margherita was known as the òcooleró member of the duo anyway---  

the King fought a lot of duels.  

 

Margherita  was also noted for popularizing pizza (then , a Naples 

to mato pie specialty) among Italians and to the world beyond ---  she is 

alleged to have added the cheese. She was a closeted pizza eater until 

accidentally exposed by the royal baker. It seems to be that her 

historical lot comes down to being remembered as the  òPizza Queen.ó 

So the next time you indulge , raise your  slice to Queen Margherita.  
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Finally, the Opera!  
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*  I n more dignified documents , a.k.a. the Cast,  

  

¶ Floria Tosca (soprano). A celebrated Roman singer 

gifted not only with a great voice, but poor judgment and a 

volatile, jealous personality. A bad and ultimately fatal 

combination.  

 

¶ Mario Cavaradossi (tenor). Our òheroó. He and Tosca 

have a thing for each other. Of French descent, he is 

masquerading in Rome as a painter (portraits, not houses) . 

Under that masque, he  is championing the Napoleonic brand of 

republicanism.  As things fatally turn out, he does both badly.  

 

¶ Baron Sarpia (baritone) .Our òvillain.ó Part-time chief 

of police for the Royal Court in Rome and full - time libertine.  

As things fatally turn out for him, he also does both badly . 

 

¶ Cesare Angelotti (bass). The òMcGuffinó guy. His major 

function is to set Toscaõs overheated operat ic plot in motion.  

A former Consul of the short - lived Roman Republic, he is on 

Who are these Raging Romans,   

Reveling in Multifarious Mayhem  

 and Melody ?*  

 

***  
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the lam from prison and the Baron. He fatally only succeeds at 

one. 

 
¶ The Sacristan (baritone). Basically, the  priest in 

charge of sanitary engineering  (a.k.a. janitor)  at Romeõs 

SantõAndreaõs Church. Also, the operaõs semi-comic relief.  

 

¶ Numerous others including but not limited to -- -  the 

Baronõs inept enforcers, an off-stage boy soprano shepherd, a 

semi-corrupt jailor and a large, lusty -voiced chorus of diverse 

Romans. 
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Time.  Generally, during the European expansion phase of Napoleonõs 

territorial intentions, not to mention his philosophical flip -flop from 

republicanism to imperialism.  

 

          Specifically , Beginning three days after the June 14, 1800 21 

Battle of Marengo .22 The opera starts at  about noon the morning of 

June 17 and ends shortly after dawn the next morning, June 18,  

 

Setting . Generally, Rome (as in Italy) at a very specific point in its 

history where it was known as a òlawless place.ó The Pope had fled 

and was hiding in Venice; anti -Napoleonic royalists in semi -control, 

were happily -bloodily stomping out the opposition at every 

opportunity.   

    

 

 

 

 

                                            
21 It was not just coincidence  that Tosca premiered exactly  one hundred years after 

the actual events underlying the opera: the false Bourbon victory at the Battle of 

Marengo. It is postulated that Puccini planned it that way.  
22 A Napoleonic victory , falsely reported as a defeat.  

Tersely Telling a Tuneful Tale  

Mingled with Minute Memos Mentioning  

Memorable Musical Moments.  


