Bellini, Bel Canto Master. Part 2
and | Puritani

Part I, an essay on the first half of the composer’s short
career and La sonnambula is found in the October issue.

After La sonnambula, Bellini composed Norma for La
Fenice in Venice in 1831. It was not an immediate success
(probably because of a clague, see Note), but soon after
gained acceptance and is now one of his most popular
operas. His next opera, Beatrice di Tenda (1833), was not

0 a success because Bellini assumed that his excellent
librettist, Felice Romani, with whom he had been working
exclusively, would ignore his extensive other
commitments to write for him. The opera was not finished
on time and there was a breach between the two, each
denying his part in the resulting problems with opera
management at the theater, a breach Bellini was later to
regret.

In 1829, Bellini had met a married noblewoman, Giuditta
Turing, and engaged in a passionate affair with her for
four years. In early 1833 her husband discovered love
letters from Bellini in her possession and a scandal
threatened. Bellini spent the next months traveling in Italy
without his paramour; he visited his home town in Sicily
to great acclaim, for what turned out to be the last time.
Turina took the separation badly and she continued to
write to him long after he left Italy. Bellini was determined
to break the connection, accused her of infidelity, and
never saw her again.
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So the failure of Beatrice di Tenda and the pleas of
his rejected lover made it that much more attractive
for Bellini to accept an invitation to London and he
traveled there in August, 1833. Stopping briefly in
Paris to negotiate engagements, in London he
oversaw extremely successful productions of I/
pirata, La straniera, and La sonnambula. He then
returned to Paris, where his successes and personal
appeal soon gained him entrée to the salon of the
Milanese Principessa Christina Belgioioso, an exile
separated from her husband. There he associated
with the artistic elite of the city, including Victor
Hugo, Musset, George Sand, Dumas, Heinrich Hein,
Liszt, and Chopin, who was an admirer of his music.
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was ‘a kind of musical doyen of Paris’ — his music was
very popular with the French, both in Italian at the Theatre
lltalien, and in French for the Opera. He stopped
composing opera with Guillaume Tell in 1829, but
continued to act as mentor and advisor to young Italian
artists in Paris. Bellini consulted him frequently during the
composing of I puritani, and developed a genuine
respect and regard for him.

Finally, in April, 1834, Bellini concluded negotiations with
the Teatre Italien for an opera seria, with libretto by Carlo

He had already met Rossini briefly on another trip. Rossini |
Popoli; and began composing I puritani, an historical I

drama based on a French play called “The Roundheads ~
and Cavaliers.” The opera premiered on January 25, 1835

to an ecstatic reception, and Bellini, overjoyed at the

response, felt that he had “achieved a position second ?

only to Rossini.” $
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Bellini was of the opinion that although the French were
sophisticated in orchestration, they needed an understanding
of ‘real song.” Beautiful songs are plentiful in | puritani, in
various styles, including lively coloratura and ecstatic long
melodies. The singers were among the best of their era, and
their performances are described as follows:

The four principal singers — Giulia Grisi (Elvira),
Giovanni Battisti Rubini (Arturo), Antonio Tamburini
(Ricardo), and Luigi Lablache (Giorgio) — formed as
fine an ensemble as has ever been assembled in an
opera house; they are remembered to this day as
the “Puritani quartet” because none of the other
operas they sang together was so beautifully
tailored to match their peculiar gifts, or occasioned
so delirious a triumph.

Holden, Amanda, ed, The New Penguin Opera Guide,
Penguin Books, London, 200], p 54.

As in his other works, Bellini beautifully brought a Romantic
musical language, full of passion and feeling, to Italian opera.
The role of Arturo has always been coveted by tenors and the
duet ‘Suoni la tromba’ is particularly effective. In | puritani, he
also went further than he had before in connecting recitative
with arias and integrating solos with the chorus.

Bellini was now negotiating with opera companies in Paris and

Italy for contracts, but these efforts, for various reasons, did i
L
engage by correspondence his wonderful partnership with his
former librettist, the poet Felice Romani. The two men
\\L\

not come to fruition. During this time he also attempted to re-
reconciled, but again, nothing definite came of it. He was
seized with a desire to have old friends from Sicily visit him,
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but neither did these hopes materialize. He left Paris for the
suburban residence of his friends, the Levy’s (or Lewis's, as
they are sometimes referred to) in Puteaux; the delights of
Paris were too distracting for him to resume composing for
unspecified future work. His health began to fail and he had
increasing and more severe attacks of the gastro-enteritis
which had previously plagued him. He died on September 23,
1835, shortly before hi thirty-fourth birthday. In the weeks of
illness before his death he was attended only by his doctor;
the Levy’s had left for Paris, with orders to the gardener that no
one was to be admitted to the house. This was probably
because it was feared that Bellini had cholera, of which there
was an epidemic in southern France.

Rossini took care of all his effects and raised a subscription for
a monument. Regarding the funeral mass in Paris, he wrote
that it was “carried out with general love..and with pomp that
could have served equally for a king... the leading artists of the
capital vied to sing in the choruses...” * He was mourned by
many all over Europe, both as a man and an artist.

Carol Crocca

Note. A claque, the source of many a failure of an opera at its

premiere which was later recognized as a masterpiece, was a
group in the audience organized by rivals of the composer to

jeer and shout during the performance. In the case of Norma,

the claque may have consisted of partisans of the composer

Giovanni Pacini (1796-1867).

*Rossini’s letter is quoted in Weinstock, Herbert, Vincenzo
Bellini, His Life and His Operas, Alfred A Knopf, New York, 1971,
p.208.
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