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This dissertation arose out of the process of reviving Francesco 

Cavalli’s 1659 opera, Elena, for performance at Cornell University in 2006.  

It presents the first modern edition of the opera, along with a commentary.  

Elena commands our attention for a number of reasons, the most important 

being that it is one of the earliest and clearest examples of comic opera in 

Venice.  The opera depicts the wooing of Helen by Menelaus, who disguises 

himself as an Amazon woman wrestler and becomes Helen’s private 

wrestling instructor.  The rollicking play of spectacle and gender confusion is 

matched by a score both witty and affecting.  The opera cashes in on 

contemporary tropes of  “Helen the whore”,∗ to great comedic effect.  And 

the original production maximized the opera’s shock value by casting a 

famous courtesan in the title role.  

Elena appears to be one of a cluster of seventeenth-century Venetian 

comic operas, along with Lucio’s Orontea, a number of operas by Pietro 

Andrea Ziani and Marc Antonio Ziani, and possibly others as well.  The 

libretto of Elena, by Count Nicolò Minato, on a scenario of Giovanni 

Faustini, may have been modeled on the commedia dell’arte practice of 
                                                 
∗ Bettany Hughes, Helen of Troy: Goddess, Princess, Whore (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2005). 



 

spoofing the classics. Unlike many Venetian operas, in which comic 

characters and themes occupy a prominent, though subsidiary position, Elena 

moves comedy from the wings to center stage: the central action is comic, 

central characters are comic, and exalted characters are portrayed as 

ridiculous. 

The surviving manuscript of Elena is a presentation copy 

commissioned by the composer toward the end of his life, and appears to 

have been copied from a manuscript used for performance.   The 

manuscript contributes to ongoing conversations about performance 

practice in this repertory: inconsistencies in cleffing suggest that there may 

have been changes of cast during the production, and the presentation of 

tied bass notes may have implications for the deployment of continuo 

forces.  Finally, reviving Elena in the twenty-first century requires performers 

to engage creatively with the representation of gender and sexuality in 

performances of Italian baroque opera in an era without castrati.  
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INTRODUCTION   

 

Helen was a woman with a tendency to get abducted.  The most 

famous case, of course, is her abduction by Paris of Troy, an event that was 

to bring about the Trojan War.  By the time she met Paris, however, she had 

already been abducted once, by Theseus of Athens.  The Italian word for to 

abduct is rapire, which shares its root with the English words rape, rapt 

(literally, carried away), rapture, and raptor.  The definition of rapire given in 

the standard historical dictionary of Italian, the Grande dizionario della lingua 

italiana, gives Helen as its first example.1  Nor did Helen's abductions end 

with her death.  Her story has been appropriated within diverse cultural 

contexts, for entertainment as well as profit.  In our own century, Helen 

served as the inspiration for the Oscar-award-winning movie, Troy, starring 

Brad Pitt and Orlando Bloom, which grossed just under half a billion 

dollars.2   

Francesco Cavalli's 1659 opera, Elena, on a libretto by Count Nicolò 

Minato based on a scenario of Giovanni Faustini, constitutes one such 

abduction.  Its creators fashioned a distinctly Venetian spoof on the early life 

of Helen of Troy, replete with dancing bears, gender confusion, and 

allusions to the bordello.  Elena commands our attention for a number of 

reasons, the most important being that it is one of the earliest and clearest 

examples of comic opera in Venice.  The opera depicts the wooing of Helen 

by Menelaus, who disguises himself as an Amazon woman wrestler and 

becomes Helen’s private wrestling instructor.  The rollicking play of 
                                                 
1 Grande dizionario della lingua italiana, s.v. “Rapire.” 
2 Box Office Mojo, s.v. “Troy,” http://www.boxofficemojo.com/movies/?id=troy.htm (accessed December 
2008).  
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spectacle and gender confusion is matched by a score both witty and 

affecting.  The opera cashes in on contemporary tropes of Helen the 

“Greekish strumpet,”3 to great comedic effect.  And the original production 

maximized the opera’s shock value by casting a famous courtesan in the title 

role.  

This dissertation arose out of the process of reviving Elena for 

performance at Cornell University on Shrove Tuesday 2006.4  It presents the 

first modern edition of the opera, along with a commentary.  The wealth of 

surviving sources of seicento Venetian opera that have not been closely 

examined reminds us that there are exciting discoveries still to be made in 

this repertory.  The paucity of modern editions of Venetian opera in relation 

to the vast number of extant scores and libretti5 has been a barrier to 

efficient study of the repertory, and precious few of the operas are known 

well.  The present study makes a contribution to closing this gap by making a 

modern score of Elena available to scholars and performers, and by 

highlighting the opera’s significance to an incipient tradition of Venetian 

comic opera in the seventeenth century. 
                                                 
3 Christopher Marlowe, Edward The Second, II/5, line 15. 
4 Cornell Collegium Musicum, dir. Kristin Kane, 28 February 2006 (Shrove Tuesday) in Barnes Hall, 
Cornell University (for a fuller description of the performance, see Acknowledgments, above).  The 
principal opera season in Venice ran from the Feast of St. Stephen (26 December) to the Tuesday before 
Lent (Shrove Tuesday), although operas were performed at other times as well.  See Alan Curtis, “Preface,” 
in Claudio Monteverdi, L’Incoronazione di Poppea, ed. Alan Curtis (London: Novello, 1989), v.  For a detailed 
account of the calendar of Venetian opera in a slightly later period, see Eleanor Selfridge-Field, A New 
Chronology of Venetian Opera and Related Genres, 1660-1760 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2007). 
5 The Contarini collection at the Biblioteca nazionale Marciana in Venice, the principal source of surviving 
scores of this repertory, preserves scores of 75 distinct Venetian operas of the seventeenth-century.  The 
UCLA’s collection of Venetian opera libretti, which includes virtually all of the libretti printed between 
1637 (the year of the first operatic performance in Venice) and 1769, contains 470 libretti (and libretto 
supplements) of seventeenth-century Venetian operas.  Taddeo Wiel, I Codici musicali Contariniani del secolo 
XVII nella R. Biblioteca di San Marco in Venezia (Bologna: Forni Editori, 1888); Thomas Walker, “‘Ubi 
Lucius’: Thoughts on reading Medoro,” in Francesco Lucio, Il Medoro: Partitura dell’opera in facsimile, ed. 
Giovanni Morelli and Thomas Walker (Milan: Ricordi, 1984), CXLI-CXLIII; Irene Alm, Catalog of Venetian 
Librettos at the University of California, Los Angeles (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993). 
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Three sources survive for this opera: a manuscript presentation score, 

copied late in Cavalli’s lifetime6, the printed libretto, the release of which 

coincided with the opening of the opera7, and a libretto supplement 

published shortly thereafter8 (for a discussion of the sources, see Chapter 3: 

On the Edition).  This introduction provides an overview of the opera and 

its creation, and the first two chapters focus on various aspects of the opera 

itself – its status as a comedy (Chapter 1) and its presentation of character 

(Chapter 2).  Chapter 3 provides information on the edition, while Chapter 4 

gives notes for performance. 

 

 The libretto of Elena brings together a number of elements of classical 

origin: the early life of Helen of Troy – her abduction by Theseus and 

wooing by Menelaus; the marriage of Theseus, King of Athens, and 

Hyppolita, Queen of the Amazons; and the abduction of Persephone from 

the underworld by Theseus and Pirithous.  Helen’s abduction by Theseus, 

King of Athens, and subsequent rescue by her brothers, Castor and Pollux, 

are represented in a number of classical sources.9  Theseus’s marriage to 

Hippolyta, Queen of the Amazons, is also well-attested.10   But the classical 

tale of Menelaus’s winning of Helen in a marriage contest is replaced in this 

story with the spectacular conceit of Menelaus’s Amazonian disguise – a 
                                                 
6 Francesco Cavalli, Elena. I-Vnm, It. IV, 369 (=9893). 
7 Nicolò Minato, Elena, Drama per musica nel Teatro à S. Cassano, per l’anno 1659 (Venice: Appresso Andrea 
Giuliani, 1659). 
8 [Nicolò Minato], Nuovo Prologo et Ariette aggiunte all’ Elena, Drama, che si rappresenta nel Teatro à San Cassano 
l’anno 1659 [(Venice: Appresso Andrea Giuliani, 1659)]. 
9 See in particular, Plutarch, Lives: Lycurgus and Numa; Theseus, trans. B. Perrin (Cambridge, Harvard 
University Press, 1914).  Cited within a fuller discussion of sources for this story in Bettany Hughes, Helen of 
Troy: Goddess, Princess, Whore (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2005), 50-51.  
10 See Kathryn Schwarz, Tough Love: Amazon Encounters in the English Renaissance (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2000), 16.  
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common plot device in Renaissance literature, as we will see in Chapter 1: 

Comedy. 

 

The Two Prologues 

 The prologue that appears in the original libretto, and is set to music 

in the manuscript score, depicts a variant on a familiar event in the life of 

Helen.  The version recounted in the Iliad (24.28-30) begins at the wedding 

of Thetis and Peleus.  Eris, the goddess of strife, is enraged at not having 

been invited, and arrives on scene with a golden apple with the words “For 

the fairest” engraved on it.  Hera (Juno), Athena (Pallas) and Aphrodite 

(Venus) vie for it.  Zeus (Jove) decrees that the contest be decided by Paris.  

Attempting to persuade the judge, Hera offers Paris empire, Athena 

promises him military prowess, and Aphrodite offers him the most beautiful 

woman in the world.  Paris chooses this last option, and judging Aphrodite 

the rightful recipient of the golden apple, sets off for Sparta to claim his 

prize: Helen.  Minato’s version makes use of the first part of this story – the 

mischief worked by Eris (Minato’s Discordia) on the three goddesses, but 

with the ensuing strife concluding in a contest of curses and blessings on 

Helen (see Synopsis, below).  

A second prologue appears in the libretto supplement.  Though 

presented as a “new prologue”, the text is not set to music in the surviving 

manuscript score.  Such divergences between scores and libretti and libretto 

supplements are quite common in this repertory.11 Another possibility is that 

the “new” prologue may have in fact been set, and even performed, though 
                                                 
11 In fact, Elena is noteworthy for the extent to which the score incorporates the material for the 
supplement.  See Peter Jeffery, “The Autograph Manuscripts of Francesco Cavalli” (Ph.D. diss., Princeton 
University, 1980), 124. 
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not recopied into the surviving manuscript.  The play L’Alessandro of 

Piccolomini preserves two separate prologues: the “First Prologue” and the 

“Prologue for the second time the play was performed.”12  Though written a 

century earlier, Alessandro offers an intriguing explanation for the disparity 

between the surviving score of Elena and the libretto supplement.  It is 

conceivable that the creators may have wished to change the opera after 

several performances, either owing to practical difficulties performing the 

existing score, or for the chance of attracting audience members to the 

theater for a second showing.   

 The second prologue is shorter than the first, and has a smaller cast of 

only four singers, as opposed to six in the original prologue.  The scenic 

indication is Scena Infernale.  Venere (Venus) descends into Hades to warn 

Proserpina (Persephone) that Teseo and Peritoo are preparing to abduct her.  

Proserpina convinces the goddess to intervene.  Venere sends Amore 

(Cupid) to make Teseo fall in love with another, and thus divert him from 

the abduction of Proserpina.  Proserpina sends Gelosia (Jealousy) as Cupid’s 

companion, and assigns to him the mission of assailing Peritoo.  The 

prologue ends as two spirits fly in and carry Gelosia out of hell.  The appeal 

of the second prologue is evident: shorter, and with a smaller cast, it would 

require fewer resources of staff and rehearsal.  Moreover, underworld scenes 

were extremely popular, and had their own set of conventions, including the 

distinctive sdruccioli verse structure of Proserpina’s opening aria.13 The scene 

type also offered opportunities for marvellous scenic display (including, in 

this case, flying spirits).  If the second prologue was in fact set to music, it is 
                                                 
12 Alessandro Piccolomini, L’Alessandro, in Renaissance Comedy, vol. 1, The Italian Masters, ed. Donald Beecher 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008), 294-299. 
13 The most famous instance of this convention occurs in Medea’s invocation scene in Act I of Giasone. 
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still understandable why the copyist may have preserved the original 

prologue, which is much grander in conception, and better suited to the aims 

of the surviving presentation manuscript (see Chapter 3: About the Edition). 

Indeed, it is the only part of the surviving MS score to include a viola part, 

and may in this respect have been specifically spruced up for inclusion in the 

presentation copy. 

 

The 1659 Production 

Cavalli's Elena was written for the 1659/60 opera season for the 

Teatro S. Cassiano.  The production was designed to be sensational.  In 

addition to its provocative subject matter, the opera's casting would have 

raised some eyebrows.   The highest paid singer of the season was Lucietta 

Gamba, who would certainly have played the role of Elena.14   Yet Gamba 

was no ordinary Venetian opera star.  She was remarkably well-paid by the 

standards of the time, even better than the Roman Girolama (singers 

brought to Venice from other cities were as a rule better compensated than 

native singers).15   Nevertheless, we have no record of her appearing on the 

Venetian stage at any other point during her life.  Indeed, her primary fame 

seems to have derived from her services in a different arena.  

Giovanni Battista Busenello, the librettist of L'Incoronazione di Poppea, 

discusses Gamba in a collection of poems on Venetian prostitutes, in which 

he describes her as "quella puta che canta", or “that whore who sings”, and 

depicts her as specializing in some form of anal fetishism, the precise nature 
                                                 
14 Beth Glixon and Jonathan Glixon, Inventing the Business of Opera: The Impresario and his World in Seventeenth-
Century Venice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 203. 
15 Ibid., 201. 
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of which remains obscure.  There may also be some suggestion that she 

suffered from a venereal disease.  He writes: 

 
Lucietta Vidimana 
Has such a fart 
That she makes every dick large 
Not in a healthy way 
But thanks to a rare drip 
And secret that is expensive to cure. 
She would like to be a temptress 
And if I did not warn them 
It would happen to them what happens to those whom she curses. 
And yet it is a well-known thing 
That these also run around the house for three days 
And then return to the arse of those who made them.16  

 

In her book, Helen of Troy: Goddess, Princess, Whore, Bettany Hughes has 

argued that one of the pervasive tropes in representations of Helen from 

antiquity onward was that she was implicated in her own abductions: that 

her beauty and sensuousness were a mark of moral failing, and the desire she 

kindled in others a function of her own voracious sensuality.  In casting 

Gamba in the role of Elena, the creators of the opera were capitalizing on 

this image of Helen as a whore. 
                                                 
16 The poem appears in two sources: ‘Rollo delle Puttane’ in I-Vnm MS ital. ix cdlviii  (=7032); and ‘stanze 
fatte contro certe dame’ in I- MS Cicogna 1083.  Both versions are reproduced in Beth Lise Glixon, 
“Private Lives of Public Women,” Music and Letters 76, no. 4 (1995): 523n83, and translated there by Giulio 
Ongaro.  The first reads: “Lucietta Videmana / la ghà un [Coreso?] tal / che fa deventar grosso ogni cotal / 
non con regola sana / ma per virtù d’un scolamento raro, / secreto, ch’à guarirlo costa caro. / La vorasse 
esser [ostriga?] / e sì nò li avvertisse / ch instravien com’a’ quei, che maledisse. / E pur l’è [cos]’antiga / per 
ch’anca questa l[e] va tre di’ per Cà / e pò le torna in cul a chi le fà.” And the second: “Lucietta Vidimana / 
la gha un secreto tal / che la fa venir grosso ogni cottal / non con regola sana / ma per virtù d’un 
scolamento raro / secreto, che a guarirlo costa caro. / La vorasse esser striga / e si non avvertisse/ che 
gh’intravien, come a chi maledisse/ e pur l’è cosa antiga / che anca queste le va tre di per cà / e po’ le torna 
in culo a chi le fa’.”  For more on Lucietta Gamba, see B. Glixon, “Private Lives,” 522-524. 
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Beth and Jonathan Glixon have cautiously conjectured that, 

"[Gamba's] appearance on stage could have been viewed as an exciting 

curiosity."17 Gamba's contract with the impresario Marco Faustini was 

negotiated by one Michiel Morosini, who the Glixons suggest must have 

been Gamba's protector.  Interestingly enough, the dedicatee of Nicolò 

Minato's libretto, which was commissioned by Faustini, was an Angelo 

Morosini.  Libretti during this time were usually dedicated to a patron 

connected with the project.  What emerges from this network of 

connections is a suggestion that the Morosini family had a deep involvement 

in the 1659 production of Elena, which may have included financial 

underwriting as well as the advancement of the mistress of one of the 

members of the family into the title role.  

 

Overall, the creation of Elena appears to have happened on a very 

compressed schedule.  On 27 September 1659, Minato wrote to Marco 

Faustini that he was withdrawing to a country villa to complete the libretto.18  

By January 1660 we hear of performances underway.  During the intervening 

three-and-a-half months, the libretto and score were completed, the libretto 

printed, the opera rehearsed, and performances commenced.  Box office 

receipt records for the production do not survive, but a letter from 1660 

attests to low ticket sales.19 

 
                                                 
17 Glixon and Glixon, Inventing the Business of Opera, 201. 
18 Letter from Minato to Faustini, 27 September 1659, ASV, SGSM, b. 101, f. n., cited in Glixon and 
Glixon, Inventing the Business of Opera, 118n. 
19 Letter of Carlo Andrea Coradini, 24 Jan. 1660, ASV, SGSM, b. 101, unnumbered, cited in Glixon and 
Glixon, Inventing the Business of Opera, 74 and 56n. 
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The Libretto 

The libretto, by Count Nicolò Minato, was based on a scenario by the 

late Giovanni Faustini.  Faustini had been the first professional librettist in 

Venice.  Supported by a steady flow of contracts from his brother, the 

impresario Marco Faustini, Giovanni managed to produce a backlog of 

complete libretti, fragments, and scenarios, before his death in 1651.  After 

Giovanni's death, Marco busily advocated for the dissemination of his 

brother's works, commissioning and producing operas based on his libretti.  

In the case of Elena, Marco, serving as impresario at S. Cassiano, seems to 

have approached a number of librettists with the idea of writing a libretto 

based on Giovanni's scenario.  According to Minato's preface, all of these 

librettists declined, though he himself could not find it in his heart to refuse 

such an honor.  The completed libretto bears the imprint of a number of 

distinctive Faustinian traits.  The organization of the opera around two 

romantic couples, who come together through struggles over the course of 

the opera, was Faustini's established convention.20  Thematically, moreover, 

Elena is closely related to Faustini's 1651 La Calisto.  The earlier opera deals 

with Jove's seduction of the nymph Calisto, by disguising himself as Diana, 

to whom she is devoted.  The two enjoy sweet kisses together, and Calisto 

spends a good part of the opera telling everyone she meets what a great time 

she had with Diana in the bushes.  The similarities with Elena, in which 

Menelao woos Elena by exploiting a female disguise, are striking. 

 The model for the libretto seems to have been the commedia dell’arte 

spoofs of Classical models.  In addition to their more famous repertory of 
                                                 
20 Ellen Rosand, Opera in Seventeenth-Century Venice: The Creation of a Genre (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1991), 173. 
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improvised comedies on established scenarios, the commedia dell’arte troupes 

regularly presented performances in other genres as well, including the 

commedia erudita,21 other written comedies, and parodies of classical tragedies 

and histories.22  Faustini seems to have modeled his scenario for Elena on 

this latter practice of spoofing the classics. 

 Minato’s style in this libretto is relaxed and informal, embodying a 

quality of naturalezza that he cultivated actively following his unsuccessful 

efforts in Orimonte (1650), which he disavowed as being too rigid.23 His 

attraction to the comic scenario of Faustini is perhaps no coincidence. Later 

in his career, Minato was to write libretti for Vienna in which the comic 

element was clearly dominant.24 

 

Synopsis25 

Prologue 

 In a time of peace on Earth, Discordia (Discord) plots to let loose her 

poisonous arrows in heaven.  Impersonating Pace (Peace) and seated on her 

throne, Discordia is approached by Venere (Venus), Pallade (Athena) and 
                                                 
21 A written dramatic form originating in Italy in the sixteenth century, elevated in tone and diction, and 
drawing substantially on the classical models of Terence and Plautus. See Donald Beecher, ed., Renaissance 
Comedy, vol. 1, The Italian Masters (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008), 1-36. 
22 On these spoofs, see Kenneth McKee, “Foreword,” in Scenarios of the Commedia dell’ Arte: Flaminio 
Scala’s Il Teatro delle favole rappresentative, trans. Henry F. Salerno (New York: New York University 
Press, 1967), xvi. For satires of French tragedies by the Italian commedia dell’arte troupes in Paris, see Virginia 
Scott, The Commedia dell’Arte in Paris, 1644-1697 (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1990), 201-
202. 
23 In the preface to the libretto of  Xerse, Minato’s next libretto after Orimonte, the author writes, “…havrei 
saputo adoprar frasi più sollevate, discorsi più allongati, figure, traslati, & altre freggi da me conosciuti per 
essentiali in altra forma di componimenti, ma… in questo a bello studio abbandonati: come che dall’esser stati 
usati ho veduto talvolta indebolirsi la forza delli affetti, e la naturalezza della rappresentatione, che vuol 
essere con frase più familiare, essendo che in queste compositioni non si scrive per l’ingegno, ma per 
l’udito.”  Quoted in Pirrotta, “Note su Minato,” in L’opera italiana a Vienna prima di Metastasio (Florence: L. 
S. Olschki, 1990), 140. 
24 Ibid., 145-147.  
25 The numbering of scenes is not perfectly consistent among the sources.  The scene numbers used in this 
synopsis follow those in the manuscript score.  See discussion in Ch. 3, below. 
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Giunone (Juno).  In anticipation of the coming union of Elena and Menelao, 

Venere implores the blessings of Peace for the couple.  Giunone, 

acknowledging that her husband (Jove) is Elena’s (Helen’s) father, 

magnanimously forgives his philandering, and the three goddesses bestow 

their own characteristic blessings on the couple.  Professing support for their 

wishes, Discordia offers the goddesses a golden apple.  With great 

admiration of the fruit’s beauty and splendor, they read the writing inscribed 

on it: “Let this apple be given to the most beautiful woman.”  Each believing 

herself the rightful owner, the goddesses quarrel over the fruit as Discord 

looks on with satisfaction.  Angry, Giunone and Pallade lash out at Venere, 

revoking their blessings from Elena (Pallade specifically rescinds the blessing 

of virtue – an action whose consequences motivate this comedy).  Giunone 

declares that Teseo will abduct Elena.  Fighting on behalf of her protégée, 

Venere responds that he will not have her as his wife.  Pallade promises that 

Elena’s abductions will be renewed at a later date.  Venere vows to rescue 

Elena from these curses.   As the quarrel over the golden apple intensifies, 

Verità (Truth) and Pace arrive on scene.  They strip Discordia of her 

disguise, cast her from the throne, and enchain her as a prisoner.  

 

Act I 

Act I opens on the shores of Sparta, with a send-off party for Teseo 

(Theseus) and Peritoo (Pirithous), who are embarking on a trip to abduct 

Elena.  The festivities are overseen by Nettuno (Neptune, Teseo’s father), as 

well as a celestial chorus (I/1).  Meanwhile in Laconia, we are introduced to 

Menelao (Menelaus), who has disguised himself as an Amazon woman 

wrestler, with the hope of getting close to Elena (I/3).  Menelao and his 
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servant Diomede meet Iro, court jester to King Tindaro (Tyndareus), who 

introduces them to the king, who is the putative father of Elena (I/4).26  

Diomede offers the graceful Amazon, whom he claims to have bought from 

the pirates who abducted her, to the king as a gift.  The king agrees to install 

the Amazon Elisa as his daughter’s wrestling instructor (I/5).  King Tindaro 

is overcome by his passionate love for the Amazon Elisa (I/6), and Iro sings 

a comic aria at his expense (I/7).  We are introduced to Elena, who sings 

lustily of her longing for the pleasures of love (I/8).  The servant Euripilo 

arrives with Menelao in tow.  Elena is struck by the Amazon’s fiery beauty, 

and flirts outrageously with her new instructor (I/9).  Tensions increase as 

the two wrestle.  Teseo and Peritoo arrive on scene to abduct Elena, and 

Peritoo falls in love with the disguised Menelao, so they abduct him as well 

(I/10).  When Tindaro learns of the abduction, he dispatches Iro as a spy to 

discover the whereabouts of the abductors (I/12).  Disguised as a madman, 

Iro finds the trail of Teseo and Peritoo.  He is joined by Euripilo and 

Diomede, also servants of King Tindaro, who instruct him to pursue Teseo 

and Peritoo to Tegea (I/15).  The act finale tracks Iro, who is being pursued 

by two bears, who in their turn are pursued by hunters.  The act closes as the 

hunters and bears dance (I/16). 

 

Act II 

The act opens in Tegea, where Teseo and Peritoo present themselves 

to King Creonte, who agrees to shelter them (II/1).  The king’s son, 

Menesteo, falls madly in love with Elena (II/2), who meanwhile has begun 

to think kindly on the attentions of Teseo, much to the dismay of Menelao 
                                                 
26 Her true father, as we learn in I/1, is Giove. 
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(II/3).  We are introduced to Ippolita (Hippolyta), the Amazon wife of 

Teseo.  Disguised as a man, and accompanied by her servant Eurite (also 

disguised as a man), Ippolita is searching for her lost husband (I/5).  

Meanwhile, Peritoo is making his application to Menelao, who pretends to 

return Peritoo’s affections (II/6).  Menesteo tries his best to win Elena, but 

she rebuffs him.  When Teseo makes his case, she is more sympathetic, and 

tells him to pray to Cupid that she may learn to love him (II/9).  The 

thwarted Menesteo resolves to murder Teseo, with the help of his comrade 

Antiloco.  The plotting is overheard by Ippolita, who vows to protect her 

beloved (II/11).  Meanwhile, Menelao grows desperate and decides to take 

matters into his own hands.  Feigning sleep, he confesses his true identity to 

Elena and tells her of his love.  Thinking the sleeping Amazon is flirting with 

her again, Elena awakens Menelao, who now reveals himself fully.  Elena 

tells him to have hope, and prays to Cupid to resolve the question of whom 

she should love (II/14).  Castore (Castor) and Polluce (Pollux), returning 

from battle, come across Iro, who tells them of their sister’s abduction.  The 

twins swear vengeance, and set off for battle.  This strikes them as a good 

occasion to free the slaves who are with them.  The freed slaves dance for 

joy (II/16). 

 

Act III 

Elena has discovered that she loves Menelao.  Finding him alone, she 

reveals her love.  Deciding that they must quickly flee their captors, the two 

pause to sing a ravishing duet (III/1).  Teseo arrives on scene.  Exhausted 

from his arduous pursuit of Elena, he falls asleep (I/2).  Ippolita watches 

him from a hiding place, as Menesteo and Antiloco arrive to work their 
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mischief (III/3-4).  When Menesteo attempts to attack the sleeping Teseo, 

Ippolita stabs him.  Menesteo and Antiloco quickly flee, as Teseo awakens.  

Not recognizing the disguised Ippolita, Teseo believes it is “he” who has 

attempted to hurt him, and challenges him to a duel.  Finally recognizing his 

own wife, Teseo reviles her, sending her away scornfully (III/4).  King 

Creonte overhears Menesteo and Antiloco discussing their thwarted 

assassination attempt.  Revealing himself, he punishes their misdeed by 

vowing to submit them to the law (III/10).  There follows a comic scene in 

which Elena pretends to vow her love to Teseo, to the dismay of Menelao, 

who looks on (III/11).  Peritoo sounds the alarm, having spotted the arrival 

of Castore and Polluce.  Teseo and Peritoo set off to protect their pledged 

loves (III/12).  Left alone, Menelao tells Elena he is plagued by the fear that 

she will be abducted from him (III/13).  Castore and Polluce arrive on 

scene, and swiftly rescue Elena and Menelao (III/15).  Peritoo and Teseo 

arrive and challenge the brothers to arms (III/16).   Ippolita shows up and 

announces that she, more than anyone, has reason to punish Teseo (III/17).  

In the finale, it all comes out: Teseo explains that the disguised Ippolita is 

the person who attempted to murder him while he slept.  Creonte now 

reveals his bit: Turning Menesteo and Antiloco over to Teseo, he reveals 

them as the plotters.  Menesteo confesses that it was love of Elena that made 

him attempt to murder Teseo, and that Ippolita in fact defended him.  Teseo 

is now overcome by Ippolita’s love and faithfulness.  Vanquished, he 

declares his undying love for her, asking that she punish him by killing him.  

Moved, Ippolita forgives her errant husband, and the two are reconciled.  

Teseo begs Castore and Polluce for forgiveness (which is readily given), and 

in his happiness, pardons Menesteo and Antiloco.  Elena finally reveals the 
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true identity of Menelao, the nature of his plot, and the fact that she returns 

his love.  Menelao prays Castore and Polluce to forgive his boldness, which 

they do.  Everyone, it seems, is happy – except Peritoo, who complains that 

love has scorned him.  The opera closes with a quartet sung by the two 

happy couples, rejoicing that love and fortune are no longer enemies to them 

(III/18).  The audience, of course, would have been aware that the 

happiness of Elena and Menelao, at least, would be somewhat short-lived.  

Nonetheless, this hint of irony does nothing to undercut the effect of the 

opera’s blissful conclusion. 

 

Dance    

Dances are indicated in the score of Elena at the ends of Acts 1 and 2, 

although the music for the balli is not provided. The dance at the close of 

Act 1, Scene 16 is a richly costumed affair.  The score indicates, “segue il 

Ballo con gl’Orsi” (“here follows the dance with the bears”) while the 

libretto is more specific: “Li cacciatori prendono gl’Orsi, et ballano” (“The 

hunters take the bears, and dance”).  The score gives no indication of a 

dance at the end of Act II, Scene 15, though the libretto indicates, “Li 

Schiavi liberati, per allegrezza fanno un ballo” (“The freed slaves dance for 

joy”).  It is worth noting that the dance master for Elena, Agostino 

Ramaccini, was paid 250 ducats – the highest salary that had ever been paid a 

dance master in the Venetian theaters.27 Although the Glixons have noted 

that this may have been a result of a general trend toward higher costs for all 

aspects of operatic productions, it seems likely that the dances in Elena 

would have been particularly sumptuous, and may have employed a larger-
                                                 
27 Glixon and Glixon, Inventing the Business of Opera, 220. 
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than-usual number of dancers.28  Moreover, given the substantial dance 

budget for this opera, we can surmise that the dance of liberated slaves 

would indeed have taken place. 

 Both of the dances in Elena are typical of Venetian opera balli.  

Dances of hunters and wild animals were a stock ballo type, and dances with 

bears have a particularly distinguished history, appearing in no fewer than 

seven separate operas.29  It is almost certain that the bears in Elena were 

played by humans in costume; they are meant to follow Iro around without 

actually attacking him – a choreographic assignment probably beyond the 

talents of the average bear.  But it was not unheard of for large animals to 

appear on the Venetian stage: the 1684 production of Licinio imperatore at the 

Teatro S. Giovanni Gristostomo included two camels that had been 

captured in Vienna during a Turkish invasion.30 

 

Scenery and Machines 

The prefatory materials to the printed libretto provide the following 

list of scenes (Table 1.1): 

 

Table 1.1: Scene Descriptions 
The Realm of Peace in the Prologue 
Shore of the Sea of Laconia in Sparta 
Realm of Tindaro 
Amphitheater outside the city 
Forest 

                                                 
28 “While it is possible that this growth reflects an increase in the number of dancers, it seems likely that this 
was part of the general trend for higher fees in all areas of opera production at this time.” Ibid., 220. 
29 Alm, Catalog, 992. On the dance of the bears in Cavalli’s and Faustini’s La Calisto, see Wendy Heller, 
“Dancing desire on the Venetian stage,” Cambridge Opera Journal 15, no. 3 (2003): 291-2. 
30 Mercuri, I-Vnm Cod. It. VI 460 (=12104), 25 December 1683. Cited in Irene Alm, “Winged Feet and 
Mute Eloquence: Dance in Seventeenth-Century Venetian Opera,” ed. Wendy Heller and Rebecca Harris-
Warrick, Cambridge Opera Journal 15, no. 3 (2003): 245n. 
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Courtyard of the halls of the Royal Palace of Tegea  
Courtyard 
Shore of the Sea of Tegea 
Delightful Royal Forest 
Realm of Creonte 

 

Although several of these locations appear, on the surface, to be quite similar 

(two palaces, two shores, two forests), contemporary evidence suggests most 

productions of Venetian operas would have used two separate sets, or at the 

very least, different backdrops.31  

The machines for the production were most likely provided by 

Francesco Santurini, who would have found in the opera ample 

opportunities to ply his craft.32  The two seaside scenes in Sparta and Tegea 

are clear occasions for scenic display.  Machines depicting ocean waves were 

one of the standard subtypes of water machines, and certainly would have 

been used in both of these scenes.33  Depicting Nettuno’s farewell to Teseo 

and Peritoo on the shores of Sparta, Act I, Scene 1 would likely have been 

an occasion for additional effects as well.  Scenes with gods and goddesses 

frequently made use of machines that demonstrated the other-worldliness of 

these exalted figures. A device known to have been used in representations 

of Neptune is a machine depicting two sea creatures (dolphins in one case, 

seahorses in another) pulling a seashell that carries the god.34  Other possible 

opportunities for machines include the two courtyard scenes, which may 

have made use of fountain machines, which were common.  
                                                 
31 Glixon and Glixon, Inventing the Business of Opera, 245-246.  For a broader treatment of staging in Venetian 
opera, see ibid., 227-276.   
32 Ibid., 330n. 
33 An engraving of Giacomo Torelli’s “Uninhabited Island” set for Bellerofonte demonstrates what an ocean 
machine would have looked like.  Apparati scenici (Special Collections Library, University of Michigan).  
Reproduced in Glixon and Glixon, Inventing the Business of Opera, 234. 
34 Ibid., 247. 
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Cast 

A cast list with character descriptions is provided in the prefatory 

materials to the printed libretto.  The list is reproduced in Table 1.2, along 

with the characters’ original clefs. All of the descriptive material is translated 

directly from the printed libretto:  
 
Table 1.2: List of Characters 
For the Prologue35: Discordia [Discord] disguised as Pace [Peace] (c1)§ 

Venere [Venus] (c1) 
Giunone [Juno] (c1) 
Pallade [Pallas Athena] (c1) 
Pace [Peace] (c1) § 
Verità [Truth] (c1) §  
Amore [Love/Cupid] (silent)  
Abbondanza [Abundance] (silent)  
Two Furies (silent) 

 
Tindaro [Tyndareus], King of Sparta (F) 
Elena [Helen], his daughter (c1) 
Menelao [Menelaus], Prince in woman’s clothing, admirer of Elena (c1) § 
Teseo [Theseus] (c4/c1)* 
Peritoo [Pirithous] (c3) § 
Ippolita [Hippolyta], Amazon princess, dressed as a man (c1)  
Eurite, Amazon, her lady-in-waiting, dressed as a man (c1) 
[Astianassa]36,  Elena’s lady-in-waiting  (c1) 
Diomede, servant of Menelao, dressed as an Armenian merchant (c4) 
Euripilo, confidant of Tindaro (c3) § 
Iro, court buffoon (c4) 
Creonte [Creon], King of Tegea (c4) 
Menesteo, his son (c1) § 
Antiloco, confidant of Menesteo (c4/F)* 
Castore [Castor] (c1) § and Polluce [Pollux] (c1) §, brothers of Elena 
Nettuno [Neptune] (F) 
                                                 
35 The printed cast list in the libretto naturally includes the characters for the version of the prologue 
presented in the libretto, which corresponds to the version preserved in the score. 
36 This character is named Erginda in the printed libretto, but Astianassa in the MS score.  
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Chorus of sea-blue deities (c1, c3, c4) 
Chorus of Argonauts (c1, c1, F) 
Chorus of hunters (c3, c4, c4, F) 
Chorus of slaves (silent) 
 
*  Role notated in more than one clef (see Ch. 3: On the Edition). 
§  Castrato role 

 

The Glixons have compiled a list of singers and other staff for the 

opera, based on Marco Faustini’s receipt book (ASV, SGSM, b. 118).  A list 

of the singers for this production is provided below.37  The same receipt 

book also gives information on salaries, of which the salaries for the 

principal singers are presented in the Glixons’ study, and reproduced in 

Table 1.3. 
 
Table 1.3: Singers in the 1659 Production38 

Lucietta Gamba (prima donna, 677 ducats) 
Elena Passarelli (seconda donna, 362 ducats) 
Anna Caterina Venturi (terza donna, 180 ducats) 
Giovanni Cappello (primo uomo, 361 ducats) 
Niccolò Constantino 
Domenico Sciarra 
Carlo Vittorio Rotari 
Giuseppe Ghini 
Michel Angelo Amadore 
Alessandro Collacioppi 
Giovanni Battista Maggi 
Francesco Galli 

 

From this information, it is possible to figure out to some extent which 

singers would have played which characters.  Lucietta Gamba, as we have 
                                                 
37 Glixon and Glixon, Inventing the Business of Opera, 330. 
38 Ibid., 203 and 201n.  
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already noted, played Elena.  And the Roman castrato Giovanni Cappello39 

would have played Menelao.  The seconda donna, Anna Caterina Venturi, 

was an accomplished singer in her own right.40  She would certainly have 

played the role of Ippolita, which is musically as substantial a role as Elena.   

One of the most noteworthy features of this list is that it includes only 

three women in a cast of twelve singers.  It is possible that the third woman, 

Anna Caterina Venturi, would have doubled as the two remaining female 

characters, Astianassa and Eurite, who never appear on stage together.  This 

possibility is reinforced by the similarity in the vocal writing for these two 

characters, both of which are quite high soprano roles with extensive 

fioritura.41  Moreover, the discrepancy between the number of characters in 

Acts I-III (15) and the number of singers (12) indicates that some of the 

singers must have played more than one role.  And although the final scene 

calls for all of the characters to arrive on stage, the effect would be achieved 

without every single character being present (Nettuno, for one, might have 

had a prior engagement). 

Another conclusion that can be drawn from the roster of singers 

relates to the prologue.  The version of the prologue preserved in the 

manuscript score includes six sopranos.  The presence of only three female 

singers in the cast may reinforce an argument that a second prologue (now 

lost), with its cast of three singers (plus the silent Gelosia) would have been a 

more likely candidate for performance.  If the prologue in the surviving 

manuscript was in fact performed, we can conclude that the roles of Venere, 
                                                 
39 On Cappello, see ibid., 206. 
40 On Passarelli, see ibid., 192.  See also Lorenzo Bianconi and Thomas Walker, “Production, Consumption 
and Political Function of Seventeenth-Century Opera,” Early Music History IV (1984): 222. 
41 Compare Eurite’s aria in II/8 (mm. 102-157), with Astianassa’s exclamation in I/10 (mm. 74-77) and 
subsequent aria (mm. 84-108). 
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Giunone and Pallade would have been divvied up in some fashion among 

the three female singers, and that the roles of the abstract attributes, 

Discordia, Pace and Verità would have been sung by Giovanni Cappello and 

two other castrati.  

Castrati, of course, were of paramount importance in Venetian opera.  

With its clarity and force of tone, and tremendous breath control, the 

soprano castrato voice was considered apt for heroic roles, such as Menelao.  

The flip-side of this heroic quality, however, is its similarity in range to the 

female soprano voice, which is exploited in this opera in the device of 

Menelao’s disguise.  This ambiguity inherent in the castrato voice is, in a 

sense, what makes the comedy of Elena possible.  But heroic roles were not 

the only roles for castrati.  In Venetian opera all of the male roles noted in c1 

and c3 clefs would typically have been sung by castrati.  In Elena, Menelao, 

Teseo (part of the time – see Chapter 4), Peritoo, Euripilo, and Menesteo, as 

well as Castore and Polluce, were all castrato roles.  The ‘natural’ male voices 

in the opera are Teseo (part of the time – again, see Chapter 4), Creonte, 

Nettuno, Tindaro, Iro and Antiloco.  Of these, Creonte, Nettuno and 

Tindaro are all patriarchs – a character type typically associated with the 

deeper range of the male chest voice.  Iro, the comic servant, is a tenor; this, 

likewise, is the standard voice designation of this stock character type.  For 

more on voice types and characterization in Elena, see Chapter 4. 

 

As a first study and edition of Cavalli’s Elena, the present dissertation 

paves the way for subsequent work, some of which is undoubtedly already 
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underway.42  On the musicological side, a number of avenues for research 

present themselves.  Clearly, a critical edition of the work is called for, and it 

is my hope that the present edition will serve as the basis for such an 

undertaking.  Moreover, scholars of the representation of gender and 

sexuality in Italian baroque opera will find in Elena ample material of interest.  

Finally, my greatest desire in producing this dissertation would be for the 

opera to be performed in one of the world’s major houses, by a company 

disposed to perform it stylishly, in a production as provocative and eyebrow-

raising as the original. 
                                                 
42 Reba Wissner, Of Gods, Myths, and Mortals: Francesco Cavalli's L'Elena (1659) (Ph.D. diss., Brandeis 
University, in progress). 
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CHAPTER 1:  COMEDY 

 

The act of assigning a work to a genre is a theoretically complex one.  

Genres are grounded in agreements between authors and audiences – the 

web of conventions by which a work’s membership in a specific genre may 

be recognized.43  Thus, in assigning a work to a genre, one must argue not 

only that the work has the traits ascribed to the genre, but that it would have 

been recognized belonging to the genre by its audience.  Assigning Elena to 

the genre, comic opera, is complicated by the fact that comic opera was only 

coming into being at this time and, at least with respect to Venice, adequate 

study of the repertory has not yet been undertaken.  Piero Weiss, in his 

article on opera buffa in the New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, argues 

that comic opera had no conventions of its own during the seventeenth 

century.44  I suspect that once a thorough study of the repertory of Venetian 

comic operas is completed, their attendant conventions will be clarified.  For 

the purposes of the present study, however, when I argue that Elena belongs 

to the genre comic opera, I mean to say that this opera would have been 

recognized as a comedy, by contemporary audiences familiar with the 

conventions of theatrical comedy.  

I use the term “comic opera” both according to the common-sense 

definition advanced in the New Grove Dictionary, of “a musico-dramatic 
                                                 
43 On the theory of genre, see Frow, Genre (London: Routledge, 2006); see also Garin Dowd, 
“Introduction,” in Genre Matters, ed. Lesley Stevenson and Jeremy Stong (Bristol: Intellect Books, 2006), 11-
28. 
44 “A small number of comic operas were produced in the 17th century, although no great need for them 
can have been felt at a time when ‘serious’ operas were liberally interlaced with comic episodes.  Comic 
opera had no conventions of its own at this time but on the whole tended to be modeled on the (spoken) 
commedia erudita.”  The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd ed., s.v. “Opera buffa” (by Piero Weiss 
et al.). 
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work of a light or amusing nature”45, and in the more specific sense of an 

opera embodying the defining traits of theatrical comedy, as presented in the 

Oxford English Dictionary: “A stage-play of a light and amusing character, 

with a happy conclusion to its plot.”46  The defining characteristics of 

theatrical comedy are thus its character (light and amusing) and its ending 

(happy).  This chapter will examine Elena’s status as comedy in light of both 

of these principles.47  

 

In the section on comic opera before 1700 of the article on opera buffa 

in the New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, Piero Weiss identifies 

traditions of comic opera in Florence, Rome, and Naples, but makes no 

mention of Venice.48   By the same token, Ellen Rosand’s Opera in Seventeenth-

Century Venice: The Creation of a Genre, by far the most influential text on 

Venetian seicento opera, makes no mention of comic opera as such.  Earlier in 

the twentieth century, by contrast, the presence of a tradition of comic opera 

in Venice in the seventeenth century was widely recognized.  Helmuth Wolff 

devoted a substantial section of his book, Die Venezianische Oper in der zweiten 

Hälfte des 17. Jahrhunderts to comic opera, identifying as comic operas works 

by Pietro Andrea Ziani and his nephew Marc Antonio Ziani, as well as Carlo 
                                                 
45 The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd edition, s. v. “Comic opera.” 
46 Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd edition, s. v. “Comedy.”  For a more extensive study on comedy, see Andrew 
Scott, Comedy (New York: Routledge, 2005). 
47 It bears mentioning that the published generic subtitle of a libretto does not necessarily bear a relation to 
the critical categorization of the opera.  Elena, like most Venetian opera librettos, holds the generic subtitle, 
dramma per musica, which means, simply “a play for music,” and gives no indication of the mode of the work 
– tragic, comic or otherwise.  On the development of dramma per musica, see Ellen Rosand, Opera in 
Seventeenth-Century Venice, 34-65. 
48 The Roman comedies of Rospigliosi, Dal male il bene, with music by Virgilio Mazzocchi and Marco 
Marazzoli, and Chi soffre speri, with music by Antonio Maria Abbatini and Marco Marazzoli, are hailed as the 
most significant exponents of the genre. The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd ed., s.v. “Opera 
buffa” (by Piero Weiss et al.). 
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Pallavicini.49  Nino Pirrotta called for a systematic comparison of seicento 

Venetian opera libretti with the scenarios of the commedia dell’arte,50 and 

William Holmes heralded the ostensibly Venetian Orontea of Cesti as a the 

first true comic opera.51  

 The story of how this tradition of Venetian comic opera came to be 

forgotten is the result, in part, of the curious historiography of the libretto of 

Orontea.  In 1955, Nino Pirrotta observed that Cesti’s Orontea, which was 

believed to have been premiered at the Teatro SS Apostoli in Venice in 1649, 

was one of the earliest “true” comic operas.52  William C. Holmes pointed 

out that in 1681, an aging Christoforo Ivanovich recalled how the rise of 

opera in Venice had practically put the commedia dell’arte troupes out of 

work.53   Holmes saw in this a connection with operas such as Orontea, 

obliquely suggesting that the Venetian audience’s appetite for comedy was 

being satisfied in the opera houses. 

In the wake of Thomas Walker’s discovery that the famous Orontea of 

Cesti was written for Innsbruck in 1656, and that the 1649 Venetian Orontea 

on the same libretto was by the relatively minor composer Francesco 

Lucio54, scholarly interest in the significance of this libretto to the history of 
                                                 
49  Pietro Andrea Ziani (Annibale in Capua (1661), L’Amore guerriero (1663), La Semiramide (1671), and Il 
Candaule (1679)), Marc Antonio Ziani (Damira Placata (1680), Alcibiade (1680), and La Flora (1680)), Carlo 
Pallavicini (Messalina (1680), Vespasiano (1678), and Le Amazzoni nelle isole fortunate (for Piazzola, 1679).  
Helmuth Christian Wolff, Die Venezianische Oper in der zweiten Hälfte des 17. Jahrhunderts: Ein Beitrage zur 
Geschichte der Musik und Theaters im Zeitalter des Barock (Berlin: O. Elsner, 1937). 
50 No such study has yet been undertaken.  See Pirrotta, “‘Commedia dell’ Arte’ and Opera,” The Musical 
Quarterly 41, no. 3 (July 1955): 322-323. 
51 William C. Holmes, “Comedy – Opera – Comic Opera,” in Analecta musicologica: Veröffentlichungen der 
musikgeschichtlichen Ableitung des deutschen Historischen Instituts in Rome V (1968): 96. 
52 Pirrotta, “‘Commedia dell’ Arte’ and Opera,” 321. 
53 William C. Holmes, “Giacinto Andrea Cicognini’s and Antonio Cesti’s Orontea (1649),” in New Looks at 
Italian Opera: Essays in Honor of Donald J. Grout, ed. William Austin (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1968), 
109-110;  Cristoforo Ivanovich, Memorie teatrali di Venezia (Lucca: Libreria musicale italiana, 1992). 
54 On Walker’s correction of the attribution, and on the original Venetian Orontea, see Walker, “‘Ubi 
Lucius,” CXL.  
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Venetian opera waned.  Yet set by five composers, and printed twenty-three 

times, Andrea Cicognini’s Orontea was one of the most popular libretti of the 

mid-seventeenth century.55  The centrality of this comic libretto, written for 

and premiered in Venice, invites us to ask whether Orontea may be part of a 

larger tradition of comic opera in seventeenth-century Venice.   

 

Cicognini’s Orontea 

 In addition to earning success as a composer of operatic libretti, 

Giacinto Andrea Cicognini (1606-1651) was famous as an author of plays for 

the spoken theater, including numerous comedies.56  Indeed, a flair for 

comedy is central to his style, even in works whose prevailing character is 

more serious.  In 1649, the year of the premiere of Orontea, Cicognini also 

wrote Giasone (music by Cavalli), perhaps the most popular opera of the 

entire century.57  Yet despite the popularity of Giasone among its 

contemporaries, critics like Crescimbeni later in the century railed against the 

bastard incursions of comedic features within the ostensibly tragic work.58  
                                                 
55 Setings by Francesco Lucio (Venice, 1649), Francesco Cirillo (Naples, 1654?), Antonio Cesti (Innsbruck, 
1656), Filippo Vismarri (Vienna, 1660), and Paolo Lorenzani (Chantilly, 1687).  Cited in Jennifer Williams 
Brown, “‘Innsbruck, ich muss dich lassen’: Cesti, Orontea, and the Gelone problem,” Cambridge Opera Journal 
12, no. 3 (2000): 180n. 
56 The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd ed., s.v. “Cicognini, Giacinto Andrea” (by Beth 
Glixon).  See also William C. Holmes, “Giacinto Andrea Cicognini’s and Antonio Cesti’s Orontea (1649),” 
117. 
57 “[Giasone] was probably the most frequently performed opera of the seventeenth century. In addition to 
records of performances throughout Italy provided by librettos published between 1649 and 1690… its 
popularity is attested by the survival of at least nine manuscript scores dispersed in various European 
libraries—far more than for any other seventeenth-century opera.”  Rosand, Opera in Seventeenth-Century 
Venice, 275n-276n. 
58 “Since to stimulate to a greater degree with novelty the jaded taste of the spectators, equally nauseated by 
the vileness of comic things and the seriousness of tragic ones, the inventor of drama [(Cicognini)] united 
them, mixing kings and heroes and other illustrious personages with buffoons and servants and the lowest 
men with unheard of monstrousness.”  Giovanni Maria Crescimbeni, La bellezza della volgar poesia (Rome: 
Buagni, 1700), 106-107.  Translated in Rosand, Opera in Seventeenth-Century Venice, 275. 
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Whatever the objections of his Classically-minded detractors, however, 

Cicognini’s style both reflected and influenced mid-century taste. 

In Orontea, Cicognini distills the comedic element of Giasone, moving it 

from the wings to center stage.  The plot of Orontea focuses on the path 

from proud celibacy to love and marriage by Orontea, Queen of Egypt.  

Despite her averred disdain for tender emotions, Orontea falls in love with 

Alidoro, a common painter.  Alidoro at first graciously returns the queen’s 

affections.  Then, led astray by a general weakness of character, aided by the 

attentions of the coquettish Silandra and earnest Giacinta (who spends most 

of the opera disguised as a man), Alidoro comes to rebuff his royal 

patroness.  Meanwhile, Giacinta (whose male disguise comes at the request 

of Princess Arnea of Phoenicia, who has sent Giacinta to murder Alidoro), 

becomes the reluctant object of the lusty attentions of Alidoro’s aged 

mother, Aristea.  Following a few additional complications, all is set aright by 

the revelation that Alidoro is in fact noble by birth – thereby allowing him to 

be married to Orontea without any transgression of decorum.  Each 

character naturally finds his or her rightful place in the restored order, with 

Silandra returning to her original beau, and the thwarted old crone resuming 

a more appropriate, celibate posture. 

The status of Orontea as a member of the genre comic opera is secured 

by the paradigmatic comic ending – with its happy (and somewhat 

contrived) resolution to the confusion of the plot, and restoration of social 

order59 – and by the fact that the central action, and at least one of the 

central characters, is comic.  The gorgeous Alidoro, easily seducing and easily 
                                                 
59 On the requirements and conventions of the comic ending in this period, see Zvi Jagendorf, The Happy 
Ending of Comedy: Jonson, Molière, and Shakespeare (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1984), 11-43. 
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seduced, is the character whose comical flaw spins out the comical action at 

the heart of this libretto.  Orontea’s passionate reaction, and Alidoro’s love-

struck swarm of suitors of both sexes, both follow from this basic premise.   

Indeed, gender confusion is at the heart of the comedy of Orontea.60 

And it comes in two different forms.  The more obvious of these is 

embodied in the amorous Aristea, whose fawning attentions to the disguised 

Giacinta exemplify one of the standard comic scene types in Venetian opera.  

Cross-gender disguise is exploited extensively in this repertory, along with 

the obvious comic implications of misplaced erotic attentions.  Such 

“confusions” offered occasions for the exploitation of homoerotic frissons, 

bracketed under the excuse that the amorous character is responding to the 

gender of the disguise rather than to the underlying body.  

Much more subtle in this libretto is the substantially more 

transgressive comedy of the attentions to Alidoro by young Tibrino.  

Tibrino, having rescued Alidoro from his assailant, remarks: 

 
 Il duol di voce il priva; 
 Deh, miralo, Signora, 
 E dì, se così bello 
 In grembo à Citerea Adon languiva. 
 
 [Pain deprives him of his voice; 

Oh, look at him, madam, 
And say whether Adonis 
Languished so beautiful in the lap of Venus.]61 

                                                 
60 For more on the play of gender in Venetian opera, see Wendy Heller, Emblems of Eloquence: Opera and 
Women’s Voices in Seventeenth-Century Venice (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003).  For examples of 
cases where characters fall in love with members of their own sex in disguise, see Ellen Rosand, “Orlando 
in Seicento Venice: The Road Not taken,” in Opera and Vivaldi, ed. Michael Collins and Louise K. Kirk 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1984), 90 and 100.  On the representation of gender and same-sex desire 
in Renaissance spoken theater, see Susan Zimmerman, ed., Erotic Politics: Desire on the Renaissance Stage (New 
York: Routledge, 1992).  
61 Giacinto Andrea Cicognini, Orontea, Drama musicale (Venice: Calergi, 1659), I/3.  
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Throughout the rest of the opera, Tibrino remains obsessively protective of 

Alidoro, defending him against threats real and imagined.  At one point, 

Alidoro tells Tibrino that he will not forget that he owes Tibrino his life. The 

youth replies, “Vivi pur per Silandra, e non per me” (“You live only for 

Silandra, and not for me”).62  The affection of Tibrino for Alidoro is 

noteworthy in that neither character is disguised as a member of the 

opposite sex.  The much more subtle touch with which this plot line is 

developed contrasts with the bold ribaldry of the other homoerotic 

confusion between Giacinta and Aristea.  Yet for all its subtlety, the gay 

crush is there to be seen by anyone in the audience inclined to notice it.  

 

Comedy and Tragicomedy 

Walker’s reassessment of the attribution of the Venetian Orontea 

seems to have stymied investigation into the relevance of the libretto to 

Venetian operatic history, and Pirrotta’s and Holmes’ enthusiasm for the 

idea of seicento Venetian comic opera has not come to fruition in later 

scholarship.  Ellen Rosand, whose seminal survey, Opera in Seventeenth Century 

Venice, is the standard-bearer of the modern historiography of Venetian 

opera, does not address comic opera as such, but focuses instead on the 

intermingling of tragic and comic elements in the emerging genre of dramma 

per musica.  Her chapter on the question of genre details the librettists’ efforts 

to justify the incursion of comedic elements within their prevailingly serious 

libretti.   The particular practices in the defense of which the librettists 

spilled so much ink include the presence of secondary comic characters 
                                                 
62 Cicognini, Orontea, II/13 (misnumbered II/17). 
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(usually stock characters modeled on the commedia dell’arte), and the lieto fine, 

or happy ending.63 

Rosand draws a distinction between tragedie miste, or tragedies with 

happy endings, and tragicomedies.  Borrowing Plautus’s definition of 

tragicomedies as comedies in which exalted (tragic) characters are present, 

she mentions that a number of Faustini’s operas might best be described as 

tragicomedies.64  The danger of this formulation is that her emphasis on 

mode mixture eclipses the possibility of true comic opera.  Our present 

argument that Elena is an instance of pure comedy must therefore 

distinguish it from the large number of operas in which comic elements are 

subsidiary.   As Elena is based on a scenario by Faustini, it is useful, 

therefore, to show that Elena is first of all not a tragicomedy.   

The most important Renaissance source for the definition of 

tragicomedy is Guarini, whose Il Pastor Fido, subtitled tragicomedia pastorale, 

spearheaded the revival of the Classical genre.  Rosand makes reference to 

Guarini’s apologia for the genre, going on to suggest that many of Faustini’s 

libretti “almost seem created to fulfill Guarini’s criteria for tragicomedy”: 

 
Guarini defined tragicomedy as a combination of tragedy and comedy 
that “takes from the one the great personages, but not the action; the 
verisimilar plot, but which is not true; the passions moved, but 
blunted; pleasure, not sadness; danger, but not death. From the other, 
controlled laughter, modest jests, the contrived knot, the happy 
reversal, and above all the comic order.”65 

 
                                                 
63 Rosand, Opera in Seventeenth-Century Venice, 61-65. 
64 Ibid., 62-65. 
65 Giovanni Battista Guarini, Il Verrato (Ferrara: Galdura, 1588), f. 19v, translated in Bernard Weinberg, A 
History of Literary Criticism In the Italian Renaissance (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), 659-660.  
Cited and discussed in Ellen Rosand, Opera in Seventeenth-Century Venice, 62. 
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Her suggestion, made in a footnote, is not further elaborated, and she does 

not mention which of Faustini’s libretti she would wish to label as 

tragicomedies.  

It is abundantly clear, however, that Elena, though based on a scenario 

by Faustini, does not conform to Guarini’s definition of tragicomedy, nor to 

Faustini’s own understanding of the term.  In his article, “The Renaissance 

Dramatization of Temperance: The Italian Revival of Tragicomedy and The 

Faithful Shepherdess,” James J. Yoch argues that the central element of 

Guarini’s definition is the tempering of the excesses of both tragedy and 

comedy: Tragicomedy is a genre whose very moderation would serve as a 

model for the balanced, rational individual.66 

To refine our understanding of the nature of tragicomedy, it is useful 

to consider not only its contemporary definition, but also its embodiment in 

specific works bearing the generic label.  Fortunately, Faustini used the term 

as a generic subtitle for one of his libretti, allowing us to assess his own 

concept of the genre.   La Virtù de’ Strali d’Amore (1642) was one of the 

earliest collaborations of Faustini and Cavalli.67   Subtitled Opera tragicomica 

musicale, Virtù conforms to the general parameters of Guarini’s definition in 

the sense that the tragic elements of danger and death are blunted: a main 
                                                 
66 “ ‘Tempera,’ repeated throughout Guarini’s commentary, determines the best combinations of subjects 
and styles.  The balanced achievement, like the healthy body and flourishing state in Plato’s Republic, 
becomes a sign of well-being, an encouraging model that fulfills Guarini’s single purpose of tragicomedy: 
‘freeing the hearers from melancholy.’  Behind the apparent simplicity of this specification for a middle 
road between the excesses of tragic melancholy and comic relaxation lay the many ancient philosophies for 
escaping trouble.  The serene pose led, as Clubb has shown, to the quietism of patient submission that 
determines the design of so many Renaissance Italian pastoral tragicomedies.  As though his tragicomedy 
were an ideal person, Guarini described it as ‘reasonable and properly proportioned.’ These plays teach 
through their excellent temperament how to be a well-behaved and wise subject: avoid extremes in order to 
endure gracefully.”  James J. Yoch, “The Renaissance Dramatization of Temperance: The Italian Revival of 
Tragicomedy and The Faithful Shepherdess,” in Renaissance Tragicomedy: Explorations in Genre and Politics, ed. 
Nancy Klein Maguire (New York: AMS Press, 1997), 117. 
67 I-Vnm, It. IV, 373 (=9897); Faustini, Giovanni, La Virtù de’ Strali d’Amore, Opera tragicomica musicale 
(Venice: Presso Pietro Miloco, 1642).  
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character does die in the first act, but only temporarily – his good friend is a 

sorceress, and she makes quick work of repairing his condition.  Equally 

essential to the work’s generic designation is the fact that this libretto is not 

particularly funny.  There is a comic servant, one of the stock characters of 

the commedia dell’arte that appear consistently in Venetian operas.  But the 

humor is limited to a small number of scenes, and is not of a type to arouse 

more than modest twitters.  This too, however, is in keeping with Guarini’s 

assertion that tragicomedy differs from ribald comedy, as “a form of story 

more modest, with a smile more modest, and with jokes more moderate.”68  

The comparison with Virtù makes it clear that Elena is anything but a 

tragicomedy.  Despite the inclusion of the ostensibly exalted figures of Helen 

and Menelaus and a small coterie of gods and demigods, the pervading tone 

is one of bold hilarity.  Comic themes and characters are moved from the 

periphery to the center, with more serious and pathetic elements taken up by 

minor characters.  

Indeed, Elena is modeled not on the tradition of literary tragicomedy, 

but on the improvised performances of the commedia dell’arte.  Specifically, 

Elena appears to be an operatic adaptation of the improvised satires of 

classical histories and tragedies, performed by commedia dell’arte troupes 

alongside their standard repertory.  With the scandalous casting of a famous 

courtesan in the title role, the original production of Elena was designed to 

amplify the comedy of the work. 

 

 
                                                 
68 Guarini describes the move toward moderation through the analogue of the trajectory of Terence’s 
development as a dramatist. See Yoch, “The Renaissance Dramatization of Temperance,” 120.  
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Menelao, Amazon Wrestler 

The central premise of the opera – that Menelao should woo Elena by 

disguising himself as an Amazon woman wrestler, and become Elena’s 

private wrestling instructor – is rife with comic implications.  Indeed, the 

homoerotic frissons resulting from Menelao’s disguise are the central joke of 

the opera. 

 The figure of the Amazon, glorious in battle, fiercely independent, the 

embodiment of female strength and autonomy, was a common presence in 

Renaissance literature and stage-plays, as well as in Venetian opera.  Many of 

the representations of Amazons cast them as chaste warrior queens and 

trade on the coin of their resistance (and often, ultimate capitulation) to male 

desire.69  However, the plot device in which a man disguises himself as an 

Amazon in order to get close to a woman he admires is well-attested in 

Renaissance literature.70  A recurring theme in these stories is the male 

attention the disguised man attracts, as well as the (perhaps more interesting) 

case of what Kathryn Schwarz has called, “the predicament of a man whose 

disguise has become his competition,”71 as exemplified in Thomas Carew’s 

poem, “A Lover, in the Disguise of an Amazon, is Dearly Beloved of his 

Mistress”: 

 
 Cease in cold jealous fears to pine, 
 Sad wretch, whom Rivals undermine: 
 For though I hold lock’d in mine arms 
 My life’s sole joy, a traitor’s charms 
                                                 
69 Daniel E. Freeman, “La guerriera amante: Representations of Amazons and Warrior Queens in Venetian 
Baroque Opera,” Musical Quarterly 80, no. 3 (1996): 431-457.  
70 Kathryn Schwarz, Tough Love: Amazon Encounters in the English Renaissance, 177.  For more on lesbian 
representations of Amazons in Renaissance literature, see also Valerie Traub, The Renaissance of Lesbianism in 
Early Modern England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 65-67. 
71 Schwarz, Tough Love, 178. 
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 Prevail: whilst I may only blame 
 My self, that mine own Rival am. 72 

 

These thematics are replayed in Act I, scene 9 of Elena, in which 

Elena and Menelao are first introduced. As the scene develops, it becomes 

clear that the seduction begins as soon as the two meet, and is in full swing 

long before Menelao has revealed his true identity (and gender).  The 

premise of Menelao’s disguise allows the opera’s creators to exploit its 

principal comic implication: the lesbian valences of the relationship between 

Elena and Menelao, with tensions rising throughout their raucous flirtation, 

and ultimately finding physical outlet in the spectacle of their wrestling 

match. 

 The person to watch here is Elena.  From her first appearance, Elena 

is portrayed as wantonly lustful.  The boudoir atmosphere of her entrance 

scene (I/8) plays on the common trope of “Helen the whore”, which is 

exploited here to great comedic effect.  The egregious overabundance of her 

sexuality expresses itself in this scene in her obvious attraction to the 

beautiful Amazon, Elisa.  

 Cavalli’s musical setting crafts Minato’s witty dialogue into a 

persuasive dramatic unit, controlling the pacing and tension of the dialogue, 

and interspersing comedic exchanges with lyrical expansion to depict the 

characters’ inner emotional states and the rhetoric of their speech.  

 Following Euripilo’s introduction of Menelao to Elena, we are given 

the other characters’ reactions in quick succession, over a single chord 

progression (mm 13-20, pp. 147-148): Astianassa’s observation that a young 
                                                 
72 Thomas Carew, “A Lover, in the Disguise of an Amazon, is Dearly Beloved of his Mistress,” in the Poems 
and Masque of Thomas Carew, ed. Joseph Woodfall Ebsworth (London: Reeves and Turner, 1893), lines 13-18.  
Cited and discusses in Schwarz, Tough Love, 178. 

 34 
 



 

man would be much better, Elena’s astounded admiration for the Amazon’s 

beauty, and Menelao’s confirmation on meeting Elena that he loves her as 

much as he had anticipated.   

 Elena now begins to question her Amazon interlocutor.  Menelao 

brings the conversation immediately to the subject of love, which ushers in a 

series of flirtatious exchanges.  When Elena asks him whether his flame is far 

away, he responds that it is near, in fact, present (mm. 42-45).  As he speaks 

the words “Vicino, anzi presente”, the bass ascends in stepwise motion to 

reach an octave with the voice on the word presente.  The normative cadence 

in conversational recitative is the full cadence.  In this particular instance, the 

leading-tone cadence, with stepwise bass motion toward unison with the 

voice, might be heard as having a comic effect: paring away at harmonic 

richness, it leaves a silence that invites laughter.  The unison acts both as a 

pun – his love is present, the two are in the same place – and as an aid to 

vocal comedy. 

 Excited, intrigued, Elena inquires further.  Dismayed that he has 

dared to speak so openly, Menelao back-pedals, explaining that what he 

meant was that that his love lives in his heart, leaving him never (mm. 46-

50).  Now Elena becomes angry.  She chastises Menelao for wishing to hide 

from her the identity of his beloved (mm. 51-54).  It seems, though, that 

there is something else at work.  Perhaps his averral that his love was near, 

indeed present, had raised her hopes for a moment that she might be the 

object of the affection of the delightful Amazon.  And now the disappointed 

Elena becomes petulant.  

 Elena’s quip that Elisa apparently wishes to hide the identity of her 

flame accelerates toward a full cadence on D (mm. 51-54).  The key 
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signature changes here – for the first time in the scene – as the flat is 

cancelled in m. 55.  With increasing tension and haste, the two exchange in 

quick succession a series of taunts and jabs as Elena presses him for 

information, and he attempts to stall her.  An implied accelerando is written 

into the fabric of the recitative, as their statements become shorter and 

shorter, with Menelao ultimately interrupting Elena with his “Quì non è 

loco” (“This is not the place,” mm. 54-60) cadencing in A. 

 An abrupt shift to G minor, with harmonic rhythm now in stately 

whole notes, ushers in an impassioned speech by Elena (mm. 61-67).  Over a 

relentlessly descending bass, she roars that he may keep his flame to himself, 

and that one day, should he wish to reveal it to her, she, deaf as an asp, will 

have heard him.  The drama of the bass descent is reinforced by a decorated 

descent in the vocal line, shadowing the bass line at the 10th, culminating in a 

dark cadence in D minor.  The use of this chesty lower vocal register further 

heightens the rhetorical intensity of Elena’s utterance, signaling that her 

heart is occuppied with something deeper than idle chatter, and hinting that 

she is already won over. 

 Her next declaration further gives away the game, making it clear that 

we are witnessing a lovers’ spat: “Then you will be nothing to me but my 

wrestling partner, and let us put a ban on speaking of love.”  Menelao 

remarks to himself (quite rightly) that this is indeed a strange encounter. 

 Gathering his nerve, Menelao changes his tack, and gives her a 

preview of some of the details of his feigned history (mm. 75-82): his 

abduction by pirates, his eventual sale and fate as gift to King Tindaro.  With 

his promise to tell her at a better time of the beautiful deity whom he adores, 

Menelao launches a melisma decorating the uppermost reaches of his 

 36 
 



 

register (mm. 86-88).  This bloom of arioso, exploring the high register for 

the first time in this scene, denotes both the passion of Menelao’s feelings 

for Elena, and his anxiety at the possibility of losing her through the 

unexpected course of their conversation.  Moreover, this exploitation of the 

dramatic power of the upper register and melismatic diction might signify 

something of Menelao’s persuasive power within the drama: a demonstration 

of manly prowess and passionate seductiveness as a ploy to win Elena 

o  

 Her response squashes whatever hopes he may have held, though 

reinforcing his sense of bewilderment at the unfolding of their conversation

She declares that she wishes to hear none of it.  Her “Nulla saper vogl’io” 

(“I don’t want to know anything,” m. 89) is intoned in stark ˆ 5 − ˆ 1  motion, a 

gesture associated with assertions of rhetorical dominance.

ver.73

.  

t 

c 

m. 

y telling him she will ask nothing and believe 

(mm. 

 

                                                

74  Declaring tha

she knows in advance the lines he will feed her, she performs in harmoni

and melodic sequence a catalogue of the lies she expects him to proffer: 

abandoned kingdoms, fake genealogies, cross dressing, and so forth (m

89-96).  She concludes b

nothing (mm. 99-101).  

 What follows is a tantalizing progression over an ascending bass 

102-106) in which the two characters exchange thinly veiled flirtatious

repartee: “Would you believe my sighs?”  “Your breast fakes them.”  
 

73 Contrary to modern intuition, the castrato’s dramatic upper register was heard as an embodiment of 
virility.  On the reception of castrati, see Angus Heriot, The Castrati in Opera (New York: Da Capo Press, 
1974); Wendy Heller, “Varieties of Masculinity: Trajectories of the Castrato from the Seventeenth Century,” 
Journal for Eighteenth-Century Studies 28, no. 3 (2005): 307-32; Roger Freitas, Portrait of a Castrato: Politics, 
Patronage and Music in the Life of Atto Melani (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 
74 Thanks to Gary Moulsdale for drawing my attention to the ways in which melodic gestures in recitative 
can be used to express rhetorical dominance. It may also be noted that basses in Venetian opera – usually 
Gods and other patriarchal figures – tend to have melodies that double the instrumental bass line.  For this 
reason, ˆ 5   motion in another voice can be heard as an assertion of authority.   − ˆ 1
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“Tears?”  “Little.”  “Oaths?”  “Less.”  As the bass reaches the pinnacle of

ascent, it ushers in an impassioned plea from Menelao, set at the registral 

apex of his own tense ascent: “What if I were to tell you that you alon

able to ask my beloved to love me?” (mm. 106-112).  The emotional 

intensity of this moment is underscored by an abrupt shift in harmonic 

rhythm, from steady half notes to the longest held bass note in 

 its 

e are 

the entire 

an this: that in the gym you wear yourself out, 

im 

or 

 

m. 

scene, lasting four full bars at the bass’s own registral apex (c). 

 Having thwarted this most recent onslaught, Elena takes charge, 

though her ostensible attempt to redirect the interaction is rife with gritty 

innuendo: “Now no more th

and sweat” (mm. 119-122). 

 Menelao is overcome, presumably with the anticipated pleasure of 

wrestling the beautiful Elena, and begins to tremble.  When she inquires 

whether he is quite well, he tries yet another tack, one that intensifies the 

homoerotic raillerie of the scene.  He tells her that her glance reminds h

of his beloved (mm. 129-142), and goes on to say that her ardent gaze 

inflames his heart (mm. 164-169).  Throughout this passage, expressive 

intervals underscore Menelao’s tortured state of mind (dim. 4th in m. 133, 

dim. 5th in m. 138).  In a final ultimatum, Elena tells him either to wrestle 

leave; with this, she cadences forcefully in E-flat, for the first time in the 

scene (mm. 170-171).  Ever the wooer, Menelao brings the tonality back to 

the G minor of his earlier arioso (“Non posso, ahimè”) and in a fresh arioso 

brings the scene to his close: “I will wrestle, but you will see in my wobbling

step that more than a wrestler, I am a lover” (mm. 172-181).  The awkward 

interplay between voice and bass on the words “nel passo vacillante” (m

173-155) gives musical embodiment to Menelao’s stumbling foot.  In a 
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passage in which the bass moves otherwise fairly consistently in a half-

quarter pattern, the hemiola in mm. 173-174 adds a jaunty disruption. This

effect is intensifi

 

ed by the disorienting diminished seventh on the second 

eat of m. 174. 

ous 

 

of 

for 

lao 

36-42).  Euripilo and 

o 

 

t, 

b

 

 The comic effect of the next scene resides in the physical comedy of 

the wrestling match itself.  To help it along, Cavalli has written some rauc

stile concitato for the strings, interrupted by the interjections of Teseo and

Peritoo, who have arrived on scene to abduct Elena.  The instrumental 

ensemble intones a tense arpeggiated descent, presumably mimetic, as one 

the two wrestlers pins the other to the ground (mm. 11-17, pp. 166-167).  

This music comes back in mm. 24-27, when Helen teases her partner 

falling.  Spying Menelao in his Amazon guise, Peritoo is smitten, and 

declares that “she” will make him forget Persephone.  Meanwhile, Mene

continues his insistent flirtation throughout the wrestling match.  After 

Elena first pins him, he remarks that it is no shame to fall because of love 

(mm. 28-33), going on to say that Love, who has given Elena eyes similar to 

those of his beloved, is leading him to adore her (mm. 

Astianassa enjoy a good laugh at Menelao’s expense.   

 With Euripilo gone, Teseo seizes the opportunity to act, and moves t

abduct Elena.  Overcome with his newfound love, Peritoo resolves to take

Menelao as well (mm. 58-60).  As the action speeds up, the music moves 

from recitative into a series of short duos in measured style (mm. 61-72).  

Cavalli ingeniously juxtaposes passages in different meters, in such a way 

that guarantees the drama and confusion of the abduction sequence.  Firs

in a short passage in 3, Peritoo and Teseo resolve to move swiftly to the 
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abduction.  On the heels of an abrupt shift of key (to one flat) and met

a quick C), Elena and Menelao cry out as they are seized (mm. 66-7).  

Euripilo and Astianassa now sing their own furious duo, as they cry out for

help (mm. 68-72).  Finally, Astianassa shows her stuff, as she declares

series of virtuosic roulades that the captors have flown, faster than a 

Scythian arrow (mm. 75-77). Convinced that pursuit is fruitless, the lusty 

handmaid pauses to sing a vi

er (to 

 

 in a 

rtuosic aria in which she fantasizes that she too 

ip 

rs, 

 

 

encouragement of them, make for some of the funniest scenes in 

 

                                                

may be abducted some day. 

 As we have seen, Act I, Scene 9 develops the main homoerotic joke 

that arises from Menelao’s disguise: the lesbian valences of the relationsh

between Elena and Menelao.  A secondary strand of homoerotic humor 

resulting from the opera’s central conceit (Menelao’s disguise) is that the 

Amazon’s fierce beauty makes “her” a love interest to other male characte

namely Peritoo and King Tindaro (Menelao’s own future father-in-law).75

 Peritoo’s infatuation with the disguised Menelao is central to the 

action of the opera, for it results in his abduction of the glorious Amazon, 

thereby furthering Menelao’s advances on Elena by keeping the two in close 

quarters as captives.  That Menelao’s abduction works to his own advantage

is borne out in his response to Peritoo’s advances: he decides that it is best 

to play along.  Peritoo’s fumbling plays on Menelao, along with Menelao’s 

outlandish 

the opera. 

 First among these, both chronologically and qualitatively, is Act II,

Scene 6.  Alone, or so he thinks, Menelao bewails his fate, nursing bitter 
 

75 This is a common conceit in the man-disguised-as-Amazon-in-order-to-woo-lady plot.  See Schwarz, 
Tough Love, 178. 
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sorrow in his heart.  Peritoo, watching his beloved from a hiding place, sings 

along, a few bars behind; his melody follows in canon at the fifth below, and 

 first 

phe 

ding 

 

marks to 

e audience that sometimes it’s best to pretend (mm. 111-146).   

his words offer a happy variant on Menelao’s plaintive strains (p. 292).  

 After the two cadence together, we hear them separately for the

time: Peritoo declaring that life couldn’t be better, and Menelao, with 

dolorous chromatic inflection, averring the opposite.  After a second stro

of the duo, Peritoo reveals himself: “Ecco’l mio ben!” (“Here comes my 

beloved!” m. 41), to which Menelao responds under his breath: “Ecco’l mio 

tedio!” (“Here comes the thorn in my side!”76 m. 42). After some persua

by Peritoo, Menelao apparently decides it’s best to appear to return the 

chap’s affections, and he pledges to Peritoo his undying love.  There follows

a rollicking love duet, punctuated by asides from Menelao, who re

th

 

The Comic Ending 

 In the melee of love, revelation and reversal that characterizes the 

finale of this opera, Cavalli’s powers as a musical dramatist are put to the

test.  In addition to fulfilling the primary requirement of comic endings 

(felicity), the scene deploys two of the specific conventions of theatrical 

comedy: trial and unmasking.

 

poser’s command of the demands of musical 

too on 

                                                

77 And it is in this outrageous yet affecting 

denouement that the com

comedy is most visible. 

 The closing sequence begins with the arrival of Teseo and Peri

scene in Act III, Scene 16, as they foil their captives’ attempt to flee, 
 

76 Literally: “Here comes my tedium.” 
77 Jagendorf, The Happy End of Comedy, 33-43.  
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although the scena ultima proper begins two short scenes later, with the 

serendipitous arrival of the rest of the cast.  Over the course of the fin

the tension and confusion of the opera’s disparate plots are resolved. 

Though various characters take center stage as their own parts in the d

are treated in turn, the entire scene takes place before an audience of 

fascinated and highly vocal onlookers.  Their reactions to the unfolding 

scene, in exclamatory duos and trios, add texture and interest to the musica

fabric.  These assembled witnesses also constitute the social milieu, which 

ale, 

rama 

l 

.78 

se, 

 

ic 

 

ulation of meter and texture, create a 

nale both riveting and cathartic. 

ess 

                                                

ritually reabsorbs the newly ordered actors and their passions into its fold

 The first part of the scena ultima initiates an informal trial: Teseo’s 

accusation of Ippolita, whom he believes to have attacked him in his sleep, 

followed by Menesteo’s confession and Creonte’s submission of his son to 

Teseo’s judgment (mm. 1-32, pp. 550-554). The trial’s conclusion, of cour

will take place not in the realm of justice and judgment, but in the happy 

rekindling of Teseo’s love for Ippolita and his willingness to forgive anyone

on such a glorious day.  The majority of the scene focuses on the dramat

reconciliation between these two estranged lovers (mm. 33-155). In this

sequence, Cavalli’s mastery of dramatic pacing, and his ability to create 

momentum through careful manip

fi

 

 Teseo’s conversion begins when he learns that Ippolita has literally 

fought off his assailants. He declares his heart vanquished in a breathl

arioso (mm. 41-59).  Interestingly enough, despite the importance of 

Ippolita’s unmasking to the plot of the opera, and to the conventions of 
 

78 Jagendorf, The Happy End of Comedy, 33. 
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comic theater, the precise moment of her unmasking is not made clear.  By 

the time Teseo is publicly declaring his passion for her, one assumes tha

deed is done.  Nevertheless, modern performances might play with the 

placement of this m

t the 

oment and the attendant ambiguity with respect to 

Teseo’

 

 

 

to 

 

r 

es 

 

s sexuality.   

Teseo’s tense emotional state, embodied in an interrupted melisma 

(m. 45) and slightly frenetic sixteenth-notes (m. 45), explodes into a sudden

threat of suicide (mm. 63-65).  Cavalli’s ingenious deployment of meter in

this passage ensures the shock of Teseo’s threat.  The affecting arioso of

Teseo’s capitulation is interrupted in m. 60 by an idyll “out of time”, in 

which he expansively caresses the name of his beloved.  The reentry in

triple time thus propels the motion forward, preparing an entry into a 

common time that is quite quick and dramatic, as he points the tip of the

sword toward his own breast.  The other characters explode in shocked 

ensemble, in a fast triple meter juxtaposing different groups of voices (mm. 

66-73): “What do I see? Bizarre tale!”  The energy of this sequence has been 

quickly built and released, and now Ippolita and Teseo enter into dialogue.  

Step by step, tenderly, and over a slow-moving bass, she elicits from him a 

full confession (mm. 84).  And then she drops her own bombshell.  Over a 

jaunty bass punctuated by eighth notes, she declares, “now that’s enough fo

me” (mm. 84-5).  She avers that his punishment will be to continue living.  

Tossing his own words back at him, “Và, và, ma lontan, ch’io non ti veggia 

più” (“Go, go, but far away, so that I won’t see you again”), she announc

that she is going far away, “lungi così, ch’io non ti veggia più” (mm. 89). 

 Following these quick, petulant quips from Ippolita, Teseo makes one

last attempt to woo her with the romantic force of his contrition, embodied 
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by a move into lyrical triple meter (mm. 96-126).  This time, however, he 

said the magic words: “Voi sola adoro, Elena più non curo” (“I love you 

alone; I care for Elena no more”).  The success of his suit is confirmed b

the fact that Ippolita is willing to join him in his meter (“Dici da ver?” – 

“Are you telling the truth?” mm. 121-122).  Following Teseo’s impassioned 

declaration that he swears to the gods that he is telling the truth, the two sing 

two bars of recitative, in which they are formally reunited: Ippolita asks if h

will be hers, and he replies by giving her his right hand (mm. 127-128).  A 

short love duet (mm. 129-141) is followed by the reacceptance of the couple 

into the social milieu, as King Creonte (acting as resident elder) blesses th

union, ushering in graceful blessings in

has 

y 

e 

eir 

 duo and trio in triple time by the 

 

 

, we are treated 

s a 

self 

irly 

remaining characters (mm. 142-154). 

 On the coattails of Ippolita’s forgiveness of Teseo and their happy 

reunion, a flurry of other forgivenesses follow.  Castore graciously forgives

Teseo’s abduction of his sister (mm. 163-167), and Teseo, twice forgiven,

releases Menesteo and Antiloco from the burden of judgment (mm. 168-

170).  In keeping with the great feast of textures in the finale

here to a short duo of thanks from Menesteo and Antiloco. 

 The final sequence is devoted to the much quicker resolution of 

Menelao’s disguise, and to the public acceptance of Menelao and Elena a

couple.  Peritoo, emboldened by the felicitous conclusion to the tale of 

Teseo and Ippolita, reissues his suit to Menelao, who tells him to address his 

request to Elena.  And now it all comes out: Elena reveals that Menelao is of 

the family of the King of Crete, that out of love for her he disguised him

(here, presumably, he is finally unmasked), and that she loves him and 

wishes to be his wife (mm. 181-187).  Her declaration, which began in fa
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straightforward conversational recitative, moves into a more expressive 

mode as the voice leaps by a sixth to sing “ch’io l’amo”. Her subsequen

surprising revelation that she hopes to marry Menelao happens over a 

dominant with a 4-3 suspension that does not resolve in the voice, thus 

heightening the tension of the moment, and adding further force to the 

cadence on the downbeat of m

t, 

. 188, into which crash the exclamations of 

 

nelao 

eseo’s 

he 

plaint from the wretched, comic Peritoo, 

the on

s 

usical 

nst 

the onlookers, in paired duos. 

 Before the opera reaches its close, we pause for one last request for 

forgiveness, which is quickly granted: Menelao asks Castore and Polluce to

forgive his dissembling, and assures them that love itself is no crime, and 

that though he adored Elena, he never transgressed modesty!  Castore and 

Polluce respond with a beautiful duo: declaring that the union of Me

and Elena is the destiny of eternal Fate, they offer the right hand of 

reconciliation.  This gesture of extending the right hand recapitulates T

gesture to Ippolita earlier in the scene (m. 128), and contributes to t

scene’s cumulative tableau and its symbolism of reconciliation and 

forgiveness.  We hear one final com

ly character left unsatisfied.  

The opera concludes with a quartet sung by the two pairs of lover

after they are finally (re)united.  The emotional impact of this quartet is 

secured by a number of factors, the first of which is texture.  This is the first 

quartet of the opera, and the rich colors of the new texture provide a m

analogue to the dramatic harmony and symmetry of the pair of united 

couples.  Within the framework of the quartet, Cavalli sets off duos agai

each other, united in this case not by love but by gender: statements by 

Elena and Ippolita alternate with responses by Menelao and Teseo (mm. 
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230-235).  Polyphonic entrances follow, as the texture builds, for the first 

time in the opera, to a full quartet (mm. 235-240).  This phrase reaches its 

apex in a dramatic hemiola, climaxing in a glittering f# in the upper voice 

(Menelao) (mm. 40-42).  The energy is dissipated through another success

of duos, cadencing in A minor (ii of the prevailing key of G major) (mm

234-248).  Finally, the opening music of the quartet is heard again, now 

joined by the upper strings, in a rich, sparkling texture not heard yet in th

opera: plural concerted voices with simultaneous string accompaniment 

(mm. 249-254).  With this cathartic explosion of sound and t

ion 

. 

e 

exture, Cavalli 

brings the two couples together, and the opera to its close.  

 

al 

ra in 

h 

 warmly welcome these valuable contributions to Venetian opera 

studies.  

 

With its comic central characters and action, pervasive humor and

prototypical comic ending, Elena is as clear and unambiguous a case of 

comic opera as one might hope for.  And as we have scene, Cavalli’s music

setting deftly enhances the comic effects of the Minato/Faustini libretto.  

Along with Lucio’s Orontea and potentially the number of operas by Pietro 

Andrea Ziani, Marc Antonio Ziani and Carlo Pallavicini cited by Helmuth 

Wolff, Elena suggests the presence of an incipient tradition of comic ope

Venice in the seventeenth century.  Much work will need to be done to 

determine the scope of this repertory, its conventions and models.  The 

obvious starting point for such a study would be the surviving libretti, whic

could lead to more detailed studies of the operas based on comic libretti.  

We would
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CHAPTER 2:  CHARACTER 

 

Like most mid-century Venetian operas, Elena includes a large cast of 

colorful characters.  What is interesting in this particular case is the way in 

which textual and musical characterization reinforce the establishment of the 

work as a comic opera.  In Elena, comedy sets up shop at the center of the 

opera, with more serious themes and characters relegated to the sidelines.  A 

bawdy, strumpetish Helen is the title character.  Exalted figures, such as gods 

and kings, are portrayed as ridiculous.  And while some stock characters 

from the commedia dell’arte appear in their conventional form, other minor 

characters of serious type bear the weight of more comparatively tragic 

affects and action.  This basic framework is rendered emotionally persuasive 

through the figure of Menelao, who moves seamlessly through comedy to 

expressions of profound love and longing.  This chapter explores some of 

the highlights of the work of characterization in Elena, from the title 

character’s bawdy first appearance, to the dark, explosive scenes of 

Menesteo and Ippolita, and the thwarted murder plot. 

 

Elena 

 The characterization of Elena is one of the principal features that 

mark this opera as a comedy.  As we have seen, Bettany Hughes has written 

about the trope of “Helen the whore”, which was widely in circulation 

during this period.  It is this version of Helen that is brought forth in Elena, 

and exploited to full comedic effect.  From her first appearance, Elena is 

marked as sexually lascivious, presumably just waiting to be abducted.  And 

it is in light of this egregiously abundant libido that we are to understand her 

 47 
 



 

attraction to the female Menelao.  Elena’s very character partakes in the 

burlesque, as is reinforced by the casting of a famous courtesan in the title 

role in the original production. 

 Entrance arias are essential to character development: it is in a 

character’s first appearance that the composer and librettist have the most 

power to establish for the audience the basic personal traits and 

circumstances of a character.  Elena’s entrance aria, “Delitie d’amore” (I/8, 

p. 129), is an apostrophe to the delights of love, as the lusty Elena asks that 

they not delay to delight her.  “Delitie d’amore” is one of the special cases of 

accompanied arias in which the upper strings overlap with the vocal line.79  

In the case of this particular aria, the rich texture, in which the violins 

embroider a held c in the voice, heightens the sensuality of the scene. 

 Elena’s lady-in-waiting, Astianassa, now sings her own response.  

Astianassa’s antics serve to reinforce the scene’s boudoir atmosphere, and 

reflect as much on Elena as on herself.  “Chi non sà” is an upbeat affair, full 

of fioritura, in which she declares that one who does not know how to 

delight in love should ask someone who has tasted it.  As in the first aria, 

variations on the theme of delight and delectation feature prominently.  

Whereas the first aria used the verb goder, the second modulates to gioir, both 

verbs that would have been understood to connote sexual pleasure.80 
                                                 
79 In order to understand how this works, it is useful to outline a typology of accompaniment types for 
arias.  The most rudimentary type of participation by the upper melodic instruments in arias is in ritornelli – 
instrumental passages tonally and sectionally coherent unto themselves, and set apart (often by double bars) 
from the rest of the aria.  Beyond this, there is the standard accompanied aria texture, in which short 
phrases (usually 2 measures long) in the violins punctuate the ends of vocal phrases, without any overlap 
with the voice  (many of the arias in Elena are of this type).  Much less common than either of these are 
instances in which the upper melodic instruments actually overlap with the voices, as in “Delitie d’amore”.  
For more on the uses of string accompaniment in arias by Cavalli, see Ellen Rosand, “Aria in the Early 
Operas of Francesco Cavalli,” (Ph.D. diss., NYU, 1971), 297-301. 
80 Cf. Fr. jouissance. 
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 The two now join for a duet that qualifies as downright musical soft-

porn.  The gist is that it’s a good idea to get married, so that one can enjoy 

the state’s various delights; it is the poetic and musical depiction of these 

delights, however, that sends this duo over the top.  Elena starts the ball 

rolling with her “In otio sterile, le notti gelide voi non passate” (“You will 

not spend frozen nights in sterile leisure,” mm. 175-183) and then 

Astianassa, following a refrain, gives away the lusty game: “In piume povere, 

tra brame inutili voi non penate” (“You will not suffer through useless 

longings in empty feather beds,” mm. 184-199).  The musical setting of the 

repeated “penate” is as vivid an imitation of sexual moaning as one might 

hope for in this period. 

 

Menelao 

 Menelao is a more nuanced character than Elena.  Despite the opera’s 

title, Menelao is its protagonist, and it is from his vantage point that we are 

invited to experience the unfolding of the action.81  The plot of the opera, 

which focuses on Menelao’s efforts to win Elena, reinforces his status as 

protagonist, as does the affective immediacy and noble character of much of 

his self-expression.  In spite of his emotional depth and persuasiveness, 

however, the very fact of his disguise renders him comical.  His love for 

Elena may be deeply felt, but this makes it no less comical when he puts the 

moves on her while dressed as an Amazon woman wrestler. What 

distinguishes him from the other comical characters is that he retains a 
                                                 
81 Nino Pirrotta noted that the libretto of Elena was distinguished by a weak central female character, and 
by the drama’s domination by its male protagonist: “…e infine l’Elena, su una trama tracciata da Faustini, 
non tratta un tema storico ed è priva dell’elemento più caratteristico dei libretti precedenti, una figura 
femminile complessa ed ambigua che domina la trama; offre invece un querulo Menelao travestito da 
donna, rapito insieme ad Elena (di cui è silenziosamente innamorato) e oggetto egli stesso delle attenzioni 
amorose di Peritoo.” Nino Pirrotta, “Note su Minato,” 141. 

 49 
 



 

measure of dignity and autonomy outside the comedy of his character.  The 

disguise is his own creation, and we laugh not at him, but at the dissonance 

between his identity and his external image, and at the homoerotic 

implications that result from that dissonance. 

 Menelao’s emotional depth and complexity are conveyed not only by 

his words, but by the music he sings.  In this matter, Elena stands as a good 

point of comparison.  Her self-expression is almost exclusively in the form 

of light arias and straightforward conversational recitative.  Menelao, by 

contrast, makes use not only of aria but also of old-style plangent recitatives.  

The most striking of these occurs in Act II, Scene 14, in which Menelao 

reveals his identity to Elena.  This is an important scene for a number of 

reasons.  The sleep scene had long since been established as one of the 

conventional scene types in Venetian opera.82  In this case, Menelao is only 

pretending to be asleep.  When Elena arrives on scene, he uses the 

opportunity to then pretend to be talking in his sleep.  In this state of 

feigned somnambulence, he reveals to her his true identity.83   

Elena awakens Menelao and teases him, in a series of pithy recitative 

exchanges that are articulated by a musical and textual refrain (mm. 72-74, 

81-83, pp. 373-374).  This bright, sparkling exchange serves as a springboard 

for one of the most beautiful and affecting moments in the opera: Menelao’s 

passionate unmasking, and his first unveiled declaration of love.  The verbal 

sparring of the previous exchange ends with Elena’s “Al ciel lo giuro” (“By 

heaven, I swear it”) which cadences in A minor (m. 90).  There follows an 
                                                 
82 On the conventions of sleep scenes, see Rosand, Opera in Seventeenth-Century Venice, 338-346. 
83 Menelao’s strategy is a well-worn gambit in Venetian opera plots: “…a sleeping character (or one feigning 
sleep) can stimulate a companion (lover) to disclose his innermost feelings, thinking he is unheard.”  Ibid., 
339. 
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abrupt shift to G minor, along with a change of notated signature, from the 

natural signature to the signature of one flat.  The harmonic rhythm also 

slows appreciably, with bass motion initially in breves, giving ample 

opportunity for vocal expressivity and rubato, as well as expressive playing 

by the continuo group (see Chapter 4: Performance Practice). 

 Throughout this passage, Cavalli uses affecting tonal shifts to lend 

emotional power and catharsis to Menelao’s series of self-revealings, 

allowing us, along with Elena, to be wooed by the power of his unveiled 

identity.  Following Menelao’s first statement, there follows a spine-tingling 

shift to G major, as he finally tells her: “Amazone non son, son Menelao” 

(“I am no Amazon: I am Menelao,” m. 97).  This passage, in which he 

explains that it was love that inspired him to disguise himself, cadences in F 

major. 

 His next utterance is again ushered in by an abrupt tonal shift. Now, 

in D major, he declares, “Behold me at your feet, beautiful soul, to languish 

if you allow it, to die if you wish” (mm. 105-111). The rhetoric of the setting 

is reinforced by the registral depth of the utterance; he is both literally and 

musically on bended knee. 

 In addition to his passionate recitatives, the deeper side of Menelao’s 

character is expressed in a number of beautiful arias.  One of the most 

striking of these is found in his entrance scene, Act I, Scene 3 (p. 72).  The 

aria in question, “Peno, languisco e moro” (“I suffer, I languish and die”), is 

given at the opening of the scene in the 1659 printed libretto.  The libretto 

supplement, however, provides another aria, “Sò che ride amor di mè” (“I 

know that Love is laughing at me”), to be performed in its place.  Despite 

this indication, the score sets both in suite, with single strophes of each.  It is 
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perhaps significant that the lighter, more ebullient and ironic of the two arias 

comes first, as if to frame the pathos of the second aria with a brightness 

appropriate to the opera’s comedic genre.  Taken together, however, 

Menelao’s entrance arias show something of the emotional range of his 

character. 

 The descent of the opening bass line of “Peno, languisco” sets the 

stage for this languorous aria.  Over the leaden bass-line, the voice intones a 

simple stepwise melody.  Menelao’s state of inner anguish is expressed in the 

unsettling rhythm of his opening phrase.  Normatively, Cavalli’s text setting 

follows predictably from the natural declamation of the text, with strong 

syllables falling on strong beats, and weak syllables on weak beats: in 3, 

strong syllables ordinarily fall at the beginning of the bar.  Given Cavalli’s 

customary style, one would expect the first line of text of this aria to be set 

in something like the following way: 

 
Dotted half | half quarter| dotted half| half quarter| dotted half| half 
Pe--------------no,     lan------gui------------sco,      e        mo-------------ro 

 

Cavalli’s solution, however, is quite different.  Though taking the same 

number of bars, his text-setting laboriously disrupts our expectations.  To 

begin with, he holds onto the last syllable of peno for the full length of the 

bar.  The effect of two consecutive bars of d’ over the moving bass is to 

suggest that the suffering has immobilized Menelao, making even small 

movements painful.  The extension of the second syllable of peno hurtles the 

weak first syllable of languisco onto the downbeat, with the emphasized 

syllable, gui, hiccupping in on the weak second beat of the bar.  Now 

disoriented, the voice gives the following two syllables their expected 
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duration, but dislocated from their proper place in the bar: the final syllable 

of languisco falls strangely in the middle of m. 66, and the word e (“and”) 

lands climactically on the downbeat of m. 67, with the crucial first syllable of 

moro tucked in on the second beat.  

 There now follows a brighter phrase in the relative major, with 

melismas embroidering the word fiamme, in depiction of the flames of love 

(mm. 68-75).  On the downbeat of the next phrase, however, Menelao 

attacks on an awkward augmented fifth over the bass, as he complains of his 

tormented heart and bitter sufferings.  As this phrase comes to an end, the 

bass takes up its descending motive, transposed up a fifth, to usher in a final 

repetition of the opening phrase (mm. 87-94).  Interestingly, it is not 

Menelao’s tortured opening melody, but the emblematic bass motive, that is 

taken up by the violins as the kernel of the following ritornello (mm. 94-

105).  This choice of material for the ritornello reinforces the affective 

associations of the descending bass, and its allusion to the lament. 

 

Nettuno 

 The comic representation of central characters is part of the way in 

which characterization works to mark this opera as a comedy.  Another facet 

of the comedic characterization in this opera is in the representation of 

exalted figures as ridiculous, as in the cases of Tindaro and Nettuno.  

Nettuno appears only in the opening scene of Act I (p. 30).  As Teseo’s 

father, he presides at the opening send-off party, as Teseo and Peritoo 

embark on their journey to abduct Elena and Persephone.  Much of his 

musical characterization falls straight in the center of conventional 

depictions of gods in Venetian opera.  First of all, he is a bass.  Conventional 
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representations of the patriarchal male gods (Jove, etc., as opposed to 

Mercury) are all bass roles.  As is appropriate to his station, he is 

accompanied by the splendor of a chorus of nereids.  His utterances are 

punctuated by impressive vocal roulades, a style of diction considered to be 

idiomatic to the gods, whose vocal abilities are supernatural, and who are not 

bound by the laws of verisimilitude.84  His recitative tends to double the 

instrumental bass and is replete with authoritative ˆ 5 − ˆ 1  motion, and his 

initial utterances (giving Elena’s back-story) are serious.  But as the scene 

develops, his character devolves into absurdity.  The final number of the 

scene is an absurd trio and chorus, “Restate, Partite”, in which Nettuno 

alternately tells Teseo and Peritoo to stay and go.  We can imagine the 

farcical stage antics that would have accompanied the ridiculous text.   

 

Tindaro 

Royal figures are considered native to tragedy, and their musical 

diction is conventionally of a refined, exalted type.  King Tindaro, however, 

is represented not according to the norms of the august king.  He takes part, 

rather, in quite a different operatic type: that of the lusty senior citizen.  As 

we saw in Orontea, it is not unheard-of for the comedy of the randy vecchio to 
                                                 
84 This convention has its roots in earlier, Florentine opera, and is expounded most famously in Il Corago, an 
anonymous treatise written c. 1630: “To begin with characters or interlocutors that musical setting seems to 
suit best, for secular plots the ancient deities such as Apollo, Thetis, Neptune and other respected gods 
seems very appropriate, as do demigods and ancient heroes… and above all those personages whom we 
consider to have been perfect musicians, such as Orpheus, Amphion, and the like.  The reason for all this is 
that since each listener knows all too well that at least in the more familiar parts of the earth ordinary men 
do not speak in music, but plainly, speaking in music is more consonant with one’s conception of 
superhuman characters than with the notion and experience one has of ordinary men; because, given that 
musical discourse is more elevated, more authoritative, sweeter, and more noble than ordinary speech, one 
attributes it to characters who, through a certain innate feeling, have more of a sublime or divine quality.” 
Anonymous, Il Corago o vero alcune osservazioni per metter bene in scena le composizioni drammatiche, ed. Paolo Fabbri 
and Angelo Pompilio (Florence: L. S. Olschki, 1983); translated in Rosand, Opera in Seventeenth-Century 
Venice, 39. 
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be amplified by the comedy of gender confusion.  Hence the lusty senior is 

rendered even more ridiculous through the absurdity of the love object.  

 When the disguised Menelao is initially presented as a gift to King 

Tindaro in Act I, Scene 5, the king responds decorously, and engages in a 

series of flirtatious exchanges with the captivating Amazon, all the while 

remarking to himself on the burning flame that she has kindled in his heart.  

Upon Menelao’s departure, the king opens his heart to Diomede, who as 

Menelao’s servant is aware of the Amazon’s true identity, and attempts 

delicately to dissuade the king from his object. 

 Tindaro’s aria at the opening of Act I, Scene 6 (p. 111) is a parody of 

the standard pathetic aria.  Even the opening text – “Amico, io peno” 

(“Friend, I suffer”) – could have been lifted straight out of a serious aria like 

Menelao’s in I/3 (“Peno, languisco”), or Ippolita’s in II/5 (“S’io peno, s’io 

moro”).  Various aspects of the musical setting, however, invite a comical 

delivery.  The rhythm is just slightly askew from the most natural setting of 

the text, creating in several places a logjam of syllables toward the end of the 

bar, as in “Quel ciglio mi ferì” (“that eye has wounded me,” m. 8).  Even 

more awkward and cartoonish is the melodically disjunct “Il cor s’incenerì” 

(“My heart has been set ablaze,” m. 12) on the same rhythmic motive, 

culminating in the dramatic and decidedly ungainly “Lo spirto si perdè” 

(“My spirit was lost,” mm. 13-15).  Also comical is Tindaro’s penchant for 

gratuitous text-painting, as in his clichéd melisma on the word “m’incatenò” 

(mm. 6-7).  This tendency is developed as aria gives way to conversational 

recitative, with the aged king seizing opportunities for melismatic flourish in 

the phrase “A volo van le saette, e’l fulmine fugace in un instante 
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inscenerisce, e sface” (“The arrows take flight, and the fleeting thunderbolt 

in a single moment blazes, and fades,” mm. 22-27).   

 The comedy of the next portion of the scene (mm. 28-55) lies in 

Diomede’s efforts to discourage the king from his newfound passion (“The 

Amazon woman is a tiger, An Asp, a bronze statue, a rigid diamond. Sir, you 

are the lover of one who is not a woman”).  Diomede’s pointed warnings 

alternate with musical and textual refrains from the King, interweaving the 

latter’s absurd lament into the fabric of the scene (mm. 28-61).  The scene 

closes with a comical duet (mm. 63-124) that sets off the foolish misplaced 

love of the king against the weary consolations of Diomede.  The meter and 

rhyme scheme, alternating rhyming couplets of ternari with senari tronchi, are 

particularly apt to the light, comical character of the duet. 

 

Iro 

Though a number of characters participate in the comedy of Elena, 

the comic character par excellence is the fool Iro.  He is of the stock type of 

the male servant taken from the commedia dell’arte (a tenor, as usual).  In Iro’s 

case, the most obvious ancestor is the Iro of Badoaro’s and Monteverdi’s Il 

Ritorno d’Ulisse in Patria, though without the darker qualities of the earlier 

character.85   

Our Iro’s profession is that of buffone (I/4): he is a court jester, and his 

absurd personality suits the office admirably.  His character plays an integral 

role in the plot of the opera.  As a servant of King Tindaro, Iro is sent as a 

spy to discover the whereabouts of the abductors.  Instructed to change his 
                                                 
85 Badoaro’s and Monteverdi’s Iro commits suicide.  On the dark side of this character, see Ellen Rosand, 
“Iro and the interpretation of Il Ritorno d’Ulisse in Patria,” Journal of Musicology 7, no. 2 (1989): 141-164; idem, 
Monteverdi’s Last Operas: A Venetian Trilogy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007). 
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voice and clothing, Iro disguises himself as a madman, creating the premise 

for a number of brilliant comic scenes.86  In addition to his role as a player in 

the plot, Iro performs an absurd comic scene that is totally extrinsic to the 

principal action, in the finale of Act I (p. 229).  The scene takes place after 

Iro has received instructions for the second part of his spy mission, and is en 

route to Tegea.  Along the way he comes across a pair of bears, who are 

being pursued by a band of hunters.  The predictable comedy, in which Iro 

avoids being eaten, is followed by a comical dance of the hunters and bears. 

 

Ippolita and Menesteo 

As we have seen, Elena’s status as a comic opera inheres in the comic 

nature of the central action and characters, as well as in the comical portrayal 

of characters of exalted social station.  Equally important to the opera’s 

generic designation is the fact that its two characters of tragic type both 

belong to the secondary order of plot: Ippolita, who is pursuing her 

betraying lover, Teseo; and Menesteo, whose frustrated love of Elena leads 

him to attempt Teseo’s murder.  The collision of these two plot-lines results 

in the fireworks of some of the most dramatic scenes in the opera: in which 

Ippolita overhears the plotting and eventually thwarts the attempted 

assassination. 

 Ippolita is an interesting case.  Her forlorn pursuit of her betraying 

lover, as well as her heroic defense of him at the hands of assassins (a sign of 

her Amazonian strength and bravery)87, constitutes a potential tragic 
                                                 
86 It is perhaps worth noting that despite Iro’s foolish character type, he is quite a competent spy, and 
quickly achieves his intelligence objectives. 
87 Ippolita’s Amazon identity, though in some ways more inscribed in conventional heterosexual norms 
than Menelao’s, falls within the norms of representations of Amazons during this period.  Kathryn Schwarz 
writes, “the Amazons of English Renaissance texts are aggressively implicated in social structures; in 
narrative after narrative they are not lesbian separatists or ritualized descendants of goddesses but mothers, 
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counterweight to the opera’s prevailing comedy.  But the unremitting 

weightiness of her self-expression might itself be a kind of comedic trope.88 

Menesteo, by contrast, is an entirely serious character, and there is nothing 

even potentially funny about his characterization.  He sings one of the most 

interesting, tortured, arias in the entire opera.  

 Menesteo’s dolorous aria in Act III, Scene 10 (p. 486) opens with a 

familiar apostrophe to the compassion of the natural world.89   The text 

avers that stones and grass have the power to heal a wound of the flesh, but 

that for a wound of the heart there is no cure.  The musical setting matches 

the lament’s painful text with tortuous chromaticism and laborious shifts 

between duple and triple meters.   

 Cavalli sets the word accerbe (“bitter”) with a conventional sigh-motive 

on the descending diatonic semitone (m. 6), leading to a suspended major 7th 

over the bass.  The suspension is resolved by means of a pungent chromatic 

semitone in the voice on the word ristorar (“heal,” m. 7).  This ushers in a 

passage that intersperses in this aria in triple meter bars of awkward 

quadruplets, the jolting contrast expressing the unsettled state of Menesteo’s 

soul.  Amplifying the effect of fretting angst is the vocal melisma on piaga 

(“wound”), with its ascending leap of a minor sixth, which is quickly 

transformed into an awkward dimininished fourth over the bass, and then 

resolved by an equally abrupt downward leap of a fifth in the voice (m. 11-

13).  The phrase “Quand’il cor ferito langue” (“When my heart languishes, 

wounded”) moves from 3 into a measure of C, and back into 3 over a 
                                                                                                                                             
lovers, and in some cases wives.”  Kathryn Schwarz, “Missing the Breast,” in The Body in Parts: Fantasies of 
Corporeality in Early Modern Europe, ed. David Hillman and Carla Mazzio (New York: Routledge, 1997), 158.  
88 Thanks to Neal Zaslaw for pointing this out. 
89 This trope is a commonplace in the seventeenth-century, as in Ottone’s apostrophe to the winds and 
rocks in Act I, Scene 1 of L’Incoronazione di Poppea.  
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Neapolitan harmony on the word ferito (“wounded”), decorated with a 

plangent diminished second in the voice (mm. 14-16).  The final phrase of 

the strophe brings a cathartic climax, approached by a chromatically-

inflected stepwise ascent to f’ in the voice on the word pianto (“weeping”), 

over a relentless stepwise descent in the bass (mm. 22-25). 

The explosive encounter between these two more serious characters 

creates some of the most riveting scenes in the entire opera, and provides a 

low-light to set off the surrounding comedy.  The murder plot itself never 

seriously threatens the comic order, and is presented and received with the 

kind of jouissance that is grounded in a knowledge that it will all come to 

naught.  This only adds, however, to the spectacular glitter of these scenes, 

especially that of Act II, Scene 11 (p. 340), in which Ippolita overhears the 

plotting of Menesteo and his companion-in-arms, Antiloco. 

 The scene opens on Ippolita, who has finished singing one of her 

many dolorous arias.  As Menesteo and Antiloco arrive on scene, Ippolita 

withdraws into hiding.  Now for the first time Menesteo reveals to his 

companion his plot to murder Teseo.  Antiloco attempts to dissuade him, 

but faced with Menesteo’s unflinching determination, resolves to assist him.  

Ippolita meanwhile overhears the exchange, and in a series of asides swears 

to avert the plot, even should it cost her own life.   

 There follows a spectacular trio built on the same constructive 

principle as the duo between Menelao and Peritoo in Act II, Scene 6: one 

character spies the other or others, and sings a variant of the melody and 

text of the first, but with the meaning essentially reversed.  Menesteo sings 

“My heart, o friendly fate, will have this joy.”  Ippolita, in an imitative 

gesture a bar later and a fourth lower, sings “Your heart, o knave, will not 
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have this joy” (mm. 44-52), as the two cadence in F.  Antiloco now joins the 

fray, announcing, “Today Teseo will die”, injecting dynamism with a cadence 

in the dominant of F.  The three now join in trio, as Menesteo and Antiloco 

sing “Yes, yes, yes, he will die”, punctuated and overlaid by Ippolita’s “No, 

no, no, he will not die”, finally cadencing in a dark D minor.  The schemers 

flee, to the music of the closing ritornello, which takes up the music of “Yes, 

yes, yes” – “No, no, no.” 

 

 The musical and textual characterization in Elena offers up a diverse 

palette of effects and scenes, from the deeply affecting strains of Menelao, to 

the absurd antics of Tindaro and Iro.  The stormy Menesteo and Ippolita 

darken the mood briefly in their dark, dramatic subplot.  Yet all is eventually 

subsumed under the charm and good cheer of this undoubtedly comic 

opera. 
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 CHAPTER 3:  ON THE EDITION  

 

One of the principal goals of this dissertation is to make the score of 

Elena available in modern edition, so that the opera may be readily studied 

and performed by those lacking the time or resources to work exclusively 

from the original sources.  My guiding principle in the preparing the edition 

was to preserve as much as possible of the distinctiveness of the source 

materials, with their characteristic ways of presenting various aspects of the 

score, while producing an edition that would meet the practical requirements 

of modern performers with respect to clarity and legibility in rehearsal.   This 

chapter describes the sources, and identifies those aspects of the original 

presentation that have been preserved, as well as those that have been 

regularized or updated.  The edition resolves ambiguities and errors in the 

source materials tacitly: the project of preparing a critical edition in which 

these editorial interventions are fully documented is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation, but it is my hope a critical edition of Elena will be forthcoming.  

In the meanwhile, the present edition will be useful to scholars as well as 

performers.   

   

Sources 

There are three extant sources for Elena: a manuscript score, a printed 

libretto, and a libretto supplement: 
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1. MS SCORE: Francesco Cavalli, Elena.  I-Vnm, It. IV, 369 (=9893).90 

174 leaves.   

 

2. PRINTED LIBRETTO: Nicolò Minato, Elena, Drama per musica nel Teatro 

à S. Cassano, per l’anno 1659.  Venice: Appresso Andrea Giuliani, 1659.  

41 leaves.   A number of copies of the libretto are extant.91  The 

present edition is based on the copy held by the University of 

California, Los Angeles (UCLA 102).92 

 

3. LIBRETTO SUPPLEMENT: [Nicolò Minato,] Nuovo prologo et ariette 

aggiunte all’ Elena, Drama, che si rappresenta nel Teatro à San Cassano l’anno 

1659.  [Venice: Appresso Andrea Giuliani, 1659.]  6 leaves.  The 

libretto supplement is preserved as an insert in copies of the printed 

libretto.  This edition is based on the copy held by the library of the 

University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA 104).93 

 

Toward the end of his life, Cavalli seems to have retained copyists for 

the purpose of preserving his oeuvre for posterity.  Watermark evidence 

suggests that the surviving MS score of Elena is among these late copies.94  

Although most of the late copies were carried out by a primary copyist 

(“D”), Elena was copied by someone else (“C”)95, who was also the primary 
                                                 
90 The manuscript score has been catalogued and described in Taddeo Wiel, I Codici musicali Contariniani del 
secolo XVII nella R. Biblioteca di San Marco in Venezia (Bolgna: Forni Editori, 1888), 18-19.   
91 See Claudio Sartori, Libretti Italiani a Stampa Fine al 1800 (Cuneo: Bertola & Locatelli Musica: 1991), no. 
8711.  Libretto and supplement share a catalogue number. 
92 The libretto is catalogued and described in Irene Alm, Catalog of Venetian Librettos, 67-68.  
93 Ibid., 69.  
94 Jeffery, “The Autograph Manuscripts of Francesco Cavalli,” 114. 
95 Copyist designations created by Glover, adopted by Jeffery.  See Glover, Cavalli (London: Batsford, 
1978); Jeffery, “The Autograph Manuscripts of Francesco Cavalli.” 
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copyist of the score of Veremonda96 in the 1650s.  Most of these scores 

contain corrections in Cavalli’s hand97, and the score of Elena is no 

exception.   Peter Jeffery identified the composer’s hand in the word 

“Ritornello” on folios 1 and 2, and in the character names in the first 

scene.98  A small number of other annotations in his hand appear over the 

course of the score. A full autograph score of Elena is not extant.   

                                                

The surviving manuscript score has been beautifully copied – the 

catalogue of the Contarini Collection, to which this score belongs, describes 

it as having scrittura nitidissima – “the very neatest handwriting”.99  Though 

largely reliable, the score contains a number of musical errors, including 

obviously wrong notes, missing or misapplied accidentals, and measures with 

the wrong number of beats.  Cases where the musical text is clearly in error 

have been emended tacitly, in conformity with the overall style of the work.  

The surviving score also evinces a number of peculiarities, particularly 

with respect to clef changes for specific characters (see Clefs below), which 

might be attributed to the process of copying an already emended 

performing score.  Many of Cavalli’s autographs were used for performance, 

and include corrections in the composer’s hand that seem to have arisen in 

the course of rehearsing and performing the opera.100  It is likely that the 

source from which the surviving manuscript of Elena was copied was such a 

performing score. 

The libretto was published on 26 December 1659, at the opening of 

the Venetian carnival season, the likely date of the opening of the opera.  
 

96 I-Vnm, It. IV, 407 (=9931). 
97 Jeffery, “The Autograph Manuscripts of Francesco Cavalli,” 116. 
98 Ibid., 124. 
99 Wiel, Codici Musicali Contariniani, 19.  
100 For a detailed study of one of Cavalli’s performing scores, see Jennifer Williams Brown, “Introduction,” 
in Francesco Cavalli, La Calisto, ed. Jennifer Williams Brown (Madison: A-R Editions, 2007), xxv-xxvii.  
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The libretto supplement, published shortly thereafter, includes the texts of 

supplementary and substitute arias, as well as a new prologue.  Both libretto 

and supplement are reproduced, in facsimile, in volume 2 of this 

dissertation.101 

 

 The text of the manuscript score is closely related to that of the 

libretto and libretto supplement: almost all of the sung text comes from the 

libretto or the supplement, although sections of both of the print sources are 

omitted in the score.  The libretto and supplement do not duplicate each 

other at any point: no passages appear in both.  A small number of passages 

in the score use text that appears in neither the libretto nor the supplement, 

however.  In addition, the text of the score differs in numerous minute ways 

from that in the libretto and libretto supplement, occasionally substituting 

one word for another, for example.  

The two printed sources – libretto and supplement – are in perfect 

agreement with respect to the numbering of scenes.  The score, on the other 

hand, is slightly out of sync with the other two sources toward the ends of 

Acts II and III.  Although the division of scenes varies between the score 

and the libretto/supplement pair, the division of acts is consistent among all 

the sources.   

Table 3.1 describes the interrelationships among the three sources. 

The numeration of scenes is based on that in the score. 

 
                                                 
101 Venetian Opera Libretti: A Microfilm of Raccolta de' drammi; A Collection of 1,286 Opera Libretti Held by 
the University of California, Los Angeles (Woodbridge, Conn: Primary Source Media, 1993). Reproduced 
with permission from Primary Source Media. 
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Table 3.1: Score, Libretto and Libretto Supplement 
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 Substitute or addition from 

supplement 
 
(Additional notes on scene 
numeration also included here) 

Text in 
libretto not 
present in 
score 

Text in 
supplement 
not  present 
in score 

Score contains 
additional text (more 
than a few lines) not 
found in libretto or 
supplement  

Prologue  The “New 
Prologue” 
(Scena 
Infernale) 
presented in  
supplement 
does not 
appear in 
score. 
 

 

I/3 Indication in supplement: “In place 
of the aria ‘Peno, languisco, e 
moro’” (Menelao, “Sò che ride 
Amor di mè”).  The manuscript 
score includes both arias in 
succession, beginning with “Sò che 
ride”, introduced in the 
supplement, but sets only the first 
strophe of each. (Menelao) 

Second 
strophe of 
“Peno, 
languisco” 
lacking. 
(Menelao) 

Second 
strophe of 
“Sò che ride 
Amor di 
mè” lacking. 
(Menelao) 

 

I/3  Second 
strophe of 
the duet, 
“Nel regno 
d’Amore” 
lacking. 
(Teseo, 
Peritoo) 

 

I/4  Score contains a second 
strophe of the aria, 
“Quest’ è ben altro.” 
(Iro) 

I/10  Second 
strophe of 
the aria, 
“Chi mi 
rubba” 
lacking. 
(Astianassa) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 66 
 



 

Table 3.1, continued 
I/11  Score contains a second 

strophe of the strophic 
recitative, “Armi, 
Cavalli.” (Iro) 
 
 

I/15  The aria, “La bella 
crudele,” has been 
replaced by a new aria 
(“Dalli ai lupi”) and 
extended conversational 
recitative not present in 
the printed sources.  
The original aria, “La 
bella crudele,” appears 
later in the scene.  The 
final recitative and aria 
(“O come presto… 
Molti son”) are given to 
Diomede, rather than 
Euripilo, as indicated in 
the libretto. This scene 
contains extensive re-
writing/re-ordering. 
(Iro, Diomede, 
Euripilo)  

II/2 Indication in supplement: “After 
the verse, ‘E nel tormento mio son 
disperato’” (Menesteo, “Ma che 
giova il languire?”).  The 
supplement places the insertion – 
two lines of recitative followed by 
an aria in two strophes – following 
the first strophe of an entirely 
different aria (with different verse 
structure) presented in the libretto.  
The manuscript score, however, 
does not include an aria setting the 
original libretto text.  Rather, the 
new text entirely supplants the 
original aria text. (Menesteo) 

Aria, 
“D’Elena (ò 
duro 
Fato!)” 
lacking. 
(Menesteo) 

 

II/6  At the end of the scene, 
the score includes the 
first strophe aria, 
“Vezzosi Amoretti” 
from III/8. The score 
presents the aria in each 
of these scenes (with 
both strophes appearing 
in III/8). (Peritoo) 
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Table 3.1, continued 
II/8  The second 

strophe of 
Eurite’s 
closing aria 
does not 
appear in 
the score. 
(Eurite) 
 
 

 

New recitative and aria 
for Iro, not present in 
libretto or supplement, 
fall after Eurite’s line, 
“V’è di buon, ch’egl’è 
pazzo” and before her 
subsequent, “Deggio 
crederlo ò nò?”  Some 
of the words in the 
second strophe are not 
easily legible. (Iro) 

II/9 Indication in supplement: “At the 
end of the ninth scene” (Teseo, 
“Quanto gode un fido amante”).  
The manuscript score places the 
new aria precisely as indicated, at 
the end of Scene 9, but includes 
only the first strophe.  (Teseo) 
 

The second 
strophe of 
the aria 
“Quanto 
gode”  is 
omitted in 
the score. 
(Teseo) 

 

II/11  
 
(= print 
sources   
II/11-12) 

Indication in supplement: “The 
twelfth scene is revised as follows” 
(Ippolita, “Quanto gioir”).  The 
score substitutes the new recitative 
and aria for the text of II/12 
provided in the libretto, but 
appends it to the end of II/11.  
(Ippolita) 

The entire 
scene 
presented in 
the libretto 
for II/12 is 
omitted in 
the score.  
(Ippolita) 
 

 

II/13 
 
(= print 
sources 
II/14) 

Indication in supplement: “In place 
of the aria, ‘O penosa servitù’” 
(Menelao, “Che non può stral 
d’amore”).”  Instead of replacing 
the aria presented in the libretto 
with the new text from the 
supplement, the score includes 
both arias, beginning with that in 
the supplement, but setting only a 
single strophe of the supplement’s 
aria. (Menelao) 
 

The second 
strophe of 
the aria 
“Che non 
può stral 
d’amore” is 
omitted in 
the score. 
(Menelao) 

 

II/14  
 
(= print 
sources 
II/15) 

 Second 
strophe of 
Elena’s 
closing aria 
lacking.  
(Elena) 
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Table 3.1, continued 
II/15  
 
(= print 
sources 
first part 
of II/16) 

Indication in supplement: “After 
Scene 15”  (Menesteo, “Quanto, 
quanto noiose”).  The printed texts 
and manuscript score are out of 
sync by one scene number at this 
point: the supplement’s indication 
“Doppo la Scena 15” therefore 
corresponds in the score to the 
beginning not of scene 16, but of 
scene 15.  The score presents the 
new recitative and aria in their 
entirety.  (Menesteo) 

Score contains a second 
strophe of Iro’s closing 
aria, not present in the 
libretto or supplement. 
(Iro) 

II/16 
 
(= print 
sources 
second 
part of 
II/16) 

 [Score begins a new 
scene at the chorus 
“Festeggin le schiere”. 
Hence the score’s II/16 
corresponds to the 
second part of II/16 in 
the libretto.] 

III/3 Indication in supplement: “In place 
of the aria, ‘Dami morte ò dami 
aita’” (Ippolita, “Non v’intendo ò 
miei pensieri”).  The score presents 
the new aria in its entirety, exactly 
as prescribed in the supplement, 
i.e., replacing the aria in the 
libretto.  (Ippolita) 
_________________ 
Indication in supplement: “In place 
of the aria, “Dormi dormi Caro 
Ben’”  (Ippolita, “Amoretti deh 
volate”).  Again, the score presents 
the new aria in its entirety, 
following exactly the prescription 
in the supplement, and entirely 
supplanting the aria text in the 
libretto.  (Ippolita) 
 

 

III/5 Indication in supplement: “In place 
of the aria, ‘E questa la Mercè’” 
(Ippolita, “Io non voglio 
disperarmi”).  The score presents 
the new aria in its entirety, 
supplanting the aria text in the 
libretto.  (Ippolita) 
 

The score 
lacks the 
single line 
of recitative 
that 
precedes 
the aria in 
the libretto.  
(Ippolita) 

 

III/6 Indication in supplement: “After 
the verse, ‘Origine crudel del 
nostro errore’” (Antiloco, “Il 
tormento de mortali”).  The score 
presents the new aria in its entirety, 
in the spot prescribed in the 
supplement.  (Antiloco) 
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Table 3.1, continued 
III/7  Special case: Scene 

opens with an aria that 
does not appear in the 
supplement or in the 
body of the libretto, but 
rather at the end of the 
libretto as an appendix 
with the indication, “In 
the third act, at the 
beginning of Scene 7, 
the following canzone is 
added (Elena, “E pur 
dolce”).  (Elena) 

III/9 Indication in supplement: “In place 
of the aria, ‘Se spezzai quelle 
catene’” (Teseo, “Amanti 
semplicetti”). The score follows the 
indication in the supplement 
precisely.  (Teseo) 
 

Indication in 
supplement: 
“After Scene 
9” (Iro, “Oh 
che giubilo 
sento al 
core”).  The 
score lacks 
the new aria.  
(Iro) 

 

III/12 
 
(=print 
sources 
first part 
of  
III/12) 

The score divides the libretto’s 
III/12 into two separate scenes. 
Hence the score’s III/12 ends in 
the middle of the libretto’s III/12. 

 

III/13 
 
(= print 
sources 
second 
part of 
III/12) 

The score divides the libretto’s 
III/12 into two separate scenes. 
Hence the score’s III/13 begins in 
the middle of the libretto’s III/12. 

 

III/14 
 
(= print 
sources 
first part 
of III/13) 

The score divides the libretto’s 
III/13 into two separate scenes. 
Hence the score’s III/14 ends in 
the middle of the libretto’s III/13. 
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Table 3.1, continued 
III/15  
 
(= print 
sources 
second 
part of 
III/13) 

The score divides the libretto’s 
III/13 into two separate scenes. 
Hence the score’s III/15 begins in 
the middle of the libretto’s III/13. 

 

III/16 
 
(=print 
sources 
III/14) 

  

III/17 
 
(=print 
sources 
III/15) 

  

III/18 
 
(=print 
sources 
III/16) 

  

 

Editorial Policies 

The principal source for this edition is the manuscript score.  All of 

the music in the manuscript has been reproduced, with minor corrections, in 

the edition.  The sung text is based on the MS score, with spelling following 

that of the printed libretto and libretto supplement, which contain fewer 

errors.  As the division of scenes is not perfectly consistent among the 

sources, the edition preserves the scene divisions of the manuscript score.  

 



 

Text: General Principles 

 The MS score presents an abundance of text serving a variety of 

functions: sung text, titles and other headings, set-piece labels, and 

performance and stage directives.  All of the text in the manuscript has been 

included in the edition.  Orthography in the edition is based on that of the 

printed libretto and libretto supplement, which are more consistently legible 

than the manuscript score.  Where the sung text of the score diverges from 

that of the printed texts, however, the edition favors the reading in the 

manuscript.  The characteristic irregularities of spelling and capitalization in 

the sources have been preserved, with the exception of character names, the 

spelling of which has been regularized.  Punctuation has likewise been tacitly 

regularized, and all abbreviations (e.g. “lãguire” and “&”) have been 

expanded without comment.  

 

Sung Text 

 The underlay in the edition is based on several factors in the 

manuscript score: the placement on the page of words and syllables relative 

to the sung notes, slurs indicating melismas (these have not been reproduced 

in the edition – see Ties and Slurs), and the number of notes and syllables.  

The underlay of syllables in ambiguous cases has been determined based on 

text setting principles in evidence elsewhere in the score: the placement of 

strong on strong beats and melismas on accented syllables only, and a 

preference for the non-separation of glides, diphthongs and elisions.  

 Repeated text is indicated in the source by the symbol S.  Where this 

symbol occurs in the manuscript, the present edition has rendered the 

repeated text, in italics.   
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 The presentation of second strophes follows that of the MS source.  

The manuscript presents second strophes two distinct ways: fully written 

out, with music and text (by far the most common); and text written 

underneath the bass line of the first strophe.  Where the score presents the 

music and text of the second strophe after that of the first, or after a 

ritornello, the edition reproduces this placement.  There are often minor 

differences in notes or rhythms between the first and second strophes, and 

except for cases of glaring errors, these differences have been preserved.  In 

cases where the source presents the second strophe on the same systems as 

the first strophe, the edition has replicated this.  The placement has been 

modernized, however: whereas the source presents the second strophe text 

below the bass line, in the present edition, the text has been moved to the 

standard modern position, directly below the text of the first strophe (e.g. 

Non v’intendo, Act III, Scene 3). 

 In cases where the sung text appears in neither of the printed sources, 

the edition is based exclusively on the handwritten score.  On one occasion 

the handwriting is illegible (II/8, mm. 55-57, second strophe, p. 314) and the 

edition has put question marks (?) in place of words.   

 Sung text present in the libretto or libretto supplement but not in the 

MS score second has not been included in the edition. 

 

Text Clarifying Elements of the Score 

 The MS score includes textual indications clarifying scoring (à 2), and 

the role of various passages within larger musical structure (2a [tacitly 

expanded to seconda] to indicate the second strophe of a strophic aria).  These 

have been reproduced in the edition.  No editorial clarifications of this kind 
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have been introduced. The labeling of sections and set-pieces (e.g., Ritornello, 

Sinfonia, Aria) in the edition likewise preserves the indications in the MS 

score, without introducing such labels editorially. 

 

Scene Headings 

The presentation of act and scene numbers has been normalized and 

translated into English. In all other respects (information on scenery, 

character names), the scene headings in the edition follow those in the MS 

score, with additional information from the libretto introduced tacitly. 

 

Repeats and Da Capo Indications 

 The source contains a handful of indications for da capo structures, as 

well as conventional repeats.  In the manuscript, repeat signs (always written 

:||:) appear at the double-bar, and indicate the end of the section to be 

repeated.  No similar sign appears at the beginning of the section to be 

repeated, which is usually marked by a double-bar.   Da capo indications 

occur in various formulations, e.g. se replica da capo l’aria, or [aria opening line] 

da capo.   The presentation of these indications has been preserved. No 

additional editorial repeat signs or da capo indications have been introduced. 

 

Performance directives 

Performance indications are almost entirely absent from the 

manuscript score.  Those few indications that are present include tempo and 

dynamic markings, indications for cadential trills (.t.), and staccato markings.  

They have been reproduced in their original form, and no additional 

performance indications have been added.  In addition to these familiar 
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directives indications, the score presents a small number of segue indications.  

Some of these appear at the bottom of a recto folio, and are a form of custos, 

alerting us to what will follow on the next page (e.g. segue à2).  All indications 

of the custos type (including cues of upcoming text) have been omitted in the 

edition.  Other segue markings are indicative of pacing in performance (e.g. 

segue subito il ritornello).  These have been preserved in the edition.  Segue 

indications indicative of performance but occurring incidentally at a page-

turn have been emended and all reference to page-turns taken out.  The 

interpretation of these indications in performance is discussed in Chapter 4.  

No additional segue indications have been introduced.  

 

Stage Directions 

All stage directions in the MS score have been reproduced in the 

edition.  Stage directions present in the libretto but not in the score have 

been included in the edition without comment.  Where the score and libretto 

provide variant stage directions, the source providing the fuller description 

has been included.   

 

Part Names  

 The names of characters in the edition are given in Italian, in the 

original spelling used in the MS score.  A complete list of characters names, 

along with their original clefs, is provided at the outset of the edition.  

 The instrumental parts are unlabeled in the MS score.  Part names are 

provided in square brackets.  In keeping with current knowledge of Venetian 

operatic performance practice, the two g-clef parts have been labeled Violin 

I and Violin II, respectively.  The bass has been labeled Basso Continuo. 
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 The manuscript score indicates the participation of trumpets in Act II, 

Scene 16.  In this scene, the treble parts have been labeled within square 

brackets as Trumpet I and Trumpet II.  Since trumpets would have been on 

hand for the production, it is possible they would have participated in other 

places as well (see Chapter 4).  Nevertheless, their participation is indicated 

in the edited score only in the passage clearly indicated in the manuscript.  

 

Score Order 

The order of instruments presented in the manuscript, in which the 

violins are separated from the basso continuo and placed above the voices, 

has been preserved.  Voices have been ordered from highest to lowest. 

 

Note Values 

Original note-values have been preserved throughout this edition, 

except at section endings in triple meter, where the source presents whole 

notes: These have been tacitly modernized to dotted halves.  The notation of 

rests has been tacitly regularized. 

 

Clefs 

The present edition uses modern clefs.  The clefs of the three-part 

instrumental ensemble (g, g, F) have been preserved.  All the vocal parts are 

written in c-clefs in the manuscript source, and have been modernized.  A 

cast list including the original clefs assigned to each character is provided 

with the edition.  
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In a few cases, the source switches clef suddenly for a given character.   

In some cases the clef change is clearly an error, as when the pitches make 

no sense unless a different clef is substituted, or where the score suddenly 

provides few bars of music with a different clef and register from those 

native to a character; such errors have been emended tacitly.  Other clef 

changes are more extensive, and have been preserved in the edition, as users 

may wish to draw their own conclusions on how these anomalies may have 

arisen, and how to resolve them in performance.  Teseo’s role begins in c4 

clef, but switches to c1 in Act III, Scene 2 and then back to c4 in Act III, 

Scene 9; this extended change of clef has been modernized and preserved.  

There are sections where Teseo’s part is written in c1 clef, and the bass is 

high enough that it would cross over the voice if Teseo’s part were sung an 

octave down – a situation not likely to have arisen from careless copying.  It 

is likely that in these instances the copyist is reproducing an inconsistency in 

the original score.  How these inconsistencies may have made their way into 

that score is open to speculation.  It is conceivable the score was used for 

performance, and that the casting of Teseo may have changed after the 

opera was written, as was the case for the character of Endimione in 

Cavalli’s Calisto.102  For any number of practical reasons, the role of Teseo 

may have been sung in different performances by a tenor and a soprano 

castrato, with portions of both versions being preserved in the original score, 

to be recopied years later in a process that would cover up any explanatory 

clues, such as erasures or annotations.   Antiloco’s part is likewise written in 
                                                 
102 The alto castrato Bonifatio who was cast in the role of Endimione died shortly after the opening of the 
opera, and Cavalli rewrote his role for a soprano.  See Brown, “Introduction,” xxv.  On evidence of the 
rewriting of the role of Ottone in Monteverdi’s L’Incoronazione di Poppea, see Curtis, “Preface,” vi.  
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two different clefs (primarily in c4, with extended passages in F), and these 

inconsistencies have been modernized and preserved in the edition. 

 

Key Signatures 

Two key signatures appear in the manuscript source: the signature of 

no flats or sharps (occasionally indicated by a b-natural), and the signature of 

one flat.  The establishment of different tonal centers within this framework 

is accomplished through the use of accidentals, and this practice is preserved 

in the present edition; signatures have not been modernized.  Redundant 

statements of the prevailing signature in the manuscript, usually at sectional 

divisions, have not been preserved in the edition.   

 

Meters and Barlines 

Six distinct meter signatures appear in the manuscript score: C, 3, 3/4, 

3/2, 6/4 and C 6/4.  These indications have been preserved in the edition. 

Redundant statements of the meter signature (at sectional beginnings and at 

the entrances of new instruments and voices) have been tacitly omitted.  

The barring practice in the source differs from modern convention in 

two general ways: through the omission of barlines expected in modern 

practice, and through the addition of barlines not expected.  The general 

principle adopted in the present edition is to preserve all notated barlines, 

including those that divide a measure into smaller units than modern 

conventions would stipulate.  In these cases, measure numbers account for 

the smaller units as separate measures.  In cases where the source omits the 

barline, dashed editorial barlines have been introduced.  Editorial barlines are 

counted in the numbering of measures.  The practice of the source is to 
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divide bars over more than one staff to preserve space. These line-divisions 

have not been reproduced in the present edition. 

Several peculiarities of the meter 3 deserve special mention.  In this 

meter, the underlying beat is the quarter note, but the bar may group these in 

3, 6, 9, or 12.  The present edition preserves all of the bar-lines in the source.  

Dashed editorial bar-lines dividing these passages into consistent three-beat 

measures have been added.  

In all meters, the manuscript often omits a bar-line before the 

cadence.  Dashed editorial bar-lines have been added in these cases, as in all 

other cases where an expected barline has been omitted in the source.  

Cadential hemiolas in the source are most often barred in two-beat groups.  

The edition has normalized this practice in conformity with modern 

expectations: dashed barlines delineating three-beat measures have been 

introduced. 

The source often uses thin-thin double-bars to articulate sectional 

endings, at the end of sinfonias and set pieces, as well as occasionally within 

dialogue.  The practice, especially in dialogue, is not consistent.  Because the 

placement of double-bars may be suggestive of varying degrees of finality, 

the present edition has not regularized the practice.  All original double-bars 

have been preserved, and none have been introduced. 

 

In Menesteo’s aria at the opening of Act III, Scene 10, the MS uses 

the symbol “4” to designate a measure of 4/4 within a prevailing context of 

3, with a precise mathematical relationship to the surrounding material, 

based on bar equivalence – in a word, quadruplets. This notation has been 
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preserved, with the editorial 4 symbol introduced within square brackets at 

places in the aria where it is required by the notated music. 

 

Accidentals 

The placement and meaning of accidentals in the MS score is 

inconsistent.  The accidental may be placed to the left, to the right, or above, 

the note that it modifies. In many cases, a single accidental clearly applies to 

an entire measure.  In others, the same accidental appears more than once 

within a single measure.  In most cases, the meaning is clarified by the 

melodic and harmonic contexts.  These irregularities have been tacitly 

normalized in accordance with modern notational convention.  

The source uses the sharp sign to raise a note flattened by the 

signature; the present edition has tacitly converted this to the natural sign. 

Often, an accidental not present in the MS score is clearly necessary 

based on the harmonic and melodic contexts (i.e., where it produces 

obviously unidiomatic dissonance or chromaticism).  In these cases, editorial 

accidentals have been added in miniature type-face.  

 

Basso Continuo Figures 

The manuscript provides a number of basso continuo figures. These 

have been retained in this edition, and no additional figures have been 

added.  Suspensions written, for example, 76 or 343 are tacitly expanded in 

accordance with modern convention, to 7-6, and 3-4-3, respectively.  

Continuo figures in the score are placed above the bass.  This placement has 

been normalized in accordance with modern expectations: figures in the 

edition are placed below the bass.  Variations in the horizontal placement in 
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the manuscript, as in cases where the copyist places the figure horizontally 

between two bass notes to which it applies, have been preserved in the 

edition.  

 

Fermatas 

Fermatas appear in the source at the ends of sections, both long and 

short.  Their use is inconsistent, and because their presence or absence may 

in some cases be suggestive for performance, the use has not been 

regularized.  All original fermatas have been retained. In cases where all 

voices come to a close, but the source gives a fermata on a single voice only, 

fermatas have been added tacitly in the remaining voices.  In cases where the 

fermata occurs in a single voice only, but the other voices continue on, 

fermatas have not been introduced into the other voices.  

 

Slurs and Ties 

Slurs are occasionally used in the source in vocal passages. In most 

cases, their function seems to be to clarify underlay (Figure 3.1).  They do 

not appear to have significance for articulation, especially as they are never 

used in instrumental parts; they have been omitted in the edition.  
 
 

 
 
Figure 3.1: Slurs Clarifying Underlay 
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The instrumental bass line in the source, as in a number of Venetian 

opera manuscripts, makes use of tied repeated notes within a bar, most often 

tied half-notes in common time, although other combinations also occur.  

Tied bass notes occur both at line-breaks in the score (where the two halves 

of a measure appear on consecutive staves), as well as in measures not 

divided over more than one staff.  Scholars disagree on the musical 

significance of this notation.  This notational practice has been preserved in 

the present edition, and its interpretation discussed in Chapter 4 

(Performance Practice).  

 

Beams, Brackets and Braces 

 The presentation of beams, brackets and braces has been tacitly 

normalized in accordance with modern practice. 

 

Empty Staves 

Occasionally, when an entire section of music is repeated after an 

intervening passage, the source includes complete music for one instrument, 

and leaves one or more empty staves to indicate that the other instruments 

are meant to play as well.  In almost every case, this convention is used for 

reiterations of ritornelli, where the practice is quite ubiquitous in the source: 

the bass line is provided in full, with one or two empty, barred, staves above.  

This practice, as it applies to ritornelli, varies in the number of staves 

provided (one or two) and in the clef of the empty staff or staves (c1 or g), 

but the meaning is nonetheless unambiguous: the bass is always that of a 

ritornello for which a fully instrumented version has previously been 

provided, and the empty staff or staves, whatever their clef, indicate that the 
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treble instruments are meant to play along.  A similar shorthand is in 

evidence in cases where the source indicates a reiteration of the ritornello by 

supplying the bass line only, without empty staves for the treble instruments.  

As these variations of the shorthand are identical in their meaning, the 

edition has normalized them by consistently using the most efficient version 

of the convention: that in which the bass alone is provided, without empty 

staves.103 

In one case (II/16), the source uses empty staves for the reiteration of 

a chorus, which it indicates by providing the choral bass only, along with 

empty staves for the other voices and continuo.  In this special case, the 

edition has preserved the presentation in the manuscript.  The first 

statement of the chorus is likewise interesting in that it presents an empty 

staff for the instrumental bass, which is presumably meant to double the 

vocal bass.  This notation has been preserved in the edition. 

Another special case occurs in Act II, Scene 6.  Peritoo’s closing aria, 

Vezzosi Amoretti, appears twice in the score: once here, and then again at the 

conclusion of Act III, Scene 8, where the libretto places it.  The two scenes 

are remarkably similar, both including playful love duets punctuated by 

asides by Menelao indicating that he’s only pretending.  Why the closing aria 

appears in both scenes is open to speculation.  It is possible that the comical 

Peritoo was a success with the audiences, and that over the course of the run 

of performances, it was decided to give him two opportunities to sing the 

aria.  Whatever the source of the anomaly, the first appearance of this aria in 

the score includes a ritornello with notated bass, and treble instruments 
                                                 
103 In one case, the indication refers to a sung ritornello: “Ritornello ut supra che sperate” 
(II/3, p. 267) 
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omitted.  The edition has supplied the missing treble parts from the 

corresponding passage in III/8.  

Other appearances of empty staves in the manuscript occur where the 

copyist has bracketed together the instruments and voices that will be 

participating in a specific passage.  Occasionally, this results in empty staves 

(often barred, but with rests omitted) where certain bracketed voices or 

instruments are silent.  These empty staves have been omitted in the edition.  
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CHAPTER 4:  PERFORMANCE PRACTICE 

 

 Cavalli’s Elena was premiered almost exactly 450 years ago, yet it 

remains fresh and provocative for modern audiences.  Reviving Elena for the 

modern stage invites the performer to engage with a number of fascinating 

issues, ranging from concrete questions on the interpretation of sources to 

abstract musings on the representation of gender and sexuality.  And the 

ways in which we answer these questions will have profound aesthetic 

implications.  Indeed, the very ambiguity of the source materials, as well as 

their cultural distance from our own circumstances, guarantees that no two 

independent performances will be the same, or even very much alike.  It is 

precisely this room for creative exploration that makes this repertory so very 

appealing for the performer, and so potentially gratifying to its audience.  In 

the end, Elena is a work of theater, not of paper and ink.  It is only in 

bringing delight to its audience that it accomplishes its goal.  And it is on this 

basis that all performances will finally be judged. 

 

Instruments 

At the heart of Venetian operatic style is the texture of a single voice 

accompanied by basso continuo.  In contrast with the earlier, courtly style, in 

which the ample coffers of the late Renaissance courts funded richly varied 

instrumental ensembles, imparting variety and color on the level of pure 

sonority, the vocal and instrumental forces of Venetian public opera achieve 

their effect through the expressivity of much leaner forces. 

 Instrumentally, the weight of the opera falls to the continuo group.  

An expressive, sensitive and theatrically astute continuo group can serve as a 
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powerful force in the projection of the drama.  Ultimately the success of a 

performance of a Venetian opera will depend on the artfulness of the 

continuo performance – the deployment of forces, and the sensitivity to 

dramatic context.  The continuo players must be actors, and must display a 

fierce intuition for the pacing of the dialogue that they punctuate.   

 As the instrumental accompaniment of Venetian opera rests almost 

entirely with the continuo, the sparsity of the texture exposes nuances of 

expressivity with an intimacy only possible in such an ensemble of soloists.  

These operas are, in a sense, chamber music.   Especially in the small space 

of the Teatro S. Cassiano, the intimacy of the hall would allow for a degree 

of nuance that would be lost in a larger space, or in a larger ensemble. 

 Beyond the issues relating to the continuo group’s playing style as 

such – articulation, voicing, ornamentation, pacing, etc. – the strategy for 

deployment of forces is one of the most interesting performance practice 

issues in this repertory.  Before examining possible approaches, it is useful to 

consider what instruments would have been present in the continuo group.  

Fortunately, pay records for the Teatro S. Cassiano for the 1658-1659 season 

survive among Marco Faustini’s papers.  Dating from the season just prior to 

that in which Elena appeared, these pay records can give us a picture of what 

the continuo group of Elena may have looked like.  The composition of the 

instrumental ensemble at S. Cassiano in 1658-1659 is as follows (Table 4.1): 

 

Table 4.1: Instrumental Ensemble at S. Cassiano (1658-1659) 104 
Instrument  Name    Nightly wage  
1st keyboard  [Francesco Cavalli]105  ---  

                                                 
104 Table reproduced from Glixon and Glixon, Inventing the Business of Opera, 351. 
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2nd keyboard  Tonin    12 
1st theorbo  “Tiorba da Padova” 14 
2nd theorbo  “Prete della tiorba”  13 
1st violin  Don Giovanni Battista 18:12 
2nd violin   ---   12 
Viola   Don Lorenzo  10 
Violetta106   ---   4:13 
Violone   ---   17 
Tuner    ---   4:13 

  

It should be mentioned at the outset that the number of warm bodies in the 

ensemble is not necessarily identical to the number of instruments available 

to them.  Beyond the standard two harpsichords and two theorbos, it is 

conceivable that the players may have had one or two other instruments on 

hand.  One possibility is a guitar, which was sometimes used for special 

effects in Venetian operas, especially for comic scenes.107  In our revival of 

the opera, the theorbist played guitar in the comic love duo between Peritoo 

and Menelao, in Act II, Scene 6.108 Another possibility is an additional 

keyboard instrument, such as an organo di legno (organ with woodpipes), 

although organs were uncommon in theaters at this time.109  Our 

performance was held in a hall with a beautiful replica of a baroque chamber 

organ, and we availed ourselves of this resource to lend depth and variety to 

the continuo group. 

The standard continuo group for Venetian opera, as we have seen, 
                                                                                                                                             
105 “Cavalli’s name does not appear in the orchestra list in the account book, but he was obligated by his 
contract not only to compose the opera, but to play the first keyboard… Payment for this duty was 
included in his fee.”  Ibid., 351n. 
106 An ambiguous term that may denote one of a number of string instruments of the violin and viol 
families.  In Venetian seventeenth-century usage it most likely refers to a small bass violin. See The New 
Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd ed., s.v. “Violetta,” (by Howard Mayer Brown and Stephen Bonta). 
107 Curtis, “Preface,” xii. 
108 See note 4, above. 
109 Curtis, “Preface,” xii. 
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consisted of two harpsichords, two instruments of the lute family (such as 

two theorbos, or a theorbo and archlute), and a violone.  That the 

instruments come in twos invites us to think creatively about why that may 

have been the case.  As Alan Curtis has noted, the reason for the presence of 

dual harpsichords in seventeenth-century Italian opera is “still only dimly 

understood.”110  We know that Cavalli’s contracts generally indicated he was 

to play cembalo primo.111  Curtis has suggested that the composer would 

have accompanied the recitatives, while the considerably less well-paid 

second harpsichordist would have doubled in ritornelli and set pieces.112  

However, as he points out, there is also pictorial and musical evidence that 

the continuo group may have been deployed in two sections, placed on 

opposite sides of the instrumental ensemble, each accompanying the singers 

standing closest to it.  In recitative, this could result in spatially contrasting 

accompaniment, thus adding an additional dimension in conversational 

exchanges.113  

 Curtis, however, remarks that “particularly in scenes of rapid, fiery 

dialogue… it is tempting to suppose that the composer provided harmonic 

overlap (each new entrance beginning with the same harmony as the 

previous character’s cadence) not only in order to allow singers to reply at 

once, or even overlap by interrupting, but also to allow the second 

harpsichordist’s urgently arpeggiated entrance to pounce upon the first 

harpsichord’s cadence.”114  I would agree wholeheartedly with Curtis’s 
                                                 
110 Ibid., xii. 
111 Glixon and Glixon, Inventing the Business of Opera, 152. 
112 Curtis, “Preface,” xii. 
113 A painting of a performance in Turin shows just this configuration.  See Ricardo Mezzanotte, The Simon 
and Schuster Book of the Opera: A Complete Reference Guide, 1597 to the Present (New York: Simon & Schuster, 
1978), 37-38.  Cited and discussed in Curtis, “Preface,” xii. 
114 Ibid., xii. 
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conclusions.  And in addition, I would argue that the use of separate 

continuo groups in conversational recitative is further supported by a 

curiosity of notation in this repertory, which has not been adequately 

accounted for by editors and commentators.  Not only in the MS score of 

Elena, but in other Venetian operas of the period as well (Poppea included), 

the source often shows tied consecutive bass notes with no change in pitch.  

The meaning of this notation has long remained obscure.115   

 A close examination of appearances of this notation in Elena, 

however, reveals that they occur remarkably often in conversational 

recitatives, where they demarcate a shift in speaker.  The note before the tie 

marks the cadence of the first speaker, while the note after the tie 

accompanies the entrance of the second.  In the context of the pictorial 

evidence for separated continuo groups, this notational peculiarity suggests 

the entrance of a new continuo instrument or instruments after the tie – in 

other words, the use of contrasting continuo groups to impart a spatial 

dimension to the accompaniment of conversational recitative. 

 In addition to the spatial consideration in the deployment of continuo 

forces, two other styles of approach can also contribute to an effective 

performance.  Stephen Stubbs has proposed two theories about the bases on 

which Monteverdi and his contemporaries would have made decisions on 

the assignment of continuo instruments to specific passages.  Although his 

investigation focuses on a slightly earlier period, his suggestions can be 

profitably applied to the mid-century repertory as well.116  Stubbs’s two 
                                                 
115 Jennifer Williams Brown believed it to be without musical significance, arising from the need for 
legibility in rehearsal, and emended such appearances in the MS of La Calisto to un-tied notes of longer 
value.  Brown, “Introduction,” xxxvi; ibid., “Critical Report,” in Cavalli, La Calisto, 175. 
116 Stephen Stubbs, “L’armonia sonora: Continuo Orchestration in Monteverdi’s Orfeo,” Early Music 22, no. 1 
(1994): 92. 
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strategies for continuo instrumentation are by role, and by affetto.  Drawing on 

the printed score of Orfeo, which indicates specific continuo instruments for 

some portions of the score, Stubbs concludes that both of these strategies 

were in play. 

 The concept of instrumentation by role indicates an approach in 

which a specific instrument or collection of instruments is associated with a 

particular character.  Stubbs found this to be employed with certain 

characters, especially with those characters who play an on-stage instrument.  

Instrumentation by affetto has its theoretical underpinnings in the musical 

aesthetics of the time, specifically in the belief that the aim of music is to 

move the passions.  Evidence for the practice appears in the foreword to 

Emilio de’ Cavalieri’s Rappresentatione di Anima, e di Corpo (Rome, 1600), 

which indicates that, “Signor Emilio would praise the changing of 

instrumentation to conform to the affetto of the singer.”117 

 Based on our experiments in rehearsal, I came to the opinion that 

both of these strategies have a role to play in the deployment of continuo 

forces in Elena.  The association of a character with specific instruments has 

the advantage of building a distinctive sound world around that character, 

thus aiding in musical characterization.  On the other hand, the results can 

be predictable and monotonous, especially in longer passages.  This is 

particularly problematic for central characters, who often need to express a 

range of emotions, and are better served by a broader palette of 

accompanimental options.  

 In our performance, we used modified versions of this principle.  In 

passages of quick dialogue, it was sometimes useful to assign one continuo 
                                                 
117 Cited in ibid., 88.   
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instrument to one character and another to her interlocutor.  We used this 

strategy, for instance, in Act I, Scene 9, with its quick exchanges between 

Elena and Menelao.  With some additional shifts of instrumentation to 

accommodate nuances of affect (see discussion of instrumentation by affect 

in the paragraphs that follow), our basic assignment was the glittering 

harpsichord to Elena, and the soulful theorbo to Menelao.  And indeed, 

throughout the opera, these two characters gravitated to these two continuo 

instruments, though not consistently or exclusively.  

As we mentioned earlier, the presence in the hall of a replica of a 

baroque chamber organ allowed us to exploit its distinctive characteristics to 

enrich our continuo forces.  Although we used the organ in various ways – 

to add amplitude to the tuttis, to evoke other-worldly associations in the 

sleep scene (Act II, scene 14), and for loud, boisterous effects in the 

wrestling match (Act I, scene 10)118 – we also employed it for 

characterization.  As a basic assignment, we matched regal Ippolita to the 

organ.  For the most part, whenever she sang, the organ played.  We often 

added other instruments as well, however, and occasionally dispensed with 

the organ altogether.  The association was thus fairly loose, but nonetheless 

present.  

Continuo instrumentation by affect is an enormously effective tool 

for reinforcing subtle shifts in dramatic tone.  Particularly in longer 

soliloquies, shifts in continuo instrumentation contribute an additional 

dimension to the affective geography of the scene. One scene with particular 

shifts of this kind is Act II, Scene 14, in which Menelao finally reveals his 
                                                 
118 The historic organo di legno would not have had the strident sounds of which we availed ourselves for this 
scene. In the spirit of creative adaptation we used them anyway, though elsewhere we restricted the organ 
to the sounds available in Venetian theaters.  
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identity to Elena.  As we saw in Ch. 2, Menelao’s self-revealing proceeds in 

stages: first through feigned somnambulence in which he declares his love 

(mm. 43-63), then in teasing dialogue and quick exchanges during which 

Elena still believes him to be the Amazon Elisa (mm. 64 – 90), and finally in 

a passionate recitative monologue in which he finally reveals his true 

identity.119  This monologue is, in one sense, the climax of the opera, or one 

of its climaxes, at least.  The drama of the opera up to this point has ridden 

on the premise of Menelao’s disguise, and here it is finally lifted.  And this 

climax of unveiling comes in waves, starting with the unexpected shift from 

a cadence on A Minor (Elena’s “Al ciel lo giuro” – “By heaven, I swear it,” 

m. 90) to the G minor of Menelao’s “Eccovi, ò bella” (“Behold, o beautiful 

one,” m. 91).  The next shift comes in m. 97, with a cadence now to G major 

– rather than to the expected G minor of the previous phrase – for the next 

stage of the revealing: “Amazone non son: son Menelao” (“I am no 

Amazon: I am Menelaus”).  And finally comes an utterly unexpected shift by 

third, from F major to D major, for the ravishing “Eccomi à vostri piedi” 

(“Behold me at your feet,” m. 105).   

 Each of these three tonal shifts marks a stage in Menelao’s unveiling, 

and brings with it inherent affective connotations.  Shifts in continuo scoring 

would further enhance this effect.  The decision as to which instruments will 

play at each of these harmonic shifts will depend on the performers’ concept 

of the pacing of this monologue: whether, for example, “Amazone non son: 

son Menelao” is passionate and pleading, or forcefully declarative.  If the 
                                                 
119 In style and effect, this passage is related to the recitative soliloquy, a heightened form of diction 
typically reserved for the noblest of characters, and a scene type the prominence of which waned in the 
later decades of the seventeenth century.  See Margaret Murata, “The Recitative Soliloquy,” Journal of the 
American Musicological Society 32, no. 1 (1979): 45-73. 
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latter, a strong cadence to G major in the continuo in m. 97 might be struck 

by the harpsichord and theorbo together, which would set up a contrast for 

more romantic instrumentation at the final revealing in m. 105.  If the 

former, one might set up a passage for solo theorbo in m. 97 with a 

preceding passage for harpsichord and theorbo together in mm. 91-97.  

Beyond the decisions regarding which chordal instruments should 

play, there is also the question of whether and when to use the sustaining 

bass.  As a rule, these instruments work excellently in arias and other set 

pieces, and less so in recitative;120 possible exceptions include places where 

the bass is written in long notes, in which case a sustaining bass instrument 

can add additional expressivity.  Whatever instrumentation one decides on 

for mm. 90-97 and 97-104, the harmonic shift at m. 105 offers an excellent 

opportunity to bring in the sustaining bass.  Its intensity and color lend just 

the right affect to this final stage of Menelao’s unmasking.  

 Before moving on, we should take a moment to note that the chordal 

and sustaining bass instruments are by no means the only instruments that 

may be employed in realizing the figured bass. Agazzari’s “Del sonare sopra’l 

basso” (Siena, 1607), though written a half century before the composition 

of Elena, points to a tradition that may have persisted, in some form, well 

into the century. He writes: 

 
                                                 
120 On the role of sustaining bass instruments in continuo accompaniment, see Tharald Borgir, “The 
Performance of the Basso Continuo in Italian Baroque Music” (Ph.D. diss., University of California, 1987).   
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As a foundation, there are those which guide and sustain the entire 
body of the voices and instruments of the said concerto; which are 
the organ, cembalo, etc., and similarly in the case of few or single 
voices, lute, tiorba, arpa etc.  As ornament there are those which 
disport themselves and play counterpoints, and thus render the 
harmony more agreeable and sonorous; such as the lute, tiorba, arpa, 
lirone, cetera, spinetto, chitarrina, violino, pandora and the like.121 

 
It is worthy of notice that in addition to the instruments that we are 

accustomed to thinking of as part of a continuo group, Agazzari also 

mentions the violin as a melodic and contrapuntal continuo instrument – a 

possibility that would benefit from creative exploration in this repertory.  

Certainly the pay records from the previous season, which grant the first 

violinist a pay grade fifty percent higher than his colleague playing second, 

might be understood as partially reflecting the specialized skill of 

improvisatory continuo realization. 

 It should be mentioned in conclusion that the approach to continuo 

instrumentation in recitative differs somewhat from that for set-pieces.  

Recitative demands greater flexibility, not only from the singers, but also 

from the continuo group.  For that reason, a smaller number of players 

tends to work better, adding greater clarity to the declamation, as well as to 

the grammar and syntax (which the continuo clarifies).  In concerted pieces, 

ritornelli and sinfonie, by contrast, the rhythmic and metrical regularity poses 

an excellent opportunity for tutti playing.  Our performance often made use 

of the entire instrumental ensemble for such passages, though occasionally 

employing contrasting instrumentation for various formal sections or 

strophes.   
                                                 
121 Translated in F. T. Arnold, The Art of Accompaniment from a Thorough-Bass as Practised in the XVIIth and 
XVIIIth Centuries, 2nd ed. (New York: Dover, 1965), 68. 

 94 
 



 

 In addition to the basso continuo, the score of Elena relies on two 

unnamed treble instruments in g-clef, certainly violins: pay records and 

eyewitness accounts indicate that the primary non-continuo instruments in 

this repertory were violins, one on a part.  Whereas some of Cavalli’s operas 

use four-part strings, the majority use a three-part ensemble.  In the score of 

Elena, the prologue breaks with the scoring of the rest of the opera, and 

includes a viola line (again, unnamed, but written in c3 clef).  What the 

presence of a notated viola part in the prologue might mean for the rest of 

the opera is open for speculation.  It is possible that the prologue that comes 

down to us in the surviving manuscript of Elena was not the one that was 

actually performed in the original production of the work, and that its 

comparative grandeur reflects a choice by the copyist (and presumably by 

Cavalli) to include it in the presentation copy in spite of the practical 

challenges it poses (see Introduction, pp. 4-6, above).  Performers may wish 

to follow the example of the prologue, and write viola parts for the rest of 

the opera as well.  The addition of inner parts was a common aspect of 

operatic revisions in the period, as is evinced by a number of operas for 

which more than one score survives.122  The practice will likewise be 

essential for modern performances in larger halls, since the trio sonata 

texture of the score will sound remarkably unidiomatic with many strings to 

a part.123 Performers wishing to mount a production of the opera in a 

modern opera house would also be advised to add to the instrumental sound 

by augmenting the number of instruments in the continuo group.  
                                                 
122 See Curtis, “Preface.”  See also Hendrik Schulze, “The Manuscript Score as a Document of Performance 
Practice in Cavalli’s Operas 1654-1661.” Philomusica on-line 5 (2005), http://philomusica.unipv.it/annate/ 
2005-6/amiche_rivali/schulze/index.html. 
123 Jennifer Williams Brown makes this point in the introduction to her edition of Cavalli’s La Calisto. See 
Brown, “Introduction,” xl. 
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 In addition to the strings, trumpets and kettledrum are indicated in 

the score, and were probably present in the 1659 performances, most likely 

as onstage instruments.124  Act II, Scene 16 opens with a choral fanfare, 

which concludes with the words, “Il timpano suoni, Si tocchin le trombe” 

(“Let the drum sound, let the trumpets be played”).  The instrumental 

passage that follows is labeled Tocco, and is in idiomatic trumpet-drum 

fanfare style, in A major.  Moreover, at the repeat of the tocco, the manuscript 

provides the indication, trombe. 

The presence of trumpets and drums in the original production 

invites us to ask whether they may have played in other scenes as well.  One 

obvious candidate is Act I, Scene 10, in which Cavalli gives raucous music 

with the label Lotta to the instrumental ensemble, in depiction of the 

wrestling match between Elena and Menelao.  Again, the treble instruments 

play simple, rhythmic arpeggiations in D and A major in typical trumpet 

fanfare style.  And indeed, the association of these instruments with a martial 

context, as well as the sheer volume of sound, would have been a 

marvellous, bombastic, addition to this score.  Another possibility would be 

the hunters’ chorus in Act II, Scene 16, with its arpeggiations of D Major 

(pp. 231-233); here, the trumpet would naturally serve as an onstage 

nstrument. 

 

Missing Music 

In a number of places in the manuscript, music is either missing or 

incomplete.  In the case of the Act 1 and Act 2 balli, the music is missing 
                                                 
124 On the use of trumpets and drums in Venetian opera, see Beat, “Monteverdi and the Opera Orchestra 
of his Time,” in The Monteverdi Companion, ed. Denis Arnold and Nigel Fortune (London: Faber & Faber, 
1968): 289-292.   
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entirely.  The modern director has several options at her disposal: compose a 

ballo afresh, or use one of the readily available balli that were in fact written 

down.  A catalogue of the surviving Venetian instrumental balli is provided 

in Irene Alm’s, “Winged Feet and Mute Eloquence: Dance in Seventeenth-

Century Venetian Opera.”125 One possibility worth considering is that the 

vocal music itself would have been danced, or repeated instrumentally for 

the dance: Alm, in fact, catalogues the music of Act I, Scene 16 of Elena as 

vocal dance music.126 

 

Segue indications 

 As we saw in Chapter 3, the manuscript score contains a number of 

segue indications, some of which are of the custos type, and others of which 

are directives for performance (e.g. segue subito il ritornello).  Those of the 

custos type have not been included in the edition; thus, all remaining segue 

indications should be taken as indicative for performance.  The 

interpretation of these indications may vary based on the musical and 

dramatic contexts, as well as the preferences of the performers.  The range 

of solutions would include proceeding without pause, or without a 

ritardando at the cadence, as well as telescoping (i.e. superimposing) the 

entrance of the ritornello onto the previous bar.  

 

Meter and Tempo 

The vast bulk of the opera is written in two meter signatures: 3 and C, 

both of which have a range of connotations with respect to expression and 
                                                 
125 Alm, “Winged Feet,” 275-277. 
126 Ibid., 278. 
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tempo, as we will see.  Four other triple or compound meters appear: 3/4, 

3/2, 6/4 and C 6/4.  The implications of these meters are one of the most 

intriguing aspects of this score, and a thorough study of meter and tempo in 

the surviving corpus of Venetian opera would be heartily welcome.  For the 

purposes of the study and performance of Elena, however, it will suffice to 

lay out a few general principles. 

During this period, the use of proportional notation was generally on 

the wane.  Carissimi’s Ars Cantandi, which survives only in a later German 

source but most likely dates to mid-century, assigns to various time 

signatures their modern metrical meanings, along with specific connotations 

of tempo.127  In the score of Elena, proportions in most cases do not seem to 

be indicated (producing illogical or unmusical tempos), and in many cases 

would be altogether impossible (as in cases where 6/4 follows 3).  On the 

other hand, neither do meters behave consistently according to their modern 

meanings: 3, as we have seen, is often barred in groups of 6 or 9, and 3/2 is 

metrically identical to 3.  

Ultimately, the best guides to tempo are the musical materials and 

dramatic context.  Such an approach is attested in contemporary sources128 

and is in any case essential for effective delivery. Specifically, smaller note 

values are indications of faster tempos129, with the caveat that the smallest 

note values must be performed no more quickly than accurate performance 

will allow.130  Another general principle is that 3 tends to indicate a quick 
                                                 
127 See discussion in Frederick Neumann, Performance Practices of the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (New 
York: Schirmer, 1993), 30.  
128 See Praetorius’s indication that director choose the tempo “ex consideratione textus et harmoniae.” 
Michael Praetorius, Syntagma Musicum (Wolfenüttel, 1614-1619); cited and discussed in Neumann, Performance 
Practices, 25.  
129 Ibid., 45.  
130 Ibid., 48. 
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tempo.131   

Based on these criteria some conclusions can be drawn with respect 

to the meaning of the time signature 6/4 in this score.  The signature always 

indicates a compound duple meter, though there is some confusion about 

the precise divisions within the bar.132  And in scene after scene the musical 

materials and dramatic context indicate a tempo that is quite brisk.  The 

meter is used often for the comical Peritoo’s most exuberant moments, as in 

his celebratory aria in Act III, Scene 8, mm. 82-143, with its running eighths 

on the word brillatemi, which make sense only if they move at a clip.  The 

meter is likewise used for an aria in proto-patter style by the stock comic 

servant, Iro (Act II, Scene 8).  The rhythm of unremitting quarter notes will 

attain its comedic effect only at a tempo that is quite fast.  Juxtapositions of 

passages in 3 and 6/4 likewise suggest a faster tempo for 6/4 (see, for 

example, II/6, mm. 83-105). 

The meter C 6/4 occurs once, for Elena’s entrance aria at the opening 

of Act I, Scene 8.  Based on the texture of the aria, with its interjections in 

graceful voice-exchanges by the violins, it would seem that the tempo 

suggested would be somewhat slower than an ordinary 6/4; this suggestion 

is reinforced by the fact that C generally connotes a slower tempo, and its 

inclusion in the signature would presumably have a moderating influence on 

6/4. 

The meter 3/4 is an interesting case: it appears only twice in the score, 

each time at the beginning of an instrumental ritornello to a vocal set piece 
                                                 
131 Christopher Simpson (1667), cited and discussed in Neumann, Performance Practices, 47; see also Robert 
Donington, Baroque Music, Style, and Performance: A Handbook (New York: W. W. Norton, 1982): 15. 
132 In every case but one, 6/4 has its modern metrical meaning of 3 quarter notes plus three quarter notes.  
In the Prologue (mm. 234-235), however, the bar consists of four dotted quarters. 
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not notated in 3/4.133  Given this musical context, it would seem not to 

indicate a change of tempo.  Rather, I would speculate that these rare 

occurrences of 3/4 result from some now hidden aspect of the sources from 

which the copyist was working.  It is conceivable, for instance, that he may 

have copied the ritornelli directly from violin parts, possibly notated by 

someone other than Cavalli, and therefore employing different notational 

conventions from the rest of the score.134 

 The meaning of the meter 3/2 in this score is highly ambiguous.  It 

appears three times in the course of the opera, two of which appear 

alongside statements of the same music in the more common meter, 3.135 As 

mentioned earlier, 3/2 in this score is metrically indistinguishable from 3.  

Nor do the musical and textual contexts give any clues to the meaning of the 

meter with respect to tempo.  Given the ambiguities of the source, the 

performer will need to make independent decisions as to the appropriate 

tempi for these passages. 

 

Cavalli’s masterful deployment of metrical contrast is evident in the 

exquisite first love duet between Elena and Menelao, following her 

declaration that she returns his affections.  This occurs in Act III, Scene 1, 

after Menelao’s wistful “Sospiri di foco”.  One of the expressive devices 

Cavalli uses extensively in this opera is the artful juxtaposition of 3 and C.  
                                                 
133 The first occurrence (I/8, m. 167) follows a duo in 3; the second (II/10, m. 33) follows an aria, the 
concluding portion of which is in 6/4. 
134 In point of fact, the quality of the musical writing in the ritornelli is in general lower than that in the rest 
of the score. The ritornelli are often somewhat ungainly, and are rife with errors.  It is within the realm of 
possibility that the upper parts were written by someone other than Cavalli – possibly by the first violinist. 
135 The first appearance is for a duo between Menelao and Diomede in I/3 (mm. 139-155), the ritornello to 
which is notated in 3.  The third appearance, in III/8 for a short duo for Menelao and Peritoo (mm. 32 – 
72), is similarly obscure.  The second appearance, however, is perhaps the most baffling.  It occurs in II/3 
(mm 89-92), as a little refrain in triple time.  The refrain alternates with interpolations in common time, and 
appears three times in all.  The other two appearances, however, are in 3, not 3/2. 
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The overall effect is to lend variety, flexibility, and structural markers to the 

musical fabric.  This takes a variety of forms, and can serve a variety of 

functions.  Generally speaking, 3 is the more specifically lyrical of the two: 

the overwhelming majority of vocal set pieces are in 3, while common time, 

by contrast, is used primarily in recitative and sinfonias.  

 Common time functions in various ways in the score of Elena.  As the 

meter of recitative, it has built an inherent capacity to suggest a performance 

that is to some extent “out of time”, even outside a recitative context.  The 

performance of recitative, though reflecting the rhythm and metrical 

organization of the notated score, nevertheless allows for a certain flexibility 

of tempo, with opportunities to accelerate, slow down, or pause, as required 

by the text and dramatic situation.  

 In mid-century Venetian opera, the meter 3 is the standard meter for 

vocal set pieces.  Cavalli exploits this inherently lyrical quality in order to add 

variety, lyricism, and structural articulation in a variety of contexts other than 

set pieces.  The paradigmatic case is the one in which the prevailing texture 

is recitative, in C, and a short arioso in 3 is interpolated, adding interest and 

structure to the passage or scene.  The move into lyricism may also serve to 

highlight a particularly emotional moment.  

 Another very specific use of juxtapositions of 3 and C occurs in a 

number of places in the score, to great dramatic effect.  This happens in a 

prevailing context of 3, where one or more bars of C intervene.  It is clear 

from the musical context that this is the “out of time” version of C, and the 

interpolated bars serve as a lyrical flourish, an idyll in the midst of the 

prevailing forward motion of 3.  This device is used to great expressive 

effect in the duo between Elena and Menelao in Act III, Scene 1, in which 
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the lovers move from the prevailing meter of 3 into C, as they 

performatively consecrate their hearts to each other.  The shortness of the 

note values of the melisma on “consacro” indicates that they are not to be 

taken literally.  Instead this use of the “out-of-time” C invites expressive 

rubato.  In addition, the mutual attention and absorption required for the 

performers to execute the repeated lower-neighbor motion reinforces the 

stage effect of romantic union.  The overall dramatic impression is of a sort 

of simultaneous, synchronized cadenza, a shared frisson, expressing the 

shivers of love revealed and returned. 

 It is worth noting that of all the meters used in this manuscript, the 

only simple duple meter is C; all the rest are triple or compound.  It would 

follow that all of the possible tempos in simple duple time would have to be 

available within the meter of C.136  And this is indeed what we find.  There 

are cases where the notated meter is C, and the dramatic context dictates a 

tempo that is quite brisk.  See, for example, the discussion of Act I, Scene 9 

(mm. 54-60) in Chapter 2.  Other passages in C where a quick tempo is 

dictated is clear from the dramatic context and musical materials include Act 

II, Scene 16 mm. 43-53, and Elena’s aria at the start of Act II, Scene 14. 

Perhaps the most challenging portion of the opera with respect to 

tempo choice is the Act 1 Sinfonia.  The majestic opening two-bar gesture 

invites expansion and decoration, where the motion in unremitting quarter 

notes (perhaps mimetic of the sea) in mm. 18-27 suggests a tempo that is 

quite fast – and indeed, a too-slow tempo produces a performance that is 

ponderous and unmusical.  The difficulty, however, arises in the connective 
                                                 
136 Normally, we might expect cut time for faster simple duple passages, and common time for slower 
passages. 
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passages where these two types of motion join together (mm. 3-8, with an 

extension in mm. 9-10 for a variant on the opening motive).  The challenge 

of creating a persuasive performance of this sinfonia is indeed one of the 

more difficult issues facing performers in reviving this opera.  

 

Pitch 

 Surviving Venetian woodwind instruments from this period suggest 

that the standard pitch was considerably higher than A=440, by as much as a 

whole step.137  I would recommend adopting Venetian pitch where 

practicable, as this will solve some of the vocal difficulties associated with 

the low tessitura of the female roles.  Transposition of portions of the score 

to accommodate the needs of particular singers was a common practice.138  

Modern performers should not be reluctant to use this strategy, provided 

that the results make sense musically.  

 

Chorus 

There would have been no separate chorus hired for the production.  

Rather, in the choral scenes (Act I, Scene 1; Act I, Scene 16; and Act II, 

Scene 16) singers not otherwise called for in the scene would have sung the 

choral parts.  As we saw in the Introduction, singers could be called on to 

play more than one role; their participation in various choruses is an 

extension of this practice.139 

 
                                                 
137 Curtis, “Preface,” xiii. 
138 Brown, “Introduction,” xlii; see also Denis Arnold, “Performing Practice,” in The New Monteverdi 
Companion, ed. Denis Arnold and Nigel Fortune (London: Faber & Faber, 1985), 331. 
139 On the performance of choruses in Venetian opera see Brown, “Introduction,” xxxviii.  
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Casting 

The project of producing historically-informed performances of 

Italian baroque opera faces one significant, and in an important sense, 

irresolvable obstacle: the demise of the castrato.  Castrati were central to 

operatic performance from its inception, playing a range of characters, from 

servants to leading men.  But it was as the heroic protagonist that they were 

most celebrated – until their gradual decline over the course of the 18th 

century.140 The questions of performance practice discussed earlier all 

presuppose that at least the material conditions of performance, specifically 

the instruments, can be accurately reconstructed.  In the case of castrati, this 

is simply not the case.  It is generally agreed that the modern sound closest 

to that of a castrato is that of an adult female singer.141  But in opera, the 

physical body of the singer is an agent of the drama.  Even were the adult 

female voice identical to that of the historical castrato (which it is not), the 

substitution of female soprani for castrati would not be unproblematic 

dramatically.  The fact remains that the unavailability of castrati poses a 

problem to historical reconstruction, for which there is no single correct 

solution.  In performing Italian baroque opera in the 21st century, we cannot 

escape the contradictory relationship between the verisimilitude of sound 

and the verisimilitude of bodies in action.  

 The 'castrato problem', as I've formulated it here, is especially 

pronounced in the case of Elena, where gender confusion is the big joke of 

the opera.  With the demise of the castrato, the particular network of queer 
                                                 
140 For further reading on the social and musical history of the castrati, see Heriot, The Castrati in Opera; 
Heller, “Varieties of Masculinity”;  Freitas, Portrait of a Castrato. 
141 See Ellen T. Harris, “Voices,” in Performance Practice, vol. 2: Music after 1600, Part I: The Baroque Era, ed. 
Howard Mayer Brown and Stanley Sadie (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1989): 113. 
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relationships in Elena, as conceived by its creators, and understood by its 

original audience, is irreproducible.  A modernization according to the code 

of substitutions based on the verisimilitude of sound produces an opera that 

is distinctly queer, but along very different lines from the original.  Seemingly 

lesbian relationships in which one character is “actually” a man were 

common during this period, as we have seen.  With the substitution of a 

female soprano in the role of Menelaus, the lesbian exchange in the first act 

is suddenly turned on its head. The audience knows that the character of 

Menelaus is a man, but is acutely aware that the body of Menelaus is that of 

a woman.  The erotic spectacle of women's wrestling can no longer so easily 

be bracketed off as 'mere' confusion. 

In the case of the Peritoo-Menelao relationship, this standard 

substitution yields a result that undermines the queer program of the 

original.  The role of Peritoo is written in c3 clef, and was originally sung by 

a contralto castrato.  And whereas the high tessitura of the role Menelao is 

out of reach of the vast majority of countertenors, Peritoo could feasibly be 

sung by either a female contralto or a countertenor.142  Neither solution, 

however, is perhaps ideal.  If we cast a man in the role, having already cast a 

woman as Menelao, the comic love duo between Menelao and Peritoo in Act 

II, Scene 6 loses its tang.  If we cast a woman in the role of Peritoo, on the 

other hand, this scene becomes the confusing spectacle of a woman playing 

a man disguised as a woman, courted by a woman playing a man.  Casting a 

woman in the role of Peritoo is so muddling as to undermine the comedy of 
                                                 
142 A small number of countertenors do in fact have the capability of singing soprano, though this does not 
tend to be the most gracious portion of their range.  Nevertheless, as this repertory is more often 
performed before modern audiences, there may be demand for men who can sing soprano castrato roles, 
and this ability may be increasingly cultivated. 
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the role, and its most spectacular scenes.143   

 

 Cavalli’s Elena is shot through with the conventions of Venetian opera 

and Renaissance theater, yet it is remarkable in a number of ways.  Itself one 

of the earliest instances of comic opera in Venice, Elena appears to be one of 

a cluster of seicento Venetian comic operas that have been largely overlooked.  

It contributes to ongoing conversations about gender in Venetian opera, and 

offers rich material for the study of Cavalli’s compositional style.  In the 

realm of performance practice, it contributes to our growing understanding 

of the notation and instrumentation of Cavalli’s operas, and raises fascinating 

questions on the representation of gender and sexuality in modern 

performances of baroque opera.   It is my hope that the present edition will 

make this delightful opera accessible to a broad audience of scholars, 

students and performers, and that through them the opera may ultimately 

come to life in the public theaters of the 21st century. 
                                                 
143 In the Cornell production I cast Peritoo as a male alto.  The main drawback to this decision, of course, is 
that the Big Gay Moment of the opera becomes heterosexual, which is not funny at all.  I settled on a 
solution I found much more satisfying, and in the spirit of the original (though updated in a number of 
particulars):  Peritoo is gay.  Unlike the other characters, Peritoo sees through Menelao' disguise.  He knows 
Menelao is a man, but thinks (quite reasonably) that he's a drag queen.  Although drag queens are not 
usually Peritoo’s thing, this guy is really tall and cute, and they seem to have great chemistry.  Peritoo is 
understandably shocked to find out that Menelao is a straight guy, who only dressed up as a woman in order 
to seduce another woman – who also claims to be straight!  What is the world coming to? 
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CHARACTERS1 
 

For the Prologue: Discordia (Discord) disguised as Pace (Peace) (c1)§ 
Venere (Venus) (c1) 
Giunone (Juno) (c1) 
Pallade (Pallas Athena) (c1) 
Pace (Peace) (c1) § 
Verità (Truth) (soprano) §  
Amore (Love/Cupid) (silent)  
Abbondanza (silent)  
Two Furies (silent) 

 
Tindaro, King of Sparta (F) 
Elena, his daughter (c1) 
Menelao, Prince in woman’s clothing, admirer of Elena (c1) § 
Teseo (c4/c1)* 
Peritoo (c3) § 
Ippolita, Amazon princess, dressed as a man (c1)  
Eurite, Amazon, her lady-in-waiting, dressed as a man (c1) 
[Astianassia]2,  Elena’s lady-in-waiting  (c1) 
Diomede, servant of Menelao, dressed as an Armenian merchant (c4) 
Euripilo, confidant of Tindaro (c3) § 
Iro, court buffoon (c4) 
Creonte, King of Tegea (c4) 
Menesteo, his son (c1) § 
Antiloco, confidant of Menesteo (c4/F)* 
Castore (c1) § and Polluce (c1) §, brothers of Elena 
Nettuno (F) 
Chorus of sea-blue deities (c1, c3, c4) 
Chorus of Argonauts (c1, c1, F) 
Chorus of hunters (c3, c4, c4, F) 
Chorus of slaves (silent) 
 
*  Role notated in more than one clef (see Ch. 3: On the Edition). 
§  Castrato role 

 
                                                
1 This list is of characters and their descriptions is a translation  of the character list in the printed libretto. 
Clef information has been added for convenience, and refers to the MS score.  
2 This character is named Erginda in the printed libretto, but Astianassia in the MS score.  
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