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6 	 Bizet’s Carmen	 4:11

7 	 Mascagni	 6:51

8 	 Mascagni’s other operas	 5:06

Cavalleria rusticana 
9 	 Prelude and Sicilian setting	 6:34

10 	 Beginning	 5:14

11 	 The Easter Hymn	 7:18
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14 	 Intermezzo	 5:58

15 	 Turiddu drinks and Alfio makes his challenge	 3:19

16 	 Turiddu says goodbye before the duel	 6:40

		  TT 76:41
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Music from Cavalleria rusticana – Naxos 8.660022 and 8.110714–15*

	 Santuzza, a peasant girl	 Stefka Evstatieva, soprano
		  Lina Bruna Rasa*

	 Turiddu, a young soldier	 Giacomo Aragall, tenor
		  Beniamino Gigli* 

	 Mamma Lucia, mother of Turiddu	 Alzbeta Michalková, contralto
		  Giulietta Simionato*

	 Alfio, a village carter	 Eduard Tumagian, baritone
		  Gino Bechi*

	 Lola, wife of Alfio	 Anna di Mauro, mezzo-soprano
		  Maria Marcucci*

Villagers and Peasants

Slovak Philharmonic Choir
Czecho-Slovak Radio Symphony Orchestra (Bratislava)

Alexander Rahbari

La Scala Orchestra and Chorus, Milan*

Pietro Mascagni*



The word ‘opera’ is Latin and means ‘the works’; it represents a synthesis of all the 
other arts: drama, vocal and orchestral music, dance, light and design. Consequently, 
it delivers an emotional impact which none of the others can match. The only one 
of the arts whose origins can be precisely dated, it was ‘invented’ in Italy in 1597 as 
part of the Renaissance – the rebirth of interest in classical values. As an art form it 
is truly international, crossing all linguistic and cultural barriers, and it is probably 
the only one whose audience continues to expand, not in spite of, but because of 
developments in entertainment technology.

From its early origins in Italy opera spread across Europe, establishing individual 
and distinctive schools in a number of countries. France had an early and long-
standing love affair with it – hence the term grand opéra, referring to the massive 
five-act creations that graced the Paris Opéra in the nineteenth century. Germany 
had an excellent school from as early as Mozart’s time, and opera perhaps reached 
its highest achievement with the mighty music dramas of Richard Wagner. Russia, 
Great Britain and the Americas have also made their contributions.

In the popular imagination, however, opera remains an Italian concept – and no 
wonder. From its earliest years Italians dominated the art: Cavalli and Monteverdi 
were among the first to establish its forms; there was a golden age, called the bel canto, 
at the beginning of the nineteenth century when Bellini, Donizetti and Rossini ruled 
supreme; Giuseppe Verdi was probably the most revered artist in history; and, for 
many, Puccini represents in every sense the last word in this beloved genre.

Although the twentieth century has not been as lavishly endowed with opera 
composers, it can still boast a few, including Richard Strauss, Igor Stravinsky and 
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Benjamin Britten – and, maybe most significantly in the long run, those errant step-
children of opera, the Broadway musical and the Lloyd Webber spectacular.

Cavalleria rusticana – Rustic chivalry
Opera in one act by Pietro Mascagni.
Libretto by Giovanni Targioni-Tozzetti (1863–1934) and Guido Menasci 
(1867–1925), based on a short story by Giovanni Verga.
First performance: Rome, Teatro Costanzi, 17 May 1890.
First UK performance: London, Shaftesbury Theatre, 19 October 1891.
First US performance: Philadelphia, 9 September 1891.

It is deeply appropriate that the apotheosis of the great film trilogy The Godfather 
should take place against the backdrop of a performance of Mascagni’s youthful 
masterpiece Cavalleria rusticana. The movie and the opera both distill that power, 
passion and blood-lust – combined with a deeply held sense of honour and chivalry, 
the ‘Country Code of Honour’ of the opera’s title – which characterise Sicilian life.

Cavalleria rusticana was written for a competition, and while it was seen at the 
time as promising a glorious future for both opera and the work’s gifted young 
composer, this proved to be a mirage on both counts. The style of opera that it 
represents so triumphantly is called the verismo – meaning ‘true-to-life’. Far from 
being a new dawn for opera it turned out to be a swansong, with Puccini’s later 
Turandot the last word on a tradition which lasted from the late 1500s into the 
early twentieth century.

Ever since audiences cheered Cavalleria rusticana on its first outing in 1890 it 
has been an operatic staple – and no wonder. It is freely adapted from a bodice-
ripper of a short story, and its wonderful setting in rural Sicily offers opportunities 
for that combination of sin and sanctity that the Italians do so well. It also has a 
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score of immense power and beauty. It is this last factor – the melodic wealth of 
Cavalleria rusticana – more than anything else that guarantees its lasting 
popularity. Several great arias and even greater choruses run through a score that is 
also characterised by impressive and original orchestral writing. Indeed, the two 
best-loved numbers are a chorus with solo overlays and a pure orchestral piece: the 
overwhelming Easter Hymn and the gentler but equally moving Intermezzo.

The story is the eternal one of love and jealousy. Turiddu (the tenor, of course) 
had once loved Lola, who is now married to Alfio. Then he loved Santuzza, but has 
dropped her and now wants Lola back. Santuzza is therefore a scorned woman whose 
fury, as the Bard might have said, surpasses that of Hell. When Santuzza realises that 
she has lost Turiddu to Lola she tells all to Lola’s husband Alfio, who has no choice 
under the rustic code of chivalry but to challenge Turiddu to a duel – with 
predictably fatal consequences. What makes all this such superb musical theatre is 
the combination of raw passion, melodic invention of extraordinary youthful vigour, 
and the device of playing out these animal instincts of lust, jealousy and revenge 
against the sacred pageantry of a small Sicilian village’s Easter celebrations.

Cavalleria rusticana shares a poignant characteristic with Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci – 
with which it is often paired in the theatre – in that it promised a glittering career for 
its young composer that never materialised. Although Mascagni lived on into World 
War Two he never repeated this triumph. His longevity, however, at least allowed him 
to make his own recording of the opera, extracts from which are included in this 
introduction to form an extraordinary link between our times and the long-vanished 
world of nineteenth-century Italian opera at its final glorious peak.

Thomson Smillie
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Synopsis
A village in Sicily, Easter, 1890.

Before the curtain rises, Turiddu can be heard singing a love song to Lola, the girl he 
loves and promised to marry before he left for his military service. When he 
returned, he found that she had married the carter, Alfio. He turned to another girl, 
Santuzza, promising to marry her, but has begun to see Lola again.

When the curtain rises, it is early on Easter morning and villagers comment on 
the beautiful day on their way to church. Santuzza approaches Turiddu’s mother, 
Mamma Lucia, asking for news of her son. Santuzza is told that he has gone to the 
next village to fetch some wine, but this is not true: he was seen in the village by 
Santuzza herself the previous evening, and Alfio, who enters at this point, tells them 
that he saw Turiddu in the village that morning.

When Alfio leaves, Santuzza explains to Mamma Lucia that Turiddu has betrayed 
her and gone back to Lola. Worried by what she has heard, Mamma Lucia carries on 
to the church. Turiddu then arrives and angrily refuses to answer Santuzza’s 
questions. Their confrontation is interrupted by Lola’s arrival, and as she flirts with 
Turiddu she arouses Santuzza’s jealousy. Santuzza pleas with Turiddu but he pushes 
her violently away. In her despair she then reveals his infidelity to Alfio, who swears 
that he will be avenged. Santuzza realises too late what she has started, and they 
both leave the village square.

Here, the famous Intermezzo is played, while the stage is empty. Men and women 
then come out of the church, and Turiddu invites people to come and drink with 
him. Alfio declines and makes his challenge, to which Turiddu responds by biting 
Alfio’s ear – a Sicilian gesture to show that he accepts. Turiddu bids farewell to his 
mother, asking her to care for Santuzza should he not return alive. Mamma Lucia is 
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left bewildered as her son rushes out. Santuzza comes to keep her company. There is 
a cry heard off-stage: ‘They have murdered Turiddu’ . Santuzza collapses.

Mascagni’s introductory speech (track 7)
Ascoltatrici ed ascoltatori gentili: sono Pietro Mascagni e vi rivolgo la parola per dirvi 
che la mia Cavalleria rusticana compie i cinquanta anni, ed è legata, nella mia 
memoria a tante dimostrazioni di simpatia che non ho potuto resistere all’invito della 
nobile Voce del Padrone e mi sono deciso a presentarla in dischi, per intero e per la 
prima volta, sotto la mia personale direzione. La mia creatura, che prende vita dagli 
artisti più celebrati e da masse orchestrali e corali che non hanno rivali nel mondo, 
rimarrà per tanto – quale imagine mia – meglio e più di qualsiasi ritratto con firma 
autografa. Ed io, che di autografi ne ho fatti tanti, non ne ho mai rilasciato alcuno con 
maggior piacere, perché è il più vivo che si possa dare ed è quello che meglio mi 
rappresenta, nella doppia veste di autore e di direttore della musica mia. Vi saluto 
cordialmente prima di alzare la bacchetta.

Dear listeners, I am Pietro Mascagni and I am talking to you to tell you that my 
Cavalleria rusticana is now fifty years old and is bound up in my memory with so 
many expressions of affection that I have not been able to resist the invitation of 
the distinguished company His Master’s Voice and have decided to present a 
recording of my opera in its complete version conducted for the first time by 
myself. My creation, which is brought to life by the most celebrated singers and by 
orchestral and choral forces that are unrivalled throughout the world, will in this 
way provide a far better image of me than any signed portrait. And I, who have 
signed so many autographs, have never provided one more gladly, because more 
than any other it is one that lives and truly represents me as both composer and 
conductor of my music. I salute you cordially, before raising my baton.
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Thomson Smillie began his career in the early days of Scottish 
Opera and has been artistic director of the Wexford 
International Festival, general manager of the Opera Company 
of Boston and general director of Kentucky Opera. He now 
makes a career as a writer, speech-writer and public speaker. He 
has a strong belief that people mature into a love of opera and 
travels the world encouraging a love of the art form. His other 
passions are travel, languages and friendships. He has written 
several other titles in the ‘Opera Explained’ series.

David Timson studied acting and singing at the Guildhall 
School of Music and Drama. He has performed in modern and 
classic plays through the UK and abroad, including Wild Honey 
for Alan Ayckbourn, Hamlet, The Man of Mode and The Seagull. 
Among his many television appearances have been roles in 
Nelson’s Column and Swallows and Amazons. For Naxos 
AudioBooks he has recorded nine Sherlock Holmes titles, and 
directed Twelfth Night as well as playing Feste. He has narrated 
all other titles in the ‘Opera Explained’ series.
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Other works in the ‘Opera Explained’ series
All written by Thomson Smillie and narrated by David Timson

An Introduction to… BEETHOVEN Fidelio (Naxos 8.558077)
An Introduction to… VERDI Aida (Naxos 8.558009)
An Introduction to… ROSSINI The Barber of Seville (Naxos 8.558008)
An Introduction to… BIZET Carmen (Naxos 8.558010)
An Introduction to… PUCCINI La Bohème (Naxos 8.558011)
An Introduction to… VERDI Rigoletto (Naxos 8.558048)
An Introduction to… PUCCINI Tosca (Naxos 8.558047)
An Introduction to… VERDI La traviata (Naxos 8.558050)
An Introduction to… PUCCINI Madama Butterfly (Naxos 8.558049)
An Introduction to… MOZART The Magic Flute (Naxos 8.558012)
An Introduction to… WAGNER The Flying Dutchman (Naxos 8.558013)
An Introduction to… MOZART Così fan tutte (Naxos 8.558069)
An Introduction to… J. STRAUSS Jr Die Fledermaus (Naxos 8.558070)
An Introduction to… MOZART The Marriage of Figaro (Naxos 8.558078)
An Introduction to… DONIZETTI L’elisir d’amore (Naxos 8.558120)
An Introduction to… VERDI Il trovatore (Naxos 8.558079)
An Introduction to… MOZART Don Giovanni (Naxos 8.558115)

Producer and Sound Editor: Sarah Butcher
Recording Venue: Motivation Sound Studios, London
Engineer: Dan King
Design: MAC Graphics
Cover: Stage design of the 1891 Viennese premiere by Anton Brioschi
Published by Naxos Multimedia
c 2004 Naxos Rights International Ltd p 2004 Naxos Rights International Ltd
All rights reserved. Unauthorised public performance, broadcasting and copying of this 
material prohibited.
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Opera Explained
An Introduction to… 

DONIZETTI L’elisir d’amore

Naxos 8.558120

Also available

Opera Explained
An Introduction to… 

PUCCINI Madama Butterfly

Naxos 8.558049



Cavalleria rusticana is the short opera that has all the elements of a grand 
opera compressed into a single highly dramatic time span. The story of 
love, lust, blood-feud and betrayal played out against the pageantry of the 
Easter celebrations in a Sicilian village delivers an emotional wallop 
because of the youthful vigour and musical wealth of its great score, which 
includes the glorious Easter Hymn and the deeply moving Intermezzo. 
Mascagni was never to repeat his youthful success but this brief work is 
enough to ensure his immortality.

O p e r a  E x p l a i n e d

This series introduces, in words and music, the plot and background of major operas. 
Using the principal themes and arias, taken from the Naxos recording of  
the complete work, Thomson Smillie is informative yet entertaining, enabling the 
listener to get more from this remarkable art form.
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