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Les V pres siciliennes: 

New Letters from Verdi to Scribe 

ANDREW PORTER 

It has become a commonplace of Verdi biog- 
raphy and criticism to declare that the com- 
poser, although dissatisfied with Scribe's 
libretto for Les VWpres siciliennes, was com- 
pelled to set it more or less as it stood; and that 
it was not until years later that he realized this 
VWpres libretto was a reworking of Scribe's for 
Le Duc d'Albe, an opera that Donizetti had 
left unfinished. Both statements, for example, 
are repeated in Paul Hume's Verdi: the Man 
and his Music (New York: 1977, pp. 81-82). 
Both are untrue-as I have pointed out in The 
Gramophone (52 [1974], 585-86), in a pro- 
gram note for the Metropolitan revival of the 
opera (October 1974), and in Opera News (11 
April 1975). Here is more detailed evidence for 

that assertion, in the form of several unpub- 
lished documents revealing that Verdi, as 
usual, played a very large part in the fashion- 
ing of his libretto. 

Verdi's fourteen letters to Scribe about 
Les VWpres siciliennes (n.a.f. 22552, ff: 200- 
19)1 were generously brought to my attention 
by John Roberts, who found them, un- 
catalogued, in two "extra" volumes of the 
Scribe papers in the Cabinet des Manuscrits of 
the Bibliotheque Nationale-that is to say, 

0148-2076/78/1100-0095 $0.25 @ 1978 by The Regents 
of the University of California. 

'The following bibliographical abbreviations are used in 
this article: 

n.a.f. Paris, Bibliotheque Nationale, Cabinet des 
Manuscrits, Nouvelles Acquisitions Frangaises. 

AJ xiii Paris, Archives Nationales, section housing 
Opera documents. 

CL I Copialettere di Giuseppe Verdi, ed. G. Cesari 
and A. Luzio (Milan, 1915). 

CV Carteggi verdiani, ed. A. Luzio (Rome, 1935- 
47). 
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not among the one hundred and four Scribe 
volumes catalogued by Henri Omont in Bib- 
liothlque Nationale: Catalogue General des 
Manuscrits Frangais. Nouvelles Acquisitions 
Frangaises, iv (1918). I have tried to surround 
them here with just enough context to provide 
a continuous account of the making of Les 
VWpres. 

In 1850, Nestor Roqueplan, the director of the 
Paris Opera, twice approached Verdi through 
intermediaries-Marie Escudier in April and 
August Royer and Gustav Vaez in August- 
about writing a new work for his house. Each 
time, Verdi replied rather stiffly that he was 
accustomed to dealing with principals (Rivista 
Musicale 21 [1951], 258-59; CL 104-8). The 

principals met in Paris early in 1852. On 
January 30, Roqueplan wrote to Scribe about 
yet another postponement of L'Africaine; 
Johanna Wagner (Wagner's niece, his first 
Elisabeth) had been engaged for the piece, and 
now she would have nothing to sing: "Let's 
talk of Verdi. He is in Paris, as you have 
learned. But we can't count on anything from 
him. All his time is taken up, his word in en- 

gaged, and nothing can be expected before 
1853" (n.a.f. 22551). On February 28, Verdi 
and Roqueplan signed a contract (CL 139-40). 
In brief, its terms were: a four- or five-act 
work with Scribe as librettist; scenario to be 
submitted by June 30, 1852 and, if it was ap- 
proved, a libretto by December; rehearsals to 
begin in June 1854, with the first performance 
in November or December; forty perfor- 
mances guaranteed. Verdi had allowed himself 
an unprecedented eighteen months for the 
composition. 

In mid-1852, Scribe submitted a scenario, 
and Verdi was quick to reject it, for reasons 
expressed in the first of our series of letters. In 
transcribing these, I have not corrected Verdi's 
French, his spelling of proper names (except in 
the translation), or his punctuation (except 
by giving a slant to the hasty, almost vertical 
stroke by which he sometimes indicates an- 
any-accent). By a double colon (::) I have rep- 
resented his emphatic colon of superimposed 
hypens. Dashes for periods, slashes and double 

slashes for parentheses, are his common us- 
age. I have not translated the salutations and 
valedictions; the latter show a nice progress 
from "Votre devoue et admirateur," through 
"Tout a' vous," etc., to the final "Votre ami." 
I am grateful to Julian Budden for letting me 
check against his independent transcription of 
Verdi's difficult hand, and for some helpful 
suggestions. 

[1] 

Mon cher Monsieur Scribe 

Busseto 26 Juillet 1852. 

Le jour meme que je vous ai ecrit, j'ai envoy6 
a Mr Roqueplan le scenario des Circassiens, accom- 
pagne d'une lettre que je le priais de mettre a votre 
connaissance. Je m'etonne beaucoup qu'il ne l'ait 
pas encore fait! Dans cette lettre, tout en parlant 
avec le respect, et l'admiration qu'on doit a votre 
genie, et a vos ouvrages je me suis permis quelque 
observations, qui me paraissaient, et qui n'&taient 
peut etre pas justes. Devant 6crire expres pour 
l'Op&ra //apres ce qui s'est passe et peut etre va se 
passer// je desirerais, j'ai besoin, d'un sujet grandiose, 
passione, original: d'une mise en scene imposante, 
6blouissante. J'ai toujours sous mes yeux plusieurs, 
et plusieurs de ces scenes magnifiques qui se trou- 
vent dans vos poemes: entre autres Le Couronne- 
ment dans le Prophete! Dans cette scene aucun 
autre compositeur n'aurait mieux fait que Meyer- 
beer: mais aussi avec ce spectacle, et surtout avec 
cette position si originale, grandiose, et dans meme 
temps si passionee, aucun Compositeur, pour peu 
qu'il eut du sentiment, n'aurait manque de produire 
un grand effet. Certes! ces scenes la sont des mira- 
cles! mais vous en faites si habituellement, que j'es- 
pere vous voudrez bien en faire un aussi pour moi. 

Je suis parfaitement d'accord avec vous quant a la 
necessit& de donner a l'Opera des spectacles ou il y 
ait des femmes, des ballets du luxe et. et.. mais vous 
etes un magicien qui saura comme toujours conten- 
ter la partie du public blase (commes vous dites) 
celui qui ne l'est pas, et moi aussi qui suis si heu- 
reux de composer sur un vos po6mes. 

Agreez l'expression de mes sentiments distin- 
guees 

Votre devou6 et amirateur 
J. Verdi 

P.S. Si cela vous est indifferent je prefererait vous 
ecrire en italien, tandis que vois pouvez continuer 
g me repondre en francais. Voici mon adresse- 

Busseto 
Italie duch4 de Parme 
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The very day that I wrote to you, I sent M. Roque- 
plan the scenario of Les Circassiens together with a 
letter that I asked him to bring to your attention. I 
am very much surprised that he has not yet done 
so! In that letter, even while speaking with the re- 
spect and admiration due to your genius and to 
your works, I allowed myself to make some obser- 
vations that struck me-but which perhaps were 
not just. Before writing especially for the Opera (af- 
ter what happened and perhaps is going to happen) I 
should like, I need, a grandiose, impassioned, origi- 
nal subject, calling for an impressive, overwhelm- 
ing production. Ever before my eyes I have the 
many, many magnificent scenes to be found in your 
librettos: among others, the Coronation Scene of Le 
Prophkte! No other composer could have done bet- 
ter with that scene than Meyerbeer did: neverthe- 
less, with that spectacle, and above all with that 
situation so original, grandiose, and at the same 
time so impassioned, no composer, however little 
feeling he had, would have failed to produce a great 
effect. Indeed! those scenes are miracles! But you 
work them so regularly that I hope that you will be 
good enough to work one for me, too. 

I agree with you completely about the need at the 
Opera for giving shows containing women, sump- 
tuous ballets, etc. But you are a magician who will 
know how, as ever, to satisfy those of the public 
who are blase (as you say), those who are not, and 
me, too, who am so happy to be composing one of 
your librettos. 

P.S. If it is the same to you, I would prefer to write 
to you in Italian, while you could continue to an- 
swer me in French. Here is my address: Busseto I 
Duchy of Parma / Italy. 

Les Circassiens (Dr. Roberts tells me) was a 
subject that Scribe had already offered to 
Meyerbeer, late in 1849, and discussed with 
him again in October 1850. The scenario is in 
n.a.f. 22531, ff. 432-74: Les Circassiens, ou le 
prisonnier du Caucase. F.433 is a note on the 
Caucasus communicated by a Russian officer 
who had spent five years in the Caucasian 
war; ff.435-54 are a detailed and much cor- 
rected scenario of a five-act opera, and ff.457- 
74 a fair copy of that. Alternative endings are 
provided: as Leila, the heroine, mounts the 
pyre, the Russians rush on (l) just in time, (2) 
just too late, to save her. F.455 is a "nouveau 
plan pour un opira-comique," and Scribe did 
at last find a taker for his idea: Auber's La 
Circassienne was done at the Op~ra-Comique 
in 1861. 

Scribe kept papers foul and fair, and most 
of his texts can be traced through several 
stages. First, we find as a rule a prose scenario 
in autograph, hastily written in half-columns 
down the left-hand side of the page, with sec- 
ond and third thoughts jotted down in the ad- 
jacent blank column and ballooned or arrowed 
in. Then a fair copy is made, still in half- 
columns so that there is plenty of room for 
further revisions. From that, a second fair copy 
is made, and sent off to the Dubois copying 
office to yield those neat copper-plate ca- 
hiers-one goes to the composer, one to the 
director of the Op6ra-familiar to all who 
have worked on French nineteenth-century 
operas. 

The news that Verdi was less than happy 
about the subject that Scribe had sent him 
reached Marie Escudier, who wrote to Verdi 
proposing a libretto by Adolphe D'Ennery. (A 
collaboration with D'Ennery was discussed 
several times during Verdi's career. Abbiati be- 
lieves that the Tartuffe libretto which Verdi 
copied out, and may have been considering be- 
fore Aida intervened, was by D'Ennery; it is 
reproduced in CV ii, 358-61.) The text of Ver- 
di's reply, which is in the Toscanini collec- 
tion, has very kindly been made available to 
me by Mary Jane Matz. 

Caro Escudier 

Busseto 18 Agosto 1852. 

E vero: Scribe mi ha mandato un programma, al 
quale, con tutto il rispetto che si deve ad un lavoro 
di quel'uomo, ho fatto alcune piccole osservazioni, 
ma non per questo io sono sempre impegnato con 
lui, e fino a tanto che Scribe stesso non dica "io non 
voglio affidare un mio lavoro al M? Verdi" io mi 
far6 un dovere d'essere legato con lui. 

E inutile che vi dica quanto stimi D'Ennery. 
Mille volte abbiamo parlato di Lui, e mille volte 
m'avete sentito parlarne con entusiasmo, e potete 
ben immaginarvi se sarei contento di musicare un 
suo lavoro, ma i miei impegni con Scribe, m'impe- 
discono d'acettarne l'offerta. 

Non mi dite niente nell'ultima vostra di cosa suc- 
cede nella gran Babilonia. Cosa si fa all'opera. E 
Gerusalemme? l'hanno messo a dormire un'altra 
volta? Credo che noi abbiamo perduto molto poco 
nella maniera con cui si voleva montare. 
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Io sto scrivendo musica perche l'inverno prossimo 
daro due opere una a Venezia, l'altra a Roma se la 
Censura approvera l'ultimo libretto del mio povero 
amico e grande poeta Cammarano. Anzi a questo 
proposito vi pregherei di mandarmi subito subito un 
dramma francese di Gautier et Parfait intitolato La 
Juive de Costantine. 

Dite mille cose a Leon a sua moglie ed ai bambini 
da parte anche della Peppina la quale con me dice 
di [illegible] 

Amici[zie] 
G. Verdi 

It's true: Scribe sent me a scenario about which- 
with all the respect due to one of that man's pro- 
ductions-I made some observations, but neverthe- 
less I am still engaged to him, and so long as Scribe 
himself does not say "I do not wish to entrust a 
work of mine to Mo Verdi," I shall do my duty of 
being bound to him. 

I need not tell you how much I esteem D'Ennery. 
We have spoken about him a thousand times, and a 
thousand times you have heard me speak of him 
with enthusiasm, and you can well imagine how 
pleased I would be to be setting a work of his, but 
my obligations to Scribe prevent me from accept- 
ing the offer of it. 

In your last letter you tell me nothing about 
what's going on in the Great Babylon. What's hap- 
pening at the Opera. And Jerusalem? Have they 
laid it to rest once again? I think we lost very little, 
considering the way they wanted to put it on. 

I am writing music, because next winter I must 
produce two operas, one for Venice, the other for 
Rome if the Censorship approves the last libretto of 
my poor friend and great poet, Cammarano. A pro- 
pos of that, I would ask you to send me posthaste a 
French play by [Theophile] Gautier and [Noel] 
Parfait called La Juive de Constantine [1846]. 

Say a thousand kind things to Leon [Escudier], to 
his wife, and to the children, also on Peppina's be- 
half, who says, with me, [?] 

Jfrusalem was revived at the Opera in Sep- 
tember, in a mutilated form (CL 151). Cam- 
marano had died in July. The opera for Rome 
was II Trovatore; that for Venice was to be La 
Traviata. (On October 29, Verdi asked Leon 
Escudier to thank Marie for the safe receipt of 
La Dame aux camblias; see Rivista musicale 
italiana 35 [1928], 9-10.) 

On the very day that he wrote to Marie, 
Verdi also sent to Scribe his piccole osserva- 
zioni on the second scenario that the poet had 
by now submitted. Scribe's second try was 

with Wlaska, a "treatment" that he had read 
to Meyerbeer on December 7, 1850. There are 
three scenarios in n.a.f. 22540: the heavily 
corrected autograph, Wlaska, ou Les Ama- 
zones de Bohbme, dated "Sericourt, dec 1848" 
(f.166-75); the fair copy of that, corrected 
in turn and retitled Wlaska ou La Guerre 
des Femmes (ff.176-91); and the fair copy of 
that (ff.192-201). Wlaska is a high-ranking 
officer in the army of Libussa-that Libuse 
who is the heroine of Smetana's noble opera. 
She has fallen in love with a male officer on 
the other side. Verdi did not take to her: 

[2] 

Mon cher Scribe 

Busseto 18 aout 1852. 

Vous auriez recu ma reponse il y a deja assez long- 
temps, si la crainte et le regret de vous avouer que 
le sujet de Vlaska ne me sourit pas, ne m'eut presque 
force6 retarder le moment de vous en ecrire. Malgr6 
les beautes incontestables sem6es dans Vlaska j'ai- 
merais encore mieux les Circassiens. 

Que voulez-vous? Les femmes-soldats m'ont fait 
une singuliere impression. Je ne suis pas presse et 
pourvu que la Direction de l'Op&ra n'y voie pas d'in- 
convenient je vous laisse le temps d'operer un de 
vous miracles. Ce n'est pas ma faute, si je suis gath, 
difficile, exigeant, mais la votre. Vos poemes ante- 
cedens m'ont tellement exalt&, enivr6, qu'il ne faut 
a moi aussi un poeme qui me donne la filvre, et qui 
me fasse crier:: C'est cela! C'est bien cela! vite a la 
besogne!! 

Quant a M1e Vagner, je suis d'accord qu'il faudriait 
tirer parti de son talent, mais je n'aimerais pas ecrire 
un opera, et le confier presque exclusivement a elle. 
Dans les Circassiens il y a &galement un superbe 
r61e de femme, mais deux autres qui sont aussi 
tres beaux. De cette maniere on peut tirer meilleur 
parti-je parle musicalement. 

Pour ce qui me regarde je trouve parfaitement 
inutile d'ecrire a Mr Roqueplan que vous m'avez 
envoy& Vlaska. Je lui ai &cris une seule fois, comme 
vous savez a propos des Circassiens. J'attends avec 
impatience une de vos lettres. Dites-moi que vous 
ne m'en voulez pas de ce que j'ose vous dire mes 
opinions avec tant de franchise /ou plutot d'hardi- 
essel 

Recevez l'expression de mes sentiments distin- 
gues 

J. Verdi 

P.S. N'oubliez pas de me dire s'il vous est egal que 
je vous ecrive en Italien- 
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You would have received my answer a long time 
ago, if the fear and regret of confessing to you that 
the subject of Wlaska did not appeal to me had not 
almost forced me to delay the moment of writing to 
tell you so. Despite the undoubted beauties scat- 
tered through Wlaska, I would still prefer Les Cir- 
cassiens. 

What can I say? The female soldiers made a 
strange impression on me. I am in no hurry, and, 
provided that the Opera direction sees no inconve- 
nience in it, I leave you time to work one of your 
miracles. It is not my fault if I am spoiled, difficult, 
exigent-it's your fault. Your previous librettos 
have lifted me to the heights, intoxicated me so 
much that I, too, must have a libretto that sets me 
on fire, that makes me shout: "That's it! That's 
exactly right! To work at once!!" 

As for Mlle. Wagner, I agree that we should take 
advantage of her talent, but I should not like to 
write an opera and confide it exclusively to her. In 
Les Circassiens there is likewise a wonderful 
woman's role, but there are two others which are 
also very fine. Thus we could turn things to even 
better account-musically speaking, I mean. 

For my part, I see no point in writing to tell M. 
Roqueplan that you have sent me Wlaska. I have 
written to him only once, as you know, about Les 
Circassiens. I wait eagerly for a letter from you. 
Tell me that you are not annoyed with me for dar- 
ing to tell you my opinions so frankly-or, rather, 
so boldly. 

P.S. Don't forget to tell me if it's all the same to 
you if I write to you in Italian. 

Scribe's letters are presumably at Sant'Agata, 
awaiting the scrutiny of whoever takes up the 
next instalment of this tale. Did he say, "Your 
French is better than my Italian" or merely 
fail to answer Verdi's postscripts? In any 
event, Verdi continued to correspond in 
French. Scribe had presumably asked Verdi to 
write to Roqueplan so as to make it clear that 
he, Scribe, was keeping to the terms of the 
contract; in all his papers there recurs this in- 
sistence on written evidence of his rectitude. 
(One day, the story of the Scribe-Donizetti 
Dom Sebastien must be told.) Verdi was in no 
hurry about his Paris opera; he still had II 
Trovatore to finish and then La Traviata to 
compose. In August 1853, a year after that let- 
ter, he wrote to Roqueplan to ask what was 
happening. In October, he was in Paris again. 
Now Scribe suggested to him a reworking of 
Le Duc d'Albe, the opera Donizetti had never 
finished, and Verdi accepted it. 

When Donizetti's Le Duc d'Albe, com- 

pleted by his pupil Matteo Salvi, reached the 
stage at last (Rome, 1883), and the re- 
semblance of plots was noted, Verdi wrote to 
Giuseppe Piroli: "I never knew that Scribe 
might have used Le Duc d'Albe to make Les 

V~pres siciliennes. Well, it's true that Vasselli, 
Donizetti's brother-in-law, mentioned it to me 
en passant when I was in Rome for the Ballo 
in maschera in 1859, but I dismissed it as a 
mere suspicion, an idea of Vasselli's. Now I 
realize and do truly believe that V~pres was 
drawn from the Duc d'Albe" (CV iii 152). Ver- 
di's late statement has been repeated as fact. 
Some Scribe letters of the time, which, al- 
though published back in 1917, have not 
found their way into Verdi literature, put it 
beyond doubt that this is yet another example 
of the composer's selectively faulty mem- 
ory-of his tendency to order the past, as in 
his accounts of childhood and youth, into pat- 
terns that he chose for it. Once the subject had 
been decided, Scribe signed his contract with 
Roqueplan, on November 26 (n.a.f. 22839, 
f.332): the libretto was to be delivered by 
January 1, 1854. Then, on December 3, the li- 
brettist wrote to Charles Duveyrier, his col- 
laborator on Le Duc d'Albe. This is the first of 
three VWpres letters published by Paul Bonne- 
fon in "Les Metamorphoses d'un opera," 
Revue des Deux Mondes 41 (1917), 877-99 
(my translations are abridged): 

Dear old friend and colleague, I haven't forgotten 
that child of ours who has been sleeping so long on 
the dusty stacks. He has lost nothing by waiting, 
and now I'm going to set him up in an establish- 
ment worthy of his age and his merit. 

Verdi is in Paris; I have been asked to provide an 
opera for him. He has a contract with the manage- 
ment; the piece is to be produced next year, 1854, 
and forty performances are guaranteed. Verdi, for 
his part-well, modesty prevents me from quoting 
the clause exactly, but Verdi's first stipulation was 
that the text should be by your old collaborator.... 
Of course, as usual, I had in my head many subjects 
of my own invention, but then I had the happy idea 
of reviving that poor Duke of Alba whom everyone 
believed to be dead-since his magnificent funeral 
had cost the Opera 15,000 francs. But you will re- 
member that when I accepted that 15,000 franc in- 
demnity, I reserved all rights in the corpse, includ- 
ing the right to bring it to life again whenever I 
chose. 

I suggested this to Verdi, making no secret of the 

ANDREW 
PORTER 
Les VWpres: 
New Letters 

99 



19TH 
CENTURY 

MUSIC 

adventures of the deceased. Many of the situations 
were to his liking; some things weren't. First, the 
fact that the piece was originally intended for 
Donizetti, and that we might seem to be dealing 
with a subject that had been deflowered, cast 
aside-in a word, with shopsoiled goods. 

So, the title had to be changed. I made no diffi- 
culty. 

The principal character had to be changed. That 
was not so easy, almost impossible. But then I 
thought of a solution. We would have to alter the 
scene of the action, set it in a clime less chilly than 
the Netherlands, a warm, musical clime such as 
Naples or Sicily. Not hard; I did it. 

But then the whole of the second act had to be 
changed, since there are no beer-halls in that coun- 
try. And the whole of the fourth act, the embarka- 
tion of the Duke of Alba, had to be changed, too; 
and a fifth act had to be added, since Verdi wanted a 
great big opera in five acts, a work as big as Les 
Huguenots or Le Prophkte. I agreed to everything, 
and undertook to provide it all this very month, 
December, so that Verdi could get to work. We dis- 
cussed all this some time ago, but I did not want to 
raise your hopes until the contract had definitely 
been signed. Dear friend, I know that you don't 
bother with the theater any more. The scheme is 
almost complete in my head; before carrying it out, 
I just want to have a chat with you. Your ideas are 
always so good, and, in any case, they are younger 
than mine; I am growing old, alas. Never mind. I 
will manage everything: not only rewriting some of 
the text, which is no great task, but also the daily 
chore of all the changes that Verdi is sure to ask for: 
that's the big bore, as I am finding every day with 
Meyerbeer. As for the staging and the rehearsals, all 
that's only next year, and I am so used to it that 
it won't be any trouble to me. 

Duveyrier replied two days later (n.a.f. 22546): 
"la nouvelle du Duc d'Albe me fait grand 
plaisir," and did Scribe have some new ideas 
for it? Scribe's answer is the second Bonnefon 
letter: 

... Verdi wanted a Neapolitan setting, but that 
would have been too much like La Muette de Por- 
tici; I suggested Sicily, and he agreed. The Duke of 
Alba becomes Charles de Montfort, the hated Gov- 
ernor of Sicily during Charles of Anjou's reign. 
Montfort and the French see no great harm in pay- 
ing court to pretty girls, and carrying them off when 
necessary. One of the girls that Montfort violated 
had a son, Luigi; he is our old friend Henri de 
Bruges. Daniel, the master-brewer, becomes Jean de 
Procida, the chief conspirator-and you see how we 
arrive straight at the Sicilian Vespers for our d6- 
nouement. [Casimir] Delavigne's tragedy has the 
same title; it's a good title, and at the Op6ra it is 
always helpful to have a familiar subject. Instead of 

those Flemings who would like to massacre the 
Spaniards but can't, we'll have Sicilians, furious, 
outraged, vindictive, who do massacre the French. 
... There is just one point on which I need your 
help. In history, Jean de Procida's wife was raped. 
Let us suppose that the villain was Montfort, and 
that Procida adopted Montfort's child as his own, 
to conceal his shame, and brought him up to hate 
the French-putting a dagger into his hand to kill 
his own father. 

That's very Sicilian. It would be splendid in a 
play-but perhaps it is a little too complicated for 
the Opera, where everything has to be so very sim- 
ple.... Alternatively, we need not bother who 
Henri's mother was, and we could make Helene 
the daughter of Procida. Think about it, and tell 
me what you decide. 

Scribe continues with an act-by-act synopsis; 
Act V here begins with a duet for Helene and 
Procida, and mounts to a terrific full-stage 
climax: the Archbishop of Palermo is about to 
pronounce his blessing when the bells ring 
out, the Sicilians rush in, axes in hand, and 
the curtain falls while the massacre begins. In 
the event, no family complications-beyond 
the basic one of the tenor's being the 
baritone's illegitimate son, as in Le Duc 
d'Albe-were introduced. (In Antonio Cor- 
tesi's five-act ballet I Vespri siciliani, pro- 
duced at Florence in 1846, the heroine, Im- 
elda, is Procida's daughter, and betrothed to 
Tancredi, the son of the Sicilian Governor.) 

The third letter published by Bonnefon is 
to an unnamed "cher confrere," who is reas- 
sured that Les Vipres siciliennes is not cribbed 
from his work but merely a remodelling of the 
old Donizetti libretto: "The Duke of Alba 
simply packed his bags and moved to Palermo 
... the same plot, the same situations, the 
same characters, the same co-author; only the 
local color changed." I think we can safely 
identify this collhgue as Charles Nuitter, 
whose five-act libretto, Jean de Procida, dated 
1852, is in the Bibliotheque de l'Opera (Fonds 
Nuitter 238). Scribe's letter to Nuitter con- 
tinues: "We thought we had been clever, but 
we hadn't, for Verdi learned the other day, to 
his great distress, that with that title the opera 
could not be given in Italy. It would be banned 
everywhere. He asked me what was to be 
done. I suggested that the Duke of Alba should 
simply pack his bags once again and move on 
to Lisbon." In n.a.f. 22506, ff.93-5, we find 
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Scribe's "Les V~pres Siciliennes changees," 
remodelled as Giovanna de Guzman-names 
changed, action the same until, at the very 
end, the Duke of Braganza arrives to forgive 
everybody and ratify the marriage of the tenor 
and the soprano. This happy ending was not 
used when Giovanna de Guzman, in an Ital- 
ian translation by Eugenio Caimi, reached 
Italy in 1855; but potentially dangerous words 
such as "liberte" were quenched by the trans- 
lation, and even at the Metropolitan Opera 
today they are still not sung. 

Two further points about the matter. Back 
in 1848, Cammarano had already suggested 
the Sicilian Vespers as a subject preferable to 
the Rienzi Verdi was contemplating--and La 
Battaglia di Legnano as one better still. Verdi 
composed La Battaglia, and authorized its 
transformation into the politically more ac- 
ceptable L'Assedio d'Arlem. So in a sense, as 
Karin Pendle suggested in a paper read to the 
mid-West chapter of the American Musicolog- 
ical Society at Chicago earlier this year, Verdi 
had already written his Duc d'Albe, for in the 
remodelling of La Battaglia Barbarossa be- 
came the Duke of Alba. 

On December 4, Verdi asked his Neapoli- 
tan friend Cesare De Sanctis to send him some 
authentic details of Sicilian festivities (CV i, 
22). A few days later he wrote to Scribe: 

[3] 

Monsieur Scribe 

Paris 18 Dicem. 1853 

Je sais, que c'est seulement pour la fin Decembre 53 
que vous avez promis a Mr Roqueplan le poeme en- 
tierement fini: mais comme vous avez 6t6 assez 
aimable pour me promettre deux actes avant cette 
epoque, je me rappelle a votre bon souvenir- 

Vous n'ignorez pas que je suis a Paris depuis deux 
mois-et que pour moi le temps est bien precieux! 

Excusez-moi et veuillez croire 4 mes sentiments 
bien distingues. 

G. Verdi 
Rue Richer 4 

I know that you promised M. Roqueplan the fully 
completed libretto only for the end of December; 
but since you were kind enough to promise me two 

acts before that date, allow me to remind you 
of it. 

You are not unaware that I have been in Paris for 
two months-and that for me time is very 
precious! 

Forgive me... 

On the last day of 1853, Scribe delivered 
his libretto, in the absence of Roqueplan, to 
his deputy, Eughne Deligne (n.a.f. 22839, 
f.332); Deligne sent it on to Verdi (CL 152); 
and Verdi acknowledged its receipt on a scrap 
of paper that Scribe carefully preserved: "Je re- 
connais avoir recu de Mr Scribe en termes de 
son traite avec Mr Roqueplan les cinq actes 
complets des Vepres Siciliennes dont je suis 
tres-content. I Paris le 31 Decembre 1853 / J. 
Verdi" (n.a.f. 22839, f.334). There follows a 
strange silence of six months, broken only by 
Verdi's requests to De Sanctis for details of the 
tarantella (always minor? always 6/8?) and for 
the scenario of a Vespri ballet performed in 
Naples (CV i, 22). (His chief concern during 
this time seems to have been planning King 
Lear.) Then in June comes the first hint that 
with the Vjpres libretto Verdi was not al- 
together tres-content. He had settled in Man- 
dres, near, Brunoy, some miles southeast of 
Paris. 

[4] 

Mon cher Scribe 

Mandres 7 Juin 1854 

Je viens solliciter votre complaisance pour un petit 
changement dans le second acte-J'aurais besoin 
que le choeur: O bonheur! 0 delice au lieu d'avoir 
des vers de sept en eut de huit comme par example 

0 martyr de la patrie 
Pour briser la tyrannie 

vous pouvez conserver /si ca vous convient/ les 
memes id6es, les memes rimes, seulement soyez 
assez bon pour en changer le rhythme en vers de 
huit- 

J'irai un des ces jours A Paris. J'ai besoin de vous 
parler. Veuillez done me dire le jour et l'heure que 
je pourrai vous trouver chez vous. 

Tout a vous 
J. Verdi 

Mandres par Brunoy 
Seine et Oise 
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19TH 
CENTURY 

MUSIC 

P.S. Avez vous pens6 au Quatuor que vous disiez 
vouloir faire pour le 4 Acte? Trouvant une situation 
/a part l'avantage musical/ il y aurait beaucoup a 
gagner a faire entendre dans un quatuor les belles 
voix de Cruvelli, Guyemard, Morelli, Aubin 

I must ask your permission for a small change in 
Act II. For the chorus "O bonheur! 6 d1lice!" I need 
lines of eight syllables, not seven: e.g., "O martyr 
de la patrie / Pour briser la tyrannie." If it suits you, 
you could keep the same ideas, the same rhymes; 
only be good enough to change the rhythm to eight 
syllables. 

One of these days I shall go to Paris. I need to talk 
with you. Be good enough to tell me the day and 
time I could find you at home. 

P.S. Have you thought about the quartet you said 
you wanted to write for Act IV? If there were a sit- 
uation for it, there would be-apart from the musi- 
cal advantage-much to be gained from bringing 
together the fine voices of Cruvelli, Gueymard, 
Morelli, and Aubin. 

Scribe obliged with "Jour d'ivresse et de dd1ice! 
/ Dieu d'amour sois-nous propice! "-although 
in the printed libretto his original seven- 
syllable lines ("O bonheur! 6 delice! / Plaisir, 
sois-nous propice!") remain. Sophie Cruvelli, 
Louis Gueymard, and Louis-Henry Obin 
(whose names Verdi regularly misspelt) were 
the H61lne, Henri, and Procida of the first per- 
formance, but Marc Bonnehee, not Bortolo 
Morelli (the baritone of the Opera's Luisa Mil- 
ler in 1853) created Montfort. Verdi's contract 
gave him the choice of singers within the 
company. On July 15 Roqueplan wrote to the 
Minister of State and of the Imperial House- 
hold: "We have had a disagreement about the 

casting. M. Verdi asked for M. Morelli for the 
baritone role; I told him it would be sung by 
M. Bonnehee" (AJ xiii 50). 

[5] 

Mandres 14 Juin 1854. 

Merci, mon cher Monsieur Scribe, des vers que vous 
m'avez envoy&, et qui vont tres bien.- 

Vous serez bien aimable de m'6crire un mot pour 
le jour que vous irez A Paris. J'irai aussi de mon cot6, 

et j'aurai le plaisir de vous voir a Sericourt une autre 
fois. 

Je n'ai pas fait encore la scene du 4. Acte. Come 
elle se trouve actuellement, elle me parait bien 
belle. Elle est si bien developp6e, si musicale pour 
le contraste du De profundis dehors, avec la situa- 
tion des personnages sur la scene, qu'on peut en 
tirer grand parti; mais si vous avez trouv6 encore 
mieux, et que le quatuor devienne la situation plus 
drammatique de la piece, j'en suis enchant6!-' 

Milles choses d'estime et amiti6. 

J. Verdi 

Thank you, dear M. Scribe, for the lines that you 
sent me, which go very well. 

It would be kind of you to send me a word about 
when you will be in Paris. I'll come in too, from my 
side; and have the pleasure of seeing you at Seri- 
court some other time. 

I have not yet done the Act IV scene. As it stands 
at present, it seems to me very fine. It is so well 
developed, so musical, with the contrast of the off- 
stage De profundis and the situation of the onstage 
characters, that one can make a great effect with it; 
but if you have found something even better, and if 
the quartet could become the most dramatic situa- 
tion in the piece, I would be delighted. 

On July 15, Roqueplan informed the Minister 
of State and of the Imperial Household that 
Verdi would finish by August 15 and that re- 
hearsals would begin on September 1 (AJ xiii 

500). By the end of August, four acts were 
more or less ready: 

[6] 

Mon cher Monsieur Scribe 

Mandres 29 aout 1854 

Depuis que je n'ai pas eu l'honneur de vous voir, 
j'ai bien peu travaill6: cependant le Quatuor est fini 
entierement ainsi que les quatres premiers actes. 
Comme je vous ai d6ja dit, le final se trouve incor- 
pore au Quatuor qui finira le 4me acte. Les Recita- 
tifs ne sont pas trop longs, comme vous craigniez: 
au contraire il faut que je vous demande la permis- 
sion d'ajouter a la scene du De profundis quelques 
vers qui existaient avant. Les voici... 

Apres 
H61kne hd16ne...O ciel 

Henri Ils s'61oignent! 
Bethune D'ici je vois la jeune fille 
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Henri Je fremis! 
Bethune D'un pas ferme..a l'echafaud 
Henri O ciel 
Bethune Elle monte! 

Ah grands Dieux! 
Eh bien donc? 

Le fer brille! 
Mon pere! mon pere! 

Ah cruel! 
...etc...etc... 

Ces peu de vers m'aident beaucoup a preparer 
l'exclamation Mon pere! Mon pare! -Je vous indi- 
querai aux pieds de lettre l'ensemble du Quatuor-- 

Au commencement du 5me Acte le choeur des 
femmes parait et disparait apres avoir chant6 quatre 
vers seulement. On pourrait, selon moi, lui don- 
ner plus d'importance en y ajoutant un choeur 
d'hommes dans les coulisses. Peuple sicilien, sol- 
dats francais boivent, chantent, dansent pour le 
pardon donn6 par Montfort et.et-Ce serait un 
choeur bien gai, et on pourrait le faire accompagner 
par des Nacres, Tambours de basque Guitares etc. 
...I1 ferait aussi contraste avec ce qui vient apres. Si 
vous etes de mon avis vous n'avez qu'a me faire la 
poesie. 

Huit vers pour les siciliens, huits pour les Fran- 
cais lou si vous voulez seulement huits vers ensem- 
ble Siciliens et Francais/ plus huits vers pour les 
femmes qui presentent les fleurs a H61ene. 
J'aimerais que le rhitme fut comme ces vers 

Fortune cruelle 
Tu viens m'accabler: 
Mais un seul mot d'elle 
Peut me consoler! 

Ils se pretent fort bien pour un I3 
Je vous prie aussi d'amplier et rendre plus in- 

teressant le Recitatif d'H6lene qui vient apres ce 
Choeur- 

J'attends toujours les vers que vous m'avez pro- 
mis pour le 1e et 2d acte, aussi que l'allegro de l'air 
d'H61ene. Dans cet air Procida est en scene et il ne 
serait pas mal de lui faire dire au moins deux vers-- 

Pardonnez-moi ces ennuis: Veuillez presenter 
mes hommages respectueux a Mme Scribe et croyez 
a toute mon estime et amiti6 pour vous 

G. Verdi 
Mandres par Brunoy 
Seine et Oise 

Voici le Quatuor ... [see pp. 108-9] 

Since I have not had the honor of seeing you, I have 
done very little work. Nevertheless, the quartet is 
completely finished, as are the first four acts. As I 
have already told you, the finale is incorporated 
into the quartet at the end of Act IV. The recita- 
tives are not too long, as you feared; on the con- 

trary, I must ask your permission to add to the De 
profundis scene some lines that existed before. 
Here they are... 

These few lines help me considerably to prepare 
the exclamation "Mon pere! mon pere!" [With 
these words, a turning-point in the action, Henri 
publicly acknowledges Montfort as his father, and 
in return Montfort spares the life of H61&ne and the 
other conspirators, even as they mount the scaf- 
fold.] At the end of this letter I will indicate the 
whole lay-out of the quartet. 

At the beginning of Act V, the female chorus ap- 
pears and disappears after having sung only four 
lines. One could give it more importance, I think, 
by adding a male-voice chorus in the wings. Sicilian 
populace, French soldiers drink, sing, dance to cele- 
brate the pardon granted by Montfort, etc. It would 
be a very gay chorus, and one could have it accom- 
panied by castanets, tambourines, guitars, etc. It 
would make a contrast with what follows. If you 
agree, you have only to write the verses for me. 

Eight lines for the Sicilians, eight for the French 
(or, if you like, just eight lines for the French and 
Sicilians together), then eight more lines for the 
women who present the flowers to Helene. I should 
like the rhythm to be as in these lines: "Fortune 
cruelle! Tu viens m'accabler..." They lend them- 
selves well to a 3/8. 

I also request you to amplify and make more in- 
teresting the recitative for He61ne which follows 
this chorus. 

I still await the lines that you promised me for 
Acts I and II, and also the Allegro of He61ne's aria. 
In that aria, Procida is onstage, and it would not be 
a bad idea to make him say at least two lines. 

Forgive my bothering you... 
Here is the Quartet... 

Verdi's suggested text for the Act IV finale is 
given as an appendix to this article (pp. 108- 
9). Things took shape much as Verdi planned, 
though in a more concise form. The lines 
whose singers are identified with a "?" were 
omitted; the reprise a 4 gained new words and 
new music. Scribe obediently provided verses 
for the choruses that open Act V (I suspect 
that Verdi, in prescribing the meter, already 
had his tune in mind-the tune which like 
Bonnie Dundee suggests "Then fill up the 
glasses / With treacle and ink"). H61kne's sub- 
sequent recitative and air were, as we shall 
see, later replaced by the famous sicilienne, or 
bolero. 
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19TH 
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MUSIC 

[7] 

Mon cher Scribe 

Mandres 13 7re 1854. 

J'ai recu le choeur et l'air du 5me Acte. Le choeur va 
bien: sur l'air j'aurais quelque chose a dire, mais 
nous aurons le temps d'en parler. En attendant il 
faut que je m'occupe pour donner a copier les 4 pre- 
miers actes. Veuillez donc avoir la bonte de m'en- 
voyer au plutot les peu des vers qui manquent: c'est 
a dire: 

1? Arranger le Duo qui finit le premier acte. Sur 
mon manuscrit vous avez vous meme arrange de la 
maniere suivante: Apres les deux quatrains l'acte 
finit sur ces vers 

Je saurais briser son orgeuil 
De ce logis ne franchis pas le seuil 
Car je te la defends... 

Henri Vous! 
Moi Guy de Montfort? 

Henri Je brave ta colere II1 s'elance dans le 
palais/ 

Bethune Ordonnez-vous qu'il meurre? 
tirant l'epe 

Monf Pas encore! 
La Toile tombe 

Si cela vous convient, j'en suis satisfait aussi- 
En cas contraire changez comme bon il vous 
semble- 

2o Il faut changer dans le Quatuor du Ir Acte le 
vers:: Race faible et poltronne. 

30 Dans le Quatuor final du 4me Acte ajoutez 
quelque chose, pour reprendre l'Allegro, apres le 
demi vers de Procida: 

Soit! vers l'heure de vepre!- - - 

Ensemble 
et-et- - - 

Patience encore un peu, Monsieur Scribe. J'ai 
presque fini de vous ennuyer-- 

Tout a vous 
G. Verdi 

Mandres par Brunoy 
Seine et Oise 

I have received the Act V chorus and aria. The 
chorus goes well; I would have something to say 
about the aria, but we have time to discuss it. 
Meanwhile, I must see about giving the first four 
acts to the copyists. Please be good enough to send 
me as soon as possible the few lines that are miss- 
ing, namely: 

1. Arrange the duo that ends Act I. On my man- 
uscript, you yourself have arranged it in the follow- 
ing manner: after the two quatrains, the act finishes 
with the lines [as above]. If that suits you, I am 
satisfied, too. If not, change it as you think best. 

2. In the Act I quartet, the line "Weak and cow- 
ardly race" [said by Montfort about the Sicilians] 
must be changed. 

3. Add something to the quartet-finale of Act IV, 
to resume the Allegro again, after Procida's half- 
line "So be it! at the hour of vespers!"... 

Patience a little while longer, M. Scribe. I have 
almost finished troubling you. 

1. The duo that ends Act I was changed, and 
more than once. 2. On the last sheet of this 
letter, Scribe began sketching the rhymes 

("bouillonels'ordonne") that led to Montfort's 
"Leur courroux qui bouillone," which ap- 
pears in the vocal score-although the libretto 
still contains the original slur on Italian valor. 
3. On the letter, too, we find Scribe's draft for 
the requested link-passage in the Act IV finale: 
"0 doux et tendre espoir," etc. In the dating 
of the above letter "7re,'" of course, means 

September, not July. 

[8] 

Mon cher Mr Scribe 

Mandres 15 7bre 1854 

Veuillez me pardonner, si je vous ennuie si souvent, 
mais, Dieu merci, nous sommes presqu'a la fin. 
Voila de quoi il s'agit.. 

Dans le Final du 2de Acte les femmes n'entrent 
pas dans le Choeur. Pour la musique, pour l'effet, et 
pour un plus grand contraste avec le choeur des 
Siciliens qui chantent sur le devant du theatre, il 
serait fort utile de les faire chanter ensemble dans 
le Choeur: 

Jour d'ivresse et de delice 
et 

Seulement comme elles ne pourrait pas dire 
Et toi ma belle adorde ------------- 
Viens et comme Citherie 
Sois la reine des amours- 

il faudrait arranger ces vers en sorte que les femmes 
aussi puissent les chanter. Je suis tres presse, car 
le copiste attend la musique 

Tout a vous- 
G. Verdi 

Mandres par Brunoy 
Seine et Oise 

Please forgive me if I trouble you so often, but, 
thank God, we are almost at the end. Here is the 
problem: 
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In the second-act finale, there are no women in 
the chorus [of elegant revellers, passing across the 
back of the stage on a boat]. For the sake of the 
music, for effectiveness, and to provide a greater 
contrast with the [male-voice] chorus of Sicilians 
singing at the front of the stage, it would be useful 
to have women singing in the chorus "Jour d'iv- 
resse et de d1lice." Only, as women can't very well 
say, "And thou, my lovely, adored maiden ... 
Come, and like Cytherea, be the queen of love," 
these lines would have to be adjusted so that 
women could sing them. I am in a great hurry, 
since the copyist is waiting for the music. 

Scribe obliged once again by providing the 
women with the lines "Et sur la mer azuree, / 
Qui vit naitre Cythdree / C6l1brons, 1'ame 
enivree, / Le plaisir et les amours," but did not 
take the extra lines into the printed libretto. 

Rehearsals had been due to begin in Oc- 
tober when Cruvelli arrived. Instead, as is well 
known, Cruvelli promptly and scandalously 
disappeared. On October 28, Verdi wrote his 
famous letter to Roqueplan asking for his con- 
tract to be dissolved (CL 154-55). On 
November 7, Cruvelli reappeared, and sang in 
Les Huguenots. On November 11, Francois- 
Louis Crosnier succeeded Roqueplan as direc- 
tor of the Op6ra. On November 16, the VWpres 
rehearsals began. 

Their detailed progress is charted in the 
Op6ra's Journal de la rigie, a set of some 
thirty-one volumes (1848-82) preserved in the 
Bibliothbque de l'Op6ra. They came to atten- 
tion when excerpts were reproduced in fac- 
simile in the program book of the Opera revi- 
val of Les V~pres (in Italian translation) in 
1973. The following year, at the Fourth Inter- 
national Congress of the Istituto di Studi 
Verdiani in Chicago, Ursula Giinther dis- 
cussed them, revealing that, to the end of 
1854, while Verdi studied Acts I to IV with the 
soloists, Scribe attended only once, on De- 
cember 12. On January 3, 1855, Verdi wrote 
the other well-known V~pres letter, to Cros- 
nier, seeking once again to withdraw his opera 
(CL 157-59). He complained of Scribe's failure 
to revise Act V and make it more moving, of 
his non-attendance at rehearsals, of the repeti- 
tive design of, Acts II, III, and IV, of Italian 
honor slighted, and of derogatory whispers 
about his work overheard in the foyer where 
the rehearsals were held. 

This is the letter that has prompted much 
of what has been written about Les VWpres 
siciliennes; but it refers to only one brief per- 
iod of the opera's gestation-a crisis, but a 
passing one. On January 18, as Dr. Giinther 
pointed out, Verdi was back at rehearsals. A 
chastened Scribe attended on January 22 and 
pretty regularly thereafter. And many, many 
more changes were made before the premiere 
on June 13. Later, smaller crises concerned the 
singers. On March 11, Verdi stomped out at 
1:30 because Cruvelli had still not shown up 
for a 12:45 call. Four days later, he did so again 
when Gueymard announced he had to go off 
and take his father somewhere. 

The four letters that follow are undated. In 
early drafts of the libretto, Henri in Act V has 
a romance in two strophes, "L'ombre descend 
... Dans ce palais," where now he sings the 
two-strophe m6lodie, "La brise souffle ... Tu 
m'aimes! 6 bonheur." Henri's air in Act IV, 
"0 jour de peine," also had different words 
originally. 

[9] 
Mon cher Scribe 

Si vous avez fait l'air de Guyemard ayez la bonte 
de me l'envoyer, car il faut le donner a la copie 
bientot pour que Guyemard puisse l'apprendre. 

Je vous previens que Leon Escudier m'a donne 
cinqmille francs. 

Tout a vous 
G. Verdi 

If you have done the aria for Gueymard, be so good 
as to send it to me, for it must be given to the copy- 
ists soon, so that Gueymard can learn it. 

I advise you that L&on Escudier has given me five 
thousand francs. 

In Scribe's early libretto, we find, after the 
opening chorus of Act V (women only, until 
Verdi asked for the offstage men to be added), 
a recitative for H61kne ("Heureuse, disent 
elles?"); an air ("Tout respire un air de fete"), 
the exchange with Procida added at Verdi's re- 
quest, and a cavatine ("O patronne Sainte"). In 
Letter 7, Verdi had said he would return to 
this aria: 
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[ 10] 

Mon cher Scribe 

Samedi 

Vous avez fait une autre Cavatine pour H16lne, et 
il ne me fallait qu'un simple Allegro de 8 vers pour 
finir le morceaux avec quelques vers de Procida. 
D'ailleurs ces vers sont trop court, et peut-etre 
n'ont pas assez de force pour finir un air grandiose 
pour Cruvelli- 

L'Ensemble du Duo n'est pas comme nous etions 
d'accord. Il n'y a rien de nouveau dans la coupe, et 
je ne trouve pas les vers assez armonieux pour faire 
un motif bien rhythm&. Mais nous parlerons de 
tout cela, quand je pourrai vous voir. Pour le mo- 
ment j'aurais besoin d'avoir un beau Cantabile A 
la place de ,,Tout respire un air de fete. Sur trois 
vers c'est impossible pour moi de faire une frase 
melodique. Il m' en faudrait quatre, c'est a dire 8. 
Tachez de leur donner une tournure plus pathe- 
tique, et que le rhythme soit comme 

,,Ami! le coeur d'H16lne, Pardonne au repentir- 
Je vous prie de m'envoyer le troisieme acte que je 
vous ai donn&- 

Tout a vous- 
G. Verdi 

P.S. J'ai bien r6flechi au Finale du 5me Acte. Il me 
parait qu'il n'y aie rien a faire pour la priere ,,O 
Dieu puissant etc: nous ne pouvons pas avoir tout 
le monde sur la scene, et alors nous n'aurons pas 
d'effet musical. L'Ensemble qui suit apres le Non 
d'H16lne, arrete l'action qui devrait dans cet en- 
droit marcher bien vite. On pourrait couper, c'est 
vrai, la PriBre, et I'Ensemble, mais alors ne n'au- 
rions plus de musique. Vous direz, que ce ne serait 
pas un grand malheur, mais cela ne ferait pas mon 
affaire. Voulez vous y reflechir un peu? Moi aussi, 
j'y reflecherai, et je vous en dirai quelque chose- 

You have produced another cavatine for H1elne, 
and all I required was a simple Allegro of eight lines 
to finish the number with some lines for Procida. 
Moreover, these lines are too short, and perhaps not 
forceful enough to round off a grand aria for 
Cruvelli. 

The ensemble of the duet is not as we agreed it 
should be. There is nothing new in the cut of it, and 
I do not find the lines harmonious enough to pro- 
vide a strongly rhythmical motive. But we will talk 
of all that when I can see you. For the time being, I 
need a fine cantabile in place of "Tout respire un air 
de f&te." With three lines, I find it impossible to 
create a melodic phrase. I would need four-that is 
to say, 8 [a double quatrain]. Try to give them a more 
pathetic turn, and let the rhythm be like that of 
"Ami! le coeur de d'H61lne/Pardonne au repentir" 

[this is H6l6ne's romance set into the Act IV duet]. 
Please send me the third act that I gave you. 

P.S. I have pondered the finale of Act V. It seems 
to me that there is nothing to be done about the 
Prayer, "O Dieu puissant," etc.; we cannot have 
everyone on stage, and so we would have no musi- 
cal effect. The ensemble that follows H61ene's 
"No" [she refuses to go through with the wedding, 
having learnt that it will be the prelude to mas- 
sacre] holds up the action, which at this point 
should proceed very quickly. It's true, one could cut 
the Prayer and the ensemble, but then we would 
have no more music. You'll say: there'd be no great 
harm in that, but it would not suit my purpose. 
Will you consider it a bit? I will, too, and will 
come up with a suggestion. 

In the rhythms of "Ami, le coeur d'H61ene," 
Scribe wrote "Merci, jeunes amies," the 
sicilienne or bolero. The prayer was indeed 
scrapped; the ensemble found in early li- 
brettos (a quartet with chorus) was replaced by 
a trio for H61"ne, Henri, and Procida: 

[11] 

Mon cher Scribe 

Vous serez bien aimable si vous pouvez fair pour 
demain le deux vers pour chaque personage dans 
le Trio final. 

Je vous prierai encore /et j'espere que je ne vous 
ennuyerai plus/ de m'arranger d'une autre fagon 
cette tirade de Mainfroid dans le 2de Acte dont 
nous avons parle. Vous pouvez parler de la f&te 
mais d'une autre maniere. Ne songez pas aux vers 
que je changerai la musique- 

Tachez de me donner tout pour demain s'il est 
possible- 

Tout a vous 
G. Verdi 

Lundi 

It would be kind of you if you could do for tomor- 
row the two lines of each character in the final trio. 

I will ask you once again (and hope that I will 
bother you no more) to rearrange the second-act out- 
burst of Mainfroid that we spoke about. You can 
mention the festivity, but in another way. Don't 
bother about the lines; I will change the music. 

Try to give me everything tomorrow if possible. 
Monday 

106 



[12] 

Mon cher Scribe 

Je ne peux pas venir chez vous. 
Ayez la complaisance de m'envoyer par le por- 

teur de ce lettre les vers que vous avez fait avec le 
troisieme acte et le reste et et- 

Tout vous 
G. Verdi 

I cannot come to your place. 
Be so good as to send me by the bearer of this 

letter the lines you have done, with the third act 
and the rest, etc. 

It would go far beyond the scope of this arti- 
cle to attempt a description of all the changes 
that Les Vepres underwent during the seven 
months between the first rehearsal and the 
first performance. One has to piece together 
evidence from Scribe's successive draft li- 
brettos (n.a.f. 22506, ff.54-90; the Duc d'Albe 
drafts are ff.98-227), from the successive li- 
brettos in the Archives Nationales (AJ xiii 
500, folder 644), from the Journal de la regie, 
and from the various materials, including sev- 
eral alternative and rejected passages, prepared 
for the first performance-autograph in the Bib- 
liotheque Nationale, conducting score, sing- 
ers' and orchestral parts in the Bibliotheque 
de l'Op6ra, etc. Dr. Giinther's Chicago paper 
showed how satisfyingly pieces of the jigsaw 
puzzle can be made to fit together. In particu- 
lar, the reasons for strengths and weaknesses 
of Act V can hardly be understood without 
some investigation of its genesis. I hope there 
is enough here to put paid to the legend that 
the V~pres libretto was not fashioned and re- 
fashioned to suit Verdi's requirements, and 
often enough to his precise instructions. 

The last two letters in this series date from 
after the premiere. The first of them, from 
London, whither Verdi had gone to claim his 
rights in II Trovatore, etc., is curiously stiff in 
tone. (The visit was reported in France 
Musicale for 29 July 1855, p. 239.) The last let- 
ter is far more cordial. 

[13] 

Mon cher Scribe 

Londres 18 Juillet 1855 

Je ne serai a Paris ni Jeudi, ni Vendredi, ni Samedi 
comme je l'esperais. A mon retour je ne m'arreterai 
que 24 heures, et je doute s'il me sera possible de 
me procurer le plaisir de vous serrer la main, et de 
presenter mes respects a M" Scribe dans votre 
charmante villa de Sericourt. Dans ce cas dites moi 
si vous avez a Paris une personne a laquelle je 
puisse confier ce qui vous est du de la somme que je 
dois retirer pour la propriete des Vepres en Angel- 
terre- 

Ecrivez moi un mot et ayez la bonte de la laisser 
a mon ancien concierge de la Rue Richer 4- 

Agreez mes compliments et- 
G. Verdi 

I shall not be in Paris on Thursday, or Friday, or 
Saturday, as I had hoped. On my return, I shall stop 
only twenty-four hours, and I doubt whether it will 
be possible for me to obtain the pleasure of shaking 
your hand and offering my regards to Mme Scribe at 
your charming villa of Sericourt. In that case, tell 
me if you have in Paris anyone to whom I can en- 
trust what is due to you of the sum I must draw for 
the English rights of Les VWpres. 

Write me a line and have the goodness to leave it 
with my former concierge at Rue Richer 4. 

[14] 

Mon cher Scribe 

Je suis a Paris depuis quelques jours et j'y resterai 
encore un peu a cause de mon pied qui n'est pas 
completement gueri. Nous esperons venir a votre 
Sericourt vous serrer la main et presenter nos re- 
spects a Madame Scribe avant de quitter Paris. 

Nous sommes tres reconnaissant a vous et a Ma- 
dame pour tant de delicates et cordiales amabilites, 
et croyez que je me trouve tres honore de pouvoir 
me dire 

Votre ami 
G. Verdi 

Paris 30 Luglio 1855 

I have been in Paris for some days and will remain 
here a while more because of my foot, which is not 
completely cured. We hope to visit your Sericourt 
to shake your hand and to pay our respects to Mme 
Scribe before leaving Paris. We are most grateful to 
you and to Madame for so many delicate, friendly 
kindnesses; and believe that I think myself much 
honored to be able to call myself 

Your friend, 
G. Verdi 

ANDREW 
PORTER 
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19TH 
CENTURY 

MUSIC 

APPENDIX 

Verdi's Draft for the Act IV Finale of Les V~pres siciliennes 
(n.a.f. 22552, f.210) 

Tout le Recitatif, le Largo, et la scene du De profundis jusqu'aux vers 
[H6lTne] Ne le dis pas! et je pardonne moi 
[Henri] Mon Dieu mon Dieu! que faire 

De profundis 

[Henri] Que vois-je? [Montfort] le bourreau qui la hanche a la main 
Attend mon ordre souvrain! 

[Henri] Ordre barbare auquel je ne puis croire! 
[Procida] Nous vous suivons! marchons a la mort! 
[HlBne] a la gloire! 
[Henri] Helene! helene! o Ciel! 
[?Montfort] Ils s'eloignent! 

D'ici je vois la jeune fille! 
[?Henri] Je fremis! 
[?Montfort] D'un pas ferme a l'chafaud! 
[Henri] O ciel! 
[?Montfort] Elle monte. 
[?Henri] Ah grand Dieu! 
[?Montfort] Eh bien donc! 

Le fer brille! 
[Henri] Mon pere! Mon pere! 
[Montfort] Ah cruel 

Tu l'aimais donc bien! 
Soit! mon fils me le demande 

Mon fils! mon enfant..veut les jours de ces proscrits 
Sur tous le conjures que le pardon descende 

A la voix de mon fils! 
Vous avez tous jure ma mort 

Je vous donne la vie et je fais plus encor 
Pour eteindre la haine etouffer la vengeance 
Et reconcilier la Sicile et la France 
Je veux...et ma clemence enfin est a ce prix 
Que mon fils et qu'H61ene, en ce jour soient unis 

[H6lene] O ciel! 
[?Montfort] Ah! ce mot seul a combl& tous mes voeux 
[?H6lene] Moi consentir...non...non je ne le peux! 
[?Henri] Helene!...que dis-tu? 
[?Hil ne] pardonne? 

Je t'aime Henri!...je t'aime! et je ne peux 
Mon- frere le defend 

[Procida] Ton frere te l'ordonne! 
[H6lene] Que dit'il? 
[Procida] Ii le faut...il le faut...ton pays 

Ton frere...par ma voix...l'exigent...Obeis! 

Helene 
O surprise o mystere! 

et - - - - - - - - - 

Henri 
Desormais plus de guerre 
et- - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Montfort 
Desormais plus de guerres 
et et---------- 

Procida 
O hazard tutelaire 
et et - - - - - - - 
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[Henri] Ah! cedant a l'amour, dont mon ame est eprise 
Celebrez cet hymen, des demain 

[Montfort] De ce soir! 
Quand le chaleur du jour fera place a la brise 
Et vers l'heure de vepre! 

[Henri] O doux et tendre espoir! 
[?Procida] Soit! vers l'heure de vepre! - - 

Ensemble 

ANDREW 
PORTER 
Les VWpres: 
New Letters 

Helene 
O surprise 

et ---- - - - - 

Henri 
Desormais et ------------ Montfort 

Desormais 
- - et -------- -- 

Procida 
O hazard 

et - - - - - --- 

fin du 4e Acte 

N.B. Apres 
Soit! vers l'heure de vepre!- - - 

vous pouvez faire un demi-vers et puis un autre vers pour tout le monde! 
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