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Abstract

This speech aims to demonstrate that Elfrida, melodrama born under the collabora-
tion between the librettist Ranieri de Calzabigi and the composer Giovanni Paisiello, 
is a clear example of how political power can influence, through culture, the society 
and the public opinion. In this period both, poet and musician, lived in Naples with 
the respective task of Courtly Counselor of Her Majesty Francesco IV Borbone (un-
waged), and Courtly Composer; the opera was commissioned by theater manager 
Giuseppe Colletta to open the operatic season on November 4th, 1792, and the 
request was sent to the two less than one month before the premiere.

The poet ventured for the first time with a medieval subject, not so unusual 
for the programming of the major Neapolitan theatre, whose political culture was 
changed in the last years. The plot of the opera derived from a text of 1752 written 
by the English dramatist William Mason whom Calzabigi knew very well, and to 
whom he often referred in his theatrical writings, alike most of the English literature 
(Shakespeare, Milton, Gray). In Elfrida, whose plot will be briefly summarized in 
this report, the topics are obligations of dynastic marriage, forbidden love, decep-
tion, reason of state and honor; but what merges the wires of this narration is no 
doubt female sovereignty and the musical choices of Paisiello second the assertive 
structure of the libretto.

The strongest message launched by this opera is that Elfrida is a militant warri-
or, ready to fight and sacrifice her life for the husband and this conviction is certainly 
near to the political conception of Maria Carolina. She became Queen after mar-
rying Ferdinando IV of Bourbon in 1767 and from 1775 was member of the State 
Council, influencing all the decisions of the monarchy, above all in cultural ambit; it 
is not random that in the title page of the original opera libretto the dedication reads 
“dedicata alla real maestà di Ferdinando IV” but “per festeggiarsi il glorioso nome di 
sua maestà la regina”, certainly Maria Carolina D’Asburgo.
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This article intends to prove that Elfrida, a melodrama resulted from the collab-
oration between the librettist Ranieri de Calzabigi and the composer Giovanni 
Paisiello (Carli Ballola 1972/73), is a clear demonstration of how, through cul-
ture, sovereign power, personified in our case by Maria Carolina of Habsburg, 
can show its political directions and influence the public opinion.

Let’s try, at first, to frame the political situation of the kingdom in the second 
half of the eighteenth century (Del Donna 2012). Ferdinand IV (1751-1825), son 
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of Charles of Bourbon, former king of Naples who had ascended to the throne 
of Spain after his brother’s death, became king at the age of 8, in 1759. For this 
reason, until he reached the majority of age, he was supported by a Council 
of Regency chaired by Bernardo Tanucci, who, in constant consultation with 
Charles III of Spain, prepared the young man’s accession to the throne. The era 
of Ferdinand IV and Maria Carolina of Habsburg, Archduchess of Austria, begins 
when they get married on April 17th, 1767, the first only eighteen, the girl just 
seventeen. Maria Carolina was a representative of the Enlightened Despotism, 
personified in Europe by her mother Maria Teresa, for her ambitious, dominant 
and stubborn character, so different from that of her husband. Once the queen 
was installed, she dedicated her energies to court life, surrounding herself with 
artists and men of culture. She increased the number of the public schools, the 
University of Naples (dedicated to Frederick II of Habsburg), founded museums 
and libraries, thus acquiring considerable knowledge of the kingdom and earn-
ing the appreciation of the Neapolitan nobility and the people. 

In contrast to Bernardo Tanucci, who continued to favour the influence of 
Charles III of Spain on the Neapolitan kingdom, he founded a Masonic lodge, 
associated with the English one, to which many nobles adhered. It was opposed 
to Tanucci’s policy and in favour of Maria Carolina’s project to make the Kingdom 
of Naples autonomous from Spain. The queen’s political prestige continued to 
grow when in 1775 she gave birth to an heir to the throne and this event allowed 
her to enter into an agreement with her husband and king, Ferdinand, which 
provided for a direct role for her in the government of the kingdom. Maria Caro-
lina’s authority proved effective when, overturning the traditional alliances of the 
Kingdom of Naples, which had always been for dynastic reasons (the house of 
Bourbon) marked by collaboration with Spain and France, she developed more 
friendly relations with Austria (her homeland) and England.

The melodrama, in this political perspective, is used as an instrument of gov-
ernment. In fact, the attention of the queen to the dramatic theatre was totally in 
line with the Neapolitan tradition, centred on the San Carlo theatre, which, since 
its creation, had assumed the role example of political and social independ-
ence of the Bourbon monarchy from Spain. For example, the theatre season 
began on November 4th, nameday of the sovereign to whom the theatre was 
built, and continued through the annual calendar with the premieres linked to 
days of particular significance for the Bourbon monarchy. The themes of musi-
cal tragedies and their relationship with aristocratic power were used as a real 
instrumentum regni that reflected the ideology of the ruling classes and in par-
ticular of the monarchy itself. It is particularly important to understand how the 
operas performed on the stage of the San Carlo, while also involving an artistic 
development, continued to respect an ideological tradition linked to the figure 
of Maria Carolina. An also important cultural aspect is significantly given by the 
influence of local urges, such as the works of Saverio Mattei, Antonio Planelli 
e Antonio Napoli Signorelli, with provided for an overcoming of the structure of 
the Metastasian libretto. The composers through the interpenetration between 
recitative and aria, a use of more articulated meters, for closed pieces (is in 
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fact surpassed the classic scheme of the two octonary quatrains with the last 
truncates verse so much dear to the Cesarean poet) and the abundant use of 
“secco” and “accompagnato” recitatives, put in practice these innovations, as we 
see in Elffrida, event at the end of the opera. This new idea of tragedy in music 
lays the foundations for the subsequent development of Italian opera, such as 
that of Bellini and Donizzetti, it is no coincidence that the latter’s most famous 
work (Lucia di Lammermoor) is set in medieval Scotland, like Elfrida. 

In this regard, I would like to focus on the aforementioned opera, Elfrida, the 
result of the collaboration between two central figures of the Neapolitan and Euro-
pean dramatic stages of the time: Ranieri de Calzabigi and Giovanni Paisiello.

Ranieri de Calzabigi (Livorno, 1714 – Naples, 1795) had arrived to Naples 
in 1779 from Pisa (two coeval letters attest to it: the first from Pietro Metas-
tasio to Saverio Mattei (Metastasio 1943-1954: 596), the second of Calzabigi 
himself to Conte Agostini (Calzabigi 1907: 186) with hue had left bored by its 
provincialism and here he thought he would find those spaces that had been 
denied to him in Vienna. Now sure of the fame that surrounded him, he de-
cided to settle in the capital of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies with the prestig-
ious, but unpaid, position of courtly advisor to his majesty. Here, also given his 
age, he leaded a secluded life, but this did not prevent him, with the protection 
of Queen Maria Carolina, from producing his penultimate drama, Elfrida.

Giovanni Paisiello (Taranto, 1740 – Naples, 1816) instead comes to Naples 
from Vienna after having achieved numerous successes throughout Europe 
and, in particular, in Russia with his most famous opera The Barber of Seville. 
After reaching Naples in October 1784, he places himself at the service of 
King Ferdinand IV who, in 1787, appointed him as master of the Royal Chapel 
and while in this position, which assures him an economic tranquility, he puts 
the tragedy of Calzabigi into music in 1792 (Paisiello 2014). 

Elfrida can be considered, from the perspective of cultural politics in Na-
ples and in light of Queen Maria Carolina’s commitment to the growth of pa-
tronage in favour of tragedy in music, a projection of her sovereignty. The work 
was commissioned by the impresario Giuseppe Coletta to open the San Carlo 
season on November 4th, 1792 (Fig. 1). Calzabigi ventured for the first time 
with a medieval Scottish subject, also unusual for the Neapolitan theatre, that 
even in the last decades of the eighteenth century had focused his program-
ming on non-traditional subjects. 

The source of the libretto is a drama by the English writer William Mason 
from 17521, partially modified especially in the tragic ending by Calzabigi. An 
element of distance from the previous works which, on the contrary, provided 
for the obligatory happy ending.

1. La fonte del libretto è un’Elfrida sceneggiata nel 1752 da William Mason: W. Mason, Elfrida 
a dramatic poem on the model of the ancient Greek tragedy by william Mason, London, printed 
by J. and P. Knapton, 1752; lo stesso Calzabigi ci informa “Perplesso nel partito al quale dovevo 
appigliarmi, in mente mi venne che nella metà di questo secolo Guglielmo Mason, poeta inglese 
riguardevole, pubblicò una tragedia intitolata Elfrida soggetto tratto dall’istoria d’Inghilterra del 
secolo decimo” (Calzabigi 1994: 584). 
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A brief summary of the plot as it appears at the beginning of the libretto, 
using Calzabigi’s own words: 

“In the tenth century, and in the time of the heptarchy, an Edgardo reigned in Eng-
land. His favorite friend and minister was a Count Atelvolto. So much was said 
and with much praise to the young king about the extraordinary beauty of Elfrida, 
daughter of Orgando Count of Devon, who sent Atelvolto to his residence, with a 
secret commission to see the damsel and, if the fame corresponded to her beauty, 
to ask for her to the father to become his wife and queen. Falling in love with Elfrida 
at Atelvolto’s first meeting, he concealed the king’s duties and asked his father 
for her to be his wife. Married her, to cover up her deception, with the pretext of 
jealousy, he locked her in a lonely, but sumptuous castle of hers and to all of her, 
up to her father, he forbade the access; and when he returned to the king he mali-
ciously reported to him, not being Elfrida, neither beautiful, as she was published, 
nor worthy of her wedding. In the meantime, suspicious and indignant, Orgando of 
such a strange prohibition, went unknown to the castle of Atelvolto, where was his 
daughter, to find out why. Edgardo at the same time browsing his kingdom to enjoy 
hunting, came by chance in the vicinity of the castle and, knowing that Atelvolto 
was there, wanted to honor him with a visit. Thus for several incidents, the betrayal 
of the favorite was discovered. These, either true or likely, form the intertwining of 
the drama. The catastrophe is tragic, killing Edgardo Atelvolto in a duel and marry-

Fig. 1. 
Cover of Elfrida, Tragedia per musica 
da rappresentarsi nel real Teatro di S. 
Carlo nel dì 4 di Novembre 1792 per 
festeggiarsi il glorioso nome di Sua 
Maestà La regina dedicata alla real 
Maestà di Ferdinando IV nostro ama-
bilissimo sovrano in Napoli MDCCXCII 
presso Vincenzo Flauto Regio Impres-
sore, che d’ora in poi citeremo come 
Elfrida libretto, 1792.
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ing Elfrida. It has changed to suit our scenes, and the names of the characters are 
softened.” (Calzabigi, R. 1792: 5) 

A clarification: in the plot of the work the duel is prevented by the interven-
tion of Elfrida. Edgardo then condemns Adelvolto to exile, but he kills himself 
out of shame. Elfrida herself commits suicide prevented by her father and 
there is no mention of the marriage between her and the king. The finale re-
mains open as the work closes on this event. In addition, the term “sweetened” 
means that the names of the characters with respect to Mason’s play have 
been Italianized. As we see, Elfrida’s themes revolve around the problem of 
dynastic marriage, forbidden love, deception, duty of state and honour. All that 
unites these arguments within the work is the question of female sovereignty: 
Elfrida is at times resolute, compassionate, militant, sacrificial victim, but al-
ways the protagonist of the scene and of her life choices (Garda 1998). Let’s 
see some examples.

In the sixth scene of act I on the arrival of Edgardo, King of England, who 
discovers the betrayal of his protege Adelvolto, it is Elfrida who begs her hus-
band, in a secco recit, to have courage, invoking her own moral strength as 
a model, his words: “Ah sposo, il tuo tacer m’offende. Ancor non sai quanto 
coraggio, e quanta fierezza in me s’annida, agita l’alma mai” (Calzabigi 1792: 
27). Elfrida’s statement is rendered a declamatory vocal line that clarifies her 
virtue and honour when she forgives Adelvolto and offers her moral strength 
as a model of sovereignty. Despite this, the woman, at first unaware of her 
deception, decides to share the responsibility with Adelvolto in front of her 
father Orgando and King Edgardo, hoping to appease their fury. Already from 
this first example it is clear how the male image pales in comparison with the 
strong personality of Elfrida. Men appear weak and indecisive (Adelvolto), full 
of haughtiness (especially Orgando) in his attempt to rise socially with his 
daughter’s royal marriage, and arrogant (Eggardo).

The image of Elfrida as a warrior princess is instead presented in the first 
scene of the second act, when we witness the preparation of the duel. The 
heroine appears in the arena and tries first of all to appease Orgando and 
Eggardo’s anger by saying “Io la dichiaro (la sfida) indegna del re, di voi, del 
padre” (Calzabigi 1792: 43). The king replies that the duel is a legal obligation. 
At this point, Elfrida removes the blade from Adelvolto’s hands and defiantly 
in front of her father and her king, she offers her life as a sign of martyrdom. 
Eggardo’s decision to exile Adelvolto even more irritates the woman who an-
nounces her unequivocal decision to follow her beloved, addressing her king 
and affirming: “E credei che il commando crudele sgomenti Elfrida?” (Calza-
bigi 1792: 45). Paisiello underlines this passage with a secco recitative, dem-
onstrating once more the predilection for this musical form (secco and accom-
pagnato recitatives).

The image of Elfrida as a warrior and fearless princess continues to grow 
later in the second act; in fact, in the fifth scene she begs Adelvolto to re-
nounce exile, considering it unacceptable without her: “Schermir possiamo il 
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padre, il re… per sempre essere inseparabili” and showing a dagger he con-
tinues “Quest’acciaio è mio… tuo se lo vuoi… Ti basta il core d’impugnarlo, e 
imitarmi? Ah! Questo solo delle sciagure estreme, liberarci potrà… morremo 
insieme” (Calzabigi 1792: 48). This passage is rendered by Paisiello again 
with a secco recit, while Elfrida finishes her daring proposal, the musical struc-
ture changes in the form of the accompagnato. Adelvolto accepts, but under 
Elfrida’s suggestion, this once again highlights the woman’s courage and her 
willingness to die for her ideals and this too reflects Maria Carolina’s posi-
tions.

As the drama draws to a close even Eggardo is struck by Elfrida’s brave ac-
tions and begs her to change her decisions and become her queen. The fatal 
result, however, is imminent and when Adelvolto prepares to leave for exile 
without his beloved, unbeknownst to everyone, he decides to commit suicide. 
At the same moment, Elfrida, overcome by the pain of her separation, falls at 
Eggardo’s feet who yields to her requests to follow her husband. However, fol-
lowing the revelation of Adelvolto’s suicide, the woman holds a blade and tries 
to injure herself, but she was stopped by her father and faints in his arms. Egg-
ardo concludes her work by saying: “S’assista, si soccorra, a tutti voi l’affida, Io 
tutto perderei perdendo Elfrida” (Calzabigi 1792: 60). These concluding lines, 
which, as mentioned, create a sort of open ending, are particularly significant 
from the musical structure point of view: Paisiello creates a dramatic recitative 
accompanied with the whole orchestra which serves as a very effective coda 
to conclude the ensemble and the whole work. 

elfrida and cultural politics 

The themes dealt with in Elfrida, also considering the examples proposed, 
reflect the dramatic trends that emerge on the European stages and espe-
cially in Naples in this period. Also, the figure of the protagonist, as emerges 
from the libretto by Calzabigi, is very close to the embodied model of cultural 
policy by Maria Carolina. The direct association with the queen is explicit in 
the dedication of the first page of the libretto, which reads “Elfrida, tragedy with 
music to be represented in the Royal Theater of S. Carlo on November 4th, 
1792 to celebrate the glorious name of her majesty the queen, dedicated to 
the Royal Majesty of Ferdinand IV, Our Most Amiable Sovereign” (Calzabigi 
1792: cover). The dedication to the sovereign could not be missing even if in 
the background compared to that of Maria Carolina. 

The commission of Elfrida can be linked to the political developments of 
the Kingdom of Naples. Calzabigi himself writes in a letter to Count Pepoli in 
this regard: “I was forced to write it in a month” (Calzabigi 1994: 548), offering 
a clear indication that this effort was required to make it the opening work of 
that year’s theatrical calendar. The most powerful message of the tragedy, as 
already stated, is that Elfrida is a militant warrior, ready to do battle to the point 
of sacrificing her life for the ideals she believes in. At the basis of the choice 
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of subject (the Scottish Middle Ages) there is perhaps the renewed relation-
ship between the Neapolitan monarchy and England which in this period is 
particularly intensified. In this perspective, Elfrida can be seen as a powerful 
image of Maria Carolina’s sovereignty and personality and Calzabigi was a 
skilled collaborator who knew how to create this imagery on the opera stage. 
His experience and collaboration with Gluck (in the sensitive representation 
of the death of Maria Theresa of Habsburg, mother of Maria Carolina, in Paris 
and Elena at the Burgteather in Vienna in 1790) cannot make us think of the 
commission of the work as a mere coincidence. The stage of the San Carlo 
was important for the diffusion of the queen’s political and personal ideas and 
Elfrida’s large fortune in the following years in Italy and in the rest of the Euro-
pean continent is a testament to this2. 

This article focused on Elfrida as an example of expression of political, the-
atrical and aesthetic culture in Naples in the last part of the eighteenth century 
(Di Benedetto 2000) rather than determining whether or not it anticipates a 
specific stylistic trend that will assert itself in the following century (Del Donna 
2012). Attention should be paid to how Calzabigi and Paisiello assimilate the 
ideas circulating in contemporary theatrical culture and pour them into their 
drama. This approach is the basis for the close consideration of the literary 
dissertations of theorists such as Planelli, Mattei or Napoli Signorelli that are 
put into practice by Calzabigi and Paisiello. Elfrida can therefore be seen, from 
this point of view, as a cultural and artistic means to spread the thought of the 
Neapolitan court which at this time was trying to assert its cultural autonomy 
from the Spanish court as well.
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