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PREFACE 
 
 
 
Giacomo Meyerbeer, one of the most important and influential opera  
composers of the nineteenth century, enjoyed a fame during his lifetime  
unrivalled by any of his contemporaries. His four French grand operas  
were in the standard repertory of every major opera house of the world  
between 1831 and 1914. But his stage works went into an eclipse after  
the First World War, and from then until the 1990s were performed only  
occasionally. Now a rediscovery and reevaluation of his lyric dramas is  
under way. More performances of his operas have taken place since 1993  
than occurred during the previous twenty years. This presents a problem  
for anyone who wants to study the libretti of his operas. The texts of  
his early stage works are held by very few libraries in the world and  
are almost impossible to find, and the libretti of his more famous later  
operas, when come across, are invariably heavily cut and reflect the  
performance practices of a hundred years ago. This eleven-volume set,  
following on from the original five-volume edition of  2004, provides  
all the operatic texts set by Meyerbeer in one collection. Over half of  
the libretti have not appeared in print in any language for more than  
150 years, and one of the early German works has never been printed  
before. All of the texts are offered in the most complete versions ever  
made available, many with supplementary material appearing in addenda.   
Each libretto is translated into modern English by Richard Arsenty; and  
each work is introduced by Robert Letellier. In this comprehensive  
edition of Meyerbeer's libretti, the original text and its translation  
are placed on facing pages for ease of use. 
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Romilda e Costanza 
 

WORLD PREMIÈRE 
19 July  1817 

Padua, Teatro Nuovo 
 
Romilda ........................................................Benedetta Rosamunda Pisaroni 
Costanza ........................................................................... Caterina Lipparini 
Teobaldo..............................................................................Luigi Campitelli 
Retello .................................................................................Luciano Bianchi 
Pierotto ...................................................................................... Nicola Bassi 
Albertone .........................................................................Giovanni Lipparini 
Lotario ..........................................................................Agostino Trentanove 
Annina ............................................................................... Annetta Lipparini 
Ugo .....................................................................................Francesco Desirò 
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Meyerbeer was in Italy by 1816, the year of Rossini's triumph with his 
comic masterpiece, Il barbiere di Siviglia. In Venice, Pietro Generali 
(1783-1832) was also enjoying a measure of success with his I baccanti di 
Roma, and Meyerbeer placed himself under his guidance, to study the 
characteristics of the Italian mode of writing. He then traveled the length 
of the land, to assimilate the stages, singers and manners of the people. He 
was lucky to meet and begin an important working relationship with the 
famous librettist, Gaetano Rossi, of Verona.  

The consequence was his first Italian opera that received its premiere 
on 19 June 1817 at the Teatro Nuovo in Padua during the season in honor 
of St Anthony, the patron saint of the city. Initially the opera had been 
intended for the Teatro San Benedetto in Venice; Meyerbeer had agreed to 
write the work for nothing, and to pay the librettist himself. When the 
impresario demanded a down payment of 100 Louis d'or towards 
production costs, Meyerbeer withdrew the work completely  and took it to 
Padua. 

The story is concerned with intrigues around a succession to the throne 
in Provence. On the day when Teobaldo returns victorious from a 
campaign in Brittany, his father's will is opened: Teobaldo is to succeed 
while his twin brother Retello is to receive only a portion of the land. 
Retello objects to this, and challenges his brother to a duel in which 
Teobaldo is wounded and taken captive. Costanza, the daughter of 
Lothario, the count of Sisteron, loves Teobaldo who in the past had 
returned her love. In Brittany, however, Romilda, the daughter of the 
defeated duke, has now captured his heart. She has followed him, 
disguised as a page, and with the help of Pierotto, his foster brother, 
obtains his release from prison. When Costanza hears who the page is, she 
tries to stab Romilda, and Teobaldo is once again arrested. Retello 
persuades Albertone to murder Teobaldo. The townsfolk rise in revolt, and 
Ugo tries to assassinate Retello. Romilda prevents this, and is able to 
reconcile the brothers. The lighthearted lovers of the subplot, Annina and 
Pierotto, were already united at the beginning of the second act. 

 Rossi’s plot is highly improbable, but the text is pure and lyrical; 
the words reveal all the rhyming fluency of the librettist’s fecund theatrical 
imagination. The trio for Romilda, Costanza and Teobaldo in act 1 is a 
good example, with its short lines, tight couplets, heroic attitudes, abstract 
but intense emotions, and juxtaposed extremes: 

 
             Che barbaro tormento 
  Allor che nel momento 
  Di gioja, o di dolor. 
   Non può sforgasi il cor! 
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  Oh come a quell’aspetto 
  Palpita  il cor nel petto. 
 
Don White and Jeremy Commons, in their penetrating analyses of 
Meyerbeer’s Italian operas for Opera Rara (A Hundred Years of Italian 
Opera 1800-1830), compare the young composer’s passionate reaction to 
the Italian operatic tradition with cascading water, in its light and sparkling 
invention.  

“To a lively sense of accessible, tuneful Rossini-like melody, he adds 
passages of floridity...and then brings a Germanic sense of apt and colorful 
instrumentation....Meyerbeer’s orchestral writing is clear, delicate, rather 
than aggressive, pleasingly complementing the voices but never 
overpowering them” (2: 161).1 

In spite of problems with singers and orchestra on the first night, the 
opera did not fail to draw attention. The Wiener Sammler reported the 
great success:  

"Already the overture, which the excellent composer...wrote on the day of 
the performance, received a very favorable reception, and at the end of the 
first act the maestro was called out on to the stage with noisy jubilation 
and applause; he appeared and still the applause would not end. This 
happened again at the end of the second act, and at the conclusion the 
public called out 'Bravo maestro!' Similar honor awaited him at the of both 
following performances...The great merit of this opera is beyond dispute, 
in which an exceptional German control and instrumentation is combined 
with the sweetest, most delightful singing. The famous Pacchiarotti and 
Calegari publicly expressed themselves of the opinion that they had not 
heard such music in Italy since Cimarosa and Paisiello." 

By 17 August 1817 the intendant of the Royal Opera House in Berlin, 
Count Brühl, was negotiating with Herz Beer about obtaining the score of 
his son's new work. On 8 October 1817 the opera was produced at the 
Teatro San Benedetto in Venice. Here Martinelli sang Romilda and 
Debezzo Costanza, Granci and Bianchi the princely twins, Rizzi father and 
son Albertone and Pierotto. In 1822 it was given several times at the Royal 
Opera in Copenhagen in a translation by E. J. Boye and K. L. Rahbeck. 

The plot of Romilda sets a pattern that is typical of all Meyerbeer's 
Italian operas, which are essentially semi-seria in character. This is the 

                                                           
1 COMMONS, Jeremy and WHITE, Don. Romilda e Costanza. In the introductory 
booklet to A Hundred Years of Italian Opera, 1810-1820. London: Opera Rara, 
1988; pp. 152-64. 
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same for both the Rossi and Romani libretti: 
 

1) The action is set around some actual historical event; the names and 
positions of the characters may even be accurate or plausible.  
2) Characters react appropriately, or according to type, but are weak in 
genuine motivation.  
3) There is a colorful or scenic backdrop, some Romantic venue like 
Provence, Scotland, Spain or Araby. 
4) Reason is always found for the stage band, the banda, to have some 
role.  
5) Disguise and transvestism (usually women pretending to be men) are 
particularly recurrent, and in each story constitutes one of the main devices 
of  plot-complication or intrigue.  
6) Action is invariably the consequence of some crime or act of injustice, 
while conspiracy and its uncovering is the inevitable  
catalyst for the denouement. 
7) There is also rescue or saving action at the last minute. This was  a 
popular motif from the late eighteenth century in the operas of Grétry, 
Cherubini, Méhul, Paer, and of course Beethoven. 
8) Unlike Mayr's semi-serious works, there is little of the comic element; 
only one of the Meyerbeer operas  has a buffo character.  
9) Despite the dramatic events and serious tone of the plots, tragedy is 
consistently obviated, and resolution achieved in reconciliation and 
rejoicing.2 

The Librettist 

Gaetano Rossi (b. Verona, 18 May 1774; d. Verona, 25 January 1855). 
He worked in Venice and Verona, writing some 120 libretti for many 
composers, including Carafa, Coccia, Donizetti (incl. Linda di 
Chamounix), Mayr, Mercadante (incl. Il Giuramento), Meyerbeer 
(Romilda e Costanza, Semiramide, Emma di Resburgo, Il Crociato in 
Egitto), Nicolai (Il Templario), Pacini (Adelaide e Comingio, Carlo di 
Borgogna ) and Rossini (La cambiale di matrimonio, Tancredi, 
Semiramide). While of no great literary ambitions, and tending to 
prolixity, his work nonetheless tapped an extensive range of sources, and 
injected many of the recurrent themes of Romanticism into operatic 
currency. His plots were derived from classical and historical drama, and 
also used fashionable Spanish, Nordic and British subjects. His literary 
                                                           
2 KRUSE, "Meyerbeers Jugendopern". Zeitschrift für Musikwissenschaft 1 (1918-
19): 399-413. 
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techniques did much to loosen the set forms characteristic of the reforms 
of early 19c opera. However, neither his verse nor choice of subject 
showed the same sensitivity and aesthetic judgement as his greatest rival, 
Romani. 
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Semiramide (Semiramide Riconosciuta) 
 

WORLD PREMIÈRE 
3 February  1819 

Turin, Teatro Regio 
 
Semiramide............................................................................. Carolina Bassi 
Ircano....................................................................... Adelaide Dalman-Naldi 
Scitalce ............................................................................... Teresa Cantarelli 
Mirteo ..................................................................................Claudio Bonoldi 
Tamiri ................................................................................. Raimondo Oresti 
Sibari ................................................................................ Lodovico Bonoldi 
 

 
 

Pietro Metastasio 






























