
Verdi's Twenty-First Opera

Introduction

Verdi's penultimate opera, Otello, stands as a towering 

achievement in the realm of music, a testament to the 

composer's enduring genius. Written in his 74th year 

and  first  performed  at  La  Scala  in  1887,  Otello  is  a 

tragic  masterpiece that  showcases  Verdi's  mastery of 

orchestration, harmony, and vocal writing.

Inspired by Shakespeare's timeless play, Otello tells the 

tale of the Moorish general who is manipulated by the 

villainous  Iago  into  believing  that  his  innocent  wife, 

Desdemona,  is  unfaithful.  Consumed by jealousy and 

suspicion, Otello descends into a maelstrom of despair 

and destruction, ultimately leading to the tragic demise 

of both Desdemona and himself.
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Verdi's  music  in  Otello  is  nothing  short  of 

extraordinary. The orchestration is rich and evocative, 

creating  a  vivid  tapestry  of  sound  that  perfectly 

complements the emotional intensity of the drama. The 

leitmotifs, or recurring musical themes associated with 

specific characters or emotions, add depth and nuance 

to the storytelling. The vocal writing is demanding yet 

lyrical,  allowing  the  singers  to  fully  express  the 

complex emotions of the characters.

The  characters  in  Otello  are  drawn  with  great 

psychological depth and complexity. Otello himself is a 

noble and heroic figure, but his fatal flaw – his jealousy 

–  ultimately  leads  to  his  downfall.  Desdemona is  the 

epitome  of  innocence  and  purity,  a  victim  of 

circumstance  and  malicious  manipulation.  Iago  is  a 

master of deception and manipulation, a character so 

evil that he takes pleasure in the suffering of others.

The  themes  explored  in  Otello  are  universal  and 

timeless. Love, jealousy, betrayal, and revenge are all 
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woven together in a gripping narrative that keeps the 

audience  enthralled  from  beginning  to  end.  Verdi's 

music elevates these themes to a higher plane, creating 

an  emotional  experience  that  is  both  profound  and 

unforgettable.

Otello  is  a  masterpiece  of  opera  that  continues  to 

captivate  audiences  around  the  world.  Its  powerful 

music,  compelling  characters,  and  timeless  themes 

make it a work that will be treasured for generations to 

come.
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Book Description

In  Verdi's  penultimate  opera,  Otello,  the  composer 

reaches  new  heights  of  musical  and  dramatic 

expression. Inspired by Shakespeare's timeless tragedy, 

Otello  tells  the  tale  of  the  Moorish  general  who  is 

manipulated  into  believing  that  his  innocent  wife, 

Desdemona,  is  unfaithful.  Consumed by jealousy and 

suspicion, Otello descends into a maelstrom of despair 

and destruction,  leading to the tragic demise of  both 

Desdemona and himself.

Verdi's  music  in  Otello  is  a  masterpiece  of 

orchestration,  harmony,  and  vocal  writing.  The  rich 

and evocative orchestration creates a vivid tapestry of 

sound  that  perfectly  complements  the  emotional 

intensity  of  the  drama.  The  leitmotifs,  or  recurring 

musical themes associated with specific characters or 

emotions, add depth and nuance to the storytelling. The 

vocal  writing  is  demanding  yet  lyrical,  allowing  the 
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singers  to  fully  express  the complex emotions  of  the 

characters.

The  characters  in  Otello  are  drawn  with  great 

psychological depth and complexity. Otello himself is a 

noble and heroic figure, but his fatal flaw – his jealousy 

–  ultimately  leads  to  his  downfall.  Desdemona is  the 

epitome  of  innocence  and  purity,  a  victim  of 

circumstance  and  malicious  manipulation.  Iago  is  a 

master of deception and manipulation, a character so 

evil that he takes pleasure in the suffering of others.

The  themes  explored  in  Otello  are  universal  and 

timeless. Love, jealousy, betrayal, and revenge are all 

woven together in a gripping narrative that keeps the 

audience  enthralled  from  beginning  to  end.  Verdi's 

music elevates these themes to a higher plane, creating 

an  emotional  experience  that  is  both  profound  and 

unforgettable.

Otello  is  a  masterpiece  of  opera  that  continues  to 

captivate  audiences  around  the  world.  Its  powerful 
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music,  compelling  characters,  and  timeless  themes 

make it a work that will be treasured for generations to 

come.

This book delves into the history, music, and cultural 

significance  of  Otello,  providing  a  comprehensive 

exploration of this operatic masterpiece. With in-depth 

analysis of the characters, plot, and themes, this book 

offers  a  deeper  understanding  of  Verdi's  final  tragic 

opera.
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Chapter 1: An Operatic Masterpiece

Verdi's Journey to Otello

Verdi's  path  to  Otello  was  a  long  and  winding  one, 

spanning decades of composition and experimentation. 

His  early  operas,  such  as  Nabucco  and  Ernani, 

showcased his innate talent for melody and drama, but 

it was not until the mid-1850s that he began to develop 

the mature style that would culminate in Otello.

One  of  the  key  influences  on  Verdi's  compositional 

development was his  collaboration with the librettist 

Francesco Maria Piave. Together, they created a series 

of  operas  that  explored  the  darker  side  of  human 

nature,  including  La  traviata  and  Rigoletto.  These 

works  demonstrated  Verdi's  growing  mastery  of 

musical and dramatic expression, and they paved the 

way for the creation of Otello.

Another important influence on Verdi was his study of 

Shakespeare's  plays.  Verdi  was drawn to  the English 
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playwright's ability to create complex and compelling 

characters,  and  he  found  inspiration  in  several  of 

Shakespeare's  tragedies,  including  Macbeth  and King 

Lear.  When  he  encountered  Shakespeare's  Othello, 

Verdi  immediately  recognized  its  potential  as  an 

operatic subject.

Verdi's work on Otello began in the early 1880s, and he 

spent several years carefully crafting the opera's music 

and  libretto.  He  collaborated  closely  with  his  new 

librettist,  Arrigo Boito,  to create a text that was both 

faithful to Shakespeare's play and effective as an opera. 

The  result  was  a  masterpiece  that  is  considered  by 

many to be Verdi's greatest work.

Otello premiered at La Scala in Milan in 1887 to great 

acclaim. The opera was praised for its powerful music, 

its compelling characters, and its dramatic intensity. It 

quickly became one of the most popular operas in the 

world, and it remains a staple of the operatic repertoire 

today.
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Chapter 1: An Operatic Masterpiece

The Significance of Shakespeare's Play

William Shakespeare's tragedy Othello, written in 1603, 

is  a  powerful  exploration  of  love,  jealousy,  and 

betrayal. Verdi's opera Otello, based on Shakespeare's 

play, captures the essence of the original while adding 

a new dimension of musical expression.

Verdi was drawn to Shakespeare's play for its dramatic 

intensity  and  its  exploration  of  universal  human 

emotions. He saw in Othello a character who was both 

noble and flawed, a man who was capable of great love 

and great violence. Verdi's music brings Othello's inner 

turmoil to life, allowing the audience to experience his 

jealousy, despair, and remorse.

Shakespeare's  play is  also a  sharp critique of  racism 

and  prejudice.  Othello,  a  Moorish  general,  is  an 

outsider in Venetian society. He is constantly subjected 

to  racism  and  prejudice,  which  contributes  to  his 
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downfall.  Verdi's  opera  highlights  the  destructive 

effects of racism and prejudice, and it shows how these 

forces can poison even the most loving relationships.

In  addition  to  its  dramatic  and  emotional  power, 

Shakespeare's  play  is  also  a  work  of  great  literary 

beauty.  Verdi's  music  captures  the  poetry  of 

Shakespeare's  language,  and  it  elevates  the  play's 

themes  to  a  higher  plane.  Otello  is  a  masterpiece  of 

both literature and music, and it is one of the greatest 

operas ever written.

Verdi's  opera  Otello  is  a  faithful  adaptation  of 

Shakespeare's play, but it is also a unique work of art. 

Verdi's music adds a new dimension to the story, and it 

brings  the  characters  to  life  in  a  way  that  is  both 

powerful and moving. Otello is a masterpiece of opera, 

and it is a testament to the genius of both Verdi and 

Shakespeare.

10



Chapter 1: An Operatic Masterpiece

The Collaboration with Boito

Arrigo  Boito  was  a  pivotal  figure  in  the  creation  of 

Verdi's  Otello.  A  renowned  poet,  librettist,  and 

composer  in  his  own  right,  Boito  possessed  a  deep 

understanding of Shakespeare's works and a keen ear 

for  musical  drama.  His  collaboration  with  Verdi  on 

Otello resulted in a libretto that is widely considered to 

be one of the finest in the operatic repertoire.

Boito's libretto for Otello is a masterful adaptation of 

Shakespeare's  play.  He  skillfully  condenses  the 

sprawling drama into a concise and cohesive narrative, 

while preserving the essence of the original characters 

and themes. Boito's libretto is also notable for its poetic 

beauty and its sensitivity to the musical possibilities of 

the  Italian  language.  Verdi  was  so  impressed  with 

Boito's  work  that  he  declared  it  to  be  "the  most 

beautiful libretto I have ever seen."
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The  collaboration  between  Verdi  and  Boito  was  a 

remarkably  fruitful  one.  The  two  men  shared  a 

common  vision  for  Otello,  and  they  worked  closely 

together  to  bring  that  vision  to  life.  Verdi  provided 

Boito with detailed instructions regarding the musical 

setting  of  the  text,  and  Boito  was  always  willing  to 

revise his libretto to accommodate Verdi's wishes. The 

result  of  this  collaboration  is  a  work  that  is  both 

musically and dramatically compelling.

Boito's contribution to Otello cannot be overstated. His 

libretto is a work of art in its own right, and it played a 

vital role in inspiring Verdi to create some of his most 

memorable  music.  The  collaboration  between  these 

two great artists resulted in one of the greatest operas 

of all time.

12



This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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