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“La Battaglia di Legnano” is a taste I have yet to acquire; it seems to spend most of its
first half simply seeking any kind of noteworthy music at all. And “I Due Foscari,” a
small-scale domestie drama, identifies its characters with leitmotifs, though they are used
less for thematic development than as a kind of telegraphic shorthand (especially for
“here comes the soprano,” signaled by a bustling headlong musical figure that well evokes
the visual that it must often have heralded over the years: a large matriarch rushing on in
full ery).

”

One thing that makes it hard to do these pieces (along with “Attila,” “Nabuceo” and even
“Macheth”) well is the difficulty of finding sopranos able to pull them off. The Philips
recordings are likely to remain the standards for some time, since there is little chance in
today’s climate that anyone will soon undertake new studio recordings of these pieces,

but none of them offer truly distinctive performances.

The best vocal document is the “Masnadieri,” with Montserrat Caballé, applying her
usual limpidity and her usual mannerisms, alongside the trusty Carlo Bergonzi. But
Cristina Deutekom is challenged — as anyone would be — by the manic rigors of
“Lombardi,” and Katia Ricciarelli is at best respectable in “Foscari” and “Legnano.” In the
Opera Orchestra “Foscari” on Thursday, Julianna Di Giacomo could prove as impressive
as any of them.

If there is a common fault in productions of these works today, it lies in draping the
mantle of high art over pieces that were conceived in no such terms. One reason for the
recent popularity of Handel is that directors feel free to bring out the comie and
entertaining elements of the pieces, but the average Verdi staging seeks only to underline

the earnestness of the proceedings.

Such an approach does no favors to Verdi or to the piece in question. When the Opera
Orchestra of New York has succeeded in this repertory in the past, it was partly because
of its emphasis on the voice and partly because its spirit of enterprising rawness better
captured the flavor of this music than the large, smothering frame of a major staged
production. “

For to take these operas at face value is to miss what is most worthwhile in them. If the
music still speaks to us today, however fitfully, it is not because we respond to the travails
of a wife whose husband has been sent into exile by his father (the “Foscari” plotin a
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