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Robert E. Seletsky

"Legend"

Maria Callas  holds  an as s ure d place  in the  panthe on of g re at artis ts , but de tails  conce rning  the  compone nts
of he r g re atne s s  are  o e n mire d in platitude s  that conflate  biog raphy, public  pe rs ona, and myth with he r
actual approach to  ope ra. More ove r, Callas  worke d in a milie u that its e lf has  always  be e n me rcurial and
di icult to  e valuate .

One  of the  principal and mos t fre que ntly re pe ate d achie ve me nts  attribute d to  Callas , but one  ne ve r cle arly
e xamine d, is  he r re vival of forg otte n re pe rtoire  and the  pe rformance  traditions  that accompanie d it. The
partly accurate , if s lig htly s ycophantic, pe rs pe ctive  fre que ntly o e re d by Callas  love rs  and apolog is ts  is  that
with he r unus ual ble nd of vocal richne s s  and ag ility, s he  s oug ht to  e mulate  g re at s ing e rs  of the  bel canto e ra
s uch as  G iuditta Pas ta and Maria Malibran, s ucce s s fully re s toring  the ir s tyle s  and the  ope ras  with which the y
we re  as s ociate d, many long  dormant. While  on the  s urface  s uch a s tate me nt s e e ms  plaus ible , the re  are
more  comple x is s ue s  involve d.

"Authenticity"

"His torical pe rformance  practice " is  a curious  catch-all phras e  that now e ncompas s e s  mus ic  from the
be g inning s  of notation until the  mid-twe ntie th ce ntury. As  the  mus icolog is t Richard Tarus kin has  obs e rve d in
print on s e ve ral occas ions ,  the  ide a that a pe rforme r can re produce  the  s ounds  of the  pas t, or e ve n if it
we re  pos s ible , that we  would unde rs tand or like  the m, is  illus ory. Of cours e , Tarus kin and othe rs  re fe r to  the
re s toration of ins trume nts , te chnique s , s tyle s , and re pe rtoire  that we re  s upe rs e de d and o e n larg e ly
forg otte n. It is  more  di icult to  dis cus s  pe rformance  practice  and re s toration in te rms  of ope ra, as  it is  [End
P a g e  5 8 7 ] not pure  mus ic  but an amalg am of mus ic  with the ate r, te xtual de clamation, e tc. (he nce  the
g e ne ric  te rm "ope ra"—lite rally, "work"); more ove r, ope ra was  ne ve r a s tationary art form: it was  s ubje ct to
re vis ion from the  firs t day of re he ars al. Eig hte e nth-ce ntury re vivals  of ope ras  by s uch g re at s e ve nte e nth-
ce ntury Fre nch compos e rs  as  Lully we re  re porte d to  be  cons ide rably di e re nt in te xture , te mpi, approach,
and orche s tration de s pite  the  fact that ope ra at the  Acadé mie  Royale  de  Mus ique  was  the  mos t
cons e rvative  in Europe , its  function propag andis tic  as  we ll as  artis tic . In Italy, from the  ope ning  of the  firs t
public  ope ra hous e  at Ve nice  in 16 37, and anywhe re  Italian ope ra was  pe rforme d, the  s ituation was
imme as urably more  fluid, making  it larg e ly impos s ible  for mode rn s cholars  to  e s tablis h critical e ditions
applicable  to  more  than a fe w pe rformance s . Italian ope ra e xis te d at the  whim of the  principal s ing e rs , who
g e ne rally had to  be  accommodate d by the  compos e rs , e ve n if it me ant s ubs tituting  arias  from unre late d
s ource s  writte n by othe rs . The  s ituation s tabiliz e d s ome what in the  middle  of the  nine te e nth ce ntury but
ope ratic  conte nt was  by no me ans  fixe d until Ve rdi's  late r ye ars . Not only s ing e rs , but produce rs , patrons ,
and ce ns ors  had to  be  s atis fie d: thus  the  nume rous  ve rs ions  or alte rations  of s uch re lative ly late  works  as
Rigoletto, Il trovatore, Don Carlo, and e ve n Otello, with a balle t adde d for Paris  in 189 4.

Unlike  "his torically informe d" re vivals  of e arly ins trume ntal mus ic, it is  di icult to  unde rs tand the  conce pt of
"re vival" in ope ra, an art form whe re  many e le me nts  we re  ne ve r e ntire ly abandone d; cons cious ly or not,
ope ratic  pe rforme rs  are  dire ctly influe nce d by the ir ante ce de nts . Eve n today, ope ra has  s carce ly e nte re d
the  "acade my," re maining  ope n to  conductors  and s ing e rs  who may think nothing  of making  cuts  and
re arrang e me nts  in works  that have  long  e xis te d in compos e rs ' final approve d ve rs ions , a me thodolog y that
would horrify artis ts  and audie nce s  in any othe r g e nre .

It is  only ag ains t s uch a backdrop that one  can e valuate  Maria Callas  in the  role  of re vivalis t. The re  are  two
principal are as  in which he r contributions  may be  e xamine d: the  circums tance s  of the  works  re vive d and
the ir s tylis tic  tre atme nt in he r inte rpre tations . The  latte r cate g ory is  we ll docume nte d throug h e xtant
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re cording s .

Revivals

While  the  citation of Callas  as  a fountainhe ad for the  re familiariz ation of various  works  in not unfounde d,
Callas  did not he rs e lf actually re s tore  long -dormant...
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