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Robert E. Seletsky
"Legend"

Maria Callas holds anassured place inthe pantheonofgreatartists, but details concerning the components
ofhergreatness are oftenmired in platitudes that conflate biography, public persona, and myth with her
actualapproachto opera. Moreover, Callas worked ina milieu thatitselfhas always been mercurial and

difficult to evaluate.

One ofthe principaland mostfrequentlyrepeated achieve ments attributed to Callas, butone neverclearly
examined, is herrevival offorgottenrepertoire and the performance traditions thataccompanied it. The
partlyaccurate, ifslightly sycophantic, perspective frequently offered by Callas lovers and apologists is that
with herunusualblend ofvocalrichness and agility, she soughtto emulate greatsingers ofthe bel canto era
suchas Giuditta Pasta and Maria Malibran, successfullyrestoring theirstyles and the operas with which they
were associated, manylong dormant. While onthe surface suchastatementseems plausible, there are

more complexissues involved.

"Authenticity"

"Historical performance practice"is a curious catch-all phrase that nowencompasses music from the
beginnings of notation until the mid-twe ntieth century. As the musicologist Richard Taruskin has observed in
printonseveraloccasions,! the ideathata performercanreproduce the sounds ofthe past,orevenifit
were possible, that we would understand or like them,is illusory. Of course, Taruskin and others referto the
restoration ofinstruments, techniques, styles,and repertoire that were superseded and oftenlargely
forgotten. Itis more difficultto discuss performance practice and restorationinterms ofopera,as itis [End
Page 587] not pure music butanamalgamofmusic with theater, textual declamation, etc. (hence the
genericterm"opera"—literally, "work"); moreover,operawas nevera stationaryart form: it was subjectto
revisionfromthe first dayofrehearsal. Eighte e nth-centuryrevivals ofoperas bysuch great seventeenth-
century Frenchcomposers as Lullywere reported to be considerablydifferentintexture, tempi,approach,
and orchestrationdespite the factthatoperaatthe Acadé mie Royale de Musique was the most
conservative in Europe, its function propagandistic as well as artistic. Inltaly, fromthe opening ofthe first
publicoperahouse atVenice in1637,and anywhere Italianopera was performed, the situation was
immeasurably more fluid, making it largelyimpossible formodernscholars to establishcritical editions
applicable to more thanafew performances. Italianoperaexisted at the whimofthe principalsingers, who
generallyhad to be accommodated bythe composers, evenifit meantsubstituting arias fromunrelated
sources written byothers. The situation stabilized somewhatinthe middle ofthe nineteenth century but
operatic content was byno means fixed until Verdi's lateryears. Notonlysingers, but producers, patrons,
and censors had to be satisfied: thus the numerous versions oralterations ofsuchrelatively late works as
Rigoletto, Il trovatore, Don Carlo, and even Otello, with a ballet added for Paris in 1894.

Unlike "historicallyinformed" revivals ofearlyinstrume ntal music, itis difficult to understand the conceptof
"revival"inopera,anartformwhere manyele ments were neverentirelyabandoned; consciouslyor not,
operatic performers are directlyinfluenced bytheirantecedents. Eventoday, opera has scarcelyentered
the "academy," remaining opento conductors and singers who may think nothing of making cuts and
rearrangements in works that have long existed incomposers'finalapproved versions,a methodology that

would horrify artists and audiences inanyothergenre.

Itis onlyagainstsuchabackdrop thatone canevaluate Maria Callas inthe role ofrevivalist. There are two
principalareas inwhich hercontributions may be examined: the circumstances ofthe works revived and
theirstylistic treatmentin herinterpretations. The lattercategoryis welldocumented through e xtant
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Revivals

While the citation of Callas as a fountainhead for the refamiliarization ofvarious works in not unfounded,

Callas did not herselfactuallyrestore long-dormant...
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