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Welcome to this audio introduction for Verdi’s Rigoletto directed by Femi Elefuwoju Jr.  for Opera North.  It contains some general information about the opera, followed by the story, a description of the sets and characters and costumes, the creative team, and some further information about the performances, including the audio described performance dates.
In 1850, Verdi was commissioned to write a brand-new opera for La Fenice in Venice.  He had set his heart on using Victor Hugo’s controversial 1832 French play Le roi s’amuse (The King Enjoys Himself), which had been shut down due to its portrayal of a debauched monarch. However, permission was, predictably, denied by the censors, who thought the topic one of “repulsive immorality” and specified that the ruler needed to be an “irreproachable character”! However, Verdi insisted that “the Duke MUST be a libertine”, otherwise the drama made no sense. In the end, a compromise was found by simply moving the action to the Dukedom of Mantua in Northern Italy in the 1600s under the long-extinct Gonzaga family, and re-naming some of the characters.
The opera premiered in March 1851 and was a huge box office success. Today, it is still among the top ten most frequently performed operas worldwide.  With the Duke’s aria ‘La donna è mobile’ (women are fickle), Verdi knew he’d written something so catchy that it was rehearsed in secret and the cast were forbidden to sing or even whistle the tune outside the theatre before the premiere! He was right – the aria was sung in the streets the next morning, and still appears in TV ads today!

The main part of the story takes place over just 24 hours, giving the opera real drive and urgency…   In it, Verdi was moving away from the traditional stop-start structure of Italian opera into more free-flowing, continuous drama with the melody not always in the vocal line, and using certain instruments and musical figures for different characters and ideas, for instance the obsessive one note signifying the curse, and the flute for Gilda.

In this production which premiered in 2022, Femi Elufowofu jr. updates the setting to a modern-day feud.  A spoilt rich man and his entourage replace the Duke and his courtiers - all tattoos and gold jewellery.  With a diverse cast, Femi turns the affliction of Rigoletto from that of disability, to the paranoia a black man feels living in a predominantly white society.  Regarding the curse, Femi says “I want this moment to resonate for the characters who, because of their ethnicity, are familiar with the ‘curse phenomenon’. Rigoletto, his daughter Gilda, Count Monterone, Marullo and the Countess Ceprano, are all sung by people of colour. These characters are aware of the power and impact of the curse, and their response is infectious.”

The story
The opera is set in the world of the Duke of Mantua – a morally corrupt, womanising ruler. We begin at the Duke’s party, during which he mentions having his eye on a mystery beauty. His jester Rigoletto – who is despised for being different – mocks all of the guests, including an elder statesman, Monterone, who is furious that his daughter has been molested by the Duke. In retaliation, Monterone places a curse on the Duke and Rigoletto.

Back at Rigoletto’s safehouse, we meet his beloved daughter Gilda, whom he fiercely protects. Even so, she has managed to fall in love with a mystery man she has seen at church, who turns out, of course, to be the Duke. Later that night, Gilda is abducted and delivered, much to the Duke’s delight, to his bedroom.
On discovering that the Duke has got his hands on Gilda, Rigoletto is distraught, and approaches the hitman Sparafucile to help him wreak his revenge. However, the plan goes terribly wrong, and we see Monterone’s curse come to pass in a devastating way…

The set

This production takes place in a large square box.  The walls are made up of rectangular panels of distressed grey and black paint, with concealed doors and windows each side, two large imposing double doors on the back right and a lift door on the back wall in the centre.  The whole box is outlined in LED lights that turn different colours, mainly white, but often red when moments of high drama occur, and flashing erratically for the lightening in the storm scene.
The very opening of the piece starts with just a black stage and two of the three ghostly white courtiers helping Rigoletto on with his jacket.  At a loud dramatic orchestral chord, the edging lights suddenly illuminate the three-dimensional box and we see the party goers standing frozen around the sides.

As the party gets into full swing, a huge ornate gilt picture frame descends down the back wall containing a painting of a young woman of colour dressed in white, kneeling in front of a pious looking man in white ceremonial robes.  Behind her stands another man, and to the left of the priest, another figure too.  There is an ornate red and gold pattern in the painting ,  which is the same as the fabric on the throne that appears on the table that is wheeled in with the Duke and his wife standing on it, and again on another chair in the duke’s palace.  And a large oval of flowers around the edge.
In Gilda’s rooms is a huge oval of gold and glittering leaves and flowers half way down the stage and almost the full height of the box, mirroring the flowers in the picture, and through which we can see a full-size zebra on a platform with a pink pouffe just to the side.  It feels like a very visual statement of ‘a bird in a gilded cage’: to live in luxury with no freedom, just like Gilda.  The childlike vision continues with several bundles of balloons in neon pinks, blue, purples, oranges and greens, with curly ties hanging down, secured to the floor with weights wrapped in pink sparkly paper around the space.  A neon green wrought iron chaise longue with colourful gold and patterned cushions is on the left, and a long swing hangs down on the right with greenery garlanding the ropes, and a large soft toy Toucan sitting on it. 

Later in this scene, during the abduction, the doors and windows are thrust open by the gang – they are all painted red on the inside, and the lighting is intense, picking out all the neon colours.

There is then an interval of twenty minutes  

In Act 2, the same painting that was huge in the picture frame of Act 1 now appears on the back left, normal size, resting on a gold easel, initially covered by a red velvet drape.  And there is another picture propped up against the easel – a large photo of the Duke’s face, looking pleased with himself.   At the back of the box, we still have the huge gilt frame but can now see the dark grey wall with lift doors in the centre – above it are some small white lights which come down when the lift is arriving, and go up as it leaves.  There is an old-fashioned cage door inside the lift doors, and we hear a small ‘ding’ whenever it arrives.

In front of the easel, also on the left is an expensive looking black and gold occasional table and chair – the oval table has four legs with delicate gold and black stripes, and the chair has flared out legs, and ornate gold animals at the end of the arm-rests.  The fabric picks out the gold and red on the picture.  On the table rests some glasses and a gold teapot.
On the right hand side, running diagonally back to the left corner is a long roll of colourfully patterned carpet.

In the final scene, we’re in a desolate wasteland in front of a turbulent grey clouded sky.  A rusted burnt-out car rests up at an angle on the right on some rubble and there are two tents at the back of the stage, with rubbish strewn around in between.  On the left light spills out of a hatch selling burgers and cans of beer, and next to it a door into Sparafucile and Maddalena’s house.  There are two tall modern street lights at the front and back of the stage.  Later in this scene, the sky darkens different colours and the lightning flashes along the LEDs that delineate the box.
The characters and costumes
The Duke, is played by Leonardo Sánchez who says ‘I'm a Latino, 30 years old with curly dark hair and a full beard.  And also by Luke Norvell on 31 October, 5 and 20 November.
The Duke has a groomed look about him, wearing figure-hugging white shirt with rolled up sleeves and one button too many undone revealing a gold necklace, dark blue slightly shiny fitted three piece suit trousers, subtly shiny moccasins, a heavy gold watch and flashy rings and a bracelet.  In disguise as a poor student to woo Gilda, he wears an olive green tracksuit with two stripes down the sides, black t-shirt and trainers.
Rigoletto, is played by Blake Denson who describes himself as a 6 foot tall African-American man with a full beard with short black hair.  And also by Siphe Kwani on 31st October and 5th November   He describes himself as a tall black man with chubby build, black eyes, black hair and a fade haircut, and a neatly trimmed beard 
Rigoletto first appears in high waisted smart black dress trousers, a crisp white shirt and bowtie, black patent moccasins and is helped into a patterned silver and black lounge jacket with sparkling detail on the collar.  Later, as part of the gang, he is helped into a red hooded jumpsuit with silver zips, and in the final scene, is now wearing a traditional long simple African kaftan in mustard yellow with dark red trim around the neck.
Gilda is played by by Raven McMillon on 18, 23, 25 and 30 October. She describes herself as a short, black woman with her hair in box braids.  And also by American soprano Jasmine Habersham on 4, 6, 12, 14 & 19 November.  She is a small Black woman with her hair in long thin braids.  And finally, by Yolisa Ngwexana on 31 October, 5 and 20 November who says ‘I’m a young Black South African woman with a short afro. 

In the first act, Gilda is wearing pyjamas in a tropical-looking African print fabric of gold, green and pink– shorts and a jacket – and pink slippers.  When she comes out of the lift after being abducted to the Duke’s palace, she is wearing a synthetic looking black wig piled on the top of her head and down in long tendrils and wearing a lacy white and sparkling scallop-patterned short to mid-length dress which is off the shoulder.  It has a long train, and a pale pink satin drape that pins to the shoulder.   And she is wearing high sparkling white stilettos which she seems unused to walking in.  In the final scene, she wears a multicoloured full skirted dress and handbag, and later, when she reappears against her father’s wishes, in pale grey hooded tracksuit and trainers.
When we first meet the Count Monterone at the Duke’s party, railing at the Duke’s behaviour, he wears grand and ceremonial white and gold traditional African agbada, soft black shoes, a matching white and gold cloth hat and carrying a gold topped cane.  He is played by Afro-Caribbean Bass-Baritone Sir Willard White who has dark skin, very short grey hair, a short white beard, and a piercing gaze.  Later, when dragged past Rigoletto off to his own execution, he is in simple white kaftan now grey with dirt and bloodstains.
Sparafucile is played by English Bass Callum Thorpe.  He is a tall, slim white man with pale skin, a long face and long dark hair, usually with the top half tied back in a topknot, and goatee beard.  He is a menacing figure, first appearing at the party in grey hoody under black short overcoat, jeans, black trainers and black gloves.  Later in Act 3, he’s all in black – a black vest, trousers and gun holster of black straps over both shoulders.  He has tattoos up both arms, and lots of gold jewellery.  And also by Thomas Hopkinson on 21 October, who describes himself as ‘a white man in his thirties who has dark brown short hair and a tight kept beard’.
Sparafucile’s sister, Maddalena, is played by Russian mezzo soprano Alyona Abramova who is a tall, slim white woman with pale skin, dark wavy long hair, and red lips.  She wears a plain dark blue silk miniskirt, stylish patterned silk shirt and multicoloured silk blouson jacket, black sheer tights and high dark red shoes.

 

Other characters include the Countess Ceprano who the Duke flirts with at his party.  Played by British soprano Molly Barker, she is a Black woman with pale coffee coloured skin, her long black hair in thin braids tied up with gold and red flowers, a long draping bright yellow floor length dress with yellow train, red and gold detailing at the collar, red and gold large sparkly earrings and tiny sparkly handbag.  Her annoyed husband, played by Scottish bass-baritone Ross McInroy, is a slightly smaller white man with pale skin wearing self-consciously fashionable grey three-piece suit spattered in neon orange and green paint, gold necklace, dangly diamond earring, his curly black hair defined by lots of product, designer stubble with twirled moustache, and white trainers.
Marullo, also one of the Duke’s entourage, is played by Themba Mvula who says ‘I’m 6ft tall, slim build, and my skin tone is light brown. I have dark brown curly hair and a goatee. He wears traditional Nigerian long kaftan in royal blue with matching trousers underneath and cloth hat, lots of gold chains and dark blue velvet moccasins with gold pattern, and no socks.
Gilda’s governess, Giovanna is played by Helen Évora who is a white British mezzo soprano.  She wears a frumpy pale jacket and skirt, with mid-height conservative shoes, a blue shirt, and short brown hair.  She carries a revolver in a holster under her jacket.
The men of the Opera North Chorus play the rest of the wealthy man’s modern-day entourage: several wearing garish patterned shirts and matching trousers picking out one colour, one wears just a black waistcoat and black trousers and several tattoos – he is also the waiter at the party, another wears paint-spattered overalls and little dark round glasses - and we see him actually painting the huge picture during the party scene, two are security guards with a black and white uniform with Security written on the back, a few have white shirt and tie and black trousers – probably the finance team, another a mustard polo neck, burgundy trousers, heeled black boots, gold chain and thick rimmed glasses – possibly the interior designer.  And during the party, one wearing jeans, pink t-shirt, brown leather jacket and trainers carries headphones and a mic, and goes around taking pictures and interviewing people.  Two others wear long black overcoats with earpieces – one is the doorman checking people off a list as they enter the party, the other the jailer taking Monterone to his fate.  There is a lot of jewellery, mainly gold chains, the odd earring, and quite a lot of fancy facial hair, goatees, designer stubble, beards.

Three women of the chorus of Opera North play ghostly courtiers dressed all in white - long frockcoats, ruffs, britches, tights and heeled buckled shoes, white rolled wigs and white faces.  They appear at the start, helping Rigoletto prepare for the Duke’s party, and later helping with the abduction of Gilda.

Other women from the chorus play several women at the duke’s party.  We briefly see the Duke’s wife who is a white woman, possibly older than him, wearing a red sparkly midlength, rather conservative evening gown.  Other women, all white, wear outfits ranging from a figure-hugging pale orange dress with criss-cross straps at the back paired with leopard print platform heels, a short burgundy short dress revealing quite a bit of cleavage, with blonde hair swept over to one side, and a long silk burgundy dress and black silk scarf.  A waitress is played by a young Black woman wearing short black dress with white neck piece and cuffs, some mid-shin high boots – she has a sleek black bob, and goes around filling the guests champagne flutes.  In the final scene, there are two local prostitutes hanging out by the tents –one in dirty trousers, jacket and bobble hat, the other in short burgundy dress, and bottle-blonde hair.
The Cast

The Duke of Mantua is sung by tenors Leonardo Sánchez and Luke Norvell on 31st October, 5th and 20th of November

Rigoletto is sung by baritones Blake Denson and Siphe Kwani on 31st October and 5th November

Gilda is sung by sopranos Raven McMillon on 18, 23, 25 and 30 October, Jasmine Habersham on 4, 6, 12, 14 and 19 November and Yolisa Ngwexana on 31 October, 5th and 20th November.
Sparafucile is sung by bass Callum Thorpe and Thomas Hopkinson on the 21st of October
Maddalena his sister, by soprano Alyona Abbramova

Giovanna the maid by mezzo soprano Helen Évora
Count Monterone by bass Sir Willard White

And Marullo by tenors Themba Mvula and Christian Joel on 5 November

Borsa is sung by Thomas Elwin

Count Ceprano by bass Ross McInroy

And Countess Ceprano by Molly Barker-Knowles

The creative team
The conductor is Patrick Lange, with Oliver Rundell on the 31st of October, and 5th, 6th and 19th of November
The Set and Costume Designer is Rae Smith 

The Lighting Designer is Howard Hudson 

The Choreographer is Jackie Kibuka

Fight director Alison de Burgh 

And the Director is Femi Elufowoju jr.

_____________________________

Further Information:

The opera is sung in Italian with English surtitles displayed.  It lasts around two hours and thirty minutes, including a twenty minute interval, so finishes at 9.30pm.   There is a short 2 minute pause in the second half between Acts 2 and 3.  
It is being audio described by Vicky Ackroyd.  And all audio described performances will have a touch tour an hour beforehand.  Contact your venue of choice to book your place, or email Opera North Access Manager Alice.Dowek@operanorth.co.uk for any further information.

The audio described performance dates are
Leeds Grand Theatre

Friday 23rd October at 7pm  

Theatre Royal Newcastle

Friday 6th November at 7pm 

The Lowry, Salford

Saturday 14th November at 7pm
And 

Theatre Royal Nottingham

Friday 20th November at 7pm 

We really look forward to welcoming you along.
