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Caryl Clark 

Haydn's "Orfeo" planned and realized: Diva-driven 
revivals by Callas, Sutherland, and Bartoli l

"The new opera libretto which I am to compose is entitled Orfeo, in 5 
acts, but I shall not receive it for a few days. lt is supposed to be entirely 
different from that of Gluck' 

So wrote Joseph Haydn to Prince Anton Esterhäzy a few days after arriv-
ing in England in January 1791. Unfortunately, Haydn's Orpheus-themed 
opera never reached the stage in London that spring, nor in Haydn's life-
time, languishing in obscurity for 160 years. How an Orpheus opera by 
Europe's leading composer could reach such a fate has typically been ex-
plained by political rivalries between London's Haymarket Theatre, the 
traditional venue for opera performance in the capital, and the rival opera 
house, the Pantheon, which — unusually, and contrary to tradition — held 
the license to produce opera that season. 

Composed in England under the shadow of the French Revolution, 
Haydn's Orpheus opera, whose original title was "L'anima del filoso-
fo" (The soul/mind of the philosopher), Hob.XXIII:13, resonates with 
late-eighteenth-century socio-cultural and political events in uncanny 
ways. Unlike Haydn's other Italian operas, this one was conceived not for a 
private court theatre, but for a brand-new opera house, the King's Theatre 
in the Haymarket, London — then the largest in the world — and run by a 
set of businessmen used to dealing in the cut-throat theatrical world of 
Europe's grandest metropolis. Conceived on a grand scale, "L'anima del fi-
losofo" mirrors the French tragedie lyrique in many ways. lt features many 
French (Gluckian) elements, including a 5-act structure based on Greek 
myth, much scenic spectacle, a cataclysmic storm, numerous choruses, and 
several large-scale scenic tableaux for possible dance sequences and ballet 
d'action. The ten choruses, many of which are repeated in whole or in 
part, also lend themselves to balletic representation. Non-Gluckian ele-

My sincere thanks to Walter Reicher and Wolfgang Fuhrmann for the invitation to speak 
in 2015 at the conference "Joseph Haydn — Aufführungspraxis und Interpretationsfor-
schung — zur Rezeptionsgeschichte von Joseph Haydns Werken" in Eisenstadt, and to 
Emanuele Senici and Marco Stacco for their research assistance in Rome and Florence. 
Joseph Haydn letter to Prince Anton Esterhäzy, London, 8 January 1791, cit. after Lan-

don III, p. 38. 
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ments and anti-reform aesthetic ideals also abound; these include extensive 
vocal coloratura for three of the main characters, a distraught hero who 
displays excessive passion, and no lieto fine3. All of these features, French 
and Italianate alike, suggest that the theatre managers crafted the opera for 
troubled times while seeking to show off the performing capabilities, supe-
rior staging capacities, and acoustic properties of the new King's Theatre 
Haymarket to a politically savvy and musically literate English audience. 
But as the opera was never performed in Haydn's lifetime, and eviscerated 
in early nineteenth-century publications by Breitkopf and Härte14, Haydn's 
"Orfeo" was consigned to a fate of silence — lying dormant for many dec-
ades before being revived in mid-twentieth century Tuscany. 

"L'anima del filosofo" was eventually premiered under the title of "Orfeo 
ed Euridice" at the Teatro della Pergola in Florence in June 1951 as part 
of the Maggio Musicale Fiorentino, the city's annual spring music festival. 
Featuring the twenty-seven-year-old Maria Callas singing the role of Eurid-
ice, the long-awaited premiere of "Orfeo" was conducted by Erich Kleiber 
with performing materials furnished by Universal Edition Wien. Follow-

I address many of these features in several articles: Revolution, Rebirth and the Sublime 
in Haydn's L'anima del filosofo and The Creation, in: Engaging Haydn: Context, Culture 
and Criticism, ed. Mary Hunter and Richard Will. Cambridge 2012, pp. 100-23; The 
Librettist's Dilemma in London: Badini's and Haydn's Orfeo ed Euridice, in: `Music's 
obedient daughter' or Opera Libretto: from source to score, ed. Sabine Lichtenstein. 
Amsterdam and New York 2014, pp. 107-29; and the entry on "Theater and Theatricali-
ty," co-authored with Jänos Malina, Cambridge Haydn Encyclopedia, co-edited by Caryl 
Clark and Sarah Day-O'Connell, Cambridge University Press 2019, pp. 359-72, here pp. 
367-70. 
Other important publications on the opera include: Christine Fischer, Inszenierte Ge-
schichte. Joseph Haydns und Carlo Francesco Badinis "L'anima del filosofo" als Gat-
tungspoetik, in: Basler Jahrbuch für historische Musikpraxis 32 (2008), pp. 67-86; Owen 
Jander, The Three Chapters of the Orpheus Myth, in: Words on Music: Essays in Honor 
of Andrew Porter on the Occasion of His 75th Birthday, ed. David Rosen and Claire 
Brook, Hillsdale, N.Y. 2003, pp.152-70; Curtis Price, Judith Milhous and Robert D. 
Hume, Italian Opera in Late Eighteenth-Century London, vol. 1: The King's Theatre, 
Haymarket 1778-1791, Oxford 1995, especially pp. 595-601; John Rice, L'anima del fi-
losofo, in: Haydn: Oxford Composer Companion, ed. David Wyn Jones, Oxford 2002, 
pp. 203f.; Bernhard Waritschlager, Die Opera Seria bei Joseph Haydn. Studien zu Form 
und Struktur musikalischer Affektdramaturgie und Figuren-typologisierung in "Armida" 
und "L'Anima del filosofo ossia Orfeo ed Euridice" (Musikwissenschaftliche Schriften 
der Hochschule für Musik und Theater München 2), Tutzing 2005; Helmut Wirth, Joseph 
Haydn, Orfeo ed Euridice (L'anima del filosofo): Analytical Notes, Boston 1951. 

Breitkopf and Härtel published selected excerpts from the opera in two separate versi-
ons: a piano vocal score in 1806, and an orchestral score the following year entitled Orfeo 
e Euridice. 
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ing Callas's debut of Euridice in the production, her performance spawned 
additional diva-driven revivals by Joan Sutherland (1966-67) and Cecilia 
Bartoli (1995/96 and 2001) singing the same role, and also that of Genio, 
the Underworld guide whose role is noted for scintillating coloratura and 
virtuosity. Recognized for their ravishing vocal skills and captivating on-
stage performances, these three singers — Callas, Sutherland, and Bartoli 
— are each responsible in their own way for rescuing Haydn's "Orfeo" from 
oblivion and putting it on the operatic stage once more. This essay discuss-
es the theatrical and recorded performances of these three divas who, in 
building on the legacy of the one who came before, have championed the 
work on stage and in recording, each finding in Haydn's score a vehicle to 
showcase their particular vocal skills and dramatic talents. By examining 
the exploits of these singers alongside other pioneering performers, con-
ductors, and opera practitioners who helped bring this long-silent opera 
to life in the second half of the twentieth century, we come to a better 
appreciation of the role played by music professionals in bringing histor-
ical relics to the stage while also gaining insight into changing vocal and 
orchestral practices across the centuries. Furthermore, by exploring some 
of the choices made by artists, creators and especially star female vocalists 
in reviving this opera, and comparing their performances to what Haydn 
envisioned in his score, we gain an understanding of the efforts of modern 
divas in reviving this long-forgotten opera. Not having any reports of how 
other musicians or audiences reacted to the opera during Haydn's lifetime, 
we are even more beholden to the twentieth-century pioneers who brought 
"L'anima del filosofo" to life. What must have been utterly perplexing and 
disappointing to Haydn — his last opera cancelled during rehearsal and 
never performed in London or elsewhere during his lifetime — is somehow 
rectified and `set right' by the incredible star-power brought to this opera 
in the second half of the twentieth century. Indeed, diva rivalry, which has 
played a major role in bringing Haydn's "Orfeo" to public attention, has 
enacted a kind of restorative justice. The three divas who have excelled at 
bringing to life the portrayal of the dying Euridice inscribed within this 
opera have also helped revive Haydn's "Orfeo". 

PLANNED IN 1791 

Haydn's "L'anima del filosofo" was commissioned by Sir John Gallini for 
Haydn's operatic debut at the newly reopened King's Theatre in the Hay-
market in London in 1791. The rebuilt theatre was erected on the site of 
the old one, which had been destroyed by fire in June 17895. Plans of the 

5 See Curtis Price, Italian Opera and Arson in Late Eighteenth-Century London, in: 
Journal of the American Musicological Society, 42/1 (1989), pp. 55-107; and Price, 
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new theatre prepared in 1790 show how much larger the new Haymarket 
was in comparison to the old theatre. The opening of the new 3200-seat 
theatre was timed to coincide with Haydn's arrival in London, and the 
commissioning of "L'anima del filosofo" was calculated to help restore 
the company's prestige. After the fire, the Haymarket had been forced to 
yield the privilege to produce opera to financial consortium in charge of 
the Pantheon — an inferior venue that had to be hastily renovated for the 
purpose of producing opera, by all reports suffered from poor acoustics. 
So following the reopening of the Haymarket in the winter of 1791, Gallini 
and his supporters attempted to regain their license by means of outdoing 
the Pantheon: first by commissioning Haydn to write a new opera for the 
Haymarket Theatre; hiring the superstar singer and vocal novelty, Giaco-
mo David; hiring as their resident ballet troupe of Vestris father and son; 
and finally by enlisting public support through a series of free rehearsals, 
during which the superior facilities, enhanced acoustics, and state-of-the-
art stage properties of the new theatre were put on display6. 

The theme chosen for Haydn's opera was that of Orpheus, one rife with 
historic import in the history of opera. Indeed, it was calculated to place 
Haydn in a long line of opera composers invested in setting Orpheus for 
the operatic stage, ranging from Monteverdi through to Gluck, and also 
to offer the internationally famous Haydn the opportunity to revel in the 
Orpheus mystique as a composer invested with seif-referential Orphic mu-
sical powers. Long-time resident librettist at the Haymarket Theatre, Carlo 
Francesco Badini, was enlisted to craft the libretto. And between January 
to May 1791 he and Haydn must have worked closely together in finalizing 
the opera — all the while Haydn was acclimatizing to London, getting to 
know other musicians in the city, and premiering his symphonies and par-
ticipating in concerts at the Hanover Square Room under the aegis of the 
tireless impresario, violinist and orchestra leader, Johann Peter Salomon. 
For reasons not yet fully understood or accounted for, Haydn's opera was 
shut down in rehearsal sometime in mid-May of 1791, never to be resurrect-
ed during his lifetime. Dies records in his biographical account that Haydn 
claimed his opera was "declared contraband" [Kontreband erklärt], sug-
gesting that this particular operatic setting of the Orpheus myth did more 
than violate the theatre licensing ace. Was Badini's libretto, with its unusu-

Milhous, and Hume, Italian Opera in Late Eighteenth-Century London, vol. I. Oxford 1995, 
pp. 595-601. 
6 Price, Milhous, and Hume, Italian Opera in Late Eighteenth-Century London, vol. I, 
p. 60. 
7 Vernon Gotwals, Haydn: Two Contemporary Portraits. Milwaukee: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1963, p.132; Dies's 151h visit with Haydn, January 14, 1806, in: Dies, p. 94. 
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al representation of the Orpheus story, in which a rowdy band of women, 
the Bacchantes, kill the Thracian hero with a poisonous drink, after which 
they are all destroyed in a cataclysmic storm — was this ending deemed too 
inflammatory for the times? lt is worth noting that already in the early 
1790s parliamentarians and the state were imposing more and more restric-
tions on citizens, writers, and artists in response to the French revolution 
unfolding in nearby France. Certainly, Haydn's words suggest that there 
were other factors beyond problems with the theatre licensing issues that 
prevented the opera from being performed then, or at any time during 
his two extended stays in London — even after the Haymarket regained 
their license to produce opera in 1793. By this time Badini was no longer 
working as the Haymarket librettist, having been replaced by Lorenzo 
Da Ponte, who had hastily left Vienna under a scandalous cloud and was 
now getting settled in London, where he could capitalize on his reputation 
as Mozart's famous librettist. England was on high alert ever since the 
revolutionary war broke out in France, and during William Fites so-called 
"reign of alarm", many artists and writers were placed under surveillance 
and their works confiscated. "With the stirring events across the Channel 
audiences became unduly sensitive, and many authors, [even those] with no 
hidden meaning, had their works condemned because of supposed satirical 
or allegorical intent"9. 

Badini's and Haydn's setting of the Orpheus myth offers an exceptional 
retelling of the Orpheus narrative — one that might very well have caused 
alarm with the censors. Unusually, this Orpheus opera has a tragic ending, 
and ominous foreshadowing permeates the text. In Act 1 we find Euridice 
running through a gloomy forest while fleeing from followers of Arrideo, 
to whom she has been betrothed, apparently against her wishes. She is 
rescued by Orpheus, who subdues the ruffians by singing to the accompa-
niment of his lyre. Her father, Creonte, annuls her engagement to Arrideo 
(who never makes an appearance on stage), and consents to the marriage 
of Euridice and Orpheus. During the wedding celebrations in Act 2, she is 
bitten by a snake, and dies a slow poignant death on stage. Act 3 opens with 
her funeral, where the onstage community witness Orpheus's lamenting 
and Creonte's vow for revenge. A sibyl arrives to guide Orpheus in the Un-
derworld, where in Act 4 they encounter the unburied dead — the lament-
ing souls unable to find rest — and the howling furies. Eventually Pluto ad-
mits the travelers to the Elysian Fields. There, Euridice gazes at Orpheus, 

'See Kenneth R. Johnston, Unusual suspects: Pitt's reign of alarm and the lost generation 
of the 1790s. Oxford 2013. 
9 Barbara Darby, Spectacle and Revolution in 1790s Tragedy, Studies in English Literature 
1500-1900, 39/3 (Summer 1999), p. 576. 
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and succumbs to a second death, after which Orpheus lashes out in anger, 

betraying his unhinged emotional state and tenuous hold on reality. Act 5 

takes place on the isle of Lesbos, where the Bacchantes trick Orpheus into 

drinking a poisonous elixir, and he dies. The Bacchantes revel in Orpheus's 

death, but their celebrations are curtailed by a sudden storm, and all are 

washed away in a violent natural disaster. Haydn was right — this is indeed 

a very different Orpheus from that of Gluck! 

Unusual for the time, Haydn conceived the role of Orpheus for a tenor. In 

contrast to earlier Orpheus operas where the leading male role was typi-

cally performed by a castrato (or an "haute contre" in the case of Gluck's 
"Orphee" for Paris), and in contradistinction to the vocal type typically 
assigned to opera seria heroes on the operatic stage in England, Haydn's 
Orpheus is modern in conception. The star singer at the Haymarket The-
atre in spring 1791 was the tenor Giacomo Davide, a leading singer of his 
day known to possess a powerful and flexible voice that rivalled the best 
castrati. In "L'anima del filosofo" Haydn writes passages featuring virtu-
osic vocal display typically associated with heroic castrati, suggesting that 
Davide was able to compete with them in rendering florid passages while 
exceeding them in dramatic intensity and verisimilitude. Indeed, the hero's 
register and vocal style in this opera looks ahead to male lovers in nine-
teenth-century opera — ones for whom defeat is not ameliorated by a deus 
ex machina conclusion or a manufactured lieto fine. This hero's downward 
trajectory and ultimate demise is final. His vocal prowess as well as his 
weeping, wailing, raging, and noble capitulation at the end of the drama are 
rendered all the more real when performed by a male figure whose mascu-
linity was never in doubt. 

This new modern hero would have resonated with audiences steeped in the 
Enlightenment ethos of the later eighteenth century. By this time, binary 
sexual conceptions were becoming the norm, and replacing notions of sex-
ual understanding in which the female was understood as an inversion of 
the male. In an era when the ruling classes were losing their powers, and 
marriages were being founded on mutual love, more natural partnerings 
were becoming the norm. Heteronormative love was founded on a woman 
marrying a natural man, hence a tenor would be more believable on stage 
than a castrato when conveying love on stage. The castrato was increas-
ingly being understood by enlightened listeners as the sexual "Other", one 
allied to the old regime — an anti-enlightenment figure (as Rousseau had 
observed). A mutilated man could not be a viable lover for a young woman 
according to new societal conceptions of love among the rising bourgeois 
classes. By casting Orfeo as a tenor, then, the managers of the King's The-
atre in the Haymarket, and Badini and Haydn in particular, were making a 
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thoroughly modern move, one allied to the Enlightenment and the newly 
emerging sexual politics'°. 

Since the voice of the castrato could be loud and powerful, intense and rich 
in timbre, it was the task of the composer to convince audiences that the 
new male hero — the tenor — could be just as strong and commanding. And 
Haydn manages to convey this in the opening accompanied recitative and 
two-tempo aria for Orfeo ("Rendete a questo seno" and "Cara speme") 
where, through his multiple musical powers, the hero manages to rescue 
Euridice from the clutches of Arrideo's henchmen. Here, Orfeo demon-
strates his powers as a rhetorician, vocalist, and instrumentalist. To begin 
with, his command of poetic lyricism and oratorical delivery are underscored 
by his vocal prowess, as demonstrated by his mastery of the aria's opening 
gesture — a "mezzo di voce" (gradual crescendo through a long-held note, 
making the listener marvel at his vocal timbre and breath control) in the 
opening "Largo assai" section. This in turn is followed by fast-paced rou-
lades in the ensuing Allegro section, another marker of vocal skill. A singer 
who can master this, as Davide surely could, will ably win over the hearts and 
minds of listeners from the moment he appears on stage. And to cap this off, 
Orfeo's legendary command of the lyre is also on display. Here, the myth-
ological lyre is represented first by harp in the accompanied recitative that 
precedes the aria proper. Haydn's initial foray into writing for this instru-
ment soon gives way to the first and second violins, who take up the original 
"lyre-like" accompaniment pattern in the aria. With this switch from harp to 
string accompaniment, presumably the singer is also freed from the necessity 
of being tethered to his stage instrument/prop, allowing for a more natural-
ized stage demeanor and affective acting now that his charm-worthy musical 
credentials have been duly established. 

In crafting his very first piece for the harp, Haydn may have had harpist 
Madame Krumpholtz in mind. A recent emigre from France, she played the 
harp in numerous concerts in the Hanover Square Rooms during Haydn's 
first season in London. Using the harp to imitate the lyre echoes Gluck's 
use of the instrument with the hero in the 1774 French production of his 
"Orphee". But unlike the hero's much-vaunted musical powers, which are 
on full display at the hero's first entrance in Haydn's "Orfeo", the musi-
cian's musical skills are never again on display for heroic purposes in the 

1° For more on conceptions about and the decline of the castrato, see Martha Feldman, 
The Castrato: Reflections on Natures and Kinds, Oakland 2015. See also Kirsten Gibson, 
Music, Melancholy and Masculinity in Early Modern England, in: Masculinity and West-
ern Musical Practice, ed. by Jan Biddle and Kirsten Gibson. Burlington, Vermont 2009, 
pp. 41-66. 
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