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Synopsis

Act I
Scene 1

At a ball at the ducal court of Mantua, the hunchbacked jester Rigoletto mocks the courtiers cuckolded by the 
profligate Duke, stirring them to plans of vengeance. Count Monterone appeals to the Duke for the return of 
his dishonored daughter, but is cruelly mocked by Rigoletto. Enraged, Monterone calls down a father’s curse 
on the terrified jester.

Scene 2
Outside his house, Rigoletto encounters Sparafucile, a professional assassin, but has no need of his services. 
Rigoletto warns his daughter Gilda to remain concealed in their home. She does not reveal to him that she 
has fallen in love with a handsome young man she has encountered on her way to church. The object of her 
affections is the Duke, who appears as soon as Rigoletto has left, bribing Gilda’s nurse to admit him and to 
speak well of him to Gilda. He tells her he is a poor student. After he leaves, the courtiers come to abduct 
Gilda, believing her to be Rigoletto’s mistress. They trick Rigoletto into assisting them, assuring him that it is 
the Countess Ceprano they are abducting from the neighboring house. When he realizes what has happened, 
he is distraught. He remembers the curse.

Act II
The courtiers describe their abduction of Gilda to the Duke. He is delighted to discover that she has been 
brought to his palace and awaits him in his bedroom. Rigoletto now enters, feigning indifference but desper-
ately seeking signs of the whereabouts of his daughter. When he realizes what has happened he first curses, 
then pleads with the courtiers for her return, but to no avail. Gilda appears en dishabille (undressed), and 
Rigoletto swears vengeance on the Duke.

Act III
The Duke has been lured to a remote inn by Sparafucile’s sister Maddalena. Rigoletto has paid Sparafucile to 
kill the Duke and to deliver his body in a sack so that he may himself throw it into the Mincio. Rigoletto brings 
Gilda with him to spy on the inn, hoping to reinforce the notion that the Duke is not a man of honor in affairs 
of the heart. Gilda is unimpressed. Rigoletto sends her home to change into men’s clothing for their flight to 
Verona. Infatuated with the Duke herself, Maddalena begs her brother to spare him and to murder the jester 
instead. His sense of professional responsibility offended, Sparafucile refuses, but does go so far as to agree 
that if anyone else should happen to show up at the inn on this wild and stormy night, he will murder them in-
stead. Gilda, returning and hearing all this, sees her chance to help the man she loves. She boldly walks up to 
the door of the inn, knocks, is admitted and promptly stabbed and stuffed into the sack for Rigoletto. Rigoletto 
is just about to throw the sack in the river when he hears the Duke still singing in the inn. Wildly he opens the 
sack to find his dying daughter, who with her last breath assures him that she will pray for him with her mother 
in heaven. Again, Rigoletto recalls Monterone’s curse.

—Copyright Rick Bogart

The surtitle translation used in this production of Rigoletto is owned by the Nashville Opera Association.



Note on the Opera

In 1999 the Warner Bros. corporation digitally altered 65 seconds of Stanley Kubrick’s film Eyes 
Wide Shut to avoid an NC-17 rating from the Motion Picture Association of America.  An NC-17 rat-
ing would have stigmatized the film and prevented any possibility of commercial success, or so the 
thinking seemed to go.  Critics and many others, predictably, were outraged.

“There is nothing new under the sun.”—Ecclesiastes 1:9

Victor Hugo’s play Le Roi s’amuse (1832) dramatized, in most unflattering terms, the life of Francis I, 
who reigned as king of France from 1515 until 1547.  In truth the Francis character is but a stand-in for  
Louis-Phillipe, ostensible king of France at the time the play was written.  Outrage.  Cries of lèse-
majesté.  Shut it down, said the French censors, and an absolute prohibition against Hugo’s play 
was enacted after the first performance.  Hugo finally saw the play again in Paris fifty years later, 
in 1882.

The French could not prohibit Le Roi s’amuse beyond France, however, and Giuseppe Verdi found 
its subject dramatically irresistible.  In 1850 he and librettist Francesco Piave began to adapt the 
work for a production at the La Fenice theatre in Venice.  Alas, Verdi had no more luck than Hugo, 
as Austrian censors got wind of the project and threatened to halt it. (In 1850 Austria controlled 
northern Italy, including Venice.)  In the end Verdi and Piave agreed to change Francis I to the 
“Duke of Mantua” and the setting from Paris to a distant duchy.  The most lurid scenes were cut or 
changed (cf. Warner Bros. and Eyes Wide Shut).  The title became Rigoletto, the name of the court 
jester around whom everything revolves.

La Fenice premiered Rigoletto in 1851.  In its engineered form it became less a political drama than 
a tragic, human one, and it created a sensation.  Soon it was performed around the world, and it 
came to New York as early as 1855.

—Bruce Murray

Steinway & Sons Piano Sale

The Brevard Music Center has proudly selected the pianos of Steinway & Sons, “the standard of 
excellence,” as our performance and practice instruments. More than 73 Steinway, Boston, and 
Essex instruments are used by the students and faculty here at BMC for only seven weeks, and 
they must be sold at the end of our summer season. 

The sale, coordinated by Case Brothers of Spartanburg, will take place on August 12-14. Access is 
by appointment only; to schedule an appointment, call 1-888-845-3896.
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