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Coincidentia Oppositorum

ZAMIR, Sara

Abstract

In this study we attempt to understand some of#®thetical features implemented
by Arrigo Boito (1842-1918) for the dramaturgic feation of the final act of the
opera Mefistofele. Doing that, we will focus on Hi®cal character of Helen, both as
flash-and-blood woman and as the divine Queen aby.TrDisregarding the
controversial criticism of the value of the mudiee analysis below reveals deep
concern for the dramatic coherence practiced by ioalisassociations and cultural
signals. It shows that the composer has sincerelglaran effort to characterize both
facets of Helen-i.e. femininity and Royalty in thanner of collision of contrasts-
Coincidentia Oppositorum. That special polar aesthetic approach constitutes

convincing musico-dramatic whole made out of exétem
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Over a hundred and forty years since the premietkeooperaviefistofeleby
Arrigo Boito (La scala 1868), critics still have many doubts regarditgy musical
valué. In the current article we would like to discusstheit any judgment of the
music whatsoever, some of the musical features bgeBoito for the creation of
musical coherence and dramatic impact. Aiming @ndthe outlines of the musical
drama in the fourth act of the opera, we will foars the dual characterization of
Helen, both as a woman and as the Queen of Trofgrioat a wholeness made of
symmetric contrasts. The idea of that special sytryme actually practiced both in
Goethe'sFaust and in Boito'sMefistofele while the aesthetics of conflicts between
opposite values is constitutive in Boito's entieuere as a poet, being a principal

personaof theScapiglaturamovement in late f8Century Italy.

Nevertheless, we find it necessary to preske principal issues of recent
criticism in order to provide a context of receptio our analysis and to emphasize its
significance in the quite limited research of Bwitonusical oeuvre. Most of the
current critics take Boito's success as a libtediisl his fruitful cooperation with Verdi
of much more value than his musical oeuvre, saylBgito was the greatest poet of
the Italian Operatic Stage"Some, such as Ernest Neuman, even suggest titat Bo

was totally incompetent as a composer:

“One wonders, again, why a musician like Boito ddoever have
thought himself fit company for Marlow and Goetheisirather

surprising what an abject mess he has made of Edust

Fausto Torrefanca, chronologically much closer tot®s time, finds Boito a great
composet. Accordantly, while distinguishing Boito's poteifitalent and brilliancy,
Jay Nicolaisen still evaluates Boito's music a®sdegrade. Nicolaisen claims that in
Mefistofele Boito attempted to cover too many stylistic aspdd.e, Italian, German,
and French) within a monumental work regarding glslosophical and dramatic
dimension. Boito's interdisciplinary education when, according to Nicolaisen, the
origin of his musical vision, as well as the obktdo its fulfillmenf. Referring to the

! william Ashbrook, “Boito, Arrigo” in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicia@sd
Edition (London, 2001), 3:810.

2 David Del PrincipeRebellion, Death and Aesthetics in Itélyndon, 1996), p. 12.

3 patrick Smith;The Tenth Muse:A Historical Study of the Opera éitNew York, 1970), p. 337.

* Ernest Newmariylusical StudiegNew York, 1969), p. 77.

® Fausto Torrefance, "Arrigo Boito" The Musical Quealy, VI (1920):532-552.

® Jay Nicolaisen, “The FirsiMefistofele" 19th-Century Musi¢Mar.1978):221-232.
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Prologue in Heavemt the beginning of the opera, Olga Termini paMefistofeleas
a unique experiment conducted by a poet-composeingt to combine music and

philosophy, while uniquely fusing German poetriftalian opera aesthetics

In an article written in 1990, Peter Ross thoroygidamined the reception of
the opera and its scandalous rejection after beregiered in Milan (1868). Ross's
proposes that the audience and the Italian musiciéu did not like the opera
because it was very unusual regarding its poetiments, such as meter and rhyming,
as well as by its colossal dimensions and weirdir@asBoito, says Ross, who was
dealing for years with the issue of good and evds fascinated by Gothd=austand
by the moral duality in Faust's character, and veag eager to express all these in his
opera. Ross points out that as a composer, Boitedtto create a perfect work of art,
a Psychological Drama in which evil, ugliness, aletadence would be artistically
treated the same way as beauty and morality: assaloartistic commitment,

impossible to carry ofit

Fianna Nicolodi Accordantly counts Boitd¥4efistofeleas one of the earliest
notable works of the post-Verdiggrand Operaby its formative innovation, where
Boito has swept away many rules and conventiondraditional Italian opera
structures. Nicolodi implies that that was the veegson for the opera's negative
reception. She thinks that what Boito did manageathieve, was musical unity
(Either tonal, textural, melodic, etc.) throughdabt opera, combining rhapsodic

structures and dramatic allusidns

Upon that diverse critical layout, of which som@exds project on the polar
thought of the opera's dramaturgy, we can now eefind study the dual aesthetics
typical for the formation of Helen's musical poitr&8eing Queen of Troy she is the
principal feminine character in the second paiGogéthe's~aust and in the fourth act
of Mefistofele In many respects she matches Margarita, the ipahdeminine
personality of the first part of Goehte's play, waough the two characters are

contrasts regarding their status in society ancaina@lues. As a part of the symmetric

" Olga Termini, “Language and Meaning in the ‘Pralegn Heaven’: Goethe’Faust and Boito’s
Mefistofelein Music in Performance and Socied. Malcolm Cole & John Koegel (Michigan, 1997),
p. 356.

® peter Ross, “E I'ldea fu songo, Arrigo Boito uneine reformopéMefistofele’ Jahrbucherfur
Opernforschungl990, pp. 69-86.

° Fianna Nicolodi, "ltalian OperaThe Cambridge Companion to Grand Opeed. By David Charlton
(Cambridge, 2003). pp. 383 - 402.
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thought in the entire opera in particular and int@s poetic and musical oeuvre in
general, as mentioned above, both characters asealy introduced by instrumental
prelude which provides thaffect as well as by textual associations, summarized in
the motto of the acty. Margarita represents one facet of an earthly nigvi
womanhood- and she died as a result of a tragiigatlove affair. Helen,
materializes the other facet, that of an immontaythological femininity, a woman
who has never experienced earthly/spoiling loveerQhe fourth act of the opera
Helen undergoes a process of maturation facingstire of love Margarita has
experienced before: She gets involved, for the firse in her life, in a passionate,
courtly-type love affair with Faust, which is folled by the horrors of the destruction
of Troy, burning to ashes while she is watching.eled is therefore musically
illuminated both as a loving woman in the commortidya manner, and as a divine
gueen facing a national disaster. The composemldagd recruited all musical means
in favor of those dual dimensions of a rounded eod character. In the analysis
below we will soon try to illuminate the musicaytat of that dual characterization.
The 4" act of the opera is in fact a musical portraitfreHelen sketched through the
different experiences she undergoes. We will tloeeeexamine the principal scenes
which contribute opposite aspects to her persgnsiérting from her introduction to

stage up to the final scene of the opera.

The tonality of Eb Major chosen by Boito for Hekemtroduction to stage is
not a mere coincidence. In addition to the traddicconnotation of the key, and while
taking into account the influence of Wagnddas Rheingoldamong others previous
works such as BeethoverEsmperorConcerto, the key is entirely new as a significant
tonal section in the opera up to this pbinAs a fresh tonality, it therefore implies that
the fourth act is indeed the layout for a new syl phase. That tonal layout goes
hand in hand with the musical genre chosen, whgha isimple binary strophic
Barcarole (mm. 25-45, 51-71). The genre was already welldisthed as a cultural
signal for peaceful flow at the time the opera waten. Boito's decision to use the
Barcarole for Helen's first appearance demonstrates his atianthought. The
simplicity of theArcadialike imaginative scenery will soon be rudely imtgated by

contradictory Faust's shouts, and that abruptndé®ecome a cause of the musical

19 Arrigo Boito, MefistophelegKalmus, 1975), act I11She is condemned’ct IV: "Tell me what |
must do to learn an idiom so moving"
1 Beginning of act IV.
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conflict between the secure, quigdrcaroleand Faust's erotic/passionate impatience.
Another musical conflict to be used as a dramatiwgr is the destruction of the
peacefultableau by the Trojan national disaster. Helen will thesvé to cope and
survive both as a woman and as a queen, aftergs@enry ablaze. Her struggle will
be dramatically articulated by the musical remiemsmes and allusions of this very

bilateral introduction.

Helen appears on stage surrounded by that spmaialof magic moonlight,
swanson calm water, and praising sirens, even thoughaRphas not been explicitly
mentioned yet. However, after the Greek dance, wdienis enters stage again as a
gueen- the composer adds musical Royalty to thgbutawithout breaking the
Barcarole affect The queen is then accompanied by a women’s choi,the tonal
center shifts to the glamorous D Major while thehastra is enriched by brass
fanfares? These fanfares are in fact quite unusual, scanafxymoron since they are
soft and tender, different from the traditionalitaily fanfares associated with Royalty
in music. That type of fanfare is perhaps an exgioesof a feminine Royalty, which
is reinforced by the women’s choir, and by the haggompaniment with its old
gender-oriented allusion. The musical Royalty pnésd by those features is then an
anti-thesis to the conventional musical represamtatof Royalty up to late 19
century. Thepreludeanticipating Queen of Troy, musically alludeshe tntroduction
described and therefore reinforces that feminirmpe tgf Royalty while, at the same
time, implies Helen's supernatural emotional woilltlat emotional profile will be
shown again shortly when the queen will have toctvdter kingdom going up in
flames. The repetition would musically connect thhe scenes and create a sense of

structural coherence, enriching Helen's musicairaibr

Dramatic coherence is then a helpful aesthetic meghen one examines
Helen's Lamento in the context of her characterization through #tb act of
Mefistofele The tonal plan of théamento sung while Helen is watching the war,
accords with that dramatic thought. Its openmnegludedefines dual tonality — both of
D Major and of D minor- a conflict of modes sharithg same tonic. D minor is an
old and well-known musical symbol for death, sor@wd grief, while D major was in
fact the key used for Helen's Royal fanfares me above. Therefore, the dual

tonality on the tonic D, and its Neapolitan relatiwith the previous Royal/archetypal
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Eb major, clearly symbolizes the fusing of gloridaminine Royalty with the horrors
of war as expressed by a suffering woman, a deealstpieen. Furthermore, after the
introductive prelude and while the choir is singing about the sunligimd the
trembling sky, {iverberi il cielo” ), the stage changes into a thrilling scene colbred
the red, orange and yellow colors of fire. An asstive link of peaceful sunlight to
terrifying firelight is thus created, suggestingttithe previoudarcarolawas not the

entire story, and that it could be quickly converiteto a musical arena of bloodshed.

The mournful lament indeed shapes the sad, paadet of Helen's character.
In many respects, it is very different, not to sayosite, from the previouarcarola
The musical approach taken in flaenentois abstract and vague and provides a good
aesthetic background for an emotional tempest. Vidgrieness is apparent both in
structure and in content. The architecture ofaha is not easily perceived since the
text is neither strophic nor fits any other struatyattern, and the melody resembles
declamation rather than song. As for the D minaratiby- it is retrospectively
understood only when the word “blood”séingué) is sung with a clear cadence.
Instability emerges also from the frequent use ugnaented chords, together with
irregular syncopated rhythmic patteri&x. 1). In addition, one feels a sort of
detachment of the solo part from its instrumentaloanpaniment. There are many
moments in which the voice is sounded "naked" (saghvhen the word “wind” is
sung), as if the musical instrumentation and otthevices generally used for the
expression of grief and pain are not sufficient ugto to convey the horror. The
sorrow of a person who is a symbol of mythologiqgedrfection, beauty and
intelligence requires perhaps special musical tobese tools are indeed a result of
the powerful text of theamentd®.

13 The harmonic shift is carried out by enharmoniaraye of Db into C#, leading to D Major.
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Ex. 1. Boito,Mefistofele Act IV, mm. 10.
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The vocal freedom and theecitativelike melodic line, contribute to the
dramatic presence of Helen, while the choir supgpliee "national” context,
symbolizing the people. The free structure of teat alludes to a theatrical
monologue, written in a declamatory style, overflogvwith pathos. The musical
description of the horrible vision of a dying cisyvery vivid, almost visual. The choir
(the same women’s choir which introduced Helen hat beginning of Act V)
functions as a contradictory highlight of the erapél climaxes of the text by one-
word echo interruptions, inserting musical comnras lareaths between the recitation
parts. This performance practice, based upon #itmaal solo-tutti dialogue, replaces
the conventional structure of musical phrases aamkmces, and therefore creates
temporal balance which collides with the sustaifedmonic relief. All those
measures of contrasting emotions in their natianal personal context retain Helen's
divinity when she is going through tragic momeftsr ability to describe the disaster
and to mourn of its dreadful outcome becomes itdiby the poetic-musical features,

which strengthen her personality.
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Nevertheless, a thorough analysis of the musicalevibat unlike the poetic
text the lament has an implied overall binary imaisstructure , while the two parts
are similar by their length [the first part endghwihe word "blood” (mm. 22), and the
second part starts with the prayer to the greatsGomh.41]. That implied structure
motivates linear accumulation of emotional enengy the first past to the second.
The first part is relatively restrained, a sortcohtextual exposition to the emotional
eruption which occurs when the word "bloodsafgué is sung. A section of D
Major/Minor key functions as a divider between #héso parts and alludes to Helens

introduction to stage, stressing its tonal ambiguitth a dark subtex(Ex. 2).

Ex. 2. Boito,Mefistofele Act IV, mm.19-23.
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The dramatic description of war and horrors throtigh second part of the
Lamentobecomes musically straightforward by a rich ortfaégexture, while the
melody and several words ("aura", "pieta"), remtmel listener of previous parts of the
opera, Margarita's song in jail in particular. Theatching of the two feminine
characters is an aesthetic mean which accords thighconcept ofcoincidentia

oppsitorumwhich is, as mentioned, a fundamental featuré@bipera in general.

It is therefore quite easy to realize that theeddéhces between the musical
characterization of Margarita and that of Helerpéesally regarding their response to
death and disaster) sharpen Helen's character asilaghback technique. Death is a
principal fundamental feature of the philosophiotsoof Goethe's play and Boito
contradicts the two women by the way they cope wghfears and threats. While
Margarita got previously panic and lost control, tg insanity, Helen, being a
mythological, immortal, is not afraid to die. She indeed overwhelmed by the
terrifying visions of Troy going to ashes, and fears she experiences do not refer to
her personal faith, but to her people. Therefoee,|&aiment is terminated by a deep cry
of pain, sorrow, and protest: That affection isriatated by a chromatic ascendance
from an E minor chord which creates a line of augi®e chords and as a result the D
minor cadence is suspended. The outer voices fostmagp dissonant friction, while
Helen loudly cries: "Ah!" The tragic end inevitab&pmes right after this musical
climax, combined with a sense of acceptance, milsisgmbolized by traditional
signals:tempo largg a chromatic descent in the bass line and woodwiod range
sonority. The tonal termination of the episode a&dsfocal axe — using the ambiguity
of D Major/Minor againEx. 3).
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Ex. 3. BoitoMefistofele Act IV, mm. 35-41.
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That scene of deep sorrow, grief and bloodskditiked to a love scene which
presents Helen involved in a love affair with Faastards the end dflefistofele The
love scene was, as a matter of fact, predicted tha@very beginning of Act IV (in the
motto, actually), and is an attempt to draw bottkeHs womanhood and her Royalty
simultaneously, fusing them to a coherent wholethlt scene Faust pretends to be a
fifteenth century knight (a disguise which symmetjy alludes to the wordavalier
previously used by Margarita to describe him). Tdmsociation is not a mere
coincidence, since the aestheticscofncidentia oppsitorunexists as mentioned in
the eclectic formation of universal womanhood oftitttee two feminine poles in
Goethe's play -i.e. Margarita on the earthly side Helen on the divine side. Unlike
Margarita'scavalier, Helen's dares to court a mythological queen bedésult is that
Faust's love resembles thenour courtoisit is genuine, pure, without any eroticism
throughout the entire act. The use of the Bb ton&dir the love scene symbolizes a
polar collision, since Bb Major is the key of Satdmoughout the opera, and his
wickedness is expected to be overruled now by thetige powers of beauty and

wisdom.
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As a part of that good-versus- evil dramaturgy,deaow undergoes a sort of
conversion regarding his personality up to thisnpdfitting himself to deserve the
divine feminine character. Doing that, he stillystdhuman- a feature symbolizes by
Italian traditionalbell-cantoamorosotenor manners. Still an anonymaotavalier to
Helen but not to the audience, he sings of his land admiration for the idol of
heavenly beauty and royal perfection. Faust's smrey to Helen is all about his will to
be loved by her, to deserve her affection. Pedaciind beauty are symbolized by the
unambiguous Bb tonality throughout, finally getting of its satanic associations on
one hand, and retaining Satan's relations with t-awedl-known from three previous
acts, on the other. That tonal allusion makes tiieaé the so-called "ideal” love story
a subject for speculations, while its uncertaistgxpressed by the lack of a proper Bb
cadence until the very end of the love confessiom(23-24). The type of the melody
sung motivates accumulation of tension out of amibygsince it is not clearly
formatted to phrases. Furthermore, the registeerasc as the terminology used by
Faust becomes more and more pregnant and divire.nféiodic climax, the word
amorato (mm. 20), is located right before the only Bb cemke That way, the
harmonic excitement is juxtaposed with the melodid verbal agitation, while
resolution, which could be interpreted as the lommentioned physical fulfillment, is
suspended. The contrast between the emotionatltiagitand the rhythmic regularity
and homogeneousness of timbre (strings only) reseBambiguity and bewilderness
posing a question mark over the love scene. Ragartiese aspects, the musical
features of the love scene resemble those dathentoand contribute to the aesthetic
coherence of Helen's polar musical formation, sgtestively reassuring the old,

traditional love / death duality.

One would expect that Helen will respond to Fadet/e song by some kind
of a soliloquy or aduo leading towards intimacy. Unexpectedly and perhaps
anticipated by the previous musical vagueness, 'eleesponse to Faust's love
confession is public rather than private. Thigpehaps a philosophic-educational
device aiming to approve love in Helen's world vhis very different from Faust's
previous world. In her world, illegitimate babiesurders and intrigues do not exist.
Only heroic national struggles are part of lifeddhe idol, Helen, has then overcome
the satanic black powers. She has become an iblenberoine, adored by the devil

himself, succeeding where Margarita succumbed.riibgical character of this scene
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is symphonic, public, without any intimacy. The Rbyappiness, is, like the Royal
sorrow, musically sketched in a manner transfornpmiyate state-of-mind into a
universal value, sweet indeed, but sterile — Arfgenot an emotion. ThErostype of
love has been turned into tAgapetype, which converts the absolute brotherhood of
man and its affinity to God into an inevitable cluston on the layout of a mass

national disaster.

Regarding the transformation of love into the iit@nit is not surprising that
the thematic material of the love scene is, in,fachagnified version of Faust's music
when he confessed his love for Helen. That thensaisorated throughout the entire
orchestra, expanding to large phrases and augmehyioimic values sung by the
choir which make Faust'solo sound like a distanced improvisation, or rather a
meditation. Everything on stage gradually vanisiése tempobecomes slower, and
the total sound diminishes fap, while everyone except Faust and Helen gradually
leave stage. Apparently, the musieaka is a set-up for a unique intimacy, while the
thematic material is a fusion of Faust's music whersang the wordamoratd and
Helen's music when she sang "beata" (blessed, nijn. That heavenly intimacy
reassures the uniqueness of their unusual loveshwisi controversially blessed by

heaven, earth, and Satan.

Towards the end of the opera, love is eventualiyed into a blessing by the
power of a divine woman. Indeed, Helen's is bewddeand embarrassed by her
passionate love to Faust. Embarrassment is e&sibgnizable in hesolo part which
as before, under a different emotional tempestietached from the accompaniment,
both melodically and rhythmically. The phenomenodeled resembles the previous
lament, but now, Helen has no idea of the sourdb@fpowerful emotional state she
undergoes for the first time in her life. Therefothe music implies how detached
Helen is from human matters, such as love. Up i® pobint, she lived in a virtual
world where love was an ideal aspect of classieauby, in Utopia. Even though she
has experienced a national disaster, she was uttabéEzome human in person.

Therefore, one might interpret the love scene aardicipation of the insight
of the motto of Act IV. Helen needs the help of amknown as being associated with
Satan in order to become acquainted with humamfgeivhich she obviously enjoys.
Her solo therefore becomes duo, the one previously expected in vain, while Faust

simply begs: "tell me that you love me!" (mm. 5Suddenly, the musical uneasiness
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disappears; the woodwinds sweetly support the haienshift to Eb (which was
Helen's Royal introductive key) with a very straceglence on the word "t'amo” (mm.
61-67). After both Faust and Helen repeat the veatung by Faust at the opening of
the act parcarolescene), it is quite clear now that the knightasi$t and that he loves
Helen and she loves hi(&x. 4).

Ex. 4. Boito,Mefistofele Act IV, mm. 43.
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Towards the end of Act IV, then, and right befdre epilogue, that very love
is glorified by the orchestra and the choir whereHeand Faust, murmuring love
words, leave stage together, so excited that tobayally speak rather than sing. This
is, perhaps, the only explicit indication of erofidfillment of their divine love, the
fusion of the earthly passion into the mythologicahlm. That fusion is in fact a
representation of the bi-dimensional femininitye tinaterialization of therinciple of

coincidentia oppsitorum

The following epilogue provides the opera with afo unity, meaning that
praises of God, absolute order, and the suprenmadmgr of the universe are reassured

by the heavenly characters. Nevertheless, Faudilliseen as in pursuit of an ideal
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which is far beyond the intellectual perception the human mind, an ideal
symbolized by his love for Helen. That ideal isallg externalized in the epilogue as
heavenly poetry — an example of the intellectualdn of the human and the sublime,
a fusion inspired by Helen's dual femininity and tiearacter:

Voglio che questo songo sia la | wish this dream to be
santa poesia heavenly poetry
E 'ultimo bnisogno-dell'esitenza mia. dhd last need of my existefite

The pendulum-like movement of Helen between théred the human and
that of the sublime and the dramatic situations estygerienced function as layers of
her musical portraiture. As a poet, an importaguire in theScapigliaturamovement,
Boito was naturally very concerned with the issfeGwod and Evil and was
fascinated by Goethetspus magnumRe-writing Faustas an operdibretto, he had
fulfilled his educational mission as an artist, gsing his philosophic agenda by the
aesthetics ofcoincidentiaoppositprum We would therefore like to conclude with
Deirdre O'Grady, who studied Boito's oeuvre in¢bhatext of Italian opera and Italian

literature. Referring to the conclusion of the @yehe says:

“The conclusion of the work finds Faust again imsd of the unattainable,
having proved that the means by which he soughtranscend human
limitations were both illusionary and transient. i§tphilosophic treatise on
art, scientifically and intellectually conceivedarc at its conclusion be
reduced to the following equations: for Faust ilrs proves to be a reality
rejected by the mind in favor of an attainable, hon-retainable, absolute
illusion [....... ] The ideal is triumphant, but the meaby which it can be

attained remains a mystery

Helen's presence in Faust's world is indeed a sywofhihat very triumphant
ideal in its feminine respect, as characterize®byo. She is a divine queen, an idol,
who fails to become completely human, just like $tdails to become heavenly. The
collision of human moral values with the mythicahim is the engine which carries
the final act ofMefistofeletowards universal insights, mostly represented biekls

dual personality.

% Translated by Emili King, CD Jacket Notes 9RCA P8®8284-2, 19960. Boitdvefistofele La
Scala Orch. and Soloists, conducted by RiccarddiMut

15 Deirdre O'GradyThe Last Troubadours Poetic Drama in Italian Op@%97-1887 (London, 1991),
p. 193.
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