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“Il Tabarro” (the cloak) is a short opera in one act of dark colours, but very powerful
and impressive. It is the first of three short operas in the series known as “Il trittico” (the trio)
which Puccini completed in 1916. The premier performance of “Il trittico” took place in the
Metropolitan Opera of New York only in 1918, due to the constraints of the First World War.

After the premier performance, Puccini made a number of changes in “Il Tabarro”, and it
was first performed in this final version in Rome in 1922. Since then, “Il Tabarro” has been
performed as an independent entity in all the important opera houses around the world, with
the participation of leading opera singers and under the baton of some of the best conductors.

Background:

Paris, 1910. The opera takes place amidst merchant vessels anchored on the banks of the
River Seine. Stevedores covered in sweat and the flowing river are the backdrop. The opera
encapsulates one small vignette, a true microcosm of life.

Abarge is anchored by the jetty. Michele, the owner of the barge, his young wife Giorgetta and
a few stevedores are the main characters in this story encompassing a few hours only - from
the setting of the sun into the night, which concludes with a chilling drama.

This performance of “Il Tabarro” marks one hundred years since the opera was first
performed in the final version known today.
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Synopsis

Paris 1910.

A barge is docked by a jetty on the river Seine.

The sun is setting. The stevedores have finished unloading the barge and their day's work. Their life is
difficult and hopeless. They remember with longing times past in the quarters of a thrilling Paris and
dream of a quiet life in a small house in the country. But nowadays the day is dark from the break
of dawn and even the comfort of love is fleeting and achieved only through deceit. They drown the
bitterness of their lives in drink and prefer not to think.

Giorgetta, the young wife of Michele, who is twice her age and the owner of the barge, is having an affair
with Luigi, a young stevedore. Michele suspects that his wife is unfaithful and tries to rekindle their love
by reminiscing about pleasant times during the previous year, when their baby was still with them and
the three of them were happy together under the cover of his cloak. But the memory only further pains
Giorgetta. She rejects his affections and enters their compartment.

Night falls but Giorgetta is sleepless and awaits Luigi, who is to arrive upon seeing their agreed signal
- a match glowing in the dark. Michele, who is hurt and angry, remains outside and lights his pipe. He
turns over in his mind every possibility of who the man that has seduced his wife could be, and plans
his revenge.

Luigi, seeing from a distance the flame of Michele’s pipe, mistakenly thinks that this is the signal he has
been awaiting. He hurries to the barge but is caught by Michele. Michele forces Luigi to admit his love
for Giorgetta, then strangles him to death and hides his body under his cloak.

Giorgetta comes out of their compartment and asks Michele for forgiveness, but finds to her shock the
body of Luigi under the cover of her husband's cloak.



Notes on Michele's Major Aria “Nullal...Silenzio!"

The idea of the opera as a microcosm, a brief interlude against the backdrop of the natural course of life,
is boosted through a number of elements characterizing the constant flow of the existential condition:
the sun sets, the seasons of the year change and autumn approaches. This is the infinite and continual
circle of the cosmos, as symbolized by the constant flow of the river, which is like the eternal cycle of life.
The music box also depicts a similar motion and motif: the player turns the handle over and over and the
melody plays and repeats itself again and again.

At the height of the action, Michele’s major and moving aria, which he sings from the depths of his
heart, depicts a vortex. This vortex in also circuitous, but somehow different, sudden and aggressive:
the direction of the movement is opposite to the constant forward direction of life and the river. It is
convoluted and tangled, forcibly stopping the perpetual forward motion. It cuts and pulls everything with
it downwards, to the bottom of the river bed, to the end.

The dizziness of the vortex symbolizes Michele’s emotional upheaval: his love for Giorgetta, the extreme
trauma her adultery has caused him, the terrible urge to seek revenge through the death of the man who
seduced her - while realizing that this will bring upon him terrible consequences which he is however
willing to accept.

Death is the only solution that Michele finds in the whirlpool of his emotions (“peace can only be found
in death”). In anger and desperation, he calls to the unknown lover to join him and plunge together into
the depths of the vortex. He knows that his death will follow the murder of the lover: an act which like the
vortex, violently ends the flow of life and symbolizes the diving into oblivion.

The music serves to accompany and emphasize the dizziness of the whirlpool with its circuitous and
repetitive motif.

After the first performance of the opera, Puccinimade changes in the opera, inter alia, substantial changes
in this aria.

In the original version of the aria, Michele turns to the river and contemplates deep sentiments about
its eternal nature (“Scorri, flume eterno!”). In the revised edition, Puccini changes the aria completely:
Michele no longer has any sentiments about the river. Instead, Puccini portrays Michele’s doubts about
the identity of the lover and raises several names and possibilities. Even though he is unable to point to
the actual identity of the lover, Michele plans his revenge and calls to the anonymous lover to descend
together with him in the whirlpool down to the riverbed.

The revised aria constitutes a significant contribution to the denouement of the plot. This being said,
the river still remains constantly in the background. It can be understood from this why Puccini used the
image of a whirlpool to symbolize Michele’s emotional state and his vengeful deeds.

It is interesting to note that the original version has not been lost and in some editions of the recording
of the opera it is performed as an addendum at the end of the opera.



About the process Michele undergoes in his decision to kill his wife's lover

Michele is not a cuckolded husband who decides on the spur of the moment to murder his wife's lover.
He undergoes a process which leads him to this fateful decision:

His duet with Giorgetta is full of great sorrow and pain because of her gradual distancing from him. He
loves her and tries to bring her closer to him, but her rejection of him increases his anger and despair
and eventually he stoops to calling her “sgualdrina” (whore). Such a derogatory term said out loud,
clearly indicates a change in his relationship to her and the direction of his thoughts. The dark music that
comes after this truly reflects his difficult emotions.

He once again recalls their love for one another. Puccini presents this through the song of the two lovers
- who may not exist in reality but constitute the memories of love playing in Michele’s mind. This further
exacerbates the pain and sorrow he feels with the estrangement from Giorgetta, like a knife in his heart,
which motivates him to plan his actions.

And then the blast of the trumpet from the nearby barracks calls for lights out - Il silenzio. At this point
Michele has already finalized his plan of revenge. So the trumpet call is not only for lights out in the
barracks at nightfall; it symbolizes a time of finality in general, a total moral decline in light of Michele's
decision to kill his wife's lover, a decision which reflects the complete loss of all moral values.

However, there may be another meaning to the blast of the trumpet: this is the TUBA MIRUM - the
trumpet call which symbolizes the day of reckoning, the day that Michele will be called upon to answer
for his decision to take the life of another.

The gray dusk, the somber and dark music, the quiet of the pier empty of people - all lead to the moment
when Michele will execute this most terrible of acts.

In his monumental aria, Michele is already at peace with his decision. He is pained and hurt because of
Giorgetta, but he still loves her and will not do anything to hurt her. All of his anger is turned towards
her lover. He wonders who he is, but in any event he knows that he will kill him and this act will decide
his fate and death as well.
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