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Giuseppe Verdi was born in obscurity
in a tiny Italian village in 1813. When
he died in 1901, hundreds of thou-
sands of people turned out to pay their
respects to the man whom many
people consider as the best opera
composer of all time. His career
spanned more than half a century and

included such successes as Rigoletto, La
Traviata, Il Trovatore, Otello, Falstaff, and
Aida—the most often-performed work at
New York’s Metropolitan Opera. Yet when
he applied at a famous music school in
Milan, he was turned down because he was
“lacking in musical talent.” He not only
proved the school wrong but became an
important figure in Italian politics during the
turbulent era when the scattered provinces
came together to form a nation. Along the
way, he overcame obstacles such as the
death of his first wife and two small children
and the humiliation of being booed during
the premiere of one of his early operas.
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Revenge Gone Wrong
A hunchback. A hit man. A hard-hearted nobleman. A high-

spirited young woman.

These four characters come together in a story that sounds as if
it were written by a Hollywood screenwriter. It has love, betrayal,
revenge, mistaken identity, and murder—themes that often spell
box-office success.

The story opens in the court of the Duke of Mantua, an Italian
nobleman. Surrounded by his courtiers, he brags about his frequent
romantic adventures. Some of these adventures have been with the
wives and daughters of his courtiers. None of his men has the
courage to stand up to him. Finally one of them, Monterone, criti-
cizes the duke for having an affair with his daughter. The duke has
him arrested. The hunchback, Rigoletto, who is the duke’s jester,
laughs at Monterone’s misfortune. The furious Monterone curses
both the duke and Rigoletto before he is taken away.

The curse makes Rigoletto very nervous. As he walks home
later that evening, a hit man emerges from the shadows and offers
his services. He explains that he has a simple method to commit his
crimes. He uses his sister Maddalena to lure the target to the inn
that he owns. Then he stabs his victim to death.
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Rigoletto replies that he doesn’t need him.

“Don’t be so sure,” replies the hit man, whose name is
Sparafucile (Spar-uh-foo-CHEE-lee).

Rigoletto’s deformity has made him bitter. So has his depen-
dence on the duke. The duke often makes Rigoletto the butt of his
jokes. Rigoletto goes through this humiliation for one reason: He
needs the money to support his lovely young daughter, Gilda
(JEEL-dah). His wife is dead and he has raised the girl by himself.
He loves her with a desperate intensity because she is the only good
part of his life. He has kept her carefully concealed and her exist-
ence a secret—or so he thinks.

The duke has caught fleeting glimpses of the girl. He disguises
himself and bribes Rigoletto’s housekeeper to let him into the
house. He tells Gilda that he is a poor student and swears that he
loves her. Because she has led such a sheltered life, she believes him
and falls in love with him.

The duke isn’t the only one who has noticed Gilda. Many of the
courtiers have, too. They don’t know that she is Rigoletto’s daugh-
ter; they assume that Rigoletto is romantically involved with her.
Because his nasty tongue has insulted all of them at some point,
they decide to play a joke on him. They will kidnap Gilda and take
her to the duke. To make the joke even crueler, they want Rigoletto
to think that they are kidnapping a different woman who lives
nearby. That way he will help them with their crime. They blind-
fold him so that he doesn’t realize what he is doing. After he tears
off his blindfold and sees his empty house, he realizes he has been
tricked. He rushes to the duke’s palace, but he is too late. Gilda has
been delivered to the duke.

To protect his daughter from further shame, Rigoletto decides
to send her away. Because it is far too dangerous to travel alone as a
woman, she disguises herself as a young man. Before she leaves,
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Rigoletto wants to show her what kind of a man the duke really is.
They sneak up to Sparafucile’s inn at night. They peer inside
through an opening in the wall and see the duke flirting with
Maddalena. Even though the duke is disguised, Gilda recognizes
him. She also recognizes the same words of love that he earlier used
with her. Dismayed, she realizes the duke’s true nature.

She doesn’t realize that Rigoletto has agreed on a contract with
the hit man. Since the duke is in disguise, Sparafucile has no idea
about the real identity of his victim and readily agrees to the hit.
Under the terms of the agreement, Sparafucile will kill the man and
stuff his body into a bag. At midnight, Rigoletto will return and
drop the bag into a river.

But the plan hits a snag. Maddalena has also succumbed to the
duke’s charms. When he goes upstairs to sleep, she pleads with her
brother to spare his life. Kill the hunchback instead, she says.

Sparafucile is appalled at the suggestion. He is a killer. But he is
an honorable killer. An agreement is an agreement. He suggests a
compromise. If another man comes to the inn before midnight, he
will kill the newcomer instead, sew the body into the bag, and pass
it off as the intended victim.

Unfortunately, Gilda hasn’t been able to tear herself away from
the duke. She returns to her vantage point outside the inn just in
time to hear this bargain. Deciding that she will die for her lover,
she walks into the inn. Sparafucile stabs her and puts her into the
bag.

Soon afterward, Rigoletto returns. Gloating that he has been
avenged, he pays off the hit man and drags the sack toward the
river. On his way, he hears the duke’s voice coming from inside the
inn. He is shocked and quickly realizes that another body is inside
the bag. He rips it open and sees his dying daughter. She begs for
his forgiveness.
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“Please don’t die, please don’t die,” Rigoletto sobs.It is too late.

Gilda dies in her father’s arms.

Horrified beyond belief, Rigoletto screams, “The curse!”

The story is over.

Though it sounds like something from a modern movie studio,
this story is actually more than 150 years old. It is the plot of an
opera called Rigoletto. Despite its sad ending, Rigoletto was an imme-
diate triumph and remains one of the most popular operas in the
world. A baritone sings the title role. Hardly any baritone considers
his career to be complete until he has appeared as Rigoletto.

The opera was composed by Giuseppe Verdi. He was born in
obscurity in a village in Italy that was home to less than a hundred
people. By the time of his death, his fame extended around the
world. Hundreds of thousands of people turned out to mourn him.

verdi 9/14/04, 9:57 AM10



verdi 9/14/04, 9:57 AM11

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

You’ve Just Finished your Free Sample 
 

Enjoyed the preview? 
 

Buy:  http://www.ebooks2go.com

https://www.ebooks2go.com/mitchell-lane-the-life-and-times-of-giuseppe-verdi



