
LESSON PLAN FOR RIGOLETTO 

 

ITALY AT THE TIME OF THE COMPOSITION OF RIGOLETTO 

The year was 1848. All of Europe was in an upheaval following France's example 
in a renewed call for the elimination of monarchical rule. Paris had overturned the 
government of Louis Phillipe, and proclaimed France a republic. Vienna and 
Berlin were rising up, and Italy was joining the cry for the abolition of absolute 
rule, specifically, of its continued occupation by the Austrian monarchy.  

The first Italian uprisings occurred in Messina and Palermo. Soon after, 
demonstrations began in Naples, where Ferdinand II was forced to liberalize the 
constitution. The same happened in Tuscany, Piedmont, and Rome. In Milan 
during the famous Five Days of Milan (March 18 to March 22), the insurgents 
fought from roofs and windows, and shot even from the church spires of the 
Duomo, until Austrian troops were forced to withdraw from the city.  

Later, the Austrians restored the sovereigns to their thrones, but the Italian 
people maintained their rebelliousness. Verdi, too, searched for material that 
would represent the Italian people and their struggle against the Austrians. He 
came up with La Bataglia de Legnano, a celebration of the first Italian victory 
over a German emperor. Verdi's name became a symbol of the Italian opposition 
of the 1850's.  

ABOUT THE COMPOSER 

GIUSEPPE VERDI (1813 - 1901) 

Verdi was born sometime between Oct. 9 and Oct. 11 (the 
records are unclear), 1813. Though he was not a peasant, 
he came from extremely modest circumstances -- his 
parents were innkeepers in Roncole. Apprenticed to the 
town organist, he showed enough aptitude to pursue 
studies in the nearby town of Busseto. His education was 
underwritten by a fatherly benefactor, Antonio Barezzi, a 
greengrocer. 
 
Barezzi helped Verdi go to Milan, where he was refused enrollment at the 
conservatory on the grounds that he was 19, which was considered too old, and 
not proficient enough at keyboard playing. Despite this rebuff, Verdi studied 
privately with an accompanist at La Scala in Milan and his mentor saw to it that 
Verdi attended the opera regularly. In 1836 Verdi married Barezzi's daughter 
Margherita. Three years later, his first opera, Oberto, was staged at La Scala in 
1839. 



 
Then tragedy struck. At the beginning of April 1840, Verdi's little boy fell ill and 
died, followed by his young daughter two days later. In June his wife Margherita 
had an attack of acute encephalitis and died after a short illness. Verdi's entire 
life was shattered, and he returned to Busseto. The successive shocks caused 
Verdi to consider abandoning music.  
 
It wasn't until two years later, when he discovered the libretto Nabucco, a tale of 
the plight of the Hebrews during biblical times, that his interest in opera revived. 
Nabucco was a great success, and its portrayal of oppression was understood as 
a political statement about Italy. Verdi's name became synonymous with the 
movement to free and unify Italy, and he took his growing public stature quite 
seriously. Nabucco's success encouraged Verdi, and he went on to compose 
some of the most important operas in all of opera history, including La Traviata, Il 
Trovatore, and Aida.  
 
Though his career was by no means finished, Verdi retired to Sant'Agata, his 
farm-estate at the age of 58 with his second wife, the well-known soprano 
Giuseppina Strepponi. Over the next several years he wrote his famous Requiem 
Mass and a string quartet. Then, much later, in 1887 at the age of 74, Verdi 
surprised the opera world with Otello. It was based on the Shakespeare play and 
considered by many experts to be the highest achievement of Italian opera. Six 
years later, at the age of 80, he produced another masterpiece, again from 
Shakespeare - Falstaff, based on The Merry Wives of Windsor. 
 
In the winter of 1901, his wife Giuseppina and many of his friends already dead, 
Verdi suffered a stroke in his hotel suite in Milan. He died at 88 and, after the 
simple funeral he requested, was given a public funeral of a size and kind usually 
reserved for chiefs of state.  

BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON THE OPERA 

Verdi wrote the following to his librettist Piave: “As to the subject, let it be 
grandiose, passionate, fantastic; just so long as it is beautiful, I don't care. 
Nevertheless, the passionate is most certain to succeed ... I might have yet 
another subject, which, if the police were to permit it, would be one of the 
greatest creations of modern theatre. Who knows! ... Have a try! The subject is 
grand, immense, and there is a character that is one of the greatest creations 
that the theatre can boast of, in any country and in all history. The subject is Le 
Roi s'amuse, and the character I am telling you about is Tribolet . 

PS. As soon as you get this letter, get yourself four legs: run all over the city, and 
try to find an influential person who can get the permission for Le Roi s'amuse. 
Don't go to sleep: get moving: Hurry!  

 



 

Questa o quella, per me pari sono 
A quant'altre d'intorno mi vedo 

(This one or that, they are all the same to me 
As are the others I see around me ...) 

The dissolute Duke of Mantua who utters these lines in the very first scene of 
Verdi's Rigoletto (1851) is modeled on Francis I, as portrayed in Victor Hugo's 
savagely anti-royalist play Le Roi s'amuse (1832). (The play was instantly 
suppressed by King Louis-Philippe, a survivor of previous assassination 
attempts.)  

Rigoletto was commissioned by the Teatro La Fenice in Venice. Therefore, in 
turning the play into an opera, which was the job of librettist Piave, Venetian 
censorship had to be considered. After protracted negotiations, during which 
concessions were made on both sides, the locale of the drama was transferred 
from Paris to Mantua. Hugo's principal characters, all historical figures, assumed 
Italian identities: Triboulet, the French king's jester, became Rigoletto; Diane de 
Poitiers, the king's mistress, Gilda; Monsieur de St. Vallier, Monterone; and 
Monsieur de Cosse, Ceprano. The operatic Marullo is none other than Clement 
Marot, court poet to Francis I and a major figure of the French Renaissance. .. 

Today it may seem odd that the Venetian censors in Verdi's time objected to 
placing a French sovereign into such an unfavorable light while allowing an 
Italian duke to appear under similar circumstances. However, Venice was under 
Austrian rule at the time and casting aspersions on any royal person was a 
touchy issue in a monarchy. No such concern plagued the Venetian censors 
regarding Mantua, an independent duchy that had been ruled by the Gonzaga 
family for centuries. 

Le Roi s'amuse also raised issues of morality. The original drama, a five-act play 
in verse, had become notorious as a work in which a reigning monarch, Francis I 
of France, was portrayed as a lecher and debauchee. Other aspects of the play 
were equally offensive to the authorities. At one point Triboulet, the jester, comes 
on stage, desperately looking for his daughter Blanche. When the courtiers jeer 
at him and tell him she is with the King, he begs them to save her. They believe 
that Blanche is his mistress. When they refuse to help him, the jester Triboulet, 
blind with anger, and realizing that his daughter's honor is lost, curses them: 
"Bastards! Your mothers slept with their lackeys." This scene and the violation of 
Blanche caused outrage when Hugo's play was first given; they were not likely to 
pass the Austrian censors unscathed. Added to these offences was the 
preposterous idea of having a hunchbacked jester as the protagonist of a 
tragedy. Quite beyond the moral issues the play raised were the political 



considerations. A king was shown as a libertine; his antagonist was a court 
jester. The censors would have seen in Rigoletto a threat to divine order. 

THE CHARACTERS 

Gilda (soprano) - Rigoletto's daughter, a pious young girl who only 
leaves her house to go to church. The Duke has fallen in love with her.  
 
Maddalena (mezzo-soprano) - Sparafucile's sister, a woman of 
loose morals.  
 
Giovanna (mezzo-soprano) - Gilda's nurse and Rigoletto's 
housekeeper. An elderly woman, she is easily bribed by the Duke to keep his 
presence in the garden unknown.  
 
Duke of Mantua (tenor) - A handsome, wealthy, charming, and 

selfish ladies' man.  
 
Rigoletto (baritone) - The hunchbacked jester of the Duke's court. He 
hates the Duke and his depraved courtiers; the only joy in his life is his daughter 
Gilda.  
 
Sparafucile (bass) - A hired assassin who operates from a tavern on the 
outskirts of town.  
 
Ceprano (bass) - A member of the Duke's court. He endures Rigoletto's 
mockery when the Duke pursues his wife.  
 
Count Monterone (bass) - A courtier whose daughter is seduced by 
the Count. Mercilessly teased by Rigoletto, Monterone places a curse on the 
jester.  
 
Synopsis 
ACT I SCENE 1. In his palace, the Duke of Mantua boasts of his way with 
women. He dances with the Countess Ceprano, and then leads her away. His 
hunchbacked jester, Rigoletto, mocks the Countess’s enraged but helpless 



husband. The courtier Marullo bursts in with the latest gossip: Rigoletto is 
suspected of keeping a young mistress in his home! The jester shortly returns 
with the Duke and, sure of his master’s protection, continues to taunt Ceprano, 
who plots with the others to punish him. Monterone, an elderly nobleman, forces 
his way into the crowd to denounce the Duke for seducing his daughter, and is 
viciously ridiculed by Rigoletto. Monterone is arrested and pronounces a father’s 
curse on Rigoletto. 

SCENE 2. Rigoletto hurries home, still brooding over Monterone’s curse. He 
encounters Sparafucile, a professional assassin, who offers his services. The 
jester reflects that his own tongue is as sharp as the murderer’s dagger. Rigoletto 
enters his house and warmly greets his daughter, Gilda, who questions him 
about her long-dead mother. He describes the departed woman as an angel and 
adds that Gilda is all he has left. Afraid for the girl’s safety, he warns her nurse, 
Giovanna, not to let anyone into the house. When the jester leaves, the Duke 
appears and tosses a bag of coins to Giovanna, who allows him to slip into the 
garden. He declares his love for Gilda, who has secretly admired him at church, 
and tells her he is a poor student named Gualtier Maldè. After he leaves, she 
tenderly repeats his name and goes up to bed. The courtiers gather outside the 
garden intending to abduct Rigoletto’s “mistress.” Meeting Rigoletto outside the 
house, they change their story and instead ask his help in abducting Ceprano’s 
wife, who lives nearby. The jester is duped into wearing a blindfold and holding a 
ladder against his own garden wall. Laughing at the trick they have played on 
him, the courtiers break into the house and carry off Gilda. Rigoletto tears off the 
blindfold and rushes into the house. He realizes Gilda is gone and collapses as 
he remembers Monterone’s curse. 

ACT II. In his palace, the Duke complains about the abduction of Gilda, whom he 
imagines alone and miserable. When the courtiers return and tell him the story of 
how they took the girl from Rigoletto’s house and left her in the Duke’s chamber, 
the Duke hurries off to the conquest. Rigoletto enters, looking for Gilda. The 
courtiers are astonished to find out that she is his daughter rather than his 
mistress, but block him from storming into the Duke’s chamber. The jester lashes 
out at their depravity but ends his tirade as a plea for compassion. Gilda appears 
from the Duke’s room and runs in shame to her father, who orders the others to 
leave. Alone with Rigoletto, Gilda tells of the Duke’s courtship, then of her 
abduction. When Monterone passes by on his way to execution, the jester 
swears that both he and the old man will be avenged and Gilda begs her father 
to forgive the Duke. 

ACT III. Rigoletto and Gilda arrive at an inn on the outskirts of Mantua where 
Sparafucile and his sister Maddalena live. Inside, the Duke laughs at the 
fickleness of women. From the outside, Gilda and Rigoletto watch as the Duke 
makes love to Maddalena. The jester sends Gilda off to Verona disguised as a 
boy and pays Sparafucile to murder the Duke. A storm gathers. Gilda returns to 
overhear Maddalena urge her brother to spare the handsome stranger and kill 



the hunchback instead. Sparafucile refuses but agrees to kill the next stranger 
who comes to the inn so that Rigoletto will receive a dead body — even though it 
is not the one he has paid for. Gilda decides to sacrifice herself for the Duke. She 
knocks at the door and is stabbed. When the storm subsides, Rigoletto returns to 
claim the body, which he assumes is the Duke’s. As he gloats over the sack 
Sparafucile has given him, he hears his supposed victim singing in the distance. 
He opens the sack frantically and finds his daughter, who dies asking his 
forgiveness. In anguish, Rigoletto remembers Monterone’s curse, “la 
maledizione!” 

THE CHARACTER OF RIGOLETTO 

The hunchback Rigoletto, a deeply ambivalent man who keeps just one part of 
his evil life pure - the part he reserves for his beloved daughter. Rigoletto is as 
full of hate as he is of love. That contradiction is what attracted Verdi to him. 
Rigoletto is not only outwardly deformed, so that he must limp and lurch about 
the stage. He is not just a jester with a tongue that lashes and cuts. He is 
inwardly as well as outwardly vile. He is an evil man.  

THE CURSE 

What gives this opera its unity and focus is the recurring theme of the curse. 
Some people in the opera, including Rigoletto, see in the tragic events to come 
merely a continuation of the curse as originally delivered by Monterone. Others 
may think that Monterone's curse was limited to the idea that Rigoletto should 
know the sufferings of a parent - specifically, if possible, the grief of a father in 
the dishonor of a daughter. With Gilda's abduction and rape Rigoletto 
experiences that suffering, and the penalty for his mockery of Monterone has 
been paid. The fundamental reason for the curse always was Rigoletto's evil life 
at court, which finally stirred the courtiers to act and Monterone to curse him. 
With Rigoletto's plan to murder the Duke, the old curse revives, but now on a 
larger scale, as a revulsion of Nature or Providence against Rigoletto for his 
continued resort to crime and arrogance in equating himself with Justice. From 
Gilda's abduction and rape he has learned nothing; he must be punished again,  

THE SUBJECT OF VIOLENCE 

The subject of violence is treated in three different ways. The most clearly 
defined level is that of the paid assassin who kills for profit. At a higher, and more 
anarchic, level, there is the incipient violence in the life of the court. This violence 
can emerge as the result of a whim, or the prompting of the jester's twisted mind  

The third type of violence is that practiced by Gilda. She is the only character in 
the opera allowed to mature. And in order to show this development, she has to 
go to the final recourse of stage-managing her own death. 



Rigoletto makes the fatal mistake of supposing that violence can be put to 
rational effect to settle questions of right and wrong. 

A modern terrorist would readily admit that violence cannot be used so precisely. 
Long accounts exist of debates among terrorists as to whether killing or freeing 
their victims would have the greater effect. Even without the thunder to prompt 
him, Rigoletto should have known that violence is an imprecise weapon.  

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION AND WRITING 

1. Is official government censorship in the arts ever justified? How about in times 
of political or military emergency, or the threat of large-scale violence? What 
about the controversy over violent or overtly sexual lyrics in rock and rap? Was 
censorship justified in Venice in the case of Rigoletto? 

2. Both Hugo and Verdi took actual historic events and people, and distorted that 
history for their own ends, dramatic or ideological or both. Is this fair? What 
obligations do artists have to historical truth? 

3. Since classical times, the genre of tragedy has been bound up with the 
concept of fate. But fate means different things to different people, and in 
different works of art. What does Rigoletto tell us about the idea of fate? 

4. The parent/child relationship is central in many Verdi operas; more specifically, 
the father/daughter relationship. Analyze that relationship in Rigoletto. 

5. Is the opera's treatment of a handicapped person offensive to a modern 
audience? 

6. Gilda has been raped. Nowadays we have a different, and presumably more 
sophisticated, understanding of the nature of rape and the psychology of both 
perpetrators and victims. Does that understanding affect the way we see the 
situation in this opera? Is that situation convincing or not by modern standards? 

 


