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Introduction 

Vissi darte, I lived for art, an aria sung by Tosca in the second act of one of Puccini’s most performed and admired historical operas Tosca, executes this tragic story of passion, jealousy, murder, and political curiosity (Green, 2018). 

Flora Tosca plays a tempestuous soprano that sings this exquisite aria as she fights to save her lover Mario Cavaradossi, a painter and republican from the corrupt and sadistic Chief of Police, Baron Vitellio Scarpia who lusts over Tosca. When Scarpia suspects Cavaradossi of assisting an escaped political prisoner, he manipulates Tosca who pleads for him to spare Cavaradossi; he will only do so if she will yield to his sexually violent advances. Scarpia executes Cavaradossi then Tosca kills Scarpia by stabbing him with a knife. The opera ends with a shocking climax where she commits suicide by throwing herself off Castel Sant'Angelo to her death. (Green 2018) 

The opera was based on a play by Victorien Sardou born (1831-1908) who was a French dramatist author and playwright.  Puccini produced Sardou's violent drama La Tosca (also known for composing La Boheme, Turandot and Vissi d’arte) transforming the play into an opera. The libretto was by Luigi Illica and Giuseppe Giacosa, His publisher `Giuilo Ricordi’ secured the rights to the play which premiered in Rome’s Teatro Costanzi on 14 Jan 1900.  Puccini said: `Vissi d’arte’ will always be admired for being a showstopper’ (Green 2018).
   
What type of song is it? 
Puccini's composition Vissi d’arte, is a soprano aria from Act II of the Italian opera Tosca, set in Scarpia’s apartment within the Palazzo Farnese. Tosca was written for the qualities of a lyric-spinto soprano (a soprano voice type with both lyric and dramatic qualities) as her tessitura goes from C3 to C5. The soprano needs a copious amount of strength and stamina to manage the requirements of such a highly skilled and creative part.  The ability of a mature and experienced singer is also preferred to deliver this role to express Tosca’s feelings of anguish and hate (Bourceanu 2022). A repeating melodic phrase (a leitmotif) is used to represent Scarpia’s character which is made of a progression of three chords, they produce an unsettling tritone, which is known as the `devil’s interval’ and s heard through pianissimo after Scarpia’s murder. ’A recurring love theme is played on cello full strings and this expresses Tosca’s character (Opera North, 2022)
 
The desired approach to singing Vissi darte 
When singing Vissi darte, the start of the song is sung in a declamatory style, quietly and slowly, channelling the emotion. Puccini shows this in his written notations, pianissimo dolcissimo, con grande and sentiment, singing many of the words on the same note (recitative). In the aria part where she prays, sempre con fe’sincera  (Act ii, Bar 52 line 2) the mood changes. Tosca’s devotion to music and loyalty to love would be conveyed alongside the melody using a resonant but sharp tone. 

The middle part of the song expresses Tosca’s torment and misery using darker tones to show the moment of reflection where she makes a persuasive plea to God asking why he has abandoned her. This would be displayed with a beautiful crescendo with the melody in groups of three consecutive beats (tercet) with the orchestra playing in groups of two. Puccini was indecisive about keeping this element of the play, as it suddenly ended. He had an idea for Tosca to create a thoroughly composed opera where the immediate up and downs of an argument or conversation would be reflected by a surge in the orchestra (Shan, 2012).  The end where perche, perche signor (Act ii, Bar 52 line 9) is sung strongly conveys a dramatic emotional outburst of extreme anguish displayed at the top of the register using treble, resulting in a diminuendo of lingering cadence using exquisite control resembling Toscas pain which would be expressed through sobbing (Shan, 2012; Name, date; Name, date).
 
Comparing different singer's interpretations of Vissi d’arte 

Birgit Nilsson 
Birgit Nilsson (1918-2005) was an internationally recognised Swedish Dramatic Soprano known for her superb voice and supreme stage presence.  When delivering Vissi darte she begins using portamento sliding from one note to the next. Her voice is quiet having a rich dark quality tone (sombre), the music plays in a tender, adorning manner. Non fe-ci mai ma-le (Act ii Bar 51, line 1) is sung with emotion to convey Tosca’s sadness.  When Nilsson hits Quante (Act ii Bar 51 line 2) crescendos effortlessly hitting a resonant top c with admirable strength. She displays perfect pitch, rarely using her chest voice, and applying exquisite breath control and poise. Her ability to convey pathos in this performance is impressive. The rhythm changes with a gradual diminuendo, which alters the feeling (Shan 2012).

Sem-pre con fe since-ra (Act ii Bar 52, line1) is sung more up-tempo but flows (legato). The orchestra plays a different rhythm to how she sings the notes and so they are not in sync. This gives Di-de fio-ri  a-gli al-tar (Act ii Bar 52 line 4) and is approached by the orchestra in a soulful manner. Nilsson’s voice gradually increases and then decreases in volume; eloquently presented, she portrays a sorrowful plea of emotion. Die–di–gio-iel-li (Act ii Bar 52 line 7) is sweetly and tenderly expressed with legato, gradually but slowly increasing (crescendo) to Signor (act ii, bar 52, line 10) effortlessly sustaining the high note with immense power and finesse falling into a breath-taking diminuendo which signifies Tosca’s anguish and despair. The orchestra sustains the end note to its full value to emphasise her sorrow   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7UKMN4-Yeyo  (Andersson, 2018).
 
Maria Callas
Callas opens the song already channelling her role as Tosca. She approaches her first few lines quietly, sliding from note to note (portamento) in an elegant and graceful manner. her voice appears to lack timbre, almost hollow or flat in sound. Con man fur-ti-va (Act ii Bar 51 line 2) is hit with ease, using no crescendo. Quante (Act ii Bar 51 line 2) is perfectly executed using forte, then falls into a diminuendo. The mood changes. Engrossed in character she approaches sem-pre con fe sin-ce-ra (Act ii Bar 52 line 1) softly and eloquently. The melody is played in groups of three beats one after the other (Tercet), and the orchestra plays in groups of two beats. She sings die-de-fio-re (Act ii Bar 52 line 4) passionately sustaining the last note with a subtle vibrato. Nel-l'o-del do-lo-re (Act ii Bar 52 line 9) appears croaky but with evoking quality (pathos) displaying authenticity. Die-di-gio-iel-le (Act ii Bar 52 line 7) is sung softly in a pleading manner which gradually progresses (crescendo) to e die-diil can-to (Act ii Bar 52 line 8) sounding croaky expressing Toscas’ torment her technique appears to distort her voice. Signor is effortlessly delivered, followed by a broken diminuendo. Perche me ne ri-mu-ne-ri (Act ii Bar 52 line 11) is very quiet (pianissimo) but with intense emotion holding the note, the voice breaking which relates with the emotion 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nk5KrlxePzI (Warner, 2017)
 


Conclusion 
 
Floria Tosca's character requires an even and consistent vocal sound with pure timbre. Nilsson delivers in her role as Tosca using her dramatic Wagnerian voice, showing her significant fulness of tone, her timbre is consistent and balanced throughout her register, displaying exquisite breath support which produces her extreme power. Her vowel mouth shapes express her resonating sound which creates pathos. She appears to communicate using her sound, not through acting, but standing with poise and great deportment.  

When acting out Toscas’s character Callas appears to channel her troubled life experience to create pathos into her captivating performance. Her voice is inconsistent throughout her register sounding distorted in parts of the song. As Fuchs (2006) says, 
unique is the way she attacks notes “head-on.” Instead of “approaching” a note from above or below with a “lift” and subtly shaping it, smoothing it out to make it sound more beautiful  

However, this is less noticeable when she sings a more up-tempo piece of music, as the legato line was articulated and accurate. She was naturally able to engage her audience by pouring her heart out showing passion through vulnerability and perfection. Her focus is not on how beautiful her voice is but to emphasise her performance (Leibowitz, No Date). 
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