Repertoire and Style Assessment 2: “Ah sì, ben mio … Di quella pira” from Verdi’s Il Trovatore
At the end of the third act of Giuseppe Verdi’s 1853 opera Il Trovatore, we hear the familiar Solita Forma (two-part) aria, “Ah sì, ben mio… Di quella pira”, Manrico’s tour de force which leads to the climax of the opera. 
The context of “Ah sì, ben mio… Di quella pira” takes place in the second scene of the third act of Il Trovatore. Tenor Manrico, the titular troubadour, has not long successfully rescued his soprano girlfriend Leonora from going into a convent to escape the wrath of the evil Count di Luna, Leonora’s baritone boss who also secretly fancies her. 
At the start of the scene, Manrico has just taken Leonora to a safe space in the Chapel of Castellor. The fast-paced string arrangement suggests that they have been running away, and it gets calmer in the fourth bar, indicating safety. Manrico and Leonora, and often one of Manrico’s soldiers, usually enter in that bar. 
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Manrico tells Leonora that they will be attacked the following morning. Verdi writes accents on top of the words “aurora” and “assaliti”, indicating that Manrico has to indicate stress on these words; he must sing as if the coming battle in which he must fight is what is uppermost in his mind. This recitativo is mostly unaccompanied. 
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Leonora is afraid, so Manrico must hide his own fear and reassure her. As he sings the word “vittoria”, he must sound confident, not least because in the next line he is going to tell his soldiers to stand guard outside. 
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At last, Manrico and Leonora are alone. The strings play a soothing background padding as Leonora vents her fears, to indicate the intimate environment. In Manrico’s reply, Verdi marks the words “deh sperdi” with a “dolce” (sweetly), because Manrico is reassuring Leonora of his love. The word “cara” is written in sixteenth-notes, but Verdi marks them “lento”, so the singer must lighten the voice and slightly slow down the tempo there. Note also that Verdi includes legato lines on top of these words – the first such occurrence in this scene:  
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Manrico continues to assure Leonora, going up to a high A natural. Verdi writes more legato lines on the longer, more emphasized phrases, especially “ti favelli” which has not only a legato line but is also marked adagio (slow). The strings gradually fade out and make way for a woodwind introduction, signalling the beginning of Manrico’s aria. 
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And when he is sure all is clear, Manrico proposes to Leonora in his cavatina “Ah sì ben mio”, where he sings of the joys he and Leonora will have together when they are at last married. At the beginning, Verdi writes the instruction “cantabile con espressione”, along with the instruction of “adagio” and lots of legato lines: 
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But the aria’s music arrangement is extremely disturbing; Manrico knows deep within that he is singing about a love which he cannot have. (Metropolitan Opera) Verdi puts “con dolore” at the line “Ma pur se nella pagina”; Manrico must sing this with a hint of fear. (Lutz) 
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The aria’s lines get less confident and more gloomy as it proceeds; Verdi writes a “con forza” when Manrico repeats “ch’io resti fra le vittime…”. Manrico is clearly preoccupied with the coming battle, and he must emphasize this when he sings that line.
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And by the time he sings the last lines of the cavatina, Manrico is singing about love no longer in the present, but in the afterlife. (Metropolitan Opera) Therefore, although romantic, “Ah sì ben mio” is tinged with a lot of pessimism, strongly suggestive of a shortlived joy; Manrico must deliver this entire aria balancing his love for Leonora with his concern for his own future.
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Shortly after Manrico concludes his aria, he then sings a short organ-accompanied love duet with Leonora, showing that his proposal has worked and that Leonora has said “yes”. (Metropolitan Opera) 
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This duet is very intimate, and must be sung as such. To indicate this, Verdi puts a “leggero” midway through, and some legato lines towards the end. 
But the couple’s joy is indeed shortlived; just as they are about to go into rapture, one of Manrico’s soldiers suddenly enters with the news that Manrico’s mother, mezzo-soprano Azucena, has just been caught by Luna’s men for trespassing and is about to be executed. This is the Tempo di Mezzo, the major circumstantial change in the aria: 
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The full orchestra gradually comes in, signifying the increasing tension. As Manrico summons his soldiers to prepare for battle, the orchestra plays a loud, long, dark-sounding chord, which leads up to the strings playing a fiery, flamenco-tempo beat, signalling the beginning of the famous cabaletta “Di quella pira”.
For “Di quella pira”, Verdi gives lots of instructions. On all the ending words of each line, starting with “pira”, Verdi writes them to semitone sixteenth-notes, to signify the flickering of the pyre.
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It is also interesting to note that even though the sixteenth notes are marked with staccato dots, they are also marked with legato lines!!! This is known as portato or “articulation legato” (Blood 2021), and indicates that the notes are sung connected (hence the legato lines) but not entirely so (hence the staccato dots). Portato is normally used in violin music, and seldom in vocal scores. Because of this, and also the very quick tempo, this section is possibly the most difficult to sing. (Lutz) I’ve been the victim of this often enough – maintaining the vocal phrasing and staying on key, while at the same time “bouncing” the notes and singing in semitones, can be extremely physically daunting, especially when it must also be done quickly! 
On the line “col sangue vostro…” Verdi puts a “tutta forza” (total force) instruction. Here, Manrico is literally saying, “You imps, if you don’t stop this nonsense at once, I’m gonna kill y’all.” And that’s exactly how he must sing it. There is sometimes a slight slowing of tempo there.
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The third strophe in the cabaletta is a little different. When Manrico sings “Ero già figlio prima d’amarti”, he is addressing Leonora, telling her that this is an emergency situation. Unlike most of the cabaletta, this strophe has lots of legato lines and no accents. Manrico must sing this with great disappointment, as if to say, “Sorry Leonora, but this marriage must wait; I must save my mother!”.
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Although the three High C’s at the end of “Di quella pira” have become conventional for many years thanks to the Solita Forma tradition, Verdi did NOT write them in his original score. The first example occurs on the word “teco” here: 
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Traditionally, the Solita Forma’s second part, the cabaletta, was sung twice every performance; during the encore, the singer was expected to add in ornamentation, especially high notes, which was not included in the composer’s original score. “Di quella pira”, being the cabaletta in this case, was no exception. However, for very many years, “Di quella pira” was sung only once per performance, that one time being all-inclusive with the High C’s and all, and this is the version that is heard in almost every staging today.  (A doc at the opera 2015)
The conclusion of the cabaletta comes with Manrico’s soldiers answering his call to arms with cries of “all’armi!”: 
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Manrico’s final note on “morir” is marked fortissimo, which is understandable as he is angry and determined to save Azucena above all else. Verdi puts an “a piacere” on that same line, to indicate that Manrico may decide the tempo or dynamics of this line as he pleases. 
The last two High C’s are always heard on Manrico’s final “All’armi!”, just before he and his soldiers exit, concluding the scene and the act with it. While the chorus comes off on the last note, Manrico normally holds on to his final high C before his exit. Like the first one, these two were NOT written by Verdi; he’d intended Manrico to sing up to only a G at most, and to come off together with the chorus: 
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Bowing to tradition, nearly every tenor has sung all three High C’s in “Di quella pira”; however not all have done so similarly, especially the final one. Pavarotti (Metropolitan Opera 1988) and Aragall (Vienna 1981) have held on to it, while others with heavier voices such as Domingo (Vienna 1978) and Merli (La Scala 1930) have just come off with the chorus. This cabaletta is very demanding, and often it is easier to save the voice by just not holding on to the high note if one is unable to do so. 
All in all, “Ah sì ben mio… Di quella pira” is perhaps the most appropriate example of the Solita Forma aria. It can be fun to sing for some people, especially budding young tenors who have sung it at informal parties (Pavlov 2013). Nevertheless, like all Verdi opera arias, it is a big sing (Philip Lloyd-Evans 2022) and should therefore never be attempted by any except the most seasoned singers (Jane Samuel 2021).
(1499 words – includes in-text citations)
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