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The aria I will be focussing on is ‘Va! Laisse Couler Mes Larmes,’ from the opera Werther, written in 1887 by Jules Massenet.
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Massenet photographed by Pierre Petit (1880)

Massenet was born in Montaud in the South of France, but he moved with his family to Paris while he was still a child. His mother taught him piano until he was accepted into the Paris Conservatoire at the age of 11 and was taught by Ambroise Thomas, a famous composer.

It is important to briefly note what Paris was like at this time, as it would have influenced Massenet. France had been pushing to be the greatest power in Europe. Throughout the 18th Century there was unrest in society as people questioned the monarchy, and its control of politics. The French revolution bought conflict, hunger, and protest. This lasted 10 years from 1789 to 1799, but unrest continued for years after (Britannica, 2000). Massenet was born in 1842, so although he would have missed this, society was still suffering the aftermath. He served in the Franco-Prussian war but struggled to talk about his experiences (Opera Rara, 1970). On the plus side, he would have been living in the time where people were beginning to implement real change. These experiences affected the themes he wrote about as well as his style.

Massenet’s opera is based on a book by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe called ‘The Sorrows of Young Werther’ (1774). The story is about how passion and love can destroy you. The definition of Wertherian, according to Mirriam-Webster (1828), is “resembling a characteristic of Werther … morbidly sentimental.” This gives a good idea of the themes throughout the opera.
The main characters in Massenet’s opera are Charlotte and Werther. Charlotte is sung by a mezzo-soprano and Werther by a tenor, or occasionally by a baritone.

Charlotte is the guardian for her younger siblings. On her mother's death bed, she promised to marry Albert, who is a respectable man. Trouble comes when Charlotte meets Werther, and they fall in love. Charlotte marries Albert but Werther continues to write letters to her. One day she reads a letter from him which saddens her. Her sister Sophie burst in excitedly, and Charlotte in no mood to entertain her, sends Sophie away, with the first line ‘Va! Laisse couler mes larmes,’ which translates to ‘Go! Let my tears flow.’ This aria is the first time in the opera that Charlotte vents her grief, and while she does not yet admit her love for Werther, it is obvious that her marriage to Albert has caused her to feel empty.

So, how is this important turning point of the story portrayed through the music? 
Unusually for opera, this piece is accompanied by saxophone. Two typically solo instruments are joined. This is used to make the piece stand out. I also believe it is Charlotte's subconscious hearing Werther. There is a call and response between the saxophone and vocals which make it sound conversational, like they are comforting each other. 
The key signature of this piece is D minor which immediately sets the tone. Both the accompaniment and vocals are given many very precise instructions as to the expression, speed, and volume throughout the piece. This again pushes the idea that the saxophone acts as Werther's voice. 

One of the most important things to note is Massenet's use of tenuto throughout the piece. This means he wants the note to be held for its full value and works to accent the words more. It is used from the first note and regularly occurs throughout.

 In the start of the aria, there is a simple intro from the accompaniment, and then the vocals punch through alone in Forte. This immediately shows the audience of the intended impact of hurt. Some singers choose to portray this with anger (towards Sophie), while others prefer a gentler approach (The Diction Police, 2017). 
You may notice that much of the accompaniment is written in bass clef throughout. This works well with a mezzo-soprano tone to create a dark sound which reflects the theme of the aria.
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Massenet then contrasts dynamics in the next line at bar five by using piano, which softens the vocals. In the second half of bar five, the vocals and accompaniment play in unison, which I think sounds like Werther and Charlotte trying to comfort each other. The line, which is directed at Sophie, is used to tell her that it is good to cry, and she goes on to explain why she feels this deep hurt. There is a long pause in the vocal line to give time for Werther's response on saxophone. 
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The accompaniment has ‘tres rall’, pianississimo, and ‘a tempo,’ all in two bars and then simplifies again, playing chords and a single bass note, which allows the vocals to take back control. 

At bar nine the vocals go to pianissimo to represent Charlotte’s weary state. She sings the notes D F and A, ascending, which is the same as the Dm chord in the accompaniment. This gives a simplicity to the line that allows for it to feel delicate. Many people choose to sing bar nine in legato to make it seem slower and more fragile. The translation for this line is ‘the tears which-one does not cry, into our souls all fall,’ so she in essentially explaining to Sophie that tears must be shed to avoid further pain.
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The next line staring at bar thirteen is very similar in structure and notes as the last four bars, and is used as a device to continue Charlotte's explanation. You can observe a crescendo in bar fourteen, leading to ‘goutes,’ meaning ‘(tear)drops,’ where Massenet writes a tenuto on a crotchet, making the note and word stand out. ‘Coeur,’ or ‘heart,’ is also a crotchet which gives the singer time to word paint.

From bar fifteen until the end of the piece, the vocal line is given a different dynamic marking in every bar. I believe the intension of this is to portray a feeling of tears welling up, and all these bottled emotions finally bursting out.
At the end of bar fifteen, there is a breath marking, rall, diminuendo and portamento written to the next note. ‘Triste’ means ‘sad,’ so these tools are used to slow the pace as one would if they were feeling low.
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 Another portamento is written in bar sixteen for the words ‘et las’ meaning ‘and weary,’ (Jenna Simeonov, 2016). This gives the singer an opportunity to draw the feeling of the word, as there is a sense of tiredness and reluctancy. You will also notice in bars fifteen to nineteen, that there is an increased use of rests, which I think is used to sound like sobbing or hyperventilating. 
In bar sixteen there is a crescendo, leading to bar seventeen with mezzo forte and ‘Un peu anime,’ which means ‘a little animated.’ This gives the singer artistic freedom to dramatize the phrase as they get closer to the climax of the aria. Then in bar eighteen is a diminuendo on the word ‘s’epuise,’ meaning ‘exhausted,’ so the hurt has taken the energy out of her. 
There is a definite presence of sibilance from bar seventeen to twenty, which I believe is intentional. The repetition of the ‘s’ sound is used to remind us that to be without the one we love is evil, or a form or torture. 
[image: ]		16		      17			18			19
At bar 19 the vocals begin quiet, then grow louder and back to quiet. This works with the lyrics, ‘the heart digs hollow and weakens,’ while remaining on the same note to create this feeling of emptiness without Werther. 
Bar twenty-two copies bar twenty-one but is two tones higher. The lyrics in these bars translate to ‘it is too big, nothing fills it,’ which refers the empty void in her heart. The dynamic marking in bar twenty is piano, which greatly contrasts the next bar in forte where Charlotte gives her last bit of energy.
[image: ]
20			        21			          22


By this point the accompaniment has been building up from bar 16 to reach the peak, and then in bar twenty-three everything stops with the use of a fermata. Both vocals and accompaniment come back in after this pause very quietly, which is reflected in the lyrics ‘and too fragile.’ 
The music then slows with the words ‘tout le brise,’ meaning ‘everything breaks it,’ which is repeated twice. The second time, it is sung in mezzo forte with a crescendo as she is telling Sophie just how much the pain lingers. Both time ‘breaks’ is sung, there is a portamento sliding down creating the idea that it is too painful for Charlotte to speak. There is another fermata, followed by a diminuendo, which gives the singer time to hold the accidental (F#) that is used to create tension, before giving in to the pain. Charlottes last note is the tonic, D, which is then repeated in the bass clef with four low D’s. This ends the piece with a darkness, yet completeness. 
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Massenet knew the tools to captivate his audience, as this piece creates a tension and fragility that is hard to replicate. There is a skilful use of contrast throughout the piece, and for such a short aria, manages to convey a clear message of heartbreak to its audience.
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