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music returns from Db major to F major to end the cantabile, the orchestra turns the bass
note Db into C#, supporting a first-inversion A-major chord (review Ex. 9¢). This chord
foreshadows the ecstatic A major of the tempo di mezzo.

The mid-nineteenth-century theorist Carl Friedrich Weitzmann was the first to
observe that any diminished-seventh chord shares exactly one note with any augmented
triad.?’ C3, (dummshed-seventh chord) and C4, (augmented triad) thus overlap by one
note; that note happens to be F.>° Not surprisingly, F major plays a mediating role in Act
II, especially as a point of departure and return in the Duetto and the Terzetto (refer,
again, to Ex. 1, p. 18).

Especially in his middle period, Verdi’s flat keys tend to have more flats than his
sharp keys have sharps, so his tonal universe often balances slightly to the flat side of C
major. The one-flat system, F major/D minor, plays such a balancing role in Act II.
Powers has drawn deserved attention to the role of D minor, but its relative, F major, is
almost as important. Owing to the flat-side bias of Acts II and III, the F major of Act II
bears something of the neutral quality that is commonly ascribed to C major—the quality
of contextual, if not absolute, balance between sharp and flat sides. I, at least, hear the Bb
major of the “laughing chorus” as having gone one step beyond harmonic equilibrium, as
if to prepare the overwhelming preponderance of flat keys in Act I11. From a “gignetic”
rather than an “ontic” point of view, the Bb major that ends Act II is a not a resolution,
much less one to the “tonic,” but a leap into the unknown, much as Amelia’s public
unveiling by her husband extinguishes the last chance for marital and political
equilibrium to be restored to seventeenth-century Boston. Act II points beyond itself,
both dramatically and tonally. It is only in Act IIll—and only in that act’s latter half—that
Bb becomes, arguably, something like a tonic for the opera as a whole.

Although Acts II and III include passages in sharp keys, such passages are more
prominent in Act II, where they get progressively sharper: D, A, and E major, in that
order. In neither act do sharp key signatures appear in the score, whereas Act I begins
with a signature of five sharps and ends with one of three. Sharp-side sonorities erupt
throughout Act II, reflecting the eruption of love between Amelia and Riccardo. Several
of these moments occur in the cabaletta of the Act II duet, where they are set in relief by
the movement’s main key of C major; triads to the sharp side of C major are sharp in
absolute as well as relative terms. Four passages from the cabaletta are shown in Example
11 (p. 27). The second and third statements of the cabaletta theme are separated by an
intensified outburst of the Pi lento music, now in E major (Ex. 11a) in place of the
earlier A major. The cabaletta’s coda begins (Ex. 11b) with a repeated C-major cadence
in which the vocal lines outline an E-major triad, if one allows Ab to count as an
enharmonic equivalent to G#. Soon afterward, chords of A major, then B major, come
crashing in, with full participation of the orchestra’s brass section (Exx. 11c and 11d).
Although these chords resolve conventionally as secondary dominants, the way that
Verdi underscores them rhythmically and orchestrally points to larger, associative
meanings.

% Carl Friedrich Weitzmann, Der uibermdssige Dreiklang (Berlin: T. Trautwein, 1853); trans.
Janna Saslaw as “The Augmented Triad,” Theory and Practice 29 (2004): 133-228.
% Had Verdi used C4, instead of C4;, the common tone would have been Ab.
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Example 11. Four passages from the cabaletta of the Act I Duetto between Amelia and
Riccardo

Powers believes that the aria, duet, and trio together constitute a super-number
within Act II; I came to the same conclusion independently. Powers asserts super-
numberhood partly on the basis of tonal return: the trio ends in D minor, the key in which
Act II begins. As is well known, though, tonal return (a/k/a “tonal unity”) is not a
requirement for Verdi even within a single number, much less within a super-number.
Why is it relevant that the trio ends in D minor? Do the three numbers compose out the
D-minor triad in a sense that Heinrich Schenker would have recognized? Carl Schachter
has claimed exactly this for the overture and the first two numbers of Mozart’s Don
Giovanni, an opera that Verdi knew thoroughly thanks to his early study with Vincenzo
Lavigna.’' Schachter makes a convincing case for a D-minor prolongation throughout
Mozart’s super-number.

I make no such claim for Un ballo in maschera. What binds Verdi’s three
numbers together is, first, the recurring use of Amelia’s diminished-seventh chord as a
pivot, both literal and figurative, in the music’s modulatory journey, something that
Powers has eloquently demonstrated. Second, there are the motivic and harmonic cross-
references among the three numbers, many of which Powers identifies. Third, there is the
undeniable return of D minor after an extended absence. But what makes this return so
powerful—what makes it signify closure—is not merely the fact of return but the way in
which D minor returns.

Example 12 (p. 28) shows the recitative-like passage that immediately precedes
the trio’s D-minor stretta. The orchestral texture here is based on the motive of a minor
third traversed chromatically, recalling the storm scene in Rigoletto; significantly, the
same motive was prominent at the end of the sinfonia preceding Amelia’s Act I1 aria.
Using this motive, Verdi climbs down a ladder of minor thirds, from the dominant of Ab
to the dominant of F to the dominant of D, precisely reversing the series of ascending
minor thirds in Amelia’s scena. When we reach the timpani’s ominous roll on V of D
minor, I cannot help but feel that we have returned to the emotion and the color of the
act’s opening pages— Verdi’s “sinfonia of strong and terrifying colors (sinfonia a tinte

31 carl Schachter, “E Pluribus Unum: Large-Scale Connections in the Opening Scenes of Don
Giovanni,” Essays from the Fourth International Schenker Symposium, ed. Allen Cadwallader, 2 vols.
(Hildesheim: Olms, 2008), I: 3-22. See also Petrobelli, “Verdi and Don Giovanni: On the Opening Scene
of Rigoletto,” in Music in the Theater, 34-47.
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forti e terribili),”>* whose first twenty-eight measures prolong, in a Schenkerian sense,
the dominant of D minor. As Amelia sings at the beginning of the stretta, “Odi tu come
fremono cupi / Per quest” aura gli accenti di morte?” [Do you hear the tones of death
trembling grimly in the night air?], she has been hearing those tones since the beginning
of the act, if not before. Now we hear them, too, thanks in part to the ways in which the
stretta brings the super-number back to its beginning.
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Example 12. The recitative-like passage preceding the D-minor streffa of the Act II Terzetto
(Verdi, Un ballo in maschera, Ricordi vocal score, plate number 48180)

32 The description is Verdi’s, part of a memorandum explaining the impossibility of a proposed
revision of the Gustavo/Vendetta libretto at the behest of the Neapolitan censors. The passage is reproduced
in Powers, “La dama velata,” 277, and Carteggio Verdi—Somma, 370.
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Serious arguments have been made against the significance of key relations in
Verdi’s operas. These do not include the argument-free (and very British) prejudice of
Julian Budden, who dismisses the subject at the outset of his Verdian magnum opus.>
Nor did Kerman, for all his Toveyan skepticism, reject key relations as a legitimate object
of contemplation. The most serious objections have come from musicologists who have
studied Verdi’s compositional process, because they have seen at first hand how
frequently Verdi altered keys in the process of composition and revision. With respect to
Vendetta/Ballo, for example, Gossett has noted that parts of Act II, including the final
“laughing chorus,” were initially sketched in other keys.** Many other instances of en
route transposition, often by half step, have been discussed in the Verdi literature. As we
know from the well-documented case of the Act II quartet in Otello, which Verdi
transposed from B major to Bb major, some (perhaps many) of these transpositions were
made out of concern for vocal range and timbre.>* In many cases, though, only more or
less educated guesses at Verdi’s intentions can be made.

James Hepokoski and Harold Powers have devoted well-known studies to the
subject of Verdi’s transpositions, both focusing primarily on operas from Verdi’s middle
period.36 The two come to much the same conclusion—namely, that when a passage in an
opera is transposed from one key to another, it comes to participate in what Hepokoski
calls “the web of tonalities” in a different way: the passage continues to associate with
other passages in the opera on the basis of key, but the passages with which it associates
are different ones. (Hepokoski coined the term “split association” to describe this
change.) What neither author says, but both seem to imply, is that in a work as manifold
as a Verdi opera, the act of association itself is inevitable.

That is the stance taken in the present study, although I may be giving it a slightly
more radical spin. Who is doing the associating, the composer or the listener? Ideally
both, I suppose, but the ideal is not necessary for association to occur. Short of being
drugged or distracted, a certain kind of listener will always make musical associations,
whether the author intended them or not. I cannot vouch for Verdi’s intent for any of the
musical relationships that I have pointed out here, but the considerable overlap between
my analytical findings and Powers’s establishes an intersubjective reality, at least, to our
hearings of Un ballo in maschera. I would very much like to let Verdi in on the game,
and 1 strongly suspect that he was an active participant long before Powers or I came onto
the scene. But I cannot prove it, and Verdi is unavailable for comment.

3 «There is no way of explaining the relations or lack of them.” Julian Budden, The Operas of
Verdi, 3 vols. (New York: Praeger, 1973; reprint, New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), I: 15.

3 See Gossett, Divas and Scholars, 602, n25 and n26. More detailed information is given in his
article “The Skeleton Score of Verdi’s Una vendetta in domino [sic]: Two Surviving Fragments,” Notes 64
(2008): 417-34. Andreas Giger informs me (personal communication) that the duet’s cabaletta was
originaily sketched in Bb major instead of C major, and that other portions of the duet were also transposed.

35 See James Hepokoski, “Verdi’s Composition of Otello: The Act Il Quartet,” in Analyzing
Opera: Verdi and Wagner, ed. Carolyn Abbate and Roger Parker, 125-49 (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1989).

¢ James Hepokoski, “Compositional Emendations in Verdi’s Autograph Scores: Il trovatore, Un

ballo in maschera, and dida,” Studi Verdiani 4 (1986-87): 87-109; Harold Powers, “One Halfstep at a
Time: Tonal Transposition and ‘Split Association’ in Italian Opera,” Cambridge Opera Journal 7 (1995):
135-64. Powers’s study includes operas by Puccini as well as Verdi.
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