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ABSTRACT
This documensurveys the genre of opera transcriptions for piano, with the historical
background and close examination of four transcriptions based on three specific Opahnéas (
et EurydiceRigolettqg andCarmer). The examination includes thorough analyses, with
comparisons to the original opera score and an emphasis on the piaatates®f the

transcriptions.
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l. Introduction

This document examindsur approaches composers use to transcribe opera for piano.
Thesetranscriptions are an unwapart of the piano repertqriy that they represent instruments
and voices on pianélow is a large scale musical crieat, which involves/ocalists and an
entireorchestrarepresented onsingle instrument? Additionally, how cametaudience gein
ideaof such darge scale art worlkom atranscriptionand appreciate when performed on a
concert piano?

Arnold Schoenberg usedmetaphor to explaipiano reduttons:A A s cul pt ure can
be seen from all sides at once; despite this, all its sides are worked out to the same degree.
Almost all composers proceed in the same way when handling the orchestra; they realize even
details that are not under all circuarstes going to be audible. Despite this, the piano reduction
should only be |like the vitw of a sculpture f

| will use four pieces to examine this genfg Mélodie de Gluclky Giovanni Sgambati,
2)Mel ody ( Second B &yAeeander Sioti3pCGro ndcCer rpth eRuasrda p hr as e
Rigolettoby Franz Liszt4)Var i ati ons on a T hlkyMedmir HoowitzBi zet 6s

(1968 version).

1 Arnold SchoenbergStyle and Idea: Selected Writings of Arnold Schoenbetg eonard Stein, with translation
by Leo Black. (New York: St. MartinBress, 1975), 348.



II. Historical Background of Opera Transcriptions

Opera transcriptions fgriano blossomeih the 19" century. There were many reasons that
contribued to this phenomenphut chief among them atke transformation of musical lifa
the early 1% century the widespread popularity of opera, improvements to the péanbthe
rise of publicpiano recitals

During the first half of 19 century, European musical life went throughjom changes
New halls and concert veas budded with a new and educatagsic community, along withn
explosion of musipublishingto serve their need3here vas an expansion in musical life and
performance opportunitie€oncert programs became longsith more diverse genres to cater
to all kinds of musical tastes. The various types of concerts emerged to cater to people from all
socal classes, anghugc from different periods was addeddoncert programs as time went.

Despitethe changes in social structure and way of life, one tiiagyemainedconstant
during the 19 century waghe popularity of operdt wasfashionable for pianists to present
fantasies, transcriptionsariations, or improvisatiorsn opera tunefue to the improvement of
thepiano as an instrumemusiciars could perform more difficult work$n order to display
their talent, pianistsften performed their own work#)e culture at the time favored pianists as
composers instead of as interpreters, whi¢h@sopposite obur current musical culturd-igures

1 and 2 below areepresentative concert programf Franz Liszt an&igmund Thalberg, a



virtuoso pianist and coposer whavas as famous dsszt in the 19' century

Figure 1. Program for a Thalberg concert in Paris, 21 March 1838.

2 Museum of Music History, Program for a Thalberg concert in Paris, 21 March 1838,
<http://www.mombh.org.uk/exhibitiondetailphoto.php?cat_id=5&prod_id=275&type=sub&id=55¢ccessed
February 28 2014).


http://www.momh.org.uk/exhibitions-detail-photo.php?cat_id=5&prod_id=275&type=sub&id=554

Figure 2: Program for a Liszt concert in Stamford, England, 1848

ASSEMBLY ROOMS, STAMFORD.

—

CRAND

MORNING CONCERT,

On Wedanesday, Sept. s, 1840,
To commence al 1 o'clock preciesly.

M. LISZT,

First sppearance (his Season of this xnm«u-q Plasist,

Mr. LAVENU, bas the bovor 10 isform tbe Nobilit Gantry
Friends, that be bas succeeded in .“a'l S

M. LISZT

Who will, on this cccasion, perform bis Grasd Marehe H:
bis Graad Galop Clr—.dqu u-mmmﬁ'd

Mr. MORI.
Mr. RICHARDSON,

ﬂ\-d“l“)vl.-ﬁ-*d&-h*’“

Mille. DE VARNY,

Prima Dossa of La Scals, Italisa Opena, hrb.-‘!n
Thestrs, Losdes, nn.:q-—.:ummmu

Miss LOUISA BASSANO

Of the Nobility's Conserts, will sing some of ber admired Airs & Ballade

Mr. J. PARRY,

Wil sing soms of his latest snd most admired Compositions.
Mr. LAVENDU,

T prasido of B P Pom

Pemily Tickets, 1o admit fown, 213.—ingle Tickets €2, to be hod
of Mesers. ROOE, MORTLOCK & JOHNSON.

PART 1,

TRIO—* L’usato srdir il mio,” (Semiramide) Mlle. D&
Varny, Misa Bassano and Mr. J. Paxav.. Rosstai.

ARIA—* Alfin son toa,” (Lucia di Lammermoor)

Miss BASSANO cccvveee cactocccccccaanan i,
MARCHE BONGBO!IB-GM‘I Plano

Porte—M., LIBZET c.ccceevcrncccnrcanennaan Liest.
DUETTO—* Sappi che un rio dovere,” (Bianca ¢ Faliero)

Mlle. Ds Varxy and Miss Baoesa¥0 cec..... i
BALLAD—*Thbe Inchcape Bell,” Mr. J. Paxey ...... Parry.

FANTASIA—Flote—Mr. Ricuazpson.
ARIA—*“L'Amor suo mife b.uo. (Roberto Deversux)

Mls D2 VABBY cececcapeccoscocccocecan Dowmigsetti.
FANTASIA ON rAvonrrz AIRS—

Grand Pilano Porte—M. LISZT ...... Lisst.
LYRIC LEGEND—* &hdmp to BEthelred,”

Miss BaSSANO ccceepecccrscccanccccccacana
Mr.J. PAl"'illnn‘hum&-‘d"Tbo Musical Kubnd

PART 3.

DUETTO—* Colei Sofronio, a;ub Tamo)
Mile. DsVazuny and Hr I PARRYssisnsis Demisetti.

BALLAD—* Memory’s Dream,” Miss Bassano...... Lavens.
GRAND DUETT—Piano forte—introducing
the favorite QUARTETT from Lucia di
Lammermoor, aad GRAND GALOP
CHROMATIQUE, Messrs. LISZT and
BEORI ..cccovvececcarcssossascascsssssecsce . Lisst.
ROMARCE—“ I'm with thee.” lﬂh. Dx Vasny....Wade.
VARIATIONS—Flate—Mr. Ricuannsox.
NEW DUETT—* Ths Sisters,” Mile. Dz Vauwy and
Miss Bassawo. |
MORCEAUX OCHOIEIS-from his cale-

SONG—*Wanted & Oovc—, Mr. J. Panay ..... «Parry.
TRIO—* Sosve sis il vento,” Ml Dz Vazwy.
Miss Bassaxoand Mr. J. PARRY cecceeace.. ~AMosert.

Counductar, Mr. LAVENDU.

The Pisse Forts bs one of Brard's sew andly -
y-l,t-ld-hm o

These two programs are representative of piano recitéte afarly 1% century.Variety
concerts were the norduring the first half of 19 century. Featured artists usually share the

stage ws$t ihn ¢gipim@st mightgite | concert with a singer, in a chamber ensemble,

3 William Weber, The Great Transformation of Musical Taste: Concert Programming from Haydn to Brahms (New
York: Cambridge University Pss, 2008)|llustration 5



or evenwith a full orchestraThe progranfeaturing Thalbergn Figure lincludes excerpts from
various operas by Rossini, Donizetti, Bellini, and Mercadante; two instrumental pieces by Ernst
and A. Batta; two fantGbadnasdoBe ex®ympheneesrdds r om Wi
Andantepour lepiano, composed by Thalberg himsdih. the left column in Figure 2, all the
assisting ar tefiintradgctionsraie sheven. Teetuchnoh the right is the
program, whichincludes excerpts from operas by Rosddunizetti, and Mozartsongs by
famous composers at the tinteo flute pieces; as well as pieceslbyzt, which arein bold
fontson the program, preseriarche HongroiseGrand Piano ForteFantasia on Favorite
Ariasd Grand PianoForte, Grand DuettPiano forteintroducing the favorite Quartett from
Lucia di Lammermoor, and Grandal®p Chromatique (performed with Mr. Moriand
Morceaux Choisigrom his celebrated recital®lo specific piecearenamedsupposedly Liszt
would draw from a collectionfalips with tune suggestions requestedthg audience and
improvise on thesthemes
During the second half of the "t @entury,there wasa crisisin the world of operaNew
operas were not presented on stage as oftentlas previous dcadeslmpresarios fell backn
more established works that would s&lkets without failln a me | y, DbdhoGzoganniarids

Le Nozze di Figaro R o sBarbiere dbSsviglia and operas by Daretti, Meyerbeer, and



Bellini.* Opera transcriptions declined iogularty and pianists began looking other genres

to showtheir talents. Transcriptions were still includecdh concer t rp hosweverst sd r e
they became novelties concertprograms. Even thoughew opeatic workswerepresented,

the tunedecane quite complicatecandthatmade elaborate transcriptis more difficultin

addition concerts featured more serious works such as Beethoven piano sonatas and works by
JS.Bach The d&édcomposer 6 empldasized) &nd theiadice ofsmprevismwgas | e s
on spd was no longer requisitBy the end of the ¥century,pieces inpired by operasvere

seldom performed ipublic concerts

4 William Weber, The Great Transformation of Musical Taste: Concert Programming from Haydn to Brahms (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 276.



Il. Four Approaches and Analysis

| would like to presentour different approaches to opera tramsions, with in-depth
analyss offour pieces based dhreespecificoperas. Thee analysewill alsocompae the
original score and the transcriptiomgth emphasis othe pianistic feature3hefour
approacheare inspiredoy instrumental music frora ballet inopera(Mélodie de Glucky
SgambatiMe |l ody ( second b bylSilot),tanensembl®@GoncérORanaphrase s 6
of Ver di bLis®,agdan agigvdriations onathemd r om Bi zeby 6s Car men
Horowitz).

Giovanni Sgambati :Mélodie de Gluck1878)

Sgambati was an Italian pianist and composer living at the turiafe@ury. He was
student olLiszt duringthe 1860sand was therefor@fluenced byhim asbotha pianist and
composerMélodiede Gluckis based o®rfeo ed Euridicea tragic opera in three acts by
Chrisioph Willibald Ritter von Gluckspecifically, it comes fronthe second versioof Orfeoed
Euridice which is a revised version with libretto in Freradapted for perfonances at
L Académie Royale in Paris 1774. The first version is in Italiaandwaspremiered in Vienna
in 1762. Only in the French version©fphée et Eurydicdo we see the musibat Sganbati
transcribed this pie¢&luck inserted ballet musia Act Il Scene Il The new section is called

fiBallet des Ombres heureus¢Bance ofhe Blessed Spirijs |t i s nraoveknendd fi m° me
7



thesame tempoasthee vi ous mi n u edaveiylgentetientod. it wsscoredfar &

solo fluteandaccompanietby strings. The scene is set GhampsElysée (the Elysian Field$,

where Orfedhasjust arrived after passing the Furies of Underworld. Owfaits for his eternal

love Eurtdicein the presence of the Blessed Spirits.

It is rarefor an opera transcriioin to be based solely @m instrumental portion of an

opera Sgambati must have really liked this particular ballet music. On the surtanoeade

almost no alteratian The sdo flute line stays the samasdo the basine andthe harmony;

even theD minorkey signature remains the sametesoriginal. | n s&coraaftek the flute

solo accompanied by strings, a short sequésaes back to the minuet in F major (see Example

1). As S g a mb Métodigiranscribeonly the mddle section fronifiDance of the Blessed

Spiritd, he has to close the piece wittd#ional fadeout sequencef broken chords on tonic, as

shown inExample 2.



Examplel.Gl uck, nABall et de®rph@mebBugdiceth®®ur euses, 0

.'ﬁ

¥
Sgambatstaysquite truthful to the original score; the music itself donesrequire any

furtherelaboration In such cases, where no additions are desiredimportantto make sure

thatevery element findappropriatglace on transcription. In this case, the solo flute melody is

preserved in its entireipn the treble lineExamples 3aand 3b below remduce the

corresponding measure@l u c k 6 s o andggambats trasscriptin. & heonly

difference is in the top of the scalethresolo flute line: Gluck usegsharmonicminor scale with

flat sixth, whereaSgambatimodifies the scale withaisedsixth (B-natural) Example 3¢ shows
9



measure 940 of Sgambafts transcription wherthescale descends with flat sixth and seventh,

making the treble liainto amelodic scale.

Example 3a:Gluck , Daiiice of the Béssed Spirit®, m.36

T &1 .

'/-—-——-\.,‘_ #ng 2

10



Example 3c: SgambatiMéodie de Gluck mm.9-10

’—% . "ﬁ_ﬂﬁ :'”:"'\\ T
—

Bt

The stringsare similarlytranscribed witbut much modificationThe rarmoric
progression remains the same, gtdkat thebass linds not doubled The reatmenbf the
sixteenth notes is modifie@these were originallgcored for first and second viog with slurs
overeachtwo-note grouping. Here Sgambati cleydgaves out the repeated notéthin slurs.
This methodis used throughout the pie@nd is idiomatic for the piano becaulmepreservethe
slurred effecof strings by omittingone in eery other twasixteenth note(seeExamples 4aand

4b).

5 In the orchestréhedouble basses would play an octave lower thanemrittoublingthe celb section
11



Example 4a: Gluck,fiDance of the Blessed Spiritg m.29

|

: |
PAS 4

Example 4b: SgambatiMéodie de Gluck m.1

5 =&

Ped. ¢-

The texture of Sgambaétitranscription is more compact than Gl@cfiriginal settingAs
mentioned above, the lower octave originally pldypy double basses is omitiedSgambats
transcription. In addition, there are multiple string players in the orchestra; hoomtee piano
we are limitedo the two hands. As a resuihe textures thinner to adapt to the piano.
Alexander Siloti: Melody (Second Ballet) fronfiOrpheus (1926)

Another transcription of the same opera excerptetody (Second Ballet) from
i Or p h®ebyAedander Siloti, a Ukrainian pianist and conduetbio wasbornin 1863 and
died in1945. Siloti, like Sgamhti, was also a student BfanzLiszt and acousin of Sergei

Rachmaninoff, whdrequently performe® g a m b Métodiedde Gluck

6 Alexander SilotiMe | ody ( Second Ba(NY:@atlFiscierle26) i Or pheus o
12



OnSibt i 6s publspexiticallgstatesc b a & , i dribedfom e original s

S ¢ 0 CansideringhatSiloti wasa wellestablished musician and also cles&achmaninoff,

he must have been awar e g@ftransSrigtomdbvartliffe@s. Itisr ans cr

futher fr om GI u c;kiddudes maie gersonal interpretatigard provides more

guidanceor the pianist

First, Siloti uses the key of #at minor, which is a major third lower than Glsloriginal

score.lt is perhaps too personal to suggest what kind of emotiefteg Biinor provides

Certainly the Bflat minoroffersa different colofrom the original key of D minghowever, the

exact shade and mood would be different for each individbake is anetronome marking

(dz= 80) next to Lento, followed bthe expressiwtermsempre molto espressivo, con dolore

All these instructionsalongwith the choice oB-flat minor, in my opinion, relate to one another

andtogethercreate theatmospher¢hat Siloti wants

Unl i ke Sgamb a tfurtbes reduashesoriginalstringScioringirttoi a texture

manageablebleft hand alongany chord that spans more than an octave is marked as

arpeggiatedThe dord progression remains the same, but the pattern is mostifigit it is

more idiomatido thepiano(Exanple 5.

13



Example 5: SilotiMe | ody ( Second Balmilet) from AOr

- 3 .
als I Y Yy Fu
e R 14 § A o s :
H ] . 4
' 77};.—]-\(11 — }hd—“
¥

As a resulbf this choice of arrangemefur the left hand, where tHall chordis always
placedon thethird noteof each group ofour sixteenthnotes in some places the melodgubles
the chord content. Wen this happens, Siloti omifse repeated chotdnein the
accompanimentas can be seen in Example 6.

Example 6. Siloti,Melody (Second Ballet) fromiOrpheus m.5

. o &

5
o

-

i
2%
124

)

In terms of the melogyhere is no eladrationof flute sololine. The only thing Siloti does
is to furtherexplain how he thinksth@malln ot es f r om G| u bokld!lse played. gi n a |
On Gluclé score, thdifferent types of ornamengse notated as small notes tied to regaiaed
notes (Examp 7a) However, he performance practic# late 18" centurysuggests there are

different types of ornamentbat are notated similarfy.Siloti provides guidance for performers

7 According to Grove, dring the late 18 century and early ¥9century, there were problems distinguishing
betweerthe appoggiatura (which has harmonic function) and the graiee(played rapidly preceding the main
14



by writing out the appoggiatura in regukized note with accented first mofExample 7b).
Sgambati, however, does not make any differentiation by notating all the ornaments the same

way (Example 7c).

Example 7a: Gluck, fiDance of the Blessed Spiritg m.31

p 11/‘________—-—— —q(‘}‘?...\z

4 Hl%}{-\ & 'f'_..
h 7 Il . !
H— 1 —]

———
A)

Example 7c: SgambatiMéodie de Gluck m.3

n P {""
J

Unlike Sgambati, Silotiretain&| uc k 6 s h ain maasuie 8, wikiah hals fikth
(G-flat) at top of scale intreble melied | ne . Si (Esamplé8anlse had a fadgut
sequence of three measures. Siloti starts the seguer higher registeto which he later

returns whereas Sgambdttxmaple 8bmakes a complete desten

note). As a result, composers began writing out appoggiatura as reigelhnots, andusng smaller nats only for

gracenotes.
15



Example 8a:Siloti, Melody (Second Ballet) froniOrpheus, mm. 3538

. ’ . morendo
- e -  an - to @ tewmpo i
A 1. ———— , ﬁ
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Example 8b: SgambatiMéodie de Gluckmm. 35-38

Siloti& transcription hastaxturethat iseven more&eompacthanthat of Sgambats,
mainly becausehe accompaniment restructured to fit inteheleft hand alone. Nonetheless, the
harmonic progression remains, as well as the melodicSifatid transcription igdiomatic for
the piano bBcauset is designed to be played by the two hawtthout any redistribution in

fingering The melodic line is handled by the right hand and the accompaniment by the left hand
16



