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GIUSEPPE VERDI

One cannot mention “opera” or “Italian music” without immediately thinking of Giuseppe Verdi.  Giuseppe Verdi was born in the northern Italian town of Roncole in 1813, the son of a grocer and tavern keeper.  He showed an interest in music at an early age, and at 18 he was sent to Milan to study music at the Conservatory.   Legend has it that his application was rejected because he did not play the piano well enough!  This great example of a “stone that the builders rejected” went on to become one of the most significant composers of all time.

A few of Verdi’s best known operas are:  Nabucco, (“Nebuchadnezzar” from which came the Hebrew Slaves’ Chorus that has come to be known as the “unofficial Italian anthem”, translated below); Rigoletto; Il Trovatore; La Traviata; La Forza del Destino; Aida; and Otello.  Arias and choruses from these operas are almost instantly recognizable, even by people who are not opera fans.

In 1897, Verdi funded the construction of the Casa di Riposo in Milan, a rest home for aged composers, singers and musicians, still in operation today and supported by the royalties from performances of Verdi’s music.

Verdi became an Italian national treasure during his long and productive lifetime.  When he died in 1901, thousands of people lined the streets to pay tribute to him, and it has been said that the throng spontaneously began singing the Hebrew Slaves’ Chorus in his honor.

VA’, PENSIERO (Hebrew Slaves’ Chorus From “Nabucco”)

Va', pensiero, sull'ali dorate;
Let my thoughts fly on golden wings;

va', ti posa sui clivi, e sui colli,
Go, alight on the slopes and hills,
ove olezzano tepide e molle
where the warm, moist breezes of

l'aure dolci del suolo natal!
our homeland smell so sweet! 
Del Giordano le rive saluta,
The banks of the Jordan greet
di Sionne le torri atterrate...
the razed towers of Zion …
Oh mia patria sì bella e perduta!
Oh, my beautiful country is lost!
Oh membranza sì cara e fatal!
Oh, cherished memories are killing me. 
Arpa d'or dei fatidici vati,
Golden harp of the prophets, why
perché muta dal salice pendi?
do you hang silent on the willow?
Le memorie nel petto raccendi,
Rekindle the memories in our hearts,
ci favella del tempo che fu!
tell us the stories of days gone by!
O simìle di Sòlima ai fati
Oh, simile of Solima, carry to the Fates 

traggi un suono di crudo lamento,
the sound of raw repentance,
o t'ispiri il Signor un concento
oh, may God inspire in you a harmony
che ne infonda al patire virtù!
that brings virtue out of this suffering!

