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opera is basically an Armida-and-her-tenors show, right? Yes
— and no. 

Yes, it’s an Armida-and-the-boys show because she is such a
dominant character that it’s tough for any of them to stand up
to her. But another statistic proves to be more enlightening. In
my 406-page Ricordi piano–vocal Armida score, it’s true that
Armida is the single character with the most pages of music —
by my count, 182. But the combined six tenors beat her, at
235 pages. (The two minor solo bass roles with their recitative
and concerted aria passages get a modest thirty-eight pages
between them.) 

It is tough to imagine a modern composer pulling off a feat
such as Rossini’s — writing six difficult tenor parts in one
opera. Even post-Rossini revival, even with stellar examples
such as Juan Diego Flórez on the scene, it’s hard enough find-
ing one tenor who can handle some of these tough passages.
But I suspect the practical Rossini was pretty good at math, as
he did make Armida’s tenor duties more manageable by creat-
ing doubling opportunities. There are tenor characters who

disappear after one act (Gernando, Goffredo, Eustazio) only to
be replaced later by other tenors (Carlo, Ubaldo). Rinaldo is
the only tenor to figure in all three acts. At the world premiere,
star tenor Andrea Nozzari sang Rinaldo, and the other five
tenor parts were divided among three singers — Claudio
Bonoldi (Gernando, Act I; Ubaldo, Act III), Giuseppe Cicci-
marra (Goffredo, Act I; Carlo, Act III) and Gaetano Chizzola
(Eustazio, Act I; Chizzola also sang Astarotte, a bass role, in
Act II). For impresarios, the opera allows for several casting
possibilities. If you have a few adaptable super-tenors with the
requisite stamina, they can each sing more than one part; if
not, or if you just choose to showcase several, you can cast each
part separately, as the Met has done.

The required vocal ranges for Armida’s various tenor parts
offer the first clue to what tenors are up against. Rinaldo’s
range is the widest (two-and-a-third octaves) and requires the
highest note (D). The hot-tempered Gernando, who ends up
fatally wounded in a battle with Rinaldo, has the next-highest
range, with a high C, and the troop leader of the Crusaders,
Goffredo, tops out just below that (B natural). The knights
Ubaldo and Carlo, who are sent to fetch Rinaldo from his
imprisonment on Armida’s island, have much narrower vocal
ranges and only go up to an A, and Eustazio, Goffredo’s broth-
er, only needs to sing up to G-sharp.

It’s not only about high notes, of course, though in Rossini
they do count for a lot, and they represent something of a
pecking order. It’s also about subtle characterization — and
this is the tricky part when it comes to modern ears. In the

opera’s many trios and quartets, those characterizations aren’t
always the easiest things to hear; it’s difficult to disentangle
individual voices in a section when four soloists are singing at
once. Take Goffredo, the Christian army general, and the first
tenor to be heard in the opera. He is an upright figure, the
character among the Christian soldiers least swayed by Armida
(at least initially), and much of his music features dotted
rhythms that reflect one half of the opera’s battle between
duty/war and love. He is a reasonably worthy adversary to
Armida; at least he stands up to her once, though like virtually
all the men in the opera at some point or another, he eventual-
ly yields to her charms. You’ll hear his righteous response to
Armida in the Act I quartet — following the sorceress’s florid,
attention-getting “Sventurata” opener — as the highest and
most agitated tenor voice, and generally with the fastest-mov-
ing line of the men in Act I. As that quartet accelerates, Gof-
fredo’s rapid repeated figurations on “mi sento in sen” take him
up to the F-sharp–G-sharp–A range, and he’s the one who
keeps up with Armida (from a coloratura standpoint), singing
in unison with her at several key points — until she at last
breaks off from him with her own wild runs on “a respirar” as
the quartet comes to a final climax. 

Armida is an opera about opposing desires. Some of those
conflicts are fought out between different characters, and some
of them (as with Armida and Rinaldo) take place within a
character. The straitlaced, duty-bound leader Goffredo is best
contrasted with his soft-hearted brother, Eustazio, who falls
instantly under Armida’s spell. After Goffredo initially turns
down Armida’s request for army soldiers to accompany her,
Armida asks her uncle, Idraote, to come away with her, but it
is Eustazio who instantly responds to her with “Dove?” and
follows up with a plea to his brother on Armida’s behalf —
“Deh! german, pietà d’Armida” — a much more lyrical phrase
than you typically hear from Goffredo. In that Act I quartet
for Armida, Goffredo, Eustazio and Idraote (soprano, two
tenors, bass), you’ll hear Eustazio paired mostly with the bass
or with his brother; he is evidently a nice fellow but not very
bright, and easily swayed. He’s a follower, and musically and
dramatically he goes along with the strongest character onstage
at the moment. If he’s singing with Goffredo, he takes the
lower line. 

Which tenor is the biggest potential counterweight to Armi-
da? Probably Gernando. His Act I explosion of fury (“Non sof-
frirò l’offesa”) at Rinaldo’s being chosen over him as the next
military commander is, hands down, Armida’s most exciting,
entertaining tenor aria. It’s got leaps aplenty, repeated staccato
sixteenth-note passages that skitter manically over triads, grace-
note sforzandos, and many wide-ranging scale passages. There’s
a more pensive middle section, “E questi son gli allori” (Are
these the laurels my efforts have reaped?), but it doesn’t last
long. When the chorus interrupts with cheers of “Viva Rinal-
do, il forte,” it only makes Gernando madder, and he launches
into a vivace tempo with rapid coloratura that keeps bouncing
up and down a sixth, then accelerates Rossini-fashion to strad-
dle leaps of a seventh. Eventually, when Rinaldo comes on the
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scene at the beginning of the Act I finale, Gernando insults
Rinaldo, Rinaldo takes offense, and both tenors sing full out,
in unison, the words “Invan l’ira mia si tenta frenar” (It’s use-
less to try to restrain my wrath). A vocal duel such as this can
mean only one thing: one of those tenors must be vanquished,
and after Gernando is killed by Rinaldo, the operatic equation
becomes one plus five. 

So what sort of a character is Rinaldo? He is certainly the
best-rounded of the tenors, with enough low notes to make a
baritone-ish singer with a brilliant top the best bet to deal with
the tessitura. Rinaldo is pulled equally toward duty and love
— though for more of his actual stage time he is pulled in the
latter direction. Most of his big moments are duets with Armi-
da. He not only fights in Act I with Gernando (a battle outside
himself ) but struggles inwardly with his love for Armida.
Rinaldo’s killing Gernando is what allows Armida her chance
at snaring Rinaldo, as she has the power to spirit him away

from being punished for mortally wounding a combat-
ant from his own camp. In his first big love duet with
Armida (“Amor! Possente nome”), Rinaldo is set off as a

major character with a flourish (the classic orchestral “ta-da!”
of early-nineteenth-century Italian opera seria) that segues
directly into a reverie on the power of love. Rinaldo’s slowish
start quickly evolves into whiplash coloratura, with runs and
micro-turns up and down the scale, a spectacular leap of an
octave at “te cor,” followed by a twelfth at “suoni,” and finally
a leap of a thirteenth up to a high D at “nel mio.” With one-
and-a-half beats to recover, Rinaldo launches into a thirty-six-
note run at “dolente,” and that eight-minute duet is not even
close to being over yet — it’s only the first twenty-seven mea-
sures, all before Armida’s first entrance. 

Essentially, Rinaldo spends the opera switching between
sighing swoons toward Armida (in this tonal landscape a duet
sung in sixths generally indicates love) and, much later, a deter-
mination to get on with soldiering. During his Act III trio
with knights Carlo and Ubaldo, Rinaldo is made to remember
the hero he once was, and after a sudden burst at “rammento”

JOSÉ MANUEL ZAPATA (Gernando) has had the Rossin-
ian “double tenor” experience once before: in 2007 he sang Iago
to Juan Diego Flórez’s Rodrigo in the opera seria Otello at
Pesaro’s Rossini Festival. “Gernando is the first ‘baritenor’ role
that I will face,” says Zapata. “I have sung
many contraltino tenor parts, but now my
voice has evolved, and I have more color
and volume. I think it’s a natural develop-
ment. I love the idea of sharing the stage
with so many tenors whom I most
admire, and it is wonderful to have as my
first sorceress the best — La Fleming! Also,
I have been a fan and a friend with Larry
Brownlee for years, so our duet is excit-
ing. But it’s a shame that I have to die so
soon — and before him!” 

The Spanish tenor has sung Count
Almaviva most often. His blog hilariously
recounts his first rehearsals in Basel with
an all German-speaking cast: mysterious
pieces of paper were being distributed to
each principal, and when Zapata finally
got his, he realized to his dismay that in
his first appearance in a signature Rossini role, he was going to
be dressed as a fat black-and-yellow bumblebee.

“I am very happy to be back at the best opera theater in the
world,” says Zapata. “Working at the Met is the greatest gift in my
life. Wonderful people work here, and you feel part of one big
family.”

Zapata in his Met debut role, Rossini’s Count Almaviva, in 2008, 
in Bartlett Sher’s production of Il Barbiere di Siviglia
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(remember), he slows down with detached eighth notes at “che
son Rinaldo,” a vocal depiction of his shaking his head, seeing
how far he has come from what he once was. Rinaldo’s most
dramatic moment is at the beginning of that Act III trio (“In

quale aspetto imbelle”), just after Ubaldo and Carlo
have forced him to look in the mirror (an adamantine
shield, actually) to get a look at his newly effeminate
self. His shock and disbelief are depicted musically with
a line that wanders almost unpredictably, by the stan-
dards of Rossini’s time. This section of the opera con-
tains possibly this role’s most difficult interval leaps for
Rinaldo, as his struggle to find his composure plays out
in the coloratura. 

For sheer silliness, you have to love the tenor charac-
ters Ubaldo and Carlo, the sweet, wholesome knights
whose triple-meter bucolic duet “Come l’aurette
placide” — complete with babbling brook and twitter-
ing birds — opens Act III. The Schmidt libretto is fair-
ly ridiculous here: Armida briefly leaves Rinaldo on his
own to do a mysterious errand that is never explained,
allowing the knights their opportunity to rescue Rinal-
do. Other characters battle each other or battle some
internal demons, but these two knights are essentially
twins, or halves of the same angelic whole — fixers
who come out of nowhere — a little like the three Spir-

its in Die Zauberflöte. 
But for all their twin-ness, there are differences

between these two savior knights. Ubaldo is evidently the
smarter, more thoughtful one. Carlo is more impulsive and
wants to barge in immediately on Armida and Rinaldo, but
Ubaldo, remembering Armida’s powers, cautions “Non è l’is-
tante” (Now is not the time) and chooses to wait until Armida
has left the premises. Ubaldo is the one who sees the wisdom

BRUCE FORD (Goffredo) is happy to be sharing the stage
once again with Renée Fleming, his partner on a 1994 Opera
Rara recording of Donizetti’s Rosmonda d’Inghilterra: “Renée is a
lovely, gracious lady! Period! The best colleague one could ever
hope for! Recording with her was just a joy beyond compare.”

Although his role in the Met’s production is the supreme com-
manding officer of the Paladins, Ford has also performed Rinal-
do, the enchanted lover, to the Armida of Cecilia Gasdia at the
Edinburgh Festival and, with the same enchantress, doubled in
the roles of Gernando and Ubaldo on conductor Claudio Sci-
mone’s recording in 1992. His current part requires the tenor to
shift the center of his voice, as he has recently been singing
somewhat lower Handel roles, as well as the title character in
Mozart’s Lucio Silla in Nice.

Ford is used to singing opera with multiple tenors, as he is a
regular member of the “families” at Pesaro’s Rossini Festival and
Opera Rara and has been featured in
several opera seria roles originated by
one of Rossini’s favorites, Andrea Noz-
zari. “Usually, there is only one tenor,
and not another to get in the way, so it
comes off as being a bit strange to the
ear. It can get very difficult to write for
two tenors, as often times the voices
don’t match well, especially on unison
high notes. However, it seemed to
work very well for the ‘three tenors’
[who, it should be noted, never per-
formed the terzetto ‘In quale aspetto
imbelle’ in any of their stadium con-
certs]. It probably gets a bit old for the
rest of the cast, with so many
‘testosterinos’ running around!”

Ford as Almaviva in the Met’s 1997 revival 
of the company’s John Cox Barbiere staging
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in allowing Rinaldo to regain his hero status by giving
him a chance to see Armida in person and summon the
self-control to resist her charms, rather than hauling
Rinaldo off immediately. (In the end, Rinaldo is pretty
much dragged away kicking and screaming, anyway …
good idea, though.) Ubaldo can read: it is he, not Carlo,
who deciphers the writing indicating they have arrived in
the place where Rinaldo is enslaved by “un folle amore in
preda” (an insane love). Ubaldo is the one who waves the
wand that makes the infernal nymph chorus magically
disappear. Carlo and Ubaldo generally sing phrases in
identical rhythm, but when their parts are offset, Ubaldo
generally starts the phrase, with Carlo echoing him. The
coloratura for both parts is easier overall than that of the
other tenor roles.

The formidable casting challenge is one of the factors
contributing to the relative infrequency of Armida per-
formances. There’s also its occasionally weak libretto and
the difficulty of depicting Armida’s magic, though nowa-
days many directors are intrigued by the opportunity to
show things such as the destruction of Armida’s island
and the magical escape of Armida and Rinaldo at the
end of Act I. I agree with Philip Gossett that this is a
serious opera, and one that requires tremendously gifted
singers to pull off, rather than an empty but brilliant

star-singer vehicle. However, there’s no getting around the fact
that in the modern era it can be difficult to separate the
“Rossini sound” from associations with comedy, for which

KOBIE VAN
RENSBURG (Ubaldo) observes that “Rossini always composed
for specific voices, and Claudio Bonoldi [the first Ubaldo/Gernando]
possessed a lower tenor voice. It suits the character. Quite unlike
the very high tessitura parts in the buffo operas, Ubaldo is much
more of a fighter than a lover! Actually, the tessitura of Ubaldo is
exactly the same as some of my favorite roles, like Idomeneo or
Monteverdi’s Ulisse and Orfeo.” 

Asked if he’s ever waited so long before making an entrance in
an opera, the South African tenor replies, ”I did wait much that
long for a mute appearance as Loge in Götterdämmerung in Seattle
— but with such wonderful colleagues as Stephanie Blythe and
Greer Grimsley hanging out backstage, it was no problem at all.” At
the Met, he is reunited with Renée Fleming, who proved to be a
“warm and loving colleague” when they appeared together in the
company’s Rodelinda.

Rossini was only one of many composers who set the story of
Rinaldo and Armida, so van Rensburg, a Baroque specialist, already
had sung the part of Ubaldo in Haydn’s Armida many years ago: “I
had already invested some thought into the psychology of the
character, long before opening the score of Rossini’s Armida!”

Van Rensburg has been directing for several seasons, as well; he
starts a Monteverdi trilogy with L’Incoronazione di Poppea in Pas-
sau; also on the docket are a new touring production of Handel’s
Ariodante and a revival of his production of Handel’s Il Trionfo del
Tempo e del Disinganno.

Has he noticed any “pecking order” among his colleagues? “I
was under the impression that a tenor always thinks his part is the
primo uomo part, so business as usual — but this time we get to
sing a real ‘three tenors’ terzetto!”

For sheer silliness, you have to love

Ubaldo and Carlo, the sweet, 

wholesome knights whose triple-meter

bucolic duet opens Act III.
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Rossini is so much better known. Singers who
act well can do a lot to help this opera be taken
seriously, given that Armida’s characters, on
paper at least, can seem somewhat two-dimen-
sional. 

It is not at all certain, at opera’s end, that the
warrior Rinaldo would be strong enough to
resist Armida’s magical charms were she to reap-
pear on the scene. (She’s not dead, just off-site,
bound for more mischief.) Poor Eustazio
wouldn’t have a chance, and even the more
devoutly religious Goffredo might still crack.
When considered from this psychological per-
spective — rather than its actual minute-by-
minute plot development — Rossini’s Armida
has a surprising forward directionality that gives
added depth to all the high-flying coloratura
and crescendos. Despite its challenges and limi-
tations, Armida presents a fascinating psycho-
logical picture of men in that state of temporary
insanity better known as being in love.

JENNIFER MELICK is managing editor of Symphony
magazine.
SCOTT BARNES teaches master classes in auditioning
for singers and song interpretation.
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BARRY BANKS (Carlo) is happy that the Met has chosen to cast six
individual tenors, rather than doubling some of the roles. “For me it
would always be the preference of having single roles,” he says. “I
think, unless the decision is to meld the roles and call them one per-
son, it can be very distracting for an audience to [try] to differentiate
between multiple roles if the basic sound of one’s voice is the same for
each. We’re lucky in this production that this house is able to cast indi-
vidual singers.” Banks, who began his 2009–10 Met season with a run
as Almaviva in Barbiere, isn’t concerned about the tessitura of Carlo in
Armida: “Coming on the back of singing things like Sonnambula and
Barbiere, and then after the production going on to Don Pasquale, it is a
much more relaxed piece to be able to sing. This piece sometimes pops
out the odd high note but is much more a middle-of-the-road type.”

Banks’s twelve Met roles to date have run the gamut from the
Shepherd in Stravinsky’s Oedipus Rex and Flute in Britten’s A
Midsummer Night’s Dream — the opera of his 1996 company debut —
to the heroes of Bellini, Donizetti and Rossini. Considering his reputa-
tion as a bel canto virtuoso, will Banks be singing Carlo come scritto or
devising his own ornamentation? “I love sorting out ornamentation,
but it is always a very personal thing. I know where my ornamentation
lies best, and in which ways, but then so will all the others. I don’t actu-
ally think there is much room for massive ornamentation in the trio
sections that we have. They are going to be more or less very subtle dif-
ferences on a theme. On the whole, I don’t like to have ornaments, and
particularly cadenzas, written for me unless [the] person [writing them]

knows my voice very well and
knows what best suits it. If an
ornament doesn’t feel right, it will
never sound right.”

Banks is eagerly anticipating
sharing the stage — and the
rehearsal room — with his fellow
Rossini tenors. “We all have very
different individual sounds,” he
says, “therefore, we will all bring a
different dynamic to the proceed-
ings. It is going to be a lesson in
blending and musicianship. This
isn’t a piece where the cocks can
be crowing all the time. We have
to be primarily musicians. I’m
looking forward to clashing tenori-
al swords with the boys. I think
the atmosphere is going to be

wonderful, and I, for one, am sharpening my quick-quip quill. I expect
there to be a lot of mutual respect and a lot of ridicule!”
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YEGHISHE MANUCHARYAN (Eustazio) notes that the
role of Goffredo’s softer, more vulnerable brother is a bit lower than
his major parts in Anna Bolena and La Donna del Lago, yet it still
fits his voice at both ends of the role’s range.

“I believe that with Armida, Rossini uses his musical genius to
‘study’ human suffering fueled by the inner fight between our
responsibilities, pride, love and temptation,” says Manucharyan.
“This leitmotif — like that of Ariadne’s thread — is traceable in all the
characters, even Armida herself. Per-
haps Eustazio is the first one defeated
by Armida’s magic charm, and he open-
ly pleads with this brother to help her.”

Manucharyan, born in Armenia, has
enjoyed several high-profile interna-
tional successes in the past few sea-
sons, including Donizetti’s rarity Maria
di Rohan at Wexford Festival Opera,
which earned him excellent reviews.
He has also had the opportunity to per-
form with fellow bel canto tenors as
Rodrigo in La Donna del Lago and
Potosky in Donizetti’s Elisabetta. “To be
honest, I do not consider myself a
‘primo uomo’ but rather one of the
humble servants in a house of worship
named opera. To sing with Renée, a
legendary soprano — to share a stage
with her — is a dream for all tenors, and
for me as well. I feel a sense of respon-
sibility combined with excitement. I
consider myself lucky to have the
chance to sing with, and learn from,
her.

“Each participating tenor in the production has his own unique
technique and musical interpretation, and I consider this a rare
chance to learn about various perspectives.”

Armida is a serious opera that

requires tremendously gifted singers 

to pull it off.

Manucharyan as Riccardo in Donizetti’s Maria di Rohan 
at the 2005 Wexford Festival
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