
A lost opera by one of the great Ital ian com posers is to have its world pre miere in Lon don al most
180 years af ter it was writ ten.

Gae tano Donizetti was a lead ing fig ure in 19th-cen tury Ital ian mu sic. His most fa mous work, Lu- 
cia di Lam mer moor , writ ten in 1835, is seen as one of the great Euro pean op eras. But L’Ange de
Nisida ( The An gel of Nisida) – com posed in the late 1830s af ter he moved to work in Paris – never
saw the light of day. It was writ ten for the city’s Théâtre de la Re nais sance, but the com pany went
bank rupt be fore it was pre miered.

The opera was thought to have been lost un til mu si col o gist Can dida Man tica, a PhD stu dent at
Southamp ton Univer sity, painstak ingly lo cated and de ci phered the score’s frag ments over eight
years.

Man tica said she found some pages in Paris’s Bi b lio thèque Na tionale, but they were scat tered
among 18 fold ers and in no spe cific or der. The re con struc tion in volved ar chive re search across
Europe and the US. “I was able to iden tify about 470 pages of au to graph mu sic [in the com poser’s
hand] thanks to a draft copy of the li bretto, which al lowed me to estab lish their orig i nal or der,” she
added.

The work will be pre miered on 18 July at Covent Gar den by Lon don based Opera Rara, which per- 
forms and records rare and for got ten 19th cen tury op eras, in part ner ship with the Royal Opera House.

L’Ange de Nisida is a ro mance, telling the story of a sol dier, Leone, who is in love with his king’s
mistress.

Sir Mark Elder, artis tic di rec tor of Opera Rara and mu sic di rec tor of the Hallé Or ches tra, will con- 
duct the per for mance. He told the Ob server: “It’s a work of top qual ity. Very beau ti ful.” Donizetti
used some of this mu sic in later works, in clud ing 1840’s La Fa vorite , but Elder said: “Over half of [
L’Ange] has never ever been heard, which is ter ri bly ex cit ing.”
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He said it had some “very pow er ful scenes” and noted that, be cause it was de signed for a smaller
the atre, “there is a del i cacy and in ti macy about the writ ing that is gor geous”.

Donizetti died in 1848, aged just 50, and his mas ter pieces also in clude the 1832 com edy L’Elisir
d’Amore ( The Elixir of Love).

Roger Parker, reper toire con sul tant to Opera Rara and mu sic pro fes sor at King’s Col lege, Lon don,
said: “For L’Ange to get as pop u lar as Lu cia di Lam mer moor or L’Elisir d’Amore, that would be am bi- 
tious. Who knows what’s go ing to hap pen? But the mu si cal qual ity is as good as any thing he did.
That’s the sur pris ing thing about it. When op eras are dis cov ered, quite of ten you find they were
undis cov ered for good rea son. But this one re ally is amaz ing mu sic. It’s some of the best mu sic that
you’ll hear from Donizetti.”

He added: “All his other op eras have been pre miered now. This is the last one, and it’s one of the
best.”

Donizetti’s let ters of the pe riod re flect his an noy ance over his can celled opera, and de spair over
the com mis sion ing the atre com pany. In one he com plains that: “The man age ment were real don- 
keys.”

Parker be lieves that L’Ange de Nisida will “re write how we think about [Donizetti] as a com poser,
in par tic u lar about the breadth of his mu si cal in spi ra tion. It’s a cu ri ous mix ture of the comic and the
se ri ous.”

Donizetti schol ars knew of this opera, he said. “But they had no idea what it was like … So there
was no dis cus sion of it in any of the lit er a ture.”

He praised Man tica’s “as ton ish ing” de tec tive work: “Can dida just went to Paris and kept find ing
an other few bars. I think we’ve got more or less ev ery thing he wrote now.”

The opera is likely to last about two-and-a-half hours, ex clud ing the in ter val. The soloists will in- 
clude so prano Joyce El-Khoury as Sylvia. A live record ing will be made for re lease next year. The pre- 
miere will be a con cert per for mance rather than a full stag ing. Covent Gar den is “a won der ful plat- 
form for bring ing this un known piece to peo ple’s at ten tion”, ac cord ing to Elder. “I can imag ine it be- 
ing staged, ab so lutely.”

For L’Ange to get as pop u lar as Lu cia, that would be am bi tious… But the qual ity is as good as any- 
thing he did Roger Parker, Opera Rara


