
Opera and Political Opinion in Nineteenth
Century Italy (1815-1848)
The nineteenth century was a time of great political and social upheaval in
Italy. The country was divided into a number of small states, each with its
own government and laws. The people of Italy were increasingly
dissatisfied with the status quo, and there were widespread calls for reform.
This period of upheaval was known as the Risorgimento, and it culminated
in the unification of Italy in 1861.

Opera played a significant role in the Risorgimento. It was a popular form of
entertainment, and it provided a platform for expressing political views.
Opera composers and librettists used their works to promote both liberal
and conservative ideologies. The government also used opera to promote
its own agenda.
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Opera was a powerful medium for political expression because it could
reach a large audience. It was also a relatively safe way to express political
views, as the government could not easily censor it. Opera composers and
librettists often used allegory and symbolism to express their political views.
This allowed them to avoid direct criticism of the government, while still
getting their message across.

One of the most famous examples of an opera that was used to express
political views is Giuseppe Verdi's Nabucco. This opera was first performed
in 1842, and it quickly became a symbol of the Risorgimento. The opera
tells the story of the Babylonian captivity of the Israelites. However, it was
also seen as an allegory of the Italian people's struggle for independence
from Austria. The opera's chorus, "Va, pensiero, sull'ali dorate" ("Fly,
thought, on golden wings"),became a popular anthem of the Risorgimento.

Another example of an opera that was used to express political views is
Vincenzo Bellini's Norma. This opera was first performed in 1831, and it
tells the story of a Druid priestess who falls in love with a Roman proconsul.
The opera was seen as a symbol of the conflict between the old order and
the new. The opera's chorus, "Guerra, guerra!" ("War, war!"),became a
popular anthem of the Risorgimento.

Government Censorship of Opera

The government was aware of the power of opera to influence public
opinion. It therefore used censorship to control the content of opera. The
government banned operas that were seen as too political. It also censored
operas that contained profanity or violence.



Despite the government's efforts, opera composers and librettists continued
to find ways to express their political views. They used allegory and
symbolism to avoid direct criticism of the government. They also used their
operas to promote social and political reform.

The Role of Opera in the Risorgimento

Opera played a significant role in the Risorgimento. It provided a platform
for expressing political views, and it helped to create a sense of national
identity. The operas of Verdi, Bellini, and other composers inspired the
Italian people to fight for their independence.

Opera also played a role in the unification of Italy. After the unification of
Italy in 1861, opera became a symbol of the new nation. The operas of
Verdi and other composers were performed in theaters throughout Italy,
and they helped to create a sense of national pride.

Opera was a powerful force in nineteenth-century Italy. It was a popular
form of entertainment, and it provided a platform for expressing political
views. Opera composers and librettists used their works to promote both
liberal and conservative ideologies. The government also used opera to
promote its own agenda. Opera played a significant role in the
Risorgimento, and it helped to create a sense of national identity.



Learn more about opera Learn more about the Risorgimento
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