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When the Khedive of Egypt wanted to open his new opera house, whom else but to Giuseppe Verdi would
the commission for an Egyptian opera go? The Franco-Prussian War unfortunately intervened and Aida’s

sets and costumes got stuck in Paris; Rigoletto was performed instead. But Aida finally received its world

premiere in Cairo on Christmas Eve in 1871.

La Scala followed in February; within two years Aida was a global hit. Europe was then in the throes of
Egyptomania. Obelisks were being set up in European capitals, mummies populated European museums
and the Suez Canal had just opened. With its famous triumphal march and often over-the-top pageantry
(elephants have been known to appear on stage, including twelve at the Cairo premiere), Aida was
everything that nineteenth-century Europe thought Egypt should be.

It used to be that you could remember the three most-performed operas by repeating “ABC” for Aida, La
Boheme and Carmen. Giuseppe Verdi’'s Aida retains its audience appeal almost 150 years later, with
audience figures that still rival Broadway blockbusters.

One of the most famous performances of Aida was a 1950s-era Italian film from Cinecitta — the “Italian
Hollywood” — in which Sophia Loren (lip-synching the great soprano Renata Tebaldi) got her big break.
Director Jean-Louis Grinda, seeks to capture that cinematic spirit in this new production by placing the
opera within a period film set, bringing the exotic into a more modern context as a reminder of its continuing

relevance.
*%%

The Ethiopian princess Aida — captured and enslaved — is in love with Radames, a noble Egyptian
warrior, and he with her. Radameés opens the opera with one of all of opera’s biggest opening numbers,
“Celeste Aida” (Heavenly Aida). Radameés has however also fatally caught the eye of the Pharaoh's
daughter Amneris.

The music of the overture evokes the exoticism of ancient Egypt. As the chords fade, Abyssinia is invading
Egypt — with an army led by Aida’s father, the Ethiopian King Amonasro. Radameés has been chosen to
lead the Egyptian armies against them; Aida finds herself caught between her love of Radamés and her
country. She catches herself saying “Ritorna vincitor!” — “return victorious!” —*... vincitor del padre mio...”,
she then rebukes herself. She has called for Radameés to defeat her own father in battle. This, indeed, is
the theme that plays out throughout the opera: where does patriotism sit in the pantheon of virtues?

Radames is victorious — trumpets blare as processions and dancers cross the stage in the immediately
recognizable Marcia trionfale. He is given Amneris’s hand in reward and Amneris tortures Aida with her
victory. Aida, meanwhile, is trapped between her father — captured in the battle — and Radames.
Amonasro uses Radameés’s love to convince him to defect. “O patria, quanto mi costi!” she laments, “my
country, how much you have cost me.”

Aida, of course, isn’t about Egypt at all, but rather the conflict between duties to state, family and the heart.
Although the music sets the opera in a far-away place, Verdi manages to include triumph, passion, pathos,
anguish, ruthlessness, deception, bigotry and redemption in unforgettable arias, duets and choruses, all
within a single work. As do all great works of art, it asks questions for which there are no answers.

As is often the case in opera, the women come out of it better than the men. Radames seems somewhat
clueless about the way the world really works and the ruthless Amonasro is all too ready to manipulate
those around him. Amneris at least finally realises her malevolent role and repents, albeit too late. Aida,
who has struggled with the impossible position that fate has put her in, follows her heart to the tomb once
freed from her duty.
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