Balfe – Excelsior!
One of many settings of Longfellow’s poem, this duet, beloved by amateur vocalists, was a staple for many years at musical soirées and ‘at homes’. The title translates literally as ‘Higher!’ (the full phrase that inspired it is ‘Scopus meus excelsior est’ – ‘My goal is higher’) and the idea of a youth striving for noble things in this life, but receiving his reward in the next, would have appealed greatly to the sensibilities of the Victorian audiences for whom the song was composed. Balfe’s music is melodramatic to a degree, but captures the poem’s varying moods in a way that can’t help but raise an indulgent smile nowadays.

Schumann – Widmung from Myrthen
The first song in the cycle known as Myrthen (‘Myrtles’) sets a love poem by Friedrich Rückert. It is a passionate outpouring of devotion that was one of the many songs dedicated to and inspired by Clara Wieck, who would soon become Schumann’s wife and muse. With lines including ‘You are my heart and soul, my bliss, my pain, the world I live in and the heaven I aspire to, my good angel and my better self’, it’s safe to say that Schumann was well and truly smitten…
Ricci – Sulla poppa del mio brich from La prigione di Edimburgo
This barcarolle in praise of a life on the ocean wave is sung by Tom, a smuggler. It’s a rollicking good tune, but quite what it has to do with the plot of this opera, based (loosely!) on Sir Walter Scott’s The Heart of Midlothian, is anyone’s guess. Anybody expecting a retelling of the story of Jeanie Deans’ journey to London to plead for the life of her wrongly imprisoned sister will be sorely disappointed. It is nevertheless one of the highlights of Ricci’s score, his fourth opera and his greatest success. In their day, Federico Ricci and his brother Luigi, also a composer, were seen as heirs to the tradition established by Bellini and Donizetti, but by the end of their lives they had been overtaken in terms of public popularity by the genius that was Giuseppe Verdi.
Puccini – Tu che di gel sei cinta from Turandot
Turandot has to find the name of the unknown Prince who has succeeded in answering the three riddles she sets any man trying to win her love. She eventually works out that the slave girl Liù knows the name, and has her tortured in an attempt to force her to reveal it. But Liù’s devotion to the Prince is such that she would rather take her own life – which she does at the end of this aria, having told Turandot that she will eventually love the Prince as much as she herself does.
Verdi – O Carlo, ascolta (The death of Rodrigo) from Don Carlos
Rodrigo and Don Carlos, heir to the throne of Spain, have sworn eternal friendship. Visiting Carlos in prison (in a moment of anger Carlos had drawn his sword against the King), Rodrigo intercepts an assassin’s bullet intended for Carlos. As he dies, Rodrigo asks his friend not to forget him, saying that he can expire contented knowing that the other man will become Spain’s saviour and a champion of liberty.
Rossini – Cat Duet (arr. Derek Clark)
Rossini’s Duetto buffo di due gatti has long enjoyed popularity among audiences as an encore, but it has always seemed to me that after a few bars, the joke is basically over. In this arrangement (which is perhaps more aptly described as a derangement), our two felines (not to mention the pianist, whose role is normally to provide unobtrusive chords as an accompaniment) are given more chances than usual to show off their vocal skills and operatic credentials. (There are references to a total of ten other pieces – see how many you can spot.)
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