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Creation of a New Euridice: On Calzabigi’s Method of Dramatic Composition

Sayano OSAKI

This study reviews the contents and images of Euridice portrayed in the scripts of
representative Italian-language music dramas and operas written before Orfeo ed Euridice, an opera
composed by Gluck and set to a libretto by Calzabigi. Accordingly, I explore why Calzabigi created a
new image of Euridice and if there are any other reasons for this besides those pointed out in the
literature. First, Poliziano’s play Orfeo, written around 1480, contains lines that disparage women;
such lines are not found in classical works by Virgil or Ovid. I examine how women—here, Proserpina
and Euridice—are portrayed in this work. Proserpina, the wife of Pluto, persuades her husband to
break the law in a show of mercy for Orfeo. In contrast, Euridice is depicted as a submissive woman,
obedient to her husband and Pluto’s laws. Second, in librettist Rinuccini’s Euridice, composed by Peri
and first performed in 1600, Proserpina makes her husband break the law by urging him to remember
his love for her and understand Orfeo’s heart. Euridice, on the other hand, does not have the obedience
of Poliziano’s Euridice, perhaps because she is modeled on Maria de” Medici, daughter of the monarch.
Third, in Striggio’s L’Orfeo, composed by Monteverdi and premiered in 1607, Proserpina asks her
husband to break the law if he admires her appearance, urging him to bring Orfeo back to life. Euridice,
despite being unable to return to life because of Orfeo, does not blame Orfeo and is portrayed as a
submissive and gentle woman. Finally, in Calzabigi’s Orfeo ed Euridice, first performed in 1762, Pluto
and Proserpina do not appear. Moreover, unlike past characterizations of a submissive Euridice, this
opera’s Euridice questions whether Orfeo’s refusal to look at her is due to her fading beauty. She
accuses him of forgetting their memories and makes him break the law. This character of Eurydice is
similar to that of Proserpina in past scripts. Furthermore, since it is Orfeo who breaks the law against
entering the underworld and looking back at Euridice, the plot concentrates on him alone, giving the
entire opera a sense of unity. Thus, Calzabigi’s creation of a new image of Euridice seems to have
intended to give her the traits of Proserpina and, at the same time, achieve unity throughout the opera

by focusing the plot on a single character—Orfeo—as the only one who breaks the law.
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