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Baroque music for Classical queens
Queens of the ancient age are remade for the early modernity 
of the 17th and 18th centuries in tonight’s Prom, and 
remade in the image of the men who made them in song 
and opera and on stage. Their stories have continued to 
fascinate composers of later centuries. Both were mythic 
beauties, both were uniquely powerful and both have 
exerted a catalytic charge on the imaginations of composers 
who turn Cleopatra and Dido into heroic women whose 
fates are the consequence of their superabundant personal 
and political powers. They remain stories and characters, 
however, who have been seen and composed on the opera 
stage predominantly through the male gaze, from the earliest 
Cleopatra opera that I can find, by Daniele da Castrovillari, 
his 1662 La Cleopatra, to Samuel Barber’s Lincoln Center-
opening behemoth Antony and Cleopatra three centuries later.

But let’s start with Dido in the greatest of all her operatic 
characterisations, created by Hector Berlioz in his life-defining 
The Trojans, an opera so ambitious that the composer never saw 
the piece complete – only a butchered version of three of its 
five acts. Dido is the outstanding role in the work: her journey 
from war to love to betrayal to martyrdom is the linchpin of the 
music and the drama. In the range and sheer, eviscerating 
dramatic intensity of the music Berlioz composes for his heroine, 
Dido is the single most shattering character in all of his operas 
and The Trojans his most fearlessly ambitious piece.

Jules Massenet’s Cléopâtre was premiered in 1914, a couple of 
years after his death; his last opera, it’s a piece that deserves 
more recognition, with music whose violent sensuality brings the 
drama of Cleopatra’s life and the geopolitical earthquake of her 
relationship with Mark Antony vividly to life.

The Technicolor possibilities of the Antony and Cleopatra story 
had been sumptuously realised in Hollywood by Elizabeth Taylor 
and Richard Burton in Joseph L. Mankiewicz’s 1963 film before 
Samuel Barber’s opera opened the new Metropolitan Opera at 
Lincoln Center in New York in 1966. The most expensive 
operatic adaptation of the story of Antony and Cleopatra ever 
devised, in Franco Zeffirelli’s lavish production the piece has the 
reputation of being one of the grandest operatic failures of the 
20th century. That’s largely thanks to the impression of lurid 
social glamour that was attached to the event, to the gigantically 
over-inflated staging and to the hype the opera received in the 
build-up to its premiere. It’s unfair to Barber’s music, because it 
achieves something different from the excesses of Hollywood or 
the Egyptian glitz of Zeffirelli’s staging: it possesses an intimacy 
alongside the epic and it’s a work whose thrilling set pieces and 
intense operatic relationships deserve a real chance to shine. 
Come to think of it, the Royal Albert Hall would be a perfect 
place to stage Barber’s opera …

Radio 3’s Tom Service proposes onward sonic explorations inspired 
by the music of tonight’s Prom
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