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“Ezi0” (1728)

—Metastasio’s dramma per musica in the Italian period—

Satsuki NAKAGAWA

Abstract

“Ezio”, first staged with the music by Nicola Porpora in Venice in 1728, was the fourth dramma per musica
(serious opera) by Pietro Metastasio (1698-1782), a young and spirited Roman librettist. During the same season
of 1728-29, this opera was also performed in Rome with new music by Pietro Auletta, and 38 settings followed
from 1730 to 1827, some of which were composed by famous musicians such as Hasse, Handel, Jommelli, and
Gluck.

The basic plot of “Ezio” is based on actual historical events that occurred in the Roman Empire in the 5th
century: “Ezio” (Aetius) returns to Rome as a victor of Attila, but his achievements and popularity cause fear in
the Emperor Valentiniano (Valentinian) III. Moreover, Massimo (Maximus), who looks for a chance to take
revenge upon the emperor behind a mask of loyalty, aggravates the feud between the two by means of several
clever tricks. After many conflicts, Valentiniano eventually repents for his unjust treatment of Ezio and grants
him permission to marry Fulvia, the object of the emperor’s love. This generosity of Valentiniano leads the story
to a lieto fine (happy ending) as per the theatre custom in that period.

The libretto of “Ezio” is characterized by its abundance of recitation, which personifies the heated debate over
issues of sovereignty and social duty. Ezio, the courageous and proud general, believes in the legitimacy of royal
authority but, when the emperor demands his fiancée, experiences fundamental doubts in this regard; Valentiniano,
good-natured but cowardly ruler, confesses to the pressure of the throne; Onoria, the emperor’s virtuous sister,
renounces her love for Ezio and accepts a political marriage to Attila to save Ezio’s life and Rome; Fulvia, torn
between her sense of duty to her evil father Massimo and her love for Ezio, decides to sacrifice herself for her
father.

“Ezio” is an early drama of Metastasio and is not considered to be a masterpiece, as are “Lolimpiade” (1733)
and “Demofoonte” (1733), but it is undoubtedly a fine political drama with powerful and convincing characters.
The two early productions in Venice and Rome made it a great hit, and the following year, the Habsburg court
appointed Metastasio as the Caesarean poet in Vienna, the highest position for an Italian man of letters in the
18th century.

Keywords: 18th century, Metastasio, opera seria, Roman Empire, Aetius
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