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 There are a number of musicological issues concerning this traditional Rossini 
performance, but they don’t diminish the enthusiastic recommendation that it merits. 
Anyone who cares about bel canto singing will consider this release an essential addition 
to their collection. 
 Having said that up front, we can look at what we actually have here. Rossini 
wrote Maometto II, to an Italian libretto, for Naples, where the opera premiered in 1820. 
In 1826 he revised it for France as La Siège de Corinthe. Two years later it was revised 
again, back into Italian, for a performance conducted by Donizetti. The principal male 
role of Néoclè has varied between an alto (in Maometto II), a tenor (in the French 
version), and an open choice of either one (the Italian revisions). La Scala mounted the 
opera as a vehicle for Renata Tebaldi, the first time in 1949 using the final Italian 
version. 

 In the1969 production presented here, a few further changes were made in order 
to boost the roles of the two leading ladies. A virtuosic aria from Maometto II was added 
to Néoclè’s music, and a similar expansion was made for Pamira. At the same time, a 
considerable amount of music was cut. As musicology, the result is a bit of a mishmash, 
but the performance is so glorious that it doesn’t matter. 
 Having started with Marilyn Horne as Néoclè, La Scala’s first choice for the role 
of Pamira was Montserrat Caballé. For some reason that was changed to Renata Scotto, 
whose pregnancy then required her to drop out. At that point, the role was offered to 
Horne with the proposal to bring in a tenor for Néoclè, but Horne suggested a then 
little-known American named Beverly Sills. The company agreed, resulting in Sills’s La 
Scala debut and a triumph. Sadly, the relationship between the two singers soured, and 
they didn’t sing together after this run. When Sills made her Met debut in the same 
opera six years later, the Néoclè was Shirley Verrett, who also sings it on Sills’s 
EMI/Angel recording. Unfortunately, Sills’s Met debut came too late, as her voice had 
noticeably hardened. Rudolf Bing’s aversion to American singers, particularly those 
associated with the New York City Opera, kept her out of the Met in her best years. 
 Here, however, both ladies are spectacular. It is too bad that they didn’t form a 
performing partnership of the kind that Horne developed with Joan Sutherland. What 
they deliver is jaw-dropping. We hear the essence of great bel canto singing: evenness of 
line, firmly molded legato, accurate passagework, perfect intonation, and beauty of 
timbre. A true vocal glory is the miraculous blending of voices that Sills and Horne 
achieved. 
 Franco Bonisolli is a major surprise. An often rather bullish tenor with power but 
little finesse, he is on remarkably good behavior in this performance. One thinks of 
Bonisolli typically in a dramatic tenor role like Manrico, but here he sings with elegance 



and flexibility, along with more dynamic shading that I have ever heard from him. He 
makes a real effort to blend with Horne and Sills in ensembles. In the act 2 trio, “Celeste 
provvidenza,” the three produce pure magic. 
 Bass-baritone Justino Díaz displays a warm, rich tone, but he cannot cleanly 
manage Rossini’s technical demands. Runs are simplified or smeared. Although Diaz 
sings with energy, his technical shortcomings stand out in contrast with the facility of 
the other principals. The smaller roles are all well done. 
 A huge asset of this performance is the conducting. Thomas Schippers led 
L’assedio di Corinto at the Met and on Sills’s studio recording, but in neither performance 
did he sound as free as he does here. He gives equal attention to suppleness of line and 
rhythmic pulse, so the reading has a fine balance of beauty and vigor. This was one of 
those occasions where everyone was “on,” a feeling that spread from performer to 
performer. The outcome is truly irreplaceable.  
 This famous performance has surfaced on many labels, including Melodram, 
Opera d’Oro, and Legato. I have heard most of them, and Immortal Performances’ 
reproduction here is a significant improvement. The sound is still somewhat dry, but it 
is clear and clean, delivering real theatrical presence.  
 The bonus track is Pamina’s act 3 aria sung in 1952 by Renata Tebaldi. The sound 
is dreadful, but enough of the glorious quality of Tebaldi’s voice in her young days 
comes through to bring pleasure. 
 As usual, Immortal Performances’ booklet sets the standard for historical 
reissues. William Russell writes intelligently about the opera, its various revisions, 
Rossini in general, and this particular performance. A detailed synopsis tied to track 
numbers is provided. Recording notes by producer Richard Caniell, along with artist 
bios and many photographs round out the packaging. Immortal performance releases 
are available on their website, immortalperformances.org.  


