










 

 

along in her own realm, through to the end of the coda. A five

takes the mocking first theme in a subtly altered major quality, in Lady’s own key of D

Ending the scene in F minor, while allowing for a closed, symmetrical, and self

structure, would not be consistent with Lady’s character and ul

further into her guilt-ridden and catatonic psyche, she cannot be pulled out of her 

fixation. Deep in her obsessive reliving of a murder, there is no hope of returning to the 

corrupted but real-world realm of F minor.

Ex. 5.7: Beginning of 16-bar coda; cadence in D

beginning, 5 – ♭6 – 5 motion 
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along in her own realm, through to the end of the coda. A five-bar orchestral conclusion 

takes the mocking first theme in a subtly altered major quality, in Lady’s own key of D

Ending the scene in F minor, while allowing for a closed, symmetrical, and self

structure, would not be consistent with Lady’s character and ultimate demise 

ridden and catatonic psyche, she cannot be pulled out of her 

fixation. Deep in her obsessive reliving of a murder, there is no hope of returning to the 

world realm of F minor. 

bar coda; cadence in D♭ major, similar melodic material as 
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l conclusion 

takes the mocking first theme in a subtly altered major quality, in Lady’s own key of D♭. 

Ending the scene in F minor, while allowing for a closed, symmetrical, and self-contained 

timate demise – circling 

ridden and catatonic psyche, she cannot be pulled out of her 

fixation. Deep in her obsessive reliving of a murder, there is no hope of returning to the 

 

major, similar melodic material as 

PMLP55443-
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  Several musicologists have commented on the treatment of gender representation 

in this particular play and its operatic setting; Bernstein (2001) cites the bearded witches, 

the murdered king Duncan as a classic female victim, and Macbeth’s susceptibility to 

manipulation by the female characters as fundamental examples of defying normative 

gender roles. Throughout the opera, the locus of control belongs solely to the female 

characters – the witches and Lady Macbeth govern the majority of the action, with the 

male roles acting as marionettes of female will. Lady Macbeth, already headstrong and 

power-hungry from Shakespeare’s creation, is enhanced and spun out of control by Verdi 

and Piave’s management of her scenes and role in the murderous plans. Her first 

utterance is spoken instead of sung, a choice so revolutionary in its lack of melody that 

the original Lady, Marianna Barbieri-Nini, defiantly sung it as recitative (and was not the 

last to do so) (Budden, 1973).  

Lady’s controlling demeanor combats the prim lovestruck soprano stereotype 

with relish, denying her audience excessive coloratura acrobatics or dreamy cantabiles 

(though the first premiere was still during the first half of the nineteenth-century, they 

were not omitted entirely), instead dominating masculine roles such as the leader of the 

Act II brindisi finale. As stated in Budden (1973), this assignment was much to critics’ 

and directors’ chagrin; they would have much preferred it was rewritten for Macduff, and 

pushed for this change in the 1865 Parisian revision, to which Verdi responded that it 

would be a dramatic contradiction to both characters (p. 278). Verdi’s Lady is a 

domineering force of nature, while Macduff, a mere comprimario role instead of a primo 

tenore, does not embody enough charisma to lead a full chorus to a grandiose finale. Also 

notable is the conspicuous absence of a Lady Macduff; Verdi’s conscious choice to omit 
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her from his opera ensured that Lady had no female competitors, and would therefore 

capture all the attention and all the power.  

Piave’s departure from Shakespeare in several instances of the opera is justified to 

further enhance Lady’s character, as exemplified in the beginning of Act II, in which 

Macbeth, fresh from his realization that Banco’s sons are destined to be kings and that 

more blood must be spilled, is challenged by his wife – “Immoto sarai tu nel tuo 

disegno?” (“Will you be firm in what you intend?”). However, Shakespeare’s original 

plot regarding this specific development does not involve Lady Macbeth at all – Macbeth 

alludes to a dark plan involving Banco, but refuses to answer her curious, but not 

aggressive, “What’s to be done?” (3.2.50). Discrepancies between the source and operatic 

setting are again apparent in the Act III duet “Ora di morte e di vendetta”; in 

Shakespeare’s original, the plot to track and kill Banco’s sons and Macduff’s family is 

rapidly concocted by Macbeth alone, paranoid from his conversation with the witches 

(“The castle of Macduff I will surprise / Seize upon Fife, give to th’ edge o’ th’ sword / 

His wife, his babes, and all unfortunate souls / That trace him in his line.”) (4.1.171-4). 

Collaboration with his Lady in Piave and Verdi’s setting paints her as a goading partner, 

more in the realm of the unnatural manipulators, playing him as a pawn (“Morte e 

sterminio sull’iniqua razza!” / “Death and destruction on the wicked brood!”).  

Budden (1973) theorizes that the departure from the source in this case was 

justified, but psychologically incorrect; Macbeth at this point is determined to keep the 

throne at all costs with no persuasion from his wife necessary, especially considering that 

he barely needed validation to hire murderers to assassinate Banco a full act earlier. Lady, 

by this point, should be a “spent force,” just two scenes away from her somnambulistic 
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breaks from reality; to bestow her with this newfound strength is completely 

inappropriate (p. 305). However, opera demands extensive excitement, and further 

murderous collaboration between the two characters – as well as another number for the 

prima donna, the sole female role except the witches – would undoubtedly appeal to the 

audience and critics alike. Furthermore, in this particularly vengeful duet, Macbeth and 

Lady bear a continuing equilibrium with each other, a devilish partnership that presents 

itself using imitative lines in increasingly quicker succession; the inclusion of this duet on 

Verdi’s part was important to further their character development and solidify their 

relationship. Whether or not it is psychologically correct, it is dramatically relevant.  

Lady’s abrupt plummet into the depths of her mind is striking in its own right 

because of her characteristics of intense strength, power, and a hunger for social ascent at 

any cost; however, its introverted presentation makes her madness even more haunting. 

This madness is not frivolous, man-induced, or hysterical; instead, it is disconnected, 

wandering, caused by a wracking guilt and depleted energy. Any quick runs are 

declamatory, and the only cadenza-like material descends slowly downwards to a C4 

before reaching, even slower, up towards a D♭6, to be sung un fil di voce. The vocal lines 

in Lady’s part are less interacting with the orchestra than they are superimposed upon 

them; this intense disconnect is exacerbated at the quick shift in keys; one gets the sense 

that Lady is being thrown around. Knowing that she should sing within a key, she 

subliminally does as she is told without paying any kind of attention to her surroundings. 

This certain ceding of control, out of character, is the hallmark of Lady’s catatonia. She 

sings, but the days of vocal acrobatics and hysteria are no longer; here is an apathetic 

madness that reaches to the expansive outer ranges of the voice but is still unable to 
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express anything besides the past. It is contained, remembering scenarios but unable to 

articulate her reactions to them.  

Lady’s recollection of a gruesome murder presents a prime scene to analyze using 

Tomlinson’s (1999) discussion of noumenalism within the Italian operatic repertoire, as 

past remembrances are a foundational aspect of this theory. The function of mad scenes 

to this point has been to manipulate the audience away from the surface plot and active 

representation, and draw them into the subliminal psyche, the forces that render us 

incapable of control or rationality. These madwomen sing an ongoing scena with semi-

lyric recitative styles, accompanied by orchestral music that incorporates recognizable 

themes from earlier in the opera; their composers emphasized woodwinds for an ethereal 

quality, and wrote in intensely virtuosic vocal lines. All of these musical madness cues, 

which inject a kind of otherworldliness into their subjects, have been seen in mad scenes 

such as Lucia’s, but also in scenes of sleep-induced hallucinations, such as Bellini’s La 

sonnambula from several years earlier, denoting that composers of this time equated the 

two types of madness. In a noumenalistic context, the use of these techniques together 

compile an image of the madwoman’s psyche, allowing listeners to hear what she hears, 

to delve momentarily into her mind and madness; recollections of musical lines portray 

various memories coming to the surface of her subconscious, while their fragmented 

nature and orchestral presentation forcibly divides the audience’s concept of the 

memories from the voice and makes it a dramatic other.  

Tomlinson (1999) argues that the comparative lyricism of “Una macchia” (as 

opposed to madness concentrated in recitative, which is rarely melodic or lyrical – see 

Lucia) allows for a depth of noumenalism, even in its great differences from other scenes 
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of this kind (p. 95). In fact, what makes Lady’s scene so striking are the departures from 

these established mad scene conventions; by this point, the departed-from-the-norm 

techniques used by Donizetti and Bellini may have been seemed a bit tired, to the point 

where their once-radical departure had become the norm. Therefore, acrobatics 

eschewed, Verdi attempts to invoke catatonic realism into Lady’s hushed, fragmented 

lines on a higher level than his predecessors or contemporaries. The fact that a lengthy 

recitative section is completely lacking and replaced by a short scena introduction of 

which the madwoman is not even involved speaks to his desire to upend the tradition, as 

does its avoidance of thematic material. Though the scena is indeed thematic in its 

presentation of three distinct themes, these themes are never present when Lady herself 

sings. The focus is instead on two gestures; a small repetitive scalar motion outlining the 

devilish interval of a tritone in companion with her hands, and the half-step ♭6 – 5 motion 

so associated with the impending doom of Lady, her husband, and, by the end of the 

opera, the entire country of Scotland as she knows it. 

However, this orchestral voice serves not as a blatant auditory hallucination, such 

as the imagined voice of a lover, but resists obvious objectification as a representation of 

an underlying psychic force. This rocking ♭6 – 5 motion, heard throughout the scene and 

the opera, acts simultaneously as an outside voice and a remembered theme, a repetitive 

lament of ongoing despair which casts subliminal messages all over the stage, becoming 

even stronger as it comes to fully imitate Macbeth’s original iteration of 5 – ♭6 – 5. 

Lady’s noumenalistic awareness (arguably the only awareness she possesses) is thus 

linked with her husband’s, as he was the original voice of the half-step motion following 
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both the murder and his hallucinatory dagger scene, which thus cast himself into a 

noumenal realm as well. Their joint descent into chaos and victimization at the witches’ 

hands is made obvious by her subconscious and the orchestra. Though her entire scene is 

one of remembrance, this motion is the only outside musical cue that signifies that fact; 

all the other indications of this being a reliving experience are in Lady’s text. As an 

inherent focus on the past in operatic mad scenes is common and pervasive, Lady’s scene 

is no different. The placement of her mind in the past while composing completely new 

music for this entire scene, with only tiny cells of a musical idea meant to cue past 

events, places a great amount of emphasis on the reminiscent musical motion. As the 

sleepwalking music has not been heard before and will not be heard again, the focus is 

more on the half-step gesture, which has now essentially achieved the stature of a 

leitmotif. However, it also serves a more sinister, prophetic purpose – one of Verdi’s 

intentions with the falling motive in the English horn was to be a replacement for a death-

rattle (Budden, 1973, p. 305).  

As her fellow madwomen do, Lady speaks to her love in the last section 

(“Andiam Macbetto”); however, unlike the loving sighs or frantic pleas directed towards 

Edgardo or Arturo, Lady is directing him. Still reliving the aftermath of Duncan’s 

murder, she tells Macbeth to go to bed, so as to allay any suspicion. Interestingly, this is 

the only control that she has in her entire scene; presumably, he obeys her (as he did that 

night), but there is no audible sign of him. Macbeth does not sing back to her – in fact, 

besides the half-step motion imitating his “tutto e finito!” line, there is no representation 

of him anywhere in the scene (and she therefore has no one to manipulate). This absence 

is conspicuous in comparison to other mad scenes, where a lover is almost always present 
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in one manifestation or another; however, those madwomen are in such a state because of 

their abandonment. Lady, on the other hand, has been infected with the power of the 

witches and the greed of the crown. She has her man, but she has lost her control, her 

personality, and soon, her life. There is only one noumenal representation in this scene 

because it is the only one necessary: an omnipresent entity that has taken any control that 

Lady originally had, and now stands back to gloat – it’s all over.  

Daniel Albright (2005) offers an interpretation that could be used in conjunction 

with Tomlinsons’s, commenting on the witches’ influence on the Macbeths throughout 

the opera. Even from the Act I duet, Lady is becoming privy to the witches’ convoluted 

mind games, and through the course of the plot, though she never interacts with them 

directly, they shape her music and her character. By goading Macbeth into creating the 

witches’ reality, she takes on a role as a witch; as she incriminates the king’s guards by 

smearing blood on them, she is off-stage for a mere sixteen bars before returning, 

successful. She works in “witches time,” and is being transported to their realm of 

unnatural manipulation and condemnation (p. 245). The witches and Lady have an 

unlikely teacher-student relationship; she takes unintentional lessons in their authority 

and sheer power. However, Lady is mortal – not meant to bear the weight of this 

incredible power, she breaks. Perhaps because of the abnormal nature of Macbeth and the 

unnaturalness of its characters, the sleepwalking scene is almost an anti-mad-scene in 

relation to the standard treatment of an unsound mind – Verdi composes a different kind 

of insanity, catatonia rather than hysterics being the main objective. Lady’s music, and 

her disconnection from it, has spoken: her demonic nature shattered, she no longer 

belongs in this world.  
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•  •  • 

This collection of madwomen – Lucia, Elvira, Dinorah, and Lady – find 

commonalities in their madness, but are portrayed in drastically different manners. The 

first two are thrust into the same situation; abandoned by their lovers, Lucia and Elvira 

are left to their own devices and employ trademark musical hysterics in attempts to defy 

their gendered and societal confines. However, while Lucia hallucinates, Elvira wanders, 

and however much we cheer for their eventual liberation, neither of them fully breaks 

their bonds to fly. Dinorah, in direct opposition, is relatively confined within her form, 

but is so liberated in her narrative nature and the way in which she satirically reacts to 

operatic confines, that her scene is both a joke and a complete success of feminine 

liberation. Drastic differences from the previous three scenes are observed in Lady 

Macbeth’s scene; dropping into dreamy catatonia, hers is a defiance of defiance. Lady 

obsesses over the past, but no longer has the power to control anyone, including herself – 

instead, she is thrown around by the music before quietly folding to her fate.  

Further research into the ottocento repertoire reveals multiple other scenes that 

may also be analyzed in this nature – several composers present similarly confined and 

potentially defiant madwomen, such as in Donizetti’s Anna Bolena (1830), Bellini’s La 

sonnambula (1831), and Ambroise Thomas’s Hamlet (1868). As it is the way of the 

composer to offer their unique interpretation of whether or not the madwoman embodies 

the courage to break free of her operatic and societal confines, analysis of these scenes – 

hermeneutical as well as philosophical – would likely further expand the knowledge of 

the musical portrayal of the madwoman.  

The noumenalistic aspects of the discussed scenes, again different in quality 

depending on the respective manifestation, offer a hidden layer of meaning beneath the 
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qualities we can ascribe to musical signifiers. Whether screaming out an unfortunate fate 

or representing a lost love, the presence of a significant alternate realm of the psyche with 

which the madwoman can interact allows us, as spectators, to delve deeper into her mind, 

in accordance to how she chooses to play with the noumenal forces. However, the sheer 

presence of cracks in the phenomenal/noumenal division is not enough to push her 

through. To succeed, the madwoman must have the courage and ability to fly. And to be 

liberated, she must embody the honest desire to defy.  
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