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    Cruda,  funesta  smania  tu m’hai svegliata [zveata]  in  petto!
    Cruel,     deadly    obsession  you have awakened    in  (my) chest!
     (Normanno in Lucia di Lammermoor).

Four points to note in the above extract from Lucia:

Wherever possible I have written a precise translation in English 1.	
directly below each Italian word. This is the classic interlinear 
translation method mentioned above and there is nothing like it 
for understanding  the meanings of words and learning to think in 
the target language. Through this method you actually see all the 
connections: word for word, function for function, meaning for 
meaning; there  is no paraphrasing or guessing involved. Of course 
it doesn’t always work to translate word for word and when this 
is the case I use a paraphrase or give an explanation if the phrase 
can’t be translated word for word. (the “m” in “m’hai svegliata” 
can’t be translated directly. It is  a ‘dative of advantage’ , a con-
struction which I explain in great detail in Chapter Eight. These 
datives are extremely common in Italian but comparatively  rare 
in  English.)

I have made extensive use of the International Phonetic Alphabet 2.	
and I have included a lengthy  chapter (Chapter Two) on the sounds 
and stress pattern of Italian. Words containing difficult sounds (es-
pecially sounds not found in English) are transcribed phonetically 
e.g., “svegliata” [zveata]. Here the IPA helps you remember the 
correct sounds of the words which you are studying. If you can 
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remember how the words are pronounced you are able to remember 
them easier. 

Music with staff lines is often included. This helps you  to learn 3.	
the language of opera in its musical context. It also helps you  to 
appreciate the intimate synergy between music and words. Students 
of voice, members of opera choruses, etc. should  find this feature 
especially useful.

The first “a” of “smania” in the 4.	 Lucia extract above  is underlined to 
help you get the correct stress. If this syllable were not underlined 
you would have no clue as to where to accent the word. Stress in 
Italian is a major problem for non-Italians because so many words 
don’t follow the norm (which is theoretically stress on the second 
to the last syllable) and are therefore completely unpredictable. 
Again, I have tried to make Operatic Italian as helpful as possible 
for students of voice who ignore such things as stress at their peril. 
I have underlined many, but not all, cases of unpredictable stress.

Throughout Operatic Italian I have used many extracts from operas not 
only to clarify grammar points but also to show the enormous range of 
artistry found in libretti. These extracts are useful as a learning device, 
enabling readers to intuit or extrapolate patterns or “rules” on their 
own. With each quotation one’s knowledge increases and one absorbs, 
often  subliminally, (but none the less effectively for that!) many of the 
major grammar points which have already been discussed. Perhaps less 
obvious: these quotations (in combination with the interlinear transla-
tions) enable the reader to grasp, subconsciously, certain aspects of the 
language which are not yet under discussion e.g. a certain quotation 
might be used to illustrate adjectives but in studying it one can’t help 
but notice which are the verbs and what their function is. Some quota-
tions are used more than once; this is deliberate.

Operatic Italian also contains esthetic and historical remarks, anec-
dotes, quotations from Verdi’s correspondence, photos and fifteen self-
testing exercises (with answer keys at the back of the book) to help 
you monitor your progress. 


