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SYNOPSIS

Act One

The party is in full swing at the ducal palace in Mantua. The young duke, a profligate libertine, tells his friend Borsa he intends to seduce a beautiful, unknown lady he has been observing in the church for three months. The Count of Ceprano is fed up with his wife’s escapades and decides to leave the party, but the duke intervenes and seduces the countess. Rigoletto, the spiteful, deformed court fool, ridicules the deceived husband. Marullo, a courtier, is highly agitated because he has important news that causes hilarity all round: Rigoletto has a mistress!

The old Count of Monterone turns up and accuses the duke of raping his daughter, but Rigoletto cynically mocks the dishonoured father. The duke is extremely annoyed and has Monterone arrested. The count curses the indifferent duke and Rigoletto too, who is dismayed.

When he arrives home Rigoletto makes the acquaintance of the terrifying hired assassin, Sparafucile. He then encounters his daughter Gilda, whom he keeps isolated in the fear that he might lose her, his dearest creature. Despite his exhortations, the duena Giovanna lets in the duke, who is disguised as a student. Gilda recognises him as the young man from the church. They declare their love for each other, but a noise outside obliges the duke to flee.

The courtiers, including Ceprano, Borsa and Marullo, all arrive, wearing masks, with the intention of carrying off Rigoletto’s supposed mistress. They fool the suspicious Rigoletto into believing that they are planning to abduct the Countess of Ceprano. In order to join them, Rigoletto is also given a mask to put on. However, this blinds him to such an extent that he takes part in the abduction of his own daughter. Driven to despair, he henceforth believes in the effect of the curse.

Act Two

The duke is disappointed because he has not been able to find Gilda again. However, the courtiers tell him they have abducted her and brought her to the palace. He rushes to console her. Rigoletto, who is the object of the courtiers’ mockery, finally understands that the duke has locked himself up with Gilda. Broken down with grief he at last sees his daughter who, while upset, admits her love for the duke.

Act Three

Rigoletto wants to give her proof that the duke is unfaithful to her. In Sparafucile’s den they together spy on the assassin and his sister, the gipsy girl Maddalena, who is flirting with the duke. Rigoletto sends Gilda away again, as she is in despair, while he commences his revenge. He gives Sparafucile half the money to murder the duke, but demands to throw the body in the river himself. Maddalena begs her brother to spare her handsome lover and to kill Rigoletto instead. At first Sparafucile refuses, but in the end he gives Maddalena a chance: he will kill the first person to come in before midnight. Gilda, who has returned anyway despite her father’s orders, hears everything and sacrifices herself to save the duke.

Rigoletto comes to claim the body. When he is about to throw the sack in the river, enjoying the victory of the fool over his omnipotent master, he hears the duke’s familiar voice. Staggered, he opens the sack and discovers his dying daughter, who asks forgiveness and breathes her last.

Rigoletto is left alone, crushed by the curse.
