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Abstract: The present work aims to analyze the technical-stylistic dimensions involved in the interpretation 
of the role of Baron Scarpia in Giacomo Puccini's opera Tosca, approaching the role from an 
interdisciplinary perspective that combines musicological, vocal-technical, dramaturgical and 
interpretative analysis. Starting from the study of the score, specialized literature and reference recordings, 
the research highlights the way in which Puccini constructs a negative character of exceptional dramatic 
force, as well as the complex requirements imposed on the contemporary interpreter. The elements of vocal 
technique, the construction of the musical phrase, the relationship with the orchestra, the use of the leitmotif 
and the scenic strategies that contribute to the shaping of a convincing and stylistically coherent 
interpretation are analyzed. The study also follows the way in which the interpretive tradition has evolved 
from 20th century models to contemporary directorial and aesthetic perspectives, in which Scarpia is 
perceived not only as an antagonist, but also as an expression of the institutionalized abuse of power. 
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Introduction 
 

The opera Tosca, which premiered on January 14, 1900, at the Teatro Costanzi in Rome, 
represents one of the peaks of Puccini's creation and a fundamental landmark of the veristic 
aesthetics, characterized by dramatic intensity, emotional realism and a profound interdependence 
between text, music and stage action. In this context, the role of Baron Scarpia stands out as one 
of the most complex and demanding creations intended for the baritone voice in the entire universal 
lyrical repertoire, requiring not only vocal virtuosity, but also exceptional acting qualities to render 
the cruelty, hypocrisy and sensuality of the character. Scarpia is not only the dramatic antagonist, 
but also a catalyst for the entire action, whose presence is felt even in his absence through the 
associated musical material. 

The research is based on the need for a systematic approach to the technical and stylistic 
problems involved in the interpretation of this role, in the context of an interpretative tradition of 
remarkable richness and diversity. At the same time, the study aims to highlight the manner in 
which the interaction between vocal expression and stage dramaturgical structure contributes to 
the configuration of the character's artistic profile. 

 
1. Objectives 

 
The paper aims to provide a relevant and applicable analytical framework for both 

performers and teachers as well as for  researchers in the field of lyrical art. The scientific approach 
is based on an analytical research, oriented towards interpretative and comparative investigations. 
The methodology used includes the analysis of the score, the consultation of the specialized 
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literature, the examination of interviews with performers, as well as the listening of representative 
interpretations, from reference recordings to recent productions of opera theaters, in order to 
critically evaluate contemporary stage practice. The study corpus was completed by using the 
edited Ricordi scores, archival materials, published interviews and current critical analyses. 

 
2. The musical-dramatic construction of the character Scarpia 

 
Scarpia is predominantly defined by a concise, dissonant and incisive motif, associated 

with an authoritarian and violent dramatic profile. His function in the opera is as a catalyst of 
tension, and the reappearance of his leitmotif at key moments gives the character a symbolic 
dimension, linked to the idea of implacable destiny and oppressive force. Scarpia's leitmotif, built 
around the tritone interval (traditionally considered "diabolus in musica"), is one of the most 
striking examples of musical characterization in early 20th-century Italian opera. The appearance 
of this motif and others in the orchestra not only signals the character's physical entrance, but also 
his psychological influence, as he is present in various forms throughout the opera even when the 
character is not on stage,2 functioning as a unifying element of the dramatic and psychological 
discourse. 3 

Baron Scarpia is more than an individual antagonist: he is the institutionalized expression 
of political and moral violence. Puccini and librettists Luigi Illica and Giuseppe Giacosa place him 
at the center of an oppressive system, in which legal, religious, and personal power overlap in a 
toxic way. Thus, Scarpia is not just an "evil" character, but a dramatic mechanism that catalyzes 
the tragedy of all the other characters. This dimension is emphasized by the fact that Scarpia 
exercises his authority in symbolic spaces - the church (Sant'Andrea della Valle), the government 
palace (Palazzo Farnese) - which amplifies the musical and scenic significance of each appearance. 

Puccini uses dense orchestration and dissonant harmonies to suggest the oppressive and 
violent character of the personage, contrasting radically with the lyricism of the themes associated 
with the characters Floria Tosca and Cavaradossi. Thus, music becomes an extremely precise 
instrument of psychological characterization. 

Musicological analyses emphasize that Puccini uses unstable, often chromatic harmonies, 
and a heavy, brass-dominated orchestra, to create a constant feeling of oppression. This technique 
brings Puccini closer to Wagnerian procedures, but adapted to the Italian veristic sensibility. 

 
3. Technical dimensions of vocal interpretation 

 
The role of Scarpia is situated in a central-low tessitura, calling for a dramatic baritone or 

possibly a bass-baritone voice. Although the range is not extreme, the density of the orchestra and 
the requirement for a constant volume impose a solid technique of projection and vocal resistance, 
not just extension. A compact and ample emission is required, adapted to the dense Puccini 
orchestra, with an emphasis on dramatic declamation (intensely sustained parlando).  

The tessitura, the most frequented and comfortable area of the voice in which the role is 
written, is a central one, specific to a dramatic baritone, located predominantly between the notes 
C in the small octave (C3) and E in the first octave (E4).  

   The vocal writing, characterized by intense declamation and intervallic leaps (true 
expressive explosions in the high register), requires a solid technique of sound support, a strong 
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3 Julian Budden. 2002. Puccini: His Life and Works. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 310–315. 

Education, Research, Creation 
Vol. 12 No. 1 - 2026 10



projection and resistance, a very good management of the central-low register, verismo „asking 
for a direct but technically controlled expressiveness.”4 

Richard Miller emphasizes that the dramatic baritone must maintain "the balance between 
resonance and flexibility, without sacrificing the naturalness of the emission.”5 In the case of 
Scarpia, this requirement is amplified by the orchestral density and the numerous declamatory 
moments. According to Julian Budden, „Puccini transforms the orchestra into a permanent 
psychological commentator of the action”6, and in the case of Scarpia this technique reaches one 
of its most elaborate forms. The musical phrases are often long, with declamatory accents, 
requiring advanced respiratory control. The performer must maintain clarity of diction and 
expressive intensity without compromising the stability of the emission.  

From the perspective of vocal pedagogy, the role is frequently used as an example of a 
balance between dramatic expression and technical discipline. Corneliu Murgu highlights the 
importance of economy of emission and breath control in the verist repertoire, emphasizing that 
“the force of expression must not be confused with excessive pressure on the vocal apparatus”7, 
and Mosco Carner states that „The real difficulty of the character of Scarpia lies in maintaining 
the elegance of the musical line under the pressure of dramatic tension.”8. These observations are 
essential for maintaining the vocal longevity of the performers, as an often under estimated aspect 
of the role of Scarpia is the high level of vocal endurance required throughout the opera. Although 
the character does not sing in the third act, the extreme intensity of acts I and II requires careful 
management of vocal resources. The baritone must sing constantly over a dense orchestra, 
avoiding forcing the sound, which would compromise both the timbre quality and the technical 
safety. The relationship between voice and orchestra is one of the essential elements of Puccini's 
dramaturgy. William Ashbrook and Harold Powers observe that the orchestra in Tosca becomes 
an extension of the psychological universe of the characters, having the capacity to suggest in 
advance or to intensify the dramatic tension.9. In the Te Deum scene, the superimposition of the 
liturgical choir over Scarpia's speech generates a symbolic tension of great complexity, 
transforming the scene into a true dramatic climax, Scarpia representing a symbol of power 
exercised through psychological manipulation.10 

Articulation, diction, legato and phrasing are closely linked, although they characterize 
different aspects, they have common principles of education. A legato will only be beautiful when 
the notes are connected with the same tonal color and with good highlighting of each tone. In 
connection with correct articulation and legato, it is important to highlight that it is not possible to 
acquire a type of musical phrasing in words and in the notes of the passage unless the generating 
tone works independently of the articulation process. The production of the tone must not 
disadvantage the articulation, but also educating a song on an exaggerated articulation disturbs the 
vibrato, the continuity of the legato, the aesthetics of the tone attack, the phrasing on controlled 
breathing. Antonio Scotti emphasized since 1917 the importance of precise articulation and 
dynamic control, so that the violence of the character is suggested and not shouted.11 This 
observation remains perfectly valid in contemporary interpretative practice.  

 
4 Rodolfo Celletti. 1989. A History of Bel Canto. Oxford: Clarendon Press, p. 312. 
5 Richard Miller. 1996. On the Art of Singing. New York: Oxford University Press, p. 154. 
6 Julian Budden. op. cit. p. 311. 
7 Corneliu Murgu. 2004. Arta cântului. Timișoara: Eurostampa, p. 98. 
8 Mosco Carner. 1958. Puccini: A Critical Biography. London: Duckworth, p. 427. 
9 William Ashbrook, Harold Powers. 1985. Puccini’s Tosca. New York: Oxford University Press, p. 289. 
10 Carolyn Abbate, Roger Parker. 2012. A History of Opera. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, p. 387. 
11 Kenneth.S. Clark. February 10, 1917. How Scotti perfects a master rôle. Retrieved May 19, 2026, from 
https://www.musicalamerica.com/pages/index.cfm?pagename=2-10-1917_p3&historical, p. 3. 
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Puccini pays particular attention to the prosody of the Italian language, and for Scarpia, the 
text becomes an instrument of manipulation and domination. Performers, such as Tito Gobbi, have 
demonstrated that the maximum dramatic impact is not achieved through excessive volume, but 
through nuance and control of expressive accents, André Tubeuf underlining that Gobbi renders 
the dimension of evil through the fineness of the accent and the subtlety of the dramatic intention.12 

Clarity of diction and the correct emphasis of the word are essential for the credibility of 
the character, but in Giacomo Puccini, the declamation is not a recitative separate from the melody, 
but becomes a fluid lyrical declamation, integrated directly into the orchestral flow, in moments 
of maximum emotional declamation, the instruments in the orchestra (especially the violins or the 
cello) doubling the vocal line to give it weight and brilliance. Puccini combines the harsh realism 
of the verist movement with a profound melodiousness, rapidly alternating moments of passionate 
declamation with great lyrical explosions, which enhance realism and theatrical tension. 

 
4. Stylistic and expressive dimensions 

 
Contemporary analyses of veristic aesthetics insist on the profoundly realistic character of 

Puccini's writing. According to Michele Girardi, the composer pursues continuity of musical and 
theatrical expression, with an almost cinematic fluidity, constituting one of the most modern 
features of Puccini's language,13 which explains the permanent fluidity between recitative, arioso 
and lyrical explosion. For the performer, this continuity implies a permanent adaptation of vocal 
color and expressive intensity. 

The stylistic interpretation of Scarpia involves avoiding caricature of the character. 
Contemporary analyses emphasize the importance of an approach that highlights the intellectual 
and political dimension of the character, not just his brutality. 

The end of Act I, the famous scene known as the Te Deum, represents one of the most 
impressive pages in the history of the opera. The superimposition of the sacred discourse with 
Scarpia’s erotic monologue represents one of the most complex interpretative challenges, here 
Scarpia simultaneously asserts his political power, erotic desire and false religious piety. From an 
interpretative point of view, the scene demands an exceptional mastery of the balance between 
vocal expression and expressive subtlety. The superimposition of the liturgical choir over Scarpia’s 
monologue creates a contrast of extreme symbolic force, “In Act I’s famous Te Deum, the church 
resounds with sacred praise, but Scarpia’s thoughts are anything but holy. As incense swirls, he 
revels in his obsession, practically thanking heaven for delivering Tosca into his grasp. It is one of 
opera’s most shocking contrasts: sacred music drenched in unholy lust.”14   

The second act concentrates the dramatic essence of Scarpia. Here, the baritone must 
construct a subtle psychological evolution: from cold control, to sadistic jubilation, then to the 
surprise and vulnerability of the moment of death. Effective interpretation requires great 
expressive flexibility, without breaking stylistic coherence. 

Modern analyses emphasize that Scarpia should not be interpreted as a hysterical 
individual, but as a calculated manipulator, whose cruelty is all the more terrifying because it is 
exercised calmly. 

 

 
12 André Tubeuf. 1984. Leçons de musique. Paris: Gallimard, p. 203. 
13 Michele Girardi. 2000. Puccini: His International Art. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, pp. 241. 
14 September 8, 2025. Retrieved May 19, 2026, from https://wno.org.uk/news/sin-seduction-and-scarpia-the-seven-deadly-sins-
of-tosca/. 
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5. Interpretative tradition and contemporary perspectives 
 
Interpretation models 
From a stylistic perspective, the role of Scarpia requires the performer to constantly 

alternate between dramatic declamation and cantabile phrasing, typical of Puccini's language. 
Mosco Carner believes that the real difficulty of the character lies not in the intensity of expression, 
but in the ability to maintain the elegance of the musical line under the pressure of dramatic 
tension.15 This observation explains why the great performers of the role have avoided theatrical 
exaggerations and have privileged expressive nuance. 

În In the Italian interpretive tradition, Tito Gobbi (1913-1984) is often considered the ideal 
model of balance between acting and vocal rigor, remaining a fundamental landmark, considered 
by many specialists to be the reference performer of the role of Scarpia. In the famous 1953 
recording, under the baton of Victor de Sabata, Gobbi creates a Scarpia of a rarely encountered 
psychological intensity, without sacrificing vocal precision, his approach often being cited as a 
model of "art that hides art". The use of extremely clear diction and rigorous control of accents is 
noticeable, which gives the character remarkable stage authority. 

Another singer who represents the tradition of the old Italian school of Canto is the 
legendary Giuseppe Taddei (1916-2010), a giant of the Opera, a performer who possessed a vocal 
technique characterized by a rich harmonic spectrum and a remarkable dramatic intelligence. 
Unlike some baritones who shout or recite the role, Taddei sang every note with an impeccable 
vocal line. The extraordinary recording we are referring to, with Herbert von Karajan at the lectern, 
was made in September 1962 in the famous Sofiensaal hall in Vienna. 

Leonard Warren (1957 recording, made for the RCA Victor record label, conductor: Erich 
Leinsdorf, conducting the Orchestra and Chorus of the Opera of Rome) and George London (1959 
recording, made for the Decca record label, conductor: Francesco Molinari-Pradelli, conducting 
the Orchestra and Chorus of the National Academy of Santa Cecilia in Rome) also offered 
interpretations marked by massive vocal force, illustrating the authoritarian dimension of the 
character.  

Contemporary interpretations and modern stagings 
Contemporary performers tend towards a more accentuated internalization of the character, 

adapted to modern sensibilities. Contemporary performers propose a more internalized approach, 
focused on the psychological sophistication and moral ambiguity of the character. This orientation 
is often supported by modern directors, who contextualize the action of the opera in current 
political frameworks, increasing the relevance of the character for contemporary audiences. 

We will mention here a few baritones or bass-baritones: Ludovic Tézier (recording from 
2025, released by the famous Deutsche Grammophon record label, conductor: Daniel Harding, 
conducting the Orchestra and Choir of the National Academy of Santa Cecilia in Rome); Sir Bryn 
Terfel (recording from 2011, Royal Opera House (Covent Garden), conductor: Sir Antonio 
Pappano); George Gagnidze (recording from 2009, Metropolitan Opera, conductor: Joseph 
Colaneri); Gerald Finley (recording from 2025, Royal Opera House (Covent Garden), conductor: 
Jakub Hrůša); Erwin Schrott (recording from 2019, Gran Teatre del Liceu, conductor: John Fiore). 

In terms of stage construction, numerous contemporary directors have reinterpreted the 
figure of Scarpia in the key of modern authoritarianism and political abuse, and Carolyn Abbate 
and Roger Parker state that the character represents “a symbol of power exercised through 
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psychological manipulation and institutional control.”16 This perspective has significantly 
influenced the way in which contemporary performers construct their stage relationship with Floria 
Tosca and Cavaradossi. 

 
6. Conclusions 
 

Succesul The interpretative success of the role depends on the balance between vocal 
endurance, expressive refinement and dramaturgical intelligence, the interpretation of Scarpia 
presupposing not only the mastery of a difficult score, but also the ability to construct a credible 
and complex dramatic character. The convergence between vocal technique, stage expressiveness 
and understanding of Puccini's musical language transforms this role into a true criterion of artistic 
maturity for any dramatic baritone. 

A profound analysis of the technical-stylistic dimensions of the Scarpia role demonstrates 
that it represents one of the most complex and demanding creations for the baritone voice in the 
lyrical repertoire. It is not the purely vocal difficulty that defines this role, but the need for a perfect 
synthesis between technique, expressiveness and dramaturgical intelligence. 

Comparing the interpretations allowed the identification of stylistic constants, but also of 
differences determined by vocal schools or directorial orientations. 

The role of Scarpia in Tosca represents a synthesis of technical and artistic demands that 
require the performer to have an advanced mastery of vocal technique, a deep understanding of 
the veristic style and a special dramatic capacity. The interpretation of Scarpia presupposes a deep 
understanding of Puccini's musical language, of the veristic aesthetics and of the interpretative 
tradition, but also the ability to adapt these elements to contemporary stage sensibility. Therefore, 
the role remains a supreme test of artistic maturity for any baritone, interpretative success 
depending on the balance between vocal force, expressive refinement and dramaturgical 
coherence. Through this research, Scarpia's status as one of the most complex baritone roles in the 
lyrical repertoire is confirmed. 
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