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Abstract

Following the premiere of Tosca in January 1900, Giacomo Puccini’s progressive critics generally took
issue with two main aspects of the opera: the first was the composer’s supposedly unoriginal modes
of expression, and the second was the work’s scandalous plot. While many attributed the dark tone
of Tosca to its French source, Sardou’s melodrama La Tosca, I contend that there is an underlying
context for both the dramatic and the musical unsavouriness of Puccini’s verismo opera: the
Italian fascination with criminology. Beginning in the 1870s after Italian unification, positivist crim-
inologists, led by Cesare Lombroso, sought to locate the organic causes of criminality and believed
that deviancy was objectively readable through the body. Lombroso further conceptualised the ‘born
criminal’ as an exceptional individual that was predisposed to artistic expression. His theories,
rooted in deeply troubling stereotypes and conventional wisdom, gained traction with a bourgeois
public as well as with contemporary luminaries, including Giuseppe Giacosa, one of Puccini’s libret-
tists. Drawing on Lombroso’s writings, letters and archived objects, I show how the criminologist’s
bourgeois version of perversity provides a valuable framework to evaluate the derivative modes of
deviant expression present not only in Tosca, but within verismo opera at large.
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In the San Salvario neighbourhood of Turin sits Cesare Lombroso’s Museum of Criminal
Anthropology, an institution in which small exhibition halls and shadowy rooms resemble
large curiosity cabinets. In this space the remains of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century incarcerated individuals and deemed deviants have found their final resting place.
Nearly thirty skeletons stand in a queue near the entrance to one of the museum’s main
halls, as if greeting visitors with their morbid forms. A bedecked outfit once worn by the
notorious Italian brigand Antonio Gasparoni is displayed in a privileged position in the
museum’s main room; an informational panel positioned below the flashy outfit recounts
Lombroso’s acquisition of the outlaw’s skull. Hundreds of crania sit neatly in macabre
camaraderie in glass-front cabinets, once scrupulously studied for atavistic physical char-
acteristics, including dimples, asymmetry and indentations. Some are intact, while others
remain scarred by the scientist’s saw. Remnants of infamous bandits such as Gasparoni
coexist alongside those of lesser-known figures. Countless photographs of violent crim-
inals – many of which are organised by race, similar physiological and phrenological fea-
tures and sex – are displayed near death masks. Sitting side-by-side, the wax faces of
thieves and homicidal killers stare out onto the museum’s wooden floors. Displayed
among these numerous corporeal objects are decorated water pitchers, drawings,
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engravings, paintings, poetry and mechanical trinkets created by those once imprisoned
or in asylum, adding a further dimension to the sinister space.

These collected items represent the culmination of the troubling work of Cesare
Lombroso and his protégés in the field of criminal anthropology. Beginning in the
1870s, the field of positivist criminology, led by Lombroso (1835–1909), sought to locate
the organic causes of criminality. Rejecting metaphysics in favour of empiricism, propo-
nents believed that deviancy and criminality were objectively readable through the body’s
physiognomy and physique. Lombroso’s perspectives gained traction in Italy in the dec-
ades following unification, as they offered distinguishable reasons for the number of
seemingly uncontrollable issues that plagued the new nation, including persistent violent
and organised crime, increased poverty in the nation’s southern regions, and the precar-
ious economic conditions and political changes that came with urbanisation and
industrialisation.

Lombroso believed that criminality was legible in highly expressive ways, including
through abnormal modes of verbal expression, the artistic work of incarcerated indivi-
duals and signs of inscription – particularly tattoos (Figure 1).1 Through his longstanding
fascination with arte brut – a term he came to use in reference to poetry, writings and art
objects created by asylum dwellers and incarcerated people – Lombroso moreover concep-
tualised the criminal as an exceptional, if problematic, individual capable of raw artistic
expression. Many of his theories were based on pre-existent gendered and racist stereo-
types from literature, taken to extremes through newfound claims of scientific objectivity

Figure 1. ‘Tatuaggi delinquenti’ from L’uomo delinquente, 5th edn (Turin, 1898).

1 See for instance Lombroso’s introductory chapter on criminal tattoos in the first edition (1876) of Criminal
Man [L’uomo delinquente], trans. Mary Gibson and Nicole Hahn Rafter (Durham, NC, 2006), 58–62. Suzanne
Stewart-Steinberg has also argued that Lombroso’s interests in tattoos, graffiti and handwriting were classifica-
tory signs of deviancy and normalcy. See Stewart-Steinberg, The Pinocchio Effect: On Making Italians (1860–1920)
(Chicago, 2007), 254–61.
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and empirical study. Lombroso, who fancied himself a poet before turning to science in
order to make a living, never completely eradicated the arts from his work. He integrated
literary and artistic figures, including composers, philosophers and writers, as sources for
discussion within his works on deviancy. His theories gained remarkable traction with a
bourgeois public audience as well as with artistic luminaries of his time.

Yet during his life, it appears that Lombroso did not realise the breadth of his influence
over artistic production. Placed amidst the ‘raw art’ objects and pieces that decorate the
otherwise macabre Museum of Criminal Anthropology, a plaque written by one of the
museum’s curators offers a reflection on the impact of the scientist’s work in the last dec-
ades of his life: Lombroso ‘never seemed to see the possible connections [of his work] with
the artistic manifestations of his time, and he did not sense the potential scope that the
interpretation of what he had at hand might have allowed’. This will come as no surprise
to those familiar with Lombroso; his mental capacities failed him in the years leading up
to his death in 1909. The curator’s remark nevertheless raises questions concerning the
scope of the scientist’s influence upon the artistic and musical cultures of Lombroso’s time.

Although cultural historians have long been intrigued by Lombroso’s intensely prob-
lematic and often slippery conceptions of deviancy, it has only been in recent years
that musicologists and literary scholars have begun to question the role of late
nineteenth-century science in Italian musical culture. As Jonathan Robert Hiller has
argued, Lombroso’s criminological writings played a crucial role in building Italian
national consciousness in the post-unification era, and his ideas in turn influenced verismo
literature and depictions of race in Verdi’s Otello.2 In the 2017 issue of the Laboratoire ita-
lien, Jean-Christophe Coffin suggests that Lombroso’s concept of the musical genius was
related to that of the mentally ill, linking the eccentric, artistic persona with the psycho-
logically abnormal individual.3 In the same issue, Pierangelo Gentile further suggests that
Lombroso reserved the concept of genius for German composers such as Wagner, and that
many Italian composers could be better understood as ‘ingenious’, due not only to their
nationality and music, but also to their physiology.4 And while Arman Schwartz has sug-
gested that the shift from mysticism towards positivism within Italian scientific dis-
courses influenced Puccini’s configurations of realist soundscapes, scholars have yet to
examine the impact of the positivists’ prominent criminological projects on the musical
language and dramaturgical conventions of operatic verismo.5

Lombroso’s most influential work in the field of criminology culminated in the 1890s
with the giovane scuola, the generation of composers following Verdi whose verismo works
often featured deviant characters – including criminals, prostitutes and libertines – which
came to dominate the Italian operatic scene. The particular connections between criminal
anthropology and verismo were by no means coincidental. The literary leaders of the ver-
ismo movement, Giovanni Verga and Luigi Capuana, both knew Lombroso and used the-
matic ideas from the scientist’s works in their own writings. Lombroso’s visions of the
Italian South, conception of the born criminal and descriptions of the female prostitute

2 Jonathan Robert Hiller, ‘“Bodies that Tell”: Physiognomy, Race and Gender in Late Nineteenth- and Early
Twentieth-Century Literature and Opera’ (PhD diss., University of California, Los Angeles, 2009), 218–311.

3 Jean-Christophe Coffin, ‘L’exploration du musicien italien à la fin du XIXe siècle: entre médicalisation et
paradoxe’, Laboratoire italien 20 (November 2017). https://journals.openedition.org/laboratoireitalien/1632.

4 Pierangelo Gentile, ‘L’anomalia Verdi, ovvero la resa del professore: il pensiero di Cesare Lombroso sulla
musica’, Laboratoire italien 20 (November 2017). https://journals.openedition.org/laboratoireitalien/1640.

5 Arman Schwartz, Puccini’s Soundscapes: Realism and Modernity in Italian Opera (Florence, 2016), 47–8. Alexander
Rehding’s recent study on Salome and contemporary discourses on degeneracy briefly discusses Lombroso’s crim-
inological contributions as part of a broader unpacking of the ‘diseased’ or ‘unhealthy’ qualities perceived in
Strauss’s opera during its early reception. See Rehding, ‘Unsound Seeds’, in Nineteenth-Century Opera and the
Scientific Imagination, eds. David Trippett and Benjamin Walton (Cambridge, 2019), 303–34.
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informed a number of characters in Verga’s and Capuana’s works, and in turn Lombroso’s
literary style was inspired by his literary colleagues. While Verga’s and Capuana’s works
were adapted as operatic texts – most notably Verga’s short story, then play, Cavalleria
rusticana – the link between Lombroso and contemporary opera is more direct: play-
wrights, librettists and composers were familiar with the scientist’s work. In particular,
Giuseppe Giacosa, the playwright and co-librettist for a number of Puccini’s operas,
including Manon Lescaut, La bohème, Tosca and Madama Butterfly, was a close friend of
Lombroso and frequented his salon in Turin throughout the 1890s. The French playwright
Victorien Sardou, who composed the text source for Giacosa and Luigi Illica’s libretto for
Tosca, was said to have incorporated Lombroso’s ideas within his plays.6

The criminal anthropologist’s aestheticised model of deviancy allows us to better con-
ceptualise the sociocultural roots that underline modes of character expression in verismo.
It also offers an opportunity to revisit critically the coalescence of art and life that largely
distinguishes the dramatic environment of Italian opera produced during this era.
Drawing on Lombroso’s work together with sources from the Archivio Lombroso, the
Museum of Criminal Anthropology and the Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography
in Turin, I demonstrate how Puccini’s Tosca (1900) articulates Lombroso’s signs of expres-
sive deviancy. The composer’s recycled modes of lyrical and motivic expression in the
characters of Cavaradossi and Scarpia, respectively, call into question the significance
of romantic stylistic gestures within verismo opera. In light of the critical anxiety felt
by writers and critics concerning the shifting status of character type, plot lines, vocality
and sound at the height of operatic verismo, this article reveals how contemporary crim-
inological theories provided an avenue for composers such as Puccini to subvert modes of
subjective, romantic expression to new scientifically inspired ends. Ultimately,
Lombroso’s bourgeois version of Italian perversity helped shape verismo’s dramaturgical
modes of expressing social deviance and character objectivity for turn-of-the-century
Italian audiences.

Deviating from the norm: Lombroso in post-unification Italy

Lombroso was considered the most influential Italian thinker of the end of the nineteenth
century, and he provoked a shift in Italian attitudes towards criminality and social devi-
ancy. Following unification, citizens were confronted with continual rises in crime, pov-
erty and violence, and were troubled by the lack of cultural cohesiveness that
characterised their new Italy after centuries of existence as separate nation states. As
Mary Gibson and Nicole Hahn Rafter have observed, Lombroso’s concerns about locating
and studying marginalised populations within Italy were prompted by the economic and
political changes that came with democratisation, industrialisation and regionalised
urbanisation.7 Italy felt the weight of an inferiority complex: the nation’s identity rested
largely on the notion that marginalisation was a central element of modern Italianness.8

The esteemed literary historian and pedagogue Francesco de Sanctis, who served as Italy’s
Minister of Public Education for a number of years in the 1860s and 1870s, championed
the power of free will by which Italians might educate themselves, and particularly
their children, out of these attitudes of cultural marginalisation, inferiority and even

6 Letter IT SMAUT Lombroso 144.4. In this letter, social critic Max Nordau shared with Lombroso that Sardou
referenced Lombroso’s writings in his 1897 play Spiritisme.

7 Gibson and Rafter, ‘Introduction’, Criminal Man, 15.
8 Stewart-Steinberg, The Pinocchio Effect, 2; Alexandra Wilson, The Puccini Problem: Opera, Nationalism and

Modernity (Cambridge, 2007), 11–13; Hiller, ‘“Bodies that Tell”’, 18–30.
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insincerity.9 The emerging school of positivist scientists also felt responsible for making
sense of these changes. Their approach, however, contrasted with De Sanctis’s pedagogical
model of educational and moral reform. To solve the perceived problem of Italy’s cultural
degeneracy and the so-called ‘atavistic’ members of its population, the positivists con-
ducted studies in criminology to find the empirical roots of the nation’s cultural
vices.10 The positivists believed that by identifying, separating and objectifying its
so-called abnormal or deviant citizens the difficulties of a nation could be resolved or
at the very least alleviated. This theory gained traction through findings from ethno-
logical studies conducted in the 1870s. As a member of the Società italiana di antropologia
e di etnologia [Italian Society of Anthropology and Ethnology], established in 1871,
Lombroso and three other scientists were called on to create and distribute surveys
throughout the country to document physical and anatomical attributes of citizens.11

Among the goals for these questionnaires was to advance, as David Horn describes, ‘an
evolutionary history and a geography of crime’ throughout Italy.12 For Lombroso and
his contemporaries, their intellectual gaze was anxiously turned towards the nation’s
south, which was considered the wellspring of many of its most serious issues.13 Most
alarmingly to the physician, studies showed that cities in the Mezzogiorno (from Rome
southward) had anywhere from fourteen to twenty-three times more crime than com-
parative northern cities.14 By the late 1870s, these concerns caught his keen attention.
He believed that the nation had reached a point of self-destruction with its population
increase and disproportionate rise of violent crime, much of which – particularly brig-
andry – was directed at social and civil institutions.15 Rather than regarding the escalation
of crimes as an outgrowth of the changing socioeconomic and political changes within the
country, Lombroso theorised that most crimes were committed by descendants of ‘savage’
or ‘prehistoric’ individuals who had not been subject to modern laws but rather to primi-
tive customs. He believed that the criminal type could be physically distinguished from
normative individuals. This influential and to a great extent regionalised mentality con-
cerning Italy’s social problems reached an apogee with Lombroso’s theory of the criminale
nato. Inspired by Bénédict Morel’s concept of degeneration and Arthur de Gobineau’s
racial theories, Lombroso’s ‘born criminal’ was in its most extreme manifestation an evo-
lutionary throwback who could not control its basic instinct for criminal or deviant
behaviour.16

Lombroso’s five editions of L’uomo delinquente (1876–97) addressed these marginalised
populations that aroused concerns within the European and American popular imagina-
tions at the time. Over the five successive versions of this text, Lombroso devoted sections
of his studies to organised crime, poverty and brigandage in southern Italy, exposés about
the atavistic physiognomy most prevalent in lower-class individuals and racial minorities,

9 Stewart-Steinberg, The Pinocchio Effect, 2–15.
10 Mary Gibson, Born to Crime: Cesare Lombroso and the Origins of Biological Criminology (Westport, CT, 2002), 19–33.
11 David Horn, The Criminal Body: Lombroso and the Anatomy of Deviance (New York, 2003), 33–4. Along with his

three other colleagues, Paolo Mantegazza, Moritz Schiff and Arturo Zannetti, Lombroso distributed question-
naires with, as Horn describes, ‘matters as diverse as the pulse, diet, menstruation, and the prevalence of red
hair’.

12 Horn, The Criminal Body, 34.
13 See Horn, The Criminal Body, 38–9, and for a full discussion 29–58. For a complementary discussion of

Lombroso and the South, see Stewart-Steinberg, The Pinocchio Effect, 229–88. Concerning more general discourses
on Italian attitudes towards the Mezzogiorno region in the decades following Italian unification, see John Dickie,
Darkest Italy: The Nation and Stereotypes of the Mezzogiorno, 1860–1900 (New York, 1999).

14 Horn, The Criminal Body, 34.
15 Horn, The Criminal Body, 35.
16 Hiller, ‘“Bodies that Tell”’, 18.
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and the location of intelligence, creativity and even genius of deviant types. He also
included studies of more intrinsic tendencies of deviancy, including particular facial ges-
tures or ticks, claustrophobia, libidinal drive and inclinations towards vagrancy. As
Gibson, Stewart-Steinberg and Horn have all discussed, Lombroso’s works were for a
time understood as offering effective solutions for the seemingly uncontrollable issues
that plagued the nation.17

While Lombroso’s principles were accepted to varying degrees by his contemporaries,
many facets of his work were highly influential amongst scientists and a general reader-
ship in the last decades of the nineteenth century. Lombroso’s theories prompted both
conservative and liberal policy changes within the Italian criminal justice system.18 As
Hiller and Stewart-Steinberg have elaborated, Lombroso attracted non-specialist interest
because of his colloquial, sometimes sensational style of composition as well as his inclu-
sion of topical discussions concerning literature, popular authors, musicians and historical
figures within his treatises.19 He often cited conventional wisdom and earlier literary
tropes to correct stereotypes about deviancy, gender and race in order to impose ‘new’
ideals that were rooted in scientific fact. As Hiller remarks, ‘This retroactive application
of scientific principles to understand past literary figures and musicians allowed the
school to be able to make the case that their theories were universally consistent through-
out history; all that was necessary was for positivist science to discover them.’20 In one
instance in L’uomo delinquente, Lombroso criticised the messages of ‘bad’ writers in
order to insert his own conception of the criminal’s lack of moral consciousness:

Criminals exhibit a certain moral insensitivity. It is not so much that they lack all
feelings, as bad novelists have led us to believe. But certainly the emotions that are
most intense in ordinary men’s hearts seem in the criminal man to be almost silent,
especially after puberty. The first feeling to disappear is sympathy for the misfor-
tunes of others, an emotion that is, according to some psychologists, profoundly
rooted in human nature.21

Though unacademic and casual to a modern audience, his literary references reached his
readers’ cultural sensibilities and helped him garner popularity beyond a scientific read-
ership. Indeed, Lombroso’s work prompted a large-scale shift in Italian reading trends. By
the end of the nineteenth century, scientific texts constituted nearly a third of books
being purchased in Italy.22 This simultaneously marked the waning influence of the
legal class and classical theories of criminality as promoted by Cesare Beccaria in the
eighteenth century. In contrast to Beccaria’s ideology, which suggested that the criminal

17 See Gibson and Rafter, ‘Introduction’, Criminal Man, 15; Horn, The Criminal Body, 34–5; and discussion in
Stewart-Steinberg, ‘In a Dark Continent: Cesare Lombroso’s Other Italy’, in Stewart-Steinberg, The Pinocchio
Effect, 229–68.

18 Gibson, Born to Crime, 22.
19 Lombroso’s colloquial writing style and its influence on the world of literature have been widely recognised

amongst literary and cultural scholars. Annamaria Cavalli Pasini has argued that Lombroso and his colleagues
strategically integrated popular opinion, cultural biases and stereotypes to create a style that was highly jour-
nalistic and often dramatic. See Cavalli Pasini, La scienza del romanzo: romanzo e cultura scientifica tra Otto e
Novecento (Bologna, 1982), 59. Considering the mass appeal of Lombroso’s work, Luigi Guarnieri has argued
that he influenced many famed authors of the time including the scapigliati Praga, Tarchetti, Boito and De
Amicis, as well as foreign writers such as Zola, Poe, Hugo and Doyle. See Guarnieri, L’atlante criminale: vita scriter-
iata di Cesare Lombroso (Milan, 2000), 117–18. Stewart-Steinberg provides a comprehensive summation of these
views in The Pinocchio Effect, 233–4.

20 Hiller, ‘“Bodies that Tell”’, 51.
21 Lombroso, Criminal Man, 63. Emphasis mine.
22 Delia Frigessi, Cesare Lombroso (Turin, 2003), 330.
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was inherently good and that society shaped an individual’s deviant behaviour,
Lombroso’s positivistic stance created irredeemable yet compelling cultural villains.

Lombroso’s unification of science and the arts

An acknowledged polymath, Lombroso brought together the arts and sciences by studying
the creative output of those he considered deviant. Incorporating the writings of
Stendhal, the poetry of Dante, the musings of Berlioz and Rossini and the musical output
of Verdi and Wagner into his publications, he also regarded esteemed creative figures as
apt subjects for intellectual enquiry. Indeed, his earliest efforts to fuse the arts with his
own scientific enquiries drew on his fascination with the psychology of creative genius
and its relationship to insanity and deviancy. He wrote extensively about these ideas
throughout his career in a number of publications, including in the five editions of
L’uomo delinquente, its counterpart La donna delinquente [Criminal Woman] (1895),
Polemica in difesa della scuola criminale positiva [A Polemic in Defence of the Positive
Criminal School] (1886) and the earlier Genio e follia [Genius and Madness] (1864). A num-
ber of scientists in Britain and France had already questioned the relationship between
geniuses and the insane, including Alexandre Brierre, Louis-Francisque Lélut and
Jacques Moreau.23 Similar to the Italian physician, these scientists were advocates for
phrenology, claiming, as Jean-Christophe Coffin summarises, that there was ‘neuro-
anatomical evidence’ of genius.24 In his multiple editions of Genio e follia, which were
(like his other works) translated into English, French, Russian and Spanish, Lombroso
incorporated a number of musical figures into his ‘radical hypotheses’ of the pathological
genius, including Mozart, Rossini, Donizetti, Verdi and Wagner. According to Lombroso,
the creativity of artists and musicians often masked neuroses, mental abnormalities
and deviant tendencies.25 Not all composers were regarded equally in Lombroso’s patho-
logical theories. In the 1888 publication L’uomo di genio [The Man of Genius], Rossini was
categorised as a ‘genius in inspiration’, praised for his ability to compose so easily that he
could write music in bed.26 While mentioned otherwise in lists of geniuses, Bellini was not
given much attention, but Donizetti was a key figure of fascination for Lombroso, emblem-
atic of the severe neurotic genius for his struggles with sclerosis and meningitis and his
well-known mental disorders during his later years.27 As Pierangelo Gentile has observed,
Lombroso avoids the term ‘genius’ in his discussions of Verdi in 1890s after the premiere
of Falstaff for fear of critiquing the living icon as a deviant or degenerate.28 Perhaps unsur-
prisingly given Lombroso’s intense nationalism, he describes Wagner as an alienated
genius with degenerative psychosis. In the same decade, Lombroso also published in
what would soon become Italy’s top musicological journal. In an article entitled ‘The
Most Recent Scientific Surveys on Sounds and Music’, published in the inaugural issue
of the Rivista musicale italiana of 1894, he begins with a striking (if self-serving) observation
on the state of Italian music: ‘Even music, this art that seemed inspired by feeling and the
most complete subjectivity has entered into a completely scientific phase.’29

23 Coffin, ‘L’exploration du musicien italien à la fin du XIXe siècle’.
24 Coffin, ‘L’exploration du musicien italien à la fin du XIXe siècle’, para 4.
25 Coffin, ‘L’exploration du musicien italien à la fin du XIXe siècle’. See also Gentile, ‘L’anomalia Verdi, ovvero

la resa del professore’.
26 Taken from the English translation of Cesare Lombroso, The Man of Genius (London, 1895), 22.
27 Lombroso, The Man of Genius, 9, 11, 62, 206.
28 Gentile, ‘L’anomalia Verdi, ovvero la resa del professore’.
29 Cesare Lombroso, ‘Le più recenti inchieste scientifiche sui suoni e la musica’, Rivista musicale italiana 1 (1894),

117: ‘Anche la musica, quest’arte che pareva ispirata al sentimento, e alla più completa subiettività, è entrata in
usa fase completamente scientifica.’ Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own.
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The origins for much of Lombroso’s work concerning the specific relationship between
artistry and deviancy dates back to the 1870s, when he began to devote serious attention
to the artistic output of the incarcerated, the mentally ill and the ‘mattoid’. (The latter
was his own devised term for ‘semi-mad’ individuals, including political criminals and
revolutionaries, who were not born atavistic but showed psychological abnormalities.)
Along with his protégés, his son-in-law Mario Carrara and pupil Giovanni Marro,
Lombroso amassed poetry, writings, songs and art objects created by these marginalised
groups in collections they called arte brut (also art brut). Many of these works are displayed
today in the Museum of Criminal Anthropology and the Museum of Anthropology and
Ethnography in Turin (Figures 2a and 2b).30

Consisting of both practical and ornamental objects, including decorated water jugs,
pencil drawings, watercolours, clothing, embroidered fabrics, writings and trinkets
made from rags and animal bones, this collection displays works composed exclusively
by self-taught artists. While a large number of the works on display were created by inpa-
tients of the Psychiatric Hospital of Collegno around the turn of the twentieth century,
many others were created by individuals incarcerated in Italian prisons dating back to

Figure 2a. Mario Bertola, Noi … In tutto il mondo [Us … All over the world], a folio from his sixty-page booklet

containing illustrations and descriptions of plants and animals (c.1900–10). Bertola was treated in the Psychiatric

Hospital of Collegno at the turn of the twentieth century. From the Art brut collection of the Museum of

Anthropology and Ethnography in Turin. (Colour online)

30 Though Lombroso used the French term art brut (‘raw art’), curators of the Museum of Criminal
Anthropology describe the collection as arte grezza, ‘rough’ or ‘crude’ art, based on Lombroso’s original descrip-
tions. Lombroso used this term during his lifetime, and while it shares similarities with Jean Dubuffet’s concep-
tions of ‘art brut’ from the 1940s (namely the connections to art produced by mentally ill individuals), their
conceptions of the term evolved separately. Marro continued to collect works by individuals in prison or living
as long-term patients in an asylum during the first decades of the twentieth century. The artists whose works
Marro collected are mostly housed in the Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography (affiliated with the
University of Turin).
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at least the 1870s. As noted in L’uomo delinquente and Genio e follia, Lombroso theorised that
there was something fundamentally unaffected about the creativity of these individuals
because of their atavistic nature; their uncontrived artistic expression contrasted with
what he considered the artifice of contemporary high art. He imbues these pieces with
primitivistic symbolism by categorising them alongside functional objects (to him, also
understood as ‘rough’ art) produced by indigenous communities in North Africa and
East Asia. As evidenced in this collection, Lombroso’s diagnostic criticism reads as both
voyeuristic and exoticist, materialising his interrelated understanding of deviancy, raw
creativity and atavism, and thereby blurring the boundaries between art critic and crim-
inal anthropologist.

Through their efforts of curation, Lombroso and his younger protégés not only aesthe-
ticised criminals, they also constructed a deviant character type that was disposed to lyr-
ical demonstration. The ‘uncommon writings’ held at the Archivio Lombroso, adjacent to
the Museum of Criminal Anthropology, consist of journals, drawings, letters and writings
produced by incarcerated individuals from the 1870s through to the 1930s. This collection
not only reflects Lombroso’s own ideologies but also demonstrates its continuing legacy.
Carrara, Lombroso’s closest disciple, was responsible for acquiring additional writings for

Figure 2b. Francesco Toris, Il nuovo
mondo, sculpture made from animal

bone (c. 1900–10). Toris was treated

in the Psychiatric Hospital of

Collegno at the turn of the twenti-

eth century. From the Art brut col-
lection of the Museum of

Anthropology and Ethnography in

Turin. (Colour online)
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the archive after his father-in-law’s death in 1909. Categorised as N. Catalogo: 785 in the
archive, the notebook of Sicilian prisoner Gaspare Maggio contains many poems, all of
which were composed during the final years of his incarceration from 1875 until 1880
in the San Vito prison of Agrigento in Sicily. Maggio’s poems obsessively detail his soli-
tude during his detention:

Per soffrire e patire l’uomo è nato … Man was born to endure and suffer …
Sono coperto di pece e catrame I am covered in pitch and tar
e qui miseramente abbandonato and am miserably abandoned here
per questo tengo in cuor tante lame This is why I hold many blades in my heart
perchè nacqui al mondo sventurato because I was born in the unfortunate world
Senza che io conosco Without knowing
mi trovo in tante trame. I find myself in so many plots.

Over the course of the notebook, a narrative emerges, as Maggio describes his experience
as il cammino [the journey] countless times. He details his arrest and transfer to numerous
prisons before ending up in Agrigento. The form of his poetry mostly consists of alternat-
ing quatrains and octaves, and he frequently makes use of an impure form of the ottava
siciliana. Maggio’s blend of ruggedness in formal errors and topical matter with clear
attempts at erudition fit into Lombroso’s idea of the arte brut aesthetic, and this journal
was likely collected to contribute to the scientist’s theories of criminal literature as devel-
oped in L’uomo delinquente.

A number of journals from the collection were composed by incarcerated individuals
that expressed themselves in a rather melodramatic fashion. N. Catalogo: 807.1 and
807.2, for example, contain the two journals of Alice Valtre, a prostitute, murderer and
arsonist who cited operatic verse and popular song to narrate her life. Valtre’s archived
notebooks, entitled Memorie, pensieri e riflessioni [Memories, Thoughts and Reflections]
were written from September 1908 until her arrest for filicide at the end of 1912.31

807.1 contains descriptive diary entries and 807.2 contains poems, song verses and
cited operatic numbers. Valtre often presented her identity and her circumstances in a
dissociative, theatrical manner. In both journals, Valtre alternates writing in French
and Italian throughout. Often, her simpler day-to-day recollections are written in
French, and her more affected recollections are in Italian. At the beginning of 807.1
two penned sketches of ‘Monsieur et Madame Belcredi’ serve as an introduction to her
own life with Imbert, her lover. Within her file and corresponding news reports detailing
her trial, no mention of a Belcredi family exists. Given that she immediately launches into
a stream of consciousness narrative describing her life with Imbert, Monsieur and
Madame Belcredi may very well be fictional, perhaps the couple’s alter egos. At moments
in this initial section of 807.1, Valtre engages in affected conversations with herself in
Italian. For example, she directs her musing towards an imaginary beloved:

And if some cloud accumulates on my soul, and makes life sad and heavy, the mem-
ory of you breaks through, like the sun with its rays through stormy clouds. You are
the one who illuminates my path. I am sure that the ship of my life will often be bea-
ten by the storm … But do not be sad: it will be me alone that will suffer. You are

31 According to sources associated with Valtre’s case, she wrote in her notebooks until she was arrested, and
the notebooks were used as evidence for her and her partner’s trial. They were acquired by the Museum of
Criminal Anthropology in December of 1913, less than a year after the trial.
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beautiful, and out in front of you, you can open a path strewn with roses and
violets.32

In Valtre’s mannered writing, she uses redundancies and repetition to accentuate dra-
matic phrases or idealised visions. Starting on folio 27 of 807.1, Alice’s writing takes a
turn towards simplicity as her ‘Memorie’ section begins. She shifts into French and offers
only brief recollections of her day-to-day life. Here we gain a definitive sense of her dis-
enchanted life. She describes wandering the streets of Turin, sometimes engaging in pros-
titution. Not once does she mention her son, Leopoldo, whom she abused and neglected.
Significantly, however, the last piece she includes in 807.2, her book of poems and verse, is
the ‘Berceuse’ from Benjamin Godard’s opera Jocelyn (1888) (Figure 3).

In this lullaby, the character Jocelyn prays for protection for a sleeping child. It is strik-
ing that Valtre includes this text at the end of her notebook, around the same time that

Figure 3. N. Catalogo: 807.2, Alice Valtre – Folio 25R, a citation from the ‘Berceuse’ of Benjamin Godard’s opera,

Jocelyn (1888). Archivio Lombroso, Museum of Criminal Anthropology in Turin. (Colour online)

32 N. Catalogo: 807.1, 18. Original text: ‘E se qualche nube si accumula sulla mia anima, e mi rende triste e
pesante la vita, il ricordo di te la rompe, come fa il sole con i suoi raggi, attraverso le nuvole tempestose. Sei
tu che illumini il mio cammino. Il sono certa che la navicella della mia vita sarà spesse volte battuta dalla bur-
rasca … Ma non esser triste: sarò io sola che soffrirò. Tu sei bello e davanti a te si può aprire una via cosparsa di
rose e di viole.’
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she and Imbert were plotting her son’s murder. This particular operatic citation presents
a moment of aestheticised dissociation for Valtre, while for the reader it provides a stark
expressive contrast to the horrific realities of her behaviours and crime.

The materials from the Archivio Lombroso, the Museum of Criminal Anthropology and
the Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography attest to the theory of Lombroso and his
protégés that genius, madness and creative expression are closely related. In such writ-
ings, they also aestheticise criminals and highlight their artistic or literary creativity.
In one such instance in the first edition of L’uomo delinquente, Lombroso analyses a prison-
er’s poetry and calls it an ‘exquisite delicacy’ worthy of the likes of Petrarch.33 Completing
his chapter on ‘Criminal Literature’, impressed that supposedly atavistic deviants could
compose commendable verse, Lombroso claimed that such writings stood to voice
‘their boiling passions and enable them to depict themselves and their suffering with
extraordinary eloquence’.34 Writings such as those by Maggio, Valtre and the anonymous
Petrarchan poet, pieces that were typically self-referential or reflective in nature, were
used by Lombroso and his followers to illustrate that that certain behavioural qualities
were innate to criminals, and in doing so they constructed deviant characters that
were inherently dramatic.

Lombroso’s influence spreads

Lombroso’s criminological work inspired preeminent artists of the time, as he corre-
sponded with a wide range of luminaries. Giovanni Verga and Luigi Capuana met
Lombroso in the 1870s and 1880s respectively, and each maintained a close relationship
with the scientist until he died in 1909. Verga was drawn to his theories of deviant per-
sonae: Vito Moretti has claimed that he was inspired by Lombroso’s ‘positivistic’ thinking,
and in particular his ‘biological theories of correlation between physical phenomena and
the worlds of thinking or acting’.35 Hiller has more pointedly argued that Lombroso’s
‘social-Darwinist vision of Southern Italy and its people’, as well as his theories of the
born criminal and the female prostitute, shaped Verga’s characters in a number of his
works set in the Italian South.36 These include a volume of short stories about Sicilian
peasant life entitled Vita dei campi (1880), which contained Cavalleria rusticana, the foun-
dation for Mascagni’s eponymously titled opera, and the novella La lupa [The
She-Wolf], a text that Giulio Ricordi commissioned Verga to adapt as a libretto for
Puccini in the early 1890s. Puccini set a great deal of this libretto to music and visited
Verga in Catania, where he took many photographs for inspiration, although ultimately
it was not completed.37 Verga’s other notable texts inspired by Lombroso’s ideologies
include I malavoglia and Maestro-don Gesualdo (1889), both of which formed part of his
unfinished I vinti (Il ciclo dei vinti), a projected five-novel cycle detailing man’s struggle.
After Verga’s death in 1922, Lombroso’s extensive series of publications was found on
his bookshelves at his home in Catania, together with criminological and anthropological
texts by his contemporaries.38 Capuana worked with Lombroso on a number of scientific
projects in the 1880s and 1890s, including notorious forays into hypnotism involving the

33 Lombroso, Criminal Man, 79.
34 Lombroso, Criminal Man, 80.
35 Vito Moretti, ‘Il mondo animale nel Mastro-don Gesualdo’, in Animali e metafore zoomorfe in Verga, ed. Gianni

Oliva (Rome, 1999), 176.
36 See Hiller, ‘“Bodies that Tell”’, 112.
37 See Letter 37 from Puccini to Ricordi in Letters of Giacomo Puccini, ed. Giuseppe Adami, trans. Ena Makin

(London, 1931), 96–7. Also Mosco Carner, Puccini: A Critical Biography (New York, 1959), 71.
38 Renzo Villa, ‘Un album riservato’, in Locus Solus: Lombroso e la fotografia, eds. Silvana Turzio, Renzo Villa and

Alessandra Violi (Milan: Bruno Mondadori, 2005), 40.
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exploitation of impoverished citizens in Capuana’s hometown of Catania.39 The two men
shared a keen investment in spiritualism, and their collaborative work inspired Capuana’s
1884 essay Spiritismo?, as well as the dedication of his later novel Un vampiro (1907) to
Lombroso. Other high-profile writers influenced by the criminal anthropologist include
Émile Zola, Arthur Conan Doyle and Edmondo De Amicis. The latter was a long-time friend
and collaborator, and the scientist and the writer cultivated a professional relationship
from at least 1880, when they were planning a conference in Turin about the psycho-
logical effects of wine, specifically the connections between excessive drinking and crim-
inal behaviour.40 They published the proceedings of this meeting in a co-authored book, Il
vino: anima e psyche [Wine: Soul and Psyche]. In 1886 De Amicis wrote the children’s novel
Cuore, which secured him lasting popularity. During its early reception Cuore was sanc-
tioned by the Italian state as an important educational text for young readers, as it pro-
moted virtues considered key to developing a cohesive national identity. Throughout the
novel De Amicis incorporated Lombroso’s physical stereotypes of Italian southerners to
distinguish particular characters. In an attempt to reach beyond northern readers, who
could sympathise with the protagonist who was a young schoolboy from Turin, De
Amicis created the character of Coraci, a Calabrian boy who stands out from his northern
peers for his dark skin and striking physical attributes. Coraci’s racialised features – which
his peers repeatedly note – echo Lombroso’s descriptions in L’uomo delinquente and the
more explicit L’uomo bianco e l’uomo di colore [The White Man and the Man of Colour].41

De Amicis develops his attitudes towards the Italian South in a 1904 essay entitled ‘La
musica mendicante’ [‘Vagrant Music’]. In addition to promoting the unsavoury and crim-
inal stereotypes amidst the pastoral beauty, he describes a penchant for noisiness as fur-
ther evidence of a lack of cultivation. Throughout the essay – which reads at some
moments like an ethnography and at others as a meditation – the author conveys in col-
ourful language his own scattered glimpses of southern Italy:

All the illnesses, all the deformities, all the aspects of misfortune and pain come from
everywhere: … to the Sicilian boy who travels on foot, singing to the whole peninsula,
and with his first notes makes me raise my head as if [seeing] the sudden vision of a
blue gulf crowned with forests of oranges. And all the appearances of poverty and
ruin, all the signs of the troubled life of a stray, even in the instruments; all the
voices of exhaustion and anguish in the sounds of those forgotten violins, of those
scraping harps, of those screeching guitars, of those accordions that bleed, of
those trumpets and those coughing and whistling flutes, of those tambourines … it
seems as though they ask for pity from the tired hand that strikes them.42

39 See Stewart-Steinberg, The Pinocchio Effect, 204.
40 Maria Truglio, Italian Children’s Literature and National Identity: Childhood, Melancholy, Modernity (New York,

2017), 6.
41 For further discussion, see Jonathan R. Hiller, ‘Lombroso and the science of literature and opera’, in The

Lombroso Handbook, eds. Paul Knepper and Per Jørgen Ystehede (New York, 2013), 235–6.
42 Edmondo De Amicis, ‘La musica mendicante’, Musica nuova: Rivista artistica bimensile 2/5 (16 March 1904), 9:

‘Tutte le infermità, tutte le deformità, tutti gli aspetti della sventura e del dolore, è venuti d’ogni dove: … al
ragazzo siciliano che risalì a piedi, cantando, tutta la penisola, e con le sue prime note mi fa alzare il capo
come alla visione improvvisa d’un golfo azzurro coronato di selve d’aranci. E tutte le apparenze della povertà
e della rovina, tutti i segni della travagliata vita randagia anche negli strumenti; tutte le voci dello sfinimento
e dell’angoscia nei suoni di quei violini scordati, di quelle arpe scorticate, di quelle chitarre che stridono, di
quelle fisarmoniche che sfiatano, di quelle trombe e di quei flauti che tossono e fischiano, di quei tamburelli
dalla pelle affloscita e dalla voce sorda, con cui par che chiedano pietà alla mano stanca che li percuote.’
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De Amicis invokes vocality and sound throughout his narration in order to create a cohe-
sive identity of Italy from his varied recollections of these rustic, disenfranchised spaces.
He hears beggars as the ‘dying voices of tenors’ and impoverished individuals ‘singing’
with hunger.43 A ‘soprano’ carries a note from a window near a noisy restaurant, while
a ‘dense aria from comic opera’ resounds when money falls on the cobblestones of a com-
munity inhabited by ‘emaciated men’, ‘thieves’ and ‘tattered, pretty little girls’.44 His brief
vignettes, set in both bucolic towns and city streets, paint an image of contemporary Italy
as not only musical but inherently operatic. Yet, as he continues, De Amicis draws atten-
tion to the simultaneity of artistic vocality and common noise that characterises these
scenes:

While the artist plays or sings, the servants beat the carpets, the cobbler pounds the
sole, the blacksmith beats on the anvil, the hurried people go up and down the stairs
shouting; wagons and carts enter and leave; the voice of the ‘virtuoso’ is over-
whelmed by the cry of the walking pedlar of pulses or brooms; the verses of the
romance that speaks of love, of the moon and of paradise rise in the air full of the
vapours of laundry, and mix in the open rooms with the clatter of dishes … with
all the most prosaic miseries of tiresome daily life. Alas! Alas! What hard contrasts
and what bitter derision!45

Closing his rumination, the ‘voices and instruments of ear torture’ that De Amicis
describes throughout impress him with a sense of ‘thoughtful, loving admiration’ rather
than ‘irritation against the art they outrage’.46 The sounds of music and the noises of life
create for the author a novel, desirable form of sonic and lived expression, an amalgam-
ation of noisy stereotypes with the cultivated musicality of the nation’s heralded art form
of opera.

De Amicis not only intensifies regional and character-oriented stereotypes promoted
by Lombroso and his literary colleagues, but also responds to concerns about operatic
sound raised by critics of verismo over the previous decade and a half. In fact, soon
after the premiere of Tosca in 1900, De Amicis had endorsed Puccini as a force of
Italian regeneration in an article for the Argentinian newspaper La prensa, a piece that
was then reprinted in L’illustrazione popolare in Milan.47 While De Amicis views the juxta-
position of romanticised operatic voices and the brutal naturalistic sounds of a lower-class
Italian environment in a positive light, a number of music commentators who observed
such coarseness on the operatic stage itself were much more displeased by the results
in practice. Writing for the Gazzetta musicale di Milano, Vito Fedeli laments:

43 De Amicis, ‘La musica mendicante’, 9–10.
44 De Amicis, ‘La musica mendicante’, 9–10.
45 De Amicis, ‘La musica mendicante’, 10: ‘Mentre l’artista suona o canta, le serve battono i tappeti, il ciabat-

tino martella le suola, il fabbro picchia sull’incudine, la gente affrettata sale e scende vociando per le scale; carri e
carrette entrano ed escono; la voce del “virtuoso” è soverchiata dal grido del rivendugliolo ambulante di legumi o
di scope; i versi della romanza che parla d’amore, di luna e di paradiso salgono nell’aria piena di vapori di bucato,
e si mescolano nelle stanze aperte con l’acciottolio dei piatti … con tutte le miserie più prosaiche della fastidiosa
vita quotidiana. Ahimè! Ahimè! Che duri contrasti e che amare derisioni!’

46 De Amicis, ‘La musica mendicante’, 10: ‘Eppure, quello che ci lasciano dentro tutte quelle voci ingrate e que-
gli strumenti di tortura auricolare non è sazietà o irritazione contro l’arte che oltraggiano; è un sentimento
opposto, è una ammirazione pensierosa.’

47 La prensa, ‘I nostri operisti: Giacomo Puccini ritratto da Edmondo De Amicis’, undated. Reprinted in
L’illustrazione popolare (May 1900). For discussion see Wilson, The Puccini Problem, 32–4.
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The works of the young modern composers all resemble one another. Almost all of
them have that uniformity of confused melodic-instrumental polyphony, that chaos
of disconnected modulations, that infinite variety of little melodic ideas, badly devel-
oped if at all, which taken together betray the extent of a composer’s uncertainty. He
seems caught between old traditions – the binding aesthetic values with which he
was raised – and the feverish desire to improve art itself by discovering the new
path towards which recent progress and the needs of the public must point.48

Fedeli summarises key criticisms of the operatic verismo movement. He questions how
Italian opera could simultaneously evoke realism, voice a modern, nationalistic attitude,
and still articulate the celebrated melodic beauty that for generations had characterised
the tradition. In his view, the giovane scuola had failed to a certain degree. He viewed their
stylistic changes to the Italian operatic tradition as haphazard and as a sign of compos-
itional immaturity. Stylistically, as he suggests in the passage above, verismo operas
often feature expansive orchestral forces, a breakdown of versification, and greater use
of open forms, all of which create greater naturalistic flexibility of expression and dra-
matic continuity. Like many others, Fedeli found these resultant naturalistic features
somewhat unpleasant and aesthetically irreconcilable with the traditions of the past.

Something old, something new? The trouble with Tosca

Never was this particular criticism of operatic verismo more relevant than in reviews of
Puccini’s Tosca. Though written ten years after the initial craze of operatic verismo
launched by Cavalleria rusticana in 1890, Tosca maximises the stylistic and character-
oriented innovations of the movement that were set in motion during the previous
decade. Tosca prompted polarising responses from journalists and critics. While many
celebrated Puccini’s take on the verismo style in Tosca, many were scornful. Furthermore,
critics called into question the increasingly trite nature of operatic deviants and their seem-
ingly conventional handling at the dawn of a new century. But rather than regarding this
shift in attitudes as a response to compositional shortcomings, as Fedeli proposes, or to
stylistic derivation, we can get closer to the heart of the realist vision of this repertoire by
engaging with contemporary criminological views as conceptualised by Lombroso and his
literary followers, specifically those concerning the expressive modalities of Italy’s devi-
ant populations.

Concluding his review of Tosca’s January 1900 premiere, Luigi Torchi declared: ‘Strong
subjects such as Tosca do not agree with Puccini’s ingenuity nor with his temperament …
With Tosca, [Puccini] did not compose an original work. He has run into kaleidoscopic
manipulations of style, which extend throughout the Wagner–Massenet range; he has
not told us anything new, perhaps because he has nothing to say to us again in this
genre.’49 The flat nature of the opera’s characters displeased many commentators from
both a narrative and musical standpoint. Puccini’s aspirations for scenic authenticity in
Tosca were manifested largely in his construction of a realistic Roman soundscape, an
effort achieved through studies of the Vatican’s sacred rituals, the sound of cathedral
bells and local dialect.50 Hearing past the opera’s novel if unwelcome din of Roman
bells, Torchi and other progressive critics of the time perceived in Tosca abhorrent, super-
ficial clichés rather than sympathetic, heroic characters, as Alexandra Wilson has noted in

48 Vito Fedeli, ‘Verismo?…’, Gazzetta musicale di Milano (March 1892), translated by Arman Schwartz in Giacomo
Puccini and his World (Princeton, 2016), 263.

49 Luigi Torchi, ‘Tosca’, Rivista musicale italiana 7 (1900), 113–14.
50 See Arman Schwartz, ‘Rough Music: Tosca and Verismo Reconsidered’, 19th-Century Music 31/3 (2008), 229–35.
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her study of the opera’s early reception.51 Torchi’s objections boiled down to two signifi-
cant observations. First, Tosca comprised a hodgepodge of conventional and odd modes of
expression. Second, and more importantly, the opera’s ‘strong subject’ of scandalous devi-
ancy and criminality that dissatisfied the majority reflected contemporary fears about the
moral decay that plagued much of Italian culture.52 Critics were specifically dissatisfied
with the characters’ modes of musical expression: through the unsavoury guise of stylised
operatic verismo they heard masked archetypes rather than feeling, heroic characters.
While many critics attributed Tosca’s dark tone to its French source, Victorien Sardou’s
melodrama La Tosca, the Italian fascination with criminology underlies both the dramatic
and the musical unsavouriness of Puccini’s opera.

Given the mass popularity of Lombroso’s positivist theories amongst the Italian public
by the turn of the century, it comes as no surprise that an opera so centred on deceit,
criminal action and violence featured contemporary archetypes of deviancy. Documents
from the Archivio Lombroso further show that some of the key creative figures of
Tosca had connections to Lombroso. Max Nordau, the author of the widely acclaimed
1892 text, Entartung [Degeneration], which was dedicated to Lombroso, wrote a letter to
the fellow physician dated 11 February 1897. In the note Nordau celebrates the Italian
physician’s widespread popularity in France and shares that Sardou commemorates
Lombroso’s spiritualist works with at least two explicit references in his play Spiritisme
(1897).53 Archived letters also show that Giuseppe Giacosa, the co-librettist of Tosca,
had a relationship with Lombroso that spanned at least twenty years, from 1880 to
1901 (Figures 4a and 4b).

Lombroso and Giacosa’s correspondence details reunions with colleagues, recollections
of conferences they both attended and introductions amongst friends during their travels,
suggesting both a friendship and professional relationship.54 Beyond the documented con-
nections between Lombroso and Tosca’s literary collaborators, aspects of contemporary
criminology exist not only in Tosca’s plot – filled with criminals, political revolutionaries
and a murderous diva – but in Puccini’s musical techniques as well.

Objective lyricism: the case of Cavaradossi

The process of transforming Sardou’s five-act melodrama into a three-act opera was, of
course, an act of reduction; yet as librettists Giacosa and Illica reconfigured
Cavaradossi’s part to accommodate Puccini’s lyrical moments, his character came to
more clearly resemble Lombroso’s archetype of the mattoid. As Lombroso describes in
L’uomo delinquente, the mattoid is – unlike the born criminal – more difficult to identify
because his deviancy consists of obsessive or eccentric self-expression rather than specific
physical attributes.55 Lombroso found this type most often among political revolutionar-
ies. With ‘their exaggerated sense of their own worth’, he wrote, like ‘monomaniacs and
geniuses, mattoids seem to espouse serious ideas’, yet their expression is marked by
‘absurdity’, ‘prolixity’ and ‘trivialities’.56 As Puccini and his librettists edited Sardou’s

51 See Chapter 3 of Wilson, The Puccini Problem, 69–96.
52 For example, Alfredo Colombani, in the Corriere della sera claimed that ‘in Tosca everything is black, tragic,

terrible’. Macchi, in Il mondo artistico, called Sardou’s drama ‘one of the least agreeable, most violent and most
artificial’ of works. Michele Virgilio was disgusted by the opera’s ‘atmosphere tinged with blood that pervades
and overwhelms everything’. See Michele Virgilio, Della decadenza dell’opera in Italia: (a proposito di Tosca) (Milan,
1900), 30; also Wilson’s reading of these in The Puccini Problem, 74, also 69–96.

53 Letter IT SMAUT Lombroso 144.4.
54 The three extant letters in the archive are documented as IT SMAUT Carrara/CL. Giacosa, Giuseppe, 1–3.
55 Lombroso, Criminal Man, 284–5.
56 Lombroso, Criminal Man, 285.
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play, they cut the descriptions of Angelotti and Cavaradossi’s relationship, their back-
grounds and their shared political views, and introduced some dramatic shortcuts. For
example, in the play, the two anti-royalist Republicans had never before met, and develop
a friendship within the diegesis; in the opera, they know each other already. One of
Giacosa’s primary tasks was to provide space for lyrical moments, and in doing so, he
transformed the nature of Cavaradossi’s character. Sardou’s Cavaradossi is far more
level-headed and stoic than his operatic counterpart. Puccini’s Cavaradossi

Figure 4a. IT SMAUT Carrara/CL. Giacosa, Giuseppe. 5A. This is an excerpt of a letter dated 3 November 1880

from Giacosa to Lombroso. Archivio Lombroso, Museum of Criminal Anthropology in Turin. (Colour online)
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participates in lyric expression on a par with the singer Tosca throughout the opera, but
in an ‘unconscious’ mode that captures the archetype of the mattoid. Though time is con-
stantly of the essence in Tosca, Cavaradossi manages to wax poetic in the elaborated text
for ‘Recondita armonia’ in Act I, ‘E lucevan le stelle’ in Act III, and following the duet
‘O dolci mani’.

Figure 4b. IT SMAUT Carrara/CL. Giacosa, Giuseppe. 5B. This is an excerpt of a letter dated 25 May 1901 from

Giacosa to Lombroso. Archivio Lombroso, Museum of Criminal Anthropology in Turin.
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Puccini’s writing accentuates Cavaradossi’s new poetic nature with indulgent lyricism
that resembles La bohème’s Rodolfo far more than the voice of an ardent revolutionary. His
effusive singing in ‘O dolci mani’ illustrates his shift of character (Example 1). As
Cavaradossi awaits his impending execution, Tosca comes to see him, and with urgency
she shares the news of Scarpia’s murder and their safe conduct. Cavaradossi then rhapso-
dises over Tosca’s sweet hands in an andantino sostenuto in 3/4 time: his arpeggiating
phrases in F major, starting on pick-ups or weak beats of the bar, evoke self-indulgence.
Swept into his own poetics, his line briefly shifts into a 2/4 time in the parallel minor in a
heroic, declamatory style. An orchestral reminiscence of the music that accompanied
Tosca and Scarpia’s safe conduct agreement is then heard loudly in F minor, prompting

Example 1. Puccini, Tosca, reduction of ‘O dolci mani’, Act III.

Cambridge Opera Journal 287

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954586722000222 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954586722000222


Cavaradossi to soar over the orchestra before returning to his original arpeggiated mel-
ody, initiating another episode of rhapsodising.

The poetic form of the text resembles the beginning of an Italian sonnet, an uncom-
mon poetic form in Italian opera.57

O dolci mani mansuete e pure, Oh, sweet hands gentle and pure,
o mani elette a bell’opre pietose, oh, hands meant for the fair works of piety,
a carezzar fanciulli, a coglier rose, caressing children, gathering roses,
a pregar, giunte, per le sventure, for prayers when others meet misfortune,
dunque in voi, fatte dall’amor secure, then it was in you, made strong by love,
giustizia le sue sacre armi depose? that justice placed her sacred weapons?
Voi deste morte, o mani vittoriose, You dealt out death, oh victorious hands,
o dolci mani mansuete e pure! oh, sweet hands gentle and pure!

While the eight lines of the aria do not use the iambic pentameter of the traditional son-
net form, the aria contains two quatrains with an ABBA rhyme scheme, which enhance
the self-consciously poetic nature of the piece. Interrupting Cavaradossi’s indulgent ver-
bosity at such an inappropriate time, Tosca demands that he ‘listen’, an ironic instruction
given that she is the celebrated singer. In more succinct lyrical phrases, she shares the
practical details of their imminent escape. This scene conveys Cavaradossi’s seeming
obliviousness to the urgency of his predicament: he is fashioned into an oddly poetic revo-
lutionary, obsessed with immediate expression more than political justice. Not only can
we hear Cavaradossi’s music as a testament to the expressive capacity of the contempor-
ary mattoid, we can also complicate the notion that lyricism was utterly incompatible
with the project of Italian realism by situating his mode of expression within prevalent
scientific theories.

Tosca’s Tatuaggi: Scarpia’s inscriptions of deviance

Like the role of Cavaradossi, Scarpia’s part was expanded to greater lyrical proportions,
which had an impact on his characterisation. In both the original play and the opera,
Scarpia’s nefarious reputation precedes him. In the opening exchange between
Angelotti and Cavaradossi in Act I of Puccini’s opera, the latter scorns Scarpia as ‘a bigoted
satyr who indulges his lecherous desires under the guise of religion, and makes both the
confessor and the hangman the servant of his wantonness!’58 In Sardou’s play, Scarpia’s
notorious reputation and criminal background are detailed far more extensively in
these initial exchanges between Angelotti and Cavaradossi. Upon mentioning Scarpia in
conversation with Cavaradossi in Act I of the play, Angelotti connects the Sicilian
Baron with the Neapolitan brigands Mammone and Fra Diavolo, and calls him ‘a real mon-
ster who bore holes in the throats of his victims’, suggesting a more serious vision of
Scarpia’s criminal background than even Puccini’s opera offers.59 As Lombroso points
out, unlike more modernised nations where violence amongst gangs and brigands had

57 Emanuele Senici, ‘Introduction’, Giacomo Puccini and his World, eds. Emanuele Senici and Arman Schwartz
(Princeton, 2016), 13. Senici argues that Cavaradossi’s aria takes on the sonnet form, observing the rhyme scheme
of the two quatrains. While the inconsistent number of syllables in the lines of the aria means it does not qualify
as a true sonnet, Senici’s observation nevertheless points to this aria’s deliberately formally poetic nature.

58 Original text: ‘Bigotto satiro che affina / colle devote pratiche la foia / libertina e strumento / al lascivo
talento / fa il confessore e il boia!’

59 Victorien Sardou, La Tosca (The Drama Behind the Opera), ed. and trans. W. Laird Kleine-Ahlbrandt (Lewiston,
NY, 1990), 39. For a reading of this scene, see Mosco Carner, Giacomo Puccini: Tosca (Cambridge, 1985), 51.
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decreased by the end of the nineteenth century, banditry continued to plague Italy, par-
ticularly in the southern regions of the peninsula. What concerned the scientist most
from a criminological stance was that brigands – a type of born criminal – committed
atrocities intended to harm the nation’s social institutions, civil establishments and
citizens.60

In a letter sent to Giulio Ricordi on 14 December 1896, Giacosa voiced his annoyance at
compromises he had to make with Puccini in order to expand Scarpia’s expressive role in
the opera. He writes, ‘This Scarpia, who wastes time describing himself, is absurd.’61

Giacosa’s major additions include Scarpia’s Act I monologue and the erotically charged
‘Ha più forte sapore’ and ‘Già. Mi dicon venal’ in Act II, which together accentuate the
Baron’s dishonest and lustful nature. Specifically, as he divulges to Ricordi in the same
letter, Giacosa found the Baron’s eloquent, lyrical treatment in ‘Ha più forte sapore’
ill-suited to such a model villain, and claimed that a deviant character – even one that
is technically an aristocrat – should express himself not in words but in actions. Like
Giacosa, Torchi too was critical of the composer’s use of lyrical expression for the char-
acter of Scarpia. He observes:

And Scarpia – what characterises him musically? Only his motif, the thematic motif
that takes its name from him. In his sentimental and erotic outbursts, always
expressed with exaggerated emphasis, he is neither more nor less than a usual lyrical
baritone, like Tosca is neither more nor less than a typical prima donna. No one can
find in him the expression of his horrendous human nature, when he reveals himself
as a hypocrite and a libertine. His lyric outburst is, for that very reason, always exag-
gerated and false.62

While Torchi criticised Puccini’s musical depiction of Scarpia, claiming that the Baron
lacked an expressive sense of cruelty because of his false modes of lyrical expression,
he regarded the character’s crude motif as an appropriate defining gesture through its
voiceless expression. For both the librettist and the critic, this coincides with
Lombroso’s basic tenet that the deviance of a born criminal should first and foremost
be readable through the body’s presentation.

Yet while Giacosa and Torchi complained about the unconvincing lyrical trappings
of the opera’s villain, Puccini nevertheless evoked Scarpia’s inherently sinful character
through his effective use of leitmotif. As the curtain rises for Act I, Scarpia’s motif blasts
through the orchestra, a dense series of chords built on a whole-tone scale. The theme’s
rough-hewn harmonic motion – from B flat to A flat to E major – offers erratic, sensational
energy, but without distinct character (Example 2).

The theme’s next iteration, a bombastic accompaniment to Scarpia’s entrance in Act I,
‘Un tal baccano in chiesa!’, offers further clarity. In this scene, he provokes fear amongst
all present; the Sacristan, as the stage directions dictate, cowers and stammers frightfully
in his presence. As heard in the following syncopated lines of the violins and violas, the
harmonic remnants of his motif echo and dissipate through the church as the choir mem-
bers scatter away from him. Scarpia’s motif remains largely unchanged until his death
scene at the end of Act II. After he is stabbed in the middle of the number, ‘E qual via

60 Lombroso’s fifth and final edition of L’uomo delinquente devotes a great deal of attention to brigandry. See
Lombroso, Criminal Man, 313–56. For a reading of this, see Horn’s chapter, ‘The Savage and the Modern’, The
Criminal Body, 29–58.

61 Letter in Piero Nardi, Vita e tempo di Giuseppe Giacosa (Milan, 1949), 767.
62 Torchi, ‘Tosca’, 86. Also found partially in translation in Wilson, The Puccini Problem, 77.
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scegliete?’, his motif (transposed down a tone) gently unfolds and slackens, not through a
change of heart, but through sheer corporeal decay (Example 3).

In this moment, these chords serve as a kind of bodily or physiognomic sign rather
than a lyrically expressive device. In contrast, Cavaradossi’s and Tosca’s leitmotifs depict
their characters with expressive nuance, as melody is their primary device of recognition
(Examples 4a and 4b). Furthermore, their leitmotifs transform in subsequent reappear-
ances, as they are either sung, or their contour, accompaniment or harmonies are chan-
ged. In contrast, with its static nature and lack of expressive, melodic character, Scarpia’s
leitmotif defines him as a fixed, soulless archetype.

Scarpia’s leitmotif arguably serves as a two-fold metaphor for the criminal tattoo –
forming both an inscription of an archetypal self, and a sensational etching on the
body to express its vices. As evident in L’uomo delinquente, Polemica in difesa della scuola
criminale positiva and collected photographs preserved in his archive, Lombroso considered
criminals’ tattoos as a significant means of reading deviancy on the body. ‘Tattoos are
external signs of beliefs and passions,’ he remarked succinctly in the first edition of
L’uomo delinquente.63 Stock themes emerge from Lombroso’s studies of the tattoo,

Example 2. Tosca, Act I

opening, Scarpia’s leitmotif.

Example 3. Tosca, Act II, from ‘Tosca, finalmente mia!’ (Scarpia’s death scene). Scarpia’s leitmotif appears in strings,

marked in brackets.

63 Lombroso, Criminal Man, 58.
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including love, lustful obscenities, war, religion and references to criminal acts, especially
amongst brigands. Considering the evocative nature of Scarpia’s name, we can gain fur-
ther insight into the layers of inscription written onto the Baron’s criminal character.
Scarpia – a close play on the Italian verb scarificare – to ‘scarify’ – suggests, if coinciden-
tally, not only the capacity to invoke fear but also to make shallow incisions in the skin.
The sound of Scarpia, built of a crude, unfeeling design, marks his crimes and his vices in
a similar manner to his non-fictional, decorated counterparts. In L’uomo delinquente,
Lombroso even likens notes in a musical chord to the abnormalities of the criminal’s
physicality and appearance. He claims that, ‘As a musical theme is the result of a sum
of notes, and not of any single note, the criminal type results from the aggregate of
these anomalies, which render him strange and terrible, not only to the scientific obser-
ver, but to ordinary observers who are capable of an impartial judgment.’64 In light of this
comparison, we might consider Scarpia’s strange motif – an aggregate of anomalously
arranged chords – as the sonic manifestation of this assembled criminal type. The disson-
ant chord, composed of many sonic facets that create a striking whole, resembles the var-
ied characteristics that create this iconic decipherable criminal.

By reconceptualising Tosca with our retrospective gaze as a crystallisation of larger
sociocultural and scientific projects within a unified Italy, we might broaden our under-
standing of how social and musical conventions carried modern meanings in their verismo
afterlife. History repeats itself time and time again in Tosca, well beyond the opera’s scan-
dalous historical drama. Puccini’s use of romantic lyricism and leitmotif on the one hand,
and Lombroso’s appeal to a mass public through the integration of conventional wisdom
on the other, allow us to hear, see and conceptualise the opera’s recycled and reinvented
tropes. As the sounds and ideals of previous generations influenced Puccini’s opera, it is
no wonder that progressive critics such as Torchi viewed Tosca as a regressive work not
only in the composer’s repertoire but in the tradition of Italian opera more broadly.
After all, since its inception ten years earlier, ‘operatic verismo’ had been considered by
many an aesthetic contradiction because of its stylistically derivative nature.

Example 4a. Tosca, Act I, reduction from ‘Mario! Mario! Mario!… Son qui!’ Tosca’s leitmotif.

Example 4b. Tosca, Act I, from ‘Un tal baccano in chiesa’. Cavaradossi’s leitmotif.

64 Lombroso, Criminal Man, 49. Lombroso constructs a similar metaphor in Polemica in difesa della scuola crim-
inale positiva (Bologna, 1886), 38.
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Yet the musical shortcomings of verismo were not solely a failed aspiration for sonic or
stylistic modernity through the mapping of conventional precedence onto shocking, crim-
inal narratives. As seen and heard through Tosca, the archetypes of deviancy that affected
both Puccini’s opera and the popular imagination were instead somewhat antiquated and
flawed. In their efforts to locate the organic causes of deviancy, Lombroso and his posi-
tivist colleagues undermined themselves. They did so by qualifying and quantifying crim-
inals through the very subjectivity of their ‘deviant’ artistic expression as well as their
individualistic modes of bodily presentation. Thereby, Puccini’s lyrical or inscriptive, ‘leit-
motivic’ characters read as contemporary musical manifestations of objective deviants. In
this light, perhaps operatic verismo is not quite the oxymoron it has seemed.
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