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ABSTRACT 
 

 

The music of Italian composer Alessandro Rolla (1757–1841) serves a vital role in the 

catalog of important viola repertoire. Nonetheless, his vast contributions are woefully neglected 

by the majority of modern viola players. Familiarity with Rolla’s music can help dispel the 

misconception that only a small pool of viola repertoire existed prior to the 20th century. As a 

violist and composer, Rolla championed the viola as a viable solo instrument on equal footing 

with the violin. Even more significant is the critical role he played as a musical leader in Milan 

during the pinnacle of the Bel Canto period. It is evident that his close connection to the world of 

Italian opera shaped his compositional style. It is because of this that Rolla’s music holds a 

special position in the viola catalog. 

Rolla’s mature style is best understood in the context with the Italian operatic idiom 

known as Bel Canto. Bel Canto translates simply to “beautiful singing,” but its true definition is 

more elusive and remains a topic of contention. The term Bel Canto has become heavily 

associated with vocal technique; however, it can be understood to have much broader 

implications as it relates to composition, performance practice, and overall aesthetics. When 

examining the origins and meaning of Bel Canto, it is crucial to recognize how the development 

of vocal and instrumental technique evolved simultaneously. The study of Rolla’s life and work 

grants an invaluable opportunity to illuminate this nebulous subject. 

The core of this research document will focus on several of Rolla’s compositions that 

incorporate versions of opera arias. Also, several of his original compositions will be analyzed 

through the lens of the Bel Canto tradition. Comparisons will be made between Rolla’s 

compositional elements and those of Rossini, Donizetti, and Bellini.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 
 

The Italian violist and composer Alessandro Rolla (1757–1841) is a misunderstood and 

drastically undervalued figure in the history of the viola. In the 1800s he was praised as Europe’s 

greatest viola virtuoso, and he composed an enormous body of work for the instrument.1 Rolla’s 

substantial catalog includes 22 works for viola and orchestra as well as more than 300 duets. The 

number of works he wrote specifically for the viola exceeds that of all other composers to date. 

Among his contemporaries are Franz Anton Hoffmeister (1754–1812), Carl Friedrich Zelter 

(1758–1832), and Carl Stamitz (1745–1801), who also wrote for the viola; however, Rolla’s 

output surpasses them by a significant margin. The extent to which he promoted the viola as a 

solo instrument would not be seen again until the 20th century. 

It is unfortunate that the viola has garnered the false reputation of possessing a small and 

lackluster library of works. Another misconception is that the instrument was without its 

champions before the 20th century. Even William Primrose, the most celebrated violist of the 

modern era, expressed this sentiment. In an interview between with his biographer, David 

Dalton, he was asked “We have a long line of prominent violinists, up to the present day. Even 

back a century or two we have names in the solo cello world like Domenico Gabrielli, and at the 

time of Beethoven, Dragonetti on the bass. How do you explain that we don’t have prominent 

names so far on the viola?” To which Primrose replied “I think the reason is that the viola, until 

it was properly exploited, was not a brilliant sounding instrument… It only came much later that 

composers began to explore the possibilities of the viola as a solo instrument. I think of course 

 
1 Giuseppe Bertini, Dizionario storico-critico degli scrittori di musica E De' Più Celebri Artisti, Vol. 3 Di Tutte Le Nazioni Sì Antiche Che 

Moderne. Palermo (1815), 233. 
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we can name the first of these people to explore the beauties and the possibilities, Lionel Tertis 

(1876–1975). I can’t think of anybody before him.”2 

It remains a mystery as to why Alessandro Rolla’s name and impact is not widely 

acknowledged by modern violists. In his interview, Dalton mentioned the names of other great 

Italian virtuosos and composers; why is Rolla’s name absent? It is the primary goal of this 

research to shed light on a neglected composer who was one of the viola’s greatest champions. 

Despite his remarkable output as a composer and reputation as a performer, Rolla’s work 

is unfamiliar to the majority of contemporary violists, many of whom do not teach, perform, or 

even possess basic familiarity with his work. It is a great disservice to the viola repertoire that 

only a handful of works from the 19th century are performed now. As viola players are surely 

aware, major composers like Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, and Schubert never wrote any viola 

sonatas or concerti. It is for this reason that the instrument has earned the reputation of being 

overly reliant on transcriptions. Given this fact, it is especially baffling that Rolla remains 

relatively unknown in the viola community. 

Without proper context or understanding, and by superficially glancing at his scores, 

perhaps it is easy to dismiss Rolla as one of the many “unsung” composers that were forgotten 

during the Classical era. To the contrary, Rolla served a pivotal role as concertmaster and leader 

of the Teatro alla Scala Orchestra between 1802 and 1833. This overlaps with the meteoric rise 

of Rossini, the most iconic and successful opera composer of the Bel Canto era.3 Rolla was 

therefore at the forefront of the newly flourishing Milanese musical scene. 

 
2 William Primrose a Violist's Legacy, William Primrose and David Dalton (Ann Arbor, MI: Shar Products, 1979), 19:55 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LT8M3i57DFY&t=1306s 
 
3 Richard Taruskin, Music in the Nineteenth Century: The Oxford history of Western Music (Oxford University Press, 2006), 7-8. 
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Rolla’s obscurity among violists stems from a lack of understanding of the musical 

context in which he composed. Rolla’s mature work exhibits stylistic traits that reflect the 

operatic tradition of the Bel Canto era. Furthermore, Rolla’s mature compositional style provides 

a unique avenue to better understand the Bel Canto idiom in relation to instrumental music. 

During this period, the viola’s role evolved from its confines as a supportive instrument to 

having its own distinct personality. This advancement coincided with the ideal that the viola 

should imitate the human voice.4 This historical link between vocal technique and viola playing 

is something of a lost concept today. Rolla’s mature compositions and transcriptions reveal how 

virtuoso viola playing shares deep roots with the vocal technique that flourished during the Bel 

Canto era. The pedagogical and performance implications of this discovery are profoundly 

beneficial to violists. 

Bel Canto is often associated with a school or tradition of singing, but one must also take 

into account the compositional and stylistic elements employed by composers of this era. There 

are distinct aspects of phrase structure, ornamentation, and harmony that permeate Bel Canto 

arias. Several key arias by Rossini, Bellini, and Donizetti will be analyzed to reveal the 

compositional hallmarks of the Bel Canto style. Doing so will illustrate how Alessandro Rolla 

incorporated these devices into many of his original viola compositions. By showing the clear 

connection between Rolla and his compositional contemporaries, this study hopes to promote 

awareness, understanding, and ultimately make his music more accessible. A study that has 

approached Rolla’s viola compositions from this perspective has never been carried out. By 

examining key works in the Rolla catalog from the perspective of Bel Canto, one can appreciate 

 
4 Rodolfo Celletti, A History of Bel Canto (Oxford University Press on Demand, 1996), 3. 
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the significance that his compositions hold in the viola catalog. Furthermore, a deeper knowledge 

of Rolla may also shed light on our understanding of Bel Canto. 
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Statement of Primary Thesis 

 

The music of Alessandro Rolla (1757–1841) fills a significant void in the standard 

repertoire performed by American violists. Rolla’s mature compositional style promotes a better 

understanding of the Bel Canto idiom. By drawing parallels between Rolla and the composers of 

the Bel Canto period, we can discern his unique contributions to the viola repertoire. 
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Review of Scholarly Literature 

Alessandro Rolla’s compositions have long been largely unknown to American viola 

players. Although Rolla was a venerated musician in his time, he has not generated the same 

level of scholarly interest as other major Classical and early Romantic composers like Haydn, 

Mozart, Beethoven, Rossini. 

 

Catalog 

Much of the groundwork for research on Rolla has been set forth by Luigi Inzaghi (b. 

1943) and Luigi Bianchi (1945–2018). Bianchi was the winner of the 1970 Carl Flesch 

Competition and became viola professor at the University of Milan in 1973 (a position 

previously held by Rolla himself). Inzaghi, his academic partner in Rolla research, is a 

musicologist and conductor who hails from Pavia, Rolla’s home city. 

The contributions of Inzaghi and Bianchi remain the foundation for all other Rolla 

research. Inzaghi wrote three books and a dissertation on Rolla, all of which are in Italian and 

have never been translated into English. His earliest book, Rolla Atti del Convegno, 

commemorates the 1981 Rolla Festival in Pavia.5 This collection of proceedings from the festival 

provides interesting insights into multiple facets of Rolla’s life and work, with many 

contributions from leading musicians and historians. Two of particular note are Luigi Bianchi’s 

article on Rolla’s viola concertos6 and Ulrich Drüner’s article on Rolla’s string duos.7 The same 

year, Inzaghi and Bianchi also jointly published Alessandro Rolla: Catalogo Tematico Delle 

 
5 Luigi Inzaghi and Luigi Tomaseili, eds., Alessandro Rolla: Atti Del Convegno (Pavia: Amministrazione Provinciale di Pavia, 1984). 

 
6 Luigi Inzaghi and Luigi Tomaseili, eds., Alessandro Rolla, 83. 
 
7 Luigi Inzaghi and Luigi Tomaseili, eds., Alessandro Rolla, 117. 
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Opere.8 This is an especially noteworthy resource as it displays the implementation of the BI 

(Bianchi, Inzaghi) catalog system and includes musical incipits. Aside from the useful thematic 

catalog, this book also covers much of Rolla’s career and history, including a chronology 

detailing his major life events. The third significant volume by Inzaghi, from 1984, is Alessandro 

Rolla: Vita e Opera del Grande Musicista Maestro di Niccolò Paganini (Alessandro Rolla: Life 

and Work of the Great Musician and Master of Niccolò Paganini).9 

As with many posthumously created thematic catalogs, musicologists have often sought 

to improve systems of organization. For a 2007 conference in Pavia, Pietro Zappalà-Paolo Giorgi 

presented the paper “Verso un nuovo catalogo tematico di Alessandro Rolla” (“Toward a New 

Thematic Catalog of Alessandro Rolla).10 Not to diminish or ignore Inzaghi and Bianchi’s major 

accomplishments, Giorgi sought to improve and update the catalog and create an online database 

to organize the entirety of Rolla’s output. In his paper he describes the organization style of the 

BI system but also argues for the implementation of a new system of organization. The BI 

system is organized largely by genre: for example BI. 1–32 are viola duets, and 33–110 are 

violin/viola duets. Giorgi’s new system includes information such as possible date, original 

manuscript (and location), musical incipit, and many other details. Each work is ascribed a 

unique AR number.  

Renewed interested in cataloging Rolla’s work led to the establishment of a 

comprehensive website in 2009 hosted by Progetto PRIN.11 It includes input from scholars at 

several prominent institutions in Italy, including Università degli Studi di Milano, Università 

 
8 Luigi Inzaghi and Luigi Alberto Bianchi, Alessandro Rolla: Catalogo Tematico Delle Opere (Milan: Nuove Edizioni 1981). 

 
9 Luigi Inzaghi, Alessandro Rolla: Vita e opera del grande musicista, maestro di Niccolo Paganini (Milan: La Spiga, 1984). 

 
10 Pietro, Zappalà, and Giorgi Paolo. "Verso un nuovo catalogo tematico di Alessandro Rolla." (2010). 
 
11 “Alessandro Rolla: Catalogo tematico in rete” (2009), accessed July 6, 2020, http://www.rolla.lim.di.unimi.it/. 
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degli Studi di Ferrara, Università degli Studi di Catania, and Università degli Studi di Pavia. The 

website lists Rolla’s work by old catalog number (BI), new catalog number (AR), title, genre, 

and instrumentation. From this site, one can gather a sense of the enormous scope of Rolla’s 

oeuvre, but also become bewildered by variety in ways in which his music is organized. For 

example, Rolla’s work has been ascribed opus numbers, several BI numbers (old and updated), 

as well as the new AR number. In the repertoire guides by Barrett and Barnes, Rolla’s music is 

only identified by key and genre (example: Sonata in C Major). The way in which Rolla’s music 

is refenced remains inconsistent. Another problematic area is that there is no clear chronology of 

his works. Rolla’s music is not always available in autograph and often dates are not included. 

This is significant because his later work is more clearly in the Bel Canto style than his early 

work. Knowing the general time in which a specific piece was composed is greatly beneficial for 

those seeking to study and perform his music.  

There are several useful resources that document Rolla’s esteemed reputation during his 

lifetime. An article published in the October 1809 Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung describes the 

popularity of Rolla’s duets for violin and viola.12 The author asserts that these duos are suitable 

for advanced players but also excellent for pedagogical purposes. In 1814 Giuseppe Bertini, an 

Italian musicologist, wrote in his Dizionario storico-critico degli scrittori di musica (Dictionary 

of Music and Musicians) that Rolla deserved his reputation as the greatest viola virtuoso in 

Europe.13 He noted that Rolla was at one time forbidden from playing the viola in public because 

women could not hear him without fainting or suffering from a nervous breakdown. Bertini also 

mentions many noteworthy musicians came to Rolla seeking guidance and instruction. He 

 
12 “Tre Duetti per Violino e Viola, composti da Alessandro Rolla. Op 10.” Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung, no. 9 (November 1809), 144. 

 
13 Giuseppe Bertini, Dizionario storico-critico degli scrittori di musica E De' Più Celebri Artisti, Vol. 3 Di Tutte Le Nazioni Sì Antiche Che 

Moderne. Palermo (1815), 233. 
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concludes his entry about Rolla describing the great wealth of “highly prized” instrumental 

music he composed.14 

Rolla’s Academic Presence in the American Viola School 

In Italy, Rolla is regarded as a Mozart-like figure and his viola music is frequently used 

in conservatory study. His work has been viewed as especially useful for learning to play in the 

Classical style and for developing sound technique.15 As Rolla was the first violist to hold a 

professional teaching appointment at the Milan Conservatory, his academic presence in Italy has 

long since been established. But outside of Italy, Rolla’s music is barely known. This fact is 

unsurprising considering the bulk of research on Alessandro Rolla remains untranslated from 

Italian. Despite this, there have been several attempts to inform the American viola community 

about the significance of Rolla.  

After hosting the 1981 Rolla Festival in Pavia and publishing his first book, Luigi Inzaghi 

summarized aspects of his research in an article in the Journal of the American Viola Society 

(JAVS).16 This article does not provide new information to those familiar with Inzaghi’s research, 

but it does provide a concise overview of Rolla’s life and work. Clearly the main intention of this 

article is to help promote Rolla to American violists. The following year, Inzaghi would once 

again contribute to the journal. This time the focus of his article was on Rolla’s later output and 

chamber music.17 

In 2010, upon starting his own publishing company, Gems Music Publications, violist 

Kenneth Martinson also published an article in JAVS, calling for a greater need to explore 

 
14 Ibid. 

 
15 Alice Valoti, e-mail message to author, July 8, 2020. 

 
16 Luigi Inzaghi, “Alessandro Rolla’s String Music,” Journal of the American Viola Society, Vol 1. No. 2 (November 1985): 3-5. 
 
17 Luigi Inzaghi, “Alessandro Rolla’s String Music,” Journal of the American Viola Society, Vol 2. No. 1 (April 1986): 13-17. 
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Rolla’s vast viola catalog.18 Although the article isn’t entirely focused on Rolla, Martinson 

highlights several collections of Rolla’s duets, which Martinson proclaims as “gems.”19  

In 2016 Martinson would once again publish a highly detailed and insightful article 

regarding Rolla’s viola duets in JAVS.20 His article outlines the organization of Rolla’s duets and 

seeks to place them in chronological order based on stylistic details. Martinson analyzes Rolla’s 

abundant use of thirds, sixths, and imitation between parts. He makes the assertion that one can 

get a clear idea of where Rolla was in his compositional development by looking at stylistic 

clues. This is especially relevant for his viola duets because none of them were published during 

his lifetime and were not ascribed dates. Martinson uses supporting evidence and educated 

assumptions from other musicologists to bolster his claims. This article stands as one of the most 

up-to-date and comprehensive overviews of Rolla’s duets. 

Within the last decade, two dissertations have explored some aspects of Rolla’s work. In 

2015, Oana Vasilica Potur wrote The History and Pedagogy of Viola Duos from the Late 

Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Centuries.21 Although this document is not expressly about 

Rolla, Potur nicely details the stylistic developments that occurred in Rolla’s compositions for 

two violas. In 2014, Stephen J. Beall wrote A Performance Edition of the Alessandro Rolla 

Concerto in F for Viola and Orchestra, op. 4 (BI 549).22 The bulk of this project hinged on 

Beall’s reconstruction of a long-lost Rolla viola concerto. Beall makes an effort to examine 

 
18 Kenneth Martinson, “Finding New Viola ‘Gems,’” Journal of the American Viola Society, Vol 26. No. 2 (April 2010): 39-46. 

 
19 Ibid. 
 
20 Kenneth Martinson, “Alessandro Rolla’s Viola Duets” Journal of the American Viola Society, Vol 32. No. 2 (Summer 2016): 13-21. 

 
21 Oana Vasilica Potur, “The History and Pedagogy of Viola Duos from the Late Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Centuries,” DMA diss. (Florida 

State University, 2015). 

 
22 Stephen Beall, “A Performance Edition of the Alessandro Rolla Concerto in F for Viola and Orchestra, Op. 4 BI549,” DMA diss. (University 

of North Texas, 2014). 
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Rolla’s evolution as a composer as influenced by the early Galant, Neapolitan, and eventually the 

Milanese operatic styles. 

 

Rolla’s Presence in Standard Viola Reference Materials 

To understand Rolla’s absence in the viola repertoire it is useful to review the major 

references used by American teachers and students. The viola is not without its core curriculum 

and essential reference materials. Some composers and time periods are much more highly 

represented than others. For example, an astute student can gain a wealth of knowledge about 

Bartok, Hindemith and Walton by following the standard system for viola education in America. 

However, they would find a considerable gap in knowledge in regard to Rolla, as well as other 

19th century repertoire.  

An essential resource among violists and teachers has been The Viola: Complete Guide 

for Teachers and Students by Henry Barrett (1972).23 It provides a basic overview of the core 

repertoire and curriculum for viola. Barrett’s decisions on what to include in his repertoire list 

were partially based on a survey of 250 viola teachers in the U.S. Therefore, the list provides 

excellent insight into what repertoire was considered standard at the time. Although Barrett 

includes a couple works by Rolla, there are many glaring omissions. Given the enormous scope 

of Rolla’s catalogue, he is woefully underrepresented here. It is unfortunate that Barrett’s 

repertoire guideline relies so heavily on transcriptions when so much original viola work by 

Rolla exists. Barrett also includes several mock recital programs, but Rolla’s work is entirely 

absent. Although this book was published more than 50 years ago, it still stands as an essential 

 
23 Henry Barrett, The Viola: Complete Guide for Teachers and Students (Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 1978) 



22 
 

reference. However, it is understandable that these omissions would exist especially given that 

the foundational research on Rolla occurred after its publication. 

Another fundamental work of viola literature is Maurice Riley’s The History of the Viola 

published in 1980. This publication narrowly missed the major Rolla Festival of 1981, therefore 

a lot of information on Rolla is not included. Riley was aware of ongoing research being carried 

out by Luigi Bianchi and included a list of Rolla most prominent students. He openly 

acknowledges Rolla’s significant body of work and also addresses the need for musicians to 

refamiliarize themselves with these forgotten works.24 

A more recent reference book that still leaves room for proper attention to Rolla is 

Playing and Teaching the Viola: A Comprehensive Guide to the Central Clef Instrument and Its 

Music, edited by Gregory Barnes and published by the American String Teachers Association in 

2005.25 With contributions by many prominent violists and pedagogues, the information in this 

volume is more current and is mostly pedagogical in scope. There is a repertoire guide that 

mentions four works by Rolla. This list does not include the BI. 323 sonata, which is one of the 

composer’s mature works. Indeed, none of Rolla’s pieces are mentioned by BI number, which 

presents a challenge for violists seeking to learn these works. Moreover, both Barrett’s and 

Barnes’ repertoire guides rely heavily on transcriptions of violin and cello works. The history of 

the viola’s overreliance on transcriptions negatively fuels the perception that the viola is without 

its own original works. 

 
24 Maurice Riley, The History of the Viola (Ann Arbor: Braun-Brumfield, 1980), 197. 

 
25 Gregory Barnes, Playing and Teaching the Viola: A Comprehensive Guide to the Central Clef Instrument and Its Music (Fairfax: ASTA, 

2005).  
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Rolla’s compositions are also poorly represented in the guidelines set forth by the 

American String Teachers Association and American Viola Society.26 When consulting their 

graded rubrics of viola repertoire, Rolla’s compositions are nowhere to be found. Out of Rolla’s 

enormous output, there are many works that would suit all levels. While works such as the Carl 

Stamitz and Anton Hoffmeister concertos are included, Rolla’s similarly challenging E-flat 

Major Concerto, BI. 545 is omitted. Many of Rolla’s works were dedicated to his students for 

pedagogical purposes and although challenging, they are certainly appropriate for the ambitious 

student. Given that ASTA’s guidelines have such an impact on so many students, it is 

unfortunate not to introduce them to a composer who was a founding father of great viola 

playing. 

A survey of viola literature wouldn’t be complete without including the contributions of 

two performers who defined the viola in the modern era. Lionel Tertis (1876–1975) and William 

Primrose (1904–1982) are undeniably the most important violists of the 20th century and are 

hailed for promoting the viola as a viable solo instrument. In Tertis’ biography, Lionel Tertis: 

The First Great Virtuoso of the Viola,27 and Primrose’s, Playing the Viola: Conversations with 

William Primrose,28 neither so much as mentions Alessandro Rolla. Each book discusses key 

viola repertoire at length, making the absence of Rolla highly noticeable. Both Tertis and 

Primrose championed 20th century composers, including Bartok, Walton and Hindemith. It is 

erroneous to label Lionel Tertis as “the first” viola virtuoso considering the richness of the Italian 

school of viola playing. In his autobiography, Cinderella No More, Tertis expressed his opinion 

 
26 “ASTA Viola Handbook,” American String Teacher Association, accessed December 31, 2020, 
https://www.astastrings.org/Public/Member_Resources/16_ASTACAP_Handbook/Viola.aspx 

 
27 John White, Lionel Tertis: The First Great Virtuoso of the Viola (Boydell & Brewer, 2006). 
 
28 David Dalton and William Primrose, Playing the viola: Conversations with William Primrose (Oxford University Press on Demand, 1988). 



24 
 

that the viola didn’t blossom as a solo instrument until the 20th century. He described the state of 

viola playing at the turn of the century as abysmal. However, labeling the instrument as an 

undiscovered “Cinderella” does not do justice to Rolla’s accomplishments. 

 

Recordings of Rolla’s Viola Music Made Outside of Italy 

Another major obstacle that Rolla faces is the inaccessibility of recordings of his music 

outside of Italy. Although many of Alessandro Rolla’s compositions have been recorded, most of 

these recordings were made by Italian violists. The leading Italian performers include Luigi 

Bianchi, Massimo Paris, Danilo Rossi, Bruno Giuranna, and more recently Simonide Braconi. 

Despite the fact that these prominent violists all clearly value Rolla’s work, it’s perplexing as to 

why leading violists outside of Italy have ignored his work. A survey of the recorded history of 

renowned non-Italian violists yields very little. Prominent viola figures of the last century 

including Lionel Tertis, William Primrose, Kim Kashkashian, Tabea Zimmerman, and Yuri 

Bashmet have not recorded any of Rolla’s work. 

In 2017 Antoine Tamestit, a renowned violist, released the album titled Bel Canto: Voice 

of Viola, which seemed a perfect opportunity to introduce audiences to Rolla. Rolla, as the 

present document suggests, drew deeply on the Bel Canto style. The album showcases a 

wonderful cantabile style, tone, and vibrato that may have been very much in the manner of the 

great Bel Canto singers of Rolla’s era. Tamestit included arrangements of arias by major 

composers of the genre including Bellini and Donizetti. To fill the album with more original 

viola works he included his personal favorites: Henri Vieuxtemp’s Sonata op. 36 and Capriccio 

op. 55 no. 9. Not including at least one work by Rolla on a Bel Canto viola album is the 

equivalent of not including Hindemith, Walton, or Bartok on a list of representative 20th century 
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works for the instrument. This only further demonstrates how Rolla has been excluded from the 

collective consciousness of modern violists.  

It was a welcome surprise when American violist, Jennifer Stumm, released an entire 

album of Rolla’s music in 2011 on the Naxos label. Works included are Sonatas BI. 323, 324 and 

325. Also included are the violin and viola duet BI. 95 as well as three Esercizi. Naxos has 

included several reviews on its website, and upon reading them, one can sense the unfamiliarity 

the reviewers had with Rolla, often referring to him as “Paganini’s teacher.” Despite this 

unfamiliarity, the album has had an overwhelmingly positive reception. Keith Anderson, who 

wrote liner notes for the album, made a good effort to educate new listeners to the operatic 

qualities prevalent in Rolla’s sonatas.29 Unfortunately no other works by Rolla have been 

recorded by violists outside of Italy since Stumm’s album. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
29 Jennifer Stumm Plays Music by Rolla. Alessandro Rolla: Viola Sonatas, Duetto for Viola and Violin Esercizi. Naxos Music Library (Hong 

Kong: Naxos Digital Services Us, 2011). 
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CHAPTER 2: BIOGRAPHY OF ALESSANDRO ROLLA 

 

 

 

Early life 

Alessandro Rolla was born in 1757 in Pavia, Italy and died in 1841 in Milan. From an 

early age, Rolla garnered the reputation as a masterful string player and composer of 

instrumental music. At seven, he received his first formal lessons with the maestro of the choir of 

the Cathedral of Pavia.30 At the age of thirteen, Rolla would go on to further his studies with 

Giovanni Andrea Fioroni, the most prominent musician in Milan, as well as composer, organist, 

and capellmeister of the Milan Cathedral.31 The end of Rolla’s initial period in Milan is marked 

by a momentous occasion: the inaugural concert of the Teatro alla Scala on August 3, 1778, 

which saw Rolla playing in the pit, assumedly as a violist.32 He was surely unaware at the time 

how intertwined his life and career would become with the legendary opera house.  

Rolla’s brilliant mastery of his favorite instrument, the viola, afforded him many 

opportunities to perform and further his career. At the age of fifteen, Rolla gave his debut 

performance, for which he was invited to play one of his own viola concertos, at the Basilica of 

St Ambrose, under the leadership of Giovanni Sammartini.33 Rolla quickly earned the reputation 

as one of the finest violists in Europe. It is documented that upon hearing Rolla playing the vocal 

melodies of Pacchiarotti and Marchesi, people would mistakenly ask who the musician was that 

sang with such beauty.34 In 1814 Giuseppe Bertini, an Italian musicologist, wrote in his 

 
30 Luigi Bianchi and Luigi Inzaghi, Alessandro Rolla: Catalogo Tematico Delle Opere (Nuove edizioni, 1981), 16. 
 
31 Ibid. 16. 

 
32 Ibid, 17.  

 
33 Ibid, 16. 
 
34 Ibid, 17. 
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Dictionary of Music and Musicians that Rolla deserved his reputation as the greatest viola 

virtuoso in Europe.35 In 1782, Rolla was appointed to be principal violist of the Royal Orchestra 

in Parma. Ten years later he was appointed concertmaster and continued to conduct and lead the 

orchestra to great success. 

While in Parma, he wrote a great deal of music for the viola, including many duets and 

concertos. During this period, he was still in the early stages of his compositional career and 

strongly grounded by his Neapolitan and Galant-style predecessors. This influence is reflected by 

his use of simple homophonic textures and an abundance of parallel 3rds and 6ths as seen in 

example 2.1. Luigi Inzaghi also noted Rolla’s heavy use of simple repetitive classical rhythms.36 

To place Rolla in musical context at the time, it is worth noting that two major composers of 

instrumental music, Domenico Scarlatti and Antonin Stamitz, died the year he was born. Mozart, 

who was one of Rolla’s greatest influences, was born one year before him. From a young age, 

Rolla was surrounded by the leading musicians and composers of Italy. Rolla was 8 years old 

when he witnessed his uncle, Giuseppe Rolla, playing the violin under the baton of Giovanni 

Sammartini; Luigi Boccherini was also in attendance.37 These two figures had a tremendous 

influence on Rolla’s dedication to writing instrumental music. 

 

 
35 Giuseppe Bertini, Dizionario storico-critico degli scrittori di musica E De' Più Celebri Artisti, Vol. 3 Di Tutte Le Nazioni Sì Antiche Che 
Moderne. Palermo (1815), 233.   

 
36 Inzaghi JAVS 
 
37 Luigi Inzaghi and Luigi Alberto Bianchi, Alessandro Rolla: Catalogo Tematico Delle Opere (Milan: Nuove Edizioni 1981), 15.   
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Musical Example 2.1: Rolla, BI. 1, mvt. I, mm. 1-8 

 

It was in Parma that his legendary encounter with the young Niccolò Paganini took place. 

Regrettably, Rolla remains best known for having taught Paganini, although this relationship 

seems to have been exaggerated. The story was recounted by Paganini himself, who at the age of 

thirteen visited Rolla’s home to seek tutelage. Rolla was ill and seemed unwilling to receive 

guests, so he stayed in bed in his chamber. The young Paganini saw a newly composed work by 

Rolla and decided to play it at sight. Shocked by what he had heard, Rolla rushed from his bed to 

see the young violinist with his own eyes. Upon seeing the prodigy, he exclaimed “I cannot teach 

you anything, boy. In the name of God, go to Paër,38 here you would waste your time without 

any fruit!”39 Paganini stayed in Parma for the next two years, although it is unclear how much 

 
38 Bianchi and Inzaghi, Alessandro Rolla, 20-21. — Rolla is referring to Fernando Paër (1771–1839), a well-known composer and teacher who 

also lived in Pavia. Bianchi and Inzaghi infer that Rolla is implying that the young Paganini was already technically proficient on the violin and 

therefore should devote himself to developing his compositional talent. 
 
39 Ibid, 20-21. 
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further guidance he received from Rolla. What is clear is that Paganini continued to revere him, 

as evidenced by the warm correspondence they shared for the remainder of Rolla’s life. 

 

Rolla at Teatro alla Scala 

In August of 1802, Rolla approached a major turning point in his career. Ferdinand Duke 

of Parma, the major patron of the arts in Parma (and to whom Rolla dedicated many works) 

passed away. After his death, Rolla was offered the position of orchestra leader at the Teatro 

alla Scala for the upcoming Carnevale of 1802.40 The choice to accept this new position put him 

at a crossroads. Like many other major Italian composers, he considered the possibility of 

furthering his career internationally. He turned turn down several fortuitous engagements abroad 

(most notably in London), making the choice to stay in Italy at the exciting prospect of leading 

the La Scala and ushering in a new wave of Bel Canto opera. The La Scala, originally known as 

New Royal-Ducal Theatre alla Scala, was still in its infancy. It was designed from its very 

beginning to be the cultural hub of Italy, on par with the finest concert halls in the world. Its 

stage was the largest in the country, and became the gathering place for both wealthy nobility 

and commoners alike.  

Rolla’s new leadership role at the La Scala put him at the center of a new wave of Italian 

Opera whose popularity became unparalleled. On December 26, 1802, he directed his first opera 

at La Scala (Geneva of Scotland, by Simone Mayr)41 and would continue to lead the orchestra all 

the way until 1833. Although he is referred to as the “conductor” of the orchestra, he actually 

 
40 Ibid, 24-25. 
 
41 Ibid, 24-25. 
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served as concertmaster, which was effectively the leader of the group at the time. There was in 

fact no baton-waving conductor during this period at La Scala. 

While leading the orchestra, Rolla presented the premiers of a substantial number of 

works, including operas of Mozart and Rossini. Although Mozart had passed away in 1791, 

many of his operas had not yet been internationally premiered.  Rolla holds the distinction of 

having presented the Italian premieres of several Mozart’s major operatic works: Cosi Fan Tutti 

(September 19, 1807), Don Giovanni (October 17, 1814), Clemenza di Tito (December 26, 

1818), and Le Nozze di Figaro (8 October 1825).   

Rolla also directed 18 operas by Gioachino Rossini, the most prevalent composer in 

Milan in the 1820s. Rolla gave the following world premieres of the following Rossini operas: 

La Pietra di Paragone (September 26, 1812), Aureliano in Palmira (December 26, 1813), Il 

Turco in Italia (August 14, 1814), La Gazza Ladra (May 31, 1817), and Bianca and Falliero 

(December 26, 1819).   

Rolla was at the epicenter of the bustling world of Milanese opera as it reached its highest 

degree of popularity and success. By Inzaghi and Bianchi’s accounts, Rolla led the orchestra for 

a staggering 373 operas during his tenure at La Scala.42 The impact that this had on his own 

compositional output was profound, which can be seen directly in how he chose to incorporate 

the melodies from some of these operas into his own compositions. Although Rolla was already 

45 years old when he began to lead the La Scala, his compositional style continued to evolve to 

reflect the overwhelming influence of Italian opera. 

In addition to his responsibilities at La Scala, Rolla remained highly active as a composer 

and teacher. Many of his works written during this period were dedicated to his pupils at the 

 
42Bianchi and Inzaghi, Alessandro Rolla, 27-28. 
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Milan Conservatory. His multifaceted career as a musician may have obscured his recognition as 

a composer; Bertini noted in 1816 that Rolla’s fame as an orchestra leader was perhaps 

detrimental to his reputation as a composer.43 Rolla’s name became synonymous with La Scala 

as seen in several of his published duets. The Ricordi publishing company used his reputation as 

“maestro” of La Scala as a major selling point (see figure 2.1). Ricordi, founded in 1808, would 

become the preeminent publisher of Italian opera after purchasing the entirety of the La Scala 

theatre’s library in 1825.44 Ricordi remains to this day the primary source for Bel Canto scores 

and owns the rights to the complete works of Rossini, Bellini, and Donizetti. As a published 

composer, Rolla’s music stood alongside the masters of Bel Canto writing. 

 
43 Giuseppe Bertini, Dizionario storico-critico degli scrittori di musica E De' Più Celebri Artisti, Vol. 3 Di Tutte Le Nazioni Sì Antiche Che 

Moderne. Palermo (1815), 233. 
 
44 “Ricordi: About Us.” Date accessed December 9, 2022, https://www.ricordi.com/en-US/About-us.aspx. 
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Figure 2.1: Ricordi’s Edition of Rolla’s Op. 14 Duos 

 

Rolla was predominately known as a violinist for his role as concertmaster with La Scala, 

however he still championed the viola by composing, performing, and teaching. In a gala event 

organized by the Milan Conservatory in 1823 he performed his BI. 333 Adagio with Theme and 

Variations for viola and orchestra on the grand stage of the Teatro alla Scala. He was 

accompanied by an orchestra comprised of students of the Milan Conservatory. This was an 

extraordinary accomplishment considering the extremely technical nature of the work and the 

fact that he was 66 years old at the time. Rolla’s lifelong dedication to the instrument left an 

indelible mark for future generations of violists. 
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Figure 2.2: Playbill and Set Design from La Scala’s production of La Gazza Ladra 
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CHAPTER 3: TOWARDS A DEFINITION OF BEL CANTO 

 

The term “Bel Canto” is exceedingly nebulous in nature. However, in order to label 

Alessandro Rolla as a Bel Canto composer, the definition of the term must first be explored. 

Although it simply translates to “beautiful singing” or “beautiful voice,” it carries a deeper 

meaning. The difficulty in defining Bel Canto stems from the fact that it is a subjective term tied 

to aesthetics and taste. Some associate the term exclusively with a specific method and style of 

vocal technique. Others define it as a musical era, roughly between 1800–1830, as epitomized by 

Italian composers including Rossini, Bellini, and Donizetti.45 Bel Canto can also be understood 

as the defining compositional elements employed by these composers. 

 

Bel Canto as a Vocal Technique 

A large misconception regarding Bel Canto is that it exclusively refers to a highly 

developed vocal technique. This narrow view has been perpetuated by many vocal pedagogues, 

and there are countless examples of books and treatises written in this vein. Representative 

examples include Bel Canto in Its Golden Age: A Study of its Teaching Concepts by Philip A. 

Duey and Bel Canto: A History of Vocal Pedagogy by James Stark. Bel Canto certainly can be 

understood from the perspective of vocal technique and musicality. Although this only represents 

one facet of Bel Canto, these vocal treatises are incredibly valuable to performers and 

musicologists seeking to better their understanding of the style. 

Treatises on Bel Canto vocal technique share many common methodologies. They all 

advocate ways in which one may learn how to produce a beautiful and well-supported voice that 

 
45 Owen Jander and Ellen Harris. "Bel Canto." Grove Music Online. 2001; Accessed 8 Dec. 2022. https://www-oxfordmusiconline-

com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000002551. 
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is capable of rendering a smooth legato between passaggios. There is also a major emphasis on 

breath control and the execution of the “Messa di voce”, a controlled swell while maintaining an 

intensity of tone. A Bel Canto singer is expected to be well-versed in the realization of 

ornaments and the tasteful implementation of rubato. 

The ideal Bel Canto singer is one who executes beautiful and virtuosic passages with ease 

and yet conveys the pathos of a scene. No singer did more to reignite the passion for 

rediscovering this lost art than Maria Callas (1923–1977) beginning in the 1940s.46 Other major 

operatic stars in the Bel Canto revival would emerge thereafter. Notable performers include Joan 

Sutherland, Marilyn Horne, Cecilia Bartoli and Montserrat Caballé.  

When discussing the ideal interpreter of Bel Canto music, one cannot overlook the impact 

of the castrato. Many composers saw the castrato as the ideal voice type for the genre. What was 

it about the castrato that captivated audiences and composers alike? Musicologist, Rodolfo 

Celletti, wrote in his A History of Bel Canto:    

The castrato voice expresses the predilection of the late sixteenth, seventeenth, and 

eighteenth centuries for unusual timbres, stylized and anti-realistic, a predilection in 

keeping with an aversion for the more commonplace and ‘vulgar’ timbres… it wasn’t 

merely the unusual physical condition of the castrato that composers and audiences 

found riveting. It was their unusually sound grounding both in vocal technique and in 

musicianship… that made the castrato the embodiment of a vocal ‘poetics of wonder’.47  

 

Gioachino Rossini wrote about his deep admiration for the castrati. He went so far as to 

link the downfall of the castrato with the decline of Bel Canto singing. In a letter to Luigi 

Crisostomo Ferrucci on March 23,1866, he wrote “Those mutilated creatures who could not 

 
46 Celletti, Bel Canto, Virtuosity and Hedonism, 11. 
 
47 Celletti, Bel Canto, Virtuosity and Hedonism, 8.  
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follow any career but singing were the founders of that ‘singing which is heard within the soul’, 

and the appalling decline of Italian Bel Canto began with their suppression.”48 

The sentiment that Rossini expresses in his letter touches on another aspect that is deeply 

tied to Bel Canto: the idea that Bel Canto is a lost art. There is an air of mystique tinged with 

nostalgia when the composer pines for the loss of Bel Canto tradition. This is perhaps one reason 

why the idiom remains so elusive and difficult to define. It is helpful to take note of when the 

term entered the musical vernacular. As Rossini wrote this letter in 1866, he was highly resentful 

about the current Romantic trend. A new type of declamatory singing had emerged with the 

advent of Verdi and especially Wagner. Rossini considered himself something of a dinosaur, still 

steeped in the classical traditions of his idol, Mozart. This sense of a lost art perfectly 

encapsulates much of the sentiment that modern vocal pedagogues share. 

The topic of the castrato’s unusual voice and uncanny musicianship remains at the very 

heart of Bel Canto. The unique voice, brought on by physical mutilation and rigorous training, 

represented the ultimate sacrifice for the arts. Rudolfo Celletti expands upon this idea with a 

concept he refers to as “hedonism and virtuosity”. “Hedonism”, despite its negative connotation, 

significantly defines the most crucial and over-arching aesthetic of the Bel Canto style. The 

fantastic and outlandish storylines in opera, both serious and comic, became larger than life. The 

artistic intention of librettists and composers was to transport audiences to places far beyond the 

scope of mundane everyday life. This demands that the music must also be of an elevated and 

divine quality. This concept is clearly evident during the Bel Canto era, but it reaches far back to 

the very origins of Baroque opera. A prime example of this was Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo:  

Monteverdi states that for males and females alike (Orpheus and Ariadne) the 

appropriate musical language is simple canto spinato (plain, unadorned singing), but 

that divine beings should express themselves in the symbolic language of tirate (scale-

 
48 Ibid, 13. 
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like runs), gorgheggi (shakes), and trills, in other words ornate, allegorical singing…. 

Monteverdi crystallizes the principle that mythical, legendary characters should be 

distinguished from ordinary mortals by speaking an idealized language and not the 

common speech of everyday life.49 

 

 

Compositional Elements in Bel Canto 

In all musical genres, key works emerge as major stylistic representatives. These 

representative works demonstrate a high degree of quality, popularity and noteworthy history. 

This is especially true in the world of Bel Canto opera where specific arias have become 

synonymous with the genre. One can name a few of these “quintessential” standards: Bellini’s 

“Casta Diva,” Rossini’s “Una voce poco fa”, and Donizetti’s “Una furtiva lagrima.” Obviously, 

this is only a very narrow glimpse of the genre, but much can be inferred from these works. 

The most important and ubiquitous is surely Bellini’s best-known aria “Casta Diva” from 

Norma (1831). This aria holds a special place for its role in the modern Bel Canto revival. With 

performances by the legendary Maria Callas beginning in the 1940s, “Casta Diva” ushered in the 

renaissance of the Bel Canto style. The aria was equally celebrated soon after it was composed, 

heralded by Rossini as Bellini’s greatest composition.50 Rossini mourned what he viewed as the 

loss of great Italian singing when he later wrote, “Today there is no such school, there are neither 

models nor interpreters, for which reason not a single voice of the new generation is capable of 

rendering in bel canto the aria ‘Casta Diva’.”51 

Rossini’s statement actually marks one of the first instances in which the term “Bel 

Canto” was used to denote a style of singing. It couldn’t be any clearer how intertwined “Casta 

 
49 Celletti, Bel Canto, Virtuosity and Hedonism, 7-8.  

 
50 Taruskin, Music in the Nineteenth Century, 40. 
 
51 Ibid. 
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Diva” is with the subject of Bel Canto. It also must be noted that Alessandro Rolla was still 

concertmaster of the La Scala for Norma’s premiere in 1831. 

 

 

Figure 3.1: Playbill from Teatro alla Scala’s premiere of Bellini’s Norma 
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Musical Example 3.1: Bellini, Norma, “Casta Diva,” mm. 15-23 

 

Although Rossini seemed to be referring to a singing rather than a compositional style, 

there are several compositional elements at play that help define “Casta Diva” as a Bel Canto 

aria — and, indeed, performance and compositional styles cannot be divorced from each other. 

The aria is unmistakable for its long flowing phrases, replete with many expressive 

appoggiaturas and ornaments, as seen in example 3.1. Bellini’s use of ornamentation is highly 
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deliberate. His abundant use of the turn or gruppetto is often written out. While giving a 

masterclass at Juilliard on “Casta Diva”, Maria Callas described Bellini’s use of the ornament as 

a clear identifier of his style.52 The turn, although an ornament of ancient origins, saw a major 

surge in use by the Bel Canto composers. It became more commonplace in the 19th century for 

composers to fully realize their own ornaments rather than leave them to the sole discretion of 

singers. Martha Elliot detailed the prevalence and variety of these ornaments in Style and 

Ornamentation in Classical and Bel Canto Arias.53 Not only was the grupetto found in 

abundance, but composers realized the ornament in a seemingly never-ending variety of ways.  

The craft of Bel Canto composition differs significantly from several other schools of 

composition during the same time period. For example, German composers like Beethoven 

highly valued motivic construction. Beethoven greatly expanded sonata form to include 

expansive and highly adventurous development sections, rich with large-scale harmonic 

structures. In contrast to this, Bel Canto composers wrote short arias that required an immediacy 

of emotional expression. By stripping away the ornaments, one can observe the simplicity of 

Bellini’s framework. As with other Bel Canto composers, there is little emphasis on motivic 

development. Instead, arias like “Casta Diva” are constructed through the intricate weaving of 

ornaments to create melodies. 

Flourishes, or “arabesques,” as Luigi Bianchi puts it, can be found in the following 

passage from “Casta Diva”, seen in example 3.2. Although harmonically simple, and written 

over a dominant pedal, the soprano elaborates an ascending line with turns that start with a 

chromatic lower neighbor and is followed by descending melismatic sequences. This pattern 

 
52 Callas, Maria, Eugene. Kohn, and Juilliard School. Callas at Juilliard Master Classes (Hayes, Middlesex, England: EMI, 1987). 

 
53 Martha Elliot, “Style and Ornamentation in Classical and Bel Canto Arias.” Teaching Singing in the 21st Century (Princeton: Springer 2014), 

256-257. 
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repeats four measures later, this time with a chromatic descent. This demonstrates the extreme 

demand of vocal facility even at very high registers. 

 

Musical Example 3.2: Bellini, Norma, “Casta Diva,” mm. 32-33 and 36-37 

 

Many similarities exist between “Casta Diva” and the popular tenor aria, “Una furtiva 

lagrima” from L'elisir d'amore (1832) by Donizetti. Both arias are in compound meter and 

include a simple arpeggiated accompaniment. “Una furtiva lagrima” also employs heavy use of 

the turn; there are four turns in the opening phrase alone, as seen in example 3.3. Expressive 

leaps in register, usually intervals in fifths and sixths, are also exceedingly indicative of the style. 

Romantic composer and staunch critic of Italian opera tropes, Hector Berlioz, who criticized 
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Italian opera, complained about what he viewed as the over-abundance of these intervals in the 

music of Rossini and Bellini.54 

 

Musical Example 3.3: Donizetti, L'elisir d'amore “Una Furtiva Lagrima,” mm. 1-9 

 

“Una voce poco fa” from Rossini’s beloved opera Il barbiere di Siviglia (1816) 

demonstrates the dramatic increase in vocal agility demanded upon singers. Example 3.4 shows 

the extremes that Rossini took in expanding virtuosity. Although Rossini was steeped in the 

Classical tradition of Mozart, his coloratura reached new heights. As will be discussed in the 

next section, it is easy to draw an association between the development of instrumental music 

and vocal technique. 

 
54 Hector Berlioz and André Hallays. Les Musiciens Et La Musique. Project Gutenberg. https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/37011/pg37011-

images.html. 
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Musical Example 3.4: Rossini, Il Barbiere di Siviglia “Una voce poco fa, mm. 36-42 
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The Association Between Instrumental Music and Bel Canto 

 

Alessandro Rolla is responsible for extending Bel Canto principles to instrumental music. 

This combats the preconceived notion that the Bel Canto aesthetic is exclusive to singers. 

Although, singers associate Bel Canto with a specialized technique, the idiom refers more to an 

aesthetic than a vocal style. Rudolfo Celletti, a preeminent musicologist who specialized in 

opera, credited the composers rather the performers for originating the Bel Canto style.  

In any type of opera, the singing is always the object, never the subject. Schools of 

singing and types of voice are created, not by singers or by singing teachers, but rather 

by the most representative opera composers and their librettists, through the writing, 

the language used, the tessitura, the shape of set pieces and recitatives, the stage 

situations, and the relationship between singing and orchestra. The art of bel canto 

was simply and solely because the composers and librettists, even after the Baroque 

period, were inspired by the aesthetic… and hence built up musical and theatrical 

structures which enabled the executants to sing and express themselves in that way 

rather than another. Thus, the ‘belcantist’ are first and foremost the composers, then 

the librettists, and lastly the singers.55 

 

  The idea of labeling instrumental music (like Rolla’s) as “Bel Canto” is therefore valid.  

This is because the manner in which Rolla composed clearly reflected those who wrote opera 

around him. The exchange between instrumentalists and vocalists is actually at the very heart of 

Bel Canto.  

Bel canto sprang from a mighty effort of imagination and technical skill in which 

singers and instrumentalists joined forces, each side goading and spurring the other on 

in turns…. singers and instrumentalists tended to buttress and support one another, 

each side acting as a spur to the imagination of the other. On the instrumental side, the 

human voice is declared to be the model to be followed. This is the stated view of the 

violinists, up to the time of Tartini, Geminiani, and at the end of the eighteenth 

century, Galeazzi.56 

 

 
55 Celletti, Bel Canto, Virtusosity, and Hedonism, 9-10. 
 
56 Ibid, 3. 
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There has been little academic research that approaches Rolla’s viola music from the 

vantage of Bel Canto. This is puzzling because the link between Bel Canto and instrumental 

music has been studied as it applies to other instruments including the French horn, cello, and 

violin. In 2013, Denise Pierce wrote a dissertation titled Applying the Study of Bel Canto Vocal 

Technique to Artistic Horn Playing: Perfect Legato, Beautiful Sound, Agility, and Musical 

Expression.57 Pierce presents her research as a pedagogical approach to horn playing through the 

study of Bel Canto vocal technique. Although this dissertation mainly pertains to the study of 

horn technique, it is relevant because it attempts to cross instrumental technique with vocal 

pedagogy, especially in the era of Rossini. Pierce includes many examples of treatises both from 

horn playing and vocal perspectives. A similar approach can be taken to better our 

comprehension of Rolla’s music.  

Clare Tunney took a similar approach in her dissertation titled The Bel Canto Cello: A 

Study of Violoncello Playing in Italy in the 19th Century, 2012.58 Like Pierce’s dissertation, 

Tunney’s work succeeds at linking the Italian vocal tradition to instrumental playing. Tunney 

paints a broad overview of the Bel Canto style and attempts to break down its core concepts into 

tone production, tempo (rubato), portamento, and usage of vibrato. There is brief mention of 

Rolla, as his Duetto III is analyzed for its use of ornamentation. Tunney’s assemblage of many 

important Italian treatises, both on string playing and singing, is particularly useful for 

understanding Bel Canto performance practice. Alfredo Piatti, known as one of the greatest 

cellists of the 19th century, is of particular focus in this document. Piatti transcribed many Bel 

 
57 Root Pierce, Denise Lyn. Applying the Study of Bel Canto Vocal Technique to Artistic Horn Playing: Perfect Legato, Beautiful Sound, Agility, 

and Musical Expression, DMA document (University of Arizona, 2013). 
 
58 Clare Tunney. “The Bel Canto Cello: A Study of Violoncello Playing in Italy in the 19th Century.” 2012. 
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Canto arias to the cello in the same manner that Rolla did for the viola. There has never been a 

similar study that treats Alessandro Rolla’s viola music from the perspective of Bel Canto. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



47 
 

CHAPTER 4: MUSICA RIDOTTA (MUSICAL REDUCTIONS) BY ROLLA 

 

In the following three chapters, key works in the Alessandro Rolla library will be 

analyzed through the lens of the Bel Canto tradition. These works hold a unique place in the 

viola catalog where works written in this style are scarce. Because Rolla left a vast catalog of 

works, the following pieces were selected because they are his most representative examples of 

the Bel Canto style. When Rolla moved to Milan to lead the La Scala orchestra in 1802, there 

was a clear shift in his compositional practice that reflected the musical trends around him. All of 

the works included in this study were written after this date and belong to the composer’s mature 

period.  

 

The Musica Ridotta, BI. 316-322 

The Musica Ridotta or “musical reductions”, is a collection of aria transcriptions for solo 

viola. This small collection of work is a logical starting point for observing how Rolla was 

directly influenced by several major Bel Canto composers. The following is a complete list of all 

the known aria arrangements credited to Rolla (the year that the opera premiered is included): 

 

BI. 316: Andante (Vaccaj: Guilietta e Romeo, Atto III) 1825 

BI. 317: Andante (Rossini: Demetrio e Poliblio, Quartetto) 1809 

BI. 318: Romanza e Preghiera (Rossini: Otello) 1816 

BI. 319: Cavatina nel furor delle tempeste (Bellini: Il Pirata) 1827 

BI. 320: Meco tu vieni (Bellini: La Straniera) 1829 

BI. 321: Tu verdrai la sventurata (Bellini: Il Pirata) 1827 

BI. 322: Duetto: Pietosa al Padre (Bellini: Il Pirata) 1827 
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Background 

During the period in which Rolla created his arrangements, he was both leading the La 

Scala Orchestra and teaching viola at the Milan Conservatory. Therefore, Rolla possessed an 

intimate and unique acquaintance with these operatic selections. His direct collaboration with 

composers and prominent singers gave him an exceptional insight into the Bel Canto style. 

His role as professor at the Milan Conservatory implies the pedagogical value that these 

arrangements hold. These aria reductions clearly demonstrate a clear intention for the violist to 

emulate a singer. This direct connection between virtuoso viola playing and Bel Canto singing is 

a true rarity for the instrument. The precedent of transcribing vocal works for the viola is all but 

nonexistent before Rolla.  

It is a fair assumption that these arrangements were created soon after the original works 

premiered. Due to the notoriously fast production cycle of operas at the time, operas would come 

and go quickly at the La Scala and it is highly unlikely these transcriptions were made long after 

the operas premiered. Therefore, unlike many of Rolla’s other works, we can tell with some 

certainty when they were written. 

It is unlikely that these transcriptions were created with public performance in mind. It is 

more probable that they were composed either for enjoyment in the home or for pedagogical 

purposes, or both. Many dynamic markings and articulations are absent. Those who seek to 

perform these transcriptions would be required to have familiarity with the original arias. The 

lack of an accompaniment also makes them less suitable for a performance setting. 
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BI. 316 Andante (Vaccai: Giulietta e Romeo, Atto III) 

The first aria arrangement in this collection is “Ah se tu dormi” (As you are asleep) from 

Vaccai’s Giulietta e Romeo (1825). The aria occurs during the final tomb scene in this adaptation 

of Shakespeare’s tragedy. The opera is considered to be Nicola Vaccai's (1790–1848) last major 

operatic success, despite its composer having gone on to write nine more operas. Although 

initially popular in Milan, the opera ceased to find its way to the concert stage and eventually fell 

into obscurity. Even though the opera waned in popularity, the last scene saw a resurgence when 

it was used as a substitute for the last act of Bellini's I Capuleti e i Montecchi. This practice first 

occurred during an 1832 production in Bologna. This was originally done at the behest of mezzo-

soprano, Maria Malibran (1808-1836), who was cast as Romeo. This practice, although odd in 

the context of modern-day performance practice, was actually quite common for the time. 

Vaccai’s aria, “Ah se tu dormi”, became one of his most well-known due to its close association 

with Bellini’s work.  

 

 

Figure 4.1: Playbill for Bellini’s I Capuleti e I Montecchi with Vaccai’s Giulietta e Romeo as the 3rd Act 
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For Vaccai and Bellini’s productions to merge together seamlessly speaks volumes about 

how standardized the craft of Bel Canto composition had become. Obviously, this is aided by the 

fact that both operas adhered closely to the same libretto by Felice Romani (1788–1865). 

Nonetheless, it is plain to see how Vaccai’s compositional style closely resembles that of 

Bellini’s. Both composers spoke the common language of Bel Canto. 

Giulietta, sung by a mezzo-soprano, enters with the melody after its first presentation by 

the flute. The orchestral texture quickly fades to a simple arpeggiated harp accompaniment. 

Rolla’s arrangement, seen in example 4.1, is immediately more ornate, adding an intricate florid 

run in the third measure. Vaccai creates a sighing gesture through the use of a falling chromatic 

line that adds pathos to this tragic scene. This characteristic device is commonly used by Bel 

Canto composers and is also present in many of Rolla’s original works. Other prominent features 

include the abundant use of large melodic leaps that are immediately followed by descending 

melismatic figurations. 

 

Musical Example 4.1: Rolla, BI. 316, mm.1-15 
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It should also be noted that Vaccai’s original scene begins with a brief introduction and 

recitative (neither of which appear in Rolla’s arrangement). However, a contrasting melody 

introduced in the French horn finds its way into Rolla’s version in measure 37.  

 

BI. 317 Andante (Rossini: Demetrio e Polibio, Quartetto)  

“Padre, qual gioia prov” (Father, what joy I feel) 

Rolla chose to arrange this rarely performed quartet from Demetrio e Polibio, shown in 

example 4.2. Rossini completed this opera in 1808, when he was only 26 years old, but it was not 

performed until 1812. This also makes it one of the earliest operas that Rolla drew from for his 

arrangements.  

Unlike many of Rolla’s other selections, Demetrio e Polibio was not premiered at the La 

Scala, but instead, in Rome at the Teatro Valle. Interestingly, this marks the only instance in 

which Rolla arranged a vocal quartet for solo viola. He did not elect to duplicate Rossini’s 

counterpoint or harmony, but rather embellished and augmented the original melody. 

 

Musical Example 4.2: Rolla, BI. 317, mm. 1-10 

 

Rolla begins his arrangement by incorporating the two-measure orchestral introduction 

from the woodwinds. In measure 10, Rolla strays far away from the source material. His original 

conclusion to the aria resembles that of an improvisational cadenza. This is reinforced by the 

marking a piacere as well as multiple fermatas. 
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BI. 318 Romanza e Preghiera (Rossini: Otello) 

“Assisa a pie d'un salice” (Sitting at the foot of a willow) 

This arrangement, shown in example 4.3, is adapted from Act 3 of Rossini’s Otello 

(1816). “Assisa a pie d'un salice” is sung by Desdemona, as she expresses her sorrow and her 

love for Otello. The aria is often referred to as the “Willow song,” marking the emotional and 

musical climax of the opera. Rossini’s original aria begins with a lavish and expansive harp 

cadenza (a common instrument used by Bellini and Donizetti for setting climactic and emotional 

scenes). This leads to a simple arpeggiated harp accompaniment in the typical Cavatina style. 

The melody enters and immediately displays many of the hallmark characteristics of the Bel 

Canto style in the double-dotted rhythms and dramatic leaps in register. The sighing gesture 

created using upper-neighbor appoggiaturas is something that can be found in much of Rolla’s 

original work. 

 

Musical Example 4.3: Rolla, BI. 318, mm. 1-13 

 

 Both Rossini and Rolla’s versions of the melody make abundant use of ornamentation. 

This is the prevalent device used to expand melody during the Bel Canto era. Within the opening 

twelve measures there are three turns, as well as other florid passages written in a virtuosic style. 

This heavy reliance on ornamentation for the expansion and creation of melody remains at great 
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odds with the motivic approach used by Germanic composers. Harmonically, Rossini is able to 

prolong his melody by avoiding a strong cadence. In measure 31, instead of forming an even 

eight-bar phrase, Rossini tonicizes the parallel major, B-flat. This creates a long continuous 

melody that gracefully flows, allowing the performer to explore a wide variety of tonal color.  In 

Rolla’s arrangement, the melody is written as a refrain with the figurations and florid runs 

becoming ever more ornate with each iteration. As seen in the opening gesture, Rolla includes no 

slurs so as to reflect the syllabic nature of Rossini’s original text setting.  

 

Selections from Bellini’s Il Pirata: BI. 319, 320, 322 

The following three transcriptions are all selections from Vincenzo Bellini’s Il Pirata. 

These three works are especially noteworthy because they mark the only occurrence in which 

Rolla draws from multiple arias belonging to the same opera. This landmark opera premiered in 

Milan at the Teatro alla Scala in October 27, 1827 under the leadership of maestro Rolla. 

Although Il Pirata is less commonly performed today, the work was met with immediate success 

and played a vital role in Bellini’s meteoric rise to fame. Musicologists Simon Maguire and 

Elizabeth Forbes note how Il Pirata laid the foundation for the Romantic melodrama, greatly 

influencing composers like Donizetti and Verdi. Rolla’s fascination with this opera tells us 

something about his aesthetic tastes.   

Bellini composed Il Pirata, a melodrama comprised of two acts, while he was early in his 

career. Il Pirata marked Bellini’s Milanese debut at the La Scala, a tremendous career highlight 

for the young composer. This is all the more impressive considering it was only his second 

professional production. He spent an unusually long time to complete his opera (half a year).  

Playing the lead role, Gualtiero, was the legendary tenor Giovanni Battista Rubini (1794–1854). 
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Rolla’s other arrangements also include arias that were originally sung by Rubini. This source of 

inspiration is a good example of the dialectic between composers and performers. 

 

BI. 319 Cavatina: Nel Furor delle Tempeste (Bellini: Il Pirata) 

“Nel Furor delle Tempeste” (In the Fury of the Storms) 

The melodrama of Il Pirata is truly Romantic in nature. In this opening cavatina, 

Gualtiero is introduced as the tragic hero. He is an outlaw pirate who finds himself washed 

ashore, the survivor of a shipwreck. Gualtiero, a daring rogue, had been hunted ruthlessly by 

Ernesto, the Duke of Caldora. Despite his hatred for Ernesto and nearly dying at sea, Gualtiero 

aria tells of his love for Imogene and how the vision of her kept him alive in the storm’s rage.  

Maguire and Forbes document how Bellini’s compositional practice reflected the vocal 

talent of Rubini, the renowned tenor cast as Gualtiero:  

Bellini exploited Rubini’s talent for flights of passionate expression, avoiding any 

break in the melodic line by decoration until near the end of the long phrases. 

However, Bellini maintained the high tessitura of the Rossinian tenor, ascending to 

e” in the opening cavatina (for Rubini he wrote much of Gualtiero’s part a tone 

higher than it appears in printed scores).59 

 

It is an ideal of the Bel Canto aesthetic to write with a “special” voice-type in mind. 

Because Bellini composed in a manner specifically tailored to Rubini’s talents, the role of 

Gualtiero poses great difficulty for many tenors. Bellini was apparently so enamored with 

Rubini’s voice that he was reluctant to return to the La Scala for his next production, knowing 

Rubini could not be in the cast.  

 
59 Elizabeth Forbes and Simon Maguire, "Il Pirata” Grove Music Online. 2002; Accessed 9 Dec. 2022. https://www-oxfordmusiconline-

com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-5000003633. 
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Due to the lack of accompaniment, Rolla’s sparse arrangement does not paint a full 

picture. In this aria, Bellini incorporates the typical Polonaise dance rhythm. This is a common 

device found in many of Bellini’s arias (especially in the cabaletta section), as well as in Rolla’s 

original work. Familiarity with the original accompaniment would certainly alter the manner in 

which violists interpret this transcription. This shows the importance of gaining familiarity with 

the original source material, as this Polonaise rhythm is in no way reflected in Rolla’s score.  

Rolla’s treatment of Bellini’s melody, shown in example 4.4, includes numerous minor 

alterations. These alterations include dotted rhythms, grace notes, and articulation markings. The 

fact that he scrupulously notated these changes gives insight into his personal interpretation of 

the score. Because singers often strayed far from the printed score, many interpretive details have 

been passed down by oral tradition. This can lead to questions regarding the authentic 

interpretation of the score. Rolla’s treatment of ornamentation and articulation can inform 

historical performance of Bel Canto works. 

 

Musical Example 4.4: Rolla, BI. 319, mm. 1-8 

  

It should be noted that Rolla has excluded Bellini’s quartet section from the middle of the 

aria. This is understandable seeing that this arrangement is for a solo instrument. Rolla’s version 

concludes with a syncopated accompaniment that does not appear in Bellini’s original. 
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BI. 321 Tu vedrai la sventurata (Bellini: Il Pirata) 

Appearing before the finale of the second act, Bellini’s “Tu vedrai la sventurata” (You 

will see the unfortunate), marks the emotional and dramatic climax for Gualtiero. Having just 

slain Ernesto, his sworn enemy, Gualtiero accepts his fate knowing he will be executed. In this 

scene, he surprises Ernesto’s funeral procession and throws down his sword. In his final aria, he 

longs for Ismolde’s forgiveness and remembrance in death.  

Despite the tragic nature of this aria, it is set in a major key. This key choice seems at 

odds with the tragedy that has unfolded. In heroic fashion, Gualtiero, blinded with love and 

passion, chooses to boldly embrace his demise. This romantic sentiment is reflected beautifully 

in Bellini’s score, shown in example 4.5. 

 

Musical Example 4.5: Bellini, Il Pirata, “Tu vedrai la sventurata,” mm. 1-5 

 

Aside from the ironic mode choice, Bellini’s melodic construction helps to convey 

Gualtiero’s tragic last stand. The melody begins with large, expressive leaps in register 

(especially high for the tenor range), usually accentuated by occurring on the downbeat. Again, 

Bellini was certainly playing into Rubini’s strengths. Typical of Bel Canto melodic construction, 

these leaps are always followed by flowing descending lines. Bellini uses chromatic suspensions 

that are jarring to the key and serve to reflect Gualtiero’s passion and angst.  
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Rolla’s edition, shown in example 4.6, makes several notable changes; the first is the 

perplexing absence of the two pickup notes. The anacrusis plays a significant role in Bellini’s 

aria. These pick-up notes comprise the first two syllables of text (“Tu ve-drai” translating to “you 

will see”) as well as setup the first melodic leap. 

 

Musical Example 4.6: Rolla, BI. 321, mm. 1-8 

 

 

Following an original cadenza, shown in example 4.7, Rolla makes use of another aria 

from the same scene “Ma non fia sempre odiata la mia memoria” (But my memory is not always 

hated). This simple and effective melody is comprised of an eight-measure antecedent-

consequent construction. This particular melody was also used as the basis for Clara Schumann’s 

Op. 8 Concert Variations for piano composed in 1837. Other examples of pianists borrowing 

from Bellini, include the great keyboard composers, Chopin and Liszt, both of whom wrote their 

own arrangements of his operas (Norma and Il Puritani). Bellini remains a critical link bridging 

the Classical and Romantic eras by means of the Bel Canto. 
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Musical Example 4.7: Rolla, BI. 321, mm. 35-46 

 

Rolla’s arrangement makes selective use of the orchestral parts. Chiefly, he uses the 

conjoining material that separates the opening aria from the chorus’ entrance, although, as per 

usual, Rolla does not include any of the chorus material in his arrangement. There is a striking 

passage in measure 16 that is written entirely in double-stops, shown in example 4.8. The 

following passage was originally pizzicato in Bellini’s version; perhaps Rolla’s arrangement was 

also intended to be played this way? 

 

Musical Example 4.8: Rolla, BI. 321, mm. 17-20 

 

 

BI. 322 Duetto: Pietosa al Padre (Bellini: Il Pirata) 

The last arrangement that Rolla pulls from Il Pirata, shown in example 4.9, appears 

towards the middle of Act 1 (1.14). It is a tumultuous scene where Gualtiero accuses his former 

love, Imogene, of betrayal. He describes the insurmountable hardships and torment he endured at 
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sea, while she married the very man (Ernesto) who persecuted him. Imogene implores him not to 

be angry, as she has been made to suffer as well.  

This turbulent scene is heightened by Bellini’s ostinato figure in the strings. Interestingly, 

this rhythmic pattern is also present in Rolla’s score. He has even included the parallel thirds 

written as double stops. Rolla understood the importance for including this introductory motive 

for setting the angry tone of the scene.  

Elaborating on Bellini’s melody, Rolla adds double-dotted rhythms, further accentuating 

Gualtiero’s infuriated state, and impassioned, daring leaps. Rolla could have chosen to use 

Bellini’s original key of C minor and arrange it at pitch, but instead he chose the key of D minor 

in order to exploit the higher range of the viola. Because Bellini’s original melody reflects 

Rubini’s aptitude for the higher register, it only makes sense for Rolla to do the same. 

 

Musical Example 4.9: Rolla, BI. 322, mm. 1-11 

  

There is a striking passage in measures 27-29, shown in example 4.10, that requires the 

violist to play an almost impossibly large interval, a tenth between G-sharp on the G-string and 

B-natural on the D-string. It is somewhat mystifying, given that the vast majority of modern 
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violists would find this reach impossible. Kenneth Martinson’s urtext does not include several 

fingerings that are present in the manuscript. The fingering of 1-4 in the manuscript points to the 

conclusion that this double-stop was intentional. Perhaps this says something about Rolla’s 

prodigious abilities on the viola. 

 

Musical Example 4.10: Rolla, BI. 322, mm. 27-30 

Rolla’s arrangement also includes a later duet (act 1.15a) titled “Bagnato dale lagrime” 

(Wet from tears). In Bellini’s duet, the singers do not sing together until their final climatic note, 

which represents the beginning of Gualtiero and Imogene’s reconciliation. Due to the limitation 

of writing for solo viola, Rolla chooses instead to write his own cadential ending. 

 

BI. 320 Meco tu vieni (Bellini: La Straniera) 

BI. 320, shown in example 4.11, sees Rolla drawing from yet another of Bellini’s operas. 

La Straniera premiered at the La Scala in 1829, a mere two years after Il Pirata. Once again, 

Rolla led the La Scala orchestra for the debut performance. 

Rolla has selected the aria “Meco tu vieni, O misera” (You come with me, O miserable 

one) sung by Valdeburgo, a baritone role. It is puzzling as to why this arrangement by Rolla 

appears between selections from Il Pirata. Chronologically, La Straniera was the last opera that 

Rolla drew from, therefore it would make more sense for this arrangement to appear last in the 

set. 
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Musical Example 4.11: Rolla, BI. 320, mm. 1-10 

 

Bellini was initially reluctant to return to Milan to compose La Straniera. The main 

reason being that his preferred tenor, Giovanni Battista Rubini, had contractual obligations in 

Naples.60 Fortunately, upon his decision to return, Bellini was afforded the opportunity to cast 

the renowned baritone Antonio Tamburini (1800-1876). This collaboration would turn out to be 

exceptionally fortuitous for both artists. In an article published in The Harmonicon in 1832, 

Castil-Blaze declared that Tamburini’s performance of “Meco tu vieni, O misera” brought 

audiences to tears. Unprecedented for a baritone, Tamburini was renowned for his exquisite 

vocal characteristics. “… at once sonorous and flexible-full of expression and pathos, at the same 

time, capable of executing with ease rapid and brilliant passages.”61 Like Rubini, he was also 

lauded for his uncanny ability to sing at a higher range despite his voice type. There are accounts 

of Tamburini wowing audiences by singing both parts of a duet for baritone and soprano after a 

soprano quit in the middle of a performance. 

Aside from being a tremendously popular aria, “Meco tu vieni, O misera” also represents 

a major development in melodic writing for Italian opera.  Bellini’s melody, although simple, 

possesses a high degree of formal freedom. The ornamentation and florid pyrotechnics of Rossini 

 
60 Herbert Weinstock, Bellini: His Life and His Operas (NY: Knopf), 53. 
 
61 Castil Blaze, “A Biographical Notice of Tamburini” The Harmonicon, 125-126. 
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are all but absent. Bellini’s minimalistic approach instead puts a great degree of emphasis on 

syllabic construction, with a notable absence of melismas. 

This melody unfolds freely creating an asymmetrical 10-measure phrase. This type of 

structural freedom is clearly pointed towards the direction of the Romantic ideal. By stripping 

the excessive and ornate, Bellini sought to explore new dimensions in Bel Canto.  Noticeably 

absent is the standard “Cavatina” accompaniment of arpeggiated harp. Instead, he opts for an 

unadorned homophonic texture. Hector Berlioz, normally a major critic of overused contrivances 

found in Italian opera, held “Meco tu vieni, O misera” in high regards: 

 

Very short, hardly varied in its middle section, shorn of development, without any 

orchestral figuration, purged of ambitious vocal effects — in a word, simple, and in my 

opinion presenting the very type of the moving elegies of which this young maestro was 

capable. 62 

 

It is no wonder that Rolla’s transcription of this aria is noticeably less adorned than many 

of his others. Like Bellini, Rolla sought to find pathos in simplicity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
62 Hector Berlioz and André Hallays. Les Musiciens Et La Musique. Project Gutenberg. https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/37011/pg37011-

images.html. 



63 
 

CHAPTER 5: OPERATIC QUOTATIONS IN ALESSANDRO ROLLA’S DUOS 

 

Although this study is primarily focused on repertoire for the viola as a solo instrument, it 

is impossible to overlook Rolla’s vast contributions to the duo genre. His collection of 78 duos 

for violin and viola comprise a major part of his total compositional output. As Luigi Inzaghi 

noted, “The duets for violin and viola are undoubtedly Rolla's most important works. Here is 

where the composer shows us clearly the development of his technique, style, and art.”63  

Perhaps in no other genre does Rolla so clearly wear his musical influences so boldly. 

Rolla makes use of themes by prominent instrumental composers like Haydn, Beethoven, and 

Paganini. Most relevant to the topic of Bel Canto, however, are those duos that incorporate opera 

arias written by his contemporaries. There are at least five instances of direct quotation of Bel 

Canto era compositions in this group of duos. 

 

BI. 34 (Tema di Carafa: Oh cara memoria dall’opera: Adele di Lusignano 1817) 

BI. 54 (Meyerbeer Margherita d’Anjou 1820) 

BI. 72 (Rossini; La Gazza Ladra (The Thieving Magpie 1817), Oh Nume Benefico,) 

BI. 73 (A rearrangement of the same theme used in BI 72) 

BI. 79 (Mozart: Nozze di Figaro Act II, Voi Che Sapete, Che Cos’e Amor) il dop 1825 

BI. 105 (Rossini 1827) “Ah come nascondere” from Ermione 

 

 

 

 
63 Luigi Inzaghi, “Alessandro Rolla’s String Music” Journal of the American Viola Society, Vol. 1 No. 2 (Nov. 1985), 4. 
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BI. 34 (Carafa: Adele di Lusignano, “Oh cara memoria dall’opera”) 

This duet for violin and viola represents one of Rolla’s finest and most ambitious works. 

Unlike a great deal of Rolla’s duets, BI. 34 was actually published during the composer’s 

lifetime. This work, as well as two other duets were published by Milano, Franco Lucca e 

Comp., (circa 1826). Collectively these duets were labeled and published as Tre Duetti op. 15 

and dedicated to Duke Visconti di Modrone. In this mature work, Rolla can be observed 

displaying his early Romantic influences. Although the precise date of composition is unknown, 

it was obviously written between the premiere of Michele Carafa’s Adele di Lusignano in 1817 

and its publication in 1826. Falling into Rolla’s late period, BI 34 not only shows his influence 

from the Bel Canto composers, but also from Mozart and Beethoven. 

The first movement is a brisk Allegro that exhibits a frolicking dotted rhythm that is 

traded between instruments, as shown in example 5.1. The use of motivic development is 

substantially more sophisticated and intricate than his earlier duos. Luigi Bianchi purports that 

this is direct evidence of his influence from Beethoven. This corresponds to Rolla’s involvement 

in introducing the works of Beethoven to audiences in Milan for the first time. Rolla was a 

staunch advocate for Beethoven’s work and even programmed it in his 1832 recital at La Scala.64 

It was at the same recital that Rolla premiered his own Adagio with Theme & Variations 

alongside a Beethoven symphony. 

 

 

 

 

 
64 Bianchi and Inzaghi, Alessandro Rolla, 30. 



65 
 

Musical Example 5.1: Rolla, BI. 34, mvt. 1, mm. 1-4 

 

 

Figure 5.1: Recital Program for 1832 Academic Concert at Teatro alla Scala 
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In the second movement, Rolla introduces the elegant cantabile melody from Michele 

Carafa’s Opera Adele di Lusignano. Carafa (1787-1872) was born in Naples but studied abroad 

in Paris with Luigi Cherubini (1760-1842). Although he remains somewhat forgotten in 

comparison to other major composers of the period, he shares many similarities in terms of 

compositional style. He had close friendships with both Rossini and Bellini, although he could 

not rival their successes. He is perhaps better remembered as a longtime composition teacher at 

the Conservatory of Paris later in life (1840-1858).     

Although Adele di Lusignano is nearly forgotten, the aria “Oh Cara Memoria” continued 

to live a new life after the initial premiere. Rolla was one of many composers inspired by this 

melody; other well-known instrumental arrangements include those of renowned Italian guitarist 

Mauro Giuliani with his Op. 114 Gran Variazioni sopra l aria favorita O cara memoria del Sig 

Carafa, as well as French composer Adrien François Servais (1807–1866), who wrote an 

expansive Fantasy and Variations based on the theme for cello and orchestra. The popularity of 

the melody even reached German composer Theobald Böhm, who based his Op. 6 

Divertissement sur’lair “Oh Cara Memoria” for the flute and piano (published in 1823). 

In Rolla’s duet arrangement, the viola introduces the theme whilst the violin accompanies 

in simple arpeggios, shown in example 5.2. This is a typical sparse accompaniment found in my 

Bel Canto cavatinas. It is apparent that Rolla regarded the viola as a great vehicle for emulating 

the human voice. Like many of Rolla’s duos for violin and viola, the viola is given a dominant 

part that goes far beyond the instrument’s typical accompaniment role. Instead, the viola is 

treated as an equal voice. Many idioms of the Bel Canto are on display. The melody is extremely 

simple, being constructed around the 5th and 3rd scale degrees. Carafa’s melodic construction is 

based on ornaments rather than motives. Examples of this include the use of chromatic lower 
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neighbors, expressive leaps, as well as a gruppetto when approaching the final cadence. The 

movement develops as a theme and variations that continues to escalate in intensity, including 

passages of demanding double stops, octaves, and 32nd note runs. This florid style of writing is 

not far removed from the original coloratura sections of Carafa’s aria. 

 

Musical Example 5.2: Rolla, BI. 34, mvt. 2, mm. 1-8 

 

BI. 54 (Meyerbeer: Margherita d’Anjou, “Ah! Sposo Adorabile”) 

Also published as part of the Op. 15 set, BI. 54 represents another masterpiece in Rolla’s 

oeuvre. This duet was written in E-flat major and is comprised of four movements. In the third 

movement, Allegretto, Rolla incorporates the melody of “Ah! Sposo Adorabile” (My lovely 

groom) from Giacomo Meyerbeer’s opera Margherita d'Anjou. Although born in Germany, 

Giacomo Meyerbeer (1791-1864) moved to Italy in 1816 to further his compositional studies. It 

was there he became familiar with the work of Rossini and attended the premieres of Il barbiere 



68 
 

di Siviglia and Otello. Margherita d'Anjou was his first opera to be premiered at the La Scala in 

1820.     

In Bel Canto: A Performers Guide, author Robert Toft describes the special articulation 

required on the part of the vocalist to perform this aria.65 Toft draws attention to the absolutely 

essential spaces in the rests. The original editors of Meyerbeer’s score even indicated “vibrato e 

staccato”. Interestingly, Rolla’s transcription is written as quarter notes with dots, seen in 

example 5.3, instead of eighth notes followed by eighth rests. This shows the importance of 

referring to the source material when performing Rolla. A non-informed performer may easily 

interpret these quarter notes as martelé bow strokes. To the contrary, these notes should be 

played closer to off-the-string spiccato near the frog. This can be heard in Luigi Bianchi and 

Salvatore Accardo’s recording of Rolla: 3 Duet Concertantes, Op. 15 (released in 1999).66 

 

Musical Example 5.3: Rolla, BI. 54, mm. 1-4 

 

 Because the original score was marked “vibrato e staccato” it is also important to 

understand what is meant by “vibrato”. The meaning of this term has changed greatly over the 

years, and does not necessary reflect what modern performers have in mind. Toft points out the 

opening notes of this aria are far too short for real vibrato. Instead, he suggests that the editors 

are referring to the vocal technique of vibrazone. This technique is entirely different than pitch-

 
65 Robert Toft, Bel Canto: A Performer's Guide (Oxford University Press on Demand, 2013), 71-72. 
 
66 Alessandro Rolla, “Rolla: 3 Duet Concertantes, Op. 15.” Naxos Digital Services Ltd CDS252.  
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based vibrato and instead it stems from how the singer controls and stops their voice in a 

declamatory manner.67 This is relevant to violists seeking an authentic interpretation of Rolla. 

Without close attention to certain vocal practices, violists would miss many important details of 

what makes this work Bel Canto. Because many interpretive details are absent in the score, it 

necessary for violists to listen and imitate vocalists who specialize in the Bel Canto style. 

 

BI. 72 & BI. 73 (Rossini: La Gazza Ladra, “Oh! nume benefico”) 

These two duets are grouped together because they are essentially the same piece with 

some minor differences. Bianchi and Inzaghi note that BI. 72 is an earlier draft version of BI. 

73.68 Both incorporate the popular aria “Oh Nume benifico” from Rossini’s La Gazza Ladra 

(The Thieving Magpie), which was premiered at the Teatro alla Scala in 1817 (see example 5.4). 

For this premiere, Rolla is credited as conductor of the orchestra; therefore, his familiarity with 

work would have been unparalleled. 

 

 
67 Toft, Bel Canto: A Performer's Guide, 72. 
 
68 Bianchi and Inzaghi, Alessandro Rolla, 86-87. 
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Musical Example 5.4: Rossini, La Gazza Ladra, “Oh! Nume benefico”, mm. 1-8 

BI. 72 (shown in example 5.5) was not published during Rolla’s lifetime and it remains 

something of a lost work. Fortunately, in recent years Martinson began publishing modern 

editions of Rolla’s work, including BI. 72. This modern edition of the score was first available in 

2016. In addition, like most of Rolla’s work, his original manuscripts are now easily accessible 

on IMSLP. 

Rolla’s creative process can be seen by comparing the difference between the drafts. BI. 

72 may be a first draft but it is worth looking at the discrepancies between these two versions. 

The most glaring differences arise in Rolla’s treatment of Rossini’s melody. 

Rolla demonstrates a high degree of variation in regard to his interpretation of Rossini’s 

aria. Alterations include small rhythmic changes as well as differences in ornamentation. A more 
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substantial contrast is how Rolla treats meter. The original aria was written in 3/4 whereas 

Rolla’s BI. 73 utilizes the compound meter 9/8, as seen in example 5.6. In this regard, BI. 72 is 

more faithful to Rossini’s original. This fluctuation between simple and compound meter can be 

found elsewhere in Rolla’s work, an example being his Adagio with Theme & Variation BI. 333. 

In the Bel Canto era, lines between simple and compound meter were often obscured with the 

addition of triplets and ornaments. In a dissertation pertaining to the vocal performance of 

Bellini’s work, James Thompson, discussed the prevalence of compound meter, 

The idea of triple or compound triple meter is significant to the bel canto style of 

composition. In fact, as the bel canto style began to evolve, the art songs and arias 

were often set using this rhythmic structure. The reason for this is due to the desired 

length of the musical phrases. Employing the triplet rhythm gave the desired effect 

of phrasal length, fluidity, and smoothness.69 

 

Aside from Rolla’s interpretation of meter, he also takes many creative liberties with the 

melody, including major harmonic changes and the addition of a contrasting section in the 

parallel minor. 

 

Musical Example 5.5: Rolla, BI. 72, mvt. 1, mm. 1-8 

 

 

 
69 James Thompson, “Developing Proficiency in the Tenor Arias of Vincenzo Bellini Through the Study and Performance of the Composer’s Art 

Song Repertoire,” May 2013, 28. 
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Musical Example 5.6: Rolla, BI. 73, mvt. 1, mm. 1-8 

 

 

BI. 79 (Mozart: Le Nozze di Figaro, “Voi che sapete, che cos'è Amor”) 

In 1825 Rolla dedicated yet another violin-viola duet to Duke Visconti of Modrone. 

Unlike the previous duets, he labeled BI. 79 as a divertimento. It is perplexing that this duet has 

fallen into obscurity considering its mature quality and the fact that it is draws from a popular 

Mozart aria. Fortunately, the original manuscript is available online at the International Music 

Score Library Project (IMSLP) and a modern edition is now available through Gems Music 

Publications. 

In the second movement Allegretto, Rolla introduces a theme from Mozart’s Le Nozze di 

Figaro, shown in example 5.7. The aria he has chosen is “Voi che sapete, che cos'è Amor” (You 

who know what love is) sung by Cherubino in Act II; Mozart’s original aria is shown in example 

5.8. 
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Musical Example 5.7: Rolla, BI. 79, mvt. 2, mm. 1-12 

 

 

Musical Example 5.8: Mozart, Le Nozze di Figaro, “Voi che sapete, che cos'è Amor”, mm. 9-12 

 

This is the most famous operatic work that Rolla has quoted. Evidently, Rolla was quite 

intrigued with this melody and even used it again for his divertimento for solo violin and 

orchestra (BI. 482) the same year. Having led the Italian premiere of Le Nozze di Figaro at the 

La Scala in 1825, it is no coincidence that Rolla composed these two works in the same year. 
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As with Rolla’s other duets that incorporate Bel Canto themes, the viola introduces the 

melody while the violin accompanies. Having composed Le Nozze di Figaro in 1786, Mozart’s 

compositional style is relatively less ornate and florid than his Italian Bel Canto successors. His 

melodic construction is simple yet refined and works well to convey Cherubino’s outlandish 

longing for the Countess. Rolla’s interpretation of the melody is immediately more Rossinian in 

nature. All spaces and held notes are immediately filled in an endless assortment of florid runs 

and turns, as shown in example 5.9. The musical texture only increases in bristling energy as he 

begins his second variation in rapid 32nd notes. The following passage demonstrates a high 

degree of virtuosity that was highly uncommon for the viola. 

 

Musical Example 5.9: Rolla, BI. 79, mvt. 2, mm. 49-56 

 

 

BI. 105 (Rossini: Ermione, “Ah! come nascondere”) 

The last operatic duet to be examined is BI. 105, shown in example 5.10. This duet was 

grouped with two others (BI. 74 and 56) and published as Op. 13 in 1827 by Ricordi in Milan. 

Once again, they were dedicated to Duke Visconti di Modrone. On the cover of the first edition, 
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Rolla is credited as first violin, master at the conservatory, and conductor of the Teatro alla 

Scala. 

In the second movement Rolla introduces his Bel Canto theme in the viola. Although he 

noted “Tema Rossini”, it is not immediately obvious which aria Rolla is alluding to. This little-

known operatic source is not specified in Inzaghi and Bianchi’s catalog. Consulting the 

comprehensive Alessandro Rolla Online Catalogue also yields no answers. On a YouTube 

performance of the work the performer erroneously claimed that Rolla was drawing from La 

Donna del Lago.70 Fortunately, another YouTube user located the actual source material. The 

theme indeed comes from Rossini’s Ermione that premiered in 1819 in Naples. The aria is titled 

“Ah! come nascondere” (Ah! how to hide).  

 

Musical Example 5.10: Rolla, BI. 105, mvt. 2, mm. 1-16 

 

 
70 Maxim Novikov, “Alessandro Rolla Duo for Violin & Viola "Rossini" Shahgaldyan & Novikov La Dama del Lago,” 8:59, March 23 2013, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lPwXBu7oYI4. 
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Ermione remains an unfortunate yet rare misfire in Rossini’s career. Its lukewarm 

reception in Naples led to an early end after only seven performances. Rossini called the piece 

his “little Guillaume Tell” and said “it will not see the light of day until after my death”.71 The 

work has remained in obscurity for over a century, receiving its first modern revival at the 

Rossini Opera Festival in 1987.  

Although Ermione did not reach the same level of success as Rossini’s other operas, the 

aria “Ah! Come Nascondere” is of special note. As with many of the tenor arias that Rolla used, 

the legendary singer for whom it was composed was none other than Giovanni Battista Rubini, 

the most famous tenor of the Bel Canto era. Rubini was apparently so captivated with the aria 

that he inserted it into other operatic roles.72As a tenor, Rubini was renowned for his ample use 

of vibrato as an expressive device. In addition to this, he was well regarded for his upper register 

that was uncommonly high and agile. It is revealing that Rolla chose to incorporate tenor arias all 

sung specifically by Rubini. Rolla was clearly highly inspired by Rubini’s voice and must have 

thought it a good model to emulate on the viola. From a tenor’s perspective, there are incredible 

technical demands in performing “Ah! Come Nascondere”. There are bountiful daring leaps of 

register in a very treacherous range. The aria includes a dizzying array of fast runs that are 

normally only reserved for coloratura soprano. Rubini’s voice, although not renowned for its 

power, was impeccable for this type of writing. 

Rolla’s key choice is vital because it allows the viola to explore the higher register just as 

the tenor did. Both movements of his duet are in B-flat major although the original aria is in E-

flat major. Rolla could have easily written the viola part in the same register as the tenor. 

 
71 Dan Marek, Giovanni Battista Rubini and the Bel Canto Tenors: History and Technique (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2013), 1819. 
 
72 Ibid. 
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However, the original register allowed the tenor to explore the intensity of the tenorino range. It 

is a Bel Canto hallmark to maintain stability of tone and pitch even at different registers.73 The 

breath control requires total mastery on the part of the singer. Rolla treats the viola in much the 

same way. In this brief cadenza section, Rolla writes the viola part at a much higher register than 

the violin. Both Rossini and Rolla pushed the boundary of the tessitura, but never at the expense 

of beauty. Rolla utilizes the higher register of the viola to create a special sound to evoke pathos, 

many times the viola is actually played at a high register in treble clef while the violin is 

accompanying on the lower strings.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
73 Hermann Klein, The Bel Canto: With Particular Reference to the Singing of Mozart (London: Oxford University Press, 1923), 
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CHAPTER 6: ORIGINAL VIOLA WORKS BY ALESSANDRO ROLLA 

  

In this chapter, three of Rolla’s original works will be examined for similarities to other 

Bel Canto works. All of these works were written after 1810 during his mature period. None of 

these pieces directly quote opera arias, however they share many compositional elements. The 

Bel Canto qualities present in Rolla’s original work make them an invaluable asset to the viola 

catalog. 

 

BI. 330 Divertimento in F Major for Viola and String Quartet 

For many of Rolla’s compositions, it is difficult to determine precise dates; fortunately, 

there is good evidence in regard to works he dedicated to students. The Conservatory of Milan 

chronicled the premiere of his Divertimento for Viola and String Quartet BI. 330, performed by 

his student Giovanni Bussola in 1830. Rolla would have been approximately 70 years old when 

he composed this work, bringing to it a complete mastery of the Bel Canto style honed during his 

more than 30 years of involvement with the La Scala Orchestra. According to Martinson, his 

2013 edition is based on an original autograph manuscript that he located in the music archives 

of the Milan Conservatory library. 

  The Divertimento consists of two movements, beginning with Andante Sostenuto and 

concluding with a rollicking Allegro Pollaca or polonaise-inspired Rondo. Typical of a 

divertimento, the work is short in scope when compared to a concerto and takes approximately 

10 minutes to perform. A unique feature of the work is that it can be performed by solo viola 

accompanied by string quartet. This seemingly rare ensemble can be understood as a hybrid 

between a concerto and chamber music. The string quartet version provides a practical way to 
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facilitate ease of performance, requiring a minimum number of musicians and space, making the 

work suitable in chamber settings. 

 

Musical Example 6.1: Rolla, BI. 330, mm. 1-4 

 

The Andante Sostenuto is constructed as a simple ABA ternary form. The movement 

opens with a slow moving four-measure chorale in the quartet, shown in example 6.1. Rolla 

creates a sense of romantic yearning by incorporating several chromatic harmonies and 

suspensions. The second chord makes use of the secondary dominant V/vi, which is further 

emphasized in the second measure. This non-diatonic harmony, in conjunction with lines written 

in contrary motion, sets the tone for emotional drama. The significance of the C-sharp and 

stepwise motion is echoed later in the viola solo. 
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Musical Example 6.2: Rolla, BI. 330, mm. 1-14 

  

The solo viola enters with a long, flowing phrase constructed as a symmetrical eight 

measure period (see example 6.2). The phrase is replete with hallmarks of the Bel Canto 

aesthetic. The first suggestion of this is the written-out turn in the viola’s second measure. 

Beginning at the viola’s pickup to measure seven, Rolla writes a simple descending F major 

scale that is ornamented in a florid manner.  The pickup to measure 12 is again marked by the 

chromatic use of C-sharp as well as florid ornamentation. Several large leaps in register are filled 

in with a melismatic pattern. The figuration in the first phrase is highly reminiscent of Bellini 

and begs for tasteful rubato with special attention to tone color and register. The movement 

concludes with a codetta that seamlessly leads to the attacca second movement. 

The second movement, Allegro Pollaca, is based on a simple repetitive dance rhythm and 

a melody that returns in typical rondo fashion. The writing becomes highly virtuosic and can be 

likened to the flashy coloratura style of Rossini. Rolla includes passages of rapid staccati, 

Alberti-patterned string crossings, and octaves (see example 6.3). The deliberate inclusion of 

some of these techniques, particularly upbow staccato, was truly groundbreaking at the time 
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when the viola more typically filled an ancillary role. Modern violists may find it surprising that 

these techniques, normally reserved for violin works made famous by Paganini, could also be 

found on the viola during this time period. 

 

Musical Example 6.3: Rolla, BI. 330, mvt. 2, mm. 243-268 

 

A common practice by Bel Canto composers was to incorporate popular dance rhythms 

in the cabaletta section. A clear example of this practice is Bellini’s use of the Polonaise in his 

exuberant aria “Son vergin vezzosa” from Il Puritani. This aria somewhat resembles the 

beginning of Rolla’s Polacca both in the Polonaise rhythm and melodic construction. 

The polonaise, a lively processional dance in triple meter, was highly fashionable and 

served as a perfect vehicle to showcase both virtuosity and humor. Although Rolla’s original 

manuscript indicates the rhythm of repeated eighth notes in the string quartet accompaniment, 
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performance practice calls for the rhythm to be modified to reflect the traditional polonaise 

rhythm as seen in example 6.4. 

 

Musical Example 6.4: Addition of Polonaise Rhythm: Rolla, BI. 330, mvt. 2, mm. 1-2 

 

This can be heard in the recording by violist Danilo Rossi, who is the current principal 

violist of the La Scala Orchestra. Rossi, who serves in the same musical chair that Rolla once 

held, is a contemporary exemplar of the Bel Canto style on the viola. Following in Rolla’s 

footsteps, he led students of the Conservatorio della Svizzera Italiana in a captivating 

performance of the work which premiered on his YouTube account in 2017.74 

 

BI. 323 Sonata in C Major for Viola and Basso  

Rolla’s Sonata in C Major for Viola and Basso stands as a compositional milestone in his 

career for several reasons. Luigi Bianchi estimates that it was written around Rolla’s Milanese 

period between 1810-1820.75 The work encapsulates Rolla’s mature lyrical style but still 

suggests strong influences from his classical predecessors.  

 
74 Danilo Rossi, “Divertimento BI 330 per viola ed orchestra,” YouTube Oct 18, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k3_rgNdAGPU. 
 
75 Alessandro Rolla, Sonata in Do Maggiore, ed. Luigi Bianchi (Milan: Edizioni Suvini Zerboni, 1981), 1. 
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In BI. 323, Rolla draws from his earlier Galant-style influences, but also displays some 

early-Romantic yearnings. In a forward to his own performance edition of the work, Bianchi 

remarked how the second movement Romanza, is highly reminiscent of an aria pulled directly 

from an Italian opera. Although this sonata doesn’t make use of direct quotation from any 

specific aria, it is clear from a stylistic and compositional perspective where Rolla’s influences 

lie. This is especially apparent by the manner in which Rolla graciously adorns a simple yet 

elegant melody, discussed below. 

Unfortunately, the original autograph manuscript has been lost. However, Luigi Bianchi 

was able to create a modern edition by using two nineteenth century copies he found in separate 

archives. As a major proponent of the work, Bianchi went as far as to label it “one of the most 

important original viola sonatas of its day.”76 The instrumentation is somewhat unusual as it was 

scored for viola and basso. Bianchi believed that this basso part was clearly intended to be 

played on the cello. He felt it necessary to create a piano realization to assist future performance 

of the sonata. The piano realization was tastefully fashioned by Franco Tamponi and allows the 

work to succeed as a sophisticated sonata for viola and piano. The level of the work is 

intermediate to advanced, similar in difficulty to the Stamitz and Hoffmeister viola concertos. 

Sadly, the sonata has never made it into the pantheon of standard viola repertoire as it truly 

deserves to be.  

Rolla’s Sonata in C major is comprised of three movements. The second movement, 

Romanza, is the most notable for its Bel Canto qualities. The first and third movements are more 

Classical in style yet they still provide great insights into the origins of Bel Canto. The first 

movement, Allegro, is clearly grounded in the Classical “Galant” style. It is in this movement 

 
76 Ibid, 1. 



84 
 

that Rolla’s early influences are most evident. His strict adherence to the classical principles laid 

forth by Haydn and Mozart is on full display. Setting the movement apart is Rolla’s Italian 

instrumental convention of writing with a propensity for brilliant virtuosity and flair. Like his 

instrumental forbearer, Luigi Boccherini, Rolla employs a copious use of string crossings, 

octaves, and arpeggios. In this sonata, Rolla masterfully displays the extremes of the viola’s 

capabilities. 

The primary theme, shown in example 6.5, is stated immediately without introduction 

and employs a standard Classical symmetrical period structure. Rolla presents a neatly ordered 

antecedent ending in a typical weak cadence followed by a consequent phrase with a strong 

perfect authentic cadence. In measure 9, Rolla introduces rollicking triplet arpeggios that are 

reminiscent of the Mannheim school (the Mannheim rocket).  

 

Musical Example 6.5: Rolla, BI. 323, mvt. 1, mm. 1-15 

 



85 
 

Following in the footsteps of Haydn and Beethoven, Rolla was enamored with the idea of 

motivic development. An example of this can be seen in measure 26 (see example 6.6): while it 

is within the confines of the exposition, Rolla’s motivic devices are already hinting at his 

forthcoming secondary theme.  

The secondary theme, strongly alluding to Mozart, is presented in measure 45 in G major 

(shown in example 6.7). This brief motivic fragment will even return again in the 3rd movement 

Rondo. The manner in which Rolla’s playful secondary theme unfolds strongly parallels the 

same devices used in Mozart’s famous K. 525 Eine Kleine Nachtmusik. Both works utilize the 

dotted quarter note and descending triplet sixteenth notes as well as the heavy use of secondary 

dominants. 

Musical Example 6.6: Rolla, BI. 323, mvt. 1, m. 26 

 

Musical Example 6.7: Rolla, BI. 323, mvt. 1, mm. 45-51 
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In measure 52, Rolla introduces a passage of string-crossings written over a dominant 

pedal-point, shown in example 6.8. This elaboration functions perfectly to display virtuosity but 

also clearly indicate the end of the exposition. 

 

Musical Example 6.8: Rolla, BI. 323, mvt. 1, mm. 52-58 

 

Unlike his Romantic contemporaries, Rolla’s development section is brief and nowhere 

near as adventurous. This is more in line with his Rossinian counterparts, as less emphasis is 

given to expansive development sections. The Bel Canto aesthetic is more tied to emotional 

immediacy and spontaneity. This is because the effective construction of arias required brevity 

and drama. 

It is in the 2nd movement that Rolla fully embraces the sublime Bel Canto style, replete 

with an undeniable vocal quality (shown in example 6.9). In this middle movement, Rolla can be 

observed gravitating towards the more Romantic and lyrical Milanese style. Although Luigi 

Bianchi compared this movement in particular to Bellini, it is worth noting this sonata was 
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written well before Bellini’s compositional career began (Bellini’s first opera didn’t premiere 

until 1825). 

 

Musical Example 6.9: Rolla, BI. 323, mvt. 2, mm. 1-10 

 

The first striking feature is Rolla’s choice of key. In sharp contrast to the C major 

Allegro, Rolla’s use of four flats in Ab-major denotes a dramatic change in tone. This abrupt and 

stark contrast instantly evokes a sublime, sentimental quality. The fashion in which Rolla adorns 

a simple melody is highly suggestive of Bel Canto vocal writing, especially suited to the timbre 

of the viola.  Rolla’s syllabic approach to the melody is similar to Bellini’s style in Il Pirata. In 

measure 5 he elaborates with the addition of triplets that could imply the compound meter 12/8, 

another typical device of Bellini. As with other Bel Canto works there is a plethora of ornaments 

including neighboring grace notes and turns. The Romanza treats the viola as a voice, worthy of 

the same stage as the great divas (or castrati) of the era. Rolla’s capacity for composing a simple, 

elegant melody, and gracefully embellishing it is at the very heart of Bel Canto. Because there is 

so little written in this style for the viola it is imperative for violists seeking to emulate the vocal 

style to study Rolla’s music. 
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The third movement consists of a Rondo, written at a spritely presto tempo. Rolla 

explores the viola’s virtuosic capabilities starting with a rapid moto-perpetual theme written in 

sixteenth notes. True virtuosity is required of the soloist as Rolla includes many passages of 

double stops, string-crossings, and extremely high registers, as seen in example 6.10. 

 

Musical Example 6.10: Rolla, BI. 323, mvt. 3, mm. 169-189 

 

BI. 333 Adagio and Theme with Variations in G major for Viola and Orchestra 

The Adagio and Theme with Variations is an example of one of Rolla’s most challenging 

and virtuosic works. Luigi Bianchi considered this one of Rolla’s most significant works and 

certainly his most demanding for violists to perform. In Bianchi’s preface to his performance 

edition of the work, he noted its Bel Canto qualities: 

Rolla’s melodic vein, typically operatic in character, is strongly evident 

throughout the initial Adagio ma non troppo… The solo viola part is a continuous, 

flowing cantabile, broken only by rapid scales and arpeggios that make the most 

effective use of the entire timbric range of the instrument.77 

 

 
77 Alessandro Rolla, Adagio E Tema Con Variazioni (Milan: Edizioni Suvini Zerboni, 1975), 1. 
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The piece is akin to a concerto being written for solo viola and string orchestra. BI. 333 

marks an important milestone in the evolution of the viola as a solo instrument. Unfortunately, 

the work is rarely performed today. Certainly, the intimidating technical demands are a major 

factor. The work has been inaccessible because a modern edition (with accompanying piano 

reduction) wasn’t available until 1975 when Luigi Bianchi created it.78 According to Bianchi, he 

based his edition on an out-of-print Ricordi edition no. 1699, as the original manuscript has been 

lost. Despite this, Bianchi suggests that the piece has been handed down to us in a complete state.  

 Rolla gave the premiere on February 23rd of 1823 at the age of 66. This is a remarkable 

feat considering the exceptionally technical nature of the work. The occasion for this 

performance was a special gala organized by the Conservatory of Milan that was held at the La 

Scala theatre.79 Whereas many of Rolla’s late works were dedicated to his students, his Adagio is 

unique in that he intended to perform it himself. Therefore, this work demonstrates Rolla’s 

strengths as a viola performer. Like other composers of Bel Canto music, he wrote with a 

specific performer in mind, in this case himself. BI. 333 showcased Rolla’s uncanny ability to 

execute fioritura on the viola. The Oxford Companion to Music defines fioritura as 

A general term denoting embellishment of a melodic line (or a part of one), either 

notated by the composer or added at the discretion of the performer. It is commonly 

used to describe extended or complex embellishments rather than standard 

localized ornaments such as trills, mordents, or appoggiaturas. Fioritura consists 

of passage-work of varying degrees of intricacy which enhances colour and gives 

variety to simple melodic figurations.80 

 

 
78 Ibid. 
 
79 Bianchi and Inzaghi, Alessandro Rolla, 29-30. 

 
80 Neal Da Costa, "fioritura." In The Oxford Companion to Music (Oxford University Press), https://www-oxfordreference-

com.ezproxy3.library.arizona.edu/view/10.1093/acref/9780199579037.001.0001/acref-9780199579037-e-2546. 
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This unique talent closely resembled that of a great coloratura singer. This harkens to the 

idea that instrumental and vocal music drew mutual inspiration from one another. His inclusion 

of highly ornamented passages resembles those of Rossini, who set the bar for the extreme usage 

of fioritura. 

The Adagio begins with a tumultuous orchestral introduction in G minor, similar to the 

Sturm und Drang style of Haydn and Mozart. This is suggested by the use of rapid descending 

flourishes, sudden leaps of register, and a driving ostinato rhythm. Rolla also employs dramatic 

subito dynamics. After this brief introduction, Rolla quickly shifts to a serene and sublime tone 

that beckons the viola’s entrance. As soon as the viola enters, it immediately assumes a vocal 

quality (shown in example 6.11). Rolla employs a long tone followed by a turn and an upper-

neighbor suspension.  This is a quintessential Bel Canto device that allows the singer to 

showcase their messa de voce. A similar device is used in the opening gesture of Bellini’s “Casta 

Diva”. Although the Adagio is written in 3/4, Rolla’s heavy use of triplets often gives the 

impression that it is written in 9/8. This amorphous interchange between these meters is an 

especially common trait among Bel Canto composers. This can also be seen in Rolla’s treatment 

of Rossini’s theme “Oh Nume Benifico” in his BI. 73 duet discussed previously. 
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Musical Example 6.11: Rolla, BI. 333, mvt. 1, mm. 16-36 

 

The analyses in the previous three chapters support the idea that Alessandro Rolla should 

be regarded as a Bel Canto composer. An overview of his aria transcriptions in chapter 4 

demonstrates that he viewed the viola as a suitable instrument for capturing the Bel Canto 
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aesthetic. By interweaving Bel Canto arias into his violin/viola duets (as observed in chapter 5) it 

is clear how his own compositional style melded with the great operatic writers. In these duets, 

Rolla always introduced the aria theme with the viola showing that he valued the unique vocal 

qualities of the instrument. Lastly in chapter 6, three of his original works were studied and the 

same Bel Canto hallmarks can be found. Like Rossini and Bellini, Rolla demonstrated the 

prominent use of ornamentation, mixing simple and compound meter, and extensive melodies. 

Rolla exploited the unique timbre of the viola in an unprecedented fashion. 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 

In Italy, Rolla is revered as a foundational composer of viola music. He is well 

represented in research, performance, recordings, and as a source of pedagogical repertoire. 

Unfortunately, his work still remains highly obscure to American viola players. This is 

evidenced by his absence from all major repertoire reference materials. Luigi Bianchi and Luigi 

Inzaghi, who have long extolled the virtues of Rolla’s work, have tried to remedy this by 

publishing their research in the Journal of the American Viola Society. Despite their best efforts, 

the American viola community still does not acknowledge or perform Rolla’s work. There are a 

few exceptions, but considering the quality and quantity of his work, one would expect a far 

greater representation. 

 Perhaps if more violists understood the important link between Rolla and the Bel Canto 

era, his work would hold more interest. For violists, no other composer serves as a more direct 

gateway to the Bel Canto style. It is paramount to our understanding of Rolla to recognize his 

close collaboration with the leading composers and performers of this period. His prominent role 

as leader of the Teatro alla Scala orchestra saw him perform a staggering total of 373 Operas 

between 1802–1833. Considering that this time period is considered the pinnacle of the Bel 

Canto era, this puts Rolla at the very center.  

The study of Rolla serves to expand the dialogue about the meaning of Bel Canto. This is 

significant considering the notoriously vague nature of the term. Typically, Bel Canto has been 

understood as exclusively pertaining to vocal technique, but upon closer examination it becomes 

clear it has a broader meaning. As musicologist Rudolfo Celletti stated, the idea of Bel Canto 

stems from an aesthetic of drama that revolves around fantastic and outlandish storylines. The 

goal of composers and librettists was to transport audiences far from the mundane and ordinary. 
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This in turn required new compositional techniques that ultimately shaped the vocal style. As the 

analyses in this paper demonstrate, Bel Canto arias are full of distinctive hallmarks that are easily 

identifiable. Despite being a composer primarily of instrumental music, these compositional 

traits are also highly prevalent in Rolla’s music. 

Although Rolla’s career is synonymous with the performance of opera, his true passion 

was for instrumental music. Despite playing the violin as concertmaster of the La Scala 

orchestra, Rolla strongly preferred the viola for its unique ability to emulate the human voice. It 

is highly telling that he chose the viola, not the violin, as most suitable for capturing the Bel 

Canto aesthetic. As his set of seven aria transcriptions demonstrates, he established a link 

between the voice and virtuoso viola playing. Sadly, this foundational concept is somewhat lost 

in modern viola pedagogy.  

There are many compelling reasons for violists to explore the music of Rolla. Most 

importantly, his work provides an opportunity for the violist to perform as the dominant voice. 

Rolla’s work represents a major milestone for the viola in that it elevates the instrument from its 

traditional accompaniment role. He set a precedent in which the viola is treated as a viable solo 

instrument on equal footing with the violin. In all of his duets for violin and viola that 

incorporate Bel Canto arias, it is always the viola that introduces the melody. By including Rolla 

in the standard viola repertoire, a door is opened to large number of exceptional works. The high 

degree of sophistication that Rolla displays in his duets places them in the same echelon as 

Mozart’s. His Divertimento for Viola and Strings BI. 330 bears the same stylistic elements found 

in the music of Rossini and Bellini. This is seen in his ability to elegantly spin a melody through 

linking a continuous assortment of ornaments and fioritura. No other composer exists in the viola 

catalog who so clearly represents the Bel Canto aesthetic. 
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As one of history’s greatest champions of the viola, the study of Alessandro Rolla is 

essential to a better and fuller understanding of the instrument. His life and work dispel the 

perception that the viola played only a supportive role prior to the 20th century. To the contrary, 

Rolla gave the instrument the unique chance to shine for its vocal qualities. His work provides 

deep insight into the very nature of Bel Canto. This research project has been deeply rewarding 

and this author hopes others will continue to perform and teach Rolla’s work, ultimately raising 

his music to its rightful place in the viola lexicon. 
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Paganini. La Spiga, 1984.  

Inzaghi, Luigi. “Alessandro Rolla’s String Music,” Journal of the American Viola Society, Vol 1. 

No. 2 (November 1985): 3-5. 

Inzaghi, Luigi. “Alessandro Rolla’s String Music,” Journal of the American Viola Society, Vol 2. 

No. 1 (April 1986): 13-17. 

Jander, Owen, and Ellen T. Harris. "Bel canto." Grove Music Online. 2001; Accessed 8 Dec. 

2022. https://www-oxfordmusiconline-

com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.000

1/omo-9781561592630-e-0000002551. 

Klein, Hermann. The Bel Canto: With Particular Reference to the Singing of Mozart. London: 

Oxford University Press, 1923. 



97 
 

Lamperti, Giovanni Battista. The Technics of Bel Canto (1905). Pitch Perfect Publishing 

Company, 2009.  

Luca A. Ludovico (ludovico@di.unimi.it), Adriano Baratè (barate@di.unimi.it). “Alessandro 

Rolla: Catalogo Tematico.” Accessed December 1, 2020. www.rolla.lim.di.unimi.it. 

Marek, Dan. Giovanni Battista Rubini and the Bel Canto Tenors: History and Technique. 

Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2013. 

Martinson, Kenneth. “Alessandro Rolla’s Viola Duets” Journal of the American Viola Society, 
Vol 32. No. 2 (Summer 2016): 13-21. 

 

Martinson, Kenneth.  “Finding New Viola ‘Gems,’” Journal of the American Viola Society, Vol 

26. No. 2 (April 2010). 

 

Maguire, Simon, and Elizabeth Forbes. "Il Pirata” Grove Music Online. 2002; Accessed 9 Dec. 

2022. https://www-oxfordmusiconline-

com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.000

1/omo-9781561592630-e-5000003633. 

Potur, Oana Vasilica. “The History and Pedagogy of Viola Duos from the Late Eighteenth and 

Early Nineteenth Centuries”. 2015.  

Riley, Maurice W. The History of the Viola. Ann Arbor: Braun-Brumfield, 1980.  

Rolla Alessandro and Bianchi Luigi ed. Sonata: In Do Maggiore: Per Viola E Basso. Milano: 

Edizioni Suvini Zerboni, 1982. 

Rolla Alessandro and Martinson Kenneth ed. Alessandro Rolla (1757-1841) Complete Works for 

Solo Viola BI. 310-322 Esercizi e Musica Ridotta. Gainesville: Gems Music Publications 

Ltd. 2008. 

Root Pierce, Denise Lyn. Applying the Study of Bel Canto Vocal Technique to Artistic Horn 

Playing: Perfect Legato, Beautiful Sound, Agility, and Musical Expression. University of 

Arizona: University of Arizona, 2013. 

Stark, James A. Bel Canto: A History of Vocal Pedagogy. Univ. of Toronto Press, 2008. 

Taruskin, Richard. Music in the Nineteenth Century: The Oxford history of Western Music. 

Oxford University Press, 2006. 

Toft, Robert. Bel Canto: A Performer's Guide. Oxford University Press on Demand, 2013. 

Tomaselli, Luigi, and Luigi Inzaghi. Alessandro Rolla: Atti Del Convegno. Amministrazione 

Provinciale Di Pavia, 1984.  



98 
 

“Tre Duetti per Violino e Viola, composti da Alessandro Rolla. Op 10.” Allgemeine 

Musikalische Zeitung, no. 9 (November 1809): 144. 

Tunney, Clare. “The Bel Canto Cello: A Study of Violoncello Playing in Italy in the 19th 

Century.” DMA diss., University of Western Australia, 2012. 

Vieuxtemps, Henry, Ney, Casimir, Donizetti, Gaetano, Bellini, Vincenzo, and Mazas, Jacques 

Féréol. Viola Recital: Tamestit, Antoine (Bel Canto - The Voice of Viola). Naxos Music 

Library. Hong Kong: Naxos Digital Services US, 2017. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


