
The Warm-Up - A Masked Ball
Kate: Hello and welcome to the Edinburgh International Festival 2026. I'm Kate Molleson, and this is The Warm Up, an insider's guide to the performance that you're about to experience. This time we're talking about Verdi's A Masked Ball. It's part of this year's Anderson Opera Series made possible by James and Morag Anderson.
We're gonna hear from the director of the opera, Adele Thomas, as well as the conductor, Gianandrea Noseda. But first, here is Nicola Benedetti. 
Nicola: Now, here at the Edinburgh International Festival, we play a unique role in bringing full, large scale, and international operas to the UK. So I am absolutely thrilled that Zurich Opera House will be sharing their UK production premiere of Verdi's outstanding work, A Masked Ball.
Now, Verdi's music could not be in better hands under the baton of Gianandrea Noseda, a musician and personality known so much to the festival and loved so much by me personally, having shared a stage with him many times, um, but of course, all of our festival audiences. Now, the story here was based on the assassination of Gustav III in 1792, who was shot while attending a masked ball in Stockholm.
Staging the murder of a monarch proved, however, to be a bit too controversial for censors of Verdi's time, so he was actually forced to move the setting from Sweden to Boston before the opera could premiere in 1859. Now, director Adele Thomas whisks us very much away to the opulent American Gilded Age, where love, deception, and political intrigue all swirl beneath the surface.
Sounds quite familiar. Now, opera at its best has always been a form that can take on the biggest questions, because it pulls together many different artistic expertise and therefore can heighten the power of the story being told. Ultimately, Verdi offers something that has remained remarkably powerful, even after the upheaval of the 20th century's tragedies, a belief that compassion and forgiveness matters.
The opera's final moments reveals forgiveness as a profound human act. We all know in our own lives it can be something that is quite challenging to step into. The critic George Steiner, I think, described Verdi best in saying that he was a Shakespeare of the language of opera, recognizing that his gift was in blending tragedy with the everyday human life experience.
Adele Thomas: I'm Adele Thomas and I'm the director of Ballo in Maschera and also the co-general director and chief executive officer of Welsh National Opera. Well, one of the big first decisions that we made when Hannah Clark, who's the designer, and Emma Woods, who's the choreographer, and myself were planning the original production of Ballo in Maschera in Zurich was to set it in America in the 1880s.
The, the point in time where actually All the ideas that exist in our society today, all of the kind of structures, all of the problems, are all formed in those moments. Those 10 years feel like a microcosm of America, really. You get, you know, the invention of the electric light bulb. James Garfield's assassinated, and that feels in and of itself a kind of awful, you know, foreshadowing of what would happen later in the 1960s in America.
You have also the rise of the robber barons in the Gilded Age. You get capitalism kind of starting to grow out of control. There is a rising epidemic of laudanum intake that absolutely echoes the current fentanyl and Ozempic pandemic that is sweeping across America. What was really interesting about this moment in time is that we didn't have to do anything to modernize the piece at all, other than to rigorously set it in the 1880s, and somehow the piece said everything we need it to say about where America is in this moment in time and where the world is in this moment in time.
I think in A Masked Ball, the audience can look out for a lot of period details. And I think in particular, I would love for them to observe the detail in the autopsy. It was, uh, a scene that popped out to me immediately when listening to the opera. I think it almost came fully formed, the idea that we should set the opening overture in Riccardo's autopsy.
And there are lots of incredible details in the process and procedures of how that autopsy's carried out that were all very thoroughly researched by, um, a lot of time that I spent with the head of pathology at Cardiff University, um, going into the precision and the detail about the instruments and the, and the techniques of how that autopsy's carried out.
So I'd love someone in the audience to recognize and to see the detail as well researched as it is. I love working with Gianandrea. He's such a theatrical conductor, and that is one thing you have to pay attention to if you can. If you're sitting in the au- in the, in the auditorium and you can... You have a really good view of maestro, you have to watch how, uh, Gianandrea performs physically.
He's just one of the most dancer-like conductors I have ever seen. He uses every atom in his body when he's conducting, and every atom of his body is absolutely 100% engaged with what he's giving. It's just a joy to watch him. You, um... And if you're watching from the other side and you manage to see, you know, see him from the top you'll see that, like, he literally lives every second of the music.
Gianandrea Noseda: Hello, everybody. I am Gianandrea Noseda, the general music director of the Opera House in Zurich. Yeah, I'm very happy to be able to go back to the Edinburgh International Festival and taking, uh, the Opera House Orchestra Chorus singers to perform Un Ballo in Maschera. I've been coming, uh, frequently to Edinburgh, and, uh, it's, it's a very important festival, so it's one...
I consider it one of the great, uh, European festivals. So it's always, uh, a reason of pride and pleasure and a responsibility to come to Edinburgh. What I try to do is, uh, as Verdi- did in composing, tried to put these elements to the extreme, and that gives the particular color of the opera, which is, for me, the quintessential melodrama.
I mean, in, in all the production by Verdi, I consider Ballo in Maschera the real 100% melodrama because there is the typical love with the triangle, with the conspiration, with the mystery, a little bit of spiritual things, a little bit like, uh, not ghosts, but this kind of very dark and, and dirty places.
You have to go there, like in the Ecco l'orrido campo, the, the aria of, uh, Amelia. It's incredible how dramatic it can, can be. All the arias are very well-written, and they have a particular character. I think that all these artists, Da Vinci, Michelangelo, Dante, in their time, they really made the difference.
They could change the perception of the society values and everything with their art, and Verdi, uh, did the same. I mean, he could really change the perception of Italy. By the way, when he was born in, uh, 1813, Italy was practically the same at the ... of the time of Da Vinci, Michelangelo. But in 1861, Italy was unified, so he witnessed the fact that, uh, Italy became, uh, one country, one kingdom, and, uh, Verdi also served for, uh, a short period of time as a senator in the first parliament of the Italian kingdom.
After that, he decided that it was better for him to get back to composition and not to sit in the parliament. So he could really change, not only politically, but he could really educate, in a way, presenting these kind of very important stories, the character of the Italians. So he could change the society exactly like in different periods, Da Vinci, Michelangelo, Dante.
Not many artists have been able to do that, to be able to change, to make a huge difference It's difficult to guide the audience before the performance, but really be curious, be open, and, uh, that is what I try to do when I go to attend as a audience, uh, opera or theater or movies. I try always to, to be surprised.
To go back, uh, when I was a child, I remember when I saw the sea for the first time. I clearly remember I was five years old, and my parents took me to the sea, and I was a very alive child, very alive. And, uh, my mom even today tell me, "That, that moment you just were just stopped, frozen for 20 minutes just looking the, the immensity of the sea."
I try not to lose that kind of, uh, attitude, to be surprised and to be hypnotized, like hypnosis now from something that, uh, you want to, to approach with open spirit, a open mind. 
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