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This production of The Coronation of Poppea 

is dedicated to the memory of Dr. Leon Wilson Clark. 

Dr. Leon "Lee" Wilson Clark was born in Houston on January 27, 1924, the second 
of Paul Brown and Ruth Delcuze Clark's three children. Along with older brother Paul, 
Jr., and younger sister Mary Lou, Leon grew up in a Houston much smaller than today's 
metropolis. Family outings sometimes consisted of a two-hour trolley ride to Galveston 
or a drive to the city limits to visit Hermann Park. Boyhood hobbies such as rock and bug 
collecting and other outdoor activities developed into an adolescent interest in biology 
and medicine. 

He majored in pre-medicine at the Rice Institute from 1941 to 1943 and played the 
clarinet in the school band. Dr. Clark's educational years were interrupted by military 
service in the Navy. Nevertheless, he received an M.D. from the University of Texas 
Medical Branch in Galveston in 1947 followed by an internship at Emory University 
School of Medicine (Henry Grady Hospital) in Atlanta in 1947-1948 and a residency at 
the University of Texas School of Medicine (Children's Hospital) in Galveston in 1951. 

Following nine years in the Navy during World War II and the Korean conflict, Dr. 
Clark moved to Los Angeles where he began his career as a pediatrician. In 1961 he 
moved back to Houston and joined Hoffmann-LaRoche, Inc., where he specialized in cli
nical pharmacology. Dr. Clark organized and directed the company's nationwide field 
testing of such well-known drugs as Valium and Librium. During the many years he was 
with Hoffmann-LaRoche, he also lived in New Jersey and San Francisco. Much of his 
leisure time in California was spent at his hillside home where he enjoyed playing the 
theatre organ. 

In 1978 Dr. Clark's life was tragically altered when he suffered a debilitating stroke 
which left his right arm and leg totally paralyzed. Although in constant pain, he contin
ued to attend medical conferences and travel throughout the world. He expanded his art 
and mineral collections which dated from his travels in the Navy and, most of all, he pur
sued his philanthropic interests in music education and opera. Two additional strokes in 
January of 1992 further eroded his health and eventually forced him to drastically reduce 
his active schedule. He died on December 22, 1992. 

Both family and friends remember Dr. Clark as a generous man who loved to enter
tain, a man with a good sense of humor who enjoyed fine food and wine, and a man who 
cared about people and enthusiastically offered help to those who needed it. Throughout 
a lifetime of travels he never failed to drop a quick note to the folks back home, and he 
often became lifelong correspondents with people whom he met on vacation cruises. 

Although he never married, children formed an important part of Dr. Clark's life. 
His love of children strongly influenced his decision to become a pediatrician, and his firm 
belief that children should have an early introduction to music directed his philanthropic 
activities in which he underwrote student operatic performances by the Houston Grand 
Opera. His gifts and final bequests to the Shepherd School of Music will stand as a last
ing testament to his love for music and his strong support for the vocal and opera train
ing of gifted young singers. 

) 



SYNOPSIS 

First performed in Venice, 1642. 

First performance of this realization in Glyndebourne, June 29, 1963. 

THE SCENE IS SET IN ROME, A.D. 64 

ACT/ 

It is just before dawn. Outside Poppea's house, two of Nero's guards lie asleep at 
their post. Ott one, returning from the wars to his beloved Poppea, suddenly sees the 
soldiers and realizes that his place has been taken by an invincible rival; Poppea is in the 
arms of his Emperor. The guards wake up and, as soldiers will, they grumble about their 
job, the corruptness of Rome, the infatuation of Nero with Poppea which keeps them up 
all night, and the sad plight of the Empress. Nero and Poppea come out of the house. He, 
having taken his pleasure, is anxious to go; she, whose ambition stops only at the throne 
itself, uses all her art to delay the separation until she receives not only a promise to return 
but an assurance that Ottavia, the Empress, will be repudiated in her favor. 

Arnalta, Poppea's old nurse, warns her that she is playing a dangerous game which 
might easily cause the Empress to have her murdered. Poppea laughs at her, saying that 
love is on her side and she cannot fail. 

The Emperor's palace: In a noble lament, Ottavia sings of her humiliation, anger, 
and misery. Seneca, philosopher, elder statesman, and upholder of all the ancient vir
tues, is shown in by the Empress's page (Valetto). Knowing of Ottavia's plight, he gently 
urges her to exercise the restraint and dignity of her position. The page, enraged by the 
calm manner of the old philosopher, threatens him in youthful ardor, if he will not help 
his beloved Empress. 

Seneca, alone, receives a vision of the Goddess of Wisdom, who warns him that he 
will die if he interferes in this matter. The philosopher, feeling that he has lost his be
nevolent influence over the Emperor, welcomes the thought of death. 

As though to strengthen the warning, Nero comes to reveal his intention of deposing 
Ottavia in favor of Poppea. The philosopher's calm remonstrations only serve to incite 
Nero to hysterical anger. 

Nero returns to Poppea, who uses her subtle charms to keep him to his purpose and to 
insinuate the idea into his mind that Seneca, the greatest obstacle to his ambition, must die. 

Ottone approaches Poppea when Nero has gone, only to be scornfully dismissed. 
Alone, he thinks of his sorry state, until Drusilla, who is in love with him, appears and 
chides him for his useless faithfulness. Partly from despair and partly in gratitude for 
Drusilla's sympathy, he tells her that he will forget Poppea and love only her, a promise 
he knows he cannot keep. 

There follows an intermezzo between the page and a pretty serving maid (Damigella). 
'1 The young man complains of a certain pain in his heart which he has never had before

will she help to cure him? She, knowing very well what is the matter, promises to make 
it better. 

The old Seneca considers the virtues of solitude, even the solitude of death. His 
thoughts are interrupted by the arrival of Liberto bearing the command of Nero that 
Seneca must die. With great dignity, the old man sends back a last message of submission 
to his Emperor's will. 

Seneca, surrounded by his disciples, prepares for death. 



INTERMISSION 

ACT II 

In the palace, Nero, elated by the news of Seneca's death, drinks himself insensate 

with his friend Lucano. 
The Empress, unable to bear the indignity of the situation any longer, commands 

Ottone to kill Poppea, suggesting that he gain access to Poppea's house by dressing as a 

woman. Ottone, torn between his old love and his new resolution, agrees, and then 

involves the infatuated Drusilla, telling her of the conspiracy and borrowing her cloak. 

Poppea, attended by her faithful Arnalta, is also jubilant at the news of Seneca's 

suicide but, worn out with the anxiety of waiting, she falls asleep as Arnalta sings a lullaby. 

Ottone enters disguised in Drusilla's cloak. But Poppea was right to put her faith in 

Amor, for the little God stops Ott one's hand and Arnalta raises the alarm. 
Drusilla, happy in Ottone's love, is mistakenly arrested for the attempted murder. 

Nero appears, and also Ottone, who claims all responsibility. Finally the conspiracy 

comes out; Ottone and Drusilla are sent together into exile, and Nero announces 

Ottavia's banishment. 
Ottavia sings a lament as she leaves Rome for the last time, and Arnalta comically 

recalls her past indignities as a servant and anticipates with relish her future grandeur 

as the Empress's lady. 
There follows the Coronation of Pop pea, with the Tribunes and Consuls of Rome 

paying homage to their new Empress. 
Nero and Poppea, their separate ambitions fulfilled, end the opera singing of their love 

for one another. 
- Synopsis by Raymond Leppard 

A NOTE ON THE OPERA 

It happened to Bach, it happened to Mozart, and now it is beginning to happen to 

Monteverdi. The history of musical opinion does not show many consistencies, but in one 

respect it seems to follow a fairly regular pattern. Once a composer has died, his re

putation suffers a decline and his works are less and less performed. Sooner or later a 

revaluation occurs, and a very few achieve what would seem to be a permanent place in 

the hierarchy of the great ... . The revaluation of Bach and Mozart is more or less achieved. 

That of Monteverdi is, by comparison, only beginning as we continue to look further and 

further back into music's past in search of forgotten values. It is a tendency of our age and 

one in which we can rejoice,for it confirms the durability of some values in a world not 

much given to permanence. Certain factors affect the process of revaluation, not the least 

of which is the availability of the music itself In the case of Monteverdi, this has been the 

most obvious cause for delay... . Very little in the way of full scores or orchestral parts 

survived the theatre fires and demolitions in 17th century Venice, and L'incoronazione di 

Poppea was no exception. All that we have is a manuscript written in several hands, a 

sort of rehearsal or continuo copy. 
L'incoronazione di Poppea was Monteverdi's last work, written in 1642, when he was 

seventy-five, an achievement paralled only by another Italian over two centuries later. 

Compared with L'Orfeo, it shows a narrowing of focus. The earlier opera reflects the 
formal splendors of the Mantuan court, splendors in which personality is overshadowed by 
elaborate surroundings. Now, in the much simpler setting of the opera house, the focus 



turns from situation to the characters themselves, probing the innermost aspects of hu
man drama in a quite unprecedented manner. The opera's libretto is by Francesco 
Busenello, a Venetian lawyer, at one time ambassador to the Court of Mantua, whom 
Monteverdi met through his pupil Cavalli. A comparison between the full libretto and the 
libretto actually set to music is a separate study, but it reveals a care for dramatic effect 
and balance we do not ordinarily associate with the period. Perhaps the most striking 
single change occurs at the very end. Busenello concluded with the great Coronation 
scene, but Monteverdi, after a sinfonia for the exit of the Tribunes and Consuls, added on 
an ecstatic love-duet for Nero and his new Empress, left together on a darkening stage. 
If this was his very last piece of composition, it is a noble ending to a great creative life. 

The plot is perhaps the least moral in all opera; 'wrong' triumphs in the name of love, 
and we are not expected to mind. Nor indeed is this the real point of the piece, for while 
retelling the story of Pop pea's rise to the power of the throne, it is concerned with the 
interaction and development of the characters themselves in a realism and intensity to
tally surprising to the general preconception of early opera. Every character has a 
sharply defined musical personality: Poppea, the beautiful courtesan, shrewd, ambi
tious, an expert in love but showing real affection only for Arnalta, her old nurse who, 
like her counterpart in Romeo and Juliet, chides but is blind to her charge's fault; Nero, 
hysterical and willful, besotted alike with his own power and Poppea's body; Ottavia, 
his Empress, a great and noble soul driven to ignominious crime and banishment by the 
force of her despair; Seneca, a former-day Gurnemanz, wise, courageous but doomed to 
self-destruction before his Emperor's will; Ottone, whose hopeless adoration for Poppea 
brings him to ruin his life and that of Drusilla, companion of the Empress, who, in her 
turn, loves him. All these work out their destiny in music which exploits every variety of 
form known at the time with uncanny appropriateness. 

There remains something to be said about the voices. In the original, Nero was sung 
by a male soprano, Ottone, and probably Arnalta, by a male alto, voices which no longer 
exist. It is not to be imagined, if we believe contemporary accounts, that their present
day ecclesiastical counterparts, although ideally suited to the modern prima prattica, 
could possibly achieve the emotional intensity of their secular forbears in the 17th cen
tury seconda prattica. Therefore, Nero is cast as a tenor, Arnalta a contralto, and Ottone 
as a baritone. This has involved certain transpositions, but fortunately for the practical 
musician and unfortunately for the pedant, the manuscript is littered with directions in the 
composer's hands such as un tuon piu alto, alia quarta, alia quinta. With such precedents, 
the transpositions have not given any qualms to the conscience. 

-Note by Raymond Leppard (January 1968, Cambridge) 
Excerpted for this program and used with permission 

of Foreign Music Distributors for Faber Music 

CLAUDIO MONTEVERDI (1567-1643) 

On the 350th anniversary of Monteverdi's death, it is ever more apparent how im
mense was his contribution to the development of opera as an art form. He is widely 
recognized as the father and founder of modern opera, being the first to establish it as 
true drama. His recitative is powerful and often expands into arioso. He was among the 
first to select and combine instruments in an enlarged orchestra to complement the voices. 
Compositionally and harmonically, his style was advanced from an early age. There
vival of interest in early music in recent years has placed L'incoronazione di Poppea 
along with Orfeo and 11 Ritorno d'Ulisse in Patria as Monteverdi's best known stage 
works. 

- Note by Dugg McDonough 
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Boyer College of Music of Temple University in Philadelphia, where he enjoyed collabo
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