No More Mr. Nice Guy: Alfonso Antoniozzi Discusses Don Magnifico in La Cenerentola 

by Paul J. Pelkonen
“Don Magnifico,” the voice says, with authority and assurance over a telephone from somewhere in New York City, “is the most buffo of the comic roles in the Rossini repertoire.” It is a handsome voice, rich, warm and burnished, shot through with affability and the sun of Italy. The voice belongs to Alfonso Antoniozzi, who is making his Washington Opera debut as Don Magnifico in The Washington Opera’s new production of La Cenerentola. “He’s the villain. On the other hand, Magnifico is really portrayed as the funny guy in the piece, and, of course, he has to make people laugh.” It is an equivocal comment, but successful opera buffa relies on a delicate balance—the funny and the serious, the light and the dark.

There are many differences between the 1817 Jacopo Ferretti libretto for La Cenerentola and Perrault’s traditional fairy tale Cendrillon (1697). Cinderella became Angelina. The Fairy Godmother became Alidoro (a bass part), the prince’s philosophy-spouting tutor. Most radical was Ferretti’s transformation of the wicked stepmother into Don Magnifico, a carousing, penny-snatching snob. 

On stage, Antoniozzi is an imposing, stooped presence, with a spitfire delivery and the  ability to lift Rossini’s comic bits to the hyperkinetic level required for dramatic success. On the phone, on this cold New York morning, Antoniozzi is all business, amiable and cheerful with a thorough, professional knowledge of what he is singing, fired by an enthusiasm that dates back to his first opera experience at the age of 13.

“I didn’t like opera when I was a young kid,” he says, the words spattering out like one of the high-speed arias that are his specialty. “You know how young kids are.” He imitates. “‘I don’t like it. I don’t want to go.’ My aunt literally dragged me to The Barber of Seville. I fell in love with it.” He then sang in the male chorus in Viterveo for three years. “When I was sixteen, the lady who ran it asked me, ‘Why don’t you sing solos?’”

Then he went for formal training. “I arrived with seven notes,” he says. “A few months later, I had only three. I was always a big fan of Sesto Bruscantini [an Italian baritone whose specialty was comic roles like Figaro]. So I go to him and say, ‘I’m in deep trouble. Help! Help!’ And he taught me my job. I won a couple of competitions, and here we are.”

However, not everything can be taught. “I think that every singer comes with a particular blessing,” Antoniozzi says. “A glorious voice, a great coloratura technique, there is something in your voice that you do not have to study to achieve. I can patter fast, by nature. With me, it is the patter songs.”

Antoniozzi has pattered his way to stardom as a buffo bass, a specific type of comic singer featured in opera buffa, bel canto comedies, and in smaller parts in the later operas of Verdi and Puccini. These characters are beloved by audiences. They get laughs, but rely on rapid-fire comic delivery and a degree of self-inflicted pomposity. They are often older gentlemen. Antoniozzi is not. 

He uses the role of Dr. Bartolo (the unlucky guardian of Rosina in Il barbiere di Siviglia, which he sang at the Met this season) to explain his role in La Cenerentola. “Bartolo,” he begins, “is a character that has been mistreated historically—starting from the director. They don’t seem to care what the libretto says. He’s described as a greedy guy who just wants to marry Rosina. And that’s what he is. He takes all these precautions so he can get his hands on Rosina’s money. Magnifico, on the other hand, used up Angelina’s money, and he’s penniless. He says it clearly at one point: ‘If people knew that I ate up all her money I’d end up in jail.’”

“This is not one of my most technical roles. The difficulty with Don Magnifico resides with the role being consistently long,” Antoniozzi says. “He’s always on stage. It has to be sung with a couple of voices.” He elaborates. “The first aria is written much more for a bass voice, and the third in the second act is much more for the baritone voice.”

“I love working with words. I love theater and pushing out words in the theatrical way.”  He believes that language is very important. “You cannot do patter arias, with all the words that are in them, if you do not know Italian—if you do not know the words that you are singing. I really do think that if you are earning your daily bread speaking another language, it is the same as if you are singing it—the meaning of the words.”
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