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synopsis

Act 1
Morning, at the airfield  King Xerxes 
admires the new Spitfire, which he 
hopes will transform his continental 
campaign. Overhearing Romilda, who 
entertains the wounded as part of her 
volunteer nursing, he tells his brother, 
the daring pilot Arsamenes, to bring the 
lovely singer to him. Arsamenes (himself 
in love with Romilda) declines to be his 
brother’s messenger, and complains of the 
unsuitability of a ‘common’ girl for a king.

Arsamenes warns Romilda of Xerxes’ 
new passion. Her sister, Atalanta – who 
loves Arsamenes herself – is intrigued. 
Xerxes proclaims his fascination, but 
when Romilda does not reciprocate he 
blames Arsamenes. Amastris, the foreign 
princess to whom Xerxes is promised, has 
landed at the base to find out why all lines 
to Xerxes have gone dead. She disguises 
herself as one of the foreign pilots. She 
overhears the king explaining to the Spit-
fire’s inventor, Ariodates, that his daugh-
ter Romilda will marry someone from the 
nobility; she then hears Xerxes’ private 
expostulations of love for Romilda.

Night at the airfield Amastris vows to 
avenge her slighted love. Arsamenes, con-
fined to punishment duty, sends his bat 
man Elviro to Romilda with a letter.
Atalanta tries vainly to convince Romilda 
that Arsamenes is unfaithful.

Act 2
The next morning Disguised as a black 
marketer (less of a disguise than a part time 
job), Elviro meets Amastris and describes 
Xerxes’ new love; then he delivers Ars-
amenes’ letter to Atalanta, who assures him 
that she will pass it on to Romilda. How-
ever, she passes it straight to Xerxes, saying 
that it was written to her, and that Ars-
amenes’ professed love for Romilda is only 
a cover-up for his real attachment to her.

Xerxes passes this evidence to Romilda; she 
is hurt, but she still rebuffs the king. Elviro 
repeats to Arsamenes the lie told him by 
Atalanta – that Romilda has been won over 
by the king. The king then acknowledges 
to Arsamenes that he has discovered his 
secret devotion to Atalanta, but Arsamenes 
stakes his claim for Romilda.

Amastris interrupts another attempt 
on Xerxes’ part to seduce Romilda; only 
Romilda’s intervention rescues Amastris 
from the king’s fit of temper.

Act 3
Later that day Arsamenes and Romilda 
confront Atalanta, who admits her deceit. 
Arsamenes overhears Xerxes’ renewed, 
desperate bid for Romilda’s love; after she 
fearfully accedes, Arsamenes turns on her.
Ariodates presents Xerxes with the latest 
advance in the war effort: the technology 
for aerial bombardment. Jubilant Xerxes 
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confirms to Ariodates that Romilda will 
marry into the royal family. He does not 
reveal that he is to be the groom because 
he knows there will be an immediate 
reaction to his decision to marry a com-
moner – the woman he loves. Ariodates 
blithely assumes the intended royal 
groom is Arsamenes, as he is her acknowl-
edged suitor.

Romilda tries to dim her own attractive-
ness – and suitability - by suggesting to 
Xerxes that she is not quite a virgin. Xe-
rxes responds by condemning his brother 
to death. Arsamenes does not heed 
Romilda’s warning message, transmitted 
to him by Amastris; he assumes Romilda 
is trying to shake him off, in favour of his 
better-placed brother.

Ariodates interrupts a heated argument 
between Arsamenes and Romilda, and 
informs them that Xerxes has arranged 
their marriage. Xerxes arrives to marry 
Romilda, and finds her already wed.  
His fury is reflected by a sudden air raid. 
He calls for his brother to kill Romilda, 
inasmuch as she has her promise of love 
to him; Amastris’ timely exposure of his 
own breach of promise renders her attrac-
tive to Xerxes, and her forgiveness ensures 
this more ‘suitable’ alliance.

approaching xerxes,
and his campaigns

Between 1724, when Handel wrote and 
produced Flavio, and 1731, when he 
created Xerxes, a great deal had changed 
on the London opera scene. Handel’s 
seasons of Italian opera seria, featuring 
the greatest celebrities of the day, had 
competition from another company, 
patronized by the Prince of Wales (who, 
in good Hanoverian form, didn’t speak 
to his father King George II, Handel’s 
tepid patron); opera seria itself had 
been pilloried in The Beggar’s Opera, a 
runaway success. The commercially 
minded artist had to accommodate 
changing tastes without compromising 
his high standards.

Handel turned to Venice for inspiration 
– and specifically to a Venetian opera 
libretto by Silvio Stampiglia which had 
already been set by a host of composers, 
including the brilliant Cavalli. Venice was 
the home of the world’s first commercial 
opera, so a useful model for a composer 
and impresario interested in how to 
thrive in a competitive climate. Operas 
written for Venice, and performed at 
carnival time, tended to the licentious; 
audiences, rather than performers, went 
masked, to protect their reputations. 
Musical numbers were shorter than 
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in opera seria. A shorter attention span 
seems to have been assumed, and serious 
intentions were generally disguised.
The libretto of Xerxes – so brilliantly 
translated by Nicholas Hytner, with the 
flavours of cavalier poetry – gave Handel 
a pacy, witty, dappled drama, to which 
he brought the great seriousness of his 
music. The most famous air, Ombra mai fu, 
may have been sung to a plane tree, but it 
has inspired many a lofty thought in the 
minds of listeners innocent of Italian.

The characters in the piece seem light at 
first, especially the plainly comic ones. 
Elviro, Arsamenes’ man, is straight from 
Venetian carnival, as is droopy Ariodates 
and sensual Atalanta; Xerxes himself 
seems an impressively light-headed king, 
(but then the Hanoverians were none of 
them intellectuals or statesmen).

Handel’s genius for comedy, however, 
is sure – as earlier evidenced in 
Flavio, in Partenope and Agrippina. He 
understands that comic characters must 
take themselves seriously – and that 
apparently foolish people feel things, 
deeply. So Atalanta, who might be 
dismissed as a flirt, has one of the most 
moving airs in the opera when she is told 
to forget her unrequited passion, and 
she asks “how?” as clearly and painfully 
as you or I, when we were thus smitten. 

Arsamenes’ jealousy of his brother, and 
his readiness to read rejection in every 
word of his beloved Romilda, is from a 
distant perspective feeble – but viewed 
close up, and even from the inside, it is 
harrowing. So too are Amastris’ lonely 
protestations, even when she is rather 
unconvincingly disguised as a fighter, and 
Romilda’s steadfastness (always a tough 
characteristic to love, on stage).

I reckon the big challenge for a 
production of Xerxes – and one of which 
I have been shy for some years – is 
rendering Xerxes himself sympathetic. 
He’s no fighter, no ruler, not a first-rate 
lover, and he doesn’t score highly for 
self-knowledge – but the devil of it is that 
he does truly fall in love with Romilda, 
who does not love him, and there is a 
kind of greatness in giving her up (albeit 
after a tantrum with the fury of aerial 
bombardment).

Speaking of shyness and producing 
Xerxes, I admit that Hytner and Fielding’s 
landmark production for eno was 
something else that has given me pause. 
Its many perfections have won new 
audiences for Handel opera in London 
and abroad, just as – I hope – our own 
work has done in other places. It was only 
when a friendly theatre manager said 
“you really ought to bring us Xerxes”, and
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when I saw another interesting approach 
to the opera, that we decided to dare.

Our production comes from a consi-
deration of the opera’s preoccupations, 
love and war. There is a light and a serious 
approach to both. A ruler like Xerxes’ 
fascination with a fragrant “commoner” 
is topical now, and was bitterly divisive 
at the time of the “abdication crisis”. The 
optimism, attire, bravery, and extreme 
youth of the pilots who bridged the way to 
the continent in the early 1940’s inspired 
many hearts, and many a warm, sepia-
toned tale. Of course the terrible toll of 
the campaign, here and across the water, 
is more sombre. I ask your indulgence 
for the little song to a plane, but not a 
tree, and acknowledge our debts to a 
number of early British films about the 
war in the air and on the ground, as well 
as to the greatest of war comedies, Doctor 
Strangelove. They influenced our thoughts 
about war-heroism and love-in-war, but 
maybe they have not much influenced our 
response to this great opera. 

James Conway

King Edward – a qualified 
pilot


