La Circe

Libretto

CIRCE:

If a curious desire to know of my birth fills your heart,

I am the daughter of Apollo:

I was a sorceress, and ascended to the throne of Sarmazia,

The name is Circe and I am her shade.

From the Elysian Fields where I reside

My son Telegonus, like the sun,

Who was of Ulysses both offspring and murderer,

Has called me here to see the daylight once again.

Here he founded the high walls of Tusdeale,

Giving himself both a kingdom and a tomb,

His warrior’s bones rest here,

Eternally ringing his name.

But what strange splendor do you, Circe,

Behold among these sands?

What new light from the heaven’s gyres

Has descended to brighten the Tusculan earth?

Algido!

ALGIDO:

Who calls me?  O my queen,

How came you to these shores?

CIRCE:

Although he is dead,

The name of Telegonus lives on here and often

I am content to contemplate

The brilliant image of my noble father.

But I see other marvels

In this narrow strait

I behold the lofty splendor of the son and the earth

Conquered by the crimson hero.

ALGIDO:

It is with good reason,

O gracious daughter of the great ruler of the day,

That the Elisians do arch their brow:

What you see here

Admirably esteemed

Is the mark of the great ones,

The clearest light of the Etruscan sky,

The rarest gem of Medicean treasure.

CIRCE and ALGIDO:

O noble offspring of kings

Whose path lies opened to royal triumphs,

In your name, most deservingly,

Only the heavens govern you. 

So that you may fly to the threshold of glory,

Tread the path of virtue,

Tame the flattering senses,

Conquer proud oblivion,

O noble offspring of kings,

O noble offspring of kings!

ZEFFIRO (Zephyrus) (quickly, from within)
O noble offspring of kings!

CIRCE:

Who speaks, who replies,

While I, the new Niobe,

Marvelling at the example of heroes

On these shores, become silent as stone?

ZEFFIRO:

The wind...

CIRCE:

The wind?
 Is it Aquilone

Who heralds the frost,

Or proud Volturnus,

Or he who, on these beaches,

With his soft breath the soul repairs?

ZEFFIRO:

The air...

ALGIDO:

Then you are Zephyrus,

Who, in the flow’ry season,

With sweet breezes

Doth make the meadow laugh and the stream to murmur.

ZEFFIRO:

I... (Zephyrus comes out)

I who wander joyfully

Through all of Flora’s fields,

Must I alone whisper the coming dawn

To the trees and move the heav’nly cart?

I, who know how to appease

The contempt of Notus and Austrus,

Would I not also know how to raise the fame

Of the glorious hero on my wings from realm to realm?

Circe, your praises,

Algido, your streams

Have not words enough

To celebrate the prowess of Leopold the great.

Swift and light,

From hottest clime to gelid pole

I shall instantly fly

To India, to Africa, throughout the universe.

With my breath I shall give voice and spirit

To all the Maroni
 and Homers,

Writing in the temple

Of the immortality of his outstanding actions,

I shall ensure that among all the nobles

Only his name need serve as an example.

CIRCE:

Fly, Zephyrus, fly, fly

From the bosom of the Atlantic to the burnished Ganges,

For you will never bear

A greater treasure!

The soul of a wise man

Is consoled

By only a ray of virtue.

Fly, Zephyrus, fly, fly!

ALGIDO:

Let he who goes in search

Of marvels stop here and seek no longer,

For beauteous virtue resides here

On a majestic throne.

Oh, how rarer still

Than the two bright light

Of his eyes

Is the candid modesty of his manner!

Yes, yes, such virtue is unique in the world:

Fly, Zephyrus, fly, fly!

ZEFFIRO:

I run, I fly

And if the heavens smile upon me,

I shall spread my wings

Beyond the borders of Alcide.

Yes, yes, the truce

With oblivion has been broken,

Let the noble desire

Be fulfilled and followed!

Circe, remain in peace; Algido, farewell!

CIRCE:

Cease, Zephyrus, cease

Your plaintive tears!

The pilgrim who wanders here

Would tire greatly, without you, greatly,

And time is short

For us to immortalize he who already has eternal fame.

Yes, yes, Zephyrus, wait

And before taking flight

To one pole and then the other

Let the hand be eloquent, the lips mute:

Well deserving of praise

Is that god who now

Shines among us and honors these shores.

ZEFFIRO:

My queen, you do speak the truth:

But what gifts can we offer,

That would not offend his lofty brow?

ALGIDO:

      The wave,

ZEFFIRO:




The air,

CIRCE:




     
 The Elysian Fields?

ALGIDO:

My heart is filled

Friends, with a fear I cannot hide:

What tribute to match his merit

Can a river give?

ZEFFIRO:




Or a wind?

CIRCE:






Or a shade?

ALGIDO:

I’ll pluck precious gems

From the richest marshes.

ZEFFIRO:

Travelling far aflung in one short hour,

I’ll bring sand from the Tagus and Austral winds from Tyre.

CIRCE:

No, our pilgrim hero,

Drunken with glories

Already has received enough

Treasures from the Arno and precious shells from the Tiber!

ZEFFIRO:

Every vast desire

Is thwarted by a rude shelter:

Too  [naked/small]  am I,

His merit is sublime.

CIRCE:

If, from this sparse country,

Or from the wee torrent

The flowers and the waves

Are meager gifts,

The intent is appreciated, if not the offering.

ALGIDO:

Come, come, ye water nymphs,

You who are sheltered by Algido in your hearts,

Among the brightest streams,

Gather together and draw

Strands of purest silver into a rainbow

Stretching from Tusculum to the valleys,

Transformed into crystals, a river will it be.

In a new guise

Lets the sands be coal,

The waves metals and the river an alchemist.

Who amongst you will fly me

Where the sun casts its golden light on mines,

Where I for a brief time

I may be transformed into a slave?

For it is only here among these laurels

That I delight in my treasures.

If a transparent current

Is a treasure or a virtue

I envy no such torrent

Even of the empire of Peru.

Algido makes haste to his great trials,

But, if nature is found lacking, art will sustain him.

These objects of delicate temper

 My blissful, fragile children, oh master,

Do I humbly consecrate to you:

The gift is but of glass but my heart is diamantine.

ZEFFIRO:

And what shall I offer?

Wandering breeze,

To the beating of wings, to the trees,

To whom shall I turn?

A truly devoted heart can,

As a faithful servant,

Make itself capable of a mighty favor.

The greater its magnitude, the kinder

Is the soul that bestows grace.

But to esteem itself tantamount to the receiver,

Is to be a vain, fantastic deceiver.

An April tint,

Plucked from Flora’s fields,

To such a kind prince may serve as homage.

Even the meadow’s flowers pledge to serve you faithfully, gracious soul,

But to esteem themselves tantamount to the receiver,

Is to be a vain, fantastic deceiver.

Away, away then, away, away, wingèd Zephyrus,

Despoil the meadows,

Of their fragrant children

To adorn his glorious brow

With flowers.

Let crocus and violets come forth,

Tulips, amaranths, lilies, and roses

Zephyrus doth offer these to your sad laments,

Innocent spoils of his violence.

Be grateful for the theft of a fleeting breeze

And set them to adorn your hair, my liege.

But first rest assured, sire,

That the soul of that spring

Who makes artifice of flowers is sincere.

CIRCE:

Yet it be true that I alone

Can offer to such a valorous hero

Only tribute of praise.

My nakedness was  harbinger

Of my lack:

But although I am a shade, I am queen and sorceress.

Oh, joyful spirits of the eternal Elysian Fields,

Pure shades, blessed souls,

You who rest in the shadows

Of happy laurels

And perennial flowers

Forever enjoying eternal spring,

Offer me, yet offer

The essence of an April month

So that I, as a humble servant,

Since I cannot steal flowers away from the Elysians,

May still bring their fragrance.

I know that he who is born to rule

Is worthy to receive no less than a crown,

But with its mighty hand,

Generous prince,

Heaven holds it for you in Vatican.

CIRCE, ZEFFIRO, and ALGIDO:

Ye gentle springs,

Who bring spun silver from the shores

As a tribute to the kind of the waves,

Hear our words,

And with cheerful murmur,

Say “Power may be lacking, but not desire!”

Ah, would that you accept, sovereign hero,

That which a breath, a soul, and a river

Dare offer you in tribute,

And when you depart far from Tusculum ere long,

We shall remain here in silence

While the Muses carry forth our song.

� More literally: “ the sky is your seat of government (the Campidoglio, one of the seven hills of Rome, overlooking the Roman Forum, is where Rome’s municipal government offices are located).


� The wordplay here is almost impossible to translate:  Zephyrus echoes the last two syllables of the last word sung by Circe, which is a different word:  divento (I become) ... vento (wind); and later, Circe: ... ristaura (restores) is echoed by Zephyrus’s “Aura” (the air).  Petrarch plays similar games with the name of his beloved, Laura, in his Canzoniere.


� This is a reference to Virgil’s family name.
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