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Born: 1910 Died: 1981
Samuel Barber's music, masterfully crafted and built on romantic structures and sensibilities, is at
once lyrical, rhythmically complex, and harmonically rich. Born 9 March 1910 in West Chester,
Pennsylvania, Barber wrote his first piece at age 7 and attempted his first opera at age 10. At the
age of 14 he entered the Curtis Institute, where he studied voice, piano, and composition. Later,
he studied conducting with Fritz Reiner.
At Curtis, Barber met Gian Carlo Menotti with whom he would form a lifelong personal and
professional relationship. Menotti supplied libretti for Barber's operas Vanessa (for which Barber
won the Pulitzer) and A Hand of Bridge. Barber's music was championed by a remarkable range
of renowned artists, musicians, and conductors including Vladimir Horowitz, John Browning,
Martha Graham, Arturo Toscanini, Dmitri Mitropoulos, Jennie Tourel, and Eleanor Steber. His
Antony and Cleopatra was commissioned to open the new Metropolitan Opera House at
Lincoln Center in 1966.
Barber was the recipient of numerous awards and prizes including the American Prix de Rome,
two Pulitzers, and election to the American Academy of Arts and Letters. His intensely lyrical
Adagio for Strings has become one of the most recognizable and beloved compositions, both in
concerts and films ("Platoon," "The Elephant Man," "El Norte," "Lorenzo's Oil").
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Music-making was always a part of Samuel Barber's life, from his earliest years. The nephew of
contralto Louise Homer and her husband, the prolific song writer Sidney Homer, Barber had
announced his vocation in a note written to his mother at the age of nine:
"I was meant to be a composer and
will be I'm sure ... Don't ask me to
try to forget this unpleasant
thing and go play football -- please."
Samuel Osborne Barber II was born March 9, 1910, in West Chester, PA, the son of a prominent
doctor. Young Sam studied piano at six, began composing at seven, served as a church organist
while still in his teens, and developed his attractive baritone voice to the point where he
entertained the thought of becoming a professional singer. Enrolled in the newly-founded Curtis
Institute at fourteen, Barber studied piano with Isabelle Vengerova, composition with Rosario
Scalero, singing with Emilio de Gogorza, and conducting with Fritz Reiner and formed a life-long
friendship with Giancarlo Menotti, whom he met in 1928 in Philadelphia. Two years of training
in Italy after winning the 1935 Prix de Rome and numerous European jaunts helped the emerging
composer to shake off the conservative influences of Homer and Scalero and shape his own
distinctive musical language.
Barber composed a wide range of stage, orchestral, chamber, piano, choral, and vocal works in
what he unassumingly insisted was a personal style "born of what I feel .. I am not a selfconscious composer." His discipline and use of traditional forms earned him the reputation of a
classicist. Virgil Thomson once wrote that Barber was laying to rest the ghost of Romanticism
without violence, though in light of the composer's lush lyricism, deft dramatic sense, and
inclination toward Romantic poetic sources (especially in his vocal writing), this comment
ultimately proved to be off-mark. Throughout his catalogue of works, Barber adhered stubbornly
to his own inner voice--a voice rich in subtlety and sumptuousness that relied deeply on melody,
polyphony, and complex musical textures--all fused with an unerring instinct for graceful
proportion and an unabashed affinity for Romantic thought and emotion.
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A Hand of Bridge, a nine minute opera composed by Samuel Barber in 1959 with libretto by
Gian-Carlo Menotti, is one of the shortest operas that is regularly performed. It consists of two
couples playing a hand of bridge. During the opera each character has a short arietta in which he
or she sings a monologue.
The soprano laments not loving her now dying mother while she was still well. The contralto
recalls a hat she saw in a shop window earlier in the day. The tenor recalls an ex-lover and
wonders where she is now. Finally, the baritone fantasizes about what he would do if he were as
rich as his boss "Mr. Pritchett."
Characters
David, a florid businessman: baritone
Geraldine, his middle-aged wife: soprano
Bill, a lawyer: tenor
Sally, his wife: contralto

A Hand Of Bridge
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Synopsis
Four friends are gathered for their evening bridge game. As play progresses, each sings an aria
expressing their true thoughts. Sally is not thinking about much except which new hat to buy; her
husband, Bill, wonders whether Sally know about his lover Cymbeline and what she is doing.
Geraldine, ignored both by her husband David and Bill, her former lover, is worried about her
dying mother; her husband, bitter about his dead-end job, daydreams about what his life would be
like if he were as rich as his boss; as the opera ends, he admits that it would probably not be very
different.
Performance History
World Premiere Production:
Festival of Two Worlds
World premiere: 17 June 1959
Spoleto, Italy
Geraldine:
Sally:
Bill:
David:

Patricia Neway
Ellen Miville
William Lewis
Renée Miville

Conducted by Robert Feist
Production design by Jac Venza

Looking Behind the Faces in Samuel Barber’s A Hand of Bridge
an essay by Elizabeth Smith (http://www.kameroperaproject.nl/lonely/handofbrigde.html)
The characters of A Hand of Bridge are two couples. They are presented as separate individuals
with unique desires. The only interaction between the characters is the actual playing of the card
game. The “card music”, which accompanies this action, introduces, intertwines, and even
interrupts the brief arias with its jazz-influenced swung rhythms and a quasi-walking bass line.
While the music communicates a relaxed atmosphere, it is more appropriately interpreted as a
“poker face” for each character is fronting their happiness. Barber uses a melodic link, which
through careful construction, allows the passage to blend with a variety of music—essential as the
card music occurs at various points throughout the opera. The repetitions within the music
suggest not only that the game is a common, everyday occurrence, but also reflect the cyclical
nature of the actual card game.
With meticulously planned text expressed over the card music, Menotti foreshadows the
underlying themes of the opera, suggesting conflicts within the characters’ lives that have
occurred outside the timeframe of the opera. These ideas are cloaked within the coded
communicative properties of the bidding process in the game of bridge. For Sally and Bill, their
bids of hearts represent their desires to be loved. Sally’s bid, raising to two in the same suit, could
indicate that she is only somewhat satisfied with her partner’s suit—her husband’s love. Sally’s
exclamation “The Queen, You have trumped the Queen,” suggests her awareness of Bill’s
actions. Her scrutiny of his misplay of trump, which is hearts, signifies her observations of Bill’s
misuse of his desires for love. Therefore, the game itself suggests that Sally consciously allows
Bill to indulge his mistress without confrontation as she continues to “bid” for her husband’s
love.
In a striking contrast, neither Geraldine nor David speaks of hearts. As Geraldine’s aria will
reveal, her life is as loveless as her bridge hand is heartless. Traditionally in bridge, passing to
your partner’s initial bid, as David has done, communicates a lack of support for the bid. Here it
can be interpreted quite literally as representing David’s lack of support (no love) for his wife.
With the cards stacked against her, bidding from the bottom of the barrel with clubs, the lowest
ranking suit in this game, Geraldine continues to make the best out of the cards she has been
dealt, the life that she has been given. Nonetheless her bid is an un-winnable contract; her
marriage is without love. Finally, when offered a perfect opportunity to speak of love following
Sally and Bill’s statements of “Hearts,” David says “Trump!” As hearts have been declared trump
for this game, David has chosen a term expressing his desires for authority and power over one of
love.
The opening bids of this game of bridge show the four characters intensely long for unattainable
desires. However, only three distinct passions are communicated: Sally and Bill exude a desire to
be intensely and intimately loved, Geraldine longs for a loving platonic relationship, and David
dreams of a life in which he is a ruler with power and authority over the masses who are to serve
and respect him, both socially and sexually. Barber’s structural division of the opera supports the
interpretation of this three-part thematic schema. The first section contains both Sally’s and Bill’s
aria, the second Geraldine’s aria, and the third David’s aria. The sections are separated by card
music interludes and each section lasts approximately three minutes. While Menotti has saturated
the opening text of the opera with the fundamental themes via the bidding process, the text and
music of the arias illustrate explicitly the characters’ unfulfilled desires.

Sally
Sally’s aria features two markedly different sections. The first has an almost obsessive, driving,
repetitive eighth-note melody, which sets the words “I want to buy that hat of peacock feathers.”
The dramatic narrative of the first section has a tri-fold construction.
On the surface, Sally is desperate to buy a hat of peacock feathers. Sally’s obsession with
materialistic pleasures is, on the middle ground, a substitution for the intimacy of her marriage.
Sally’s underlying background-level longing is to be the object of her husband’s desire. Sally
seems to have lost her identity in the real world and escapes to a fantastical world centering her
attentions on buying a hat of peacock feathers. Sally’s observation of her husband’s affair seems
to have sparked a narcissistic response. In her self-admiration, Sally obsessively and fantastically
takes to the task of adorning herself with a hat of peacock feathers, a symbol of vanity. It seems
unlikely that Sally would confront Bill about the affair for the confrontation would require
admittance that Sally was, for some reason, physically undesirable.
Barber sets Sally’s melodic line with an accompaniment in a distinctly different key. This
bifurcated tonality expresses Sally’s internal conflict. The resulting dissonances are accented by
leaps in the melodic line that coincide with the word “peacock.” The music mimics Sally’s
dramatic narrative of aggravation and frustration with a gradual increase and subsequent
explosion of dissonance in the musical narrative.
The second section is more melodic than the first rhythmic and percussive section. This second
section functions to connect Sally’s projection of desire toward a material object as an
intoxicatingly euphoric escape from the brutal reality of her husband’s affair. Sally’s melody
represents her psychosis as her melody dances blissfully in C-flat major despite the
accompaniment and key signature that suggest A-flat major. The contrasting section supports that
Sally is aware of her husband’s affair. Its pleasurable world of fantasy suggests a reality worthy
of escape. Sally’s desires have three levels. The text focuses on Sally’s obsession with hats. The
music creates a feeling of fantasy that can be interpreted as Sally’s substitution of materialist
goods for her emotional desires. Finally, the combination of card play, text, and music suggests
that Sally is in search of her husband’s love.

Bill
Bill’s monologue describes his longing for the intimate company of his mistress Cymbaline. Like
Sally’s music, Bill’s also exemplifies characteristics of an obsessive fantasy. While Sally’s aria
exhibits tonal conflict through its dissonance and percussive rhythmic scheme, Bill’s music is a
danceable, flowing melody. The fanatical temperament of the fantasy is written out in the
repetition of the three-note scalar passages while the libretto further expresses his fixation via the
string of six questions that Bill states during the aria as well as the list of names of other possible
suitors for his mistress. Although he states that he would like for Cymbaline to be his wife, the
continuation of the fantasy music in both the melody and the accompaniment suggests that this
statement is spurious. The physical nature of Bill’s desire is supported by the change in the
accompaniment from the consonant, tonal harmonic structure of the fantasy music to one that
features oscillation of dissonant intervals as he expresses his physical desires to take Cymbaline
home and quote “strangle in the dark!”
As Bill and Sally seem to have similar desires the question still remains: why are Bill’s desires
not directed at his wife? Both characters have been given music that suggests notions of
obsession and fantasy. The crucial factor, however, is the direction of these obsessions and

fantasies. Sally’s monologue is a product of the reality with which she is faced. It is not her actual
desire, but rather a temporary escape from her unfulfilled desire. Bill, on the other hand, wants his
imaginary world to be the reality. He longs for an imaginary scenario, and therefore, it can never
become reality.

Geraldine
Geraldine’s monologue expresses her desire to love her mother who is deathly ill. In her aria she
sings of her desire for not only someone to love her, but also for someone to love.
Geraldine cannot relate to the people in her life on a personal level. She remembers her father not
as a person, but as a faded photograph, and associates her husband and son with the stock market
and football, respectively. Her psychological conflicts are played out in the tonal conflict between
her G major melody (Geraldine’s emotional state) and the B-flat major accompaniment (her
unfulfilling life). The half-step motion in the melody reflects Geraldine’s emotional
struggle—never quite stable.
As Geraldine’s aria turns to the subject of her gravely ill mother, she achieves a moment of
stability as the melody stays in B-flat major for six measures. In the absence of a bifurcated
tonality, we can suspect Geraldine has found someone to love her. Unfortunately, Geraldine’s
wish to experience her mother’s love is doomed. As she sings, “hatching for herself the black
wings of death,” the B-flat major tonality is abandoned, returning to her earlier G major. The
accompaniment also returns to its earlier pattern. Thus, neither Geraldine nor her unfulfilling life
has changed. Geraldine’s aria concludes with the words, “I am learning to love you.” Her end is
not without struggle, as Barber musically depicts requiring both a poco allargando and
diminuendo with the approach to the highest pitch of the aria. Unfortunately, Geraldine falls short
of attaining love as her climatic pitch descends to conclude her aria.

David
David, too, is without love; however, love is not the object of his desires. David’s aria expresses
his desires to be rich and powerful: “a Rockefeller, the King of Diamonds, a Sultan of America.”
These desires suggest that his current social status prevents him from achieving happiness. As
David has virtually no relationship with his wife, his desires for power suggest the need for a
relationship with someone else.
The musical setting of these desires is not forceful or empowering, but rather a lamenting fixation
on the drudgery of his life. David’s melody is built on the pentatonic scale G-A-B-D-E (sol-la-tire-mi) while the accompaniment drones the pedal tones E and B (mi and ti). Adding to the ethnic
sounds of the pentatonic melody and drone bass, the notion of exoticism is expressed in the
libretto with reference to a Nubian slave. It is more prominently played out stylistically in the
instrumentation of the winding “snake charming” countermelody scored in the oboe and clarinet
parts as well as the delicately added percussion featuring castanets and triangle.
Singing of twenty naked boys and twenty naked girls, it seems evident that David’s sexual
fantasies are purely physical—and perhaps deviant—with no intimate love. Barber’s use of
exoticism in this aria is an exploitation of David’s cross-over gender characteristics, which could
also suggest that his marriage is not “traditionally” functional. Just as David’s fantasy has no
outlet for personal intimacy, his marriage has no outlet for him either. Menotti’s libretto tells us

that David hides his own book by Havelock Ellis, which in the mid-twentieth century, was
popular for its discussions of the psychology of sex in society and marriage. This hidden book
could be a symbol for David’s suppressed deviant sexual desires. Barber supports this notion in
the musical narrative as the rhythmic setting of this text appears to resemble an anxiety-ridden
secret through the rhythmic dissonances played out with triplets and syncopated sixteenth dottedeighth rhythms.
Barber’s setting of the second portion of David’s aria further depicts David’s social displacement.
Here his music moves bombastically from chord to chord without functioning in a key.
Metrically, David’s melody shifts from groupings of threes to twos, rarely supporting the notated
bar line. These musical features reflect David’s interaction with his wife Geraldine. David
executes his daily activities with no consideration to his wife or her desires. David and Geraldine
do not relate to each other as a couple and have completely different desires. Consequently, their
arias have contrasting musical styles and they bid opposing suits in their card game.

Conclusion
Looking at just the surface of Menotti’s libretto, Sally would simply want to buy a hat; Bill would
be just another adulterous husband; Geraldine a depressed housewife; and David your average
worker dreaming of riches. Instead, the text and the music, the librettist and the composer, all
coalesce to create a rich and multi-layered narrative of A Hand of Bridge. The opera becomes an
exciting tale of thwarted desires expressed through the communicative properties of bridge as the
characters mask their internal conflicts with their best poker-face.

