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Act One

A courtyard at the home of the Polentani in Ravenna.
Francesca is the daughter of Guido da Polenta, lord of Ravenna. Four of her
maids joke with the jester who sings of the story of Tristan and Isolde. The
song is interrupted by Francesca’s brother, Ostasio, who angrily enters with
the notary, ser Toldo. He is afraid that the jester may have told the women
of the plan to marry Francesca to the lord of Rimini, Gianciotto Malatesta, a
coarse cripple, instead of his younger brother, Paolo the Handsome. Indeed,
Francesca is under the impression that she is betrothed to Paolo. The bride-
to-be enters with her sister, Samaritana, completely taken up by her roman-
tic dream. The maids call to Francesca from the terrace telling her that Pao-
lo, whom she believes to be her fiancé, has come to Ravenna on Gianciot-
to’s behalf and is approaching with his entourage. Samaritana, as if feeling
some dark sense of foreboding, vainly begs her sister not to leave her, not to
abandon the house where they both spent their happy childhood years.
Francesca goes to meet Paolo at the door; she picks up a bright red rose and
offers it to him.

Act Two

Rimini, the top of a round tower above the house of the Malatesta.
Preparations are underway for an imminent battle. The Ghibelline Parcitadi
are about to unleash an attack on the Guelph Malatesti. Francesca goes to
the tower to follow the manoeuvres, but also to be close to her brother-in-
law, Paolo, to whom she is feeling more and more attracted. He mounts the
tower, after being away from Rimini for forty days; he is pale and thin.
Francesca reproaches him again about the horrible deception of which she
has been the victim. The bells of Saint Colomba can be heard. The battle be-
gins. Paolo takes the highest place on the tower bareheaded, as if almost
seeking death. In the belief that her brother-in-law has been wounded,
Francesca takes his body in her arms and lovingly looks for the injury to his
head. Gianciotto arrives covered in blood and dust, and praises his brother’s
bravery. Francesca calls for her slave, Smaragdi, and orders wine for her hus-
band. All three of them drink to good fortune. The brother- and sister-in-law
gaze into each other’s eyes. Malatestino, the younger brother of Gianciotto
and Paolo, is then brought to the tower, seriously wounded in one eye. As
soon as he has been treated, he leaps up ready to return to the battle. The
chaos continues as the bells ring the tocsin and the trumpets resound in the
confusion of the city’s streets.
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Act Three

Francesca’s chamber.
Francesca, surrounded by her faithful maids, is reading the story of Lancelot.
The women laugh at the romantic story while their mistress is restless to a
point that she can no longer hide. Her thoughts fly to Paolo, who has gone to
Florence as the captain of the people, and at the same time to the cruel Malat-
estino whose dark dealings she fears. The maids and musicians try to cheer
her up with music and dancing. The Adriatic sea can be seen from the win-
dows of the room. Paolo returns after a two-month absence. The two look at
one another and their dialogue becomes increasingly intimate as Paolo’s pas-
sionate words weaken Francesca’s resistance. They read the story of Lancelot
together. As they look at the book, their foreheads touch, and when they
reach the moment when Guinevere kisses the knight, Paolo turns to Francesca
and kisses her. She wavers before abandoning herself on the pillows.

Act Four

An octagonal room in the palace of the Malatesta.
Malatestino is standing in front of Francesca and, full of lust, he unashamedly
harasses her. She calls him a “perverted boy” and threatens to tell Gianciotto
of his behaviour. Their dialogue is constantly interrupted by the screams of
Montagna, a prisoner undergoing torture in the dungeons. Francesca starts at
the screams. Malatestino takes an axe and goes to the jail to silence the poor
prisoner. Gianciotto enters and Francesca complains of her brother-in-law’s
behaviour, but her words are again interrupted by the prisoner’s screams as he
is being murdered. Francesca flies in horror. Malatestino returns with the sev-
ered head of Montagna. Alone with his brother, Gianciotto questions him
about his relations with Francesca, but the depraved youngster turns the ta-
bles, revealing Paolo’s guilty affair with his sister-in-law.

Francesca’s chamber.
Lying on her bed, Francesca is having a nightmare. The maids are dismayed
and one by one they all leave. Francesca wakes up and, in endearing terms,
remembers her beloved sister, Samaritana, with the youngest maid, Bian-
cofiore. The young girl leaves filled with a dark sense of foreboding. Then
the tragedy is fulfilled. Paolo arrives and, while he and Francesca are locked
in a passionate embrace, Gianciotto beats violently at the door and enters
the room. Paolo tries to escape through a trapdoor but his robe is caught on
a piece of iron. Gianciotto rushes towards him with his sword drawn, but he
pierces Francesca’s breast as she throws herself between the two men. Pao-
lo receives his beloved in his arms and is then pierced by the same weapon.
While their bodies collapse still clinging to each other, Gianciotto breaks his
bloody sword over his knee.

(Traduzione di Chris Owen)


